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Some Reviews 
 

Bob Goudzwaard & Harry de Lange 1995 Beyond Poverty and Affluence : Toward an 
Economy of Care With a Twelve-Step Program for Economic Recovery (Translated and 
edited by Mark R Vander Vennen, Eerdmans & WCC, Grand Rapids and Geneva. 
(published in ACE Journal August 1997 pp. 26-32). 

Bob Goudzwaard is a former member of the Dutch Parliament, and well known outside of 

the Netherlands as a creative thinker prodding reflection on Christian economics. He 

helped formulate the Basis and Principles of the Manifesto of the Dutch Christian 

Democratic Appeal Party and has been involved in the Dutch Council of Churches in 

welfare related issues. This latest book explains and elaborates his Christian economic 

perspective, and with Harry de Lange argues a case which is profound though not too 

difficult. It demonstrates a grasp for the intricacies of economics and econometrics and is a 

theoretical challenge to the discipline of economics. 

•  Economics and Everyday Life 

Our practical decision-making at all levels, public and private, national and international, 

needs renewal. Close engagement is called for and Beyond Poverty and Affluence takes 

seriously the crisis economists face. According to the authors we can no longer afford the 

abstractions of economic theory, with the dominant Enlightenment worship of human 

reason and ingenuity. The Enlightenment world-view, with all of its laissez-faire and 

socialist denominations, has run aground upon its own post-modern dilemmas, and yet 

economic science as such still has a part to play. Goudzwaard and de Lange do not appeal 

to any economic ir-rationalism as antidote to pervasive economic rationalism. The argument 

is confessedly Christian but is no attempt to ameliorate or sanitise an autonomous and self-

sufficient rationality. 

•  Ongoing critical engagement 

Their theoretical approach respects the fact that all schools of economics will give some 

account of the ultimate structure of human accountability in their theories. They may adopt 

the conventional Christian view that economics is a normative science, a study of the God-

order structure for buying and selling, but economics must be based in a normative 

framework which approaches economics as the study of creation. 
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 The reform proposed for economic theory starts with the writers’ diagnosis of the failures 

of 20th century economic theory. To put it briefly: the diagnoses of economic theory have 

been part of the disease economics has been trying to cure. Economic behaviourism 

(whether in socialist, Keynesian or free market varieties) has so shaped the civic mentality 

of the Welfare State, and those who seek to dismantle it, that it has become politically 

hazardous to speak about human responsibility. Asserting that humans are responsible 

seems too close to the neo-right agenda and shifts blame onto victims. Goudzwaard and 

deLange clear the ground theoretically and historically to discuss responsibility and 

accountability without giving any conceptual ammunition to new rightist ideology [for 

further discussion see Goudzwaard 1996]. 

But Goudzwaard and de Lange also believe that Christian social-economic-political 

thinking needs to be developed in close dialogue with the misleading ideologies it rejects. 

As theorists they want to learn to see their program also as others are prone to view it and 

to formulate their alternative aware that the fallacies of idealism and materialism 

perennially capture and bend innovative ideas away from renewal to a deepening of the 

crisis [For a more recent contribution see Bob Goudzwaard 1996]. 

•   Norms for a Normative Science of Economics 

Goudzwaard and de Lange re-define economics in terms of normative criteria which are 

large as life itself - care, nurture, frugality, stewardship. At base the economic theorist is also 

arguing a case with him/herself about the application of these norms. This raises a 

philosophical problem. If our entire social life Coram Deo is indeed stewardship, does this 

mean that sacred theology, ethics and law are now to be understood as subsidiary parts of 

the new Christian economic theory? Not exactly. Whilst it is true that the various special 

sciences should not be nurtured and cultivated as if they are somehow in totally separate and 

different paddocks, yet each special science does have a distinct focus. It is indeed the 

fullness of our living and breathing life, Coram deo, which the specialist in economic theory 

investigates when deriving economic concepts and analysing economic structures. Each of 

the special sciences studies our integral human experience from the standpoint of one or 

other aspect. But even though creation is to be viewed theoretically from one or other aspect 

it is still the full reality of God’s creation order, and the awesome responsibility of the 

human agent, which confronts the economic theorist in the formulation of the economic 

concept. Working within the framework of the economy of creation, a Christian economic 
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theory will seek to restore economic theory to its rightful task, to limit its activities in a way 

that creatively keeps it from usurping other special scientific perspectives, and rightfully 

point to distributive and allocative states of affairs which other sciences are not so focused 

upon. 

•   Six Paradoxes, Three Intractables and the Morality of Economics 

At the outset the authors ask us to consider “Six Paradoxes” which confront economic 

theorising. How is it that a society of enormous wealth experiences enormous scarcity? they 

ask. How is it that poverty is increasing not on the fringes but at the heart of wealthy 

societies? How is it possible that as wealth increases opportunities to practice care 

decrease? Why does unemployment rise instead of dropping in the midst of economic 

growth? A rising standard of living coincides with a rising incidence of disease. How 

come? With more wealth we have far less time. Why? Poverty, environmental degeneration 

and unemployment are three intractable problems which are caught in the seeming grid-

lock of these paradoxes. 

But solutions to the paradoxical and intractable problems of our stewardship do not come 

by formulae - not even by enshrining the six paradoxes and three intractables and resolving 

them by 12 categorical imperatives. Adequate reform can only be by a painstaking, 

historical labour seeking the renewal of society in all aspects. Redefining basic concepts is 

itself a painstaking and complex task. Our view of development needs to be changed. Our 

concepts of salaries, conservation, taxation and interest rates - to name but a few - need to be re-

thought.  

•   Aid for the Over-Developed West 

Decisions to limit basic rates of pay, or to have high unemployment, are not just a matter of 

bowing to fate as cowardly Ministers of Industry might have us believe. These decisions 

come out of a normative vision about stewardship and nurture for a nation’s people. But, as 

the authors point out, policies born of fatalism, encourage fatalistic attitudes. The dogmas 

of economic rationalism nurture other self-serving abstractions about curves on graphs 

“flattening out”, as if the policies can ignore the steamrolling effects they have on people’s 

lives - on how they share a pie as a family, munch a packet of chips on the way to class or 

swap Tazos in the school yard. 
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Stewardship, for the economic rationalist politician may be about making “tough” 

decisions, ensuring that “bottom line” entries on ledgers are in the black and discovering 

how much is left after all budget items have been accounted for. But if unemployment rates 

seem to go up when we wield a black pen, and that they can only come down when we use 

a red one, then seemingly that is the price we have to pay. It is talked about as if it is simply 

too bad. The result is that the unemployment rate becomes a part of the political economic 

debate but the unemployed persons, and their families friends and associates, are assumed 

to be somehow “outside” the economic field of reckoning. Throughout the western world 

we now secure the talk about the price of unemployment in terms of avoiding national 

debt, but when it comes to practical discussion of the day to day personal price that people 

have to pay for such a political economy our politicians have no way of including such 

empirical matters in their economic equations. The price of talking abstractly about people’s 

lives has been artificially inflated at the expense of adequately formulating the unpriceable 

scarcity of human stewardship and accountability.  “Surplus accounting” becomes a 

normative framework. Thus despite alternative rhetorics unemployment and the 

unemployed are and remain an integral part of the economy, even as Marxists have insisted 

for over one hundred years. 

Likewise, ruining rain forests doesn’t do away with the environment; it changes it for the 

worse. It is not a question of whether large-scale multi-nationals are to contribute to the 

fabric of civil society; it is rather with the rightful management their involvement, the 

public legal shaping of their contribution, in direct and indirect ways. 

Accountancy can only ever makes sense in terms of our deepest values. The “bottom line” of 

our accountancy, as one dimension of our ultimate accountability, concerns who we are. The  

true “bottom line” is our stewardship as human beings, as workers in God’s vineyard if you 

will, in which the arguments about our budgeting can alone make sense. Counting our 

pennies makes sense in the context of a structure of ac-count-ability Coram Deo. 

•   Accounting and Accountability 

So we come to the question of who we are. Who are “we” in “our” economic life. If by “we” 

we reduce our stewardship to the aspect of creation we explore via our economic theory 

then we will find ourselves dominated by, and enslaved to, the concepts and the theories 

we have constructed. They were formulated to help us better understand our own work, 

but they become a tyranny. When “we” is reduced to who we are in an economic sense our 
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conceptual dilemmas are only just starting. Do we call a halt and assume “we” means “we 

Australians”, “we British” or “we Europeans”? Or is it a matter of who “we” are in our 

private lives? Or is the “we” really our market value in a global sense? Whichever way it 

goes we face intractable logical and theoretical problems because philosophically we have 

crossed over the reductionist threshold and defined ourselves in terms of whatever 

economic science might discover about ourselves. We must then find some or other 

countervailing absolute to hold us and the economy made out of our abstractions in its 

place. That in a nutshell is the problematic which the authors claim is avoidable. And that is 

why they see themselves fully immersed in the history of economic thought  by developing 

the outline of a practical regime for the historical resolution of global, glocal and local 

economic problems which will have large-scale public and private ramifications. 

•   Twelve Steps and Some Practical Policy Proposals 

The final chapter is "A Twelve-Step Program for Economic Recovery". This sounds over 

ambitious but it is also an implicit suggestion for the reform of the economics curriculum 

within the academy. The practical regime they put forward is also a suggestion about what 

contribution economic theory should make to the entire encyclopaedia. The book’s 

“practical” side is thus also an implicit challenge to universities to ensure that the study of 

economics gets “theoretical” and in tune with reality, priceable and unpriceable scarcities. 

We live in a global commonwealth bestowed with great riches, great wealth and the next 

generation needs sharper insight into our stewardly view of ourselves and the way things 

have been formed historically. 

 The first proposal concerns the world monetary system - the way in which the world's rich 

countries are structurally to be dependent upon poorer countries. Nations are called to 

serve and care for each other. They must do this with an eye to the true situation in the 

global market. In this way we can take seriously our own nationality but reckon with the 

interdependencies which span the global and make the earth the home for all of its 

inhabitants. 

The second step considers salaries and wages - payment for services rendered should not 

only be retrospective but prospective. Payment should be such to enable people to continue 

the good work they are doing. If this principle was applied to the full gamut of industrial 

relations, across the board, including to cut the salaries of over-paid senior executives, then 

not only would the disparity between the over-paid and the under-paid close significantly. 
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As well the over-paid would find themselves significantly more at ease with their fellows, 

more able to contribute and less likely to inflict alienating managerial systems which hide 

the fact that they have retired from active stewardship into inactive sinecures. A 

retrospective comparative view of wages and salaries would then compare the "caring" 

function of the jobs performed. A prospective view would allow us to see tasks that are 

needed in the future for genuine care of the planet and of our social ecology. 

The third step concerns restructuring our understanding of the responsibility of powerful 

corporations - re-building the fabric of civil society. By using our socio-political imagination 

we might be able to find ways to persuade management of large-scale corporations to 

extend their brand name sponsorship of high profile national sporting teams to make 

relevant contributions to social development programmes (which would include sport) in 

poorer areas in our nations and continents so that as public companies they also have a 

moral incentive to help build a society that will grow past fixations upon advertising icons 

and consumer goods.  

The fourth is oriented to pricing and production. The following steps include social 

security, the environment and economic growth are the focus of the next steps followed by 

public debate, technology, networking, assessing international trade and the predominance 

of Western life-style. 

 

•  A New Economics Curriculum 

The 12-point program is as much for the "widow and her mite" as it is for the corporate 

"movers and shakers", erstwhile whistle blowers, unionists, and citizens engaged in buying 

and selling activities in the market place of the life of nations. It is as much for those united 

in diffuse organisations like church structures (denominations) which use resources is a 

decentralised way, as it is for highly regimented corporations which are ruled from the top. 

It is as much a schema which can be applied with profit by an informal alliance by parents 

in a local sporting team, as it is an approach to economic planning which should be taken 

seriously by politicians who work out their stewardship by debating in Parliament. 

It is also a worthwhile statement of principle that can help academics better face questions 

about the normative and appropriate “division of labour” within the increasingly tattered 

social fabric of our academic stewardship around the world. The twelve points can be used on 
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the personal level, on the inter-personal level as friends and colleagues discuss their own 

contribution, as well as in more formal and organised settings from the local sporting club all 

the way up to the united nations and the board rooms of multi-national organisations. 

•   Conclusion 

At the beginning of the final chapter the authors quote from the post-Marxist theologian 

Ernst Bloch : "When you begin to pay in hard cash for what you have preached about - the 

poor, the exploited and the oppressed - then you are Christians. If you do not, then you are 

chatter-boxes and hypocrites." They then ask : Can we achieve something of the radicality 

of human action to which the Bible calls us, also in economics? Beyond Poverty and 

Affluence challenges us not only Christians, but all of us, to reappraise our stewardship 

and our economic theories.  
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Postmodern Industrial Sociology and Public Theology 
 

Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis Productive Diversity : A New Australian Model for Work and 
Management Annandale NSW. Pluto Press 1997. ISBN 1 86403 034 8 
Gordon Preece Changing Work Values : A Christian Response Acorn Press  Brunswick East 
1995 ISBN 0-908294-21-7 
(initially published Zadok Perspectives 1995 No. 60) 

Much current discussion in industrial sociology considers the ambiguities of our post-

industrial commercial practises. This continues debates which have been in train since the 

industrial revolution; these days the key concepts are de-skilling, re-skilling and multi-

skilling. Our era is called a post-Fordist one. Industrial practise is no longer constrained by 

the technology and routines of the assembly line; nowadays we buy cars of any colour even 

if they are black. 

Ours is an age of great diversity. It is not just a matter of a great range of ‘products’. New 

industrial practises are geared to re-focusing work and work-places towards the different 

talents within and amongst the workforce. Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis in Productive 

Diversity (1997).  even discuss “diversity management”. The authors look beyond the 

variety of skills that any one task, or workplace, must develop and approach the workplace 

focusing upon the resources brought to the job by the workforce. They leave Henry Ford, 

the assembly line and F W Taylor’s time-and-motion studies in the past with what they call 

a new managerial style. 

Cope and Kalantzis are purveyors of “difference”. They promote ethnic, gender and age 

diversity, as part of the historic move away from “multi-skilling” to “diversity 

management”. This subtle shift looks and sounds like “multi-skilling” but it is more than a 

matter of complex training and sophistication; it is a strategy by which Cope and Kalantzis 

claim to safeguard industrial relations as a distinctive professional practise. 

In a concluding comment workers are told that they no longer need to be treated en masse.  

The post-industrial era has arrived. The authors’ apologia is a mixture of  romanticism and 

pessimism. They state : 

 

... even if the system is endemically inequitable, it is possible to strip it of 

some of its blind prejudices. The system does not have to be racist. It does 

not have to be sexist. It does not have to be discriminatory. The boss may 
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still drive off in a black Porsche while the workers still catch the bus. But 

it does not have to be a white person who is driving the Porsche. In the 

absence of realistic alternatives, this is better than nothing. (Kalantzis and 

Cope 1997 p.282) 

The socialist world-view is re-jigged with a new-age tour de force. This conclusion implies 

that a black female Porsche-driving boss, by definition, is less racist that a similarly mobile 

white male boss? Is a female less sexist than a male even if she was not behind the wheel of 

an upmarket Porsche but a middle-class Holden? 

Such argument is sentimentalist, romanticist and nihilist. It is ideological retreat pure and 

simple, a case of intellectual “deskilling”. Should we ignore this stuff or should we try to 

give such post-modern argument respect as we try to unravel it? 

It is to the merit of Gordon Preece that he has kept his Christian analysis of work to the 

industrial arena, neither idealising his alternative nor avoiding the real issues that confront 

us in everyday life. In fact if I had to make a text-book choice for students in industrial 

sociology there might be good grounds for selecting Changing Work Values over 

Productive Diversity. Why? 

Preece’s angle is “public theology” and “ethics”. He does not deal with primary material of 

the social theory of employment and industrial relations, but intellectually there is breadth 

in the orientation he adopts. His consideration of Barth, Ellul and Labora Exercens could 

expand “industrial sociology” to consider aspects of the Christian intellectual tradition. 

Max Weber might give an “ideal type” of some Protestant and Catholic teaching, but The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism  is no real help to the secularised student who 

wants a better understanding of what s/he does not believe about the meaning and 

purpose of work. On the other hand Preece’s work could help here. 

Changing Work Values, advocates a reformed Christian approach to work. But his 

avoidance of Braverman and the post-Fordist discussion of de-skilling and multi-skilling is 

a problem even if not fatal. His reformed Christian perspective on work is styled as a 

“public theology of work”. This means that his discussion presupposes a critical 

appropriation of insights about work and employment gleaned from Gorz, Toffler and 

Jones, but the question is : how does a Christian perspective on work relate to a Christian 

critique of the neo-positivist perspectives at work in the theories of these non-

Christianwriters? Can it be that these thinkers simply need to add a “public theology” 
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dimension to their thinking as he implies? Would that make their perspective compatible 

with a Christian sociology of work? 

Changing Work Values is based on the assumption that to be a Christian thinker one has 

to think of as a theologian. The book finds its analytical focus in theology, aimed at those 

who would become multi-skilled theologians with rhetorical expertise in industrial and 

political issues. In this way "public theology" become the "spiritual" equivalent of a style 

exhibited by Cope and Kalantzis' in their purveying of "diversity management". 

The problem is that it gives theologians pre-eminence among Christian thinkers in the 

various fields of science. Christian thinking becomes a kind of "outside expertise". A 

biblically-directed view, on the other hand, will form the basis of our engagement in the 

industrial arena (as in the world of science) not allowing us to simply hang on the fringes. 

These books remind us that we need a better understanding of the role of consultants. The 

structure of our post-industrial work-place seems to be predicated upon the development 

of large-scale consultancies. We need to develop a critical view and ascertain how a 

Christian contribution to the industrial arena (and the work we do in the realm of science) 

relates to the technical and professional power of those who make a living (or a killing) "on 

the fringes". 

 

Thursday, 6 November 1997 
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IS CHRISTIAN SCHOLARSHIP TRIBAL? 

CAL’S ARTFUL CHALLENGE TO NICK AND JON UNHEEDED 
 

Lambert Zuidervaart and Henry Luttikhuizen (eds) Pledges of Jubilee: Essays on the Arts 
and Culture in Honor of Calvin G Seerveld Wm B Eerdmans. Grand Rapids 1995 ISBN 0-
8028-3792-1 
(initially published in ACHEA Update 1996) 

Cal Seerveld’s father was a Psalm-singing Dutch American seller of fish from Long Island 

who joy’d in his sweat Coram Deo amongst the flies at the local tip - Cal became a 

philosophical aesthetician. 

Nick Woltersdorff’s father had a craftsman’s talent we are told, but in the Minnesota 

prairies there was no market for cabinets painstakingly assembled and he cultivated his 

artistic aspirations with pen and ink on paper in his spare time - Nick also became an art 

affirming philosopher. 

Jon Pott was a student of Seerveld’s at the fledgling Trinity Christian college, another of the 

Christian Reformed academies which sprouted into cultural affirming post-secondary 

schooling in the 1950s. Jon and his college mates enjoyed the prank of lurking behind 

Seerveld’s “stubby, ill-formed and decidedly earthbound” Chrysler Imperial as they all 

made their way to class, shaping another chapter of reformed higher education north 

American style. Jon now publishes books with Eerdmans. 

Readers might have already noted that this is not the usual way to start a review, let alone 

of a Festschrift which celebrates a scholars’ contribution. And this review will be more a 

discussion of the context than of the contents of the book. I approach it this way because I 

feel Cal Seerveld, friend of Christian scholarship, has set a standard for plain speaking 

Christian academic honesty which needs to be emphasised. Cal, Nick and Jon - American 

lads of the post-war era all - are part of the Christian higher education scene in Australia in 

various ways, whether they know it, or like it, or not. 

Cal visited these parts for a well-earned sabbatical ten years ago at the invitation of the 

Association for Christian scholarship. His bibliography from June-July 1987 has a healthy 

10 entries. He missed coming a year later because of a heart-murmur. Jon Pott continues to 

oversee Eerdman’s publications as they sell across the globe - in this country as well - as the 

graduates of reformed higher education North American style get their diaconal service of 
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theory-writing artfully composed, published and into bookshelves in Grand Rapids, Sioux 

Center, Ancaster, Toronto, Seoul, Salatiga, Geelong and other out of the way places 

wherever Christian scholarship takes root. 

Last year Nick joined educators and scholars at the remote out-of- Sydney Merroo NICE 

Conference and the Darling Harbour “ed-fest” sponsored by Christian Schools 

International. His key note lecture was Christian learning: what is it and can it and should it 

survive in a postmodern world? was also an elaborated affirmation of the Christian intentions 

of John Locke, and this will do more than raise just a few eyebrows. That address, 

published by NICE in July 1997, should be read in connection with Nick’s most recent book 

John Locke and the Ethics of Belief (1996). 

But in his “A letter from a friend”, which is ambiguously placed early in this book, old-

fellow alumnus Nick is almost Milton to Seerveld’s Lycidas : 

 

For we were nursed upon the self-same hill, 

Fed the same flock, by fountain, shade and rill ... 

... Rough Satyrs danced, and Fauns with clov’n heel 

From the glad sound would not be absent long, 

And old Damoetas loved to hear our song. 

 

What’s Nick up to in this epistle? Is this statement to be read as a kind of reformed 

philosophers imprimatur; or maybe a kind of quality control statement which now makes 

Seerveld safe reading for Calvin College students, lecturers and administrators, and in 

particular of the marketing department of their academic alma mater? 

Despite Nick’s Miltonic tone, Seerveld is not yet dead, dead ere his prime; clearly his recent 

Graduation Address, A Gift of Words, A Gift of Diaconia shows there is a pinch or two of 

nuanceful allusiveness stored up in his Christian aesthetic salt-shaker which he has carried 

all the way from his Long Island Christian fish shop into the art-theory world of the world’s 

finest galleries.  

Everyone who has read Seerveld knows that he writes with a style all his own - whether 

this be expressed with a 59c ball-point, a Shaeffer nib with a cartridge of washable-blue 

behind it, or a fountain pen with permanent black ink waiting pregnantly to be 

calligraphed - he has always gone for broke leaving his readers wondering and asking for 

more.  
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This book collects a bunch of feast writing together to honour Cal on retirement. Unlike 

Lycidas who hath not left his peer, Cal, the fish-monger’s son, in retirement, still has his work 

cut out still working with the coterie of matured and maturing aestheticians-in-their-own-

craft and generation, and doing other things besides. The task goes on to add re-reforming 

bite to the Christian scholarly artistic sweat in which he has so openly gloried.  

Recalling their own Calvin College days Nick notes not one Damoetas but three philosophic 

mentors - Harry Jellema, Henry Zylstra and Henry Stob. The Calvin College Nick 

remembers is in terms of its motto faith seeks understanding. Weaving his brief, if not off-

hand, narrative Nick affirms Calvin’s cultural affirmation and is glad that Cal and he, good 

students both, [and later by cultural inheritance Jon] gained their distinctive reformed 

spurs in the Calvinian understanding so promoted. Faith might seek and gain such 

understanding in the shadows of the Christian Reformed hallowed halls, but those who are 

culturally outside that neighbourhood won’t gain much insight here into how Nick and Cal 

differ in their appropriation of that same Calvinistic philosophic and scholarly tradition for 

art, art history, let alone for how they read the Scriptures. 

Here Nick is not only saying nominalistically “Ich bin von Calvin College” but also that 

being part of that clan means that much can and should be left unsaid. Pity. Should it be? 

It’s just too vague, in-house, if not obscurantist, for all those readers of Calvin Seerveld who 

do not, as such, sing Gaudeamus Igitur in tune with Calvin College’s chimes.  

Nick and Cal are indeed immersed in scholarship, each in his own way. We have heard the 

line up, which Nick now repeats, many times before like Rex Hunt telling us all the great 

full forwards for Richmond - Paul and Augustine, Calvin and Kuyper, Dooyeweerd and 

Vollenhoven. Except these are not footballers. These are the saints who preserved them 

when they were post-war alumni, officiandos of a culture-affirming tradition, enabling 

them to appropriate it and find their niche in the reformed North American schema. Not 

only a tradition but a magisterial tradition. Not only a magisterial tradition but one which 

advocates a spirit of Christian academic diaconia. 

You and I carried on that part of the tradition as we received it. We too 

have affirmed the arts. We too have felt that we had to do that - to 

Christians on general, to reformed Christians in particular. We have felt 

we could not take for granted in them a sense of the need for art. And you, 

much more than I, have gone beyond exhortation to the nourishing of the 

arts. (p.xiii).  
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But what I want to ask is this : by what route did Cal find a way into the North American 

Christian academy to nourish the arts for Christ’s sake? Nick ignores the style and the route 

by which Cal Seerveld carved out his own academic career. Nick seems to have done pretty 

well, having made his way in it. And Jon continues selling Christian perspectives alongside 

the Christian reformed academic market, in market niches where Christian reformed 

college alumni might lurk weighing up whether they have ditched Christianity by 

immersing themselves in “outside” and “outsider” traditions which dominate the “other” 

academic world. But this affirming stuff really is something of a blind to the hard yakka 

needed to survive, academically speaking, outside of the mainstream. 

Does Nick help us understand Seerveld’s view of himself labouring under the sometimes 

suffocating constrictions which Cal, and many of the peers of both he and Nick, have 

oftimes bemoaned, out of concern for their church? Nick’s story, harking back to a common 

Calvin College under-graduate education is not very convincing. It may be a part of the 

story - who am I to query Nick’s right to tell it the way he saw it? - but here his letter reads 

more like something out of a column in the market driven Calvin Spark than the kind of 

thing which philosophers should be convinced by or gain a reputation for. 

It is a grandiloquent micro-letter which goes out of its way to be effusively positive, but it is 

not very credible, with or without Woltersdorff’s apparent implicit accommodation to 

Lyotard’s observation about post-modern incredulity to all meta-narratives. 

Nick’s Letter from a friend, with Jon Pott’s Publisher’s preface, are out-of-synch with Seerveld’s 

scholarly style, in particular as I read Seerveld again affirming Christian Gottesdienst, 

avoiding art-for art’s sake just as much as politeness for political sake. Maybe it is because I 

am an outsider to Grand Rapids but Jon’s post-Trinity Christian college Preface reads too 

much like a Preface for an editor’s sake, and Nick’s Letter to a former colleague reads 

ambiguously like trying too hard to say something positive on a personal level when really 

he should have written a scholarly piece that did both he and Cal proud. Does Seerveld 

deserve the lavish praise or not? If so, why not honour him as you should with a genuine 

essay instead of all this padding? 

In these two introductions, which frame the 15 contributions with which they are in stark 

contrast, I do not hear Nick and Jon attending to Cal’s critique-in-posture. Why is this? 

Why are they engaged in this academic grandiose hit-and-run? It is all a bit patronising - 
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the “great magister” is toasted in classic Miltonic tones and the Grand Rapids speak of 

common room out of touch with its religious roots. It is too tribal - consider the use of the 

word “we” and our”. It is far too mannered, all the unsaid stuff is left out as neutral 

adiaphora. As art - style if you will - and if they were painters Pott and Woltersdorff have 

laid it on “too thick” on canvasses too small and too insular. 

Woltersdorff has written on many things. But what about a critical assessment of Seerveld’s 

view of the biblical wisdom underneath Vollenhoven’s historiographical categories? What 

about Seerveld’s philosophy of aesthetics? Does Woltersdorff have nothing else to say 

about the “Christian tin-can model of human creativity” applied to art in action? Why 

reduce the Seerveld-Woltersdorff friendship to a nice story in a too nice letter about how 

we were all together imbibing our stories about our heroes in the past? Give us a break 

Nick; C minus. Resubmit. You can do much better than this. 

Jon admits his wilful impertinence in his publisher’s salutation, reminding Cal of Cal’s words 

which called him to re-style his questioning some decades back. Perhaps Jon senses that the 

pertinence of Seerveld’s in-class critique stills hold true? Cal had once addressed him “And 

what about you, Mr Pott? Silenced by pertinence?” Jon negotiated the publication of the 

Festschrift on behalf of the publishers, and the decision to publish having been made, he 

wrote the Publisher’s preface, but with this question on his mind. It would have been a more 

pertinent preface if the almost tribal references to “our” reformed tradition, and how “we” 

were challenged in Cal’s classes, were replaced by a discussion of how Seerveld’s “craggy 

grandeur, the raw physicality, the jarring syntax, and the plain-spoken vernacular” 

challenged students to develop a Christian enterprise in academic book publishing, led by 

a biblically-directed world-and-life-view which challenged and challenges Jon Pott and his 

colleagues at Eerdmans to bring the insights of Seerveld into the glue of the binding of 

book-publishing, on the inside front-margins of peer reviews for a book waiting to be 

published. “And what about you Mr Pott? What is the pertinence of what you are 

publishing? Sales?” On the page listing the publication data is a revealing statement which 

contextualizes Pott’s open impertinence. It reads “The publication of this book is supported by a 

grant from the Institute for Christian studies in Toronto.” Would Eerdmans have proceeded to 

publication without this grant?    
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Jon knows, as those who have read Seerveld know, that Seerveld’s career as an academic 

has also required him to dig deeply and delve into penny-a-sheet publications himself, 

away from the busy “main-street” of  reformed Christian publishing houses which 

congregated if not congealed in Grand Rapids. Seerveld’s works were seemingly not 

pertinent enough to the marketing departments of Christian ‘academic’ publishers and Jon 

could have opened this book with an open discussion which at least broached this 

structural issue, central to the economy of Christian book publishing. That might have got 

the sales going to rival the turnstiles clicking over at the inter-college basketball as fans of 

the Hope Flying Dutch and the Calvin Knights hang on every move in the Reformed 

Michigan equivalent of the world series. All the toast-making on behalf of the Eerdman’s 

executives seems a bit overdone in its absence. 

The problem here, is that this book is being sent out by those who assess the market and 

who have decided that it is worth it. I think it is worth it. But the problem is that this book 

is about a scholar who was willing to trade ideas in the intellectual market places of the 

world, even at his own great personal cost, when he was left ‘out to dry’ by Christian 

publishing firms. It is a great historical irony that a publisher which has never had the 

Christian stomach to publish Seerveld’s work can now turn around and publish a  

festschrift in his honour. Is it a matter of  Eerdmans now having an interest in publishing 

works written by reformed scholars who advocate a biblically-directed world-and-life 

view? Or is it to be a matter of taking upon themselves the task of marketing the reformed 

tradition? 

Pertinent words may be said about how Cal has won a place for himself in “our” tradition, 

as well as in “our” hearts. But they are empty words, and the “our” is too close to self-

serving, when the modus operandi of Christian publishing, including Eerdmans, confirms 

Max Weber’s thesis that a deistic habit of mind, shaped by bottom-line number-crunching 

hidden hand idea, has become the ethical orientation by which Christians publish their 

ideas abroad. Not very “reformational” that. 

Decades earlier they - Cal, Nick, and Jon - were brought face to face with attempts to reform 

the reformation itself, as Milton might have put it. - at Calvin College, then later at Trinity 

Christian college, Dordt, then at the Institute for Christian studies, King’s, Redeemer and so 

on. Then the name of Dooyeweerd, Vollenhoven, Mekkes, Popma and Van Riessen became 
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part of a fashion, if not the rage, as Calvin College alumni returned home from Amsterdam 

fresh with PhD teaching credentials and “reformational” fervour. As Seerveld pointed out 

they confronted, and at times not very successfully, the “verbal farting” of  four letter 

words which were worn as a kind of badge of reformational liberation. But that was about 

30 years ago. 

Since then there has still been no abiding place on the Eerdmans list for Reformed 

Calvinistic Philosophy, even if Woltersdorff champions their genealogy with a magisterial 

wave of his quill all the way back to Augustine, now bringing it all up to date with the 

latest magister Seerveld. 

But when is Seerveld going to get a book on the Eerdmans’ lists? Let alone Dooyeweerd 

who is now most possibly permanently “off list” anyway. The debacle about the Complete 

Works of Herman Dooyeweerd, in which the entire English speaking oeuvre has been 

turned over to the Edwin Mellen Press of Lewiston, New Jersey, cannot be fully be 

understood if we forget the debacle that has proceeded it, namely the Eerdmans tradition of 

ongoing unwillingness to back the publication of works which keep the reformed Christian 

scholarly tradition alive as an up and running scholarly concern in places where mammon 

seems to dominate publication lists and curriculum vitae composition. 

And no doubt there will be works which cry out for a publisher from Seerveld’s students 

and those “working in the tradition”. The standard of essays in this Festschrift bears happy 

testimony to that. But is Pledges of Jubilee the breakthrough in Christian publishing of 

‘reformational literature’ that it should be signalling? I read the 7 pages of Pott and 

Woltersdorff and measure that against the other 354 and conclude that Eerdmans is not so 

sure of itself; it is not so clear that it believes it should be publishing the very works which 

make the tradition it now claims to represent. 

All this is not to say that this is not a good book. I am sure that Cal will warmly appreciate 

the fifteen essays lovingly crafted and sweated over by students, peers and others. My 

caveat is to those who have not yet read the book. It is a scholarly book, as a Festschrift 

should be, but the 7 introductory pages represent something else, something which Jon and 

Nick do not willingly face in what they write. 

By all means, mull over Lambert Zuidervaart’s introductory reflections (1-24) consider the 

reflections of Morbey, Leach, Luttikhuizen and Romanowski on Cultural Theory.  
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Westphal, Carol Hart and Donald Knudsen show an appreciation for the Cal Seerveld they 

knew to be immersed in philosophical hermeneutics and aesthetics. In another section 

(Cultural Critique) Johannes Snyman shows how Seerveld’s aesthetics have enabled him to 

unravel propaganda from love of country in Afrikaaner war memorials; Fran Wong 

critically describes Neil Jordan’s The Crying Game  which won an Academy Award for its 

Irish film-maker;  Peter Enneson continues Seerveld’s appreciation for Henk Krijger by 

discussing The Survivors; Gudrun Kushcke develops literary dialogue with Werner 

Bergengruen’s poetry. A final section on Religious Art has Bert Polman viewing the 

paintings which tried to mystically expose the maternal breast of the mother of Jesus; 

Barbara Jo Douglas gives an appreciation for Genevan Psalms in Seerveld’s up-beat and 

jazzy style and Raymond van Leeuwen looks at wisdom in Seerveld’s exegesis of the 

biblical book of Proverbs. 

Readers of this review should read the book and learn to appreciate Seerveld as his 

students have learned to appreciate him. But the protestantic publishing ethics which 

surround Jon Pott at Eerdmans and the story-lines by which Nick Woltersdorff’s now 

attempts to make philosophical diaconia palpable are ambiguous and evincing a North 

American ambivalence about the task of the inner reformation of scholarship which Calvin 

Seerveld has spent his post-fish-shop career promoting. 

Thursday, 29 May 1997 
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Recent historical scholarship of evangelicalism 
(published in In die Skriflig 30:4 Dec 1996 pp. 503-516) 

Abstract 
Evangelical historiography is an attempt within evangelicalism to assess 

its own history.  Books like Mark Noll’s The Scandal of the Evangelical 

Mind (1994), Stuart Piggin’s Evangelical Christianity in Australia: 

Spirit, Word and World (1996) and David Bebbington’s Evangelicalism 

in Modern Britain (1989) are evidence of a sustained attempt by 

evangelical historians to re-appraise the history of their religion.  In this 

review Mark Noll’s argument about the “mind”, or lack of it, of American 

evangelicalism is assessed.  His historiographical method is scrutinised.  

The conclusion is that the scandal is wider than the “life of the mind”.  

Evangelicalism, as presented by Noll, Bebbington and Piggin also 

involves an unelaborated philosophy of history, which finds great 

difficulty in distancing itself from the popular sentiment, if not the 

doctrines of modern society.  The recent historiography of evangelicalism 

needs a Christian method for criticising itself, lest it become another form 

of post-modern romantic popularism. 

 

•   Trying to assess the history of evangelical historiography 

In this review article I mainly discuss the work of Mark Noll in The Scandal of the Evangelical 

Mind (1974)1.  The work of Bebbington, or the more recent study of Piggin, are different in 

style, providing point for comparison and contrast.  The critical examination of the 

movement of evangelical historical scholarship which these works represent must include 

much more than these four works.  But as they stand they raise important questions that 

need to be addressed. 

Mark Noll says that Christian thought and scholarship among evangelicals, particularly 

American evangelicals, is a scandal.  The scandal is that there simply is no evangelical 

mind.  His treatise is conceived as a provocation to the people he is talking about, the very 

people who have nurtured his faith. 

Scandal is diagnostic.  Any book can only be rightly understood if we keep the genre to 

which it belongs in mind.  And for Scandal that provides a difficult task.  It truly belongs to 

an international literature written by evangelicals about evangelicalism.  But it is not just 

the “American version” of the kind of material provided by Piggin and Bebbington.  It is 

also something else.  An examination of Noll’s method and the conclusions he draws might 

                                                         
1 Henceforth referred to as Scandal. 
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help us explain why The Scandal had to be written in the way it was.  Scandal’s 

idiosyncrasies need explanation. 

We can ask:  How does one write about the “evangelical mind” as an historian, or more 

exactly, how does one write as an American historian?  Bebbington, we note, has written 

about the “non-conformist conscience” (Bebbington, 1982) in an historical text that takes the 

reader up to 1910 when the non-conformist conscience had come to an end (Bebbington, 

1982:160).  Noll writes about the present with an historian’s retrospection.  It is an account 

of the history of evangelicalism, but it is framed to transcend the academy. 

Piggin’s study is a chronicle of events, persons and places.  It seems as if the biggest hurdle 

for Piggin is the definition of the term evangelical.  Once that has been achieved – then the 

historical research follows as a logical progression, itemising significant developments and 

pointing out why important persons came to such prominence.  

The idea is that evangelicalism is best understood, not as a theology, a party, or an 

ideology, but as a movement concerned with three major elements – Spirit, Word and 

world – and that when these three are synthesised the movement is strong, and when they 

are separated the movement is weak ... it is the only single hypothesis which to me makes 

sense of the vast and variegated data which the movement has produced ... (Piggin, 1996:x). 

But Piggin seems to have made a logical oversight.  What started out as a definition of 

evangelicalism becomes a hypothesis by which Piggin argues about the inner historical 

coherence of the movement.  This might indicate that Piggin’s historiography of 

evangelicalism aims to prove the validity of his definition of the movement.  Noll 

acknowledges something similar. 

... ‘evangelicalism’ has always been made up of shifting movements, 

temporary alliances, and the lengthened shadows of individuals.  All 

discussions of evangelicalism, therefore, are always both descriptions of 

the way things really are as well as efforts within our own minds to 

provide some order for a multifaceted complex of impulses and 

organisations (Noll, 1994:8). 

 

There is an important methodological problem identified by this statement.  It is, however, 

not immediately clear whether Noll is appealing to a principle about the way to approach 

all historical study (eg. after Max Weber’s ideal-typical attempts to sympathetically 

reconstruct bureaucracy, capitalism or Protestantism) or whether he is making a point 
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which is peculiar to the object of this historical study – evangelicalism.  Could Noll’s 

indeterminacy be an expression of Noll’s evangelicalism, an aspect of the evangelical mind 

itself, as is implied by Piggin in the quote above?  The context in Scandal does indeed give 

credence to this latter interpretation. 

As an academic argument about social and historical processes Scandal utilises something 

like Weber’s ideal-typical methodology (see Bebbington, 1979:158-159) to derive an ordered 

picture with which he can work.  But how can Noll, the historian, represent his argument to 

other evangelicals?  The opening sentence is pregnant – “The scandal of the evangelical 

mind is that there is not much of an evangelical mind” (Noll, 1994:3). 

It is almost as if Noll is saying:  I cannot commend the historian’s task to you (i.e. 

evangelical readers) as long as the historical disposition of evangelicals to avoid “the life of 

the mind” is maintained.  Scandal represents Noll’s scandalous challenge to his American 

evangelical brothers and sisters; their intellectual distinctiveness lies in this – they have no 

distinctiveness.  American evangelicals are exceptionally good at not being exceptional. 

It may also be the case that Noll is giving himself room to enter into discourse with 

academic colleagues who do not share his Christian faith.  By contrast Piggin is an 

evangelical within the context of Sydney Anglicanism who is seeking to give himself room 

not only to discuss the place of evangelicalism in Australian history, but also to make a 

point about its historical contribution to the (Anglican) church.  Argued in this way, by Noll 

and Piggin, evangelicalism appears to imply a subtle philosophy of history. 

•   An attempt to reconstruct evangelicalism’s inner rationale 

Noll’s argument is in part a variation on a theme in a long-running American historical and 

sociological debate.  In the first decades of this century the emerging disciplines of history 

and sociology were embroiled with the ideology of American exceptionalism (Ross, 1991) – 

under Noll’s supervision discussion about “exceptionalism” is now also affixed to 

American evangelicalism.  The “mind” of evangelicalism might defy historical definition, 

but evangelical defiance in the face of historical trends has always been close to its heart.  

Henry May has observed that in America new evangelical churches regularly emerge in 

defiance of authority (May, 1991:183) – such defiance is almost a leit-motif of 

evangelicalism.  Gypsy Smith’s aphorism:  “If I am dreaming, let me dream on; my sins are 

gone” captures the spirit. 
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From this we note that the historical discussion of evangelicalism becomes a description of, 

and an attempt to re-construct evangelicalism’s inner rationale.  History, as an academic 

discipline, becomes the means by which evangelicalism’s special characteristics can be 

discerned. 

The Scandal has shifts, alliances and heroes of its own.  But what and who these are is not 

always immediately obvious.  The Scandal functions in a line of academic literature 

produced by self-professing conservative evangelicals emphasising that the history and 

sociology of evangelicalism must be of intense interest to historians and to evangelicals.  

Henry May recognised this;  being Christian, in some form or other, has everything to do 

with defining how Americans view their place in the American scheme of things. 

One must look hard at the great and rising popularity of many kinds of evangelical 

Christianity and pentecostalism, kinds of religion that are not anything like civil religion, 

and that have all sorts of different relations, antagonistic as well as friendly, to the religion 

of Americanism (May, 1983:159). 

May’s reference is to Quebedeaux’s taxonomy of evangelicalism (Quebedeaux, 1974), an 

attempt to classify the bewildering diversity of evangelicalism diffused throughout the 

nooks and crannies of civil society. 

Noll’s Scandal may mean that the diversity amongst American evangelicals is so diffuse that 

no mind can arise to compare with the non-conformist “conscience” identified by 

Bebbington (1982), and on that count the lack of evangelical intellectual distinctiveness is 

due to its inability to overcome its history.  But on the other hand we might say that the 

inability to overcome its historical diffuseness is borne of a refusal to participate as 

evangelicals in the “life of the mind”. 

•   Noll’s publication also functions in the market place 

Noll has written a work which also functions in the market place.  The argument is directed 

to the North American academy – he wants to spark critical historical discussion about 

evangelicalism’s cultural and social history.  The concern is undeniably for the evangelical 

community and presumably he would stir the moribund culture of American Christian 

colleges into life, contributing to a renewal in the “mind” of evangelicalism.  The curious 

thing about Scandal is, however, the absence of any concerted discussion about the mind 

with which the evangelical historian will address the history of evangelicalism. 
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In contrast to Piggin’s book – which as an evangelical’s chronicle of major evangelicals – 

Noll’s is a more “popular” work.  Scandal is an evangelical’s equivalent to Allan Bloom 

(1987) or Robert Hughes (1993), and no doubt Eerdmans and IVP were pleased to promote 

the book in this niche.  The public intellectual side of such a work requires some discussion. 

When Scandal is contrasted with Bebbington’s approach (1979;  1982;  1989) we would have 

to say that the latter are “more” academic in terms of its anticipated audience.  This is not to 

say that Scandal lacks academic depth;  it is to say that Noll has written a book for a diffuse 

audience.  It reads as an expanded annotated bibliography.  It usefully identifies relevant 

literature in American studies, particularly in historical and religious studies, helping to 

throw more light upon American evangelicalism, in the sense that Henry May (1983) had 

anticipated. 

•   The focus on the absence of an evangelical mind 

But Noll is, however, not only concerned with definition; he is concerned with the basic 

life-orientation of evangelicals:  how have American evangelicals approached the “life of 

the mind”?  The concern is diagnostic, if not therapeutic.  By seeking to provide an ordered 

description of the complex set of evangelical impulses and organisations, Noll would help 

evangelicals overcome the dilemma they build for themselves.  Thus Scandal is a didactic 

book;  it focuses upon the “lack” of an evangelical mind and it also tries to identify the 

places where its “absence” is most sorely felt.  In this sense it is neither a treatise outlining a 

evangelical Weltanschauung nor is it an historical and scholarly account.  It is a work which 

tries to combine both. 

•   Emphasis on the relevance of historical scholarship 

Given the preponderance of “the time is near” dispensationalism in many currents in 

American evangelicalism it is not hard to see Noll deviating from traditions of anti-

intellectualism.  Noll wants to be a professional historian.  For so many evangelicals the 

study of history is irrelevant;  they have been so busy charting the “end times” that they 

have overlooked their own history.  After all, if the second coming is near, what could a 

historian contribute to the evangelical preparation?  If the Bible tells us about creation, the 

fall and redemption what else in history is there worth knowing?  If the new birth, a literal 

biblicism, activism and the cross is what being an evangelical is all about, then what place 

could there be for serious historical scholarship?  In this sense the book represents a 

concerted move away from anti-historical and anti-intellectual evangelicalism.  Even 
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dispensational millenarians presumably need a better understanding of history, and Noll’s 

work, with that of his international colleagues, has helped foster a significant network (Noll 

et al, 1994).  The conference on “Faith and History” and its journal Fides et Historia is the 

organised American expression of this “school”;  the Evangelical History Association of 

which Stuart Piggin is a leader is the comparable body in Australia. 

But once the historical vocation is affirmed by concerted organised effort there are still 

some further questions:  is this a vocation which is solely or pre-eminently concerned with 

the writing of the history of Christianity?  Should not the vocation in the study of history be 

viewed in terms of a Christian world-and-life-view in which a Christian scholar can also 

become a historian of Marxism or Islam, of music or social institutions?  Are not such 

studies equally “Christian History”?  Scandal does not address this question directly, and 

whilst such absence is not scandalous it does raise questions about the depth of self-

criticism upon which the book is based. 

Noll has also tried to write a “Christian” book for a general audience.  He hopes that many 

evangelicals will read it, but has ensured that it has an “academic” side to it.  The Paul Klee 

painting on the cover – “Gezeichneter” (Marked Man) 1935 – indicates the polemical side to 

this book.  This alone sets it off from the work of Piggin and Bebbington.  This is to be a 

discussion about culture rather than sub-culture, thinking about many things in a Christian 

manner rather than simply writing about the same old things according to sacralized 

fashion.  But who is the marked man?  Noll may be suggesting that the evangelical 

academic is precariously poised in the post-modern academy.  The evangelical scholar’s 

tenure might be secure, but evangelical discipleship is put at risk without a Christian mind. 

Yet it is a “Christian” book for a general audience, an academic historian’s book, like Robert 

Hughes’ The Culture of Complaint:  the Fraying of America (1994).  Noll’s complaint is that the 

evangelical intellectual tradition stops short – it does not respect scientific research and 

political policy as it should.  Evangelicalism does not have a mind for these things.  Why? 

•   The re-direction of scholarly reflection to a popular audience 

The book belongs to a genre which re-directs the results of scholarly reflection to a general 

and popular audience.  This is a style in “Christian scholarship” which mediates between 

the “academy” and the “Christian community”.  Such a “mediating” approach 

subordinates scholarship to the consulting role of the “public intellectual”, epitomised by 
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Harold Bloom, Robert Hughes and Paul Johnson.  Karl Mannheim referred to this academic 

style when formulating his famous concept of the “free floating intellectual”.  This kind of 

intellectual is very common, the pragmatic motif leading social thinkers to a remarkable 

degree.  Edward Shils noted that this kind of intellectual has dominated universities in this 

century.  The pragmatic motif prevails.  It is a strategic accommodation to the threat of 

market-led scholarship – it focuses its contribution on the scientific role of the public 

intellectual rather than the scholarship and theoretical argument of the academic theorist.  

It is not a contribution to theoretical reflection as such, but a critical account of public 

attitudes and intelligence.  For all of its other merits, it is not directly a contribution to 

theoretical reflection as such;  rather it sees its contribution in subjecting public attitudes to 

critical scrutiny.  Many sharp insights may be generated.  Noll, the Christian academic, 

seeks to contribute a book which is both confessional and professional in the market place 

of academic publishing. 

•   A book being both confessional and professional 

The book is in the form of an expanded and elaborated bibliographical essay and for this 

reason should be used as a point of departure for historians and social scientists concerned 

with charting the recent history of North American evangelicalism through the 

historiography since Quebedeaux.  For this reason a real “absence” in this book is the 

failure of the publisher to require an expanded and comprehensive annotated bibliography. 

We might surmise that the book as published might not fully conform with Noll’s initial 

intention.  It seems to be addressed to many audiences at the same time.  The reader is 

made aware of its congruence on the bookseller’s shelf with other popular “prominent 

academic best sellers” particularly Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind (1987) 

(Noll, 1994:30 ftn 1) but it is in Henry May’s intellectual shadow that the work finds its 

“academic” niche.  May’s “didactic Enlightenment” thesis is expanded by Noll in his 

suggestive Chapter 4 – “The Evangelical Enlightenment” (Noll, 1994:83-107).  And where 

Noll sees a deep and perplexing mystery about the thorough-going way in which the 

Evangelical Protestant tradition adopted the Enlightenment discourse, Henry May suggests 

that the “whole movement in American culture from the Enlightenment to 

Romanticism”(May, 1991:181) has to be in view by the historian of America’s development.  

The illumination of such a complex cultural transformation “is the most important as well 

as the most difficult assignment for a historian”( May, 1991:181).  May explains 
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evangelicalism as part of the post-Enlightenment attempt to make “human culture and 

society ... more orderly and predictable”( May, 1982:182).  Some sort of programme for the 

life of the masses was essential in the wake of the French and Industrial revolutions. 

In many different ways, and on many levels, the nineteenth century put a premium on 

dynamism rather than stability, expansion rather than classical restraint, sentiment or even 

passion rather than rationality (May, 1991:183).   

In May’s terms Evangelical Protestantism is a form of Christian romantic popularism.  The 

Great Revival of Jonathan Edwards at the turn of the 18th century began the development 

of a “looser, more various, and above all more popular” (p. 183) religion.  Later, after the 

ideologies of progressivism and liberalism had gained momentum, this resulted in the 

secularised civil religious motif of American exceptionalism (ref. Ross, 1991). 

By contrast Noll’s account is, however, constrained by his view of the withered evangelical 

root of American exceptionalism – evangelicalism no longer displays anything exceptional; 

presumably it has not been exceptional since late-nineteenth century liberal Christianity 

took over the mainstream.  This root has lost its roots. 

•   Contradictions and ambiguities inherent in American evangelicalism 

What I miss in Noll’s account is some of the contradictions and ambiguities inherent in 

American evangelicalism.  For example, it was the writings of Rheinhold Niebuhr which 

convinced May that there was more to Christian than his former Marxist arrogance would 

allow.  This does not make him an evangelical, but May is unabashed in describing himself 

as a Christian.  Such profession, and May is not the only prominent academic to say so, also 

needs a place in Noll’s discussion. 

Moreover, there is much more written to develop a “Christian mind” in psychology, 

sociology, economics, political science, philosophy and aesthetics from an evangelical 

standpoint than Scandal might imply.  Baker, Zondervan, Eerdmans and many other 

publishing houses have been publishing Christian perspectives in a wide range of academic 

subject areas for years.  The culture of the American Christian colleges might not now be 

able to name a Harvard or Princeton as an evangelical university, but the earnest search by 

Christian academics for a Christian Weltanschauung within the mosaic of American higher 

education is truly amazing. 
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North American evangelicalism is a broad church and Noll sketches the developments 

from Jonathan Edwards, revivalism, dispensationalism and fundamentalism.  Noll is a 

cosmopolitan American who seeks to learn from evangelicals and other Christians north of 

the border.  In this sense Scandal gives evidence of a healthy inclusivism;  it aims to search 

for an evangelical perspective while remaining catholic in scope. 

There is also a sub rosa concern in Scandal.  Noll is also worried about prosperity-oriented 

sectarianism among those who confess Christ. He is concerned with the drift away from the 

social relevance of Christian sacrifice and self-denying, as Christian churches, schools and 

colleges develop sub-cultural dogmatisms and socially-structured schemes of selfishness.  

Fundamentalism is discipleship gone awry.  As the new right dismantle the Welfare State 

and the wreckage mounts, Noll is alarmed that the rhetoric of dispensational 

fundamentalism is used to justify “bottom line” dismantling of welfare dragging the 

evangelical cause into an unholy alliance with a new civil religion. 

The historic drift from evangelicalism into progressivism and liberalism is, however, not 

really explored.  The drift is pictured as the failure of the evangelical theology to expand 

and take in natural science, philosophy and politics.    

There is no discussion of various Christian attempts, within reach of evangelical culture, to 

articulate an intellectual response to the various modalities of post-modernism.  It is not 

clear whether Noll would include Cornel West, the latest in a long line of black Christian 

progressivist thinkers, into the circle of evangelicalism (cf. West, 1989).  Similarly, Jean 

Bethke Elshtain (cf. Elshtain, 1990), an apologist for a Biblical world-view within the 

discourse(s) of feminism, is another prominent thinker whose published writings might 

throw light upon Noll’s problematic.  Noll observes that the stimulus to evangelical 

scholarship in recent decades has come from outside the tradition.  The Lebanese diplomat, 

Charles Malik, threw down the challenge in 1980 at the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton 

College and the subsequent scholarly renewal among evangelical thinkers has seen the 

importation of creative ideas from mainline Protestantism, and Continental Reformed, 

Anglican, Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox traditions (Noll, 1994:239). 

Noll (1994:227) observes that Rheinhold Niebuhr, no evangelical, is now routinely 

“borrowed” by evangelical political scientists.  It was Niebuhr who convinced May that 

there was more to the tenets of a Christian approach to civic culture in America than his 
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former Marxist arrogance allowed.  This did not make May an evangelical, but May is 

unabashed in describing himself as a Christian.  Such a profession, and May is not the only 

prominent academic to say so, deserves more precise discussion in Noll’s account.  After all 

– is not Noll seeking to give an evangelical’s twist to May’s historical vision?  Or is this part 

of the problem?  Noll, the evangelical historian, makes his contribution without giving his 

readers an adequate explanation of his view of the impact of non-evangelical thinkers to his 

thinking. 

•   A lack of in-depth interaction with modern culture? 

Noll’s Scandal is important;  there is no denying that.  But what is it demonstrating?  Is it 

solely that there is no evangelical mind?  Is it not something more profound, namely, 

something about the way in which evangelical Christianity finds its life by gaining 

momentum by forces outside of itself which causes it to change?  Is American 

evangelicalism a self-defeating project such that each generation of evangelicals simply re-

discovers the “scandal” for its own time and turns away from former attempts of previous 

generations of evangelicals to “start again”?  Consider Noll’s comments very early on in his 

tract : 

Evangelicals sponsor dozens of theological seminaries, scores of colleges, hundreds of radio 

stations, and thousands of unbelievably diverse parachurch agencies – but not a single 

research university or a single periodical devoted to in-depth interaction with modern 

culture (Noll, 1994:3-4). 

What is an evangelical?  This is not only a central question put forward by Noll;  it is part of 

the thesis that evangelicals, as Christians of the post-Enlightenment era, are beset by a 

failure to find an adequate cultural definition of themselves.  In sum Noll’s argument could 

be read to mean that evangelicals are that group of Christians who try to discover their 

“self” and when they do they have expended so much energy doing so they have little left 

to say, and little left to offer. 

In this sense the book is curiously silent on postmodernism.  But maybe that is what the 

sequel will be about.  After all, if postmodernism is the passing of Enlightenment 

Humanism into history, then maybe we are at a point where evangelicalism as an attempt 

to develop an Enlightened Protestantism is passing out.  Is this why the ana-baptists do not 
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really get a look in?  Jim Wallis (1995) and the Sojourners community are not given much 

“presence” as part of evangelicalism’s broad church. 

•   Other questions which need to be raised 

There are other questions which need to be raised.  What about Biblical studies as an 

academic discipline and the relation of such to the evangelical mind?  Is there not a place 

for considering the contribution of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Studies?  The 

ongoing debates of Biblical Archeological Review are significant and should also be included 

in a general discussion of the evangelical mind, or the scandalous absence thereof, 

alongside of creationist, dispensationalist, and scholastic controversies. 

What kind of a book is this?  What is the structure of the situation which confronts 

Christian and evangelical academics like Noll?  A deepening sense of the spiritual crisis of 

modern humanism is manifest in the plethora of post-modernisms.  Such come to 

expression in the day-to-day workings of American Christian academics like Noll; and Noll 

knows, deep down and to his sense of profound spiritual embarrassment that evangelical 

culture simply has little or no response to the Post-Modern tsunami.  Ned Flanders is no 

match for Jacques Derrida.  This is the underlying cultural problematic. 

•   The context of the author’s voice and the audience being addressed 

When the rip-tide of North American publishing dominance disperses books like Noll’s, or 

Lundin’s The Culture of Interpretation (1993) or Skillen’s The Scattered Voice (1991) or even the 

ana-baptist Wallis’ The Soul of Politics (1995) to our shores, the immediate temptation is to 

re-interpret their arguments for the local situation and conditions.  We have to read these 

works not only with an appreciation for the voice of the author, but the context in which 

the author’s views have been formulated and the audience which is being addressed. 

True, we are part of an international cultural market place, but a Scandal imported from the 

USA will have significant impact.  I suspect that in Australian evangelicalism Noll’s work 

will have greater appeal than Piggin’s.  This is not to say that those outside USA cannot 

learn anything from Scandal.  To the contrary – but it should be read with historically 

informed discernment.  Different books, addressing diverse issues, have to be read with 

discernment. 

 



 12 

 

•   The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind – concerned with the character of 
American evangelical religiosity 

The Scandal is a different genre to Dancing in the Dark (Schultze et al., 1993).  This latter book 

– a sociological and historical examination of popular culture – addresses the x-generation, 

MTV and the latest fashions in popular culture in ways that can immediately translate to 

post-modern culture outside the USA wherever Bart Simpson’s skate-board surfs the net 

and airwaves.  The analysis reads as relevant to Berlin as to Seoul, from Karioke Bars in 

Jakarta to Burger King restaurants in Debrecen and MacDonald’s in Soweto.  The analysis is 

useful, proffering a framework for interpreting popular culture whether it is the latest 

blatant soft-pornograph from Madonna, a dropped car from U2 or whatever REM will turn 

on next.  Indeed, we get a handle on local popular culture, as part of the international music 

market, when we read Schultze et al. with care. 

But this is not the case which The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind.  For one thing, the form of 

argument is not the same.  Schultze et al. is analytic and applicable to the global market; 

Noll is didactic and concerned with the character and shape of American evangelical 

religiosity.  Schultz et al. is the result of a combined research project;  Noll’s is a crie de coeur 

from a wounded lover.  Noll’s book is an American book about American evangelicalism, 

but it is presented as an American evangelical’s understanding of how they serve Christ in 

that cultural and national milieu.  In so far as this is the case outside of the USA, Christians 

wherever they are, can read it with profit but should read it with historical circumspection.  

 

•   Ambiguous elements of the evangelical view of American history 

What I also miss in Noll’s account is a discussion of the contradictory and ambiguous 

elements of the evangelical view of American history, in particular its preoccupation with 

reminding us of how prominent popular evangelicals like William Jennings Bryan were in 

previous generations.  In giving primary attention to demonstrating to how evangelicalism 

(once) had a place in the mainstream of American culture it is almost as if Noll is implying 

that the Christian approach to the study of American history is the inclusion of the 

evangelical factor in the narrative.  Presumably, on this basis, one cannot embark upon any 

Christian investigation of Eskimo society and culture before they made contact with 

evangelicals! 
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Evangelical historiography seems to involve a systemic ambivalence to philosophic 

discussions about the foundations of historical research and historiography.  The “mystery” 

of evangelicalism’s absorption of the Enlightenment world-view could be turned into a 

critical question which could throw a penetrating light upon its history and help explain 

why it has run aground on its cultural and intellectual irrelevance.  The Enlightenment 

sentiment is as un-Christian as its doctrines, but Noll’s American evangelicalism somehow 

feels it has avoided outright apostacy by maintaining a “balance” between intellectualism 

and anti-intellectualism. 

Scandal indirectly points to such a potentially critical line of inquiry.  And I wish it was 

more explicitly defined.  At a time when Christian colleges are heavily absorbing the “post-

modern condition” we might have expected Noll to resolutely align himself with the 

critique of modernity articulated by, for example, Abraham Kuyper (Noll, 1994:237 - ftn 44), 

and advocate an approach to the historical disciplines which maintained the critical 

historical examination of the connection between unbelief and revolution.  But he does not.  

And this failure means that Noll’s treatise, if not Noll himself, exhibits the personal 

dissonance divined for evangelical intellectuals.  Scandal concludes on a typically fideistic 

note, reminiscent of Ernst Troeltsch:  the evangelical hope is not in its history but in its faith. 

•   Conclusion 

Nevertheless, the analysis of Scandal does imply that evangelicalism has developed its own 

approach to the historical disciplines.  Noll, along with Piggin and Bebbington, represent an 

important development in evangelical scholarship. The philosophical questions broached 

by Bebbington (1979), however, have to be taken up again by these evangelical scholars.  

The purpose of historical study is not established by the results of historical scholarship 

even if these results are said to illustrate that evangelicalism is a valid way of deriving a 

meaningful world-view in the flux of social and cultural developments.  Evangelicalism’s 

embeddedness within the cultural matrix of modernity needs greater critical examination, 

particularly now when the post-modernist consumer-Christianity markets itself. 
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NOLL, Mark A.  1996.  Adding cross to crown.  The political significance of Christ’s 
passion with responses from James D. Bratt, Max L. Stackhouse, James W. Skillen.  Edited by 
Luis Lugo.  Washington, DC : Center for Public Justice;  Grand Rapids : Baker Books.  96 p.  
Price:  $9.95US.  ISBN 0-8010-5731-0 (pbk). 
(published In die Skriflig 32:1 March 1998 pp. 99-101). 

“I want to explore the difference it could make for Christians to concentrate on the person 

and work of Christ when they think about the nature of politics or when they engage in 

political activity”.  So saying, Mark Noll introduces his thought-provoking lectures 

“Adding Cross to Crown”.  Once more Noll is in the thick of a debate among reformed and 

evangelical Christians in North America, just as he was in The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind 

(1994). 

Noll’s lectures, and the responses, make for fascinating reading.  But as we read and benefit 

from this booklet let us remind ourselves that it comes from within a national and cultural 

milieu where Christians regularly lament fundamental flaws in their corporate piety; where 

the search to identify the reasons for the lack of a Christian political mind is indeed an 

industry that continues in colleges, publishing houses, churches, books and journals.  Such 

spiritual self-examination is part of the American cultural psyche.  It is something that we, 

who are outside North America, should ponder very carefully. 

So what is Noll’s point?  What does it mean to add cross to crown?  In the first instance Noll 

wants to affirm that Christianity is not first and foremost a system of politically correct 

action, or a jot-and-tiddled system of doctrine;  Christianity is about a person.  The person is 

none other than Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Mary, who was and is the second person of 

the Trinity.  This person not only rules, but the primary moment of His rule was his 

suffering.  The confession “Jesus is Lord” is not some kind of mantra or battle-cry; it is a 

recognition that He indeed is saviour, my saviour.  This kind of personal confrontation with 

Christ, says Noll, will take any hubridic-sting out of our confession of His universal 

Kingship.  If we want Christian politics to be truly Christian it needs to follow Christ in His 

humility. 

Further, it is “at the cross” that sinners find their Saviour and thus also find themselves.  

Hence it is also at the cross, in the recognition of our human sinfulness that Christians must 

begin their political discipleship.  This is where we have to personally be confronted by Jesus 

Christ.  Christian politics is only human and should not replace its moderate idealism with 

dogmatic ideology. 
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The person of Christ, and the cross on which Jesus was crucified, should remain central 

elements of the Christian political perspective.  If not, warns Noll, we are liable to cloak our 

frailty with pretentious authoritarianism.  Noll advocates adding a dose of Lutheran 

pietism to the Calvinist “kingdom perspective”.  At this point Bratt critically observes that 

Noll understates the degree to which Lutheran pietism has directly and indirectly 

capitulated to authoritarianism.  Moreover, the cross itself has often become a crusading 

symbol. 

Stackhouse reminds Noll that a Christian acknowledgment of the Holy Trinity will not just 

focus upon the person and work of Jesus Christ, as if keeping cross and crown in balance 

will cover to our understanding of how the Father and Spirit relate to Christian political 

action.  This part of the exchange holds deep interest for this writer because it is reminiscent 

of debates that have transpired about the place of the person in society.  This part of the 

exchange has a distinctive American social-science ring to it.  It would take us too far afield 

except to say that in the Stackhouse-Noll difference we hear echoes of an American political 

debate about the true meaning of e pluribus unum (out of many, one). 

Skillen’s critical point is that Noll’s view of the indirect impact of the gospel upon political 

life understates the biblical confession that Jesus Christ is indeed lord of our sinful human 

life in its entirety.  A Christian political perspective must develop theoretical insight about 

the political dimensions of all social structures, and forge a better understanding of the 

State as God’s servant, and of all the structures of our humble servanthood, to help ensure 

public justice. 

This writer’s criticism would focus upon Noll’s Platonic idealism.  Noll argues that “cross” 

can and must be brought together with “crown” because God is integral and therefore our 

thinking about all things must be integral too.  This view points to the question:  how can 

you bring “cross” and “crown” together without disintegrating them in the first place?  

How can the person of Christ be integrated with the cross except in some narrative, or in 

some doctrinal schema.  We assume that all things are held in the hand of the creator-

redeemer God, but this is no grounds for making integrality into some kind of timeless 

principle. 

American reformed and evangelical thinkers in their debates about political life continue to 

wrestle with their First Amendment – we who are outside North America can learn from 
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this debate, as we in our own national contexts seek to uphold in a Christian way the non-

establishment of religion and as citizens help to build a polity which encourages the free 

exercise of faith. 
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C William Pollard The Soul of the Firm HarperBusiness, Zondervan Grand Rapids 1996. 0-
310-20103-9 $20 AUD +/- 
(Published in Koers 63:3 Sept 1998 pp. 269-270) 

Bill Pollard is company chairman of Service Masters, a company involved in health, 

cleaning and other contracting work which employs over 200,000 across the globe. It is 

listed on the New York Stock Exchange with over 50,000 shareholders with a combined 

market value of $3 billion worth of shares. 

The important thing about this book is that it is an apologia for the application of Christian 

principles in the business of profit-making. Pollard does not spiritualise profit-making but 

he does want to convey how his Christian understanding has changed Service Masters’ 

approach to the “bottom line”. He argues that a renewal of our understanding of who we 

are can function very profitably in the life of the firm, in the life of its people who make up 

the firm.  

“Money is like manure. It doesn’t smell any better the more you pile it up” writes Pollard. 

“If we focused exclusively on profit, we would be a firm that had failed to nurture its soul.” 

The book presents a case which not only aims to change our view of what profit is, and 

what it is for, but it also argues that profit must be undergirded by a biblical view of who 

people are in their work. The book implies an awareness of basic biblical teaching about 

stewardship. 

Now the layout of the book may pose a problem if we are not careful. The publisher’s work 

on the book has tried to turn Pollard’s wise counsel into a series of ready-to-munch large 

print bites in the middle of the text. This makes it amenable to a quick read - the kind of 

thing you find on airport bookstalls for busy businessmen. “How to make zillions : 

almanacs of successful business truisms for today’s jet-setting executive.” 

But I would suggest a careful read of the book instead, ignoring the temptation for a quick 

flick. The book does not avocate a “quick Christian fix” that seem to go with the genre. 

Central to Pollard’s ethic is his application of a principle that has been much discussed in 

recent “reformational literature” - the Roman Catholic view of subsidiarity. This is the 

Papal advice, since Rerum Novarum of 1891, that encourages leaders in all areas not to try 

to do from above that which can be much better done from below. Or in Pollard’s words “It 

is wrong to steal a person’s right or ability to make a decision.” 
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“As we empower people within the firm, we learn to delegate within a framework of 

authority and accountability, and we should never take back the right to make a decision. 

We must as leaders embrace the principle of subsidiarity” (p.102). 

As an aside the readers in their professional capacities may think of ways in which it can 

apply with profit to the life of their associations, as they grow and consolidate, not as a 

business, but as a strong association with a university as our goal. The principle is also 

there to be applied beyond the province of business. 

Pollard’s book can be passed onto business friends. Pollard’s book is not an academic book 

but it is another attempt to encourage a Christian mind and we should welcome it, read it 

and think about its proposals. It might help us in our businesses as well as in our work as 

associations. 

22.5.98  
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ROBERT BENEDETTO, DARRELL L GUDER AND DONALD K MCKIM Historical 
Dictionary of Reformed Churches [Historical dictionaries of religions, philosophies and 
movements No. 24 (Edited by Jon Woronoff)] Lanham, Maryland and London, The Scarecrow 
Press, Inc 1999 ISBN 0-8108-3628-9 lii + 508pp. $US79.50 Cloth  
(this review was published in The Journal of Religious History 26:1 Feb 2002 104-06) 

The Historical Dictionary of Reformed Churches is a compilation of entries from around the 

world, with a strong emphasis upon data from churches outside North America and 

Europe. It is a welcome addition to the religious reference section of the academic library. 

Scholars who want to compile historical dictionaries face various logistical problems in 

getting proposals through the review process, but Scarecrow Press should be commended 

for running the risk of publishing this volume, with the other 35 volumes in the series. 

Some other volumes are: Buddhism (1993,1), Terrorism (1995,4), the Olympic Movement 

(1995,7), the Orthodox Church (1996,9) and the Green Movement (1998,20). In 1999 

Nietzcheanism (21), Gay Liberation (22) and Islamic Fundamentalism in the Arab world 

(23) appeared and June 2000 saw the publication of the Historical Dictionary of the 

Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Those interested can search the publisher’s web site 

<http://www.scarecrowpress.com>.  

One of the most useful features is its regional emphasis. Clearly it is a reference work aimed 

to assist affiliates of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) and other reformed 

churches as part of a world-wide movement. Strangely, the volume contains no historical 

explanation of how and why this dictionary came into being. The Editor’s Foreword, 

Preface, Acknowledgments and list of consultants, as well as an eight-page Introduction 

maintains silence on this and the volume should not be shy about its provenance. It would 

have been improved as a resource for research had it included relevant URLs. The web 

locations of the various WARC churches could easily have been included and many of the 

topics could have referred to web-sites and other references. The web-sites of Reformed 

academies of higher education around the world could also have also been listed. 

The WARC (founded 1875), with its affiliate churches, is prominent, but the Introduction 

lacks a discussion of how it relates to the World Council of Churches (which has its own 

entry) and why it is not a sub-set of the bigger world body. How does WARC differ from 

other bodies such as the Reformed Ecumenical Council (which has a brief entry), and how 

does the complex global mosaic of presbyterianism relate to the WARC and other parts of 

the Christian church? How do the compilers, and their advisory team, interpret the 
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WARC’s recent history? A second edition can easily improve the Introduction by 

addressing such questions. 

I cannot review even a small percentage of the entries. There are just too many and suffice 

to say the volume is rich in interesting topics and brief discussions. There are some 

anomalies however. Isaac da Costa, the Portugese Sephardic Jewish convert to reformed 

faith, is mentioned although his more famous contemporary Groen van Prinsterer (1801-

1876) whose “little book” Unbelief and Revolution was seminal for prompting reformed 

resistance to political liberalism, is absent. Groen’s contribution to the reformed faith began 

with da Costa’s baptism and other developments associated with the 18th and 19th century 

Réveil movement which has its own entry. But Merle d’Aubigne is absent, although the 

Haldane brothers are entered separately. The concept of ‘free’ social institutions (schools, 

universities, trade unions) - a distinctive feature of reformed social teaching - is 

inadequately canvassed. Moses Amyrald (1596-1664) is absent although a brief mention is 

given to the significant difference between Calvin and Beza in regard to the latter’s 

academic confirmation of a scholastic trend for Protestant thought. It is gratifying that the 

impacts of Bucer and Bullinger are noted, particularly for the very earliest phases of 

English-speaking reformed reflection in Britain and the North American Colonies, although 

there is not much guidance to clarify the differences between Calvinism and Puritanism. 

Johannes Althusius (1557-1638) has been identified by Carl J Friedrich and Herbert Marcuse 

as a seminal thinker for post-reformation political theory. But he is not included, although 

Herman Dooyeweerd, who implicitly acknowledges his debt to Althusius, is. Robert 

Schuller radio preacher of the Reformed Church of America is included, as is the Christian 

Reformed “Back to God Hour”, but Lászlo Tokes, the Magyar református pastor who led 

the mass rebellion against Romanian communism is missing. Anti-revolutionary politics is 

absent but Minjung theology has an entry. Sadly, the entry on Apartheid is seriously 

misleading and ignores mention of the well-documented attempts of South African Dutch 

Reformed philosophers to give apartheid a Kuyperian basis.  

There are entries on Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) and the Free University of Amsterdam. 

Mention is made of the Kuyperian doctrine that a Calvinist university should be free from 

state and church (and business) control. But in the entry on Canada, Kuyperian higher 

education is mentioned in relation to three colleges that have been established by churches! 

This clearly is confusing. There is not even the slightest hint of the struggles and strife 
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among reformed people, particularly in post-Kuyperian traditions, often fanned by 

churchmen, theologians and ministers, intolerant of a neo-Calvinistic world-view that 

opposes the supremacy of the theologian and preaching elder in the life of reformed 

people. The volume’s Introduction is too bland. It is as if reformed people, associations and 

churches are not concerned at all with any demarcation disputes.  

Nomenclature is also inadequately discussed. “Reformed” is related to “evangelical” in the 

entry for “evangelical” but the Introduction remains silent on the background to, and 

reasons why, many churches classified as “reformed” prefer the “evangelical” label. 

Historical guidance is needed to help explain this perplexing question. The impression that 

this is merely a matter of theological emphasis is simply misleading. The final sentence of 

the all too brief Introduction (pp.xlv-lii) says “the reformed churches of the twentieth 

century have become a world-wide movement” (p.li) but that affirmation lacks critical and 

historical depth. 

Reinhold Niebuhr is listed. The various options given by his younger brother, H Richard 

Niebuhr, in Christ and Culture (1951), could have helped the Introduction compare and 

contrast reformed church responses to modernity around the world. But instead it borders 

on giving a framework of neutral positivistic description, and gives little indication that 

reformed Christianity is contentious and problematic. What about those nurtured under the 

Afrikaner régime? Or, positively, what of the civil disobedience against Romanian 

communism led by Pastor Lázslo Tokes? Further, does not the reformed world-view 

challenge the dogmas of secularization?  

Max Weber’s sociology is read by many as a license to use the term “Calvinistic” in 

unhistorical and pejorative ways. In the media “Calvinist” is often a synonym for the anti-

humanism of stock-exchange capitalism. But the compilers show no concern about the 

historical problematic raised by “reformed religion” and neither does the Dictionary 

challenge the historiographic tendency to interpret the reformation as the source of 

capitalistic modernity. The “reformed world-view” is presented as a church-centred 

ideology with some social impact. This is the volume’s weakest point. 

15.1.2001
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AMBIGUOUSLY POISED 

José Míguez Bonino Toward A Christian political Ethics Fortress Press. Philadelphia. 1983. 
ISBN 0-8006-1697-9 (pbk) 
(This review was published in Vox Reformata 61 1996 PP. 136-141) 

There is a manifold attraction in a book like this. It is a classic statement of "Liberation 

Theology". Bonino's book, like the block-buster movie The Mission, gives us a view of the 

cultural dilemmas which confront Christian discipleship from South America. Moreover, 

unlike most post-Colonial liberation theologians in the former Spanish domain, Bonino is 

not a Roman Catholic. He is a Baptist. So whilst being reminded that post-Colonialism has 

its Hispanic side, we also confront the fact that Liberation Theology can have an ana-baptist 

derivation as well. 

Piety has often been a useful ploy for those who seek to maintain the status quo of political 

self-interest. And that is the historical point from which Bonino gains critical conceptual 

leverage. Hence the book is Bonino's demonstration that he takes the challenge of Karl 

Marx seriously. And he does so in a series of lectures which were originally given on tour 

in the USA, where since Woodrow Wilson, theology and Marxism have been postulated as 

logical and historical opposites. Bonino "does theology" painfully aware that his fellow 

theologians, like all other scientists, have often allowed themselves to be conscripted into 

the crusades of conquistadors. Contrary to the ethic of the New Testament they become 

part of the problem which is oppression, rather than part of the solution which is liberation.  

Further discussion of the historical context for this book can be found in John Witte Jr (ed) 

Christianity and Democracy in Global Context [Westview Press. Boulder 1993] in 

contributions by Luis Lugo "Christianity and the Spanish Conquest of the Americas" (151-

172), Marcos McGrath "Democracy and Christianity in Latin America" (173-184) and Paul E 

Sigmund "Christian democracy, Liberation Theology, the Catholic Right, and Democracy in 

Latin America" (187-206). The reader is also referred to articles published locally in the 

Jesuit magazine Eureka Street and particularly the editorial by Rowan Ireland in the 

Jan/Feb 1992 edition (4-5) "The Long Conquest 1492-1992". 

Bonino's argument can be better understood when it is read as the formulation of (i) a 

South American within a cultural context shaped by Hispanic Catholicism, (ii) as a Baptist 

within a contemporary social context shaped by the economic and ideological power of the 

United States of America, and (iii) as a theologian whose academic work was framed in a 
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way that could not avoid responding to the increasing relevance of the concepts and 

theories of neo-Marxism. 

This then is the context in which the book was formulated. It is not a final and definitive 

work. It is a statement which marks one step in a series of steps towards a goal - developing 

an adequate answer to the question : What ought I, a Christian, do? Like many Protestant 

thinkers his argument is the curious amalgam of historical analysis, an eclectic approach to 

the history of ideas combined with an apologetic for an alternative Christian approach. But 

because Bonino does not aim for a distinctly Christian theoretical perspective, the various 

phases lack systematic depth and coherence. The connection is arbitrary in nature. Again 

and again the sympathetic reader is forced to search for the coherence in Bonino's argument 

by reference to his theological method. It is almost as if the book requires the reader to 

adopt an ad hominum hermeneutic - what is written in one place is comprehensible not so 

much by what he writes elsewhere as by reference to his personal (ie in his terms his 

theological) conviction. In my view it is quite valid to criticise the book as an elaborate 

solipsism. 

Further, when we read it ten years on we are aware that the historical context has changed 

considerably. No longer do we have to reckon with Reagan's Strategic Defense Initiative 

and M.A.D. No longer for us the cold war. No longer the Berlin Wall. For so many this is 

the post-modern era which is also decisively post-Marxist. Hence the book is now 

somewhat dated. But we should be careful in our interpretation of Bonino's approach in 

terms of the details of this book. His approach is programmatic rather than systematic, 

indicating his view of the lines of research, logical thinking and praxis that had to be taken 

up in the early 1980s. In other words he formulates his view very much in terms of the 

context as he then perceived it. As we take note of the context we will also want to identify 

the developments which this work makes upon his previous formulation in Doing 

Theology in a Revolutionary Context (1975). Bonino's perspective has been elaborated 

further since 1983. In his unpublished contribution to the Christian and Democracy in 

Global Context symposium (noted above) Bonino's comments were directed to the way in 

which authority is variously understood within a Latin American context. Pentecostalism 

has a liberating potential which is often undeveloped because its view of authority, which 

it derives from Catholicism, is authoritarian. This is simply to point out that further work 

can be expected from Bonino on this topic. 
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Bonino is well aware of the contributions made by the "secular" disciplines of social science 

and ethics. Bonino obviously believes that in a South American context an adequate 

Christian response to the challenge thrown down by Marxism requires a full-orbed 

intellectual and academic offensive. But at the same time we note that the appropriation of 

Marxist categories in Bonino's theological frame of reference is based upon his conviction 

that Marxism define the intellectual framework/context for non-theological social science. 

Since the book is Bonino's critical appropriation of liberation theology an adequate review 

of the book would require a full length essay rather than an extended review. Let me just 

make some brief comments about the argument and the method employed. 

Firstly, Bonino's method which is dialectical relates to his own view of himself as a scholar : 

as a theologian he wants to bring the insights of theology to politics; as one who has read 

and appraised the various manifestations of the Marxist perspective he wishes to bring 

liberationist perspectives to ethics and theology. Hence the focus is upon praxis - the key 

notion in his conceptual armoury upon which his contribution to Christian political ethics 

turns. In this sense he is like many other purveyors of "Christian perspectives" posturing 

himself somewhere "in between" the worlds of theory and practise. The book sells in 

theological circles which want to extend the application of theology to politics, but it also 

has a relevance to those concerned with Christian political science. "There are two worlds of 

experience and challenge to which I hope this book can make a contribution. Christians 

committed to the struggle for liberation, and the concerns of the ecumenical movement in 

the area of political ethics..." (p.9). This also might account for the eclectic character of his 

argument. Bonino surveys the intellectual horizon for points of connection with his 

emerging viewpoint. He therefore addresses his audience as if they are fully emersed in the 

same debates in which he has participated. But such eclecticism is not really the 

interdisciplinary approach he is keen to promote (p.9). 

Second, Bonino's view of "theory" follows from this. Rather than being contrasted with 

"practice" as is done in more utilitarian culture, Bonino contrasts theory to praxis. As such 

he shows himself to be in line with those liberation theologians who maintain the 

possibility, and desirability, of a Marxist hermeneutic. The structure of theory is 

determined by human action - in this sense theory is a form of human action which shows 

who we are and where we stand in society. Hence Bonino's view of his contribution as a 
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small and modest attempt at "consciousness raising". Many of his friends, he tells us, will be 

impatient with the book. But he is convinced that some attention must be given to the 

theoretical basis for praxis. Theory is necessary. Theory is unavoidable. But the argument 

that he sets forward is then interesting : it is not explicitly analytical, but follows a 

liberation-historical viewpoint of the history of ideas, with particular attention given to the 

historical development of Latin America. We might even say that Bonino's praxis reminds 

us of the redemptive-historical method which Reformed scholars have applied in their 

interpretation of the Scriptures of Old and New Testaments. The difference is that he is 

keen to construe the history of ideas, policy and ethical systems in terms of the liberating 

moments he discerns in the history of colonial rule and Church life in South America. For 

Bonino "theory" is a  hermeneutics of praxis. 

Bonino's method and his view of theory are indicative of a third point of crucial 

significance - Bonino is a theological thinker who works uncritically within a dualistic 

frame of reference. As such, though he raises a lot of important analytical problems 

concerned with political science and ethics, and though he professes a desire to "help 

Christians involved in liberation movements" he does not seek to develop the implications 

of a biblical view of Christ's Lordship for the actual structuring of states, society and 

international politics. Why not? 

The answer though complex is not hard to find. It is that contrary to his best formulations 

when he sets up the problem, Bonino yet lapses into a view which assumes that the 

"Christian" part of any effort in political ethics derives from the interpretative light which 

theology (nb!) throws upon the situation. According to Bonino, to try to think as a Christian 

is to try to think theologically, thus leaving the non-theological sciences with no inner point 

of contact with the Biblical world-view. For the non-theological sciences it is simply a 

matter of deciding which among the theories and concepts available to the theologian best 

promote liberation. 

Even though his exposition is no resolution of the tension, Bonino's analysis is consciously 

and self-critically set forth in the midst of it. This is the "concrete" problem of relating 

Christianity to the world and the "analytic" problem of relating theology to non-theological 

sciences of praxis. He explicitly affirms that he seeks to develop a "theology of politics" as 

the corollary of a political praxis of, and for, Christians. In this regard his approach to 
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Luther's "two kingdom theory", and subsequent Lutheran articulations of this, particularly 

in the light of the Nazi terror, is illuminating and calls for careful analysis. 

As is often the case with theologians, the phraseology employed is very important (see 

espec pp47-49). Bonino explicitly states that "Christians do not have a `distinctive' politics" 

(p.47), even though the book itself is an affirmation of the relevance of theology for politics. 

He refers to the biblical text itself and God's demand for justice as if these are somehow 

exclusively the data of theology. Such a circumscription cannot be explained empirically; it 

simply reveals a dogmatic prejudice which is unexamined in his argument. 

This then locates the problem which this reviewer has with the book. Despite the 

affirmation that he is seeking to promote a liberationist perspectives for politically involved 

Christians, Bonino's method of involvement does not allow for the liberation of the biblical 

message because in his perspective the bible is always equated with the theological side of 

the dualistic tension. In other words, it is as if in Bonino's approach the Bible is allowed to 

speak as God's Word to us in a context defined for it by the attempt to relate theology to the 

"world". This I am confident contradicts Bonino's intention; but it is precisely his 

formulation of his intention - ie to think Christianly is to think theologically which poses 

this intractable problem. 

The book is important for anyone wishing to understand the most prominent Protestant 

exponent of liberation theology in South America. There is little to quarrel with when 

Bonino shows himself deeply concerned with the state of Christian discussion about 

politics. He rightfully seeks to discuss politics in a new and refreshing way. Yet his "new 

way" also shows the marks of a Protestant theologian who, yet again, would emulate his 

Roman Catholic colleagues. Moreover, his "liberation theology" is consciously built upon an 

assumption that Karl Marx has shown the way for the study of the "secular" realm of 

politics and social science. Toward a Christian political Ethics is thereby in keeping with a 

dualistic and quasi-anabaptist perspective applied to theoretical reflection. By following the 

direction mapped out for us by Bonino any Christian political science will not be able to 

base itself in a philosophical critique of the structure of theoretical reflection. After all the 

possibility of Christian political action has in principle been ruled out. 

 23 November 1994 
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Open the Social Sciences : report of the Gulbenkian Commission on the restructuring of the 
Social Sciences Stanford University Press Stanford 1996. ISBN 0-8047-727273-9 
(this is an expanded and augmented discussion of the review published in The American 

Sociologist Fall 1998 29:3 pp. 71-78). 

•   Introduction 

When Edmund Husserl penned his Summer 1935 note on the “Denial of Scientific 

Philosophy”1 he indicated a theoretic continuity with the Kantian project. In Kant’s 1783 

words the critical project he began had been initiated when Hume woke him from 

“dogmatic slumber”, pointing him to a completely new direction for his enquiries.2 Over 

one hundred and forty years later Husserl opined “Philosophy as science, as serious, 

rigorous, indeed apodictally rigorous science - the dream is over.”3  

The ambiguity concerns whether Husserl’s “dream” is post- or neo-Kantian. What are we 

now to do in our theoretic labours once we, with him, realise that the dream is over? Was 

the 20th dream of Husserl a dogmatic slumber? Is our critical project now dead, finished, a 

mere ideal that has dissipated with the passage of time? Do we now give up trying to 

discover a way to be accountable at the basis of our thinking for the way we go about our 

scientific labour? 

On the other hand, it might mean that the dozing interlude has been broken and we can 

now resume the Kantian project and in the light of day take criticism and self-criticism to an 

even higher level by our sustained work of scientific reflection. Have our spirits not been 

refreshed to renew our efforts and find ways of becoming wise about the true meaning of 

Enlightenment? Is not our next task in history to finally establish a way to criticise all 

previous ciriticisms? Are we not aiming to discover the truth about universalism once and 

for all? 

So which way do we go? Which path do we follow? After Husserl’s attempt to transcend 

the crisis of European science, and our discovery of the end of the dream, do we now accept 

                                                         
1 .Edmund Husserl “Denial of Scientific Philosophy. necessity of reflection. The Reflection [Must Be] Historical. 

How is History required?” Appendix IX of The crisis of European sciences and transcendental philosophy 
Northwestern University Press Evanston 1970 pp.389-395. 

2 Immanuel Kant Prolegomena to any future metaphysics that will be able to present itself as a science 
Manchester University Press. Manchester 1953 p.9. 

3 Husserl op cit p. 389. 
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that all hopes are dead (just like Keynes observed about long-run tendencies4)? Or is it time 

to wake up to the weaknesses of our previous efforts and resume the critical theoretical 

project? 

•   The Framework for the Social Sciences since 1945 

It is in these terms that I would like to discuss the diorama presented to us, the social 

scientific community, by the Gulbenkian commission’s Open the Social Sciences. The 

potency of this little book’s argument is as much with what is left implicitly unsaid but the 

authors draw an historical and normative picture for us that relates to the day-to-day 

mundane details of our social scientific craft. Moreover the world-historical picture of the 

emergent configuration of the social sciences has a direct and immediate bearing upon the 

interpretation and reception of the history and historiography of American sociology. 

I first became aware of Open the Social Sciences through an enthusiastic debate received by 

my computer via an e-mail subscribers list. I can recall receiving a rapid-fire series of 

applets on my computer screen as I was preparing a course guide for a sociological theory 

course I am teaching. “Open the Social Sciences!” it read. Something of great historical 

moment had arrived. That sense has not been diminished through reading the report. Open 

the Social Sciences is a call, to move past current disciplinary figurations to an ongoing re-

newal of confidence in the social scientific task around the world. 

Immanuel Wallerstein and associates in the Gulbenkian commission issue a loud call for a 

renewal of social sciences. The challenge revolves around a complex three-fold 

differentiation which distinguishes aspects of the modern academy from the 19th century 

and allows us to place the social sciences, severally and together, in relation to each other 

and other scientific and scholarly reflection. 

There were three clear lines of cleavage in the system of disciplines 

erected to structure the social sciences in the late nineteenth century: the 

line between the study of the modern/civilized world (history plus the three 

nomothetic social sciences) and the study of the nonmodern world 

(anthropology, plus Oriental studies); within the study of the modern 

world, the line between the past (history) and the present (the nomothetic 

social sciences); within the social sciences, the sharp lines between the 

study of the market (economics), the state (political science), and civil 

                                                         
4 John Maynard Keynes A tract on monetary reform Macmillan Royal Economic Society. London. 1971(1923) p.65. 

“In the long run we are all dead”. The term “long term” refers to a concept of time in the context of a debate 
about controlling long-run factors in economic and social organisation. 
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society (sociology). Each of these lines of cleavage came to be challenge 

in the post-1945 world.5 

The academic structure which has supported these “core” modern social science disciplines 

was formed in the 19th century. Political science, economics and sociology have all been 

shaped with a focus upon the scientific task of finding the laws of social life. They have 

therefore come to enjoy a central location in the post-1945 academy as a tertium quid - a 

realm with its own internal differentiations somewhere between the natural sciences and 

the humanities. But as much as they have been a strategic new force, called upon within the 

university to link scholarship in the arts and humanities with the experimental logic of the 

natural sciences, so they have also been a central component in the negotiation of the 

boundaries between science and applied science, theory and practice. In demonstrating the 

practical application of knowledge generated within the academy the social sciences have 

helped justify State funding for universities in political terms by a rationale which could 

demonstrate advantage for the nation as a whole - at least while a welfare state mentality 

was the prevailing logic of Government ideology. 

Formerly the question of the academic organisation of the social sciences was occupied 

with the question of where they should be located. But questions about location of 

specialist departments has since 1945 been confronted with other teaching and research 

developments whose long-term impact upon university structures has only recently 

become apparent. “Area studies” have been one way of making disciplinary teaching and 

research relevant and efficient to new generations of students. These hasve led onto various 

forms of interdisciplinary co-operation. The argument about the conventional distinctions 

between the three “core” social sciences, and an “outer circle” of related sub-disciplines, 

can not last long as a philosophic argument if all that is implied in it is a justification of the 

three buildings on campus, or as is more likely the three floors of a multi-story complex, 

which house and locate the academic specialists of the three disciplines. The conceptual 

distinctions between and among the sciences and other academic modes of scholarly 

enquiry, need to be kept alive with argument about the structure and purpose of the 

university in the lives of its members and supporting constituency. When ongoing research 

and curriculum development demonstrates the intense relevance of these distinctions, then 

their conceptual and analytical value in the market-place of ideas is safeguarded. But as the 

theoretic justifications for the distinctions between the social science disciplines becomes 

                                                         
5 . Open the Social Sciences 1996:36 
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validated in terms of co-operative trans-, inter- and intra- disciplinary research other 

perspectival horizons are unlocked and a tide of new questions flood across the arena of 

academic research, teaching and reflection. 

The Eurocentric Weltanschauung of 19th century scholarship, and the social sciences it has 

spawned, has all but given way to a post-colonialism which insinuates itself into all kinds 

of scholarly reflection and debate. The great intellectual movement initiated by the 

Enlightenment of the 18th century is now interpreted as mother of all imperialism, at least 

the Europe’s mother of imperialism. Forms of racial, ideological, gender colonialism also 

have to be transcended. Now all social sciences, and faculties wherein such are housed, reel 

under the impact of major structural changes which have been gaining momentum since 

1945 and the end of the second world war. 

The discourses internal to their own professional contribution may be scattered out of 

conventional recognition as ideological post-modernism has taken hold; the academy 

absorbs the impact of the immanent incredulity of their former disciplinary metanarratives. 

But Gulbenkian’s view of the future apparently reaches further back than just the 

Enlightenment - there is more than a more touch of Renaissance in this portrayal of the 

immediate past two centuries and our immediate global future which started in the post-

World War II reconstruction.   

The academic disciplines usually associated with the label “social science” have indeed 

carved out extensive academic niches for themselves in the 20th century university. As such 

they have helped create public dissonance in the way the university appears from within 

and from outside. 

Within the walls of academia, the division of labour is maintained by the protective 

curtains of specialist language, traditions of cumulative research and everyday staff-room 

jargon which often takes decades to learn. The university appears to itself as an internally 

differentiated community which at some moments acts as a federative union and at other 

develops strategic plans for the competitive advantage of its particular sub-unit in the 

larger scheme of things. 

Faculties, schools, departments, centres and “areas of concentration” indicate the various 

ways in which academic life still gives acknolwedgement to the importance of disciplinary 

knowledge. It was disciplines which provided faculties with a critical mass upon which to 
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develop co-operative research and teaching as academics went about their work in 

systematic, non-systematic and plain-old eclectic ways. 

But since 1945 the “other” academic department could not for long appear as a world 

beyond, a reality sui generis, with an internal life clouded in the deep mysteries of mutual 

academic self-effacement. This is because the “home” department has now become so 

shrouded in the mystery which was formerly associated with the “other”. Each department 

presents itself to the scientific and academic milieu as distinct species. Sooner or later 

questions will be asked about the inner connections between the “core businesses” of 

adjacent and not-so-close departments. Indeed to win support from within its own borders 

it has had to develop division of labour peculiar to itself with its own idiosyncratic 

ideological tensions. In its own way (or ways) it embraces science and scholarship, re-

producing within its own domain, its own re-presentation of the wider world of science, re-

constructing all of reality according to its own peculiar scientific customs. 

So when the book in addressing the question of the degree to which any and every heritage 

is parochial and concludes with the assertion that “only a pluralistic universalism will 

permit us to grasp the richness of the social realities in which we live and have lived” (p.60) 

we must move on and ask the critical question : How is it possible for an academic 

discipline to be organised in a university where there are alternative views of the nature 

and purpose of the discipline itself? Which pluralistic universalism is going to prevail 

within the sociology department? Academic departments around the world continue to 

struggle with this problem. It is not a problem which the “core” social sciences alone 

confront. But they do have to find a way to affirm the principle e pluribus unum principle in 

a way that makes sense. 

And so as we flick our way through the many university course handbooks around the 

world, or click our mouse on the screen of many departmental home pages, we note 

recurring patterns elsewhere, indicative of the same ongoing local problems we have not 

begun to resolve for ourselves : there are specialists in many and varied sub-disciplines 

within the social sciences; there are generalists who seek to study large-scale macro 

processes and structures; there are those who wish to place all data in a framework of  

“long-term history”; there are “number-crunchers” - demographers, statisticians and 

technicians - who run multi-variate analyses with sophisticated computer programmes; 
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there are those who aim to develop comprehensive understanding of the entire discipline, 

of its theory, its historical development, the cumulative insight of its empirical research. 

The questions which emerge in relation to the internal division of labour between teaching 

and research, with the management of departmental priorities and resources, are of great 

complexity and would defy resolution even if all members were equally committed to the 

same pluralistic universalism which they are not. But when the fact is added that 

departments are also always diverse in terms of ideological disposition and religious 

world-view then the “pluralistic universalism” doctrine is in danger of becoming dogma. 

The report shows an implicit awareness of the danger of the descent into dogma and 

postures its own positive contribution in terms of two developments which it claims have 

the potential of keeping the social scientific perspective “open” to the wider emergent 

issues in the cosmos. This is why I would suggest that the book is somewhat under the 

sway of  a Renaissance motif, rather than by an Enlightened search for control by Reason. 

Its via media is found through the psot-Newtonian and psot-Cartesian developments at the 

foundations of physics (with its flow-on effects to the other natural sciences presumably) by 

which the “arrow of time” has re-emerged as an important issues requiring philosophical, 

and not just scientific, reflection. On its other flank, there has been a rediscovery of theory 

within the humanities. In other words, the Gulbenkian Report is a report on the re-

emergence of the possibility of a coherent encyclopaedia. 

The effect seems to be that the social sciences, as separate academic disciplines, have 

developed “internal” sub-cultures which have encyclopaedic breadth, embracing many if 

not all of reality within its own local, provincial and theoretical frame(s) of reference. This 

parochialism can only be overcome by the renaissance of a new encyclopaedia which 

respects the conceptual distinctions but does not formalise them into organised 

separations. 

The distinctions among the social sciences do point to genuine realities; the analysis of the 

market, is not the same as the analysis of Government and it is not the same as the 

sociological enquiry into the characteristic structures of civil society. Logical distinctions are 

necessary conceptual separations without which theoretical analysis cannot get very far. 

Locating ourselves, in our report of scientific results, with specific co-ordinates in time and 

space, confirms and does not at all disqualify us in our scholarship, as if we had removed 
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ourselves from our scientific frame of reference. In fact by specifying our location, we allow 

the limits of our empirical results to be identified, and this is an important aspect for the 

evaluation of any piece of scientific data. 

The importance of the social sciences for the report of this Gulbenkian commission is that 

this tertium quid, the social sciences, has the potnetial to reconcile the traditional and 

conventional tensions between the arts and the sciences. It is in this sense that for them the 

social sciences are themselves the absorbing umbrella by which the new scientific and 

scholarship renaissance can occur. 

But it is not to be a renaissance achieved as if by magic; work has to be done and the 

“theory” will have to transcend some conventional and hoary philosophical & theoretical 

problems. These are : 

1. The ontological distinction between humans and nature (ie the “concrete separation” above) 

derived from Descartes will have to be dispensed with; 

2. The parochialism that equates State with nation and nation with society has to be 

transcended to a more rigorous and empirical view of societal relations; 

3. The recognition that ongoing attempts to solve the riddles of “pluralistic universalism” are 

indicative of an inherent facet of our humanity and for scientific inquiry to remain so it 

must  welcome alternative construals of the balance between the local and the universal, 

what is absolute and what is relative, the one and the many etc; 

4. The objectivistic view of objectivity has to be overcome with a renewed sense of the 

subjective components of valid scientific objectivity. 

 

•   What is to be done? 

The report puts its nicely : 

However, the reality of the world of knowledge of the 1990’s, especially as 

compared to that of earlier decades, is the constraint on resources 

imposed by fiscal crises in almost every state. While social scientists, 

because of the internal pressures generated by their intellectual dilemmas, 

are seeking to expand the number and variety of pedagogical and 

research structures, administrators are looking for ways to economize and 

therefore to consolidate. We are not suggesting that there has been too 

much multidisciplinarity. far from it. Rather, we are pointing out that 

organizationally this has gone less in the direction of unifying activities 

than in that of multiplying the number of university names and programs.6  

                                                         
6 . Open the social sciences p.96 
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We might say that on some parts of the (academic) world the collision has already toaken 

place with severe consequences for the entire fabric of universities, particularly of the State-

university type. This raises questions about the viability of the proposals which are placed 

in the final chapter; whilst the report puts them forward to strengthen existing disciplinary 

structures, it is clear they are put forward as an attempt to move forward in a reforming 

direction. 

1. Establishment of elite centres for year-long consultation between scholars upon urgent 

themes. Bielefeld, Germany is named as the prime example of this kind of initiative; 

2. Ongoing experimentation in initiating integrated research programmes with specific goals, 

specified duration and a guaranteed budget within the overall structure of university 

planning freeing participants from the task of raising their own funds; 

3. Appointments should be made between two or three departments rather than to one single 

departments; 

4. Graduate work should be spread across various departments and exploration should not be 

limited. 

These proposals are reminiscent of efforts initiative earlier this century (ie the Harvard 

Society of Fellows) in which intellectual adventure in the Whitehead style was positively 

encouraged. At this point it should be said, critically, that Open the Social Sciences does not 

really explain how previous pre-1945 efforts to restructure the social sciences faltered and 

became part of the emergent trends that the report outlines in broad brush strokes. But 

clearly just as Whitehead advocated an ethic of “intellectual adventure”7 to fire the 

universities commitment to its own goals, so this late 20th century, so the report of the 

Gulbenkian Commission of 1996 has advocated a new critical appraisal of the Renaissance 

ideal to revivify the social sciences which are flagging under the combined weight of 

political, economic and institutional problems, beyond their control, and only part of which 

have been of their own making. 

In the academy of the late-20th century the separate social science - sociology in particular - 

have often functioned as a “university within the university”, as communities of science 

and scholarship internally differentiated according to the various academic interests of its 

members, united in its commitment to critical and progressive thinking. It has often gained 
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a place for itself by making public its commitment to the critical function of its enquiry 

within the academy, and this often spills over into the “community” as the university 

makes its long run impact upon the wider society. 

But when it comes to stating the value of its “intellectual product” in the market-place, 

sociology, along with all other disciplines in the humanities, finds it difficult to justify itself. 

After all economics departments produce economists and accountants; law schools produce 

lawyers, barristers and judges; geography produces urban and regional planners and 

environmental consultants. Sociology departments are very often filled with people who 

study sociology but it is a difficult task to specify exactly what it is that sociologists do.8 

As an academic discipline, sociology cannot rest content as an elite provider of theoretical 

insight about modern society; it also needs a rationale of its own, transcending the price 

placed upon its books and its courses in the market place, which will fairly specify the true 

intellectual value of its “product” in the market place of ideas. Marxist sociology in the 

university has always had a difficult time resisting the strong tendency towards elitism. But 

the search for the true theoretical value of sociology itself, within the academy, has had a 

long history. 

•   Sociology takes Centre Stage 

In the 20th century it can be seen pre-eminently in the work of Talcott Parsons (1902-1979), 

the key player in American sociological theory. In his foundational work in sociological 

theory he claimed that he had verified the fact of an analytical convergence in the 

immediately preceding generation of European social thought9. This, he said, established 

the ground rules for the discipline for the immediate long-term future. That hypothesis 

having been established, he immediately turned his attention to the question of higher 

education and the professions in modern society.10 In this context, sociological analysis 

contextualised the economic aspects of educational costs and benefits, and this made it 

possible for the social value of sociology to be identified.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
7 . Alfred North Whitehead Adventures of ideas Cambridge at the University Press 1947 (1933). 
8 . Anthony Giddens’ inaugural lecture at the University of Cambridge in 1987 was titled “What do sociologists 

do?” and is Chapter One of Social theory and modern sociology Cambridge, Polity. 1987. 
9 . Talcott Parsons The structure of social action New York : McGraw Hill 1937. 
10 . Talcott Parsons  “Education and the Professions” International Journal of Ethics 47:365-369; “The Role of 

Theory in Social Research” ASR 3:13-20; “The Role of Ideas in Social Action” ASR3:652-664; “The Professions 
and Social Structure” Social Forces 17:457-467. 
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To put it succinctly : Parsons considered that the study of society was  itself reality sui 

generis, an independent and interdependent function of social development. It was more 

than merely a change to the intellectual frame of reference; the sociological study of the 

social constituted a social reality in its own right. Science, as a system of social action, 

would itself be transformed as society changed and evolved. The contribution of the 

modern university was a crucial component of Parsons’ view of the evolution of sociology; 

and conversely, it was in this way that sociology, an pre-eminently modern discipline, 

played its part in the ongoing institutional development of the academy. 

Parsons’ “structural functional” sociology was able to attract considerable public prestige in 

a political situation in which Governments around the world were guided by a Keynesian 

version of neo-classical economics. Though Parsons did not give considered attention to 

Keynes’ theory until the early 1950s11, his evolving “social system”, as a set of 

interdependent independent variables, fits nicely with the Keysnesian view of the 

Government’s independent role to shape the semi-autonomous economy. His theory may 

not have been set forth in these terms, and it would surely have been an academic scandal if 

he had tried to do so. But it remains a serious question, close to heart of both economics and 

sociology, and only barely addressed in the theoretical literature of both disciplines, as to 

how these two analytic social sciences are to relate to each other.  

The contribution of Talcott Parsons to American social sciences over the longer-term shold 

be evaluated as a largely successful effort of relating the theoretical development of 

sociology as a discipline to a critical historical appraisal of the place of the academy and the 

professions in society. “Structural-functionalism” was able to develop a status of orthodoxy 

within sociology for a long period after the second world war. It would be worthwhile to 

chart the decline of structural-functionalism in sociology against the challenges to the 

Keynesian viewpoint in public policy. But the question for us here is not primarily with the 

recent history of sociology, nor with the application of insights from social science research 

for public policy, nor with the way in which fashions in sociological theory coincide with 

socio-political trends. If there is something of a functional relation between social theory in 

the academy and general trends in public policy, which can be demonstrated, we need to 

ask about the kind of sociological theory which we would expect to emerge when 
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universities can no longer count upon the same degree of public support from Government 

revenue.   

Such a Problemstellung might appear to be an invitation to economistic, materialistic, if not 

Marxistic, argumentation. But that is not what I have in mind here. The question is with the 

definition of the term “free” when we refer to a principle of the distinctive integrity of 

theoretical reflection, science and scholarship. Wilhelm Hennis in his recent discussion of 

Max Weber makes the connection between Kuyper’s notion of a free university and 

Weber’s commitment to “value-freedom”12 which implies that the ruling ideas in the realm 

of theory (in the academy) are not without their referents in the structuring of civil society.  

•   Dilemmas and Paradoxes 

In trying to account philosophically for the leading ideas of the sociological discipline, I am 

yet confronted by the “public dilemma” of the current status of sociology as an academic 

discipline. Twenty, even ten, years ago an article about “sociology and philosophy” in this 

journal,13 would have been recognized by sociology students in large State-run universities 

around the world as a contribution to the kind of debate they had confronted in their 

under-graduate courses and graduate seminars. These days, however, a systematic 

philosophical confrontation with sociology, as that is now presented and promoted within 

university sociology courses, also has to consider the change in academic climate if its 

peculiar theoretical point is to be made palpable. The re-positioning of universities in civil 

society, according to market criteria, means that there is a widespread perception that the 

resultant “sociology” is a different beast to that confronted formerly. Of course there are 

definite and discernible links with the former style of academic sociology; but the processes 

perceptively outlined by Alan Storkey14 have continued to erode former academic 

certainties. The culture of universities has changed appreciably and our critical 

philosophical understanding of the academic disciplines must always keep this in view. 

This is particularly the case with a discipline like sociology which presents its theories on 

different levels of analysis, from different theoretical and ideological perspectives and from 

different empirical angles. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
11 . In his autobiographical essay Parsons admits that it was while he was ‘revisiting’ Alfred Marshall’s economics 

in the 1950s that he read Keynes’s General theory of employment, interest and money (1936) for the first time. 
“On Building Social Systems Theory” Daedalus 99 (Fall 1970) p.824. 

12 . Wilhelm Hennis “The Meaning of ‘Wertfreiheit’: On the Background and Motives of Max Weber's 
‘Postulate’”  Sociological Theory 1994, 12, 2, July, 113-125 at p.126. 
13 . eg D F M Strauss “Philosophy and sociology” Philosophia Reformata 1979, 44:2 pp.150-182. 
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In the contemporary university sociology is still accepted, by and large, as an important 

discipline that the academy can scarcely do without. But the formal declaration of its 

importance also has the sound of formalism about it. The intellectual culture has been 

undergoing significant and important transformations. Under post-modernism the art of 

the facade is highly refined in all cultural spheres. At the same time, consultants, experts 

and entrepreneurial researchers are now an important aspect of the post-modern 

university. This trend has been gathering pace throughout the twentieth century as Edward 

Shils perceptively observes.15 Mannheim’s sozial freischwebende Intelligenz, the so-called “free 

floating intellectual” is now not only common-place but seems to representative a 

normative form of academic engagement. 

As a university discipline economics has, for decades, been subjected to increased outside 

pressure from economic think-tanks; likewise academic psychology has been transformed 

by the power of national psychological associations to accredit courses and even endorse 

ruling theories in the discipline. Academic disciplines are now no longer defined 

exclusively, nor even predominantly, from within the academy. Of course, formerly,  there 

were also strong professional associations of academics from universities and other 

institutions which aimed to promote the interests of the scientific discipline and these 

served to remind academics of debates in their discipline which took place beyond their 

own local university. This had some considerable power over the way in which any 

university subject was taught. 

But with the renewal of the free market ethic in its late 20th century form there are strong 

forces discouraging any idea that university academics should allow their teaching to be 

constrained by forces ‘outside’ the immediate university in which they are employed. 

University administrations often re-configure academic contracts as if these academics have 

sole or primary authority to define their own disciplines. And the internal pressure in any 

one university includes the requirement that the academic department must always adjust 

its teaching and programmes to marketing criteria spelled out by university recruitment 

and corporate planning departments; the results are profound. The power which can be 

exercised by professional societies is challenged in a fundamental way. Professional bodies 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
14  Alan Storkey “The surrogate sciences” Philosophia Reformata 1986, 51:1-2 pp.110-116. 
15. see Edward Shils “Intellectuals and responsibility” Ian Maclean, Alan Montefiore, Peter Winch (eds) The 

political responsibility of intellectuals Cambridge [England] & New York : Cambridge University Press, 1990 
pp. 257-306 at particularly at pp. 296-298. 
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become loose confederations of scholars, inside and outside the academy, constrained to a 

great or lesser extent by their institutional commitments, and the ground rules governing 

the culture of research in their discipline is no longer within their control. 

It does not need too much analysis to show that this represents an in principle move away 

from science to commercial enterprise, at least within State and public universities which 

were formerly funded according to a (Keynesian) view of the separation of economic/social 

spheres. The corporatisation of the university means an in principle commitment away from 

the scientific community as a federative body, which transcends local and national 

boundaries, to science as a product which Universities as commerical organisations provide 

to consumers (students). Under the new laissez-faire economic rationalism all social spheres 

are viewed as equally a part of the economy, and must gain their place by direct 

involvement in the market. All academic pursuits require justification in terms of their 

long-term economic, or more accurately fiscal, benefits. 

•   From Modern Queen of Science to Post-Modern Knave of Economics 

Looking back on the period of the 70s and 80s, we can now trace its history as a 

consolidation of its academic position, moving towards a position in the academiy of de 

facto “Queen of  Modern Sciences”. In this it seemed to resist, for a time, the 

commercialising trend, taking on its shoulders the task of uniting and defending the 

univeristy as a genuine community. In particular it sought to give a theoretical  basis to 

those sciences which Alan Storkey identifies as “academic surrogates”.16 If for a brief 

period, here and there, sociology could claim to be pre-eminent the power of that assertion 

has declined markedly with the passage of time.   

Universities around the world are engaged in a struggle to resolve the  question of their 

own place in the market-economy. In an earlier phase  sociology as a discipline was drawn 

as having a crucial contribution to play in establishing the connection between the academy 

and the market-place. Sociology, the science of society, was said to provide the link 

between a general theoretical education and the wider society. Under this viewpoint all 

modes of professional training are rendered incomplete without substantial components of 

                                                         
16 . See  John O’Neill Sociology as a Skin Trade London : Heinemann 1972. A stimulating discussion of this 

problem is found in Bryan S Turner “Sociology as an Academic Trade: Some Reflections on Centre and 
Periphery in the Sociology Market” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Sociology; 1986, 22, 2, July, 272-
282, with comments by Lois Bryson (“How Academic Is an Academic Trade? A Response to Turner” ) and 
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sociological study. The articulation of sociology within the university curriculum was thus 

a crucial issue, and its connection with professional training programmes developed for 

various kinds of work (eg policing, nursing, education, business, social work, journalism, 

architecture) gave it a strong standing both within the academy and beyond among these 

newly emerging professional groups. For a period sociology was the academic discipline of 

the rising “new class”17 But as such professional higher education has itself developed, and 

universities no longer adhere to previous proprietorial (and aristocratic) notions that the 

professor “owns” the discipline taught in his/her department, then the way is apparently 

opened for the large-scale erosion of the “Keynesian academy.” 

•   Problems for Christian social Theory 

The research for this article began as an attempt to give some background to the thought 

and writings and Anthony Giddens, a prominent and much publicised sociologist from 

Britain, now the Director of the London School of Economics. As I read his writings it 

became apparent that what we are dealing with is not simply some new “grand theorist”; 

he might be that although I suspect the term will need considerable qualification in his case. 

We are also dealing with the groundswell of significant change in the nature and character 

of academic sociology and of the academy itself.  

So when we now try to address the question of how sociology is related to economics, to 

take as example the important question identified above, our theoretical, philosophical and 

analytical account will have to be embedded in a viewpoint which directly discusses how 

university departments relate to each other, how the academy relates to the market place, 

how social science functions in civil society. When we make a case for a particular 

(Christian) theoretical view of the inner connection between sociological analysis and 

philosophy we must also do it with an eye to the current configuration of university 

scholarship. The point is not to reduce the formulation and resolution of theoretical 

problems to history, but to reckon with the historical and culturual conditions in terms of 

which we must do our theoretical work.We keep a careful and critical eye upon the 

historical and social structural context in which we develop our philosophical insights. The 

new generation of Christian students, trained in the “post-Keynesian” academy, will 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Mike Emmison (“In The Life of Bryan? A Comment on Turner's ‘Sociology as an Academic Trade’”)pp.283-287 
and Turner’s rejoinder (“A Reply to Bryson and Emmison: More on Trading,”) pp.288-290. 
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require a pedagogy that has moved beyond the doctrinal forms their teachers were taught 

20 or 30 years ago.   

We ask questions about the relation of sociology to philosophy with the goal of 

philosophical clarification in mind. And it is as we confront the difficult questions about 

sociology in its academic and disciplinary context that we can historically set about 

answering the question : What is sociology? But we will not only be elaborating an 

important dimension of our own philosophical perspective. We will also be confronting an 

academic discipline, with its own answers to this question, which in its 20th century forms 

shows a strong pragmatic tendency to describe itself philosophically by reference to its 

cultural historical role in the academy. 

•   Sociology and Academic Flux 

It is easy enough to use the abstract noun “sociology” and discuss it as a scientific discipline 

in much the same way that we would discuss a potato.18 Both Evan Runner and Anthony 

Giddens, in their own ways, have pointed out that theorising about the social is itself part 

of our human condition. In this respect Giddens takes his cue from Karl Mannheim who 

laid this insight at the basis of his “sociology of knowledge”. The discipline has been in the 

thrall of Mannheim’s insight ever since : 

The world of external objects and of psychic experience appears to be in 

continuous flux. Verbs are more adequate symbols for this situation than 

nouns. The fact that we give names to things which are in flux implies 

inevitably a certain stabilization oriented along the lines of collective 

activity. The derivation of our meanings emphasizes and stabilizes that 

aspect of things which is relevant to activity and covers up, in the interest 

of collective action, the perpetually fluid process underlying all things. It 

excludes other configurational organizations of the data which tend in 

different directions. every concept represents a sort of taboo against other 

possible sources of meaning - simplfying and unifying the manifoldness of 

life for the sake of action.19 

 

In this statement Mannheim certainly prefigured aspects of post-modernism. As that has 

been promoted within sociology, in deference to J-F Lyotard’s observation, all meta-

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
17 . B Bruce-Briggs (ed) The new class? New Brunswick: Transaction 1979. This collection extends the analysis of 

Milovan Djilas The new class; an analysis of the communist system New York:  Praeger 1957 and extends it to 
class movements in the post-world war II welfare state of the so-called “west”.  

18 . H Evan Runner ‘Our political institutions are not just there, as a potato is there.. .’  Scriptural religion and political 
task Wedge 1974 Second, unrevised edition “Forword to the second, unchanged edition”.  

19 . Karl Mannheim Ideology and utopia London : Routledge and Kegan Paul 1936 p.20. 
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narratives are in flux and their credibility is fundamentally undermined.20 Moreover, if for 

analytical purposes scientific activity is the “external object” that occupies our attention, 

then it is no wonder that sociology itself, even that viewpoint promoted by Mannheim, will 

need to be constantly safeguarded against such stabilizing tendencies which close of 

investigation from the flow of reality. But what happens when that flow leaves academic 

sociology behind? What happens when the dynamic reality championed by the discipline 

catches up with the discipline itself?21 What happens when sociology departments are 

required to conform to the conditions imposed by “dynamic” market realities? 

Peter Berger gave up on sociology as a distinct social science discipline; his view was that 

“sociology has always been more of a perspective than a specific field”22 Norbert Elias 

called for a consistent configurational reappraisal of sociology, re-tracing the positivist 

mythology back to Comte and starting all over again. This time, he asserted, sociology 

should proceed with a scientific, instead a mythological, appraisal of Comte’s positivism.23 

Anthony Giddens however, represents something else, an alternative approach to the 

conundrum of sociology in the post-modern, market-driven academy. His contribution 

                                                         
20 . Jean-Francois Lyotard The post-modern condition : a report on knowledge translation from the French by 

Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi ; foreword by Fredric Jameson. Minneapolis : University of Minnesota 
Press, 1984.   

21 . Wilhelm Dilthey’s comments, although they pre-date Mannheim, are apt here : “Here the emptiness of 
consciousness asserts itself, whereby all standards have been abolished; everything fixed has become wavering, 
an unlimited liberty of admission, the play with boundless possibilities let the mind enjoy its sovereignty and at 
the same time give it the pain of its lack of content” as Quoted from Gesammelte schriften  vol VIII p.194 in 
Johan Vander Hoeven The rise and development of the phenomelogical movement Christian perspectives 
Series Hamilton : Guardian Press 1965 p.12. For an alternative translation compare H P Rickman (ed) Dilthey : 
selected writings Cambridge : Cambridge University Press 1976 p.12. Rickman’s rendering of Dilthey’s 
comment directs our attention to “the emptiness of consciousness [which] asserts itself in [Byron, Leopardi or 
Nietzsche] “because all yardsticks have gone; everything fixed has become shaky;...”  

22 . Peter L Berger “Epilogue” to James D Hunter and Stephen Ainlay (eds) Making sense of modern times: Peter 
L. Berger and the vision of interpretive sociology London & New York : Routledge & K. Paul, 1986 p.234. 
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merits our critical consideration, because he more than any other writer in sociology and 

social theory represents an attempt to cover the entire confusing field in which the discipline 

finds itself. Giddens represents the most determined effort to accommodate to these cultural 

and societal trends. In a future article I will consider the structure of Giddens’ contribution 

to sociology and the post-modern, market driven academy. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
23 . Norbert Elias What is Sociology? London. Hutchinson 1978. Elias’ subtlety invoke a positivist approach which 

moves past religious and philosophic positivism to a positive positivism. 
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This paper is concerned with the confusion that exists about the character of Christian political responsibility in 
Australia. Rather than there being a "scattered Christian voice", as has been observed about political debate in 
the American polity, Christian political reflection and action in Australia is confronted but cultural and historical 
ambiguity and should be more accurately characterised as a "muddled and muffled" voice. This is due in large 
part to the under-developed character of political thought and debate in this country; it is also true that Christian 
political reflection is largely absent within the Australian polity. Taken together these two aspects highlight the 
underlying problematic for the development of any future Christian political reflection in these parts. The 
conventional approach would be to develop some kind of initiative in this country which coincides with 
overseas examples (Catholic Action, Festival of Light, Moral Majority). But by comparing Australian Christian 
voices with the American situation, as drawn by James Skillen in his book The Scattered Voice (1991), it is 
argued that attempts to transplant overseas political initiatives into the warp and woof of Australian public life 
founder upon the under-developed nature of Christian political thought in Australia which in turn feeds off the 
under-developed nature of our national political reflection and public debate. The paper aims at suggesting 
various angles and topics for further post-graduate research. 
  

•   Introduction : The Problem of Christian political Theory 

In a recent comment upon the state of Christianity within the North American polity, the 

prominent sociologist Peter Berger had this to say : 

To think about social and political issues in the perspective of Christian 

faith certainly does not mean that one seeks "Christian answers". I'm 

firmly convinced that there are no "Christian answers" to any social or 

political problem. Yet a Christian will approach the socio-political world 

in a different spirit. Not the least important part of this spirit is an 

acceptance of one's ignorance ...1. 

This view is augmented in another place when he says : 

It is not enough, in other words, to have a doctrine of the Church. One 

must also have a sociology of empirically existent churches. A Christian 

view of our situation can then emerge from the tension between 

theological doctrine and sociological diagnosis. The diagnosis without the      

doctrine may lead to resignation, which is bad, but the doctrine without 

the diagnosis almost certainly leads to illusion, which is much worse2. 

                                                         
1. Peter L Berger "The Concept of Mediating Action" in Richard John Neuhaus (ed.) Confession, Conflict 

and Community 1986 : 10. 
2. Peter L Berger The Noise of Solemn Assemblies Doubleday Anchor. Garden Cty NY 1961 p.131. 
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Berger's career has been that of the apologist for a humanistic sociology. In his adopted 

country his comments are recognised as the contribution of a modern Christian. His work 

has had formative significance upon the teaching of the social sciences in Australia's 

universities for almost thirty years but with little appreciation for the spiritual dimensions 

to his plea for "debunking society". 

One of the leading ideas of his intellectual development over the years has been his "market 

model ecumenicity"3 in which he has sought to make sense of the American religious scene 

with its hyper-sectarianism which matches it market ideology. But Berger has not simply 

been a neutral bystander; in his own way he has sought to shape the understanding of 

North American Christians of their own religious milieu. He has done so as a sociologist, 

but he has sought to contribute to Christian thought as a fellow-Christian. 

Berger's comments about the possibility of "Christian political action" are a good place to 

start this discussion about Christian politics in Australia. But such a discussion has subtle 

depths to it. If in this country Berger's general sociology has been read "out of context", with 

its American focus "bracketed", Australian readers will yet have to come to terms with his 

aversion to the search for "Christian answers". Just what could that mean in a modern 

nation which has a Penal Settlement rather than a Pilgrim Colony as its foundation. What 

relevance, if at all, could Berger's comments have in this, the "most ungodly place on 

earth"? 

For the purposes of this essay I take the book by James W Skillen The Scattered Voice (1990) 

as starting point. Here the author analyses the variant Christian options which are available 

in the public square of American politics. Berger may use the "supermarket model" to 

highlight something of the competition between religious groups in America. Skillen 

follows the empirical orientation espoused by Berger - he is seeking to develop an 

understanding of empirically existent social "religious" phenomena - in this case his focus is 

upon variant "political ideologies". But Skillen's argument is set up in a comparative 

political framework; the market metaphor does not carry the same weight in his analysis as 

it does with Berger.  

For Berger the development of a "world-view" (German : "Weltanschauung") remains 

implicitly "worldly". The articulation of a "Christian world-view", is an attempt to make a 

                                                         
3. Peter L Berger "The Sociological Study of Sectarianism" Social Research, Winter 1954, 21:467- ; "A Market 

Model for the Analysis of Ecumenicity" Social Research Spring 1963, 30:75-90. 
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Christian contribution to public-legal, political and economic life. Such is for him, as for 

Emile Brunner, indicative of pretentious "bunglers and visionaries".  

Hence The Scattered Voice diverges significantly from the frame of reference promoted by 

Berger. Skillen's scientific study of religion assumes that Christians cannot but articulate 

"Christian answers" to the pressing public political issues which confront them. They might 

not dogmatically insist that they have all the "answers", and Berger might be right in 

seeking to avoid any fundamentalist authoritarianism.  

This is why Skillen will leave some of his more sociologically inclined readers speechless - 

they will not know what to do with his "data" ie the careful exegesis and interpretation of 

the various competing views. And scholars trained in sociology at Australian universities 

which have promoted an "Australian Berger" will simply not know how to read his book, 

other than by saying he is some form of "fundamentalist". Such data, as Skillen has 

compiled it, does not lend itself to behavioural analysis or various forms of sociological 

research as that is commonly understood. The Scattered Voice implies a normative view of 

the state and the task of forming the public legal order, and it is from this normativity that 

Skillen has shaped and guided his analysis. 

Even with its American orientation and flavour this book raises the age-old question : is 

there a distinctive Christian political stance? Is there a Christian position in political science 

from which to interpret and analyse the diversity of political ideologies? 

In America this question has a public face to it. In Australia such a question will not 

automatically be understood as a question having public-political relevance. And in 

another sense the relevance of Skillen's book for political reflection generally is that it 

provides a model for listening to, and for, the strengths and weaknesses of one's own and 

one's neighbour's political perspective. It will be in following Skillen's method that 

Christian political thought and action can be developed in this country. His "listening 

method" keeps denominational and theological differences in view as data which is not to 

be dismissed; local American traditions and conditions, which lie outside church circles, 

give a context for Christian political thinking. The communal, national, political and 

cultural factors, simply have to be kept in mind. For an Australian reading this book this 

political hermeneutic a critical intellectual challenge. 
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It is true that in this book the political approach which Skillen adopts and advocates is 

implicit in his method of sympathetic criticism; a second volume (footnoted below ftn. 36) 

spells out Skillen's own (and eighth) political vision in a systematic sense. 

•   Christian Political Theory in Australia 

Reading this book and applying it to Australia's Christian political discourse, or lack 

thereof, we would highlight the fact that such discourse as we have is issue-oriented, 

partial and fragmentary. It is true to say that no real Christian political discourse has 

emerged in the public-legal realm of Australian society. Where it has emerged it has been 

subservient to denominational, sectional and class-based interests. 

In Colonial times the Protestant competition for power and prestige emerged against the 

back-drop of no one church being "established" as in England and Scotland. Hence the 

colonial administration had participated in a race between Anglican, Methodist and 

Presbyterian sectors to see who could establish a colonial elite and hence become de facto, if 

not de jure, the genuine Australian Christian church. 

That race continues down to this day in attenuated form but can be seen most clearly in the 

political opportunism that is now an integral part of the elite private schools. No doubt 

there remains residues of rivalry between law firms, medical practices and businesses. Such 

schooling once prepared young men - and also women - for the plumb positions in law, 

commerce, medicine and university. It bequeathed the legacy of an enduring assumption 

that liberalism was somehow more Christian in outlook than the socialist alternative. 

That presumption has now been overthrown and in many sections of the community 

socialism is viewed as somehow more Christian than "greedy" liberalism. 

My point is that Christians in Australia have failed to develop a genuine political discourse 

on a Christian basis. That has everything to do with the search for a "Christian elite" and 

safeguarding itself against any and all perceived threats. And the Irish Catholic influence 

should not be underestimated. "Micks" might have once had a natural affinity to the Labor 

Party. But the 1955 split in the Labor movement indicates that the perception of communist 

infiltration gained a hold on many who, as Catholics, had come to see themselves as 

(catholic) infiltrators of the labour movement4. 

                                                         
4. The topic of Catholic political opinion merits extensive treatment on its own. The work of Edmund 

Campion is notable eg Australian Catholics Penguine 1988. Tom Truman Catholic Action and Politics 
Merlin 1960 remains an important study of Catholic Action and attempts to take over the Labor Party in 
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More recently, a revitalized Anglicanism which was "activistic" and "pragmatist" flourished 

in the 1980's, centred on Archepiscopacy of David Penman, a "liberal evangelical". It ran, in 

some ways, parallel to the Hawke Labor administration. This was at a time when and "old 

style" Anglican-Presbyterian networking was in total disarray, due to the consolidation of 

the Presbyterians and the emergence of the Uniting Church. 

Australia exhibits a lack of competition between Christian political perspectives. But 

Skillen's book stands in the modern-day American Areopagus because various Christian-

political viewpoints are in competition. The book highlights the variety of political 

rhetorics; further analysis in the direction Skillen suggests might give some case studies of 

where and how these various political perspectives took on public form in local, state and 

federal politics. Very interesting studies (graduate theses, perhaps?) could examine the 

policy conflicts between such Christian philosophies in the context of specific issues. Such 

work will considerably extend the rich suggestivity of Skillen's scholarly framework. But 

such research is barely conceivable in our context. 

Australian Christian political consciousness is still very much embedded in its Anglo-Celtic 

seed-bed and thus tends to be communitarian, feudal and somewhat antiquated, evidence 

that our understanding of Christianity is overly centred on church and denomination. It is 

thus ethnicistic and closed in significant ways. 

Because there is so little Christian political discourse the sociological questions about the 

relation of Christianity to the full range of social institutions in our society is not opened 

up. Political action and other Christian endeavour are not taken seriously in the public 

sphere. Indeed it is very hard to see how they gain respect. A Christian political philosophy 

can not rest content with formulations about the State and national moral life. It will need 

to articulate its view of family, church, free associations and economy - the entire range of 

social structures, institutions, organisations and relationships. When it does this it can 

hardly be neutral with respect to the various forms of family-life, church polity and state-

business relationships. But this is not surprising. In this country where there is little 

evidence of a Christian "world-view" in any developed sense and the compromises and 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

the period 1945-1955. Michael Hogan The Sectarian Strand 1987 provides a provides an overview of the 
denominational scramble and a useful bibliography. Paul Collins Mixed Blessings Penguin 1986 reviews 
changes in the Roman communion since Vatican II. Patrick O'Farrell provides an extensive 
bibliography "The Writing of Australian Catholic History 1980-1990" in his 3rd revised edition of The 
Catholic Church and Community - an Australian History NSWUP 1992. Niall Brennan, B A Santamaria, 
Max Charlesworth are other writers of note. Archbishop Daniel Mannix the pivotal character in this 
story, and organisations such as Opus Dei and Pax Christi retain some ongoing influence. 
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accomodations that Christians do make with the status quo remain undisclosed and 

function as hidden agendas which will stifle the attempt. 

•   Empirical Analysis and Political Ideologies 

Skillen, unlike Berger, does face the empirical situation in which American Christians do 

make sense of their public-legal reality by formulating "basic questions" about the public-

legal domain. They seek to argue for particular answers to the complex problems5. But the 

Berger/Skillen contrast does itself raise some important questions which need to be 

addressed. If Christian politics is more that mere church involvement in a political arena 

such a politics needs to deal with the masses of Christians who act politically as if it is their 

church membership which is the basis for their action. Christian political thought and 

action may not be church action and theologically-based ideology, but what about all the 

political action which is church-based and theologically-driven. This also is a question 

which Skillen has not addressed explicitly. It poses an important problem for Christian 

political theory. 

The denominational and ethnic differentiation of the Christian community in North 

America is very great indeed. The question which people like Skillen have to address before 

the Christian political party can be launched in the USA is : does the Christian community - 

such as it is - have to agree that as far as politics is concerned issues of church government 

and ecclesiastical polity will be treated as adiaphora? 

Skillen is faced with this particular logistical problem because he theorises in the neo-

calvinistic tradition of Abraham Kuyper (1837-1922). It was the "presuppositionalism" of 

Kuyper which, according to George Marsden, has scored a significant victory in the 

American evangelical community in this century6. Moreover Kuyper was instrumental in 

organising the calvinistic working classes throughout Holland into that country's first 

nationally based political party7. 

For Skillen the intention to work politically in a Christian way should not be confused with 

the actual achievement of a coherently Christian perspective which "grips the rails" in a 

                                                         
5. This observation relates to the perceptive criticisms made by Stan Gaede of Berger's "theological" bias 

against the possibility of any "evangelical Christian inductivism". See Gaede's contribution to J D 
Hunter and S C Ainlay (eds) Making Sense of Modern Times : Peter L Berger and the Vision of Interpretive 
Sociology RKP Boston 1986. Berger has taken his point (see pp.231-2). see also S Gaede Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion (1981) 20,2 pp.181-185. 

6. George Marsden "The State of Evangelical Scholarship" Reformed Journal September 1987 p.14. 
7. R D Henderson "How Abraham Kuyper became a Kuyperian" Christian scholars Review? 1992 pp.22-35. 



 
 

 7 
 

 

political sense. In this sense Skillen does not fit the categories Berger sets up for analysing 

Christian involvement in society; Skillen is no dogmatic fundamentalist ... nor is he a 

liberal-Christian of activist or quietist disposition. 

And if following Skillen we are committed to finding "Christian answers" to "Christian 

questions" then a Christian political perspective will have to give a systematic account of all 

dimensions of socio-political life. Christian political theory must be built upon a deepened 

empirical understanding of political life. An integral part of this political reality is the 

diverging views of those who say they follow in the same direction. 

But then Berger's sociology shows the influence of his Lutheran and nominalistic world-

view. Skillen, on the other hand, stands within that other great continental tradition of 

European protestantism and proffers his contribution in a calvinistic frame of reference. This 

tradition has made its own peculiar contribution to western political thought8.  

Yet it remains true that Christian political theory in this tradition has a continual problem - 

it may not be a church- or theologically-based political theory yet it appeals to a "calvinistic 

world-and-life-view" which might make it more amenable to those in some ecclesiastical 

traditions rather than to others. 

Skillen faces the Christian-religious plurality within the American Christian community. It 

cannot be avoided; in his view it cannot be transcended as if to neutralise religious 

differences.  

Berger's sociological analysis - in the tradition of H Richard Niebuhr's The Social Sources of 

Denominationalism (1957) - has been to give a sociological description and explanation of 

this Christian diversity in relation to the social structuring of the church. But Skillen's 

"sociology of religion" looks at the inner workings of the various Christian world-views 

which struggle to make their contribution to the American polity. 

                                                         
8. James W Skillen and Rockne M McCarthy Political Order and the Plural Structure of Society Emory 

University Studies in Law and Religion, No.2. Scholars Press. Atlanta, Georgia 1991. Part Three "Sphere 
Sovereignty, Creation Order, and Public Justice" features Kuyper, Dooyeweerd, Runner, Zylstra and 
Goudzwaard. The work of the Archivist of the Royal House of Orange, Mr Guillaume Groen van 
Prinsterer (1801-1876) is also featured as is commentary upon the seminal calvinist political theorist of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Johannes Althusius (1557-1638). see Jantje Lubbegiena van 
Essen "Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer and His Conception of History" Westminster Theological Journal 
44(1982): 205-249. James W Skillen "The Political Theory of Johannes Althusius" Philosophia Reformata 
39(1974):170-190. See also The Politics of Johannes Althusius (Politica Methodice Digesta...) Trans with an 
Introduction by F S Carney. Beacon Press Boston 1964. 
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In this sense The Scattered Voice is closer to that other landmark book of Niebuhr - Christ 

and Culture (1951). But it is not a typological application of various forms of Christian 

involvement in political culture. Skillen's empirical method does not seek to construct an a 

priori framework for the typological analysis of diverging Christian political views. It is the 

result of a sustained process of listening to, and cross-examining, confessing Christian 

voices. 

As a close examination of seven recognisable Christian approaches to politics which have 

already made a contribution in the public square. It is a discussion on the level of their 

world-view" rather than an attempt to specify the ideal-typical characteristics of variant 

approaches. Skillen's philosophy is calvinistic and critical9. 

•   America's Scattered Christianity and Christian Political Voices in 
Australia 

Enough has been written above to indicate the relevance of Skillen's Scattered Voice for an 

analysis of Christian politics in Australia? We will also find that we are involved in a search 

for a distinctively Australian political perspective. The varieties of Christian political 

viewpoint as we have them in Australia fit and do not fit into the framework provided by 

Skillen's analysis of the "scattered Christian voice" within the American polity.  

A comparison of Australia's "muffled voice" with America's "scattered voice" will highlight 

some aspects of our own national, if not colonial, situation. This paper is the formulation of 

a "research agenda" in Christian political science as much as an appeal for a Christian 

political theory. 

We may think that Australia's current "republican" debate is a purely local national affair, 

but a careful consideration of recent developments by our South West Pacific neighbours - 

New Zealand and Fiji - along with Canada will indicate that the public political debate in 

these three countries at least have very similar styles and concerns to our own. Of course 

there is the seeming over-whelming influence of so-called "economic rationalism" in the 

public debate of all three polities. But we also see a re-assertion of the rights of indigenous 

peoples, a re-consideration of the place of the Crown in national affairs and constitutions, a 

search for a more effective structuring of the basic elements of the national constitutional 

                                                         
9. In this sense Skillen's approach does not approach political theories "as if" they can be analysed in terms 

of an ecumenical urge to come to terms with variant forms of the sacrament. H Richard Niebuhr's 
analysis of Christian and Culture takes cultural life and faith in such sacramental terms : see his 
designation of Christ in, Christ of, Christ above, Christ transforming culture. 
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arrangements, as well as a heightened sense of the multi-cultural character of each of these 

societies10. 

•   Being a Christian in the Australian Polity 

The attempt by Americans - Christian and non-, post- and        un- - to understand the role 

of Christianity in North American society and culture remains a very important part of 

American intellectual culture. The fervour with which Americans repeatedly return to this 

question continues to amaze observers from other countries. 

Across America, Christians are also somewhat pre-occupied with finding and tracing their 

roots from Europe to the Frontier, the land which Seymour Martin Lipset has called the 

"first new nation". The USA's pre-occupation with national-historic roots contrasts with 

Canadian intense awareness of cultural differences acorss the "continental divide"11. Such is 

the intensity of the search for historical connections and continuity that the fact that it was 

Europeans, and not Americans, who actually found their (spiritual) roots in the cultural soil 

of the American experiment is sometimes overlooked. The North American "adolescent" is 

a child of European parents after all. 

But what do we confront in Australia with the attempt to define our relationship to the 

past? If USA is a teenager what is Australia?  The national-colonial "embarrassment" is not 

only a psychical failing on the part of Christians to fearlessly give a good profession. It is 

also a psycho-historical expectation built into the way people relate to each other in this 

kind of (post-Christian) society. And in this context it is perhaps useful to point out that 

adholescent embarrassment has much to do with the problem of public identification with 

one's parents.12 Canada and USA were twin-born perhaps, but USA has been the "great 

achiever" in that sibling rivalry! 

Many Americans, I think, generally accept that their nation has played a very important 

role on the stage of Divine Providence. It has done so either as the Christian society par 

excellence or as the best example of post-Christian society built upon the ideology of 

                                                         
10. It occurs to me that political developments in this country are continually construed in terms of 

historical examples "overseas". Whitlam may have taken the role of Cromwell to John Kerr's Charles I 
and the reactions of Jeff Kennett and Richard Court to the Mabo ruling set us up for a "North versus 
South" kind of political conflict. And this then is added to the debate concerning the future shape of a 
res publica for Australia. 

11. Seymor Martin Lipset The First New Nation : The United States in Historical and Comparative Perspective 
1963/1979; Continental Divide : The Values and Institutions of the United States and Canada Routledge 1990.  

12. In Australia our embarrassment is compounded by the fact that we know who the one parent is (ie 
Mother England) but we are not too sure who the other parent is (ie Europe or North America or 
Japan?). 



 
 

 10 
 

 

"freedom". American Christians seem to have acquiesced in this dual presumption. Some 

assume that the Christian character of their "new nation" has been established once for all; 

other that it has been left behind. 

Time and again the idea is confronted that Christian belief is "part of the background", a 

significant factor from times past; or that it is indicative of a psychical resistance to change; 

or a matter of socialisation which has to be "overcome"; or a phase of America's immaturity 

in times past which needs to be respected but which now can no longer be entertained 

since, by fate, we have "moved past" such ideas.13 It must be very difficult to be a Christian 

within the maelstrom of secularising America. It must also be very difficult to be a 

conscious and committed non-Christian. 

We read Skillen's book from outside the "American nation" and yet operating within the 

"American sphere of influence". Our historical and spiritual situation in Australia is such 

that we have to read American developments and literature with great care. We still learn 

from American Christians who, like Skillen and myriad others, are reading their socio-

political scene with care. Let us then enumerate Skillen's classification in detail. 

But for our present discussion the USA is sufficiently similar and significantly different 

from us to provide a useful point of reference. 

•   Chapter Two "Pro-American Conservatives" 

This is an exposition of a political viewpoint in which American political experience is read 

as normative for the world. The first thing to note here - before any attempt be made to line 

up such a group with an Australian equivalent - is that for Skillen, as for many other 

Americans - Christian or non- - the expression of such sentiments, promulgated with the 

power of the publishing dollar of Madison Avenue, are cause much embarrassment. 

For this group the goals, processes and historical development of the American republic are 

advocated as if they are a blue-print for the entire globe, if only the globe would 

understand it. Again there are such Christians in this country, as there are secularists, who 

see Australia ruled by the American view of its own history. But generally speaking such 

perspectives - ie those which advocate "Let's win Australia back to America's Christian 

                                                         
13. see eg Samuel Eliot Morison's short contribution to The Tercentenary of Harvard College - A Chronical of 

the Tercentenary Year 1935-1936. Harvard University Press 1937 pp.47-62 for the official Harvard 
historian's view of Harvard's "spiritual temper". see also Bruce C Wearne "Samuel Eliot Morison's 
Tercentenary Lament" EHA Melbourne June 1992. 
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Heritage" - are anti-historical and reactionary. I suspect that they do not command much 

respect even from anti-historical and reactionary Australians. 

In Australia, we might have some occasional political utterances from people who, if they 

went and lived in the USA, would fit neatly into this category. But the question is not only 

whether we have a colony, or enclave, of "pro-American Conservatives". 

The problem for a careful empirical analysis of Christian political opinion in this country is 

not whether we have a group, or groups, influenced by such a perspective. Our problem is 

to listen to such groups (as The Logos Foundation) and to hear them out so we can decide 

just how much they are indebted to such a political viewpoint. What ideological strength 

do they have? What is the nature of their Australian derivation? If we are not careful we 

will not hear how such a local group has adapted this "world-view" for its local purposes. 

This raises the question about Australia's colonial status. In the USA it is not possible to 

have a group espousing a stance identified as "Pro-Australian Conservative." But it is 

possible in Australia to promote a view which derives from a "Pro-American Conservative" 

standpoint. 

In this regard we need also to listen to those who are "pro-Australian Conservatives" and 

realise that even though in an international sense there is a strong tie of affiliation to the 

ideology, on the local scene these tendencies will be at cross purposes. The sociological 

question concerns whether these are definable groups which may be each other's mortal 

enemies. Or are these definable tendencies within the same political group? Unashamed 

adherence to the "American way" from within Australia is by no means popular these days, 

even if it is promoted in terms of a populist rhetoric or ideology. 

•   Chapter Three "Cautious and Critical Conservatives" 

This view represents an attempt to reckon with the immense power of the United States of 

America around the globe. Within their own nation the call is for an internal moral 

rectitude. Here then is an American Christian political viewpoint which re-inforces the 

view that politics is morality.  

Again this category is reminiscent of some Christian political perspectives like the Fred Nile 

Group and Call to Australia. Nevertheless, Australia's position in the global inter-

connectedness of nations and trading blocks means that such a group will have to have its 

own Australian "hue", and cannot simply be a clone of its North American equivalent. 
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American Christian culture is imbibed and transformed around the globe via such a 

political perspective. But the translation of such views beyond the borders of the American 

nation is problematic. A possible post-graduate research project emerges here - how do 

such groups which are led by American examples develop their own local indigeneity? It is 

as if they are heading out on a road upon which, inevitably, they will have to re-model their 

mode of transport. 

Likewise, with the promotion and development of distinctly Australian national symbols 

like the national flag, national anthem and song. There are problems, it seems to me, with 

the way in which such symbols are used unscrupulously in advertising, marketing and on 

public occasions of national significance. For all of its market dominated national life the 

United States yet places a very high priority upon these symbols being respected and 

honoured. In Australia public sentiment for these symbols is expressed ambiguously14. 

The transformations that were experienced in A.C.E schools are useful for pin-pointing 

some of the processes at work here - initially the Australian Flag replaced "Old Glory" in 

the curriculae materials and in the monitorial system. Children who wanted their teacher's 

attention would raise an Australian Flag from their own carrel. But after a while the 

Australian adaptation stopped mimicking American forms of pedagogical patriotism. An 

indigenous Australian form began to transform the structure of the learning situation as 

well as the contents of the curriculum. We might say that such a transformation was 

inevitable, but the good reasons to "go indigenous" may have been fuelled by market 

requirements - discipline and enrolments. 

It is possible to identify a kind of Christian-nationalism in Australia; but though there are 

groups which speak of a "return" to "our Christian heritage" as if the First Fleet is 

equivalent of the Pilgrim Fathers, the reputation of the "flogging parson" means that such 

"Christian patriotism" does not command widespread support. Its main concern seems to 

be with a pagan-romantic nationalist attachment to particular symbols - keep this our flag 

forever! 

                                                         
14. At a recent "State of Origin" Australian Football match the National Anthem was sung from a 

recording in up-beat, even cabaret, swinging style. At Grand Finals it is part of the act. This is in 
contrast to the American "operatic" solo of "America the Beautiful" offered before baseball matches 
where the entire act is structured as part of an enduring patriot ethic. At ANZAC day parades 
especially the flag is fluttered along the route of the march, interpreted by many as a political comment 
by those who wish to remind "flag-changers" that many have died for this flag. The flag waving at a 
military remembrance march implies that many are prepared to die for it in the future. 
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Any defense of the retention of our present flag which mimicks the American adherence to 

"Old Glory" may be self-defeating. After all the Americans sing about their flag's heroic 

flutter during a War of Independence, a revolution. In our National Anthem we sing about 

the stars of the heavens, which are enshrined on our flag. We don't sing to the flag itself15, 

even if Peter Lalor and his fellow miners swore dramatic allegiance to the Blue Southern 

Cross. 

•   Chapter Four "The Sophisticated Neo-Conservatives" 

This group act politically in response to America in its basic constitutional principles. If it is 

acting as it should America will be a worthy model for the international public square, 

without forcing itself upon the global market. "Christian outsiders" tend to welcome the 

internationalism of this view; they face up to their national ambiguities by reminding 

Americans of the principles they find written into their constitution. The American 

Government is criticized for mis-shaping the ideal of citizenship embedded in the 

Constitution. 

Do we have an equivalent in Australia? I doubt it. To view Australia as an Imperial Power 

may have had some value in assessing the South Pacific and South East Asia region. But 

Australia is a small power in global terms. Moreover, any debate on Australia's constitution 

does not reach the rhetorical height, depth and breadth of Richard John Neuhaus16, Michael 

Novak17, Peter Berger18, Robert Bellah19, Max Stackhouse20 and Michael Walzer21. Such 

                                                         
15. The following words have come to my notice; it is obvious that Christians cannot wholeheartedly sing 

the soppy sentimentalism of the late-twentieth century version of late-nineteenth century jingoistic 
doggerel, but just adding a set of "Christian words" does not resolve our problems with the romantic 
secularism implicit in the current form of words. At least the current words do not retain the original 
"the world will know that we possess a British soul". Even though a "Christian version" of Advance 
Australia Fair has problems I think this version is worthy of consideration by Christian congregations 
and maybe could be sung by them at times of national significance. 

 The Lord our God, the King of kings 
 Calls us to work for peace. 
 He formed this soil, calls all to toil 
 For justice - wars to cease. 
 Though all the sins our nation's done 
 Injustice to embrace 
 The mercy Jesus Christ bestows 
 Is full of truth and grace. 
 In Christ alone we set our hope 
 To make Australia fair. 
16. Richard John Neuhaus The Naked Public Square 1984. 
17. Michael Novak The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism 1982 
18. Peter L Berger and Richard John Neuhaus To Empower People : The Role of mediating Structures in Public 

Policy 1977. 
19. Robert Bellah et al Habits of the Heart : Individualism and Commitment in American Life 1985. 
20. Max Stackhouse Public Theology and Political Economy: Christian Stewardship in Modern Society 1987. 
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sophistication comes from an adherence to a strong and vigorous confessional pluralism 

deeply embedded in the American Public Square. Even so, at times the debate in America 

rages as to whether it is written into the constitution via the 2nd Amendment, or whether 

the Public Square is meant to be a-religious. And at times the political debate rages as to the 

true nature of the political debate itself!22 

Australia's "public square" has neither this kind of explicit public constitutionalism nor this 

heightened public confessionalism. Its "public sphere" is much less developed. In 

comparing our Christian political voices with those prominent on the America stage we 

conclude that in Australia the Christian political voice is "muffled" into a form which is 

barely comprehensible. 

America's religious pluralism, to which these thinkers point, is implicit in the famous 

amendment. Secularists argue that because the amendment requires a separtion of church 

and state it proscribes a separation of religion and politics in political debate. To the 

contrary, these thinkers argue. There was never such any intention by the framers of the 

constitution, and even if there was such an intention there can never be such a division in 

human thought and discussion about any matter. Religious pluralism was guaranteed by 

this amendment which, at the time of its framing, kept the Federal Congress from 

interfering in any way with the establishment of religion at the State level. The amendment 

has to be read as safeguarding the expression of dissenting religious-political viewpoints 

rather than excluding their possibility. 

The High Court decision against the Defense of Government Schools in 1981 perhaps 

indicates a sympathy for this perspective throughout the independent school sector; but 

again it does not seem to have developed into a coherent political rhetoric comparable with 

the works of Novak and Neuhaus. B A Santamaria and James McAuley23 may come close; 

maybe also the former Governor of Victoria Davis McCaughey24 and Veronica Brady25 find 

a place here at the "liberal" end of this conservative spectrum, and there will be others. 

Perhaps Quadrant magazine has to be examined closely for this kind of Christian 

perspective. The Jesuit Eureka Street is indicative of this trend from the Roman Catholic 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
21. Michael Walzer Spheres of Justice 1983. 
    22. See Kent Greenawalt Preligious Convictions and Political Choice. Columbia University Press 1988. 
23. James McAuley "The Conditions of Australian Universities" in Paul Seabury (ed) Universities in the 

Western World Free Press 1975 pp.265-267. 
24. see ftn 43. 
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side of our public square. As well, Meanjin is aware of the enduring contribution of such a 

viewpoint to Australia's public realm. 

•   Chapter Five "Traditional and Reflective Liberals" 

This group views Christianity as the norm for America, and their view is reminiscent of the 

social gospel. Today it finds renewed expression in the pragmatic accommodation of 

Christianity to the (19th-century liberal) emphasis upon the individual over against the 

state. Institutional economics, in its American, British and European forms, is an attempt to 

re-form economics through the analysis of global poverty26. The advocates of "Institutional 

Economics" deserve critical attention in this regard - an economic theory which is neither 

Keynesian nor Monetarist, and which with some thinkers is connected with the "social 

gospel movement". 

But the position of the "social gospel" in the USA27 differs somewhat from corresponding 

developments in Britain28. The particular form which such "liberalism" took in Australia 

should involve a comparison between these two "parent movements" and a careful 

examination of the "spiritualism" which is associated with the Melbourne University 

"socialism" focussed upon by Patrick O'Brien29. 

Something like this viewpoint might be found in the utterances of Bishop Hollingsworth 

and the Brotherhood of St Laurence. But again Australia's mainline "liberal" churches do 

not so easily get into economics and politics as their American counterparts do. There is no 

"black church" here to festoon liberal Christianity's presumption of making modernity 

spiritual. There is no "civil rights" movement on the American scale. The view of the union 

movement as the next step in the evolution of Christianity did not take such a great hold in 

this country. 

The Uniting Church might make a point of making serious pronouncements, but a 

differentiated Christian-liberal political discourse, although loosely linked perhaps with 

Australian Society/ Modern Times before it went under, seemingly had no Christian 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
25. Veronica Brady "Intellectual Belief and Freedom" in Meanjin 50:4, 1991, Summer pp.533-542. 
26. In this sense "institutional economics" appears to be carry on aspects of the "social gospel" critique of 

American society from the '20s and the '30s. see Cornel West The American Evasion of Philosophy : A 
Genealogy of Pragmatism 1989. Perhaps Rheinhold Niebuhr was the major figure in this tradition. 

27. Walter Rauschenbusch Christianizing the Social Order 1917; Edward S Parsons The Social Message of Jesus 
1912. 

28. William Temple Christianity and the Social Order 1942 
29. Patrick O'Brien The Saviours : An Intellectual History of the left in Australia 1977. 
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editorial axe to grind journalistically. But over the last decade, the decade of Labor, 

denominational political and welfare research units have withered away completely. 

Councils of Churches struggle to find a modus operandi for themselves. Few, if any, churches 

fund social research offices. 

•   Chapter Six "Civil Rights Reformers"  

Perhaps some churchmen and others, with and without affinities with ana-baptistic 

political perspectives, have their equivalents in Australia. In my view liberal Christian is 

now such an empoverished relic - despite the fact that so-called "liberal theology" might 

retain a firm hold of large sections of theological training and hence the clergy across 

denominations - that it will be difficult to identify those who model themselves upon 

Martin Luther King etc let alone discover a discernible grouping. Perhaps this grouping 

merges with the next one through the influence of Protestantic versions of "Liberation 

(rather than Liberal) Theology". 

•   Chapter Seven "The Pro-Justice Advocates"  

Jim Wallis30, Ronald Sider31, Jose Miguez Bonino32 have their advocates in Australia but 

these are options available to Christians within churches rather than being part of some 

kind of vigorous urban effort to effect change on the local level. Each capital city will have 

churches and para-church groups which work among the homeless and dispossessed. John 

Smith of the "God Squad" or "Care and Communication Concern", Brisbane's "House of 

Freedom" and other locally-based urban mission and outreach ventures have made a name 

for themselves as advocates of social justice. 

But again it does not constitute a movement and the kind of political discourse that is 

generated does not get far beyond considerations of and by Christian leadership in 

conventional Christian circles. For some time the "Zadok Centre" when it was located in 

Canberra attempted to make an impact on the Federal Bureaucracy, and sections of the 

Australian Fellowship of Evangelical Students constinuency moved in behind this effort. 

But again the long-term tendency has been muffling and muffled. 

•   Chapter Eight "Theonomic Reconstructionists" 

                                                         
30. Jim Wallis The Call to Conversion 1981. see also the Declaration of Evangelical Social Concern distributed in 

Australia by TEAR. 
31. Ronald J Sider Christ and Violence 1979; Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger 1984. 
32. J M Bonino Toward a Christian political Ethics 1983. 
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Although this seems to be a distinctively American group, with only a peripheral outposts 

here but like the "Pro-American Conservatives", and related off-shoots, along with the 

Creation Science Foundation and the Logos Foundation, these followers of Rousas J 

Rushdoony33, Gary North34 and Greg Bahnsen35 are persistent, committed even if they seem 

more concerned with marketing their literature than in engaging critically in the 

development of a Christian political perspective in the public square. 

•   Synopsis 

The Scattered Voice functions as an exegesis of Christian political perspectives, a necessary 

step in the initial stages of social-political research. But we see that the American spectrum 

does not adequately cover the varieties of Christian political expression in Australia, nor 

can it explain the one over-riding question : Why is the Christian political voice muffled 

and muddled? 

This being the case I would suggest a view that might seem surprising. Christians who are 

serious about a Christian political party based in a coherent Christian public philosophy (eg 

like the one espoused by Skillen in Scattered Voice36) might find that they are closer to 

achieving such a goal than their American counterparts. The lack of development in 

Australia, on all fronts, actually has less hurdles than the intense and complex 

differentiation (even hyper-differentiation or over-development) which is characteristic of 

the free market of American religiosity.  

Christian political discussion in both countries is dominated by denominational attempts to 

influence public life and raise denominational profiles in a democratic and republican 

society. But in the USA marketing and image making, rather than an architectonic 

economic critique and prophetic policy development, has a strangle-hold. When we face 

our "Christian under-development" in this country we do not have to face that kind of 

problematic, at that level of intensity. 

                                                         
33. Rousas J Rushdoony Institutes of Biblical Law 1973. 
34. Gary North Political Polytheism : the Myth of Neutrality 1989. North is associated with the Chalcedon 

Foundation and the Institute for Christian Economics, Tyler, Texas. 
35. Greg Bahnsen By This Standard : The Authority of God's Law Today 1985. 
36. James W Skillen and Rockne M McCarthy have recently edited Political Order and the Plural Order of 

Society (Scholars Press, Atlanta 1991) which attempts to compare and contrast these two major lines of 
resistance to Enlightenment thinking against the background of European history of the last 200 years - 
including both American and French Revolutions, industrialization and secularization. For related 
studies see John Witte Jr Christianity and Democracy in Global Context 1993 and Harold J Berman Faith and 
Order : The Reconciliation of Law and Religion 1993. 
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Obviously, any route taken toward united Christian political activity will itself cause debate 

and contention. Some will look upon Christian political endeavour as a front for covert 

ecclesiastical imperialism. Others will see it as a "watering down" of important principles. 

And is not the structure of the political domain itself biased in favour of a church polity 

which is able to accommodate Locke's view of the church as a voluntary association?37 

The first thing that must be said is - Australia is not the USA. And where we are like the 

USA, in our more open style democratic republican society, there remains the resistance of 

traditionalist political discourse. Our Westminster parliamentary tradition, means we have 

more in common with British social democracy. Even though it is a truism that we are not 

American, the statement does contain a most profound issue which requires our careful 

consideration. Why? 

It has always been possible for Australians to say in clear and unambiguous terms : "We are 

not the USA". It has not always been possible to say : "We are not Britain". The outstanding 

factor which has enabled Australia to distance itself from Britain has not been its 

Constitution - we have been able to distance ourselves because of the "tyranny of distance". 

And now, in cultural and even psychic terms, Australia might "feel" itself closer to the USA. 

Even though we have never been an American colony we very often act as if we are. Our 

opposition to American dominance very often takes on an americanized colorization. But as 

Miller points out there is a philosophical and historical side to this sameness and difference. 

In terms of the legal and political histories of the two nations, our democratic traditions 

have been influenced more by John Stuart Mill's utilitarianism, in contrast with American 

public life which is dominated by the Lockeian obsession with private property, property 

rights and keeping public and private conceptually distinct38.  

But the contrasts do not stop there; when as a nation you compare yourself with another 

nation, even if it is a "Super State", a set of other minor comparisons comes in to view. 

                                                         
37. "A church I take to be a voluntary society of men, joining themselves of their own accord, in order to 

the public worshipping of God in such a manner as they judge acceptable to Him, and effectual to the 
salvation of their souls ... I say it is a free and voluntary society. Nobody is born a member of a 
church;...since the joining together of several members into this church-society, as has already been 
demonstrated, is absolutely free and spontaneous, it necessarily follows that the right of making its 
laws can belong to none but the society itself; or at least (which is the same thing) to those whom the 
society by common consent has authorised thereunto." Locke quoted in F S C Northrop The Meeting of 
the East and West New York 1949 p.88. Is this not compatible with a baptist or congregationalist view of 
the church? Calvinist paedo-baptists will be viewed as medievalists or as aristocrats. 

38. John C Miller Origins of the American Revolution 1966 see espec. pp.170-3. 
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Australian utilitarianism has exhibited an anti-class egalitarianism perhaps even more than 

Canada and New Zealand where free settlement Toryism has had a greater impact. Our 

conservatism in Australia is not so much Tory as Liberal. Yet in just this sense Australia is 

very like USA. 

Moreover, though European in origin, Australia has its own anglo-scottish character. 

Recent developments in Europe, which involved the collapse of the East-West separation, 

have brought the notion of a United States of Europe back onto centre stage. Christian 

democratic parties - the traditional "centrist" parties - now find that they are joined by 

parties of an Eastern European origin. The question emerges : are these parties going to 

advocate a specifically "European" agenda, or are they going to confine themselves to 

national, even ethnic, concerns? 

Given this global setting, in which the international networks are changing daily, it takes 

some time for us in Australia and New Zealand to adequately capture the emerging 

configurations. For some time now the Australian Government has been de-regulating on 

the basis of an international market system "out there in the real world"; it seems at times 

that this world is changing so quickly that their innovative policy changes of the mid-1980's 

could very easily be out of date by the early '90's. 

•   Investigating Christian Democracy In Australia - Is It an Option? 

It seems to me that the reflection which is required to adequately answer such a question 

has to be shaped with critical historical insight concerning the 20th century rise to 

prominence of the USA in world affairs. As an "Old Commonwealth" country we should 

not allow such questions to stand out by their absence. For us in Australia these questions 

remain important and need to be addressed if only because we need to deepen our insight 

into the spiritual nature of the nation-building task we are undertaking with ever-greater 

self-consciousness. 

Even if Australia has already chosen to trek out into Manning Clark's "Kingdom of 

Nothingness", political practise in this land requires the development of some better 

understanding of what political options it has left behind in its rejection of the Christian 

religion in public (and private) realms. 

The question of whether there can be a Christian political party in the USA is not raised in 

Skillen's book. I suspect that this is something that cannot be discussed this generation. It is 

a little like the problem of Republicanism in Australia. If it gets raised in a public context it 
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very easily becomes susceptible to sectional, if not sectarian, political interests. If the idea of 

a Christian political party gained wide national public prominence in USA the same thing 

would happen; sectional interests, denominations and sects would not only take it up they 

would be seen to be taking it up in their own sectional interests. 

•   The "Overseas" Connection in Christian political Thinking 

But though little has reached us from the USA concerning the public discussion, if any, that 

has been given to the desirability of a specifically Christian political party, we are now faced 

with the prospect of a "Movement for Christian democracy" in Britain. "The Westminster 

Declaration" endorsing the principles of social justice, respect for life, reconciliation, 

empowerment, active compassion and wise stewardship was set forth on the 17th 

November 1990. According to David Alton M.P something had to be done because "We are 

the only country in Europe without a political movement founded on Christian ideals." 

In my view the question of whether we should have a Christian political party in this 

country hasn't become a public-political question in this country...yet. 

Historically, we have taken our cue from the British, and since the Second World War have 

taken our cue from the British taking their cue from the Americans. Some of us have tried 

to expand the range of national examples which should be considered in our forming of 

national policy; pre-eminently continental European examples have been raised as 

possibilities for forging a new direction. But at times the examples from "overseas" lose 

essential aspects in translation39. 

Most recently, the most spectacular example of this kind of modelling is to be found in the 

John Dawkin's inspired Australia Reconstructed - a document of the Australian Council of 

Trade Unions and the Trade Development Council after their joint mission to Western 

Europe. The recommendations of that document are briefly summarized as Big 

Government with Big Business and Big Unions to take on the big, bad economic world 

beyond Australia's shores. In that document the examples are taken from Austria, Norway 

and Sweden, for what they teach about how this country should form macroeconomic 

                                                         
39. see for example the report made by Dr Don Anderson "Privatisation of Education in The Netherlands" 

in The Newsletter of the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia 11:1 March 1992, pp. 29-30. Whilst 
reporting upon his investigation of Dutch "pillarisation" in public education, which recognised the 
public character of Calvinistic, Catholic and secular university systems, he yet talks about pluralism in 
public life as "privatisation". In trying to make himself understood to an Australian audience Anderson 
fails to face up to a essential difference between the structuring of public life in The Netherlands and 
Australia. 
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policies, wages, prices and incomes, trade and industry policy, labour market, industrial 

democracy and unionism as such.  

But now with the re-structuring of Europe, that mid-1980's attempt to re-discover the way 

ahead could very well have been already superceded by the events on the continent it had 

analyzed in its search for appropriate "role models" among the nations of comparable size. 

This is one example of how imaginative attempts to re-design our approach in Australia 

can be undermined by movements of a global scale.  

Christians considering political activity in this country will need to understand what is 

happening in those countries from which, traditionally, Australia takes its lead. But 

understanding is also required to appreciate the tradition of "explaining away" important 

differences in the process of using such examples in an Australian public context. 

Very often the idea of a Christian political party is ruled off the agenda before the agenda is 

compiled. Why? Apart from the spiritual questions of how Christians have considered 

themselves called to express themselves politically in this country, it also has to do with the 

fact that in Australia we follow American, rather than European, precedents. Implicitly we 

view European "models" to have failed. That is probably our underlying sentiment.  

But what happens when we adopt such an orientation? We follow de facto in the North 

American, and particularly in the United States, tradition. Yet our following the USA here 

is not the kind of strategy based on a careful analysis of our situation. It becomes an 

implicit copy of American trends because we do not know where we are going! Strange it 

may be but true! 

It may be true that the ideological vaccuum at the centre of attempts to re-draw modern 

democracy has nothing on the nihilistic  spiritual vaccuum which resides in the hearts of 

post-modern citizenry. And the question emerges : is a distinctive Christian political 

contribution about to re-emerge in the English-speaking world? And specifically, is it a 

possibility in Australia? 

Very often discussion of "Christianity and Democracy in European Countries" resolves 

itself in terms of the various ways that churches and individuals and parties have sought to 

"make friends" with democracy40. But again even if such discussion never reckons with the 

fact that the USA is the attempt to make a friendship, of universal significance, between 
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Christianity and democracy, so under communism Christianity had little opportunity to 

formatively shape the relationship between Christianity and democracy except through the 

orthodox churches. And as Harold Berman poignantly points out, the posture of the 

Orthodox Churches under the Bolsheviks was also an attempt to spiritually avoid a blood 

bath in a situation which was being read in terms of God's Providential order requiring a 

new response for an embattled church41. 

We should not forget that Europe involves the most prominent attempt to work out a 

democratically controlled and structured international order of justice on a Christian 

foundation, despite what the American rhetoric about their own nation might imply.  

The Americans seem very concerned, if not overly so, with finding their roots in Europe. 

With the "hyphen" now re-appearing among the various European-ethnic groups, it is 

understandable that Americans would want to dis-entagle their own ethnicity from the 

democratic melting pot. But with a public arena dominated by such a motif, it seems that 

the truly critical-historical question is not easily entertained. Namely: to what degree was 

the development of Christian democracy in Europe, ostensibly in reaction to the French 

Revolution, in actual fact shaped, motivated and directed by an historical view that the 

English-speaking lands had preserved their Christian character? 

In what way was the Christian response to the French revolution, culminating in Rerum 

Novarum, born out of respect for the American Revolution? And now of course we have to 

ask : to what degree is "Christian democracy" inspired by liberal ideals and to what extent 

could it be said to be an attempt to marry the intellectual fruit of the Reformation with the 

Enlightenment? 

In my view any Christian political reflection in Australia will have to begin with precisely 

these questions, even if, with Manning Clark, we concede that Australia has in general 

trudged out into the consumer wilderness seeking the "Kingdom of Wilderness". 

What is Europe? What is the USA? What is the relation between the two in which Australia 

has to find its place on the map? Australians cannot do the historical analysis for the 

Americans or the Europeans which they, from out of their own time and circumstances, 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
40. Witte J (ed). Christianity and Democracy in Global Context - Past Contributions and Future Challenges 1993. 
41. Harold Berman "Christianity and Democracy in the Soviet Union" Emory International Law Review 6:1, 

Spring 1992, 23-34; "Counterevolution or Transition : A Response to Human Rights and the Emergence 
of the State of the Rule of Law in the USSR" Emory Law Journal 40:3, Spring 1991, 903-910. 
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will have to do for themselves; but we do have an opportunity of doing it for ourselves 

before the American and European reflection on these questions shapes our own viewpoint 

on our situations in which is evidenced a hardening of the categories which goes with all 

forms of colonialised consciousness, ancient and modern. 

And it needs to be done to contribute to a renewal in understanding in Australia 

concerning the kind of national and inter-national situation we here confront on the rim of 

the South West Pacific and South East Indian Oceans. 

These are three (historical) questions that need sustained work toward clarification now42. 

The Scattered Voice, in important ways, begins to address the historical questions : What is 

Europe from which America has come? What is the USA which is also a scattering of 

European voices within one nation? Perhaps we might like to say that American 

Christianity is indeed the "scattered voice" of European Christendom. If that is what any 

Christian politics has to confront in North America, in Australia where our models are a 

confusing mix of European and American precedents our Christian political perspective is 

a "muffled voice". 

•   Conclusion : Christian Political Reflection in Australia 

Indeed, one of the most important historical and philosophical issues requiring further 

clarification is the manner in which the social scientific enterprise should be undertaken in 

this country. For Christian social thinkers this must involve a critical re-appraisal of the 

place of scientific reflection in relation to the public square, how the public square is related 

to the "yard" of the academy, how a Christian world-view is too be made manifest within 

the warp and woof of socio-cultural life. 

Another dimension of this concerns something which the former Governor of Victoria has 

observed about the relation of the Christian churches to learning in this land. The churches 

of the Reformation tradition have said little or nothing about the recent reforms to the 

university. If Christian politics is to have a future in this land then that will not take place 

without coming to terms with the need for the scholarly task which would see the 

development of a Christian political perspective. Again, we cannot avoid commenting upon the 

                                                         
42. Others are: How do the various Christian political perspectives which we do have in Australia view i. 

Christian democracy? ii. A United States of Europe and iii. The character and desirability of a Christian 
political party in this country? What can we say about the character and possibility of a Christian 
political party in Australia and what is its basis? see Bruce C Wearne "Christianity and Democracy: 
Assessing the Current Constellation of problems"Political Theory Newsletter 4:2, Sept. 1992, pp. 171-175. 
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contrast with America. The competitiveness between Christian traditions reaches into the academies 

even if the large and great universities have ridded themselves of their Christian foundations. 

If a Christian political philosophy is to "make it" onto the public stage, then it will also be 

making a contribution to the intellectual life of the entire national community? How should 

Christian political philosophy relate to the university as an educative institution in such a 

complex and differentiated society? Such a question leads us to a normative consideration 

of the relationship between the academic task of political science and the public realm. And 

how should political parties be related to political science? 

Christians at university are paralysed by the same economic rationalism which has turned 

the universities into intellectual "steel factories". It may be asserted that the "Christian 

political voice" is "muffled" and/or "scattered" but this is because Christians too readily 

assume that Christian thought has no significant bearing upon the social realms outside the 

church. When it is expressed it is either church "pressure tactics" or a doctrinal shaping an 

individual's moral influence. 

In evangelical circles in the 1970's this assumption was challenged in a widespread renewal 

of Christian cultural apologetics. But this movement has now all but totally dissipated - as 

evangelical churches have by and large turned charismatic - and the questions of a 

distinctively Christian political option is as problematic as ever, for Christians as much as 

for those wedded to the future rule of Manning Clark's hedonistic "kingdom of 

nothingness"43. 

We might wish to ask about the dissipation of the movement of Christian cultural 

apologetics. I would make a few brief comments here in relation to the "Christian voice" 

within the university. In so far as evangelical Christians adopt a pragmatic approach to 

public life - this in essence is to get in and make a contribution irrespective of the basis 

upon which this contribution is made. Many Christian academics espouse such a view. 

The "three corners" of the contemporary Australian university are materialism, hedonism 

and pragmatism. When the materialist and hedonist themes in the prevailing world-view 

become more active the student vocation itself is put at risk. It is left to the pragmatists to 

defend the humanities. 

                                                         
43. see Bruce C Wearne "Whatever Happened to Michael Griffiths?" Tyndale Paper XXXIV, 3. August 1989 

(also published in Interchange 49:1989). 
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So in the past few years we have seen some attempts, small to be sure, by Christians acting 

at various levels of the university to advocate the "return" of the university to a concern 

with the "student vocation", especially in relation to the humanities, history, philosophy 

and social sciences. 

But note what is happening here! The "student vocation" becomes promoted as a pragmatic 

policy by academic unions, and rather than giving promoting a Christian world-view such 

an approach simply confirms the prevailing status quo for universities. There have been 

calls by some leaders of our society for Christians to re-consider the Christian contribution 

and they are worth considering44. For Christian political thought and action to develop 

political theorising, as much as political action, has to be seen as an integral part of 

discipleship, following Jesus Christ into the 21st century. 

29 July 1993 

                                                         
44. J Davis McCaughey the former Governor of Victoria appeals in these terms. "I would have thought 

that Catholics who have taught us that the summum bonum is the Vision of God, and Reformed 
Christians who teach that `Man's chief end is to glorify God and enjoy him for ever' would be utterly 
opposed to a merely utilitarian and instrumental view of university education. Christians ... have a 
particular responsibility towards one of the institutions of Western culture which they helped to create." 
in Back to the Drawing Board : Reflections on the Idea of a University in Australia 1988 15th Walter Murdoch 
Lecture, 21 Sept 1988, Murdoch University. See also "The Christian Intellectual" in Meanjin 50:4, 1991, 
Summer pp.543-552. 
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MARK HUTCHINSON and OGBU KALU Global Faith: Essays on Evangelicalism and 
Globalization CSAC, Sydney 1998 pp.iv + 260 
(published in The Journal of Religious History 23:3 October 1999 pp. 352-354) 

In “Telescopes and Mirrors: Why a project on Evangelicalism and Globalization?” Mark 

Hutchinson explains the realignment in evangelical historical thinking since the 1970s. 

Leading evangelical historians around the world have reassessed themselves and their 

scholarship. 

This academic movement promotes “evangelical history” as a valid focus for academic 

history wherever it is practised. It is an academic movement within evangelicalism; it is 

also an evangelical movement within academic. Secularists have reservations but, 

Hutchinson intimates, leaders within evangelicalism don’t always like what they hear from 

these new-breed historians. This “double audience” should be kept in mind when reading 

this volume. It is by evangelicals for evangelicals; it is also by evangelical historians 

demonstrating their academic credentials. It contains 12 papers given by overseas scholars 

at a July 1997 conference, an international conference on evangelicalism and globalization. 

Apart from Hutchinson’s introduction – full of Australian nuance – the essays are from 

Scotland, Singapore (2), Brazil, Germany, South Africa, Nigeria, Canada (2), USA and 

England (2), divided in four sections: Definition and process, Methodology and 

Historiography, the Roots of Globalizing evangelicalism, and case Studies: Responses in 

Global perspectives. 

The collection consistently avoids philosophical and methodological discussion of the basis 

for historical study in general and the history of religion in particular. It appropriates a 

theoretical movement, the philosophical and historical assumptions of which are in 

spiritual opposition to the Christian profession held by the writers. One might have 

thought that such a collection, gaining inspiration from Herbert Butterfield (see Wolffe 

pp.101-2), would have discussed how biblical religion provides a basis for an alternative 

approach to the study of history. But the lack of philosophical self-criticism among this new 

breed of evangelical historians, from Mark Noll to Stuart Piggen, remains a mystery, even if 

David Bebbington in Patterns in History: A Christian perspective in Historical Thought 

(1979) did not have such an uncritical approach in view. But without self-critical 

philosophical reflection this movement of evangelical history remains confined – some 

might say stuck – in historical accounts of churches, denominations, para-church 

organisations and missionary bodies. 
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The book documents how the authors take “globalization theory” (Robertson, Wallerstein, 

Weber, Durkheim) as read, and as their frame of reference. Freston indicates a need for 

critical reading (p.69), but he does not explain why this is required. In appropriating 

contemporary sociological theory as it’s surrogate philosophy, Global Faith does not offer 

anything substantially critical or new from a Christian historical perspective. Nevertheless, 

the various authors are writing in the spiritual context of widespread disillusionment with 

a discipline dominated by Enlightenment ideals and its post-modern anti-idealistic 

derivatives. 

Post-Marxists like Wallerstein, and many of the post-modern sociologists mentioned, are 

prepared to accept historical story-telling from all historical participants including 

Christians. But generally the renewal of historical science is not in view, or if it is to come it 

will be by turning to eastern spiritualism or to a more complete embrace of the market. The 

historical sciences still, by and large, bypass Christian social-historical perspectives and 

what they might have to offer. But do evangelicals have to bypass their own religion to 

embrace contemporary academic fashion? Our academic context is dominated by nihilism 

and academic downsizing. Would Herbert Butterfield, Christopher Dawson, or R H 

Tawney, approve of such wholesale embracing of the largest and most convenient 

theoretical canvas available? Will globalization theory save evangelicalism if all meta-

narratives are subject to universal incredulity as Lyotard says? This book avoids the 

collision that results when a Christian view of history confronts globalization theory 

wherever post-modern nihilism is professed. 

It might be hoped that two essays – Lewis “Globalization: The Problem of definition  …” 

(Chapter 2) and Wolffe “Historical Vision in the Study of evangelical History”(Chapter 5) – 

would give the methodological basis for evangelical historical scholarship. But they do not, 

nor do they discuss the meaning of the historical process in terms of the Christian world-

view. The authors rely instead upon authoritative texts current within academia. For Wolffe 

historical scholarship becomes an adjunct to a more all-inclusive evangelism. Academic 

history is hand-maid to (evangelical) theology. 

Christian philosophy of history should not ignore prevailing theories but this is an eclectic 

appropriation of insights which ignores underlying philosophical assumptions. Lewis does 

not argue for a Christian view of globalization. Wallerstein, the post-Marxist, is taken as 
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read, the “Christian” response being a matter of “doing theology” in a globalizing context. 

Again this confuses history and theology. 

Wolffe would “do history” according to the great Commission of Matthew 28, which might 

give definitive guidance to Christian historians in their academic vocation but to Wolffe the 

evangelical’s vocation in academic history is to produce historiography which can augment 

the evangelistic work of the Christian church. This confusion of theology and history, 

historiography and evangelism, explains why the book is mainly concerned with church 

history and the history of missionary associations.  This Richard Pierard’s “Viewing 

Denominational Histories in Global Terms”(Chapter 8) and J W Hofmeyr’s “Challenges for 

Writing African Church History in a Global Age: a Zambian Perspective”(Chapter 13). 

One exception is David Lyon’s unambiguous sociological study “Wheels within Wheels: 

Glocalization and Contemporary Religion”(Chapter 3). The contemporary charismatic para-

church movement, the “Toronto blessing”, is analysed as the spiritual result of 

globalization (or a spiritualizing of globalization?). Lyon’s concept of “glocalization”is used 

by Hutchinson to contextualise the conference in global, glocal and local contexts. 

Evangelicalism’s centre of gravity has moved westward although the book does include an 

examination of Germany’s evangelical movement by Erich Geldbach (Chapter 9). And the 

focus is not exclusively North Atlantic with evangelical historical perspectives from Latin 

American (Freston Chapter 4), Africa (Kalu Chapter 10) and Singapore (Choong Chapter 

11; James Chapter 12). 

Bebbington’s paper, Ëvangelicalismn and Globalization in the Long Nineteenth 

century”(pp. 122-139) shows how British evangelicalism was modified by local conditions 

as Xhosa children sang “All things bright and beautiful” in their native tongue. The essence 

of evangelicalism has stayed the same – the blood of Christ and the Bible – even as its 

primary metaphors have evolved. In the story of the 19th century evangelicalism “the 

countries of the world are like coaches in a railway train … England is the Engine, the 

station … is heaven and the Bible is the Time Table” (p.135). David Lyon’s article indicates 

that the technological metaphor has indeed changed to a 747 Jumbo Jet from Toronto 

Airport, as the blessing of laughter for a new age touches down at a church near you! 


