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In the preface, Jordan Ballor astutely observes that the year 2010 marks a number of milestones in the life of the contemporary ecumenical movement with the assemblies of the mainline Lutheran World Federation and the newly formed World Communion of Reformed Churches. These are significant events in and of themselves, but 2010 will also mark a milestone for global evangelical ecumenical activity with the convening of the Third Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization in Cape Town, South Africa, October 16–25. Cape Town 2010, held in collaboration with the World Evangelical Alliance, will bring together four thousand leaders from more than two hundred countries to confront the critical issues of our time—other world faiths, poverty, HIV/AIDS, persecution, and mobilizing God’s resources to unleash generosity in his people among others as they relate to the future of the church and world evangelization. Thousands more leaders will participate in the discussion on the issues through the Lausanne Global Conversation and at remote Congress sites through the Cape Town GlobaLink. Both mainline Protestants and evangelicals will be simultaneously wrestling with questions concerning the relationship among theology, ethics, economics, and how to most effectively develop models of sustainable ministry to further God’s kingdom in the globalized twenty-first century.
Clearly, these questions raise critical discussion points pertaining to method and principle, around which well-meaning Christians can and surely will disagree. It is in light of this recognition that I wish to affirm my colleague’s acknowledgment that the purpose of his primer “is certainly not to be the last word on the matter or to confirm those who have abandoned ecumenical work at various levels and with various institutions in their choice.” Therefore, neither social quietism, which holds that the church has no public responsibility beyond a bare proclamation of the gospel nor social gospel, which identifies social action on behalf of the poor, the marginalized, and the abused with the gospel itself, are acceptable alternatives.
The recent promulgation of the social encyclical Caritas in Veritate (Charity in Truth) by Pope Benedict XVI brings to the fore a host of critical issues confronting all Christians and people of good will in the struggle to address the economy, the defense of life, the promotion of truth, and the witness of love in the pursuit of integral human development. For sympathetic Protestant and evangelical observers of Catholic social doctrine, it also raises the issue of the ongoing need for theological definition and cultural engagement by Protestant and evangelical writers of the concerns that the pope touches on in Caritas in Veritate. There is a problem, however, and it is systemic in nature. Neither mainline Protestants nor evangelicals have a theologically unified body of social teaching.
As you may already be aware, Protestant social thought is a vibrant field that, on the one hand, is ever expanding and alert to emerging issues, but it is also, on the other hand, a field that lacks fundamental definition, systematic rigor, and coherence among its various branches. The distinguished Protestant ethicist James Gustafson once described the state of Protestant social thought as “only a little short of chaos,” as Ballor notes in his study. Roman Catholic commentators have also pointed out that Protestant social thought operates without an ecclesial magisterium wherein disparate ideas, goals, definitions, and theological affirmations are honed into a body of authoritative social teaching. The question of how to build such a body of Protestant social doctrine is one concern, but the issue of whether it is even possible to do so within the decentralized strictures of Protestant theology is another entirely.
In recent decades, Protestant and evangelical writers have been active in developing what might be more aptly titled political theology, but it has often remained disconnected from the fundamental theological disciplines of moral theology and/or ethics and systematic theology. Thus, when Ballor argues that Protestant social thought is under serious need of reevaluation and reconstruction, I take him to be saying, at bare minimum, that we must work toward settling on a core biblical motif or theological infrastructure before attempting to resolve specific social and economic questions.
I think holistic biblical stewardship understood as a form of whole-life discipleship may be just the motif or infrastructure that the ecumenical movement has needed “to move purposefully forward.” At the beginning of the twenty-first century, an unprecedented opportunity exists to disciple the church in the fundamental biblical pattern of holistic stewardship. As the church becomes increasingly aware of issues of sustainability, seeks to understand and foster the role of business, and expands the message of the grace of giving as a central motif of the Christian life, an environment for personal and corporate transformation takes root.
While most, if not all, Christians employ stewardship language to describe God’s mission in the world, the foundational theological understanding of stewardship varies greatly across denominations and religious traditions. Some groups think stewardship is tithing. Others think stewardship means volunteering or living a simple lifestyle. Still others identify stewardship with environmental conservation, social action, charitable giving, or the making of disciples through evangelism.
Each of these good and necessary activities point to an essential facet of stewardship, but each, on its own, falls short of capturing the inspiring vision of biblical stewardship as a form of whole-life discipleship that embraces every legitimate vocation and calling to fulfill God’s mission in the world. In this sense, holistic stewardship, transformational generosity, workplace ministry, business as mission, and the theology of work movement all share a common point of origin in the biblical view of mission as whole-life discipleship.
Why has this inspiring vision suffered a setback among evangelicals? It was set back for two primary reasons: (1) because evangelicals siphoned off stewardship from a holistic understanding of God’s mission in order to raise funds for global missions and the local church in the early twentieth century, and (2) because evangelicals, at the same time, upheld the problematic distinction between clerical vocations and ordinary vocations, which only served to reinforce the age-old wall that had been erected between sacred and secular callings.
In the immediate aftermath of the First International Congress on World Evangelization, John Stott, in his 1975 Oxford lectures entitled Christian Mission in the Modern World, pinpointed the theological root cause of the problem. He discerned that evangelicals seemed unable to integrate satisfactorily the Great Commandment (Lev. 19:18) to “love your neighbor as yourself” with the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19) to “go and make disciples of all nations.” God’s mission, Stott urged in keeping with Matthew 5:13–16 “describes rather everything the church is sent into the world to do. [It] embraces the church’s double vocation of service to be ‘the salt of the earth’ and ‘the light of the world’” (pp. 30–31). The whole church has been sent into the world to accomplish this mission, but our capacity to successfully carry out this mission is diminished due to our disunity, disorganization, duplication of efforts, and tightfistedness.
A proper understanding of the scope of God’s mission places a stewardship responsibility on every Christian to join with the Son in the power of the Spirit to fulfill the Father’s purpose in creation and redemption. At its most basic level, biblical stewardship is holistic and missional, touching every area of life and employing every legitimate vocation in service to Jesus Christ, who is “the firstborn of all creation” and “the head of … the church” (Col. 1:15–20). If ecumenical engagement could be characterized in this way, then the biblical image of disorder, confusion, impiety, and human arrogance displayed at the Tower of Babel, which aptly describes vast stretches of ecumenical activity, would be brought more into line with the true spirit of complete Christian unity (John 17:23).
I want to conclude by quoting from Ballor’s concluding remarks, which, it seems to me, represent well the crux of the issues facing the social witness of mainline Protestant ecumenical engagement:
It is the fervent hope expressed in this critique that the divisive and ideological language of economistic faith all too often expressed in the social witness of the ecumenical movement might be renewed and reformed. Let our confession be not “I follow Marx,” or, “I follow Hayek,” “I follow Rand,” or “I follow Keynes,” but rather, together, “We follow Christ” (see 1 Cor. 1:12). Ultimately our hope for unity lies not in ourselves or in any feeble human efforts, but in the power and providence of God, “who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ” (2 Cor. 1:26 NIV).
Stephen J. Grabill, Ph.D.
Senior Research Scholar in Theology
Acton Institute
General Editor
NIV Stewardship Study Bible
* * * * *
The year 2010 marks a number of important occasions in the life of the contemporary ecumenical movement. Two of the largest mainline ecumenical groups, the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the newly formed World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) are holding major assemblies this year. The WCRC in particular is convening a Uniting General Council in Grand Rapids, Michigan, to facilitate the union of two predecessors: the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) and the Reformed Ecumenical Council (REC). In many ways, the decisions made at this Uniting General Council will set the stage for the future activity of the WCRC. This present work is inspired in large part by the significance of these events.
In the year 2010, we also observe many other noteworthy occasions. For instance, this year marks the seventy-fifth anniversary of the publication of the powerful and challenging essay by the German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “The Confessing Church and the Ecumenical Movement.” This essay serves as a major touchstone for the present study. Bonhoeffer’s question to the ecumenical movement about its ecclesiastical status is as relevant today as it ever was. This year also marks the sixty-fifth anniversary of Bonhoeffer’s execution at the Flossenbürg concentration camp. Bonhoeffer’s challenge to the ecumenical movement is one that is authenticated by his dedication to the Confessing Church and his sacrifice in defense of his fellowman.
The two other major interlocutors appearing throughout this study, Paul Ramsey and Ernest W. Lefever, are worth reading in their own right. In many ways, this present book is simply an attempt to update the spirit of critique shared by Bonhoeffer, Ramsey, and Lefever. Thus, if all this book does is inspire a few to take up and read the works of these figures, then this publication has accomplished a great deal. The critique traced through these three men is intended to rebuke in love and out of the hope for reform and reconciliation—a hope made even more urgent by the vast potential for good work that the ecumenical movement might do in service of the Christian community. I believe that this ongoing critique, in which the present study participates, embodies the biblical principle: “Better is open rebuke than hidden love” (Prov. 27:5 NIV).
The purpose of this book is certainly not to be the last word on the matter or to confirm those who have abandoned ecumenical work at various levels and with various institutions in their choice. Neither is it intended to substantiate a social quietism that holds the Christian church to have no public responsibility whatsoever beyond a bare proclamation of the gospel. It is intended to clarify our understanding that while economics and politics involve serious moral realities and warrant sustained ethical deliberation, the results of these kinds of endeavors should not be the basis for division within the church. It is indeed a sorry statement on the present state of the Christian church that economic opinions or political allegiances become more definitive of unity than the spiritual bond shared as followers of Jesus Christ. We should, therefore, cease all ecumenical attempts to anathematize those who do not wholeheartedly embrace a particular narrative of economic globalization.
It is my conviction that the realm of Protestant social thought is under serious need of reevaluation and reconstruction, and that the sources necessary for such work are becoming more accessible and available to us. This, now more than ever, substantiates optimism in the pursuit of such a project. Protestants are increasingly able to know the Bible better through their engagement with their own traditions (including those that date back before the sixteenth century). Indeed, only by knowing where we come from we will be able to move purposefully forward. I also believe that the ecumenical movement, in one form or another, has an essential role to play in this.
* * * * *
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Is the ecumenical movement, in its visible representation, a church?1
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Every Christian reader of the New Testament has felt discomfort at some level, perhaps shifting uncomfortably, perhaps skipping quickly ahead in the text, or perhaps shedding tears of mourning, when encountering questions like those of the apostle Paul: “Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized into the name of Paul?” (1 Cor. 1:13 NIV). As our discomfort and Paul’s message make clear, the institutional division of the church is a scandal.
Yet it is equally clear that external unity at the expense of truth is no tenable solution. As the German theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer expresses the dilemma, “How will unity be possible where claims to final truth are uttered on every side?”2 It is in the midst of this perennial dilemma facing the Christian churches that the modern ecumenical movement was born in the twentieth century, and it is in this year, the seventy-fifth anniversary of Bonhoeffer’s critical engagement of the ecumenical movement, that this study addresses the challenges facing the ecumenical movement today.
The significance of this scandal of division and the potential answers represented by the ecumenical movement are reason enough for Christians to concern themselves with ecclesial unity.3 Our recognition of the scandal of institutional division requires us to actively seek out solutions, however improbable and however unrealistic. It is at this point, and this point only, that the ecumenical movement bears serious consideration. Groups such as the World Council of Churches (WCC), the newly formed World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC), and the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) represent the most significant long-term global and institutional commitment in the last century in addressing the dilemma of Christian disunity.
For mainline Protestant Christianity in particular, these kinds of efforts hold the promise of addressing the ongoing need for the church to come to some kind of consensus on doctrinal and ethical issues. The function of church councils and international synods did not cease to be salutary either with the Great Schism of 1054 a.d. or the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. For those matters that cannot be decided by individual congregations, classes, or denominations, some higher forum for adjudication, or at least advisement and deliberation, is needed.
Protestant churches have little by way of transdenominational authority other than that represented by ecumenical groups. Even today, more than seventy years after the World Council of Churches was founded in 1937, the ecclesiastical authority of the ecumenical movement remains in doubt. It is in recognition of the need, particularly among Protestant churches, for some kind of institutional ecumenical activity that this study engages the ecumenical movement as represented by the Lutheran World Federation, the World Communion of Reformed Churches, and the World Council of Churches.
Having recognized the important role that ecumenical groups might play in Protestant ecclesiology it remains to establish the importance of engaging these particular groups. These three are the largest, the oldest, and together the most representative of the variety of member churches of the ecumenical movement. There are other important groups, both at the national and international levels, but where exhaustive comprehensiveness is not possible, representative sample must suffice, and the LWF, WCRC, and WCC collectively provide a reliable and authoritative index by which to gauge the current state of Christian ecumenism.
The question is: Why a critical engagement? We mean this engagement to be critical in at least two senses. First, it refers to the critically important place of ecumenical groups in the ecclesiastical structure of the churches, particularly Protestant churches. Second, it refers to the character of this engagement, one that is oriented toward reform of error and correction of defect. The promise represented by the critical place of the ecumenical movement in the first sense requires criticism in the second sense.
This is particularly the case in those areas that the ecumenical movement has increasingly focused on in recent decades, the areas of social ethics and global economics. James M. Gustafson has noted that “pious Protestants can be virulent racists or civil rights activists. They can be militarists or pacifists, socialists or defenders of the free-market system, regardless of what church agencies teach about these matters.” On this basis, he has described “the situation of Protestant churches with regard to moral teachings” as being “only a little short of chaos.”4 If this assessment was accurate when written three decades ago, the situation has progressed well beyond chaos in the intervening years.
It is precisely on this point—addressing the chaos of contemporary Protestant ethical thought—that the ecumenical movement has been most ineffectual. This is not because of a lack of effort, but rather than curbing the chaos of unbound individual conscience, the ecumenical movement has contributed to the ethical cacophony through a seemingly endless and continuous stream of pronouncements, decisions, sermons, addresses, letters, reports, and confessions. These efforts are misguided in that while they rightly seek to bring the church’s moral authority to bear on contemporary issues, they have done so time and again on matters of prudential judgment where diversity of opinion ought to be respected rather than suppressed. Rather than addressing clear areas of morality, ecumenical pronouncements often attempt to make arbitrary conclusions morally binding.
The reason for this lack of ethical leadership has to do with a more fundamental flaw endemic to ecumenical activism. Ineffectual ethical pronouncements by the ecumenical movement are grounded in faulty economic assumptions. This fundamentally flawed relationship between false economic views and unreliable ethical conclusions is one of the most crippling features of the ecumenical movement’s impotence to provide authoritative moral guidance. It is particularly at this point that this critical engagement is aimed and is thus a qualified engagement. We do not discuss or consider here, for instance, the significant theological work that is being done in the ecumenical movement, including such things as the Joint Declaration on Justification by the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic Church (1999). Neither do we consider the work of the innumerable other ecumenical organizations, both large and small, local, regional, national, and international. Instead, this critical engagement focuses especially on the character of the recent social witness of the mainline ecumenical movement as represented by the LWF, WCRC, and WCC.
Technological innovation, represented most prominently in the ubiquity of Internet discourse and consumption, has combined with a desire for public influence to create a kind of ecumenical-industrial complex, made up in great part by the LWF, WCRC, and WCC, in which the ecumenical movement is promoted, through the media and political engagement, as an end in itself rather than as a church in service to others. The institutional ecumenical movement is no quaintly pious gathering of heavenly minded clergy. Increasingly the ecumenical movement represents major institutional investment, manifested by annual budgets totaling hundreds of millions of dollars aimed at influencing global institutions of the highest order.
It is with the unrealized potential of the ecumenical movement to be of service as a church to the Christian community in mind that the critical engagement of this book is undertaken. This is in the same spirit as that identified by Edwin H. Robinson as Bonhoeffer’s motivation for his critique of the ecumenical movement in 1935. As Robinson writes of Bonhoeffer, “It was because he had so high a regard for the ecumenical movement that he was constantly examining it and subjecting it [to] searching criticism.”5 However, this service is only possible where the ecumenical movement does identify itself as a church, and so the critical engagement of this book follows in the path preceded by three other significant voices from the past century: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Ramsey, and Ernest W. Lefever.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) was a theologian and pastor intimately involved in the German church struggle (Kirchenkampf )—the attempt by the Third Reich to consolidate control under a central Reich bishop and promote pro-Nazi sentiment in the German church.6 Born in Breslau (now Wrocław, Poland), Bonhoeffer committed at an early age to the study of theology and quickly was recognized for his academic acumen. He achieved the licentiate degree in 1927 for a dissertation completed under Reinhold Seeberg, and he successfully defended his Habilitationsschrift in 1930, a remarkable achievement for a twenty-four-year-old.7 Bonhoeffer’s engagement with the ecumenical movement grows out of his participation in the church struggle, particularly the fight against the imposition of the Aryan clauses on the church, which would prohibit non-Aryans (e.g., Jews) from authorized ministry.8
Christ existing for others is the basic definition given by Bonhoeffer of the church, which he believes to be the fundamental sociological reality in the world.9 It is with this sense of the church in mind that Bonhoeffer issues his critique of the ecumenical movement in the form of an essay, “The Confessing Church and the Ecumenical Movement.”10 As we shall see, the challenging question articulated in 1935, “Is the ecumenical movement, in its visible representation, a church?” echoes throughout the history of the movement.11 Despite the span of the intervening decades and the attempts to come to grips with Bonhoeffer’s challenge, the ecumenical movement still has not been able to answer this question definitively.
There are many reasons for this ambiguity. In part, the questionable status of the ecumenical movement is simply a corporate expression of the existential uncertainty that faces all individual Christians. This question to the ecumenical movement is a form of the basic question of Christian existence, also articulated by Bonhoeffer: “Who is Jesus Christ, for us, today?”12 Bonhoeffer understood that in this fundamental point of departure, in the answer to this basic question, the validity of ecumenical endeavor hangs in the balance. Thus, he asks, “Is the ecumenical movement, in its visible representation, a church? Or, to put it the other way round: Has the real ecumenicity of the church as witnessed in the New Testament found visible and appropriate expression in the ecumenical organization?”13 This is, he realizes, “the question of the authority with which the ecumenical movement speaks and acts.”14
If the ecumenical movement is a church, then its existence is not ultimately founded on human work but instead is based upon the work of the Spirit of God. In this way, “If the ecumenical movement claims to be the church of Christ, it is as imperishable as the church of Christ itself; in that case its work has ultimate importance and ultimate authority.”15 An affirmative answer to the question of the ecumenical movement’s status as church articulates the highest possible view of the importance of the movement and its place in the Christian church and the larger world.
Nevertheless, notes Bonhoeffer, “There is evidently the possibility of not understanding the ecumenical movement in its present visible form as a church.”16 This alternative would be what in the Reformed view is distinguished from the church as institution, that is, the church as organism.17 As Bonhoeffer puts it, the ecumenical movement “could indeed be an association of Christian men of whom each was rooted in his own church and who now assemble either for common tactical and practical action or for unauthoritative theological conversation with one another.”18 In this case, however, the ecumenical movement would lose any special claims to theological or moral authority.
It would instead become a worldly institution like any other, one that happens to be made up of professing Christians that would rely on worldly criteria for expertise, judgment, and authority. Any action by such a group “might have only a neutral character, not involving any confession, and this conversation might only have the informative character of a discussion, without including a judgement or even a decision on this or that doctrine, or even church.”19 It would be a place for discussion but not decision, dialogue but not determination.
For Bonhoeffer, the confession is a key characteristic of the ecumenical movement as church rather than as association. Bonhoeffer calls “the living confession” the “only weapon” of the church, a weapon that “does not shatter.”20 It is within the context of this call to confession that Bonhoeffer emphasizes the importance of truth claims, for “where one church by itself seeks unity with another church, leaving aside any claim to truth, the truth is denied and the church has surrendered itself.”21 In order for the ecumenical movement to truly be a church, it must confess itself to be sinful and broken, completely dependent on Christ, committed to him and opposed to his enemies.
What this confession requires concretely will differ in each particular context. In the case of Bonhoeffer, he is at pains to make the case that the German church’s struggle of the 1930s provides the fundamental challenge to the ecumenical movement, the crisis to which it must respond with a clear Yes or No. In Bonhoeffer’s view, “the German church struggle marks the second great stage in the history of the ecumenical movement and will in a decisive way be normative for its future.”22 As to the question of the status of the Confessing Church and the German Christian Church, in order to be a church, the ecumenical movement must make a confession for one and against the other.
In our contemporary setting, the contrast between these two options would be between a church that relies on its confession and an activist group that relies on its expertise or simply provides a forum for open-ended dialogue. For Bonhoeffer the choice is clear. Either the ecumenical movement is an institutional form of the Christian church, or it abandons any special claims to authority, and, in so doing, undermines its own validity. Bonhoeffer’s critique of the ecumenical movement is in the broadest sense an ecclesiastical concern.
Paul Ramsey (1913–1988) was an American Protestant theological ethicist. Ramsey taught religion and ethics at Princeton University for the better part of four decades, and published widely and influentially on a variety of general and specialized ethical topics.23 The Anglican ethicist Oliver O’Donovan has described Ramsey as “an ecumenically eclectic Western Christian moralist.”24 O’Donovan traces the vigor that characterizes Ramsey’s career and the commitment to engage pressing public issues that motivated much of his work. O’Donovan writes that “Ramsey had an insatiable appetite for charting the unheard-of dilemmas which the new age was producing and a solid confidence in the power of Christian wisdom to illuminate them.”25
In 1967, Paul Ramsey turned his attention to the ecumenical movement, exploring the processes and deliberations of the previous year’s Geneva Conference on Church and Society of the World Council of Churches.26 In his critique of the conference, Ramsey articulates and expands on concerns similar to those raised by Bonhoeffer’s basic question over thirty years before. In Ramsey’s analysis, the ecumenical movement has largely abandoned the proper work of the institutional church and engaged in a program of political and social activism. Where Bonhoeffer had asked whether it was the authority of the church “with which the ecumenical movement speaks and acts,” Ramsey asks whether or not the ecumenical movement “speaks for the church.”27
It is clear to Ramsey that the ecumenical movement at least intends to speak for the church, and rightly so. Ramsey concurs with Bonhoeffer that the ecumenical movement only functions positively when it understands itself to be an institutional form of the church and acts in appropriate fashion. Thus, writes, Ramsey, “an ecumenical Christian ethics must be the clarification of the message of the church concerning the meaning of Christian life in the contemporary world.”28 If, however, the ecumenical movement is attempting to function as a church, and is right in doing so, what then is the focus of Ramsey’s complaint?
Throughout his critique Ramsey employs the terms social action curia and Church and Society syndrome, by which he means to describe “the passion for numerous particular pronouncements on policy questions to the consequent neglect of basic decision- and action-oriented principles of ethical and political analysis.”29 In Ramsey’s view, the trend in ecumenical ethical thought has been to attempt to speak authoritatively and concretely on specific policies, particularly on topics in which there is no clear moral, Christian, or biblical mandate. Ramsey contends:
Of late, however, ecumenical social action pronouncements have presumed to encompass the prudence of churchmen in their capacities as citizens. It has been easier to arrive at specific recommendations and condemnations after inadequate deliberation than to penetrate to a deeper and deeper level the meaning of Christian responsibility—leaving to the conscience of individuals and groups of individuals both the task and the freedom to arrive at specific conclusions through untrammeled debate about particular social policies.30
Ramsey’s words, first written over forty years ago, capture the spirit of the ecumenical movement’s ethical teaching in the intervening decades.
The problem is not that the ecumenical movement presumes to speak for the church but rather that it presumes to speak for the church on such issues and in such a way that tyrannizes necessary ethical deliberation, both individual and communal. As Ramsey writes, “the specific solution of urgent problems is the work of political prudence and worldly wisdom. In this there is room for legitimate disagreement among Christians and among other people as well in the public domain—which disagreement ought to be welcomed and not led one way toward specific conclusions.”31 The confusion here is between ethics and economics, between moral mandates and political prudence.
Recognition of the gap between these realities is critical for authentic ecumenical ethical discourse. “However great the overlap in particular instances,” contends Ramsey, “there are nonetheless vital distinctions to be made between Christian moral judgments on the one hand and particular political, legal, and military judgments on the other; or between what is morally permitted or prohibited and what is tactically or prudentially advisable and practicable.”32
In Ramsey’s view, the ecumenical hubris to speak authoritatively on particular political matters and policies stems from a misunderstanding of the role of the institutional church in society. “One cannot have it both ways,” says Ramsey, “by declaring that we have taken our exodus from ‘Christendom’ while continuing to fashion Christian social ethics in the manner of the great cultural churches of the past.”33 The ecumenical movement, in its endless pronouncements on this or that policy, presumes a place of prestige and authority akin to that enjoyed by the church in the premodern era. Ramsey thus identifies the ecumenical movement with what he calls a “cultural church,” a church that attempts to use its authority and station to influence secular political power in a manner consistent with privileged secular advocacy.34
Ramsey places himself in dialogue with the discussion raised classically by H. Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and Culture (1951).35 Niebuhr’s fivefold typology of the varieties of Christian interaction with culture has sparked a long and fruitful dialogue about the validity of such schemes, but here Ramsey is in some sense invoking the long history of the relationship between the Christian church and culture.36 Ramsey writes, “The oddity is that contemporary ecumenical social ethics evidences less acknowledgment of the separation between the church and the office of magistrate or citizen than was clearly acknowledged by the great cultural churches of the past.”37 In a way akin to the privilege enjoyed by a Constantinian form of the church, the ecumenical movement attempts to influence national and transnational politics, speaking from a position of presumed spiritual authority.
In this context, claims Ramsey, “The church becomes a secular ‘sect’ in its ecumenical ethics set over against the world as it is, instead of becoming truly a Christian sect concerned to nurture a distinctive ethos set over against an acculturated Christianity or against a culture that is no longer Christendom.”38 In reducing its witness to advocacy for a particular set of policies, the ecumenical movement has abandoned the attempt to proclaim the gospel, the true foundation of its spiritual authority. “This is surely a form of culture-Christianity,” writes Ramsey, “even if it is not that of the great cultural churches of the past. This is, indeed, the most barefaced sectarianism and but a new form of culture-Christianity. It would identify Christianity with the cultural vitalities, with the movement of history, with where the action is, with the next and even now the real establishment, but not with the present hollow forms.”39 In this way, the question of how the church’s prophetic responsibility ought to be expressed in a post-Christendom era has not received adequate attention from the ecumenical movement. Instead, it has simply assumed that the same form of prophetic pronouncement is as appropriate today as it was in the era of the Reformation, the medieval church, or the Old Testament monarchy.
Bonhoeffer’s critique includes guarded optimism about the ecumenical movement’s potential for confessionally grounded engagement with the world. In Ramsey’s view, this optimism has given way to criticism of the presumptive cooption of secular social policy by the ecumenical movement’s “social action curia.” As the ecumenical movement progresses from infancy to maturity between 1935 and 1967, the critique has sharpened and taken on a more specific shape. In this way, Ramsey’s critique is a narrowing of Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiastical concern to a more specific ethical complaint.
Ernest W. Lefever (1919–2009) was a Protestant theologian, ethicist, and political intellectual, educated with a doctorate in Christian ethics from Yale University. He began his career in the world of public policy as a Senior Fellow at the Brookings Institution in 1964. In 1976, Lefever founded the Ethics and Public Policy Center (EPPC), where he served as president until his retirement in 1989. Lefever’s vision for the EPPC was threefold: “First, EPPC sought to bring reasoned debate to those controversial issues of the day that had been monopolized by single-issue groups; that is it strove to enrich the moral and political debate by drawing on wisdom across the ideological spectrum.” In addition, “the center sought to analyze those issues against the background of long-standing Western concepts and values, and therefore, to clarify the relationship between political necessity and moral principle.” And third, the “EPPC’s belief in the crucial role of religion in American society addressed a moral, cultural, and political factor usually neglected by most secular research organizations.”40
Lefever became acquainted with the ecumenical movement during his work with the War Prisoners’ Aid of the World’s YMCA in Britain and West Germany between 1945–1948, as well as during his service from 1952–1954 as associate director of international affairs with the U.S. National Council of Churches.41 Lefever’s primary mature engagement with the ecumenical movement comes in the form of two books written over the span of a decade. In 1979, Lefever’s Amsterdam to Nairobi: The World Council of Churches and the Third World criticizes the Council’s increasing embrace of the perspective of liberation theology. As he summarizes, “There is ample evidence for concern about the deep and widespread impact of the Marxist interpretation of history and strategy for change within WCC circles and among liberal Christians generally.”42 Here, Lefever’s critical engagement embraces the questions about the ecclesiastical status and the political identification raised previously by Bonhoeffer and Ramsey and adds to them the concern that a specific ideology has negatively influenced the ecumenical movement.
Lefever’s analysis focuses on these kinds of questions: “For whom does the WCC speak? Does it speak and act for the member churches? Or, does it speak and act only for itself? To whom does the Council speak? Does it speak only to the churches and individual Christians, or also to governments and to the world?”43 This is an extension of that critique raised by Bonhoeffer: whether the WCC identifies itself as a church institution and claims to speak officially on behalf of the church. Bonhoeffer, Ramsey, and Lefever concur that the only way in which the words and actions of the ecumenical movement make sense is if they are understood to be representing in some institutional way the church’s witness to itself and to the world.
Picking up explicitly on a major aspect of Ramsey’s critique, Lefever cites the propensity for the WCC to too closely align itself with particular political interests, short-circuiting necessary debate and taking on the stance of political activism rather than ecclesiastical witness. Thus, says Lefever, “It is dangerous for any Christian body to identify itself fully with any specific political cause or order, whether the prevailing one or a challenge to it. In identifying with a secular power or agency, the church runs the risk of losing its critical distance and of subverting its prophetic function, its capacity to judge all movements and systems by universal Christian standards.”44 Instead, as Lefever writes, “Pronouncements should emerge from an intensive dialogue that seeks to discover the implications of the Christian gospel for the particular social or political issue addressed. This dialogue must be true to the theological and social teachings of the churches and must take into account the facts of the situation.” Extensive dialogue is a critical component of authentic ecumenical action: “In short, church pronouncements should be morally sound and empirically informed if they are to be politically relevant.”45
Undermining this kind of necessary dialogue, however, is the presence of an ideology that excludes debate and democratic representation of a diversity of political perspectives and vilifies alternative views. Key to this kind of tyranny of dialogue is what Lefever calls the “social-action establishment,” echoing Ramsey’s critique of the “social action curia” involved in governing the WCC. Thus, writes Lefever, those involved in the administration of the WCC at the highest levels tend to share a basic ideological perspective. There is, in short, a kind of “echo chamber” effect, in which institutional bureaucrats and management attract and employ those who are in essential agreement about the problems and solutions facing the world. In this way, ideological unity trumps true ecclesiastical catholicity.
At this point, Lefever still sees room for substantive engagement of the WCC and attempts to correct the ecumenical movement’s defects. To this end, he makes a number of particular recommendations specifically focused on those problems he has identified in the Council’s adoption of the perspective of liberation theology. In the case of ideological unanimity, for instance, Lefever writes that “an effort should be made to recruit a headquarters staff more varied in theological, ethical, and political outlook. The social-action establishment has often been more eager to talk to Marxists than to conservative evangelical Christians.”46 Calling this a “sad irony,” Lefever recognizes that if anything undermines the authenticity of ecumenical unity, it is the closer identification of worldly bonds (whether political, social, tribal, ethnic, familial, economic, or otherwise) than of spiritual bonds in Christ.47
This has become a feature of contemporary Christianity at least in the North American context, and represents what Edward Norman sees as the conflation of religion with morality, in which the two are “assumed to be virtually interchangeable terms.”48 If political perspective is equated with morality, then unity of partisan politics becomes much more determinative of fellowship than ecclesiastical unity, and it explains why there is so much cross-confessional and interreligious ecumenical action drawn largely along partisan political lines.49
By the time Lefever writes a follow-up volume in 1987, Nairobi to Vancouver: The World Council of Churches and the World, 1975–87, he is much more pessimistic about the likelihood of reform within the WCC. The second volume overlaps with the first and raises many of the same complaints. What is significant about the difference in perspective between the two books is that Lefever sees much less hope of reformation of the ecumenical movement. In his view, the neo-Marxist liberationist theological ideology, which Lefever had previously identified as gaining ascendancy in the WCC, now has become much more pervasive and influential. In this latter volume, Lefever presses even more pointedly an aspect of the critique on the economic question raised in passing earlier.50
As he writes in 1979, “The liberation theologians also underestimate the values of a market economy over a Marxist or socialist economy. They have refused to accept the fact that market economies with minimal government restrictions have demonstrated far greater capacity to produce and distribute goods and services than Marxist and other government-controlled economies.”51 Indeed, says Lefever, the liberation theologians “tend to accept the neo-Marxist myth that colonialism, neocolonialism, and transnational corporations are the causes of poverty in the Third World.”52 While this element is present in the ecumenical movement in 1979, Lefever finds that it has gained supreme dominance less than a decade later.
Thus, in 1987, Lefever concludes: “For the past decade and more, the leaders of the World Council of Churches have addressed selective aspects of the economic question, almost exclusively from an ideological perspective that asserts the superiority of a government-administered economy over the market. The Council’s pronouncements assume a cause-effect relationship between Western capitalism and imperialism on the one hand, and poverty, oppression, and militarism on the other.”53 Here, the question of economic ideology has taken center stage in the ongoing critique of the ecumenical movement. Lefever’s economic critique is a further narrowing of Ramsey’s ethical complaint (which is itself in turn a narrowing of Bonhoeffer’s ecclesiastical concern).
Does the ecumenical movement represent an institutional form of the church, or does it not? asks Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his provocative essay, “The Confessing Church and the Ecumenical Movement.” Despite decades of effort and toil, the ecumenical movement has continued to founder on this basic question of ecclesiastical status for reasons beyond the unavoidable ambiguity endemic to Christian life on this side of glory.
One basic problem with an affirmative answer to Bonhoeffer’s question is that the ecumenical movement, especially within the last half-century, has often not behaved as an institutional form of the church ought. It has not been appropriately circumspect in its ethical pronouncements on specific matters of public policy. It has not been careful to be true to the honest variety of opinion that exists within the Christian community. As Ramsey says of ecumenical social ethics, “the abusus (policy-directives) has become usus—it has become the fashion—and that one will not sense the strength of the case for radical reformation in the aims of church social teachings unless he begins by acknowledging this to be true.”54 Whether the ecumenical movement is an institutional form of the church in any traditional sense, or whether it is a kind of advocacy group that achieves authority only by means of a kind of special pleading for the Christian church’s influence on society, remains unclear given the abuse of ecumenical social ethical discourse.
Indeed, by the time Lefever writes his critical engagement with the ecumenical movement, this propensity for specific policy pronouncement has taken firm root but has also done so in a pointedly ideological manner. The ecumenical movement has confused the descriptive social science of economics with the normative claims of Christian ethics. Even more, it has taken a particular economic perspective and totalized its claims within Christian ethics, providing a basically neo-Marxist narrative, worldview (Weltanschauung), and ideology as foundational. As Lefever writes, the ecumenical movement favors one of the two basic approaches to economics. This perspective “emphasizes fidelity to an ideology—a worldview—that seeks to explain what is wrong with an existing system and how it could be improved or replaced.”55 He finds that in WCC engagement of social questions between the early 1970s and late 1980s, “there was rough underlying consistency rooted in a shared revolutionary worldview.”56 In the ecumenical world, economic narrative has become identical to ethical imperative, and deviation from this whole-cloth worldview is anathema. If we follow Norman’s diagnosis that religion and morality have become conflated, the further conflation of ethics and economics is especially disturbing. Religion in large part now consists in an economic worldview, with ethics as the middle term.
This brief study explores some of the more mundane reasons for the ambiguity about the ecclesiastical, ethical, and economic status of the ecumenical movement and its authority. On the one hand, this book serves as a kind of basic introduction to the world of contemporary ecumenical social thought in its various institutional expressions (e.g., LWF, WCRC, WCC). It also introduces and updates a significant line of critical engagement with the ecumenical movement in its various individual expressions (i.e., Bonhoeffer, Ramsey, Lefever).
On the basis of this twofold endeavor, this study finds that the basic line of criticism holds true today and that the flaws of the ecumenical movement’s social teaching have become more pronounced in the intervening decades. A significant new aspect of this is the ecumenical movement’s overwhelming focus on addressing the world and its powers directly by attempting to influence global and national politics through the union of ecclesiastical status and media personalities. The message coming out of the ecumenical movement on ethical and economic matters is increasingly univocal, regardless of particular confessional tradition or ecclesiastical heritage. Indeed, the dominant characteristic of economic ecumenical engagement is the rejection of the neoliberal paradigm. Shorthand for this union is the term ecumenical-industrial complex, the cross-institutional emphasis on public engagement and political advocacy of a particular economic ideology through the mainstream media and channels of influence.
A basic assumption of this study is that some form of ecumenical engagement is a nonnegotiable for churches today.57 Whatever their shortcomings, the institutions that make up the mainline ecumenical movement, the Lutheran World Federation, the World Communion of Reformed Churches, and the World Council of Churches, represent a significant and undisputed place of prominence in the ecumenical world. In introducing ecumenical social thought as well as this particular line of critical engagement, the hope is that a dialogue can be entered into that focuses on the reformation of the defects of the ecumenical movement, particularly in the areas of ethical and economic thought.
To realize these purposes, this study examines in turn representative statements and documents from the major ecumenical bodies. Each chapter devoted to the LWF, WCRC, and WCC in turn will provide a brief background and history of the organization in general as well as of the particular documents under examination.58 These documents have been selected for their timeliness so that some of the most recent statements available will be examined. They have also been selected for their authority; the emphasis will be on those documents of a more authoritative character than those of a more transitory or passing nature.59 This will be followed by a summary of the main points of the document that touch on matters of ethics and economics. The chapters will conclude with a critical analysis of these points, which seeks to highlight the positive aspects of these documents as well as their shortcomings, while also providing corrective resources from alternative viewpoints.60 The concluding chapter will summarize a number of basic concepts and suggestions that could substantively improve the character of the ecumenical social witness.
One biblical image for disunity is the Tower of Babel: “So the Lord scattered them from there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. That is why it was called Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the whole world. From there the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole earth” (Gen. 11:8–9 NIV). Even so, there is hope that the language spoken so often today in the ecumenical movement, the language of neo-Marxist liberation, can be corrected and brought successfully into dialogue with that of the main Christian tradition.61 What may be impossible for human beings is not impossible for God (Matt. 19:26).
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LUTHERAN WORLD FEDERATION (LWF)
Thus the question is raised and waits for an answer, not today or tomorrow, but it waits: Is the ecumenical movement a church or is it not?1
—Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Founded at its first assembly held in Lund, Sweden in 1947, the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) today consists of 140 member churches in 79 countries worldwide whose membership totals more than 70 million.2 Taking its name from the magisterial branch of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation identified with Martin Luther (1483–1546), the LWF finds its doctrinal basis in its confession of “the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be the only source and norm of its doctrine, life and service. It sees in the three Ecumenical Creeds and in the Confessions of the Lutheran Church, especially in the unaltered Augsburg Confession and the Small Catechism of Martin Luther, a pure exposition of the Word of God.”3
The most authoritative structure within the LWF is the Assembly, which usually meets every six years. The most recent meeting was held in 2003 in Winnipeg, Canada, with the theme, “For the Healing of the World.” The eleventh Assembly of the LWF, “Give Us Today Our Daily Bread,” is to be held in Stuttgart, Germany in 2010. In addition to the Assembly, the LWF is governed by the Council consisting of fifty members (the president, treasurer, and 48 members elected by the Assembly). This Council “is responsible for the business of the Federation in the interim between ordinary Assemblies.” Within the Council there is also an Executive Committee, consisting of various officers and chairpersons of program committees. This Executive Committee also serves as the Personnel Committee and the LWF Board of Trustees.4 A third major structure within the LWF is the Secretariat, which is headed by a General Secretary appointed by the Council. The General Secretary “shall conduct the business of the Federation and carry out the decisions of the Assembly and the Council.”5 Whereas the President’s responsibilities lie within the administration of the Assembly and the Council, the General Secretary is the basic administrative and bureaucratic authority within the Federation, as well as with contact and cooperation between other ecumenical groups, governmental bodies, and nongovernmental organizations.
The documents under examination here come out of the 2003 Assembly, and focus on neoliberal globalization. Official proceedings from the tenth Assembly were compiled and published following the meeting, along with background documents and commentary.6 The texts under examination have been identified specifically as “Commitments the LWF has Made.”7 These texts, as affirmed by the Council and the Assembly, as well as authorized public declarations based on the approved document, “A Call to Participate in Transforming Economic Globalization,” represent declarations from the highest levels of authority within the LWF.
A key aspect of the LWF’s engagement with economic globalization is its opposition to the neoliberal paradigm, the predominant characteristic of the global situation in the post-Cold War era. It is in this context that “a new stage has been reached through Internet technologies and the dominance of the neoliberal paradigm.”8 A fundamental aspect of this neoliberal model is the contemporary phenomenon of economic globalization.
These two realities, namely neoliberal theory and economic globalization, are intimately linked. The LWF identifies some basic characteristics of this relationship, contending, “Driven by neoliberal theory, economic globalization places priority on the free movement of investment capital, profit maximization and growth, and the increasing reliance on market forces.”9 A message adopted by the 2003 Assembly describes the “false ideology” of neoliberal globalization as being “grounded on the assumption that the market, built on private property, unrestrained competition and the centrality of contracts, is the absolute law governing human life, society and the natural environment.”10 The LWF call goes on to delineate particular features of economic globalization, including:
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/26047 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!