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ne of the foremost analysts of contempo- 0 rary religion recently gave vent to his 
exasperation with people who criticize ecumenical or- 
ganizations such as the National Council of Churches 
and World Council of Churches. "Why do you even 
waste time commenting on those groups? Don't you 
know that nobody cares about what those relics do? 
Certainly their pronouncements have nothing to do with 
what's really happening in  the churches." This private 
expression, i t  should be noted, comes from one solidly 
located in  the "liberal mainstream" of American Protes- 
tantism. Let the record show that he supports these 
ecumenical agencies wholeheartedly. I t  is just that he is 
totally indifferent to them. The simple truth,  he says, is 
that they no longer matter very much. 

The more complex truth,  I suspect, is that they 
continue to matter very much indeed, and for several 
reasons. First, the several organizations of the ecumeni- 
cal movement engage the energies of some of the most 
thoughtful and talented Christian leadership in the world 
today. This is not to say they represent all whom they 
sometimes claim to represent. William P. Thompson, a 
member of the Central Conimittee of the World Council 
of Churches, i n  testimony last March before the U.N. 
Security Council, described the WCC as "a world 
fellowship of 289 Protestant, Anglican and Orthodox 
churches throughout the world, involving approx.imately 
400 million Christians.:' The "approximately" is cru- 
cial. The claim that the WCC significantly involves 400 
million Christians will strike many,  both friends and 
foes, as preposterous. M r .  Thompson's extension of 
greetings to the U . N .  "on behalf of the Christian 
churches of the world" will strike others as presumptu- 
ous, to say the least. For starters, the Pope and the 
Southern Baptists might have some qualms about being 
associated with the blueprint for social justice in  South 
Africa advanced by Mr. Thompson before the Security 
Council. 
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I n  t ruth,  probably no more than a few million Chris- 
tians are even aware of the existence of the WCC. As to 
the actual number involved in  formulating, iniplenient- 
ing, oreven considering positions taken by the WCC. we 
are likely dealing with a few thousand, and many of them 
are related bureaucratically to the WCC or other interna- 
tional agencies. In no way is the WCC's role comparable , 
to that of the Pope in representing hundredsof millionsof 
Roman Catholic Christians. I t  may be reasonably as- 
sumed that most Roman Catholics at least know about 
the Pope and attribute to him some degree of authority, 
including when he speaks to the world on their behalf. I t  
is  not that the WCC has not aspired to a comparable role. 
In the foreword to a quasi-official history of the social 
teachings of the WCC. In Search of a Respnrisihle World 
Society (Westminster Press, 1974), a leading ecunienist 
writes: "The Roman Catholic Church in its encyclicals 
and in the reports of the Second Vatican Council has 
given expression to a great deal of social doctrine, but 
corporate thinking within the worldwide Christian com- 
munity apart from the Ronian Catholic Church has come 
from the work of the ecumenical bodies [such as the 
WCC]." Elsewhere the author, Paul Bock, describes 
WCC pronouncements as "a universal body of social 
teachings comparable in  some respects to the encycli- 
cals." 

Organizations characteristically reach beyond their 
grasp. But if the claims of the WCC are sometimes 
ludicrously out of touch with the organization's mandate 
from its member churches and with its actual influence, 
this does not mean, contra the observer cited at the start, 
that the WCC is unimportant. Hundreds of millions of 
Christians are involved-in the sense of being. knowingly 
or not, willingly or not, implicated in the pronounce- 
ments of the organization. That is. except for the 
Vatican, there is no other international' association of .  
Christians that can coinpete effectively with the WCC's 
claims to authority. 

Then too. if one believes i t  is necessary for the 
churches, with all their distinctions and divisions, to 
manifest their un i ty  in  what is held in common, the WCC 
should be taken very seriously. I t  is, after all, the 
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foremost institutional bearer of the modern ecumenical 
movement. There are numerous strands of continuity 
from the World Missionary Conference in  Edinburgh. 
1910. through the WCC's organizing 'assembly in  
Amsterdam, 1948. through its latest assembly in  
Nairobi. Kenya. 1975. To be sure, i t  has been a far from 
perfect bearer of that movement's intention. No doubt 
that intention today claims the loyalty of many more 
Christians than does the WCC and its related.organiza- 
tions. I n  fact some would argue that the intention has 
been betrayed by its would-be bearer. 

t is said; for instance, that the political and I ideological bias of the WCC has created new 
and perhaps more severe divisions wi th in  world Chris- 
tianity than were created by the doctrinal and denomina- 
tional differences of the past. I t  is also argued that. at 
least for Protestants. the great schism dates from the 
sixteenth-century Reformation and that the WCC is not 
very relevant to healing that breach with Rome. The 
plausible case is made that  the WCC merely in- 
stitutionalizes that schism by providing the illusion of 
pan-Protestant solidarity. with its Eastern Orthodox 
members uneasily suspicious that they are getting in- 
volved in somebody else's fight. Admittedly, there is 
today little chance that the Roman Catholic Church will 
join the WCC. There is little chance because the Vatican 
has little reason to tie its freedom of action to the 
uncertain future of the WCC. 

Also, on the theological and churchly level, the great 
ecumenical strides today are being made not through the 
WCC but through bilateral "dialogues" between Ronian 
Catholics. Lutherans. Reformed, Anglican. Orthodox. 
and other Christian communions. This development 
should not be viewed as a case of the Vatican and other 
groups making a deliberate end run  around the WCC. I t  
is just that, in the last decade or so. the "Faith and 
Order" side of the WCC. which traditionally dealt with 
theological and ecclesial questions. has been largely 
eclipsed by the "Life and Work" side of its operations. 
Or, to put i t  differently. as the theological task has been 
dramatically politicized. Faith and Order has often been 
indistinguishable from Life and Work. especially since 
the 1966 Geneva co'nference on "Christians in  the 
Technical and Social Revolutions of Our Time." I t  is 
generally acknowledged. whether with regret or en- 
thusiasm. that that conference signaled a major turning 
point for the WCC. 

Robert McAfee Brown. a noted ecunienist now at 
Union Theological Seminary, New York. writes: "The 
conference was able to take for granted that the  place of 
the church is on the cutting edge of the major secular 
movenients of the contemporary world. Many delegates 
commented on how refreshing i t  was not to have to 
establish the 'right' of the church to immerse itself 
deeply in the movements of the day. While this mood has 
certainly not made its way down to the so-called grass- 
roots of the niemberchurches.. . , i t  is clear that among all 
the top responsible leadership the battle for church 
involvement has been won." 

In that paragraph are reflected niost of the reasons why 
some speak of Geneva 1966 with regret, and others with 

enthusiasm. In what way is "the church" represented by 
a conference designedly composed of the most vociil 
representatives of the world's assorted "oppressions"'? 
Is the church to be on the cutting edge of the major 
secular movements. or is i t  to have a word of prophetic 
judgment against and for all the niovenients of a world 
short of the Kingdom of God? What is the meaning of 
"responsibility" if  top leadership is not in some way 
responsible to the churches they presumably lead'? I s  this 
not a distressingly hierarchical and top-down view of the 
Spirit's leading wi th in  the community of the Church? 
Was "the battle" won, or was i t  decided that dominating 
conferences is more important. and certainly much 
easier, than leading the churches'? I t  is hardly the first 
time that the easier task is declared the more radical. 
That is the historic pattern of radicalisms that slide into 
irrelevance. of prophecies that end up in mere posturing. 
I t  is also the meaning of sectarianism. whether political 
or religious, and somehow i t  seenis out ol' place in an 
ecrrnienicnl movement. Capturing conferences. or even 
the bureaucracy of "top responsible leadership." is 
small compensation for losing the churches. 

he argument is made that the growing disil- T lusionment with the WCC and siniilar 
agencies simply reflects the fact that the bloom is off the 
rose of ecumenism. In the early part of this century. and 
as late as the early 1960's. many people felt excitenient 
in the niere gathering of Christians across denoniina- 
tional lines. Today such gatherings and structures of 
cooperative action seeni coninionplace. Yet i t  does not 
seem that popular support.for ecumenisni has declined. 
Already mentioned are the-historic strides being made i n  
bilateral conversations between Roman Catholics and 
the seviral "others." Then too. for the first tinie since 
the eighth century. a pan-Orthodox conference is sched- 
uled, and that would seem to proniise alniost certain 
changes of historic proportions i n  the relationship be- 
tween Christian East and Christian West. The lack of 
visible enthusiasm for the kind of Protestant nierger 
envisioned in the "Consultation on Church Union" of 
1960 may well reflect the emergence of a broader, rather 
than narrower, idea of ecumenism. That is. an ecunieni- 
cal movement that merely pastes together the pieces of 
the former Protestant Fmpire no longer seenis very 
compelling. Thus declining coniniitnicnt to agciicies 
such as the NCC or WCC niay reflect not so iiiuch 
disillusionment with ecunienism but disillusionment 
with a certain style of ecumenisin cornposed of frc- 
quently conflicting intentions. most of theiii now bearing 
the mark of residual enthusiasnis. 

Some observers contend tha t  i t  is the highly 
ideologized and politicized direction ecumenical organi- 
zations took in the last decade that has alienated the 
member churches. Otheis counter that i t  was the post- 
Vatican I I  irrelevance of the WCC and NCC to ccuiiicni- 
cal advance on the theological and ccclcsial lcvcl that left 
the latter organizations wi th  no other raison d'ktre than 
promoting "the cutting edge of the major secular niovc- 
nients of the contemporary world." One suspects that 
both analyses contain truth and are mutually reinforcing. 
As "Faith and Order" lost its purchase on distinct 
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ecunienical purpose and identity (LIS well as on ecunieiii- 
cal resources). the actioii gravitated more and more to 
“Life and Work” to follow through on the iniplications 
of the‘ slogan. “The world sets the agenda for the 
cliurc h.  ’ ’ 

A North Aniericrrn Lutheran official high in  the 
councils of the WCC privately laments what he perceives 
as the “iriihalance and niindlessness” of n i n n y  WCC 
social pronouncements, especially those on international 
affairs. “But I ain not prepared to go public with such a 
protest or to urge withdrawal from the Council. At least 
not yet. The history is too venerable. and there is too 
much that is right, at least about the formal intention of 
the Council. A n y w a y ,  anything I would say now would 
only give aid and conifort to the Carl hlclntyres of the 
world.” Carl Mclntyre is a fundamentalist Presbyterian 
and anti-Communist crusader who has long led or- 
ganized assaults upon t h e  ecumenical movement as an 
agent of international Bolshevism and other unpleasant 
things. The frequent invocation of his name as a bugaboo 
when any criticism of the WCC is raised is indicative of 
what can only be described as the siege nientality that 
afflicts many ecumenical offices today. 

The conventional line is that those who respond to the 
world’s agenda as perceived by the ecumenical move- 
ment represent. in John C. Bennett’s phrase. the “open 
and intellectually self-critical forms of Christianjty.” I n  
a generally admiring history of the movement’s pursuit 
of social justice, The Eciinretiical Moi‘enient in World 
Afluirs, (National, 1969) Darrill Hudson sees the global 
changes of our time “as a sort of collective Prince 
Charming penetrating the thicket surrounding the sleep- 
ing Christian Church. Would she awaken and dance with 
the world?” Those who insist that the Church’s mission 
is not to dance with the world but to call the world to 
repentance are all too frequently dismissed as conserva- 
tives or fundamentalists who want, as i t  is said, “to 
isolate religion from social change.” 

The cleavage can be described more accurately. On 
one side are those who are confident they know what is 
the “cutting edge” of history, what is or  should be “the 
world’s agenda,” or, as i t  is commonly said. what “God 
is doing in the world.” On the other side are those who 
believe the Church is not competent ( in  the sense both of 
mandate; and ability) to bestow a near-absolute moral 
legitimation on any of the possible ways to history’s final 
destiny in the Kingdom of God. The division is not only 
between those who are in and those who remain outside 
the WCC. Within the member churches, both parties- 
that of worldly confidence and that of eschatological 
modesty-are to be found. At least since Geneva 1966, 
although less pronouncedly long before, the first party 
has been in control programmaricallv. That is, what 

, Professor Brown describes as the “fop responsible lead- 
ership” in  the Geneva-based bureaucracy niakes no 
secret of its desire to advance “the cutting edge” as 
rapidly and as far as possible, within the minimal checks 
provided by the Central Committee and other units 
somewhat more representative of the member churches. 

The resulting tension, which many describe as a crc- 
ative tension, is hardly peculiar to agencies such as WCC 
or NCC. A certain conflict between the constituency’s 

re pre se nt a t i vel I eg i s I a t i ve fu  nc t ion a nd t he s I a I‘t’’ s pro- 
graniinatic function is characteristic of iiiost iiienibership 
organizations. whether religious or secular. The ques- 
tion is whether in these ecunienical agencies that contlici 
is reaching the point at which i t  has discredited and iiiay 
destroy the agencies theiiiselves. The disease that dis- 
credits is already far advanced. When. for exaiiiple. a 
spokesiiinn for the NCC test i fying IO a Congressional 
comiiiittee iniplies. as spokesinen soiiietiiiies do. that 
they represent 35 iiiillion Aiiiericaii Christians. the 
experienced member of Congress smiles knowingly. He 
is well aware that i n  many cases the policy being 
advocated is backed by the f u l l  authority of the spokes- 
nian and his iiiimediate colleagues in  his particular 
church-and-society office. under the iiiost generalized 
niandate from the churches to “do good and not evil.” 

“It is ... charged that the WCC is struc- 
turally schizophrenic in that it does riot 
know whether it wants to represent the 
churches or ‘prophesy’ to the 
churches. ” 

Whatever may be the disarray and disillusionment 
with respect to these ecumenical agencies, however, 
there is not likely to be any dramatic withdrawal by the 
member churches. More probable is the continued and 
quiet erosion of commitment on the part of present 
members and the clearer determination by the leaders of 
hundreds of millions of Christians now outside that the 
future does not lie with the existing institutionalization 
of the ecumenical impulse. The attitude of many 
churches and church people is not unlike the attitude that 
has developed in recent years toward the United Nations, 
especially among North Americans. There is a feeling of 
loyalty to a noble ideal of world cooperation. and a 
suspicion that that ideal is somehow bound, for better 
and for worse, to its embodiment in the U.N. In addition 
there are varying degrees of enthusiasm for specific 
programs conducted under the auspices of the U.N. But 
finally, when i t  comes to the serious business of world 
affairs, the U . N .  is more to be tolerated than relied upon. 

I f  the ecumenical enthusiasts of the cutting edge are 
not theniselves to end up foundering in the backwaters of 
residual loyalties, i t  would seem they n u t  be liberated 
from their siege mentality and assunie B less defensive 
posture toward their critics. Their serious critics are not 
Carl Mclntyres but “open and intellectually self- 
critical” Christians eager for the renewal of the ecumen- 
ical quest in a healing and liberating relationship with the 
peoples of the world. While such criticisms are hardly 
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limited to the ecunienical niovenient's role in interna- 
tional affairs, i t  is there that niuch of the controversy is 
now taking place. and i t  ii there that a niore open 
con ve rsat ion be t ween c r i t i c s a nd i n st i t u t ion a I defend c rs 
is long overdue. 

ronouncenients and actions by ecuiiienical P agencies in  t h e  arena of international af- 
fairs have provoked the stiffest critiques of ecumenical 
institutions. The NCC addresses itself to international 
questions. especially as they relate to U.S.  policies in 
defense spending, disarmament. and support of repres- 
sive allies. Groups such as the World Student Christian 
Federation (WSCF), founded i n  1895 and now loosely 
related to the WCC. have taken up the banner of 
"liberation theology" wi th  particular fervor (more on 
that later). But the current discussion tends to focus, and 
understandably so. upon the pronouncements and ac- 
tions of the WCC. 

Serious allegations have been raised in many quarters. 
These include the charge that, while ecunienisni is 
presumably based uppn dialogue. the WCC has effec- 
tively excluded from ialogue those who dissent from its 

all its claims to being "radical"). I t  is also charged that 
the WCC is guilty of a kind of "colonialism of the left" 
by imposing a worldview upon the Third World (or, as 
some WCC officials say. the "Two-Thirds World") that 
prevents genuinely transnational and transcultural ex- 
change. I t  is further charged that the WCC is structurally 
schizophrenic in that i t  does not know whether i t  wants to 
represent the churches or "prophesy" to the churches. 
The WCC is also said to be ideologically and institution- 
ally captive to dynamics that result in applying a double 
(or triple) standard to national and international of- 
fenses, especially in the area of human rights. Some 
contend that the WCC has so confused "means" and 
"ends" as to have abandoned moral influence in favorof 
satisfying the l,ust for practical power. And i t  is charged 
that the WCC has lariely forsaken theology and serious 
ethical discourse i n .  favor of propagating its chosen 
prescriptions for the world's ills. 

Only the most defensive bureaucrat would .deny that 
some of these charges have substantial merit. We know 
some in the higher councils of the WCC who say, 
privately, that the WCC is guilty as charged on all 
counts, but who also plead mitigating circumstances. 
Obviously, the above "charges" are highly generalized, 
and the WCC and other agencies are composed of many 
particular parts and persons. Our purpose is not to sort 
out such parts or persons for blame but to evaluate the 
directions that may be undermining the agency's cl,aim to 
the loyalty of member churches and to the attention of 
nonmember churches. 

The first and most thorough post-Geneva 1966 
critique of ecumenical directions in international affairs, 
written by a thoroughly ecumenical theologian, was Paul 
Ramsey's Who Speaks f o r  the Church? (Abingdon. 
1967). Ramsey touches on most of the allegations 
mentioned above, and was especially concerned about 
ecumenical pronouncements on the U.S. war in In- 
dochina. Because Ramsey was perceived as supporting 

establishment line (a s ine that is no less establishment for 

that war  effort long after i t  was popular to d o  s.o i n  i i i o h t  

ecumenical and intellectual Pircles. his critiquc o f  thc 
WCC was vulnerable to being disiiiissed as the disgruii- 
tlement of a dissident w h o  did not get his way ut  Geneva. 
In fact. however, Ranisey's argunient holds up  well  teii 
years later. The argument is not contingent upon ow ' s  
views with respect to the war in Vietnam. Rather. i t  
dr ives  to the  heart of the  meaning of ecunienisni  in the 
search for the appropriate "word to the world" on 
questions of social justice. In the late sixties. let i t  be 
admitted, many of us who opposed the war in Vietnnni 
were more concerned w i t h  garnering support for our 
position than with the quality of iiioral discourse from 
which that support emerged. A passion for the "right" 
conclusions tended to eclipse concern for the prscess. In 
such a climate Ramsey's protest was easily brushed aside 
as the distracting pedantry of a malcontent. I n  Robert 
McAfee Brown's The Ecirttictiicd Reidirtioti "Rani- 
say" (sic) merits attention in  an  unindexed footnote as 
the author of a "Protestant polemic against the whole 
procedure and conclusions of the Geneva assembly." 

John C. Bennett acknowledges in Tlrc R d i c r i l  Itrr-  
.peratiise (Westminster. 197s) Ranisey's contribution 
("There is no more acute mind [ than Ranisey's] working 
on these issues"), but goes on to challenge the premise 
implicit in Ramsey's title. Wlro Speidis for  the Chrrrch? 
Bennett writes: "Anyone who speaks fur  the church will 
have little that is fresh to say on new issues. I should 
emphasize the need to plan for a variety of forms of 
speaking itr the church and which would also in  many  
situations be speaking to the church."  I t  is a point well 
taken, but i t  is not without its problems. Is i t  really true 
that there are no personal or corporate voices speaking 

for  the Church, presenting a message that is "fresh" and 
relevant to "new issues"? The niost coninion under- 
standing of the Christian tradition and its ecclesial 
representation to the world would suggest that there are 
and must be such voices. The idea that the WCC is but a 
forum for myriad voices speaking in and to the churches 
is not unattractive, but'there is certainly no consensus 
that this i i  the modest and limited role of the WCC. We 
have already mentioned the confusion about whether the 
WCC is to be representativeor prophetic. In eithercase i t  
presumably speaks f o r  the church(es). Then too. 
Bennett's modest idea of the WCC's function would 
seem to conflict with his own notion that the WCC 
embodies a collective Spirit-led effort to discern the 
divine wisdom for our times (see the review of Bennett's 
The Radical Imperarirve by David H .  Smith in 
Worldview, June, 1976). 

Historically, going back to the Stockholm Conference 
on Life and Work in  1925, the idea was that the 
ecumenical movement would speak for the Church to the 
world. The "Message" of that conference stated: "The 
mission of the church is above all to state principles, and 
to assert the ideal [in] applying His Gospel in all realms 
of human life-industrial. social, political and interna- 
tional." (Incidentally, lest i t  be thought the subordina- 
tion of Faith and Order to Life and Work is a purely 
post- 1966 phenomenon, Stockholm's formulation is in- 
structive: "Leaving for the time our differences in  Faith 
and Order, our aim has been to secure united practical 
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action in Christian Life and Work." That was at a time 
when most liberals subscribed to the slogan, "Dogma 
divides, service unites." Today. ironically. i t  can be 
argued that Christians are more united i n  doctrine. as a 
consequence of the theological dialogues of the last 
fifteen years, than they are in the socio-political defini- 
tion of "service" represented by. for example. the 
WCC.) 

More practically, pronouncements of the WCC and its 
representatives will inevitably have -o r  will be per- 
ceived to have-something of the character of speaking 
Jor the Church. This is illustrated by the fairly typical 
statement by William Thompson to the U.N. Security 
Council, mentioned earlier. Some time after bringing 
greetings "on behalf of the Christian churches of the 
world," Mr. Thompson said: "I do not presume to speak 
for the member churches of these ecumenical bodies.. . , I  
appear today as an  individual." Much later, having 
stated why the South African social system is odious to 
Christian conscience, he said: "lt is my privilege to 
share something of attitudes which the churches have in 
this matter." In the end he invoked in support of his view 
"the position of many churches throughout the world." 
That position is summarized in the statement that. wi th  
respect to South Africa, "/h Cfrrisliari corr~~rrr~rri/~ iiiust 
confront any forces that deny human dignity. equality. 
I'reecloni or life itself" (emphasis added). One should not 
blame Mr.  Thonipson for the confusion about whether he 
is speaking for. in, or to the Church. I t  is part of the 
structural anlbiguity of the ecunienical agencies them- 
selves. However, nobody at the U . N .  hearing would 
have received any other impression than that they were 
listening to a spokesman for the churches, i f  not for the 
Church . 

o the inevitably large degree that WCC T pronouncements are intended or perceived 
to speak for the Church, Paul Ranisey's concern for the 
quali!y of moral discourse and for the "warrants" 
behind Christian statements is urgent and important. In 
an ecumenical context a chief quality of that discourse is 
that i t  should be dialogical. And yet, especially since the 
advent of "secular theology" in  the sixties. dialogue is 
precisely what has been precluded by the drawing of a 
hard line between those who support and those who 
oppose "what God' is doing in the world." This was 
stated candidly in  a keynote address by Robert McAfee 
Brown at the 1975 Nairobi assenibly of the WCC. the 
thenie of which was "Christ Frees and Unites." ( I n  
order to avoid the language of iniperialism. Brown gave 
niost of his address in presumably nonimperial Spanish.) 
His point was that Christ not only frees and unites but 
also divides. He left no doubt about the specific social 
and political issues on which Christians are and must be 
divided, nor about which side is the cause of Jesus the 
Liberator. This is the context in  which much of the 
"ecumenical movement" disdains the appeal to 
dialogue i s  a bourgeois distraction from advancing the 
revolution of the world's oppressed. 

At one time ecumenical leaders were more insistent 
about the Church's opportunity to sustain dialogue that 
transcends barriers of nation, race, class. and ideology. 

In 1935 H. Richard Niebuhr and others issucd a book 
entitled The Chirrch Agaitrsr rlw World. Wilh particular, 
but by no means exclusive, reference to the church 
struggle in  Nazi Germany, the authors excoriated any 
effort to blend Christian witness and ideology in a way 
that would make the Church captive to secular institu- 
tions or movements. Forty years later. in 1975. the 
authors of the Hartford Appeal issued another book, 
Agairist the World for the World. making much the same 
point. In 1975 such an appeal for dialogue across 
political and ideological divides was perceived as a 
statement of dissent from an "ecumenical" consensus 
on the divine prescription for realizing the /r1/r1ia/rwr, as 
i t  is said, of God's certain intent. 

The institutional defenders of the WCC counter that a 
comparison between the 1930's and the 1970's is il- 
legitimate. The ecumenical movement, they say, was 
then largely a European and American affair, while now 
the dialogue has been broadened to include the Two- 
Thirds World. "Since 1968." writes John Bennett. "the 
World Council has been a sounding board for the people 
of the Third World." The point should be taken seri- 
ously. At  the 1937 Oxford Conference on Life and 
Work, for example, i t  is reported that delegates other 
than those from Europe or North America were simply 
lumped together as "other participants." The rejoinder 
to those who appeal for a greater and less politicized 
focus on Faith and Order is that they wish to revert to the 
earlier days when the ecumenical movement was a club 
of European and American theologians and ecclesiastics 
of consequence. The assumption, however, that Third 
World Christians are less interested in,  or capable of, 
theological discourse is both curious and condescend- 
ing. But then comes the further rejoinder: I t  is not that 
Third World Christians are less interested in theology. i t  
is just that they do theology in a different way; their 

s theology is the theology of revolutionary praxis. 
That rejoinder invites a modification of Ramsey's 

question. Who speaks for Third World Christianity'? The 
charge is that the WCC exercises a kind of colonialism. 
or neocolonialism. of the Left in selecting the voices i t  
wishes to hear from the Third World. I recall a recent 
WCC consultation in Switzerland on Christian faith and 
ideology at which the dominant voices were professed 
advocates of Marxist or quasi-Marxist revolutionism. A 
black participant from Nigeria took exception to this line 
and was promptly informed by a "liberation theologian" 
representing a minuscule part of Protestantism i n  Latin 
America that he. the Nigerian churchman. did not 
represent "the Third World viewpoint." Nobody on the 
WCC staff expressed any misgivings about this imposi- 
tion of a "viewpoint" upon two-thirds of the world. 
Indeed. the discrediting of anyone from Africa. Asia, or 
South America who deviates from the prescribed view- 
point has about i t  the taken-for-granted character of 
bureaucratic procedure. 

The question must be asked whether the WCC has 
become "a sounding board" for the Third World or is 
becoming an ideologically selective filter for Third 
World voices and concerns. In t ru th .  the great majority 
of Christian communities in the Third World have little 
or no relationship to the WCC. The last assembly was 



"...dialogue is precisely what has beer1 precluded by the drawing of a hard line 
between those who support and those who oppose 'what God is doing in the world. ' '' 

held in Nairobi with great fanfare about "identifying" 
with the Third World. The intention is perhaps admira- 
ble. albeit unclear, but the fact is that in Kenya itself 
something less than I O  per cent of non-Ron ian  Catho- 
lic (!) Christians arc iiienibers of churches belonging to 
the WCC. The All Atrica Conference of Churches and 
its highly political leader. Burgess Carr, have little con- 
nection with the thousands ol' "independent" churches 
in Africa. which iiiany observers believc arc the fiistcst 
growing and most spiritually vital communities i n  world 
Christianity today. Some churches. such as the Kim- 
bangu Church in  Zaire, have joined the WCC in a 
poignant bid for international contact and recognition. 
Most rciiiain quite outside the nondialogue. Of the more 
cstablishcd churches that do helong to the WCC there is a 
natural sclcction of leadership that is responsive to the 
scnsibilirics of the headquarters staff in  Geneva. Some 
officials. i t  should be noted. are sensitive to the dangers 
of imposing a "wiewpoint" on the Third World. They 
arc eager to "de-Europeanize" headquarters staff 
through programs of affirmative action. Even these 
efforts. however, are vulnerable both to the natural 
selection process mentioned above and to the existing 
orthodoxy that there is indeed "a Third World view- 
point." The dissenter from the Third World is subject to 
powerful suspicion of being what North Aiiiericans used 
to call an Uncle Toni. Militancy of the correct variety is 
equivalent to "authcnticits" in  representing the op- 
pressed. 

ver the years an important part of the 0 '  ecumenical movement has been the 
World Student Christian Federation. I t  has sonietinies 
been dcscribed as "the cutting edge of the cutting edge" 
ofthe ecumenical iiiovenient. Once a very major force, i t  
has in  recent years been diminished in  both size and 
importance. (On the history and past importance of 
WSCF see Rouse and Neal. A Hislor! of r l r c p  Ecirrrrt~riicd 
M o i w ~ w t r t ,  1 5 / 7 - / 9 4 S .  Westminster Press. 1967.) One 
of its largest parts. the Student Christian Movenient 
(SCM) in  the United States. was disniantled in the 
sixties' orgy of anti-institutionalisni. The WSCF's 
twenty-seventh General Assenibly was held in  Colombo. 
Sri Lanka (Ceylon),. last February and reflected the 
results of the last decade's eniphasis upon radicalization 
and regionalization. Involving I75 people from 73 coun- 
tries. 46 affiliated groups were represented ( I  I from 
Africa, 13 from Asia, IS from Europe, 6 from Latin 
America. none from the Middle East. and I from 
Canada). The official staff report notes that agreement 

was reached on coniniitnient to anti-iniperialisni and 
"the liberation struggle," although statements reflected 
some differences about precisely how the revolution is to 
be advanced. A "theological presentation" by a guest 
from New York City ("the largest colony in  the northern 
hemisphere") offered "a global analysis" that appar- 
ently brought together such disparate niovenients as 
Quebec separatism and the feminist liberation strugglcs 
in "the process of collective retleclion." Approprialcly 
radical resolutions were passed on South Africa. Israel. 
South Korea. and the Wilniington I O  (black ilctivists o n  
trial in  North Carolina). 

More revealing than the staft report is the cvaluation 
of WSCF retiring general secretary Feliciano V .  Carino. 
which he has circulated to concerned parties. I t  is 
important to remeniber that Carino was elected four 
years ago as part of the rebellion against the "cen- 
tralized, western imperialist" control of WSCF. What 
the staff report on Colombo overlooked. writes Carino. 
was "the bitter conflicts. the insulting remarks, the high 
tone of Marxist-Leninist prophetism.. .the arrogancc of 
ideological and political purity.. .the annihilation of 
persons and the assassinations of character.. .the seciii- 
ingly insatiable urge to gain political hegciiiony. thc 
breakdown of confidence aniong friends. the ciirclcss 
passing around of purportcd inforinat ion about supposed 
secret political activities of piople. e.g.. wi th  the CIA. 
the brokering of power by people froiii whom one never 
hears most of the time. but who reappear in  large 
meetings, etc." 

hopes can one lay upon such a community as a possihlc 
bearer and sign of hope for the future? What docs this 
community. ..prc-figi;rc for the Church and for the 
world? What 'salt' does i t  givc to the earth. and what 
'light' does i t  shed for the world'? What helpcan i t  give to 
those whose communities are broken by the divisions 01' 
this world. and to those who suffer from the hcavy 
burden of oppression that is rampant evcrywhcrc'? And. 
finally. what resource does such an event provide for thc 
larger Christian coiiiiiiunity--of which i t  hiis cli1iliictl to 
be a part-to understand bcttcr thc meaning of its lil'c a n d  
witness in the world today?" 

"The Fcderat ion. ' * writes Cari no. " must n o t  hc 
treated like a small child." Yet i t  is inviting j u s t  such 
treatnient. such "reverse patcrnalisiii." if i t  persists in  a 
"thoroughly unreflective and unoriginal dogiiiatisiii" 
that i s  far from the churches that are supporting i t  
financially. Is Marx'isni-Leninism "simply the instru- 
ment of political analysis. or has i t  become.. .a creed to 

In anguished disillusionment Carino a 
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which everyone is called to adhere, and which [is] the 
tacit basis of the work of the Federation?" The Working 
Group Report of the assembly spoke of the WSCF's 
"dialectical relationship" with the historical Church. I f  
Carino and otheFobservers are to be believed (and there 
is every reason to believe them, for they have for years 
striven to put the best possible face on the WSCF). the 
main role of the churches in that dialectic is to put up 
money for anger-forums that are diametrically opposed 
to the churches' understanding of their witness and 
mission. This should not  come as a complete shock to 
those who lived through some of the more absurd 
moments of student radicalisni in  this country. now 
being fed back to us from the Third World. The several 
establishments are adept at funding anger-forums as a 
kind of sandbox in which obstreperous children keep 
theniselves amused. safely removed from what their 
elders' th ink  to be the serious business at hand.  The 
problem wi th  WSCF. according to Carino and others. is 
not that i t  poses some kind of radical threat but that. in 
terms of the larger ecumenical movement. i t  has become 
both politically irrelevant and personally destructive. 
The indulgence of the churches in subsidizing the radical 
nursery hour can n o  longer be taken for granted. 

ne hastcns to add that the WSCF is not the 0 WCC. The WSCF may not be "the cut- 
ting cdgc of the cutting cdge"; i t  inay not. to use 
Carino's term. "pre-figure" anything about the. larger 
ecunienical niovcnient. The structure of the WCC is 
dramatically dift'erent. and there are lines ofaccountabil- 
ity. however tenuous, to the nieiiiber churches. And yet 
many of the dynamics, niany of the same assumptions of 
a secular theology aimed at "sacralizing" a prescribed 
course of social change, are'present in the WCC. On a 
different scale and in a different style the WCC may be 
succumbing to a partisan dogmatism that deprives i t  of 
any genuinely radical word to the world. 

In this connection one of the most criticized and 
lauded programs of the WCC is the Program to Combat 
Racism (PCR) adopted in  1969. Beginning with 
$500.000 and followed by hundreds of thousands more, 
the WCC resolved "that this special fund be distributed 
to organizations of oppressed racial groups or organiza- 
tions supporting victims of racial injustice whose pur- 
poses are not inconsonant with the general purposes of 
the World Council and.. .to be used in  their struggle for 
econoniic. social and political justice." The controversy 
has been over which purposes "are not inconsonant" 
with those of the WCC. Council spokesmen have fre- 
quently insisted that all the money goes for educational. 
medical. relief. and other humanitar ian efforts rather 
than to the support of violence. As Paul Bock writes in  
I r r  Siwrclr i f  ( I  Ri~spi)ri .sibli~ Wor~td Socicrv . howci.er. 
"the Central Comniittee did not decide.. .which groups 
f i t  the criteria [of the spccial fund's stated purpose]." 
"Thus the Prograiii IO Combat Racism niade no decision 
about the compatibility of violence w i t h  thc Christian 
ethic ... . . A  decision was niade to use this fund as a synibol 
of solidarily with the oppressed.. . . B y  supporting o r  
withholding support. the churches took a stand on a 

principle that they had earlier supported by many 
prophetic-sounding words." 

The Executive Committee of the WCC has set up a 
complicated and very indirect process for supervising 
the expenditure of PCR funds. I t  is widely acknowledged 
that the WCC cannot give believable assurances that 
PCR is not buying guns and supporting other violent 
guerrilla activities. The member churches and, most 
likely, the Executive Committee do not know what 
actually happens to the money given for "humanitarian" 
purposes. This too. some argue, should come as no 
shock. Why shouldn't the churches help fund guerrilla 
warfare aimed at advancing causes they have supported 
"by many prophetic-sounding words"'? 

Especially in Africa the WCC. also through PCR. has 
supported a number of "liberation struggles" that have 
resulted in rather unpleasantly repressive regimes, such 
as those in Angola and Mozambique. In  these and other 
countries in Africa and elsewhere the denial of human 
rights, including religious rights, the forced migration of 
minorities, systematic torture, and imprisonment with- 
out charges or trial, are all taking place without any  
public protest from the WCC. The most virulent critics 
of the WCC are having a field day in exposing the 
"patent hypocrisy" of the WCC's prophetic noises 
about "majority rule" i n  Southern Africa and their 
silence about other atrocities in that darkening continent. 
Some WCC officials feel keenly the ethical quandary in 
which the Council finds itself; others, having a surer 
word from the Lord on what constitutes the cutting edge 
of history. admit to no embarrassment whatsoever. 

Burgess Carr. who is called "Mr.  Africa" i n  some 
ecumenical circles, has been highly critical of Idi 
Aniin's excesses in  Uganda. Amin is recognized as an 
international embarrassment tending to discredit the 
moral status of "African solidarity." Simultaneously, 
the Reverend Canon Carr has called for full-scale war to 
force majority rule in Rhodesia, a war he claimed would 
be won within three days. I t  is not too much to say that 
the establishment ecumenical posture toward Southern 
Africa is fast approaching that of a holy war, a Christian 
jihad. At the 1966 Geneva conference a prominent 
American theologian is reported to have declared, 
triumphantly: "This conference marks the death knell of 
realism i n  Christian ethics." Perhaps he was right. 
Nothing could repudiate more blatantly the "realism" 
associated with Reinhold Niebuhr than the declaration of 
a j ihc i r l .  a pitting of "the children of IigHt" against 
"the children of darkness." 

In a holy war dialogue with the enemy is treason. The 
Afrikaner-supported Reformed Church in  South Africa 
has long since left the WCC. charging that there was no 
longer the remotest chance that its interests or view- 
points would receive the slightest hearing. To my ques- 
tion as to whether the WCC has some obligation to try to 
reopen conversations w i t h  the Afrikaners. I was asked in  
t u r n :  "Should we have talked with the 'German Chris- 
tians' who supported Hitler?" No matter how odious one 
may find apartheid and variations of "separate develop- 
ment," the historical parallel seenis ominously facile. 

Of course, as Niebuhr was fond of noting, history is 
filled wi th  ironies. The ecumenical critique of Nazism, 

. 
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especially at Oxford 1937. was largely based upon the 
repudiation of racialism and nationalisni. Today i t  would 
seem racialism and nationalisni are the cornerstone of the 
"liberation struggle" to which the Church is called to 
commit itself. This is peculiarly true in  Africa. For 
example. "majority rule" would seeni devoid of any 
content other than that members of the majority race be 
in  political control. Thus dictators. so long as they are of 
the majority race, meet the criterion. Other consid- 
erations. such as deniocratic process, respect for human 
and civil rights. and so forth.  would seem to be irrele- 
vant.  To raise questions about these values. wh ich  are 
respected by alniost no countries in  Africa. would 
disturb the shaky basis of WCC associations i n  Africa. 
Majority rule-defined exclusively in  racial rather than  
political or ethical terms-is the single basis upon which 
"solidarity wi th  the oppressed" can be secured. I n -  
terestingly. concern for "minority rights." so pronii- 
nent in. for example. the American civil rights move- 
ment. seems to have lost its ethical status. The 20 per 
cent white minority in  South Africa. for instance. b 
minority that has been there as long or longer than niosy 
of the black majority. gets no sympathetic hearing for its 
anxieties about its place in a "liberated" South Africa. 

To be sure, at present the whites are in power and the 
blacks are most in need of empowerment. But i t  is 
perhaps not too much to ask that the churches operate 
wi th  a modicum of principle. I t  is obvious that the 
siniplistic and essentially racialist formula of "majority 
rule" cannot accommodate the considerations appropri- 
ate to any serious ethical notion of justice. Of course the 
realities of the world are not always amenable to princi- 
ple. In Africa, for example, the centrifugal force of 
tribalism places a high premium upon "nation- 
building" and the nationalist passions that task may 
require. The churches in  Africa have an  institutional 
interest in demonstrating to the several regimes their 
devotion to "nation-building." The pjomotion of 
nationalism is in  some instances a question of institu- 
tional survival. 

But when principle and the realities of the world 
conflict. is i t  the Church's task toconforni to the realities 
or to accept a position of creative disjointedness with the 

". . .it is ironic that today conformity is so 
often peddled as prophecy. '' 

world? Obviously. the question has becii around lor  ;it 

least two thousand years. But  i t  is ironic that IolliiY 
conformity is so often peddled as prophecy. No onc can 
make a n  heroic decision for others. One therefore syi i i -  
pathizes with African churches whose very existence 
may depend upon subscribing to the dogmas of racialism 
and nationalism. But should not the IargerChurch. i n  the 
fu l l  exercise of its transnational and transcultural charac- 
ter. help to temper and refine these dogmas rather than to 
reinforce them? Facing the Nazi threat. Oxford 1937 
raged against the idols'of nation and race. Today. nation 
and race are fast becoming the ecumenical lodestar of 
liberation. I t  is as though ecumenical social thought has 
completed a deadly circle. Of course, "new occasions 
teach new duties," and all that. But i t  isdoubtful that the 
occasion is so new as to require the reversal or the 
abandonment of principles on which the ecumenical 
niovenient was built. 

n this discussion of the ecumenical niovenient I and international affairs we have barely 
.touched on what inany critics th ink  its most glaring sin. 
namely, the application of quite different standards in 
protesting political or other oppressions. That is. in 
recent years the WCC has regularly protested alleged 
violations of human and political rights in the Western 
democracies and allied nations. while remaining curi- 
ously silent about similar offenses i n  the Soviet sphere or 
among Third World nations that identify with "the 
liberation struggle." I t  should be noted that at Nairobi 
1975 the Council did. however gingerly. raise the 
question of human rights in  the Soviet Union. But.  in  
general. the criticism remains valid. I have not dwelt 
upon i t  because its explanation is extremely obvious. 
The reason for the double or triple standard, when all is 
said and done, is that many.  i f  not niost. of the meniber 
churches would not be permitted to participate in  the 
WCC if  the WCC were in the habit of criticizing their 
regimes back home. In this respect too the apparent 
radicalism of WCC pronouncements has its source in  its 
very cautious concern for its institutional self-interest. 

Ideally. one might think the ecumenical movement 
would be a most t rustworthy voice on behalf of human 
rights. Clearly, however, the statenients of Amnesty 
International are trusted. and rightly so. many times 
above those of the WCC. I f  the WCC is to speak 
coqorately to such issues, its very structure tends 
toward the application of double standards. One 
option-some would call i t  courageous. others 
irresponsible-would be to speak without favor and thus 
risk the loss of member churches whose countries' oxen 
would be gored. Another option might be to acknow- 
ledge the structural quandary and remain silent about 
violations of rights. A third option. and this would sceiii 
the more attractive. is to find new ways of speaking 
corporately. but in a pluralistic style. This iiicans iiiod- 
ifying drastically any  pretensions to be speaking lor r h c i  
Clrirrc-h. I t  nieans exploring ways. as John Bcnnctt said. 
to speak "in and to the churclics." This tlocs not 
preclude speaking a word I'roni this particular cluster o l  
churches to the world. when such a word is both honest 
and appropriate. Whether a iiiorc pluralistic and less 
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mendacious style is developed depends almost wholly 
upon WCC participants from churches that do not need to 
fear reprisals back homc. For the most part. and sad to 
say. that means North Americans and Western Euro- 
peans. Thesc participants iiiust stop "going along." in  
an effort to preserve the appcarancc 01' un i ty .  w i th  
pronounceiiicnts and actions that too often make the 
WCC a laughingstock to its enemies and an embarrass-' 
men't to its friends. At present the fear that leads to 
institutional conservatisni results in  radical noises that 
have little to do w i t h  the life of the churches. and 
certainly offer nothing new or very interesting to the rest 
of the world. 

hus Carl Mclntyre and other right-wing T critics of the WCC could not be more 
wrong. The Geneva curia is not populated by revolution- 
ary firebrands eager to hand the world over to the 
Bolsheviks. This is not to deny that there are WCC 
officials who proclaim their commitment to Marxist 
socialism, to Mao's rediscovery of primitive Christiani- 
ty,  and the like. There are such people, and there is no 
reason we should not believe they believe what they say 
they believe. But that is not the heart of the matter. The 
directions in  the WCC of  which we have been critical 
have much more to do wi th  Max Weber than with Karl 
Marx.  That is. they have to do with the nature of 
bureaucratization and legitimation in the modern world. 

One suspects that, although ideology is a force, the 
WCC is not motored primarily by ideology. A stronger 
dynamic is the need to keep the organization together. 
and this is thought to require the distortions on social and 
political questions noted above. The suggestion that the 
WCC should therefore shift its focus from social and 
political questions runs into the other most powerful 
dynamic, the need for a legitimating purpose. Theologi- 
cal and ecclesial study and dialogue do not command the 
compelling interest of some Christians today. and those 
who are devoted to those dimensions of ecumenism find 
other forums more f ru i t fu l  than the WCC. As for mis- 
sionary work, despite the incorporation of the Interna- 
tional Missionary Council in  1961. most churches that 
promote transnational missionary endeavors take care of 
serious work quite apart from the WCC. Apart from 
'politics and apart from advancing what purports to be the 
cutting edge of history. what distinctive purpose war- 
rants the thousands of workers and millions of dollars 
and infinity of meetings that presently make up the 
WCC? Upon the discovery of answers to that question 
may depend the future of the WCC and of one style of 
ecumenical Christian engagement in international af- 
fairs. 

Of the three agencies discussed here, the World 
Student Christian Federation is barely existing on re- 
sidual loyalties that will probably soon be withdrawn. 
The National Council of Churches will continue to be 
supported for certain valuable coordinating progranis 
(for which some such body may be necessary), respected 
for its frequent championing of the causes of the weak 
and abused in our society, and increasingly ignored in its 
prescription of predictable nostrums for a just national 
and international order. Unlike the WSCF, i t  hasorgani- 

zational resources, functional responsibilities. and l i n k -  
age to the churches that will prevent its going out ot' 
business in the foreseeable future, no matter how much i t  
niay be diminished in stature. 

The concern for the ecumenical nioveiiient and for the 
Church's life and witness as a transnational community 
focuses much more urgently upon the World Council. 
One sign of hope is that niany of the concerns touched 
upon here are n o w  discussed wi th  greater freedom wi th in  
the Council itself. The first general secretary and now 
elder statesman o f  thc WCC. W.A. Visscr * t  Hoot't. is 
increasingly outspoken about the need for renewed 
theological and ethical nerve i f  the ecu'nienical move- 
ment is not to trap itself in a very narrow socio-political 
definition of its purpose. Younger nien and women in the 
Council. representing a broad cross section of member 
churches, are having second thoughts about a "political 
theology" in  which the theology is clearly subordinate. 
if not mere embellishment. to the politics. As one 
African involved in WCC study progranis put i t ,  "A lot 
of us weren't here ten years ago when a middle-aged 
leadership was so caught u p  wi th  the youth revolution as 
the sign of the future. I sonietiiiies th ink  they tried to send 
the church to what you Americans call an obedience 
school. so that i t  would be like a little dog trotting at the 
heels of  the secular vanguard in  the hope of being 
rewarded by a pat on the head from time to time." For the 
most part the people asking the hard questions about 
directions are no longer or not yet in the crucial de- 
cisionmaking positions. Bui some people are asking the 
questions. and one can hope their day will come. 

Finally, the choice facing the World Council is be- 
tween two visions aptly summarized in the concluding 
words of two books about the ecumenical movement, 
Robert McAfee Brown's Tire Ecurtrerrical Revoluriorr 
and Paul Bock's In Search of a Respotrsible World 
Society. Brown's final chapter is titled "Secular 
Ecunienism." and his last words are: "The challenge of 
secular ecumenism. then, is the challenge to Christians 
to put their bodies, individually and ecclesiastically, 
where their words are, and to take more seriously than 
any words that were spoken by them [at the 1968 Uppsala 
assembly], words that James Baldwin spoke to them at 
Uppsala: 'At this nioment i n  the world's history, i t  
becomes necessary for me, for my own survival, not to 
listen to what you say, but to watch very carefully what 
you do."' That vision, in which the James Baldwins 
define the agenda of the world that in turn defines the 
agenda of the Church, has a strong purchase on the 
World Council at present and is. many believe. the 
source of its current malaise. 

Then the final words from the second book: "In 
expressing this [divine] love i t  is not simply a case of 
'Doctrine divides. service unites.' Uniting i n  service 
while confronting the world's conflicts. Christians are 
led to reexamine their beliefs and to find together their 
implications for the common problems. Thus ser- 
vice.. .leads into deeper probing into doctrine. Therein 
lies the hope for the future. The church will best 
contribute to the solution of the world's problems if 
everyone heeds the words of the Oxford conference 
[1937]: 'Let the Church be the Church."' 


