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CHAPTER I 

DTII>DUm'lDW 

A. THE PROBLEM 

This study will be an attempt to trace the developme~t of 

the concept of the "responsible society" as it has arisen in 

the discussion of the Ecumenical Movement from the Stockholm 

Conference to the Evanston Assembly. The analysis will focus 

on the ecumenical discussions which give expression to the con­

cept, in an effort to discern its development, its nature and 

content, and its usefulness as a norm or criterion for social 

analysis and development. 

The hypothesis proposed is that the concept or idea of the 

"responsible society" has developed out of the ecumenical ex­

change and serves as a conceptual structure which embraces a 

basic polarity of life in society and as a medium for the evalu­

ation and change of that social experience. The idea of the 

"responsible society" encompasses the polarity which arises 

between the claim for freedom on the part of the individual 

and the similar demand for freedom and rights on the part of 

others. Three areas constitute the working dimensions of the 

hypothesis: 

1. The conceptualization of this polarity of interest pro­

vides a working frame of reference within which a reassessment 

l 
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of the polar elements and their balance of interaction can be 

facilitated. 

2. It is proposed that such a conception as that of the 

"responsible society" provides a dynamic and inclusive norm for 

society; an over-arching norm which may serve both as a goal 

to be realized and as a criterion for evaluation in the process 

of social development. This normative character offers an 

avenue of communication between theology and the social or 

philosophical sciences. 

3· Final~, it is proposed that the idea of the "respon­

sible society" serves as a working medium for unified action 

despite theological diversity and as a means through which 

to give expression to the ultimate ideals of the Christian 

faith in the concrete situation. This accommodates the recog­

nition of the persistence of sin on the one hand and man's 

potentiality on the other. 

B. DEFmiTIONS 

One aspect of the task of this writing will be to provide 

a more definitive understanding of the idea of the "responsible 

society" as a term and as a working concept. It is necessary, how­

ever, to have some working definitions. The idea of the "respon­

sible society" was a product of the Post-World War II discussions 

and the preparatory work for the Amsterdam Assembly. It was 

developed for the purpose of giving expression to a middle way 

of political and economic action between the contending world 
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forces, Communism and Capitalism. This middle ground had been 

spoken of as the "third force" or the "third way." This idea 

was criticized because it suggested no more than the opposi­

tion to a first and second way. The newness of the idea of 

the "responsible society" allowed the projection of a vital 
l 

and new content. 

The Amsterdam Assembly defined the "responsible society" 

as one 

where freedom is the freedom of men who acknowledge 
responsibility to justice and public order, and where 
those who hold political authority or economic power 
are responsible for its exercise2to God and the people 
whose welfare is affected by it. 

This definition was augmented by the following passage, which 

lends clarity to the former definition: 

Man must never be made a mere means for political or 
economic ends. Man is not made for the State but the 
State for man. Man is not made for production, but 
production for man. For a society to be responsible 
under moderm conditions it is required that the people 
have freedom to control, to criticize, and to change 
their governments, that power be made responsible by 
law and tradition, and be distributed as widely as 
possible through the whole community. It is required 
that economic justice and provision of opportunity be 
established for all the members of the society3 

The Evanston Assembly added a further perspective to the 

definition: 

The Responsible Society is not an alternative social 
or political system, but a criterion by which we judge 

1. World Council of Churches, The Responsible Society (Geneva: 
Study Department Document, ~/267, 1949), p. 5. 

2. World Council of Churches, Man's Disorder and God's Design 
(N.Y.: Harper & Brothers, 1948), III, 192.-

3· ~·, P• 192. 



all existing social orders, and at the same time 
a standard to

1
guide us in the specific choices we 

have to make. 

4 

This points to the functional role of the concept wherein it 

serves as a generalized composite norm which is capable of de­

velopment and application in a variety of cultural situations. 

The purpose for stating these definitions in such general 

terms will be discussed more fully under another heading; how­

ever, it is relevant to note here that the variety of economic 

and political problems in the world community necessitates such 

a flexible and generalized normative conceptual structure. 

Ethical absolutism and ethical relativism represent the ex­

treme poles 1n the field of possible approaches to the problem 

of ethics, according to Philip Wheelwright. Ethical absolutism 

assumes that "moral values are mixed and universally valid for 

all times, persons, and situations," and that the method of 

ethics will be pr~arily deductive.2 In contrast, ethical rela­

tivism asserts "that there are no fixed values, there are only 
3 fluctuating human valuations." The Christian who emphasizes the 

factor of transcendence, Biblical legalism, or a completely 

Christological approach to ethics would be illustrative of a 

tendency toward the absolutist position. On the other hand the 

position of the cultural relativist is illustrative of the approach 

of ethical relativism. 

1. W.A. Visser•t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report (N.Y.: Harper 
& Brothers, 1955), P• 113. ---

2. Philip Wheelwright, A Critical Introduction to Ethics (2d ed. 
rev.; New York: The ~dyssey Press, 1949), p.~4. 

3• ~·• P• 36. 



In contrast with ethical relativism and in similarity with 
• 

~thical absolutism, the normative approach does presuppose a 

universally applicable ethical criterion. From this position 

the normative approach, unlike either ethical absolutism or 

relativism, seeks the transformation of the concrete situation 

and the realization of value within it. The ethical criteria of 

the normative approach may be derived from reflection upon and 

deduction from an assumed absolute or by inductive postulation 

from the relative situation. The central point which differen­

tiates the normative approach from the position of the relati­

vist is the recognition of universal values, while the point of 

differentiation from the absolutist is the concern for the 

transformation of the situation. 

Various uses of a normative approach in the ecumenical 

discussions will be identified in the early stages of the re­

search in an effort to discern the possible foundations upon 

which the idea of the responsible society was developed. The 

normative approach is characterized by the suggestion or usage 

of an idea as a goal or criterion for the purpose of indicating 

direction or action with reference to the social process. 

C. EVIDENCE OF INTEREST 

There is evidence in a number of spheres of a growing in­

terest in the concept of the responsible society itself, and 

in the type of normative approach which it represents. 
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The social concern of the churches was expressed in and 

through the concept at the Amsterdam Assembly. Since that time 

it has become increasingly important in the discussions of 

clergy and laity alike. This significance is also indicated by 

the fact of the expanded usage of the idea of the "responsible 

society" in the work of the Evanston Assembly. 

Support of this normative method was also given in the 

criticism by Dr. John Bennett in the chapter in the Amsterdam 

series on the "Strategy of the Church." Bennett commented, 

Dr. Patijn does not seem to me in this chapter 
quite to do justice to the place of the proximate 
norms that ~hould guide the social strategy of 
the church.! 

Dr. Bennett places considerable weight on the use of proximate 

norms Sift his Christian Ethics and Social Policy. 

The Christian ethic guides us in determining the 
goals which represent the purpose of God for our 
time. These are not absolute and all-inclusive 
goals but the next steps that our own generation 
must take. The Kingdom of God in its fullness lies 
beyond our best achievements in the world but God 
does have purposes for us that can be realized. 2 
Tb live for them is to live for the Kingdom now. 

Reinhold Niebuhr, writing from the theological position he 

assumed in 1937, pointed out that the genius of the gospel ethic 

was its absoluteness and its lack of any specific strategy for 

1. World Council of Churches, Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
III, 152. ---

2. John Bennett, Christian Ethics and Social Policy (N.Y.: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1946), -pp. 76, 17. 



dealing with the problems of the sinful world. It therefore 

becomes necessary to supplement gospel ethics with 
some strategy for meeting the requirements, the day 
to day necessities of a world in which the an~rchy 
of sin must be checked suffiliently to allow some 
degree of human cooperation. 

7 

The idea of the "responsible society" as discussed below will be 

more than simply a social strategy; however, Niebuhr's concern 

for a social strategy indicates a type of interest in one level 

of application. 

Reference was also made to the need for social strategy and 

analysis in the preliminary examination of the American scene 

written for the Fifth Annual Assembly of the Division of Chris­

tian Life and Work of the National Council of Churches. It 

called for a more sensitive social analysis and psychological 

understanding in approaching the problem of the balance between 

freedom and restraint under the value system in the social 

order. 2 

David Bidney, in his work, Theoretical Anthropology, gives 

considerable thought to the normative sciences. 

The function of a normative science, is to investi­
gate and suggest new modes of human conduct which 
may serve as norms for cultural experience and 

1. Reinhold Niebuhr, "The Christian Faith and the Common Life," 
The Christian Faith and the Common Life Nils Ehrenstr8m et 
'il( Chicago: wiilett-;-Glark & Co., ~), p. 82. -

2. 'liTvision of Christian Life and Work of the National Council 
of Churches. Chan~in~America: A Social Perstective for the 
Flann~ of the ur es 1ii Their Christian ite and-rorr 
(N.Y. :ivislon of Christ1in Lite and Work, National­
Council of Churches, 1955), P• 3· 



experimentation. • • • The objective of such a 
normative anthropology is not to discover 'laws• 
of cultural development, but rather to discover 
new cultural possibilities and potentialities 
which may be of practical

1
significance in cultural 

invention and innovation. 

8 

This points to the normative scientist aa a culture builder who, 

through the use of the processes of thought, postulates norms 

such as "a responsible society" for the purpose of the general 

advancement of culture. Bidney speaks of this direction toward 

a normative anthropology as a meta-anthropology. It naturally 

leaves open the question of the transcendent ground which is 

fundamental for the development of Christian social thought. 

Another sphere of activity which indicates an interest in 

the normative approach is that of sociological analysis. Con­

cepts such as goals or norms and institutional restraints have 

become quite significant as tools for the social sciences. The 

work of the sociologist Robert Merton is an example of this 
2 

approach and usage. 

D. PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

The previous research can be grouped under two headings, 

official expressions of the Ecumenical Movement and individual 

studies. The reports of the Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies 

1. 

2. 

David Bidney, Theoretical Anthropology. (N.Y.: Columbia 
University Press, 1953), P• 417. 
Robert K. Merton, "Social Structure and Anomie," American 
Sociological Review, III {October 1938), pp. 672-687. 



9 

provide some ongoing thought about the idea of the "responsi­

ble society" as a social norm, although the majority of the 

discussion centers on the application of the concept. The 

Study Department of the World Council of Churches has also been 

a center for research. It has issued a variety of pamphlets 

and documents whose purpose was to give a clearer understanding 

of the idea and to foster questions as to the usage and devel­

opment of the norm in various cultural contexts. 

Secondly, there are those individuals who have given thought 

to the idea of the "responsible society" as a conceptual norm. 

The concept was briefly discussed in the analysis of the social 

thought of the World Council of Churches made by Edward Duff. 1 

There is a natural parallel in much of the source material used, 

but the focus of the research carried out by Dr. Duff is es-

sentially different from that of this dissertation. Dr. John 

Bennett of Union Theological Seminary, who had utilized the 

normative approach through the use of middle axioms, has. indi­

cated the importance of the concept, although there is little 

published material which indicates the 

the concept of the responsible society 

nature of his usage of 
2 in itself. Dr. Walter 

Muelder, Dean of the Boston University School of Theology, has 

made explicit use of the concept in the book Religion ~ 

1. 

2. 

Edward Duff, The Social Thousgt of the World Counc 11 of 
Churches {London: LOngmans. reen and Co.' 1956) • -
John Bennett, "The Responsible Society," Congregational 
Quarterly, XXVII {October, 1949), p. 327. 



10 

Economic Responsibility and in his Boston University Lecture 

entitled, ~ ~ £! ~ Responsible Society. This study is 

deeply indebted to the brief lines of thought projected in the 

latter discourse. 

E. THE METHOD AND SCOPE OF THE DISSERTATION 

This study will be primarily limited to the official re­

ports of the major conferences of the Life and Work Movement 

and the first two assemblies of the World Council of Churches. 

These are selected as the basic data in that they represent 

a culmination of the •ocial concern and thought of the churches 

in each respective period. The nature of the concept indicates 

a further limitation. The idea of the responsible society is 

primarily a product of discussions in the economic and political 

spheres. These areas are also the main centers for the appli­

cation of the idea as a conceptual tool. This study will con­

centrate more explicitly, therefore, on those sections in the 

conference reports which deal with the economic and political 

order. Reference to other data will be made insofar as it has 

relevance for the elucidation of the the development, nature, 

and functions of the idea of the "responsible society." 

The method of the dissertation will be empirical, a gath­

ering of data from the sources, and an appeal to rational 

coherence as the means of interrelating the data for the pur­

pose of giving it interpretation and meaningful expression. 

The data of the first section will be collected from the 
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conference reports with reference to two basic foci. First, 

data will be selected which is demonstrative of what has been 

defined as the normative approach. Secondly, the reports will 

be surveyed with reference to their content of the component 

elements which were later encompassed in the idea of the "re­

sponsible society." This phrase was not used officially until 

shortly before the Amsterdam Assembly; however, its structural 

dialectic of freedom and equality and the balance of the two 
1 was involved in earlier discussions. These component elements 

will serve as the second center around which relevant data will 

be collected. 

This raises the problem of the means by which the data 

will be critically weighed and correlated. There is the obvi­

ous possibility of establishing a criterion upon which an 

evaluation could be based. The nature of the material presents 

another possibility however. The Ecumenical Movement has been 

an ongoing process of internal criticism and growth. The 

second alternative would thus be to discern that internal process 

rather than simply to project an external criticism on the basis 

of an individual criterion. The latter method, which represents 

1. the term "'lhe Respon­
Conference of Chris­
Bossey, 1948 (Geneva: 

Dr. c. L. Patijn notes the first use of 
sible Society" in an address before the 
tian Politicians held at the Chateau de 
World Council of Churches, 1948), p. 2. 

"What we need is not a free society, but a responsible so­
ciety. I remember very well how this word was found. We had 
a discussion in London, a few months ago about Dr. Oldham's 
paper on the Free Society, and Dr. Oldham himself did not agree 
with the title. He said what we needed was a humane society, 
but as that is untranslatable, after a long discussion it was 
decided to use the title· 'A Responsible Society. i" 
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a more intrinsic approach, will be used in this study, an evolv­

ing coherence through which the study will seek to reveal the 

internal critique which lies within the data itself. 

The final section of the dissertation will project a more 

explicit examination of the nature of the idea of the respon-

sible society as made apparent in the data surveyed. The study 

will attempt to trace the develo~ent, nature, and function of 

the concept while maintaining a true correspondence with the 

nature of the specific data. 

F. 'mE PLAN OF THE DISSERTATION 

The dissertation will fall into two major sections. The 

first section will be a survey of the sources in an attempt to 

trace the development of the normative approach and the struc­

tural components of the concept of the responsible society. The 

first chapter will introduce the subject; indicate evidence of 

interest; and clariry the foundational problems of definition, 

scope, and method. The next four chapters will progressively 

deal with the major conferences of the Life and Work Movement 

and the world Council of Churches: Stockholm, Oxford, Amster­

dam, and Evanston. In each of these chapters the context, the 

conference, and the response to the conference will be con-

sidered. 

The second section will consist of an analysis of the con­

cept itself in terms of its structural characteristics and its 

1. Edgar s. Brightman, Nature and Values (Nashville, Tennessee: 
Abingdon-Cokesbuey, 1945), pP":" 106-107. 
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function and usefulness. This analysis will constitute Chapters 

six and seven. Chapter eight will be the general conclusion in 

which the results of the research will be drawn together 1n a 

final d1seuss~on. 



CHAPTER II 

THE SIDCKIDLM O>NFERENCE 

A. INTRODUCTION 

The Stockholm Conference of 1925 provides the natural 

starting point for the consideration of the problem, in that 

this conference stands near the beginning of the Life and Work 

Movement. The scope of this chapter will be to view this 

fundamental period through the report of the Stockholm Con­

ference •1 The main purpose will be to analyze this report in 

an effort to discern the fundamental trends and events which 

contributed to the development of the concept of the respon-

sible society. 

The discussion of this conference will be structured around 

four procedural steps: first, a survey of the context within 

which the conference took place; secondly, an analysis of the 

report of the conference in accordance with the purposes men­

tioned above; third, a consideration of those events which 

followed in direct response to that conference; and finally, 

a concluding summation of the findings of the analysis. 

1. G. K. A. Bell ( ed. ), The Stockholm Conference of 1925 
(London: Humphrey Milford, 1926), p. 1. 

14 



15 

This will lead quite naturally to a discussion of the Ox­

ford Conference and the Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies. The 

method of approach will be similar in these chapters to that 

established in the analysis of the Stockholm Conference. 

B. THE SETTING OF THE CONFERENCE 

1. The Socio-Political Setting 

World War I provided the chief background for much of the 

thought of the stockholm Conference. The destruction which it 

wrought in practically every realm ot life served as a continual 

reminder of' the necessity for a reappraisal of the role of the 

church in relation to the world. There was not only the obvi­

ous destruction of lif'e and material, but also the distortion 

of the trust upon which positive international relations could 

be built. The problem of' the church was in tens 1fied by the f'act 

that this distrust was also characteristic of the attitude of 

churchmen. The war presented a dual problem. The church not 

only had to come to terms with a rapidly changing world, it 

also had to heal its own internal wounds. 

2. The Theological Setting 

It is not possible within the scope or this study to present 

a detailed analysis of the spectrum of theological thought repre­

sented in the denominations and nationalities involved in such a 

conference. Nonetheless, it is possible to note the main currents 

of' thought. One such stream was the liberal movement which had 

risen to its height in the pe~iod preceding the First World War. 
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The war crushed much of the optimism of this movement and Pietism 

reasserted itself as a second current constituting the theological 
1 setting for Stockholm. Within and around these two streams 

there was a complex of many theological and social perspectives 

such as those of the Anglicans, the German Pietists, the "copse" 

Movement, the Christian liberals of France and America, and the 

Orthodox Churches, but the differentiation between the liberal 

and the Pietistic movements provided the primary theological back­

ground for the conference as is evidenced by the tension which 
2 arose withing the conference. 

3· Organizational Foundations 

The period immediately preceding World War I had witnessed 

the germination of a new concern for communication among the 

churches and for some form of organization between them. This 

not only gave rise to the development of interrelation and 

o.rganization at the national level, but also led to an inter­

national conversation among churchmen. This conversation re­

sulted in the Council of Constance, which was held in Switzer­

land, on the eve of the First World War, August 2, 1914. The 

imminence of war seriously limited the activity of the confer-

ence. However, mutual expression was given to the recognition 

of the inescapable duty of the churches to rise above their 

particular national orientation in an attempt to witness for 

the cause of peace. A continuation committee was appointed; 

l. 

2. 

Andrew L. Drummond, German Protestantism Since Luther 
(London: Epworth Press, 1951), chaps. vi, vi!. 
W. Schweitzer (ed.), EschatologJ and Ethics, tr~s. R.H. 
Fuller (Geneva: World Council o CEllrches, 1951), p. 15. 
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and this group eventually associated themselves under the name 

of the World Alliance for Promoting International Friendship 

Through the Churches. 
1 

With the coming of the First World War, many of these lines 

of communication were broken. Despite this fact, a group of 

Scandinavian churchmen, under the leadership of Archibishop 

Nathan Soderblom, pressed for a wartime conference of recon­

ciliation. This action eventuated in the Neutral Church Con-
2 ference in Uppsala in December of 1917. 

After the war, the afore-mentioned committee of the World 

Alliance sponsored a peace conference at Oud Wassenaar, Holland. 

At this conference Archbishop Soderblom outlined his plan for 

an international conference which would combine all the churches 

hl one unified approach to the problems or the social order. 

'lbis idea moved toward realization in the inauguration of 

the Life and WOrk Movement at an international conference called 

for that purpose at Geneva, in 1920. 3 This body undertook the 

actual administrative action which culminated in the Stockholm 

Conference. With one notable exception the conferences during 

the years between Geneva and Stockholm were dedicated prima­

rily to the task of structuring the Life and Work Movement and 

preparing for the Stockholm Conference itself. The exception 

1. 

2. 
3· 

Ruth Rouse and Stephen Neill.(ed.), A History of the Ecumeni­
cal Movement. ( ;pailadelphia: Westminster Press -;-1954), p. 515. 
l'D!d., P• 527. 
~., P• 535. 
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was the Birmingham COnference on Christian Politics, Economics, 

and Citizenship, held in Birmingham, England, in April of 

1941.1 This conference, which was a unique outgrowth of the 

social concern of the English churches, served as a vital 

resource for the discussions at Stockholm. Against the back­

ground of a variety of theological and social factors these 

many strains of action and concern were combined as the founda­

tion of the Stockholm Conference. 

c. THE CONFERENCE 

On August 19, 192$, more than five hundred delegates from 

thirty-seven countries assembled in the cathedral in Stockholm, 

Sweden, for the opening meeting of the conference.2 In con­

trast with earlier conferences, the Stockholm Conference was 

developed on an official delegate basis. The letters of in­

vitation requested that the national church bodies appoint 

delegates. This action, however, in no way bound the churches 

to any position assumed by the eonference.3 

For many the spirit of the conference was its most impor­

tant qualitf.4 Despite extreme differences in theological and 

political position, the delegates were united in a tremendous 

sense of oneness which trascended those divisions. 

l. 

2. 

~: 

Will Reason (ed.}, The Proceedings of the c.o.P.E.c. 
Longmans, Green andCo., 1924). --
G.K.A. Bell (ed.}, The Stockholm Conference of 192$, 
Ibid., P• 17. - -
Rlith Rouse and Stephen Neill ( ed.}, ! HistQg !lf ~ 
ca~ Movement, P• 549. 

(London: 

P• l. 

Ecumeni-
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The purpose of the conference was indicated by the Bishop 

of Winchester, F. T. Woods, in the opening address when he 

said, "Our concern is not a doctrine of the church, not the 

government of the church, but the establishment of the sov­

ereignty of Jesus Christ through the whole range of human af­

fairs."1 ~is represented an attempt to approach the demand­

ing problems of the world outside of the theological perspec­

tive, an attempt made necessary by the theological disagree­

ment of the time. 

The work of the conference was divided into six discus-

sion areas: ( 1) The Purpose of God for Humanity and the Duty 

of the Church, (2) The Church and the Economic and Industrial 

Problems, (3) The Church and Social and Moral Problems, (4) 

The Church and Industrial Relations, (5) The Church and Chris­

tian Education, and (6) Methods of Co-operation and Federa­

tive Efforts by the Christian COmmunions. Three of these 

sections fall with the limits or this study. 

1. The Purpose of God for Humanity and the Duty of the Church 

The basic dispute in the conference arose in this section, 

with the problem of the nature of the Kingdom and man's rela­

tion to it. ~is issue not only crept in despite the attempt 

to eliminate theological discussion; it beca.e a dominant thread 

which wove itself through the entire program. 2 The approach of 

1. 
2. 

G.K.A. Bell (ed.), Q2• cit., P• 39. 
Ruth Rouse and Stepliin lre'Ill (ed.), .2£• ill•• p. 547. 



most of the German delegation was expressed by the Bishop of 

Saxony, Ludwig Ihmels, who commented: 

The Kingdom of God, however, means the Kingship 
of God • • • We learn from Holy Scripture, that 
the Church has only one task, which is to bear 
witness to Him who was and is and is to come. In 
Christ the Kingdom of God has become a reality 
in the world; in Him it is built up, in Him it 
is made complete. Nothing could be more mistaken 
or more disastrous than to suppose that we mor­
tal men have to build up God 1 s kingdom in the 
world.~ 

In contrast, an American delegate, Charles s. Wishart, 

indicated that the church in America 

is seeking to meet her responsibility for the 
fulfilment of God 1 s great kingdom purpose by 
the development of an environment which will 
at once fit men for the Kingdom of God and 
stimulate their entrance into that Kingdom.2 

The middle-ground was defined by a British delegate, 

A. E. Garvie: 

God fulfils the purpose for man, not apart from 
man, but by means of man • • • Man can hinder 
or help, delay or advance the fulfilment of God 1 s 
purpose. In the endeavor to better the lot and 
the life of man this is a consideration which 
must never be lost sight of: it is not a human 
enterprise limited by human resources: but it 
is a divine intention that can command divine 
resources: and yet by its very nature as personal 
and concerned with persons it cannot be achieved 
by these divine resources without human co-oper­
ation • • • • God fulfils His purpose for man 1n 
intimate relations with man.3 

1. G.K.A. Bell (ed.), ~· cit., PP• 84-86. 
2. Ibid., P• 82. 
3· !bid., p. 88. 
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The doctrine assumed by Dr. Ihmels expresses its social 

concern primarily through witness to the redemptive act of 

Christ, with little emphasis upon the transformation of the 

world through the efforts of men. Within Wishart's position, 

the Kingdom of God is thought of as being brought· about by 

the activity of men in co-operation with God. A co-creative 

relationship is also characteristic of the mediating posi­

tion assumed by Garvie; however, the emphasis is upon the 

purpose of God rather than the activity of man. 

The very fact of this discussion is significant. The 

churches had approached Stockholm with the realization that 

they had to come to terms with the problems of the world 

whatever their theological orientation. They were awaken-

ing to the fact that they had responsibilities in the world 

even if they disagreed as to the theological implications of 

thoee responsibilities. This discussion pointed to the diffi­

culty of isolating the consideration of social issues from the 

theological. This insight was fundamental in the eventual 

effort to correlate the activities of the Faith and Order 

Movement and the Life and Work Movement under a World Coun­

cil of Churches. Finally, this discussion suggested the 

clearest internal criticism which was to arise out of the 

conference. An emphasis upon the Kingdom alone, failed to 

come to grips with the social problems, while on the other 

hand a purely social approach lacked the power which is 

based on confidence in the ultimate victory of God's King­

dom. 
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2. The Church and Economic and Industrial Problems 

This section began its work with the recognition that the 

church had been driven out of many spheres of human life. The 

emphasis upon personal salvation with its lack or social con­

cern and the self' asserted autonomy of classical laissez 

raire economics were cited as two or the f'undamental causes or 
1 

this isolation or the church. Th1s led to the realization 

that salvation could no longer be discussed simply in indi­

vidualistic terms. The church had to be responsive to the 

institutions or society as well as to the individual. There 

was, or course, a range of difference in the amount of weight 

given to this realization in general correlation with the 

position assumed on the question of the Kingdom. 

It was a German delegate, however, who best 'summed up 

this recognition. 

If we look at this more closely and in the spirit 
or love, we shall rind that it is by no means 
always a question or the sin and guilt or the in­
dividual, but much more f'requently or the commun­
ity. Th1s guilt consists in the ract that the 
community has allowed conditions to arise in which 
men are bound to stumble and rall, to sink and be 
lost. • • • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Is it not a Christian duty not only to hold out a 
helpf'ul hand to those who have come to grief' and to 
stoop to those who have sunk low in sin and sorrow, 
but also to feel the collective guilt and to wage 
war against those conditions that crush body and 
soul, mind and spirit, manners and morals, joy and 

1. Ibid., P• 124. 



nobility of mind? Thus • • • to advance beyond 
helpfulness to individu~ls to comprehensive social 
and industrial reforms.l 
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But how was the church to meet this necessity? Was it to 

develop a particular economic and political program or was it 

to bear witness to an event and a Kingdom? Was united action 

possible without a similar theological unity? In the midst 

of these problems many of the delegates began to use a norma­

tive approach at the social issue level by their reference to 

the "human element" as a criterion. It was suggested that 

the social structure should be evaluated on the basis of con-

tributions to personal welfare and that the church should 

champion this "human element" wherever there was the possi-
2 bility of the production of personal values. 

Thus in the sphere of economics we have declared 
that the soul is the supreme value, that it must 
not be subordinated to the rights of property or 
to the mechanism of industry, and that it may 
claim as its first right the right of salvation. 
Therefore we contend for the free ~d full de­
velopment of the human personality.) 

Such a norm as that of the "human element" served as a focus 

of appeal for unity of thought in the face of theological dif-

terence. 

This nona was applied, for example, with reference to the 

problem of man and property. Elie Gounelle enlarged upon the 

use of the idea of the "human element" by citing several more 

l. 
2. 

Ibid., PP• 133-135· 
~A.Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference of lj~5. 2£ Life 
and !2.!:!!; (London: Humphrey Milford, 1926), P. 
Ibid., P• 712. 
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explicit normative ideas which in his opinion demonstrated the 

more 

erty 

rigorous 
1 

issue. 

demands of the Christian conscience on the prop­

The Oxford Conference was to see this approach 

developed more explicitly under the name or "middle axioms." 

A similar vein of thought was projected with reference to 

the problem of cooperation between industrial units within a 

nation. It was held that an industrial enterprise must in­

creasingly be thought of as a social trust. 2 This was aug­

mented with the imperative that industry should not exploit 

child labor and that unemployment should be prevented. 3 

This demand that industry and property be thought of as 

a social trust before God and the community, both in the dis­

cussions and in the final report at Stockholm has a close 

correlation with the Amsterdam definition of the responsible 

society as one "where those who hold political authority or 

economic power are responsible for its exercise to God and 

the people whose welfare is affected by it."4 

The question of the Kingdom, though evident, was not as 

pronounced as in the discussion of the first topic. The con­

frontation with the social dilemmas before the church tended 

to bring about some fusion of perspective though not a reso­

lution of the problem. 

l. Ibid., P• 170. 
2. 'I'b!a., P• 198. 
3· !bid., PP• 210, 216. 
4. 'iflie"World Council of Churches, Man's Disorder and God's 

Design (N.Y.: Harper&: Brothers, 1948), p. 192:-
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3· The Church and International Relations 

The section on The Church and International Relations was 

exceptionally vital to the conference due to the urgency of 

the problems of the world community. There was a general re­

jection of war, race cleavages, suppression of minorities, and 

excessive nationalism as being contrary to the will of God and 

to the good of the world community. Likewise, it was affirmed 

that loyalty to God surpassed all other loyalties. When the 

deliberations moved beyond this analysis into the area of 

recommendation, however, the basic tension of the conference 

projected itself. 

The course of the discussion denied the validity of war 

as a means of resolving world problems and acknowledged that 

the churches should make a persistent attack upon the causes 
l 

of conflict. The conflict within the economic sphere was 

identified as one such basic causal element of war in a num-

ber of the addresses. 

The premisses, on which competitive trade pro­
duction has been built up, presuppose that, for 
purposes of financial gain, the human race are 
entitled to pursue an unchristian, self-seeking 
policy, unrestrained by a due observance of 
social or international duty. It was the wide 
support of the competitive system, pressed un­
duly, both in military equipment and in trade 
development, that, in the main, brought about 
the cataclysm of the Great War.2 

l. G.K.A. Bell (e4.), £2• £1!•, P• 531. 
2. ~·• P• 468. 
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Racial and national differences were also identified as 

causal factors. There was a deeper note of concern at this 

point, however, for the prevention of future wars than for a 

recognition of the past war. This was in part a product of 

the discussion within this section on the problem of the colo­

nial or underdeveloped areas of the world and the fear that 

the growing unrest of the colonial empires might provide fuel 

for another war. This concern issued in an appeal for respect 
1 

for the equality of all races. 

The use of international law was considered as a medium 

for maintaining the stability of the world community. This 

discussion did not include an analysis of the function and 

role of the state, but it was realistically cognizant of the 

conception of national sovereignty as a hindrance to the 
2 

operation of any scheme of international law. 

It was recommended that a pattern of arbitration and 

reconciliation be fostered wherever possible in the relation­

ships of nations, but it was acknowledged that the primary 

problem of the time lay in the realm of the spiritual or psy­

chological. The greatest need or the hour was not for better 

international machinery, great as was that need, but rather 

for an attitude of cooperation and mutual respect among the 
3 

nations of the world. 

1. Ibid., P• 498 · 
2. Ibid., p. 523. 
3· Ibid., p. 523. 



The future bears in her bosom international 
difficulties for the adjustment of which neither 
the League of Nations, nor the new court or in­
ternational justice, nor other possible situa­
tions, afford a reli.able guarantee. However 
great importance may be attached to such situa­
tions, it must nevertheless be established that 
the centre of gravity of the cause of peace really 
lies on a different plane, the spiritual. 

The principal question is whether there is 
ground for hope that a spirit different .from that 
which has hitherto in general governed interna­
tional conditions may be developed in the nations, 
a spirit more germane to the lofty principles of 
Christianity.l 
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This same need for an international ethos had been raised 
2 

in the discussion on economic conflict as a cause of war. 

The central issue in this entire discussion was once again 

affiliated with the problem of the Kingdom. What were the 

churches to do in the midst of the chaotic world conditions? 

The majority of the participants in the discussion suggested 
3 

some kind of support for the League of Nations. Dr. Kapler, 

of the German delegation, responded to this position in the 

name or his group: 

They acknowledge warmly and gratefully the efforts 
of the Commission which has endeavored, in such a 
peaceful mind, to find a means of solving the 
problems of war and of establishing an international 
organization that would insure peace. But they are 
unconyinced that their efforts would achieve these 
ends.f.l. 

1. Ibid., p. $23. 
2. Ibid., p. 468. 
3. rrn., P:P· 417, 474. 
4• fliid., P• 4$0. 



Dr. Klingaman of Gilrmany stated 1n his address: 

We cannot identify any state of temporal welfare 
with the Kingdom of God, nor can we believe that 
a state of things within our power may hasten the 
coming of the Kingdom. • • .Luther taught us four 
hundred years ago to separate the idea of God 1 s 
Kingdom from all earthly endeavours on the ground 
of temporal welfare.l 
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From this perspective men could only bear witness to the 

nations, thereby calling them to repentance before God. 

Shortly after these comments, the conference moved to its 

most climactic moment in the address of Elie Gouae!l.le. He re­

sponded to the position of the German delegation: 

This Conference is deeply divided on the ques­
tion of the meaning to be given to the scrip­
tural idea, which inspires us all, of the 
Kingdom of God. Some are only willing to see 
in it a synonym for salvation by grace, or for 
forgiveness, others see in it a new material 
social order ruled by God. But whatever our 
explanation of the Kingdom of God may be, 
whether spiritual or material, individualist 
or social, is of little account after all! The 
relations between nations, as a practical mat­
ter, for all of us who are here, ought to be 
governed by the laws of this Kingdom, and we 
ought all in every way to wish that the will 
of God, the will of righteousness and peace, 
may be done on earth, assuming that we accept 
the programme of the Lord's Prayer. We must 
therefore believe and act in accordance there­
with.2 

This is to say that men must ever seek to realize 1n the 

world the kindgom to which they were called in Christ, regard­

less of their theological belief concerning the means through 

which the ultimate kingdom would be realized. 

l. G. K. A. Bell (ed.), 2E• ~., P• 451. 
2. Ibid., P• 453. 



In commenting on this section, the final report of the 

conference asserted: 

We have not attempted to offer precise solutions, 
nor have we confirmed by a vote the results of 
our friendly discussions. This was due not only 
to our respect for the convictions of individ­
uals or groups, but still more to the feeling 
that the mission of the Church is above all to 
state principles, and to assert the ideal, while 
leaving to individual consciences and to com­
munities the duty ol applying them with charity, 
wisdom and courage. 
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This indicated the persistent division in the thought of 

this section and also the persistent problem for Christian 

ethics of the means by which to realize the ideal in the 

actual. It is the contention of this study that the norma­

tive approach was to develop as a useful means through which 

to deal with this problem. 

The war had witnessed to the necessity of making national 

power internationally responsible; thus, the world was viewed 

as the unit of cooperation. There was little emphasis. upon the 

responsibility for national power in itself, however, as ex­

pressed in the Amsterdam definition of the responsible society. 

The problem of how to achieve world cooperation and the 

church's relation to that task remained unanswered in the 

face of the theological differences. 

1. ~·• P• 713. 
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D. THE POST-OONFERENCE PERIOD 

In its concluding days the conference elected a continua­

tion committee. This body was reconstituted as a permanent 

committee in 1930, under the title, The Universal Christian 

Council for Life and Work. It served as the central adminis-

trative body for furthering the activity of the Life and Work 

Movement through to the Oxford Conference of 1937. Two activ­

ities of this Committee are particularly relevant to the 

present study: the establishment of The International Christian 

Social Institute, and the preparation for the Oxford Conference. 

The latter interest will more naturally fall within the bound­

aries of the chapter to follow. 

The International Christian Social Institute was formally 

constituted by the Continuation Committee in 1927. Its scope 

of activity included seminars, research projects, a regular 

publication entitled Stockholm, and a general exchange of in­

formation between the churches. The London Conference of 

Christian Social Workers, The Basle Study Conference, and the 

Rengsdorf Study Conference were products of this activity. 

These conferences represented an attempt on the part of the 

churches to deal with the problems characteristic of those 
' 

years of economic crisis. 

There are two points at which these conferences contrib­

uted to the developing normative approach. First, there was 

a sharpening of the consciousness of the responsibility of the 
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church toward the social order. This intensified the quest 

for principles which might be utilized as a ground for social 

action. 

The Churches are concerned not only with the 
preaching of a specifically Christian ethic 
but also with the futherance of those broad 
principles of humanity on which the consci­
ence and reason of the world at large are at 
one with the conscience and reason of Chris­
tianity itself.l 

A unique element in this consideration was the attempt to 
2 correlate this normative approach with natural law. 

The second main stream following the pattern of Stockholm 

was the further development of principles or criteria as so­

cial norms. This was a factor both in the London Conference 

for Christian Social Workers and in the Rengsdorf Conference 

on the Church and the Problem of Social Order. The latter 

served as a culmination point for a group of study conferences 

on the basis for social action.3 
In the former, it was indi-

cated that the systems of production, distribution, and con­

sumption should be held in constant reference to the following 

principles: 

1. 

2. 
3· 

4· 

The spiritual value of all material things, and 
supremely the value of human personality: self­
sacrifice: work as a service: the ownersh~p of 
property as stewardship: and brotherhood.4 

John Turnbull, Ecumenical Documents on Church and Society 
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, ll154), p. ~ 
Ibid., P• 22. 
RUth Rouse and Stephen Neill (ed.), History 2f ~ Ecumeni­
cal Movement, P• 580. 
'John TUrnbull, .2,2• ill•• P• 23. 
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The report of the Rengsdorf Conference stated the follow-

ing principles with reference to the economic order: 

Work as a duty of man; property as a loan en­
trusted to man by God, and as a stewardship of 
which account has to be given; economic activ­
ity as service to the community; and the sub­
jection of economic life to the demands of jus­
tice.l 

Such a pattern of principles was also used in the course of the 

Jerusalem Conference of the International Missionary council in 

1928. 

These norms, like those in the Stockholm discussions, are 

explicit expressions of the demand for responsibility regis­

tered in the Amsterdam definition of the responsible society. 

The developing social thought of the Life and Work Movement 

was dealing with the component elements which were to be built 

into the polar structure of the idea of the responsible so-

ciety. 

The fact of a correlation between the development of 

social thought in an early period and the manner in which a 

social norm was postulated in a later period is an indication 

that the norm encompasses a portion of the structural problem, 

and one can trace the roots of the norm and its component parts 

because of the persistence of the problem. 

The statements of these conferences recognized on the one 

hand the value of the personality with its freedom, and on the 

other hand the problem of orienting the individual to other 

1. ~., P• 44• 



individuals 1n the social sphere. This question of orienta­

tion led these conferences to point to the necessity of such 

concepts as "stewardship over property" and "ecnonmic activ­

ity as a service to the community" in an effort to achieve 

justice in the interaction of the individuals in the social 

order. 
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E. CONCLUSIONS AND FINDINGS WITH REFERENCE '10 THE PIDBLEM 

The purpose of this section is to draw together the cen­

tral factors in the Stockholm discussions and to make reference 

to those points which are relevant to the problem of this dis­

sertation. 

The conference acknowledged responsibilities of the church 

within and for the world. How this responsibility was to be 

fulfilled, however, was the basic conflict. This conflict 

permeated virtually the entire conference; the basic issue be­

ing the nature of God Is Kingdom and the character of man 1 s re­

lationship toward it. 

There was a general agreement on numerous social issues 

despite the theological differences, primarily because of the 

unifying power of the fellowship and the urgency of the prob­

lems. For example, there was agreement on the usage of social 

norms such as the "human element" as a specific criterion for 

Christian social thought. Similarly, the necessity of an under­

lying attitude of respect among the nations was recognized as 

the only ground for an international community. 
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The recognition of the church's responsibility for the 

world was particularly significant in that it necessitated 

consideration of ways through which to fulfill that respon­

sibility. The concept of the responsible society is one 

eventual result of such a struggle. The theological disagree­

ments presented a situation in which it was necessary to find 

avenues through which action could be fostered irrespective 

of the disagreements. The normative approach served as one 

such avenue, for the usage of such norms as the "human ele­

ment" provided a foundation upon which more expansive con-

cepts such as that of the responsible society were later built. 

Such norms were open to acceptance from a variety of different 

theological perspectives. They adapted themselves to action 

despite diversity. The sphere of theological differences might 

be spoken of as .the horizontal plane. In addition, such norms 

provided a bridge for unifying 

the theological problem of the 

elements in the vertical plane: 
1 transcendent and the relative. 

This latter point was not emphasized at Stockholm, although 

1. Throughout the balance of this study the question of the 
relationship between the Kingdom and the world will be 
characterized as the vertical plane in comparison with the 
horizontal perspective which will have reference to the 
various differences and polarities within the world itself. 
The Kingdom will often be identified as the transcendent 
ideal in the discussions of the action of the normative 
approach as a medium of communication between the Kingdom 
and the world. This is not to suggest a denial of the given 
reality of the Kingdom within the world, but only to denote 
the nature of the conception of the Kingdom as it ftmctions 
in relation to the world within the polarity of the vertical 
dimension. 
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Gounelle did move in this direction in his comments on property. 

None of these conclusions can be directly related to the 

eventual postulations of the concept of the responsible society. 

These insights were rather like firm subsoil which provided 

nourishment and stability to the idea of the responsible so­

ciety upon its conception at the Amsterdam Assembly as a norm 

for Christian social action. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE OXFORD CXJNFERENCE 

A. 'IHE SITUATION 

1. Organizational Background 

The biennial meeting of the Universal Council of Life and 

Work at Fanp, Denmark, 1n 1934, stands out as the dividing 

po 1nt in the watershed of thought between the Stockholm and 

Oxford Conferences. The nature of world events had brought 

the issue of the state to the center of the church's concern. 

The Council grappled with this issue 1n two ways. First, "It 

solemnly resolved to throw its weight on the side of the Con-
1 fessing Church in Germany against the so called Nazi regime." 

Here, also, the Council ratified the theme of "Church, Commun­

ity and State" for the conference to take place in 1937· This 

meeting was of importance 1n that it "brought the expanding 

programme on which the Council had been engaged over several 

years to a definite point of decision, and compelled the 

Churches • • • to recognize the Council as an indispensable 
2 

instrument of their common life." 

1. 

2. 

Ruth Rouse and Stephen Neill (ed.), History 2f ~ Ecumeni­
cal Movement, P• 583. 
1'61d., P• $84. 
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2. The Socio-Political Setting 

The years following the conclusion of the First World War 

bore testimony to a tremendous change in the attitude of layman 

and clergy toward the course of history. The early mood of 

optimism was deeply eroded by the currents of pessimism:.. ·The .con­

ditions which the war had created and left unanswered, stimu­

lated a mood of insecurity which fostered a resurgent nation­

alism characterized by national animosities, growing rearma-

ment, and an increasing fear of war. This mood was intensified 

by the sense of hopelessness which accompanied men 1 s feelings 

that they were locked in the grips of economic depression. This 

hopelessness augmented the spirit of nationalism with its eco-

nomic conviction that each nation was responsible for its own 

security and autonomy. The cohesiveness of the local and the 

world community was disintegrating. This signalled the rise 

of the all-inclusive state which sought to achieve social co-
l 

herence through regimentation. 

3· The Theological Setting 

The Stockholm Conference had, among other things, recog­

nized the impossibility of considering Christian action apart 

from Christian theology. This consciousness was deepened in 

the period between the Stockholm and Oxford Conferences. The 

Life and Work Movement increasingly plotted a course which 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 151. 



38 

brought it into a more extensive interrelation with the Faith 

and Order Movement. 1 The doctrine of the Church was the issue 

around which this theological awareness evolved. The Church 

was viewed as being both trans-confessional and supra-national 

under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. 2 

This emergence of the doctrine of the Church was opposed 

by many of the liberal leaders of the Stockholm Movement as a 

return to ecclesiasticism. However, the darkening perplexi­

ties of world events tended to deny their faith in man and to 

sustain the emphasis of conservative theology and confessional 

nee-orthodoxy in their assertion that certainty lay only in 

the "last things" and that the "Word of God" 

God upon men and not a confirmation of man's 

was a judgment of 
3 highest ideals. 

B. THE CONFERENCE 

1. Preparatory Activities 

The task of preparation for the Conference was extensive 

and fruitful. Nearly 250 papers were produced and circulated 

among ecumenical groups and individuals for criticism and com­

mentary. 

1. 
2. 

The preparatory studied developed into a venture 
of ecumenical thinking, which in thoroughness 
and range of co-operation has perhaps never been 
equalled by any previous Christian world gathering. 

Ruth Rouse and Stephen Neill (ed.), £2• cit., p. 573. 
Ibid., P• 574• 
Si'eJ. H. Oldham, QE• cit., P• 21. 
Ruth Rouse and Stepnen-wiill (ed.), History 2f ~ Ecumeni­
cal Movement, P• 569. 



By giving definiteness to the Christian mind in 
face of the perils and opportunities of a chang­
ing world situation, it exercised a potent, though 
largely intangible, influence on the thought and 
polity of the Churches.l 
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Three of the published volumes of these preparatory pspers are 

particularly relevant to this study: The Church and Its Func-- ---
~ ~ Societx;

2 ~ Christian Faith !E£ the Common Life;3 

and, ~ Universal Church !.!19 ~ World .2£ .::N:::a:..:t~i:::o:.:n..:::s• 4 

a. !!!!, Church !E£ l!!, Function ~ Society. 

The Church~]!! Function~ Society, by w. A. Visser't 

Hooft and J. H. Oldham, served as one of the foundational docu­

ments 1n the preparatory studies. After a consideration of the 

various doctrinal conceptions of the Church and their expres­

sion in history the discussion moves to the question of the 

relation of the church to the world. A variety of views on this 

question are presented: the Biblical view; the Thomistic view; 

the orthodox conception of the deification of the world; the 

opposition between the church and the world characteristic of 

Lutheranism; and, the Ca1v1nistic and Social Gospel conceptions 

1. 

2. 

3· 

4· 

Ruth Rouse and Stephen Neill ( ed.), A History of the Ecu-
menical Movement, P• 585. - -- --- ---
W. A. Visserlt Hooft and J.H.Oldham, The Church and Its Func­
tion in Society (London: George Allen and Unwfri,~d~l~. 
lTIIi !firenstrom et al., Christian Faith and the Common Life 
(Chicago: Willett, 'irrark arid Company, i9JST.- -
Philip Henry Kerr et al., The Universal Church and the World 
.2! Nations {ChicagO: Willett, ciirk and Company;-!9JS'T. 
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1 of the rule of God. This led naturally to an identification 

of the function of the church in society and the structural 

dimensions of the corpo~te life,for it was realized that "the 
2 

Christian faith must express itself in the corporate life." 

Faith in God is real only as it confronts the 
particulars of history. Only by acting in ac­
cordance with God's will in the concrete his­
torical situation in which He had placed us can 
we, in the full reality of being, enter into 
fellowship with God.3 

Two avenues of approach to the coxopox• life are discussed: 

first, the witness of the Christian layman within society; and 

secondly, the expression of the church as an institution. The 

task of the church in these two spheres is to remind men of the 

true end of 

of love. 4 

their existence and to call them into a community 

The church must not usurp the moral responsibility 

of the person, but should give guidance to the fulfillment of 

that individual responsibility. The additional responsbility 

of the church to express corporate opinion is an effort to 

educate the church and to mould public opinion toward the 

achievement of the desired ends is also recognized. 

l. 

2. 
3· 
4· 

Hence between purely general statements of the 
ethical demands of the Gospel and the decisions 
that have to be made in concrete situations there 
is need for what may be described as middle axioms. 
It is these that give relevance and point to the 

W. A. Visser 1 t Hooft and J. H. Oldham, The Church~ l.l! 
Function in Society, pp. 124 & f. 
Ibid., p.l89. 
Tii!d., P• 189. 
Ibid., p. 208. 



Christian ethic. They are an attempt to define 
the directions in which, in a particular state 
of society, Christian faith must express itself. 1 
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It is affirmed that the church can act as a critic of the 

social order because it possesses a center beyond society--a 

transcendent point of reference. 2 The Christian ethic is 

viewed as an ethic of inspiration rather than an ethic of ends. 

Its primary focus is upon a living fellowship with God rather 

than a social goal or norm to be attained. The concern of the 

Christian ethic is centered in obedience to God; nonetheless, 

"if action is to be effective in the social sphere it is, of 

course, essential that there Should be definite objects of 

attack and pursuit."3 The author holds that reflection upon 

experience should be utilized, but that for the Christian the 

inspiration of the relationship with God provides the ultimate 

grounding. 

The more important a decision the more neces­
sary it is that a man should bring to it his 
total experience. But each situation is new 
and calls for a venture into the unknown. And 
for the Christian that venture is a respon~e 
to what he believes to be the will of God.q 

This discussion recognized and accepted the social respon­

sibilities of the church, citing the importance of action at 

both the individual and the corporate levels. The idea of the 

1. 

2. 
3· 
4-

Ibid., p. 210. For a discussion and history of the use of 
various axioms and norms in Roman Catholic social thought 
see Melvin J. Williams, Catholic Social Thou~ht (New York: 
The Ronald Press Co., 1950). See also Josep N. Moody (ed.), 
Church and Society (New York: Arts, Inc., 1953). 
ibid., p:-"235. 
1'Sid., P• 238. 
1'Sid., P• 249. 
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middle axiom was explored as a means for giving guidance to the 

individual Christian. This represented a direct usage of so­

cial norms in approaching the problems of the social order. 

A further step in the development of the normative ap­

proach was also made in the assertion that the church should 

give corporate expression to its social ideals. This helped 

to prepare the way for such broad generalized norms as that of 

the responsible society. Finally, it is important to note 

the use of this approach by authors who characterize the Chris­

tian ethic as an ethic of inspiration. This points to the 

value of the approach as a medium through which to give more 

concrete expression to the absolutes of the Christian faith 

in the midst of the social complex. 

b. The Christian Faith~ 2 Common Life 

In the introductory chapter, Dr. Nils Ehrenstr8m discusses 

the disintegration of community life and the attempt to create 

a new center of unity through all-inclusive entities such as 

class or state. "The common life of mankind is increasingly 

being built up on a 

Christianity behind 

post-Christian basis. It is leaving 

it."1 
In the light of this situation he 

adds that it is essential for the church to "gain a clearer 

sense of the meaning of her own ethos, its central affirma­

tions, main criteria, and practical implications, both for 

1. Nils Ehrenstrom et. al., Christian Faith ,!!!!! ~ Common 
~. p. 5. 
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the ordinary pursuits of daily life and for the exercise of 

Christian responsibility toward the larger issues of a chang-
1 

ing society." But how was the church to accomplish this task 

and to determine the nature of each of these elements? 

Martin Dibelius dealt with these problems in discussing 

the message of the New Testament and the orders of human so­

ciety. He suggests that a person could never fulfill the 

requirements of the Kingdom, 

nonetheless as an ever vital 

but that the requirements exist 
2 

demand upon the believer. The 

Christian life is lived in a gulf between the demands of the 

Kingdom and the facts of the common life. The Christian fel­

lowship is sustained in the midst of this tension primarily 

through its relationship to the Kingdom of God and not to the 

orders of society according to Dibelius.3 He concludes that 

these orders of society provide stability and training for 

the process of communal life,4 and that the dynamic of the 

Christian ethic may work through these orders or it may be 

called out beyond them.5 

There is some similarity between this position and that 

assumed by Reinhold Niebuhr in his chapter which bears the 

same title as that of the book. In this chapter, Niebuhr 

1. Ibid., PP• 8, 9. 
2. Martin Dibelius, "The Message of the New Testament and the 

Order of Society," The Christian Faith and the Common Life, 
Nils Ehrenstr5m et-a!. (Chicago: Willet!; Clark and co:;-
1938) P• 21. -- --

3· Ibid., P• 33· 
4.· fb!d,, P• 39. 
5 Ibid., P• 35. 
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maintains that love is the absolute norm of life, an abso­

lute which it is impossible to realize due to the persistence 
l 

of sin. Sin is expressed not only through making the self 

the center of the self, but through making the self the center 

of the universe. 

He indicates that there is a valid place for reason in 

the structuring of social morality through the development 

of specific norms as goals and criteria for the task of real­

izing the impossible. He rejects a purely rationalistic 
2 

ethic, however. 

Since the very genius of the gospel ethic, 
is that it makes no compromise or offers no 
strategy, it becomes necessary to supple­
ment the gospel ethic with strategi~s for 
meeting the day to day necessities. 

Orthodox Christianity was quite correct in developing 

justice as the relative expression of love, according to 

Niebuhr. He views equality as one of the norms for justice, 

for he believes that justice without a sense of equality be­

comes simply a sanctification of a given situation. Love 

serves as the ultimate norm against which equality is re-

fleeted in that it prevents 

mistaken for the Kingdom.4 

a seeming equilibrium from being 

Love is both relevant and tran-

scendent to the problems of the common life. 

1. Rir-1nhol4 Niebuhr, "The Christian Faith and the Common Life, n 
The Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils EhrenstrBm 
et ai. (chicago: Wiliett;-Blark and-co7, 1938) p. 76. 

2. Ibid7, P• 92. 
3. Ibid. , p • 82 • 
4· Ibid., P• 87. 
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Werner Wiesner, in the same volume acknowledges that 

reason as a relative tool is capable of setting up hypotheti­

cal norms in the process of achieving defined ends. The ends 

of reason, however, are essentially eudaemonistic and mate-

rialistic, according to Wiesner. Only the absolute love can 

give an ultimate end. Despite the realization of some value 

in the normative approach, the emphasis of Wiesner is not on 

the realization of the impossible absolute through more rela­

tive norms. The norm of love is central in importance. It 

was revealed in the progressive revelation of the Word. 

Only God's law as a call to himself and to 
one's neighbor tells a person what he had to 
do in his relations with his fellows •••• 
TO take objective commandments as of God and 
as absolute apart from a personal relation 
to God is to fill away from God's law into 
mere legalism. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
God's will is not concerned with any objective 
ideal social conditions, any organization of 
ends and means, but at our fellowship w~th one 
another in personal agape under Christ. 

The problem of determining a course of action in a specific 

situation can not be answered by law or social theory; but 

only by that love which rises out of the concrete situation 

through a revelation of the living Word, according to Wiesner. 3 

1. Werner Wiesner, "The New Nature and Social Institutions," 
The Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils Ehrenstram 
~a!. (Chicago: Wiliett~lark and Co, 1938) pp. 111-112. 

2. 10id7, p. 112. 
3· IO!d., p~ 119. 



There are, therefore, no timeless divine orders, 
but particular historical powers which are not 
as such more acceptable to God than anything 
else man can show as his work, but which have a 
mandate from God to bear rule, though this can 
be withdrawn from them again •••• The only 
question for the Christian is: Who has the power 
and, therefore the divine authority? whether 
this is a king or a dictator, a national leader 
or a parlimentary majority. A Christian man must 
subject himself in freedom to the powers thai be 
and Jield them obedience through well-doing. 

Niebuhr, in commenting on a position similar to this, 

stated: 

In such an interpretation, Christian eschatology 
becomes a source of moral complacency. One ac­
cepts all the relative injustice of the world as 
justice, regarding it in the same breath a~ both 
God-ordained and as doomed to destruction. 

Wiesner stresses the interrelation of justice and love: 

justice can only be fulfilled by the power of love and love 

must fulfill the demands of justice to be itself.3 

The task of the church, Wiesner asserted, is to witness 

to the Word. But what if the world does not listen to this 

revelation? Wiesner responded to his own question: 

Is not the church a voice crying in the wilder­
ness? It is not the success or failure which 
attends the church's preaching, but truth only, 
that can be decisive for its content.~ 

1. Ibid., p. 12$. 
2. 1rei"nhold Niebuhr, "The Christian Faith and the Common Life 1 " 

The Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils Ehrenst~m et 
i!7,(Chicago: Willet~Clirk and Co:;-1938) pp. 88-89. 

3· Werner Wiesner, ££• cit., p. 136. 
4- !.£!E.., p. 142. 
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Herbert Farmer, in the discussion on "The Revelation in 

Christ and the Christian's Vocation," attempts to encompass 

the God-Plan relationship and its implications in the idea of 

love. He affirms that Jesus Christ has revealed God's loving 

nature and at the same time placed man under the obligation to 

live a life of love. Man may become a partaker of the mind of 

Christ in his commitment to the vocation of love despite the 

ever present reality of sin. Farmer continues with a delinea­

tion of the personal nature and demand of love and the prob­

lem of its application. He places the problem of the wisdom 

and action in somewhat of a different perspective from Niebuhr 

and Wiesner, by suggesting that the moral judgment in the last 

resort is a matter of intuitional understanding: this under­

standing does not rest on deduction or revelation alone, but 

on the general spirit of the community by which the personal-
1 

ity has been fashioned. The Christian is under the obliga-

tion to examine his thought and action with reference to the 

widest experience possible and to share his thought within the 

company of the Christian fellowship in order to gain its 

collective insight. In contrast with Wiesner, he suggests the 

correctives of the searching mind and group thought in inter­

preting the revelation of God and the Christian's action. 

1. Herbert Farmer, "Revelation in Christ and the Christian's 
Vocation," The Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils 
Ehrenstram ~ai. (Chicago: Wi!Iit~ciark an~., 
1938) P• 15'8'7-



In the final chapter, John Bennett points to the neces­

sity for a precise analysis of the cause of social evil and 

the fact of sin. He recognizes distinctions between various 

types of sin and notes the kinds of subjective and objective 

factors which make sin such a reality within experience. In 

conclusion he advocates an analytical and multiple attack 

upon the problem of evil, which would recognize both man's 

limitations and his potentialities. 
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In this volume, as in the former, the fact of respon­

sibility within the social order was generally accepted. This 

was accompanied by the recognition of the gulf between the 

Kingdom and the facts of existence. The central problem was 

that of the means through which the church was to bridge this 

gulf in accepting its responsibilities. This question stimu­

lated the greatest difference of opinion. Werner Wiesner 

isolated himself from the main current of thought with his 

tendency to accept and aanctify the status quo while depending 

solely upon Christian revelation for direction in decision 

making. Nils Ehrenstr6m and Reinhold Niebuhr defended the 

more generally accepted position in their reference to the need 

for normative or social strategies. 

This latter position was compatible with the use of mid­

dle axioms by Dr. Oldham in the former volume. Each contrib­

uted to the growing usage of normative ideas as ethical tools 

for confronting the problems of the social order. 

The structural characteristics of the idea of the 
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responsible society were also touched upon in Dr. W-iebuhr' s 

discussion of justice, equality, and love. This attempt to 

discern the interaction of forces in the social order and the 

means through which to bring the transcendent to bear upon 

the concrete, explicitly underlined the need for a realistic 

normative concept which could incorporate these various fac-

tors under a higher relative ideal. The Oxford Conference 

is remembered primarily for its development of specific ax-

ioms, although the conceptual structure was not to be formu-

lated until the Amsterdam Assembly. 

c • .!!!!. Universal Church~.!:!:! World 2!. Nations 

The central issue of this group of papers is the problem 

of the state. This question is approached through consider­

ing a number of affiliated factors: national sovereignty, war 

and peace, economic planning, and an international ethos. 

The tension between church and state is viewed as being 

much more than a struggle for institutional power over the 

lives of men. It is a struggle over the assumptions as to the 

meaning of life and the end of human activity. 

The non-Christian forces of today are tending 
more and more to find embodiment in the all­
powerful state, committed to a particular 
philospby of life and seeking to organize 
the whole of life in accordance with a par­
ticular doctrine of the end of man's exist­
ence, and in an all-embracing community life 
which claims to be at once the source and the 
goal of all human activities: a state, that 

1 is to say, which aims at being also a church. 

1. Philip Henry Kerr et al. .!!!!, Universal Church~.!:!:! World 
of Nations, PP• viT-vTii. 



In these papers the concept of national sovereignty is 

identified as one of the basic defenses of this totalitarian 

development of the state. It is declared to be the justifi­

cation given externally and the sentiment exploited inter­

nally in defense of economic nationalism and dictatorial 
l government. The only resolution given here for this prob-

lem, by Philip Henry Kerr, is the establishment of a supra­

national sovereign which would be the product of a pooling 

of a degree of sovereignty from each of the nations.2 How­

ever it was pointed out by Dulles and others that the world 

is hardly ready for so drastic a step. 3 

War, according to Dulles, is the inevitable result of 

the concept of sovereignty which so solidifies the world 

community and prevents the release of national energies.4 

This appraisal of one of the causes of war was augmented by 

the analysis by V. A. Demant, which points out that nmen are 

moved not so much by what they hope to get 

what they hope war will get them out of. ,,5 

out of war, as by 

The boredom and 
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economic failure of peace can create an actual fear of peace. 

Demant asserts that these problems have their root in the 

l. 

2. 
3· 

Philip Henry Kerr, "The Economic Influence of National 
Sovereignty," The Universal Church and the World of Na-
tions, Philip Henry Kerr et al., p.-n;.- --
Ibid., P• 18. --
JOEn Foster Dulles, "The Problem of Peace in a Dynamic 
World," The Universal Church and the World or Nations, 
Philip Hiiilry Kerr et al., P• 1'57.- -
Ibid., PP• 154, lSb:-
v:-A. Demant, "The Tragedy of War and the Hope of Peace, 11 

The Universal Church and the World ££ Nations, Philip 
Henry Kerr et al., P• -r.'f7~ 



ultimate secularization of life and that the only answer is 
l 

for the church to assume its responsibilities. Dulles sug-

geste·:that a more immediate step would be to cut apertures 

through the sovereign boundaries in order to allow communica-

tion and the escape of the excess creative energy of a na­

tion.2 

The need for cautious and elastic planning is considered 

in these papers with reference to both the national and the 

international levels. It is noted that such planning should 

be based upon the sense of mutual responsibility on the part 

of the whole of mankind for the earth as a whole. The unit 

of consideration is seen at this time as increasingly becom­

ing the whole world community. 

The attempt to set the problem of the state in an inter­

relational frame of ~eference was also pursued in the discus­

sion of the problem of international law and international 

ethos. The former presupposes and is built upon the latter. 

This was expressed in the words of Max Huber when he said, 

Continuity and dignity are given to law only 
by something which transcends law and external 
circumstances, namely, the sense of obligation 
which is found in the consci~nce of the human 
being who is subject to law.J 

1. Ibid., PP• 196, 201. 
2. John Foster Dulles, £E·~·· p. 157. 
3. Max Huber, "Some Observations Upon the Christian Under­

standing of International Law," The Universal Church and 
the World£! Nations, Philip Henry Kerr, !!· il·• p. !33. 
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The relevance of this discussion lay in the fact that it 

dealt with one of the central affirmations in the Amsterdam 

definition of the responsible society -- the responsibility 

for power. The main concern of most of the writers in the 

volume was to find a means through which the freedom of a 

nation as sovereign could be correlated with the similar free-

dom of other nations in a harmonious fashion. The issue was 

that of the responsibility of the part toward the whole. 

This discussion, like its predecessor at the Stockholm 

Conference, continued to force the breadth of the problem of 

the social order out into its world dimensions. This inher-

ently challenged the churches to find means of expressing 

their concern, which possessed supra-national and trans-cul-

tural relevance. 

2. The Report of the Conference 

a. Introduction 

The Oxford Conference was conceived and born in the midst 

of international turmoil. The four hundred and twenty-five 

delegates in attendance carried a deep awareness of the grav-
1 ity of their times; a fact of which they were continually 

reminded by 

Evangelical 

the absence 
2 Church. 

of the delegation from the German 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 3· 
2. Ibid., P• 259 i'r" 



The Oxford Conference, like the Stockholm Conference, 

was characterized by both devotion and deliberation. There 

was a prevailing spirit of mystical communion despite the 

absence of a formal Holy Communion. The Conference served 

as another illustration of the power of fellowship together 

with God. 
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The conference deliberated in five main sections: Church 

and Community; Church and State; Church, Community and State 

in Relation to the Economic Order; Church, Community and State 

in Relation to Education; and, The Universal Church and the 

World of Nations. The reports of three of these sections are 

particularly relevant to the present study. 

Each of the sections had the preparatory papers and a 

preliminary draft of a report before them as they began their 

work. Much of this material was revised or discarded in the 

evolving process of creating the final report of the section. 

b. Church, Community !!!!! State J:!! Relation 12, ~ Economic Order 

The report begins with the fundamental problem of deter­

mining a basis for a Christian concern 1n this area. The primary 

basis cited is the revelation of Jesus Christ, which pointed 

to the glorification of God through love to Him and to one's 

neighbor as the highest end for man. Within this perspective, 

man's obligation to his neighbor is grounded not only in the 

neighbor's dignity as a person, but more basically in the sep­

aration of the neighbor from the purposes of God. 1 

1. Ibid., P• 75. 
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It was realized that sin is a reality in the world which 

stands in contradiction to the Kingdom. 

In so far as the kingdom of God is in conflict with 
the world and is therefore still to come, the Chris­
tian finds himself under the necessity of discovering 
the best available means of checking human sinfulness 
and of increasing the possibilities and opportunities 
of love within a sinful world. 

The relative and departmental standard for all the 
social arrangements and institutions, all the eco­
nomic structures and political systems, by which the 
life of man is ordered is the principle of justice. 
Justice, as the ideal of a hamonious relation of life 
to life, obviously presupposes the sinful tendency 
of one life to take advantage of another. This sinful 
tendency it seeks to check by defining the rightful 
place and privileges which each life might have in the 
hamony of the whole and by assigning the duty of each 
to each.J. 

The laws which constitute the structure of justice in the world 

provide a positive stability for the realization of the ideals 

of the Kingdom on the one hand and a negative "dike against sin" 

on the other. Justice is the nom or standard developed by men 

in the effort to achieve order in the midst of a sinful world. 2 

The Christian commandment of love presents demands and 

possibilities which reach beyond the requirements of justice. 

Love is the fulfillment of the law, but never a substitute for it. 

Christianity becomes socially futile if it does 
not recognize that love must will justice and 

1. Ibid., PP• 76-77 • 
2. Itis important at this point to recognize that Oxford 

characterizes the idea of justice as the product of man•s 
attempt to achieve order and the restraint of sin under 
the transcendent ideal of love. This stands 1n contrast 
with some theologians cited below who think of justice as 
being synonymous with the righteousness of God. 



that the Christian is under an obligation to 
secure the best possible social and economic 
structure, 1n so far as such structure is de­
termined by human decisions. 

The relation of the commandment of love to 
the justice of political and economic systems 
is two-fold. It is an ideal which reaches be­
yond any possible achievements 1n the field or 
political relations, but it is nevertheless 
also a standard by which various schemes or 
justice may be judged.l 
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The report continues with an indication of the danger of 

either an extreme pessimism which makes ethical concerns 

rutile or an optimism which equates a particular social sys­

tem with the will of God. 2 

This introductory portion of the report of the section on 

the economic order recognized and developed aspects of the 

normative approach. The conception of justice as the "harmon­

ious relation of life to life" constitutes a central working 

norm under the higher ideal of love in these deliberations.3 

This can be closely related to the character and function of 

the idea of the responsible society, as will be noted below. 

The discussion which follows in the Oxford Report indicates 

four areas within the economic system where the Christian under­

standing of life is challenged: the enhancement of acquisitive­

ness; inequalities; irresponsible possession of economic power; 

and, the frustration of the sense of vocation. 

1. J. H. Oldham, £2• ~., P• 78. 
2. Ibid., P• 79. 
3· lOla., P• 76. 
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Each of these areas of challenge is discussed in an effort 

to demonstrate the nature of the challenge when reflected 

against a Christian perspective. It is significant to note 

that this analysis was made in part through the usage of a 

variety of normative concepts which were used as representa­

tions of the Christian position. This can be illustrated, for 

example, in the ease of the inequalities in the economic sys­

tem. After discussing the nature of the inequalities, the 

Report states: 

any social arrangement which outrages the 
diginity of man by treating some men as ends 
and others as means, any institution which 
obscures the common humanity of men by em­
phasizing the external accidents of birth 
or wealth or soiial position, is ipso facto 
anti-Christian. 

Similar normative generalizations of a Christian social 

affirmation were used in the analysis and expression of the 

other three problem areas. 

But how is the Christian to respond to these challenges. 

This became the concern of the next section. Three answers 

had been suggested in the economic sphere for the problems 

of the economic order: first, the exertion of a degree of 

control over, and the demand for a greater degree of responsi­

bility from, the holders of economic power; secondly, the equali­

eation of economic inequalities; and third, a policy that con­

sisted of a twofold attack emphasizing a break-down of cen­

tralized economic power and a support of the smaller entities 

l. ~·· p. 89. 
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in the economic sphere. 1 It is important to note that each 

of these represents an attempt to make economic power more 

responsible. The report added that it is the responsibility 

of the Christian to evaluate such policies in the light of his 

faith and the doctrinal expression of that faith. Once again 

however, the central problem arose as to the means through 

which to move in the evaluative process from the varied theo­

logical presuppositions into the sphere of social or economic 

conceptions. 

This problem of relating the transcendent to the concrete 

is the point at which the Oxford Conference gave its most 

specific expression to what has been termed the normative ap­

proach. This expression was made in the form of a group of 

norms which were referred to as "middle axioms" for Christian 

action in the economic sphere. The thought at the Oxford Con­

ference provided a normative structure for the Christian 

ethic in itself and for its application in the social order. 

The end or standard, the situation, and the orientation or 

motivation of the person or persons were identified as struc­

tural dimensions of social action. The structure was normative 

for an ethic in that it delineated the breadth of focus neces­

sary. An ethic would be inadequate which did not take each of 

these aspects of an act into account. This also had normative 

implications for the expression of an ethic concerning the 

action itself. 

1. J. H. Oldham, 12! Oxford Conference, PP• 94-95. 



The report stated: 

Christian teaching should deal with ends, in 
the sense of long-range goals, standards and 
principles in the light of which every con­
crete situation and ev!ry proposal for improve­
'1ng it must be tested. 
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This structural or methodological statement served as a 

norm for an ethic with its assertion that ethics must be con-

cerned with ends and goals as standards or norms for the test­

ing of the concrete situations. In the same sense this concern 

for ends and standards opened further the way for the use of 

agreeable generalizations of principle. as points of focus for 

ecumenical social action. 

These points of agreement on a generalized principle 

which stand between the ultimate presupposition and an action 

were called "middle axioms." It will be recalled that 

they were an attempt to define the direction 
in which, in a particular state or society, 
Christian faith must express itself. They 
are not binding for all time, but are provi­
sional definitions of the type of behavior 
required of Christians ~t a given period and 
in given circumstances. 

The "middle axiom" was a more specific norm used in the 

normative approach in comparison with an inclusive general­

ized dialectical concept such as that of the "responsible 

society." These "middle axioms" were capable or functioning 

either as a goal or a criterion for social action. It is 

1. Ibid., P• 98. 
2. 'i':A. Visser 1 t Hooft and J. H. Oldham, The Church!!!£ ill 

Function f2! Society, p. 210. 



important at this point to note the distinction between the 

"middle axiom" and the structural axiom for ethics mentioned 

above. 

Under the structural axiom, which indicated that "chris­

tian teaching should deal with ends," a group of such ends 

were suggested. These latter ends were the more typical type 

of "middle axiom" to be developed in the report. A group of 

five such ends or axioms were suggested: 

a) Right fellowship between man and man being a 
condition of man's fellowship with God, every 
economic arrangement which frustrates or re­
stricts it must be modified. 

b) Every child and youth must have opportunities 
of education suitable for the full develop­
ment of his particular capacities. 

c) Persons disabled from economic activity, whether 
by sickness, infirmity or age, should not be 
economically penalized on account of their dis­
ability, but on the contrary should be the ob­
ject of particular care. 

d) Labor has intrinsic worth and dignity, since it 
is designed by God for man's welfare. 

e) The resources of the earth, such as the soil and 
mineral wealth, should be recognized as gifts of 
God to the whole human race and used with due and 
balanced consideration' for the needs of the pres­
ent and future generations.l 

The report also includes a group of directives concerning 

the problem of property since it is closely connected with the 

determination or ends or goals in the economic system. These 

are also illustrative of the development of "middle axioms." 

1. J, H. Oldham, 2E• cit., pp. 98-100. 



a) All human property rights are relative and con­
tingent only, in virtue of the dependence of man 
upon God as the giver of all wealth. 

b) The existing systems of property rights and the 
existing distribution of property must be criti­
cized in the light of the largely nonmoral proc­
esses by which they have been developed • • • • 
every argument in defense of property rights 
which is valid for Christian thinking is also an 
argument for the widest possible distribution of 
these rights. 

c) Individual property rights must never be main­
tained or exercised without regard to their so­
cial consequences or without regard to the con­
tribution which the community makes in the pro­
duction of all wealth. 

d) It is very important to make clear distinction 
between various forms of property. The property 
which consists 1n personal possessions for use, 
such as the home, has behind it a clearer moral 
justification than property 1n the means of pro­
duction and 1n land1which gives the owners power 
over other persons. 
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These axioms center primarily on the factors of property 

for use and accountability before God and the community. 

The situation or the context of social action served as 

the focus for the second structural axiom for Christian ethics. 

The report states that nthe message of Christianity should 

throw a searchlight on the actual facts of the existing sit­

uation, and 1n particular reveal the human consequences of 

present forms of economic behavior. 112 

This situational frame of reference, which necessitated 

a concern for the facts and consequences and correlated them 

1. Ibid., PP• 100-101. 
2 • l'6!d. , p. 102 • 
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to the end or standard, added the note of concreteness or 

specificity to the first structural axiom. This acted as a 

standard for ethical systems in themselves in that it re­

quired that .. :the ·ethical system take the facts and human con­

sequences in a situation into account. It did not indicate 

a particular course of action in the economic system, but a 

structural norm for the action of the ethical system in the 

economic sphere. This did have some specific ethical appli­

cability however, through the demand for correlation between 

the ideal goal and the actual situation. From this latter 

perspective the axiom became normative not only for the 

ethical system, but also for the action of the individual 

within the system. 

The third structural axiom points to the problem of 

motivation and interest, especially as they ~ay provide an 

obstacle to justice. 

This searchlight of the Christian message can 
also make clear the obstacles to economic jus­
tice in the human heart, and especially those 
that are p~sent in the hearts of people in 
the church. 

This adds the personal element through the recognition of the 

enacting power of the individual and the problem of self-in-

terest or sin. It acts as a norm for the structure of the 

ethical system and at the same time as a directive for more 

1. ~., P• 104. 



specific ethical action. The latter is accomplished through 

the demand for a spirit of ethical introspection, a demand 

which is placed upon the individual. 

Christians must come to underetand how far they 
really do see, in spite of all pretensions to 
the contrary, a world in which they and their 
group are on top, how far their opinions on eco­
nomic issuee are controlled by the interests of 
the group of class to which they belong •••• Here, 
again the important activity is not to denounce, 
but to help people to that self-knowledge which 
comes from the perspective of the Christian empha­
sis upop sin, so that they will condemn them­
selves.l 

The report concludes with a listing of some immediate 

points of Christian action, 
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This section came to grips with the problem of the basis 

for Christian social action, and the means through which that 

basis was to be expressed in the world. It postulated a norm­

ative structure for Christian ethics itself; and sought to of­

fer an avenue through which the Christian ideals could be made 

more explicit as norms demanding actualization. These norms 

or "middle ax:l.Gms" provide a level between the ultimate prin­

ciples and the concrete situation at which communication and 

agreement is often possible. To the extent agreement is achieved 

at this level it may further communication with reference to 

the disagreement at either extreme and provide a medium for 

the expression of the ideal in the concrete situation. 

1. Ibid., P• 104. 
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c. Report 21: ~ Section .2!! Church .!!!£ State. 

The analysis of the preparatory papers identifies the 

regimentation within the totalitarian state as a response to 

the cultural breakdown. In fact, the totalitarian state was 

seeking eventually to become the church in terms of the ulti­

macy of its demands. 

The church ie forced to recognize that the 
present situation, with all its suffering 
and its distress, with all its despairing 
attempts to create in its own strength a 
world apart from God, is a judgment upon 
itself.~ 

This led the group considering Church and State to attempt to 

distinguish and define the spheres of action and responsibility 

appropriate for the two institutions. 

The state is viewed in these papers as having a justi­

fiable arena of action within which the Christian community 

exists. The activity of the Church can be either promoted or 

hindered through the power vested in the State. On the other 

hand the State stands as a responsible agent before God. 

We recognize the existing states as histori­
cally given realities, each of which in the 
political sphere is the highest authority, 
but which, as it stands itself under the au­
thority and the judgment of God, is bound by 
his will and has the God-given aim of uphold­
ing law and order, of ministering to the life 
of the people united within it or of the peo­
ples or groups so united, and also of making 
its cont~ibution to the common life of all 
peoples. 

1. J. H. Oldham, ~Oxford Conference, p. 232. 
2. ~., p. 66. 
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The report indicates three contrasting areas of distinc­

tive function for church and state. First, the task of the 

church is to witness to the ultimate reality of existence -­

the will of God; while the task of the state is that of pro­

viding justice and order in the midst of a world of change 

and sin. Secondly, the community created by the church is 

grounded in the love of God through the appeal and witness 

of the fellowship of love, while the state uses. a limited 

degree of coercion in order to maintain stability. Finally, 

the distinctive quality of the life of the fellowship of the 

church is seen by the group as freedom under divine grace and 

love while the state is observed to operate against the back­

ground of the power of restraint, even in its constructive 

activity. 1 

The responsibility of the church to the state is recog­

nised primarily as that of being itself. This entails its 

prayer and its critical but constructive loyalty to the state 

within the bounds of Christian principles. The church right­

fully expects the freedom to carry on its prograa responsibly 

in the ongoing life of the community. The report concludes 

by listing a series of tasks which were essential in that time. 

d. 1h! Universal Church ~ the World 2£ "'N""a""t_i""on=s 

The churches approached the problem of the world of na­

tions from the perspective of an ecumenical fellowship which 

l. Ibid., PP• 69-70. 



bad its ultimate root in the :!:!!!! sancta. One of the funda­

mental questions for this section was that of the develop­

ment of international order under the Kingdom of God. The 

report states that "no international order which can be de­

vised by human efforts may be equated with the Kingdom of 

God."
1 

It was added that much of the disillusionment of the 

idealistic internationalists lay in the fact that they had 

virtually given a religious nature to their position. 

The absence of a correlation of force and law is recog-

nized in the report as one of the chief problems before the 

world community. This correlation should be based in two 
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processes, "The observance and enforcement of the law and the 

constant 

changing 

and steady development of the law to conform to 
2 

social needs." The report asserts that these two 

factors were not at that period in a working relationship be­

cause of the conception of national sovereignty which viewed 

the individual state as the only unit of force and authority. 

This suggested to them the need for the development of a poli­

tical structure within which the individual states would be 

subject to a larger federal unit. The federal world structure 

would of necessity'be the supreme sovereign government with 

its correlated international law and police force. Such a 

structure, it was pointed out, was dependent upon the devel­

opment of an ethos of community whiCh would provide a moral 

force upon which a system of international law could be 

formulated and sustained. 

1. Ibid., p. 156. 
2. lOla., PP• 156-157· 
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It was realized that the world community had to continue 

to create conditions which would foster peaceful change and 

to organize institutions which would further the development 

of an international or.der and structure. The church was not 

to identify its hopes totally with such attempts. as previ~ 

ously indicated; nonetheless, the church did have the respon­

sibility of seeking peace and reconcilliation. 

The alternative to peaceful change was the continuation 

of war. The report recognized three basic positions character-

is tic of the clmrcbes on the war issue. These generalized 

positions were: first, those who viewed war as contrary to 

the will of God and therefore rejected any participation; 

secondly, those who limited their participation to just wars, 

defined as such on the basis of international law or Chris-

tian principles; and finally, those who felt that the divine 

appointment of the state required participation in the acti­

vities of the state except on those occasions where the in­

dividual felt that there was a direct contradiction with his 

understanding of the will of God. In spite of these differ­

ences the section stated its central affirmation quite ex­

plicitly.1 

Wars, the occasions of war, and all situations 
which conceal the fact of conflict under the 
guise of outward peace, are marks of a world 
to which the church is charged to proclaim the 
the gospel of redemption. War involves 

1. Ibid., PP• 163-64. 



compulsory enmity, diabolical outrage against 
human personality, and a wanton distortion of 
the truth. War is a particular demonstration 
of the power of sin in this world and a defi­
ance of the righteousness of God as revealed 
in Jesus Christ and him crucified. No justi­
fication of war musi be allowed to conceal or 
minimize this fact. 

World events were giving evidence of the horror of war even 
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then in the Orient, and they were soon to be demonstrated on 

a world-wide scale exceeding the imagination of those who 

formulated the above statement. The report concluded by 

listing areas in which the church should strengthen its wit-

ness. 

0. THE pOST-CONFERENCE PE1UOD 

The Tambaram Conference of the International Missionary 

Council, December, 1938, followed the lines of approach used 

at Oxford in the deliberation on economic and political mat-

ters. 

An explicit analysis of its findings lies outside of the 

province of this study; however, it is significant to note 

the manner in which the inherited problem of the Kingdom was 

considered. 

The Kingdom of God is both present and future; 
both a growth and a final consummation by God. 
It is our task and our hope -- our task which 
we face with the power of Christ; our hope that 
the last word will be spoken by God and that 
that last word will be victory. The Kingdom 

1. J. H. Oldham, ~Oxford Conference, p. 162. 



means both acceptance and action, a gift and 
a task. We work for it and we wait for it. 

As to whether we should centre upon indi­
vidual conversion or upon social change to 
realize !his Kingdom, we reply that we must 
do both. 

FTom this assumption the report moved beyond Oxford with a 

bold 

~new 

assertion of ideals 
2 

order of living." 

which would be characteristic of a 

This new life would work itself out into a new order 
of living: 

a) We would look on every man as a man. 

b) We would, therefore, make the unit of co-operation 
the human race. 

c) We would therefore demand equality of opportunity 
for every man for his complete development. 

d) Since economic means can purchase opportunity there 
can be no equality of opportunity without a re-dis­
tribution of the world's economic goods. 

e) Among the causes of war we recognize the present 
inequality of economic opportunity open to various 
nations which gives to some a privileged position 
in access to the world's raw materials, financial 
assistance and open areas which is denied to others. 

f) Since war is a violation of human personality and 
repugnant to the Christian conscience, we repudiate 
it as a means of settling international disputes. 

g) To a torn and distracted and sinful world, we offer 
God's offer-- the Kingdom of God.3 
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l. J. Merle Davis (ed.), The Economic Basis of the Church, Vol. 
V of The Madras Series;-!nternationai MisSionary Council 
(7 voli7: New York: International Missionary Council, 1939), 
P• 556 · 

2. Ibid., P• 559. 
3. "I'Eiii!., pp. 559-561. 
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This obviously represents the most liberal usage of 

normative ideals which as been discussed thus far. It il­

lustrates the way in which social norms can be used as ex­

pressions of transcendent theological presuppositions. These 

norms acted as a bridge in the vertical plane between the 

transcendent ideal of the Kingdom and the social situation. 

D. (X)NCLUSIONS WITH REFERENCE TO THE PROBLEM 

While the Stockholm Conference had been forced to debate 

upon whether or not Christians should concern themselves with 

seeking to realize on earth man's approximations of the King­

dom, the Oxford Conference openly accepted this social re­

sponsibility and proceeded with the question of how to ful­

fill its task. The importance of a social strategy and of 

social norms or relative ideals under the higher transcendent 

ideals of love and the Kingdom were recognized and exempli­

fied in the usage of justice as the central norm. From this 

recognition the conference developed the normative approach 

in two directions: inclusive concrete ideals as norms for 

the whole of the social order, and specific directives or 

axioms for the individual. 

The demand that such norms possess this breadth of ap­

plicability was continually pressed by the challenging prob­

lems in each sphere, the social and the individual. Further, 

it was understood that the part and the whole were fundament­

all related in the job of correlating freedom and 



70 

responsibility either individually or within the group. The 

responsible use of economic or political power was prominent 

in all of the discussions. This correlation of responsibility 

and freedom or power was to become central in the Amsterdam 

definition of the responsible society. 

The normative approach was not only developing in itself; 

it was also directing constructive criticism upon the ethical 

systems under which it was operative. This approach, which 

had arisen in the ecumenical discussions in turn projected its 

own standards upon the discussion. This demonstrated the fer­

tile possibilities of internal criticism in the Ecumenical 

Movement. Christians were forced to think in broader terms 

involving the consideration of goals, motivation, and the sit­

uation withing which the ideal of love was to be rem ized. Ox­

ford went so far in response to this demand as to reflect upon 

a number of explicit ends which should be sought in the social 

order. 

This demonstrated a considerable step beyond Stockholm. 

The norms of the "human element" and the value of personality 

were used at the Stockholm Conference as means of gaining a 

unified sympathetic response toward problems, while at Oxford 

explicit norms were used more as standards leading toward the 

resolution of social problems. 

The task of responsibly correlating law and force with 

economic or political power was central. Social norms were 

increasingly utilized as the means through which to achieve 
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the correlation. This realization o~ the polar nature o~ the 

social problem together with the use o~ social norms expres­

sive o~ theological presuppositions, laid a ~oundation upon 

which the discussions o~ Christians in the "third ~orce" and 

those preparing ~or the Amsterdam Assembly were to structure 

the concept o~ the responsible society. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE AMSTERDAM ASSEMBLY 

A. THE TEN roRMA TIVE YEARS 

The period between the Oxford Conference and the Amster­

dam Assembly is often referred to in ecumenical conversations 

as the "ten formative years." It was a time of international 

turmoil and tragedy that forced the churches to cut away many 

of their nonessentials. 

The war years have forced the COuncil as 
they forced the churches, to face the funda­
mental realities of the Church's plans and 
many seemingly indispensable elements of its 
life. It was forced to concentrate on its 
essential task, namely to be a t~ken of the 
reality of the Church Universal. 

1. The Provisional Committee 

The movement toward an organized World Council of 

Churches can be traced explicitly to the meeting called by 

Archbishop Temple at Bishopthrope in 1933, and to the later 

discussions at Westfield College, Hampstead, in 1937· These 

sessions recognized the growing affinity between the Faith and 

Order and Life and Work Movements and the necessity of a 

1. World COuncil of Churches, Ten Formative Years (Geneva: 
World Council of Churches, !11'48 • 

2. Ibid., P• 7. -
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concrete unified organization of the churches in the world 

community. This resulted in action by the Life and Work Move­

ment at Oxford, and the Faith and Order Movement at Edinburgh, 

leading toward the formation of a provisional committee. The 

task of this committee was to explore the path leading toward 
1 

the actual formation of a World Council of Churches. 

The years of the war proved to be a time of trial. It 

appeared at first as though the divisive effects of the war 

would ultimately destroy the provisional structure and the lines 

of communication which had existed. The tide turned, however, 

as churchmen found themselves confronted with the spiritual 

needs created by the chaotic realities of the war. 

The struggle to be the Church which was es­
sentially one andthe same struggle 1n many 
countries, the common defence against the 
ideological attack on the Church Universal, 
the common suffering, the opportunity to serve 
war prisoners and refugees from other nations 
-- these proved more powerful factors 1n build­
ing ecumenical conviction than conferences, 
committees or journeys .2 

The small staff in Geneva, Switzerland, became a communi­

cations center for churchmen of both warring camps especially 

on the problems of refugees and war prisoners. "Thus the Coun­

cil received 1n those years far more than it lost. For the 

losses were merely in the realm of organization, but the gains 

were 1n the spiritual realm."3 

l. Ibid., PP• 4ff. 
2. "''5'1a., P• 14. 
3• "''5'1Q., PP• 7-8. 



The Council began the task of developing and expanding 

the avenues of communications immediately upon the close of 

the war. The first meeting of the Provisional Committee fol-

74 

lowing the war revealed a deeper sense of oneness than had 

ever been known before. "As Bishop Berggrave put it, the 

surprise of that meeting was that it was no surprise to be 

together -- for the ties between those present had never been 
1 

broken." Events unfolded rapidly thereafter in the organi-

zational process leading up to the Amsterdam Assembly. 

The international struggle provided the practical cen­

ter for the action of the Ecumenical Movement while also 

stimulating a deepening of thought on the nature and ethical 

reality of the Church. The Study Department pursued this 

study of the ethical reality of the church by fostering dis-

cussion and the exchange of papers between several small com­

mittees of American Scholars and Dr. Visser•t Hoeft and Dr. 

Emil Brunner. "Much of it /this particular discussion/ was 

carried on in terms of the concepts of Corpus Christianum and 
2 

Corpus Christi." The former refers to the harmonizing of 

the church and the social order in an attempt to create a 

Christian civilization while the latter is more conscious of 

the problem of evil and thus points toward what Visser•t Hooft 

held to be the New Testament conception of the Church. Visser•t 

1. Ibid., P• 18. 
2. JOEn c. Bennett, Results of an Ecumenical Study (Geneva: 

World Council of Churches';"""21iE/44, 1944), p. 2. 
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Hooft and Brunner criticize the idea of a Christian civiliza­

tion or nation as being an illusion. Their emphasis upon the 

Corpus Christi was not a denial of the chureh 1 s responsibility 

in the world as much as it was a recognition of the persist­

ence of the problem of evil. Many of the American contribu­

ters held a more hopeful view of the world while at the same 

time seeking to avoid the illusion of an over optimistic view 

or civilization. 1 

2. The Formation of the Commission of the Churches 
on International Affairs 

The formation of the Commission of the Churches on Inter­

national Affairs at Cambridge, England, in 1946, witnessed to 

the acceptance by the church of a role of active participation 

in international affairs. This commission was set up jointly 

by the International Missionary Council and the World Council 

of Churches. It consisted of twenty-eight members throughout 

the world, whose tasks were to maintain a contact with the 

pulse of the world community, to cooperate with the local au­

thorities in the program of fostering the world community, and 
2 to participate in the activities of the Commission. The 

responsibilities of the Commission were outlined as follows: 

1. TO call the attention or churches to interna­
tional problems of particular Christian concern 

1. Ibid., P• 3· 
2,: Roswell P. Barnes and KennetJ;l G~ Grubb, "The Churchs' Ap­

proach to International Affairs," Man's Disorder and God's 
Design, World Council of Churches, IV, 37-38. -



and suggest ways of effective national and 
international action. 

2. TO discover and declare Christian principles 
bearing on the inter-relations of nations. 

3· TO encourage the formation of organisms through 
which the consciences of Christians can be 
stirred and educated to their world responsi­
bilities. 

4. To gather and appraise materials on the relation­
ship of the churches to public affairs and make 
possible inter-church exchange of such materials. 

5. TO study selected problems of international jus­
tice and world order. 

6. To assign specific responsibilities to committees 
or special groups of experts. 

7. TO organize conferences of church leaders of dif­
ferent nations.l 

B. THE SETTING OF THE ASSFXBLY 

l. The Theological Setting 
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The growing concern for a better understanding of the 

nature and function of the church in the "ten formative years" 

had as its theological counterpart a deepening awareness of 

the early Christian idea of the Church as a "third race" and 

a rising emphasis upon the Word or Scripture as the revelation 

of the ultimate truth.2 The latter emphasis was both evidenced 

and fostered by the impact of Karl Barth and nee-orthodox 

"crisis theology." It was a leaven, which had worked its way 

into the thought of many other theological perspectives includ­

ing many of those who rejected neo-orthodoxy in principle both 

1. Betty Thompson (ed.), commission of the Churches on Inter­
national Affairs (Geneva: friformatlo~epartment Of the 
World Council of Churches, n.d.), P• 1. 

2. Karl Hartenstein, "Third Way; An Interpretation and Criti­
cism of Amsterdam," International-Review of Missions, 
XXXVIII (January, 1949), PP• 77-88. -
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on the Continent and in Anglo Saxon countries. 1 This concern 

for tbe Word was sUIIIII!ed up by Haramannus Obendick in his com-

ment: 

Theology can be nothing else than an attempt 
to understand and interpret Scripture. • ; • 
All theology can do 1a to serve the Kerygma. 
To be a theologian means to be a teacher of 
Scripture, and that me~s first of all to be 
a student of Scripture. 

The emphasis upon the Word of God as the expX>ession of God's 

design was another of the main ideas 1n the theological dis­

cussions preceeding the conference and during the conference •. 

This emphasis was not confined to particular geographic 

lines nor was it as pronounced in the less theologically 

oriented discussions of sections two, three, and four. Barth 

criticized the preparatory work of these sections for attempt­

ing to ascend from the analysis of man • s disorder to God 1 s 

design 1n the Kingdom when in fact 

1. 

2. 

3· 

what we can and ought to do here is simply this: 
we must give our churches and the world a proof 
11 in spirit and in power" -- of how it is when a 
thousand Christians from all lands and peoples, 
of all tongues and confessions, gather together 
1n one congregation under present conditions, 
stand by what they have so often heard and preached 
in their several positions and various styles: 
"Commit thy way unto the Lord IPld trust in him, 
and he will bring it to pass."J 

Karl Barth, "Continental vs Anglo Saxon Theology," 
Christian Centu~, LXVI (February 1, 1949), p. 201. 
Harmannus Obendck, "Protestant Theology in Germany 
During the Past Fifty Years," Scottish Journal of The-
~. V (1952), p. 266. --
~Barth, 11 No Christian Marshall Plan," Christian cen-
~. LXV (December 8, 1948), P• 1131. ---



Reinhold Niebuhr responded after the conference with a 

criticism of Barth's position in that 

it fails to provide sufficient criteria of 
judgment and impulses to action in moments 
of life when a historic evil, not yet full­
blown and not yet requiring some heroic 
witneass sneaks into the world upon the back 
of some unobtrusive error which when fully 
conceived may produce a monstrous evil.l 
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This recalls the tension within the Stocklhom Conference 

as to the nature of man's responsibility toward the realiza­

tion of the Kingdom and the usefulness of normative approxima­

tions thereof. The stage was set for a significant decision 

by the Eucumenical Movement as to whether or not to affirm and 

advance beyond the thought of the Oxford Conference in the de­

velopment of the normative approach. 

2. The Socio-Political Setting 

a. ~ ~ .!.2,!: 

The world had recently celebrated the end of the war. Hardly 

had the noise of battle ended, however, before victor and van-

quished alike awoke to the realization that peace had not fol­

lowed the cessation of war. The resolution of the conflict 

between the Axis and the Allies revealed two newly opposed 

camps, Communism and Capitalism. Old allies became virtual 

enemies, and old enemies new allies. The trumpets of peace 

1. Reinhold Niebuhr, "An Answer to Karl Barth," Christian Can­
~· LXVI (February 23, 1949), P• 236. 
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which had finally triumphed over the drums of war were muted 
1 

by the sounds of a new kind of war, a "cold war." 

The words of the new contending powers sounded strangely 

alike. Each spoke of justice and freedom. Each believed that 

it alone followed the road of social progress. The Communists 

thought that they represented the creative new force in the 

dialectical process of history. They viewed Capitalism as a 

dying force in comparison with the energetic pursuit of social 

justice of Communism. 

Similarly, the West affinaed the values of freedom and 

personality and viewed Capitalism as the natural economic ex­

pression of these values. The West criticized the East on 

the grounds of the means used more than on the basis of the 

goals sought. Each force lived in mutual fear of the other in 

a rising spiral of attitudes of hatred and military expendi­

tures. 'lhe dove of peace could not seem to find an ark of 

hope upon which to land. 

b. !h! Third Force Movement 

There were those during the war who anticipated this 

division into two camps. They projected the idea of a third 

bloc which could prevent world conflict by counter-balancing 

1. See Howard K. Smith, State of Europe (N.Y: Knopf Publish-
ing Company, 1951). --
See Dean McHenry, The Third Foree in Canada (Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 1952). 
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the other two spheres -- Communism and Capitalism. ~ese 

thinkers assumed a political and economic philosphy which 

could generally be characterized as Social Democratic. Their 

goal was to achieve a balance between the emphasis of the 

West on freedom and of the East on ecoaomic security. 

Europe had seen the results of the exceuet freedom in .. 

the industrial revolution and the results of an unbalanced 

thrust toward economic security in Fascist totalitarianism. 

~e middle way was accepted bJ manr Europeans as the only 
1 means through which to avoid the excesses of either extreme. 

Similarly it appeared to many Asians as the only way to ad­

vance socially while maintaining a degree of political inde-
2 pendence. 

The idea of a middle way became a center of conversation 

over much of Europe in a variety of different thought climates. 

This provided a broad range of approaches within the 11 th1rd 

force," in that each such group developed its ideas from its 

own perspective. One such group even produced its own period­

ical, which was named ~ Third Force and later changed to 

World L1beralism.3 National differences also contributed to 

1. Alexander Werth, "Is the Third Force Defeated?" New States­
man and Nation, XXXVIII (September 3, 1949), pp.~5-6. 

2. iorldCounc!i of ChUrches; ~ gope .2£!!!! (Geneva: 
W01"ld Council ot Churches, , P• 3 • 

. See CaramF:.(lhlilng, Third Force China (N.Y: Bookmen Asso-
ciates, 1952). · 

3· ~ Third Force, III (Autumn, 1950), P• 8. 
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the breadth of the movement; thus the idea of a "third force" 

was viewed somewhat differently in Germany than in France, 

and again differently in France than in Britain or elsewhere. 

This middle way found political expression in a variety 

of liberal and center parties which developed in Europe dur­

ing that period. Great hope was placed in the Labour Party 

of Great Britain and later in the "third force" parties which 

arose as political Communism was subdued in Italy and France. 

Some thought was given to the possibility of a military 
l 

"third force" standing between Russia and the United States. 

There was also the development of political thought as 

to the means through which the "third force" could be sus­

tained in countries behind the "Iron Curtain." Most of this 

conversation was based upon the work of Otto Bauer and his 
2 

book ~ Illegal Part!. He had suggested a cellular under-

ground party system led by a well disciplined but disassociated 

Cadre. Their goal was to be that of winning the workers to the 

ideals of Social Democracy, and to a rejection of both Com­

munism and Fascism, in an effort to create an underlying atti­

tude which might in an opportune moment be translated into 

2. 

Alexander Werth, "Is the Third Force Defeated?" New States­
man and Nation, XXXVIII (September 3, 1949), P• m. 
See w:-A. Visser•t Hooft, "The Christian in World Affairs," 
Union Seminary Quarterly Review, IV (March, 1949), p. 7. 
Otto Bauer, Le Illegal Parti (Paris: Editions Le Lutte So­
cialiste, l9)lf). 
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lhe group supporting the publication of ~ lhird Foree 

were organized as the Liberal International. They stated their 

ease as follows: 

The attack on our civilized values is repre­
sented in the language of polities as an at­
tack from two sides, from the Right and from 
the Left. There is in fact only one attack, 
for these two extremes, mutually eomplemlm'lll!ll"J 
and indispensable, use the same technique of 
offence and suppression; whichever succeeds 
the result is the same. Yet the political 
imagery portraying the defenders of civili­
zation as the centre, will be useful if it 
serves to remind all friends of Libert,r and 
Law that, when encircled and hard pressed, it 
is necessary to stand together. The Liberal 
Internatio~al was founded in order to meet 
that need. 

Many of these hopes were soon to fade. The Labour and 

Liberal groups did not possess lasting political support and 

Western Europe was pressed into the western bloc through eco­

nomic and military necessity as well as cultural aff1nity.3 

But what of the church? Some churchmen tended to iden­

tify the political responsibility of the churches rather 

directly with the various social democrat programs.4 Gradually, 

1. 

2. 

3· 

4· 

H. Malcolm MacDonald, "Illegal Socialist Parties and Their 
Organization," Southwestern Social Science Quarterly, 
XXXIII (September, 19.52),. PP• 126 ff, 
/Peter Caloeoreaae/, "Editorial," The Third Foree, I 
(Janual"J, 1948), P• 3· ----
Adolf Stusmthal, The Tragedn of European Labor (London: 
Oxford University-press, 19 917 
William Temple, Christianity and Social Order (London: 
S.C.M. Preas Ltd., 1942), pp.~l ff, 
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however, there was the realization that the churches could 

not identify themselves directly with any particular economic 

or political system. This realization was combined with a 
1 rising rejection of both Communism and Capitalism. Despite 

the fact that Communism often demonstrated a deeper sensi­

tivity toward the demands of social justice, most West Eu­

ropean churchmen rejected Communism because of its anti­

Christian bent and its tendency to roster but another type of 

dictatorship. 2 There was a seeming acceptance of certain 

aspects of Communism by some eaat European Christians, though 

there was little clear expression or their position before 

Amsterdam. 

Capitalism was likewise confronted with_ particularly 

sharp criticism directed at those forces which had assumed 

a negative anti-Communistic position. In this connection it 

was realized by many European churchmen that the church dare 

not co~~rt:lmae to assume the role of sanctioning the status quo 

but must aid the quest for a more desirable social order.3 

The above discussion represents simply a generalization 

or several strains of thought in the "third force." It must 

be realized that a variety or such positions were held with 

respect to the East-West tension. 

1. 

2. 

3· 

C. L. Patijn, 11 The Strategy of the Church," Man's Disorder 
and God's Desigg, World Council or Churches, III, i?o . 
.r.-A. Vlsserlt ooft, "The Christian in World Affairs," 
Union Seminary Quarterly Review, IV (March, 1949),pp. 5. 
Ibid., P• 6. 
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The goal of the "third force" among churchmen was for 

a free church in a free Europe, according to comments by Karl 

Barth which were first published in 1949. 

The Christian Church can therefore stand 
neither against the West nor the East. It 
can only walk between the two--which only 
means that here in the West--may our brothers 
in the East do their share too--we must stand 
all the more emphatically for those things 
which might be overlooked and forgotten in the 
West, for those things, therefore, which it is 
necessary to say and to hear in the West. Its 
task must be to call men back to humanity, and 
that is its contribution to reconstruction. The 
Church can only be the Church if it remains 
free to fulfill that task. It can only stand 
for Europe: not for a Europe controlled by the 
West or the East, but for a free Europe going 
its .own way, a third way. A free Church is 
perhap3 the last chance for such a free Europe 
today.~ 

Social programs were not enough, nor was the task of the 

church simply that of providing soultions to social dilemmas, 

though there was no longer as much question as to the neces­

sity for social sensitivity and responsibility on the part of 

the churches. This situation eventually led the churches to 

a new awareness of the need for the unique witness of the 

church to the will of God and the true end of man. 2 

1. 

2. 

WOrld solidarity could be achieved only by the solution 

Karl Barthr Against the Stream (N.Y: Philosophical Li­
brary, 195LJ.), P• 14r.-
w. A. Visser 1 t Hooft, ~· cit., P• 11. 
See F. M. Van Asbeck, """be""C!iurch and the Disorder of 
International Society," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 68. ---



of the human problem of being our brother's keeper and not by 

political thought. The church was challenged to give direc-
1 tion to the resolution of that human problem. 

These things happen when men have been set 
on fire with new overpowering insights into 
the truth of God concerning persons, and 
concerning human relations, and ar~ ready to 
live and fight for these insights. 

This then, is the first and foremost prin­
ciple of Christian strategy in international 
affairs--not to accept as final the estab­
lished fronts, but to create a new front, a 
front which seeks to cut across~e existing 
fronts; not to accept the sterile dilemma of 
the present political situation, but to in­
troduce into the situation God's creative 
challenge •••• 

I realize that the Church can only speak 
thus if two miracles take place: the miracle 
of a real repentance, a turning round, which 
makes the Church deeply ashamed of its guilt, 
its acquiescence in intolerable injustice, its 
involvement in the great disorder, and its 
lack of prophetic vision; and the other miracle 
of the Church becoming once again the spokesman 
of the Holy God--speaking the work which is a 
two-edged sword, which is not merely a word of 
judgment and salvation for individuals, but 
for the nations.) 

This concern on the part of the churches for the political 

sphere was given explicit expression within the Ecumenical Move­

ment in this period through the sponsorship of a series of con­

ferences for Christian politicians. 

1. 

2. 

). 

Nicholas Berdyaev, "The Unity of Christendom in the strife 
Between East and West," Eucumenical Review, I (Autumn 1918), 
P• 2). 
w. A. Visser 1t Hooft, "The Christian in World Affairs," 
Union Seminary Quarterly, IV (March, 1949), p. 11. 
Ibid., P• 9 · 
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The report of the nineteen hundred and forty-eight con­

ference provided a valuable resource for the work of the Am­

sterdam Assembly. It is significant to note the emphasis upon 

the importance of the recognition of man's freedom before God 

and man and its direct correlation with the demand for the re-

sponsible use of that freedom. A major portion of one section 

of this report is quoted below: 

1. In the Bible man is always seen as a free 
being, responsible to God and his neighbour. In 
modern society the spiritual, political and so­
cial freedom of man is more endangered than ever 
before. 

2. Any submission to totalitarian tendencies in 
state and society is a denial of the Christian con­
ception of man, of God's intention for man and His 
work of salvation, since such tendencies deprive 
man of his responsiblity to answer freely God's 
love and call. On the other hand irresponsible 
liberty, which is employed by individuals or groups 
to reduce or destroy the liberty of fellow-men and 
the cohesion of the community, stands condemned in 
itself, as well as for driving its victim to total­
itarial reactions.l 

3· Any acceptance of a social and economic situation 
tending to deprive man of the possibility of acting 
responsible is a denial of the Christian conception 
of man. This tendency is present in centralized, 
bureaucratised organizations and this danger looms, 
therefore, 1n all actual societies, whether they are 
capitalist, socialist or communist. 

4· a) We therefore condemn any attempt to limit the 
freedom of the Church to witness to its Lord and His 
design for mankind, for this freedom is implied in 
man's responsibility before God. 

b) We therefore condemn any attempt to deprive 
man of participation in the shaping of society, for 

1. World Council of Churches, Conference of Christian Poli­
ticians, Retort of Commission I on "A Responsible SocietJ," 
Bossey, Sw~zerland, June, 194E TGeneva: World Council o 
Churches, 1948), p. 1. 
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this is a duty implied in man's responsibility towards 
his neighbour. 

c) We therefore condemn the present trend of our 
technological society to subject man to impersonal 
forces and alleged laws of economics and technics, 
for this denies the responsibility for this world 
which God has laid upon him. • • • 

5. The ChurCh must rethink its attitude to the work 
which fills the daily life of men in society. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

6. A sense of responsibility of the worker with re­
spect to the means of production should be realised 
by a variety of measures for participation in owner­
ship and in the policy of management. 

7. Ways and means should be sought by which irre­
sponsible power in society, which threatens the demo­
cratic process, either in the form of association of 
employers or of workers, can be called to account by 
the community itself. 

8. The impersonal character of life in big cities 
and modern industry is an obstacle to direct and 
responsible relations between persons. We therefore 
request that special care should be given to building 
up smaller communities in neighbourhood and work. The 
task of rebuilding of those cities which have been 
destroyed curing the war presents a special oppor­
tunity for this task.l 

Nearly all of these points were utilized in the Amsterdam 

deliberations. This illustrates the developmental process 

through which such problems as freedom, power, and political 

direction or determination were incorporated under the idea 

of the responsible society. 

The "third force" movement, both in its analysis of the 

political and economic problems and in its approach to the 

human prOblem, provided the immediate context out of which the 

concept of the responsible society developed. The hope of the 

1. ~., PP• 2-3· 



"third force" for the achievement of a balance between the 

Western ideal of freedom and the Eastern desire for security 

revealed the same polarity as that encompassed in the idea 
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of the responsible society. The "third force" for a time had 

used the slogan: the "free society." This was not fully ac­

cepted because of its particular association with the West. 

A better conceptual expression of the balance between freedom 

and security was needed. 

The concept of the "responsible society" which arose out 

of the preparatory discussions for the Amsterdam Assembly can 

be correlated with roots of thought which run deep into the 

discussions of the Ecumenical Movement, but it was the pecu­

liar European situation and the idea of the "third force" which 

provided the more immediate seed bed for its germination. 

C. THE ASSEMBLY 

The opening service of the Assembly took place 
in the Nieuwe Kerk at Amsterdam on Sunday 22 
August 1948. One hundred forty-seven Churches 
in forty-four countries were represented by 
three hundred and fifty-one official delegates. 1 

One of the great highl~ts of the Conference occurred 

the following morning when the World Council of Churches was 

officially formed by the acceptance of the resolution by Dr. 

Marc Boegner "that the formation of the World Council of 

Churches be declared to be and is hereby completed. 112 After 

l. 

2. 

Ruth Rouse and Stephen Neill (ed.), History 2£ ~ ~­
menical Movement, P• 719. 
Ibid., P• 720. 



a moment of silent prayer, the chairman of the session, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, led in spoken prayer: 

Almighty God, here we offer unto thee our thanks­
giving and praise, that Thou hast brought us to 
this hour and this act in the faith of Christ and 
by the power of the Holy Spirit. As Thou hast 
prospered those into whose labours we enter, so, 
we pray Thee, prosper us in this our undertaking 
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by Thy most gracious favour, that in all our works 
begun, continued and ended in Thee we may set forth 
Thy glory for the well being of ThY Holy Church and 
the salvation of all Thy people.l 

The work of the conference was carried on in four sections: 

The Universal Church in God's Design; The Church's Witness to 

God's Design; The Church and the Disorder of Society; and, The 

Church and the International Disorder. The last two are parti-

cularly relevant for this discussion 

1. The Section on the Church and the Disorder of Society 

a. Preliminary Analysis 

The first task in the preparatory work of The Section on 

the Church and the Disorder of Society" was that of making an 

analysis of the causes of the world disorder. The primary cause 

suggested was the rise of industry with its emphasis upon tech­

niques. The introductory article in this section maintains that 

the machine, as a product of the technical attitude, has served 

both as a blessing and a curse. It has eliminated much of the 

drudgery of detailed performance, but in so doing it has also 

destroyed the fabric of personal relationships upon which the 
2 life of the community has been based. 

1. Ibid., P• 720. 
2. lre!iihold Niebuhr,"God 1 s Design and the Present Disorder of 

Civilization, 11 Man 1 s Disorder and God's Design, World Coun-
cil of Churches, III, 17. ---
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Man has been able to postulate many rights, but remains 

unable to secure a just distribution of the benefit of his ex­

panded power as a creative being. The chapter identifies this 

as a disjuncture between the possession of power an~ the re-

spons1b111ty for power. Three differing political philospphies 

are viewed as responses to this problem. Laissez faire eco­

nomics assumed that a new balance between freedom, as the ex­

pression of economic power, and security, as the mutual bene­

fit of all, would be automatically established. 

The laissez faire theory did not realize 
that human freedom expresses itself de­
structively as well as creatively, and 
that an increase in human freedom and power 
through the introduction of technics makes 
the achievement of justice more, rather 
than less, difficult than in non-technical 
civilizations. 

Similarly, Fascism and Communism had been projected as 

solutions for the breakdown of human relationships and the 1m-

balance or freedom and justice. 

The one is morally cynical and the other 
morally sentimental and utopian. The one 
worships force and the other hopes to es­
tablish an anarchistic millennium by using 
revolutionary force to eliminate the need 
or force in a pure and classless society. 
The one worships a limited national com­
munity. The other hopes for world-wide in­
ternational community.2 

In summation the analysis challenges the churches to find 

means through which to roster the awareness of the responsi-

l. 1gid., P• 19. 
2. Ibid., P• 21. 
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bility ot power and 

between freedom and 

the necessity of determining a just balance 
1 security. 

The diagnosis then is turned to a discussion of the condi­

tions which existed at that time in various sections of the 

world community. Jacques Ell.Ul in his discussion of 11 The Situ­

ation in Europe" characterizes the disorder in Europe as a 

disequilibrium between the traditional values of the European 

culture and the economic and political conditions. 

We see European civilisation breaking up 
into anarchy before our eyes, because the 
economic, social, and political forces have 
developed freely without regard for one an­
other. The traditional values of civilisa­
tion are no longer moulding civilisation to­
day; they are no longer taken into account. 
There is therefore, a serious lack of balance, 
and we have reached a definite crisis.2 

Ellul notes that man has sought to. deal with his crisis 

through the development or centralized controls in politics 

and economics. This system, which had been evolved in order 

to meet the disjuncture between the value system and the situ­

ation, is characterized as a totalistic involvement--a totali­

tarianism. It involves the whole man and seeks to unify the 

whole of his life through placing the instruments or action 

and thought entirely in the hands of a central institution. 

The church had failed to protect man and aid in the quest 

l. Ibid., p. 22 
2. Ja,cques Ellul, 11 The Situation in Europe," Man's Disorder 

!E£ God's Desige, World Council of Churches, III, $1. 



for the realization of new values in the midst of this in­

volvement.1 
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The analytical process then shifts to Asia. Rural poverty 

is cited as the basic Asian problem at this time by Bates and 

Thomas. This they correlate with the technical revolution of 

the West in that it was the impact of lower priced machine 

produced goods which broke down the home-industr,y-agricultural 

economy of Asia. This breakdown of the domestic union of 

agriculture and manufacturing has 

ready over-populated agricultural 

forced a return 
2 

pursuit. 

to an al-

Thomas declares that there is no sense of tragedy in 

the way an Asian views his situation. One accepts the turn 

of history. There is little consciousness of responsibility 

for the change of history on the part of persons. Yet for 

Thomas man is thought of as responsible only a~ he is seen as 

a part of God's creation and in a sustaining relationship with 

God. Such an acknowledgment of the personal element had not 

existed in Asia prior to the impact of nationalism and the 

church. Despite the power of nationalism, Thomas asserts that 

the church was the great new fact in Asia, in that it pro­

claimed a gospel which confronted every man "with a responsi­

ble decision to repent and enter the historical community of 

the redeemed."3 

1. 
2. 

3· 

Ibid., P• 58. 
M.M. Thomas, "The Situation in Asia -- II," Man 1 s Disorder 
and God's Design, World Council of Churches, III, 72. 
Ibid., P• 76. 
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The situation in the United States is said to be com-

parable to the European scene with the reservation that clas-

sical economics still hold a greater sway ideologically in 

the United States than in Europe.l 

The church is seen as a part of this disorder. It had 

involved and accommodated itself all too often to the demands 

of nationalism, the social hierarchy, and the economic powers. 

The net result of this involvement in Europe was that the 

"working people and the democratic forces in Europe came to 

believe that the church was against them."2 

However, it is recognized that involvement is but the 

other side of responsibility: 

Either the Church will go out and win the 
nations and attempt to influence the insti­
tutions of society or it will seek to remain 
a ver,r select body of committed Christians. 
In the first case it runs the risk of being 
overcome by the world that it seeks to win, 
and in the second case it is in danger of be­
coming a self-righteous sect that has lost 
opportunities to win souls and to raise the 
level of civilization.3 

The church could give only one answer; it had to con­

front the crisis. J. H. Oldham pointed to four areas in which 

the church must make its impact felt: the revitalization of 

l. 

2. 

3· 

Reinhold Niebuhr, "'Ihe Situation in u.s.A., II Man's Disorder 
and God's Desif?, World Council of Churches, III, 80. 
J'01iri c. Bennet , "'Ihe Involvement of the Church," Man's Dis­
order and God's Design, World Council of Churches, III, ~ 
Ibid.,~. 
'SieJobn M. Yinger, Religion in the Stru~le for Power 
(Dur.ham, N.C: Duke Univers!ty'Prii'S, 194 • -



communal living; the development of a Christian doctrine of 

work; the realization of a collective morality; and, the es­

tablishment of order in the political community. 
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J. H. Oldham's chapter reflects a familiarity with many 

of the discussions of the "third force," as it reiterates that 

a balance must be struck between the emphasis upon freedom in 

the West and equality in the East. He affirms that these two 

factors belong together and that the Christian must seek to 

realize a social order in which these factors are in equili-

brium. This social order would be more than simply a free so­

ciety for freedom might mean simply the freedom to exploit. 

Freedom must be tempered by social justice. The following 

elements are listed in J. H. Oldham's chapter on "A Respon­

sible Society" as characteristics which such a social order 

should include. 

1. 

2. 
3· 

l. The freedom of men to obey God and to 
act in accordance with their conscience. 

2. Freedom to seek the truth, to speak the 
truth, to educate one another through a 
common search for the truth.~ 

3· Respect for man as man.2 

4. The Christian will always attach a greater 
importance to the direct relation between 
persons than to the collective relationships.3 

J. H. Oldham, "A Responsible Society," Man's Disorder 
God's DesifU, World Council of Churches, III, 147. 
Ibid., P• 9 · 
10id., P• 150. 

and -



5. Human sinfulness will impel Christians 1 to set restraints on irresponsible power. 

6. The varied activities or man, religious, 
cultural, political and economic, Should 
be given the maximum independence or one 
another. 

1· It must be the aim of a just society •••• 
to ensure that the material rewards of the 
common national enterprise are equitably 
distributed.;,: 

8. Political Freedom. 3 
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The society which see~ this balance of the freedom and equal­

ity of man under God is spoken of by Oldham as a "responsible 

society." 

The necessity of the assumption of some strategy for the 

church is discussed by c. L. Patijn. He attempts to deal with 

the problem of maintaining the spiritual nature of the church 

grounded in the revelation or Jesus Christ while accepting the 

necessity or social involvement. John Bennett later made a 

criticism or Patijn for his failure to see the place of proxi­

mate norms. With respect to this problem Patijn also points 

to the necessity of a responsible acquaintance on the part of 

the church with technical problems and particularly with the 

mo!'al elements involved even ilL& highly technical decision. 

He recommends that the church act through such groups as 

those represented in the 11 third force" in an effort to bear as 

1. Ibid., P• 151. 
2 • '!'6Ii!. • p. 151. 
3· IDICI., P• 1.52. 
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concrete a witness as possible without an actual identifica-

tion with the group. 

b. ".!!!! Church .!!:!.!!! ~ Disorder .2£ Society" 

The report of Section III on "The Church and the Disorder 

of Society" followed the thought of the preliminary analysis 

bJ identifying the failure of man to see and admit his respon­

sibility to God, as the fundamental source of the social crisis. 

From this orientation it proceeds with an analysis similar to 

that of the preliminary documents in the descriptions of two 

factors contributing to the crisis: concentrations of political 

and economic power and domination of the social order by tech­

niques. 

Economic activity, which was originally free from social 

controls, has in recent times been brought under the control 

of the social order. This has been simply a recognition of 

the fact that justice "demands that economic activity be sub­

ordinated to social ends. 111 This fact has confronted the 

churches with the problem of the kinds of control applicable. 

The report he,ld that churchmen were obliged to indicate 

to those who would socialize property that it is man's use of 

the property that is the core of the problem. Further, it is 

affirmed before those who would hold to the status guo that 

ownership should be tempered by stewardship. "The coherent 

and purposeful ordering of society has now become a major 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Des;gn, 
World Council of Churches, III, 191. 
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1 
necessity." This ordering ehould seek to achieve a responsi-

ble society 

where freedom is the freedom of men who 
acknowledge responsibil1 cy to justice and 
public order, and where those who hold 
political authoricy or economic power are 
reaponai-le for its exercise to God and2the 
people whose welfare is affected by it. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

For a society to be responsible under modern 
conditions it is required that the peopl• have 
freedom to control, to criticise and to change 
their governments, that power be made respon-
sible by law and tradition, and be distributed 3 as widely as possible through the whole community. 

This position led the section to condemn any attempt to limit 

the freedom of the life of the church, to limit responsible 

participation in the direction of society, or to limit the 

search for truth and its expression.4 

It is recognized in tblt. ''Report of Section III" that the 

appeal of Communism represents a judgment upon Christianity 

and its failure to witness fully to the gospel. A number of 

points of conflict between Christianity and Communism are in­

dicated: 

1. 
2. 

a: 

Ibid., IlirtJ.' IDra:., 
!.!!!!·, 

( 1) the communist promise of what amounts to 
a complete redemption of man in history; (2) 
the bel1•f that a particular class by virtue 
of its role as the bearer of a new order is 

P• 192. 
P• 192. 
p. 192; 
P• 193~. 



free from the sins and ambiguities that 
Christians believe to be characteristic 
of all human existence; (3) the materi­
alistic and deterministic teachings, how­
ever they may be qualified, that are in­
compatible with belief in God and with 
the Christian view of man as a person, made 
in God's image and responsible to Him; (4) 
the ruthless methods of communists in deal­
ing with their opponents; (5) the demand of 
the party on its members for an exclusive and 
unqualified loyalty which belongs only to 
God, and the coercive policies of communist 
dictatorship in controlling every aspect of 
life.l 

The Capitalistic system is also criticised: 

(1) Capitalism tends to subordinate what 
should be the primary task of any economy-­
meeting of human needs--to the economic ad­
vantages of those who have most power over 
its institutions. (2) It tends to produce 
serious inequalities. (3) It has developed 
a practical form of materialism in Western 
nations in spite of their Christian back­
ground, for it has placed the greatest em­
phasis upon success in making money. (4) It 
has also kept the people of capitalist coun­
tries subject to a kind of fate which has 
taken the form of su~ social catastrophes 
as mass unemployment. 

The responsibility of the Christian is affirmed to be 
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not only to raise constructive criticism, but further to seek 

new solutions which will achieve a balance between freedom and 

economic justice. 

The Church is not to attempt to fulfill its responsibil­

ity through identifying itself directly with social programs. 

Its basic task in serving the social order is the renewal of 

1. Ibid., p. 194. 
2. 1D1a., PP• 194-195. 
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its own faith and obedience, for the church becomes most ef-

fective as the living witness of Jesus Christ as expressed in 

the everyday life of the congregation. 

The "third force" movement focused thought upon the 

necessity of finding a balance between the freedom ideal of 

the West and the emphasis upon equality of the East. This 

was not simply a European dilemma. The preliminary survey 

indicates the world dimensions of this issue in its varied 

stages of development. This socio-political problem is also 

characterized as a fundamental human problem, the problem of 

the individual's right in relation to the similar freedom or 

rights of others. For the Christian this freedom-equality 

tension was often essentially the task of being the brothers 

keeper. The preliminary survey, in wrestling with the issue, 

identifies this polarity between freedom and equality, and 

affirms the necessity of a dynamic balance between the two. 

John Oldham even suggests ideals which should be character-
1 istic of this balance. This represents a direct use of the 

normative approach. 

The question then turns to that of how the church should 

deal with the problem of aiding the realization of this equi­

librium. In Bennett's discussion of this point it is recog­

nized that all too often the church has distorted its mission 

1. J. H. Oldham, "A Responsible Society," Man's Disorder and 
God's Design, World Council of Churches, III, 147-153.---
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and witness by a false identification with particular inter­

ests. On the other hand, he feels that the identification was 

necessary if the church was to make an impact. In the chapter 

by Patijn and the comments by Bennett, it is agreed that the 

Christian revelation of love is the fundamental and ultimate 

norm. Beyond this however, Bennett points to the use of ideals 

or norms as expressions of the ultimate ideals of agape and 

the Kingdom, since the proximate norms could be more directly 

identified with the social sphere. 

The report of this section assumed the diagnosis of the 

problem given in the survey and added the ideal of responsi­

bility as the dynamic norm which would characterize the nature 

of the fullest positive interrelation between freedom and 

equality. When generalized into a larger perspective this 

became the concept of a responsible society in which the goal 

is a responsible balance between freedom and its expression 

in power. The report spelled this out in terms of a socio­

political situation, by noting that a responsible society 

would be one where the use of freedom as power would always 

be held answerable before those who felt the impact of the 

use of this freedom. Political authority or economic power 

were viewed as being subject to criticism and change by those 

who were under that authority or power. 

The ideal of responsibility also contained the tran­

scendent dimension of responsibility before God for the 

Christian. This was indicated within the idea of the 
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responsible society in the affirmation that man in his exer-

else of freedom was held responsible before God as well as man. 

Upon this ground the report developed a critique of both Com­

munism and Capitalism. 

The idea of a responsible society was an inclusive con­

ceptualization of the human problem of social existence as it 

expressed itself in that time with the addition of the ideal 

of responsibility as the proximate norm for behavior. This 

was then transposed into a goal or ideal for society in the 

conceptualization of the idea of a responsible society in 

which the use of power would be held accountable before God 

and man. 

2. The Church and the International Disorder 

a. Preliminary Analysis 

The section on "The Church and International Disorder" 

developed a pattern similar to that of the previous section 

in that it began with an attempt to diagnose the disorder. It 

suggests that the state has arisen as the primary institution 

following the breakdown of the mediaeval synthesis. Self-in­

terest has become the primary motif under which the sovereign 

states participate in any larger communal activity. This, of 

course, creates a condition of general disorder. 

The nations have attempted to re-establish the lines of 

community in recent decades through the development of inter­

national institutions and law, 

but even in the most modern mechanism for 
general co-operation between states, the 



United Nations, the national so-called 
sovereign state forms the foundation. It 
would not be otherwise possible to erect 
such a superstructure; nevertheless the 
great central question for our generation 
remains this: What kind of relationships 
between member-states does this general 
organisation provide? And can this organ­
isation meet the grgwing needs of an in­
terdependent world?l 
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It is evident that no higher loyalty exists and that the 

nations are more deeply concerned with their own interest than 

with those of humanity. 

This condition underlines the need for a bold but real-

istic approach to the questions of national sovereignty and 

self-interest. Efforts leading to the formation and strength­

ening of further world institutions based on common principles 

are viewed as an imperative. This is not to call an interna­

tional Leviathan into existence, but rather to stimulate the 

movement from a confederate to a federate form of world gov­

ernment, ·according to Van Asbeck. 

The immediate possibility is to work for an 
international order based on a rule of law, 
limiting national sovereignties and provid­
ing procedures for peaceful changes. This 
means the development of international law 
from a contractual law between nations to a 
law above them,2 

1. F. M. Van Asbeck, "The Church and the Disorder of Interna­
tional Society," Man's Disorder and God's Design, World 
COuncil of Churches, IV, pp. 54-~ 

2. Kenneth Grubb, "Chairman's Introduction," Man's Disorder 
~ God's Design, World Council of Churches, IV, 15. 
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Realistically speaking however, such a law has to be under­

girded by an attitude of mutual respect, a sense of obligation, 

and a common ethos among the nations. Despite its failures in 

the past the church is confronted with the task of fostering 

this international ethos through its world-wide fellowship. 

The survey continues with the recognition that the church 

has to be sensitive and realistic before its tasks, for it 

alone can decisively confront men with the fact and the effects 

of their own self-interest. The church must give constructive 

criticism and encouragement to the institutions of the social 

order though it cannot assume that it is technically compe­

tent to make certain decisions; however, it must consider the 

moral implications involved in such decisions. 

As a world-wide fellowship committed to Jesus Christ the 

church is capable of a positive international impact, but it 

has been handicapped by its minority status and the fact of 

its compromises with particular national and economic interests. 

The church has begun to deal with the world disorder in 

a more concerted fashion in its formation of the Commission of 

the Churches on International Affairs in 1946. The continued 

support and development of this commission and its work of 

contact and education at both the international and the local 

levels are a necessity. 

The general approach to the East-West conflict in the 

world community was considered by John Foster Dulles and Dr. 

Hromodka. 
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The thought of Dulles pivots on the issue of social 

change. Change is:viewed as a political and social fact of 

existence. It is a positive factor in that it provides the 

opportunity for a better world and better persons through the 

process or growth. The need of the hour, according to Dulles, 

is for the development of world institutions and processes 

through which change can peacefully be brought about. He af­

firms that the free society in which there is a combination 

of freedom, discipline, and wisdom will continue to provide 

the best political ground for peaceful and adequate change. 

He recognizee that there is a correlation between Weat and 

the East in the realm of long term ends or goals but he raises 

a sharp criticism of the difference in the means sanctioned 
l for the achievement of the ends. He holds that the West must 

reject all forms of violent change while taking the offensive 

at the same time in the achievement of peaceful change. 

Joseph Hromadka of the John Hus Theological Faculty of 

Prague, indicates that the East is fearful of the West and 

dubious as to the ability of the West to achieve its own 

values. 

Hence millions of European citizens are 
doubtful whether the "free democracies" 
of the West are qualified to meet the needs 
of the present era, and to organise effec­
tively a new order on the basis of real 
social justice and equal opportunity •••• 
Is not a material, economic interest on the 

l. John Foster Dulles and Joseph L. Hromadka, "Christian Re­
sponsibility in Our DiYided World>" Man's Disorder and God's 
Design, World Council of Churches, IV, 190. ---



part of HbigH industries and financial con­
cerns looking behind all the high-sounding 
slogans of H a free deaocracy,H behind all the 
efforts to protect Hindividual freedom,H 
Hfree enterpriseH against any control by 
government, society and state? The blind or 
bankrupt leniency of the liberal democratic 
governments towards the reactionary regimes 
which one by one swept away the political 
life of Europe and after 1920 reinstated the 
old, seemingly vanquished elements of feudal 
conservatism in their old positions has made 
the common man of Europe rather suspicious 
of the political tendencies prevailing it 
present in some leadin@ Western states. 
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The factor of import for the East European is not simply 

political freedom, but also a well-designed system within which 

freedom and social justice can both be realized within the 

frame work of the essential recognition of human dignity and 

peace, according to Hromadka. From this perspll)ctive Hromadka 

called upon the West to respect the quest of the East for so­

cial justice. He suggests that Hcommunism reflects, in a very 

secularized form, in spite of its materialism and dictato~ship, 

the Christian longing for the fellowship of full and responsi-
2 ble love. H 

The West, therefore, must not make the mistake of asso­

ciating the fundamental situation in the East with pure total­

itarianism or Communism. The distinction between people and 

party must be kept clearly in mind; further, it must be real­

ized that the former may one day transform the latter. Hromadka 

l. Ibid., PP• 122-123. 
2. ~., p~.132. 
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did not seek to defend materialistic Communism, and he indi­

cated weaknesses and inherent dangers in the situation in the 

Bast; nonetheless, he pleads for the West to express its values 

positively through a sensitive awareness of the passing events. 

The preparator,r volume concludes with a1engt~ discus­

sion on human rights and power. Rights are no longer thought 

of in the classical sense. This is illustrated in the empha­

sis upon the claim for economic justice as an inherent right 

of the person. Three roots for the Christian concern for 

human rights were suggested: 

1. The Christian conception of man's freedom 
is derived from the faith that man is made 
in the image of God. 

2. The dignity which is claimed for man is at­
tested by the demonstration of God's love 
for him in Jesus Christ. 

3· The right of evel"'' man to freedom is impera­
tive in order that he may be in a position.to 
respond to the calling wherewith God has 
called him.l 

Upon this basis it is held that the church should work at both 

the local and international levels for the development of an 

international bill of rights.2 

At this point the discussion drew upon the foundation of 

thought from the Oxford and Madras Conferences in denoting the 

1. o. Frederick Nolde (ed.), "Freedom of Religion and Related 
Human Rights," lan 1 s Disorder and God's Design, World Coun-
cil of Churches, tv, 147. -

2. ~·• P• 173• 
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meaning of religious liberty. The implications of these char­

acteristics for the individual and the group are that the per­

son should be free to determine his own beliefs, to enjoy the 

fruits of his beliefs, to fellowship with others of similar 

belief, and to express his beliefs.1 Further, the church must 

encourage governmental institutions to assure all citizens free­

dom "from direct or indirect compulsion in matters of religion" 

and to "create conditions which are favorable to the freest d~-

velopment and expression of conscience consistent with the best 

interests of the entire commun1ty.w2 

The problem of power was surveyed briefly by Emil Brunner 

and Sir Kenneth Grubb. Brunner defines power as "The capacity 

of man to determine the life i.e., the doing and not doing of 

others by compulsion."3 This desire to possess such means of 

compulsion is a perpetual problem because it is rooted in man's 

tendency toward self interest. 

Historically the community has dealt with the problem of 

power by ordering it under law within the institution of the 

state. In the opinion of Brunner the state does not create 

the law, it guarantees it. The state is itself under the law 

with respect both to the legislative enactments and the rights 

of the citizens. Brunner maintains that the check and balance 

1. Ibit., PP• 176-178. 
2. rora., P· 183. 
3. Emir Brunner and Kenneth Grubb, "Christian ~esponsibility 

in a World of Power," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, IV, 190. -
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system in the state provides a further restraint upon the 

institution of the state as the administrator of power under 

the law. All power is possessed under God as a responsibility 

over which the institution or individual serves as a steward, 

according to Brunner. 

The growing complexity of the various economic and so­

cial orders in society has required that the state similarly 

expand in order to meet its responsibility as the instrument 

of restraint. This increase in the power of the state opened 

the way for the rise of totalitarianism. At this point Brun­

ner disregarded the former problem of concentration of power 

in the orders of society and concentrated on the issue of 

to~tarianism. He rejects any totalistic institution, even 

a democratically operated one. In conclusion he asserts that 

the power struggles between states in the international com­

munity can best be resolved by the development of a federative 

system which is flexible enough to allow freedom and strong 

enough to demand responsibility. 

Kenneth Grubb attempts to portray the more inclusive 

dimensions of the question. He emphasizes the fact that 

power in many of its different meanings is 
a necessary element in human affairs. It is 
the means of executing authority, and the 
source of technical progress. In the form 
of influence, the power of one mind over an­
other, it has movfd men to noble action and 
enduring example. 

1. Ibid., p. 200. 
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On the other hand Grubb indicates that the power which is 

generally the concern of international discussions is that 

concentration of power which enables "small groups of men to 
1 

coerce the wills and limit the freedom of their fellows." 

Grubb maintains that the latter usage of power is not 

always the product of negative intentions. He points out that 

well intentioned ideas and programs have often led to concen­

trations of power which in the end have proven irresponsible. 

The problem is centered in the misuse of power whether acci­

dental or otherwise. This is particularly relevant in the 

international sphere where the situation is intensified by 

conceptions of sovereignty and national honor. 

Here, it is essentially a problem of war in that power 

becomes the ultimate means of resolving international tensions 

either through bluff or actual conflict. 

Against this background Grubb recommends that the 

churChes give considerable thought to their position on the 

issues of war and to their task in developing a sense of com­

mon obligation and interest between the nations. 

b. Report_£,f Section 1Y 

Ths report developed by the section on "The Church and the 

International Disorder" began with a characterization of the 

tragic world situation and the necessity for repentance and 

renewal on the part of man. The body of the report centered in 

five main affirmations. 

1. Ibid., P• 200. 
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There is a unanimous rejection of war in the belief that 

"war is contrary to the will of' God. 111 Beyond this general 

rejection of' war the section is divided into three opinion 

groups on the interpretation of' the rejection. These dif'­

f'erences are openly stated. First, there are those who hold 

that war can never by an act of justice, though on occasion it 

may be a Christian duty to participate. Secondly, some assume 

the position that in the absence of' an international govern­

mental structure and power the use of' military action is es­

sential f'or the maintenance of' world order. Finally, the 

third group refused to participate in any type of' military 

activity and proposed an absolute witness against war and f'or 

peace. 2 It was acknowledged in the report that in the event 

of' war, the church must clearly delineate its position in or­

der to prevent the use of the church's name as a sanction f'or 

a particular national position. 

The second central concern of the report is that "peace 

requires an attack upon the causes of' conf'lict."3 The re-

sponsibility of' the church is to raise constructive criticism 

against all sides and to be f'ree of direct association with 

any national or economic outlook. The church should oppose 

tyranny and support the development of' responsible self'-gov­

ernment, for it is the duty of' the church to lift men above 

their own particular national outlook. 

1. "Report of' Section l.'\1, 11 Man's Disorder~ God's Design, World 
Council of' Churches, IV, 213. 

2. Ibid., P• 218. 
3· 1'b'ld., P• 219. 



Third, "the nations of the world must acknowledge the 
1 

rule of law." 

No state may claim absolute sovereignty, or 
make laws without regard to the commandments 
of God and the welfare of mankind. It must 
accept its responsibility under the governance 
of God, and its subordi~ation to law, within 
the society of nations. 
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Tne report continues with the recognition that the church 

has the responsbility of supporting institutions and lines of 

communication which will foster she development of a common 

moral foundation upon which the law of an international com­

munity can be structured. 

The observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms 

is the fourth area of concentration in the report. It states 

that the church should act to achieve the recognition of these 

rights and freedoms in the world community. Freedom to obey 

God and its counterpart in equality before God are undeniable 

proclamations required of the church. This is balanced with 

the insight that freedom should always be directly correlated 

with responsibility. 

Finally, it was affirmed that "the churches and all 

Christian people have obligations in the face of international 

disorder~3 This places responsibilities upon individuals and 

churches alike to act through a variety of agencies and means 

1. 
2. 
3· 

Ibid., P• 220 .• 
Ibid., P• 220. 
met .• p. 222. -
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in the witness to a higher mrd:er and the gradual realization 

of that order. 

The report concludes with a declaration of religious 

liberty which lists the following points: 

1. 

2. 

4· 

Every person has the right to determine 
his own faith and creed.l 

Every person has the right to express his 
religious beliefs in worship, teaching 
and practice, and to proclaim the impli­
cations of his beliefs for relation~hips 
in a social or political community. 

Every person has the right to associate 
with others and to organise with them 
for religious purposes.3 

Every religious organisation, formed or 
maintained by action in accordance with 
the rights of individual persons; has 
the right to determine its policies and 
practices for th~ accomplishment of its 
chosen purposes.~ 

This section was based on a more pragmatic approach. 

While the section of "The Church and the Disorder of Society" 

analyzed the situation and developed a general working norm, 

this section approached many of the actual international prob­

lems in an effort to resolve them. 

This tactical approach resulted in a number of working 

conclusions with reference to specific problems such as peace 

and war, rights and responsibilities, and international law 

1. Ibid., P• 226. 
2. ~ •• p. 226. 
3~ rsra., P· 227. 
4• I"bb'a., P• 227. 
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and national sovereignty. It is significant to note the cor­

relation between these practical conclusions and the develop-

ing idea of a responsible society. The Dulles-Hromadka dis­

cussions point to the polarity of freedom and equality under 

justice. Similarly, the concern for a commonly accepted 

international law raises the same ultimate question of re­

sponsibility. 

This coherence between the rather practical accumulation 

of experience by the churches under the Christian ideal of his­

tory and the conceptual axioms under the idea of the responsi­

ble society served as a further indication of the validity of 

such a dynamic norm as that of the responsible society. 

D. THE POST-AMSTERDAM PERIOD 

The Study Department of the World Counc 11 of Churches 

at its meeting in the summer of 1949, chose the topic of 

"Christian Action in Society" as one of the themes to be 

studied in the period to follow. This subject was divided 

into two sections: the responsible society, and the meaning 

of work. This represented an effort to reach both the level 

of national economic and political decisions and the indi­

vidual decisions of the Christian. 1 

These discussions by the Study Department were aimed 

1. World Council of Churches, The Responsible Society (Geneva: 
Study Department of the Wor~Counc11 of Churches, 1949), 
p. J. 
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primarily at stimulating thought among the Churches concerning 

the actions at Amsterdam. They tended to draw the central 

issues into an incisive summation in order to fulfill their 

purpose. A Study Department pamphlet issued in this period 

provides one of the earliest attempts to deal with the idea 

of the responsibile society as a working concept. 

The idea of the responsible society is viewed as a gen­

eralized ideal which can be given positive meaning that may 

be applicable for either political or economic life. The idea 

of responsibility also is significant in that it can encompass 

many of the values relevant for Christian ethics, according to 

the document. 

The Study Department pamphlet continues by pointing out 

that the Amsterdam critique of Communism and laissez faire 

Capitalism is summed up in the recognition that these systems 

in their consistent form are one-sided in relation to the 

basic problem of finding the right balance between planning 
1 

and freedom. Capitalism is no longer feasible as has been 

indicated by the movement of Capitalistic economies into a 

mixed economic system. Likewis~ collectivism tends to ignore 

the maintenance of economic and political freedom. The di-

lemma is to discover a means to achieve planning for security 

without too great a centralization of power. A responsible 

1. Ibid., P• 6. 
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society is one in which this dilemma is resolved through the 

proper equilibrium of freedom and economic justice, according 

to the pamphlet. 1 

The Study Department pamphlet deals with two general 

approaches aimed toward the achievement of a responsible so­

ciety. The first approach centers in the economic sphere, 

though it can not be considered apart from the political 

structure also. This is the experimental attack of the mixed 

economies, generally spoken of as Democratic Socialism. This 

position attempts to struggle directly with the tension be­

tween freedom and economic justice. This approach has been 

painful and slow because it has often necessitated the bal­

ancing of such seeming inconsistencies into one scheme as 

free trade and enterprise, full employment and security, and 

economic and social development of backward peoples. 

The second approach is more closely related to the pol­

itical realm in that it seeks a responsible society through 

the development of a political structure in which the people 

are able to control, to criticize and to change their govern­

ment. 2 This is a question before the West as well as the 

East for often the political freedoms esteemed by the West 

are a facade behind which racial and economic exploitation 

1. Ibid., P• 7. 
2. 11 Report of Sect ion III", "The Church and the Disorder of 

Society," Man's Disorder and God's Design, World Council 
of Churches, IV, 192. -
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continue to run their own course. The actual realization of 

political freedom is held to be essential for the development 

of a responsible society in Eaat or West and it must be fos­

tered and expanded despite the risk of its provisions. 

The Study Department underlines the fact that faith is 

the ultimate source of responsible action. This is a sig­

nificant note in this discussion in that it points to the 

religious component in the idea of the responsible society. 

Just as a world ethos is foundational for an international 

law, so a deeply rooted attitude of responsibility is funda­

mental for the responsible functioning of the institutions of 

a social order. Such an attitude of responsibility ultimately 

requires a transcendent ideal point of reference if it is to 

survive. 

Faith is the only source of responsible 
actions which does not 4rf Up in the face 
of guilt and the inescapable consequences 
of established fact, since it does not spring 
from human vitality but f1'0m the grace of God 
Himself. Where a man lmows to Whom he is re­
sponsible even in the grip of circumstances 
not Of his own making, he is able to take re­
sponsible action. He will enjoy the freedom 
of the children of God even when such circum­
stances leave him but little choice.l 

The Study Department evaluation of the criticism leveled 

against the Amsterdam reports is alao considered. The strongest 

criticism had come from conservatlv• spokesmen in Switzerland 

and the United States on the one side and from the Journal of 

1. World Council of Churches, 2E• cit., p. 11. 



the Moscow Patriarchate on the other. Each criticized the 

reports for opposite reasons. 1 
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It is recognized that the "Report on Section III" could 

have been more explicit in defining its criticism of laiaatz 

faire Capitalism as an ideology. 2 Likewise, it is indicated 

that the report had over-simplified the world political con­

flict in the two positions of Communism and Capitalism. This 

failed to give adequate regard to Socialism which has often 

been a sharper foe of ComBunism than Capitalism. 

A number of facets of the problem of Communism and the 

West are discussed with ·the conclusion that there is a need 

for a deeper sense of constructive sympathy between Christians 

on both sides of the "Iron O~rtain." 3 

The second subject under the topic "Christian Action in 

Society" is the question of "The Meaning of Y(ork." Though 

deeply interrelated, this topic is developed in its own direc­

tion beyond the scope of this study. 

E. CONCLUSIONS 

The Amsterdam Assembly stood far beyond the Stockholm 

Conference and the Oxford Conference in the development and 

use of social norms. Stockholm saw several normative ideas 

used as a means for gaining agreement on the significance of 

1. Ibid., P• 13. 
2. Im., p. 14. 
3· Im., p. 18. 
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certain social problems and the direction toward their reso­

lution. The Oxford Conference moved on beyond this position 

by developing "middle axioms" as a means through which to 

foster a social strategy centered in the idea of justice for 

the Churches, but it failed to deal with the problem or how 

these "middle axioms" should be applied. 

The Amsterdam Assembly represented a climax in this de­

velopmental process. The intense interrelation in the world 

community had focused attention upon one of the fundamental 

problems of social life, the relation of the freedom or 

equality or the one to the similar freedom or right or 

equality on the part of the many. The idea of the responsible 

society developed at Amsterdam possesses many characteristics 

similar to the Oxford ideal of justice; however, the idea of 

the responsible society is a more dynamic and inclusive norm 

capable of embracing the lreadth of the social order. This 

idea was constructed around the pattern of the polarity for 

which it was to serve as a norm; thus its conceptual nature 

was that of a polarity between freedom and equality. ._ster­

dam applied the ideal of responsibility before God and man to 

this polarity and thereby created an ideal or norm which might 

be used either as a goal or as a criterion for an individual 

action or the development of society as a whole. 

This norm or responsibility is basically dependent upon 

the deeper values of the person or society for the determina­

tion of its nature. The values assumed will determine what 
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being responsible means. This suggests the flexibility of 

the idea and the importance of the religious components cor­

related thereto. This flexibility allows the normative idea 

of the responsible society to serve many of the same functions 

identified with the normative approach in earlier discussions. 

In the horizontal plane it served as a focus for thought de­

spite differences in presuppositions. This facilitated the 

critique of Communism and Capitalism and the discussion of 

such problems as that of property by Christians holding a vari­

ety ot ethical positions. In the vertical dimension, the idea 

of the responsible society acted as a relevant expression of 

the ultimate ideal of the Kingdom; thereby facilitating the 

application of the ultimate ideal in the temporal order. Like­

wise, it served the functions of a criterion and goal against 

which the social process could be reflected. This was illus­

t~ated most clearly in the critique of Communism and Capital­

ism and the suggestion of a better direction in the idea of 

the responsible society. 

There was some debate at Amsterdam as to whether the 

Assembly discussion had reversed the true order of ideas by 

identifying man's disorder before turning to God's design, 

but there was little q\lestion as to man' a responsibility to 

discern God's design and to order man's design accordingly. 1 

l. Karl Barth, "No Christian Marshall Plan, 11 Christian Century, 
LXV (Decanber 8, 1948), p. 1131. 
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The disagreement expressed at Stockholm and in the thought of 

Wiesner at Oxford had been quieted by the critique of world 

events reflecting themselves through the ecumenical discus­

sions. The acceptance of the idea of the responsible society 

by the variety of denominations and ethical approaches present 

at the First Assembly evidenced the increasing development and 

usefulness of the normative approach. 



V, THE EVANS'roN ASSEMBLY 

A. INTroDUCTION 

The period between the Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies 

was characterized by an on going struggle in which the churChes 

troubled over the problem of their action in society. It was a 

process of experimentation and questioning whiCh led through a 

cross fertilization of insights and experience to a gradual 

crystalization of thought on matters of witness and action. 1 

The Amsterdam and Evanston deliberations represent one contin-

uous period. This process has been divided simply in order to 

the discussion. 

The continuing world social revolution provided the back-

ground for Evanston. 

1. 

2. 

/It was/ marked by the decline of old social 
and economic ideologies and institutions, the 
social effects of continued rapid technical 
change, the complete ahake-up of old patterns 
in Asia, Africa and Latin America, the in­
creasing economic and political inter-depend­
ence of nations, and the effects of the con­
tinuing struggle between the communist and 
noncommunist countriea.2 

World Council of Churches, The Firat Six Years (Geneva: 
Study Department of World Council of Churches, 1954), P• 28. 
World Council of Churches, The Christian Hopi and the Task 
of the Church (New York: Harper & Brothers, 9;IiT III, -r.-
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Everywhere the victim is man. Often he is 
treated as no better than an ObJect, or at best 
a tool, rather than as a responsible person. He 
hears much about peace, but for the sake of 
peace he is told either to hate or to rearm. He 
hears much about freedom, but in the name of 
freedom, he is in fact deprived of liberty some­
times even from his childhood. He hears much 
about human rights, but he lives in a world of 
exploitation, deportation, concentration camps, 
arbitrary barriers and total war. 

B. RELEVANT ACTIVITY OF THE 
liORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES 
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The purpose of this section will be to make reference to 

those activities of the World Council of Churches in this 

period which contributed to the development of the normative 

approach through the concept of the ''responsible society." 

This makes no claim to be all inclusive, but seeks rather to 

indicate several of the main relevant strains in the process 

of thought and action between the two assemblies. 

1. The Central Committee 

The Toronto meeting of the Central Committee in July, 

1950, is usually remembered for two pronouncements: the state­

ment on "The Church, the Churches and the World Council of 

Churches" and the statement on "The Korean Situation and the 

World Order." The latter statement marked the assumption of 

a new role by the Central Committee. They committed themselves 

1. World Council of Churches, ~· £1!•• p. 122. 
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to a specific position against North Korea within the working 

structure of the United Nations. 1 Further, they commended 

"the United Nations, as an instrument of world order, for its 

prompt decision to meet this aggression and for authorizing 

a police; measure which every member nation could support." 2 

The statement indicated that "we stand for a just peace under 

the rule of law and must seek peace by expanding justice and 

by attempting to reconcile contending world powers."3 

The idea of the responsible society was not directly 

applied in this case; however, this situation illustrates an 

attempt to express an element inherent in the definition of 

the responsible society. The responsible use of power on the 

part of the nations of the world community. 

The meeting of the Central Committee at Lucknow, India, 

January, 1953. also intensified many insights concerning the 

task of the church in~orking toward the goal of a responsible 

society. "The imperatives of social justice" were made ex­

plicit through the travel of the committee.~ 

Our meeting has brought home to us the 
poverty and distress of these peoples as 
well as their efforts to grapple with their 
problems. They are demanding social condi­
tions which are worthy of human beings. 
Churches all over the world must ask how 

1. World Council of Churches, The First Six Years (Geneva: 
Study Department of the Wor!d"Counciio'f Churches, 1954), 
p. 119. 

2. Ibid., P• 119 • 
3· rsr!., P• 120. 
4· rora .• P· 131. 



they can help the people of Asia in their et'­
forts to attain a standard of living which meets 
basic human needs, and in their1search for a more 
just social and economic order. 
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The religious rootage and component of the idea of the re­

sponsible society was also noted. It was recognized that the 

rising nations of the East would have to find cultural and re­

ligious foundations for their ~•veloping democratic political 

systems. 

In this situation the churches of Asia must 
continue to make clear that the fundamental 
rights of man will only be fi:nnly grounded in 
so far as these are related to the Christian 
view of man as a child of God in Christ. Free­
dom can only be retained in a society which is 
based on the integrity of the individual. 

The Christian understanding of man is 
directly relevant ~o the search for new founda­
tions for society. 

2. 'lhe Ecumenical Commission on 
European Cooperation 

The quest for a middle way between East and West by the 

"third force" continued after Amsterdam despite the fact that 

the West European nations had been drawn into a closer alliance 

with the United States. This position found expression with 

the Ecumenical Movement in the "Ecumenical Commission on Eu-

ropean Cooperation" established in June of 1950. The Commission 

was a totally independent group composed of two or three mem­

bers from each of the countries of Western Europe and those who 

could attend from Eastern Europe. 'lhe Commission was composed 

essentially of laymen representative of the political or eco­

nomic professions. It represented one more facet of the 

1. Ibid., P• 131. 
2. Ibl!., p. 132. 



evolving approach to Christian action in society. 

This group •••• has helped to call attention 
to the many difficulties to be faced in achiev­
ing European unity, and at the same time has pro­
posed a number or specific points at which Chris­
tians have a responsibility for concrete action 
in support or effective European integration.l 

The findings of this group indicate that the European 

situation is such that it is no longer possible for each na­

tion to deal with the problems present within the confines of 

their national boundaries. The situation demands a higher 

unit of cooperation and action. The conception or national 

sovereignty is challenged by the realization that a nation 

must always be aware of its responsibilities to itself, its 

neighbors, and the community of nations. 

The group developed an approach similar to that of the 

"Third rorcd" as the ground for its position concerning the 

East-West tension. 

l. 

2. 

Action is needed, that within the Atlantic 
Union a common European policy may be ex­
pressed and invested with the necessary au­
thority. The constitution. of a united Europe 
would enable Europe to play a decisive role 
in establishing a modus vivendi between East 
and West which would also contribute to the 
peacefUl settlement of the iifferences which 
d!via• the continents today. 

Paul Abrecht, "The Churches and European Unity," Ecumeni­
cal Review IV (April, 1952), p. 296. 
Paul Abrecht, 11 The Churches and European Unity," Ecumeni­
cal Review, IV (April, 1952), p. 301, quoting The Second 
Statement of the Ecumenical Commission of Europe-an Co­
operation l'Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1951)7" 
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The responsibility laid be~ore the churches by the com­

mission were those o~ contributing "the right norms and the 

true spirit" as the sustaining ~oundations o~ such a Euro­

pean community. 1 The commission also held that it was the 

task o~ the Ghureh to provide vision ~or the ~uture, realism 

~or the analysis o~ present weaknesses, and reconciliation 

~or the purpose o~ preventing political and communal separa­

tion. 

The demand ~or the enlargement o~ the sense o~ respon­

sibility ~or power within the European community and the use 

o~ norms as goals or criteria ~or the realization o~ that re­

sponsibility was common in the life o~ the commission. This 

served as an example o~ the use o~ the meaning and approach 

expressed in the idea of the "responsible society" in the 

process o~ determining the nature o~ Christian action in so­

ciety. 

3. The As ian Conferences 

The same venture o~ determining the implications o~ the 

idea of a responsible society was carried out at the Bangkok 

Eastern Asia Conference, on "The Church in Social and Poli­

tical Life," held in December, 1949. A variety o~ imperatives 

were indicated. 

It is the will o~ God that the Church 
should witness to his redeeming love 

1. Paul Abrecht, ~· cit., p. 300. 



through an active concern for human freedom and 
justice.l 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

The struggle for the attainment of political 
freedom has awakened the hitherto submerged 
peoples of East Asia to a ne! sense of dig­
nity and historical mission. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
/A recognition of the worth of/ the life of 
men in society and in the state, which no in­
dividual or government can disregard with im­
punity.3 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Only that which transcends morals, namely, the 
knowledge of the ultimate accountability of 
man and society to God and of the grace of God 
by which men, being forgiven, forgive one an­
other, can be the foundation of persopal re­
sponsibility and responsible society.~ 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

The Christian Church must welcome the demand 
of the peoples for a fuller participation in 
the life of society at the level where power 
is exercised, since this is an expression of 
hUIIIan dignity; and the rise of communism is a 
judgme~t on the churches for their failure to 
do so." 
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"The Ecumenical Study Conference for East Asia," held in 

Lucknow, India, in December, 1952, served as a basic indica­

tion or the approach of the World Council of Churches to the 

1. John Turnbull, Documents in Church and Society 
(Geneva: World ~ffttm~~ Churches, 'W54), P• U7. 

2. Ibid~, P• 138; 
3•. fDI(I,, P• 138. 
4 I"66Q., P• 139 • 
S· n;t'i! •• P• 139. 
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problem of the responsible society in under developed coun-
1 tries. The findings of this conference were divided into 

four areas: land reform; planning for production and raising 

of the standard of living; the effects of the world situa­

tion on social and economic reconstruction; and, the role of-

the church in political and social action. The findings 

represented a general consensus of opinion although the 

statement was not unanimously accepted throughout. 2 

The discussion sought to apply the idea of the responsible 

society pragmatically to the Asian scene. This provided some­

what of a test of the flexibility and applicability of the 

concept of the responsible society in various cultural contexts 

and also illustrated the manner in which it is given new mean-

ing. 

The problem of land reform is fundamental. It is not 

simply a problem of distributing land and justice to a land 

hungry peasantry, according to the findings of the conference. 

There is also the question of how to create social and legal 

conditions which will preserve the positive implications of a 

distribution of land. The following five principles bear 

upon the solution to both the issue of land tenure and rural 

development: 

L World Council of Churches, Christ JJJ:! Hope .2£ ~ (Geneva: 
World Council of Churches, 1953). 

2. ~·• P• 27. 



1. 

2. 

Abolition of the old feudal landlord 
system is necessary. There is in most 
cases no moral justification for com­
pensation of the landlord, by the state 
or the cultivator. Justi~e for the 
peasant requires that he should not be 
burdened with new indebtedness due to 
compensation. (This does not mean a 
general endorsement of expropriation of 
property but relates solely to the situa­
tion here encountered) • 

Ownership by cultivators of farms in sub­
sistence size is the goal. 

Freedom from the money lender through mak­
ing credit available to the peasant on 
cheap terms. 

Utilization without delay of unutilized land. 

Provision of land for the landless peasants 
and settlement of the homeless~ 
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This demonstrated the use of the idea of the responsible 

society as a structure for the reassessment of a situation and 

the development of relevant norms under the absolute ideal. 

The freedom and equality of the landholder and the landless 

peasant were internally re-evaluated before the norm of re-

spons ibility. 

The development of industry is viewed as one of the ways 

of reducing the population pressure on the land. M. M. Thomas 

had discussed the reverse of this process at Amsterdam when he 

pointed out how the import of western goods had destroyed the 

home-industry-agriculture system of Asia. The present issue 

is that of the introduction of new industry in order to draw 

1. Ibid., PP• 27-28. 
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some of the population off of the land again. Nationaliza­

tion of basic industries appears to be the only means for 

achieving the accumulation and appropriation of capital es­

sential to that end. Additional funds are greatly needed. 

This places a responsibility upon both the industrial and 

the under developed countries of the world community. It 

presents the challenge to invest in the situation, to the 

former, because of the human need involved, or at least be­

cause it is the best response to Communism and it places the 

latter under the responsibility of finding means through 

which to encourage and protect the flow of private foreign 

capita1. 1 This suggests the breadth of potential use of a 

normative idea such as that of the responsible society. The 

idea of responsibility was used here to identify the inter­

acting liabilities of nations in the world community as it 

had been in the discussions of the Ecumenical Commission on 

European Cooperation. 

The third section of the findings indicate that inter-

national tensions militate against advancements in social re­

construction. Numerous illustrations evidence the fact that 

armaments and international tensions usurp available resources 

and black cooperation. 

But what was to be the role of the church in political 

and social action? This central question was raised with 

1. Ibid., PP• 28-29. 
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specific reference to the Asian scene. The report sought to 

make explicit some of the implications of the idea of the 

responsible society as a foundation for this question. 

For us as Christians in East Asia a society 
is not responsible when --

1. human rights and freedoms are not effec­
tively promoted for all, 

2. social change and reform are promoted 
without respect for the integrity of the 
human person, · 

3· its people do not possess tull political 
sovereignty over their own affairs, 

4. men are discouraged or deterred by offi­
cial action from freely accepting faith 
in Christ 

For us as Christians in East Asia a society is 
responsible where --

1. social justice is actively promoted, 
2. full development of natural resources 

is pursued, 
3· the fullest share possible of the na­

tiomal wealth is guaranteed to all, 
4· bJ\weil:.~rtghta and freedoms are effec­

tively guaranteed, 
$. the people have full sovereignty for their 

own affairs, 
6. the priboiples or social and political life 

are in accordance with the concept of man 
as a person called to responsible existence 
in community.! 

These are subsidiary axioms which represent responsible 

action in the specific situation. This underlines the fruit­

fulness of the normative approach as a medium for correlating 

the ideal or goal and the situation. ~e idea of a responsible 

society is here used both as a higher goal and criterion. 

1. ~·• P• 31. 
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After laying down these subsidiary axioms under the 

concept of the responsible society the report turns to the 

task of the church. Christians are called upon to realize 

that social changes can best be brought about through politi­

cal action. Christians "must be prepared to accept the neces­

sity of political action as a means of promoting social jus­

tice."1 This does not mean that Christians are to organize 

themselves into a party; rather, they are to seek to redeem 

the political parties of their idolatrous and utopian pre­

tensions. It is in this sphere that the truly prophetic 

ministry of the Christian can be found. This points toward 

activity by the church on several levels: the development 

of schemes and techniques; the building up of cells of. true 

community living; and, infusion of culture with a true under­

standing of the nature of man and God's creation.2 

The Bangkok and Lucknow Conferences made extensive 

use of the idea of the responsible society. Its flexibil­

ity allowed utilization of the concept as a structure for 

reassessment, a working frame of reference for the expression 

of absolute ideas 1n specific terms, and as a goal or crite­

rion. This increasing delineation and definition of the use 

of the idea of the responsible society served as an introduc­

tion to its expression at the Evanston Assembly. 

l. 
2. 

World Council of Churches, Christ the Hope £! Asia, P• 31. 
~., P• 32. 
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4. '!he Church in Communist Dominated Lands 

The situation of the Christian in Communist dominated 

lands acted as another focal point of concern in the period 

between the Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies. The character 

of the problem was defined by Wolfgang SChweitzer in his 

paper entitled, "The Church's Freedom and Its Responsibility 

in Eastern Europe and in the Western Orbit." He relates that 

once an individual has decided to stay in the country and to 

avoid ~ctive political resistance a degree of cooperation 

with the Communists becomes necessary. Thereafter the fail-

ure to follow the Party will be viewed as resistance. The 

question for the individual then becomes that or deciding 

whether or not to so resist when it will probably have no 

consequence, except that of cutting himself off from their 
1 society. 

In such climate the task of the church takes on even 

greater magnitude in. its relation to society for "the Church 

is called to represent the element of responsibility in so­

ciety."2 Schweitzer held that the church can fulfill such a 

role through the freedom given in its transcendent point of 

reference. The church, from this perspective, is not to 

1. Wolfgang Schweitzer, ~ Church's Freedom~ 1!! Ba­
s~onsibility in Eastern Europe and in the Western Orbit 
( eneva: StudyDepartment of thi'"'Wor!d"CO'uncil of Churches, 
1950), P• 3. 

2. Ibid., P• 9. 



134 

claim any ultimate authority for its social ideals or actions 

except as the prophetic function of the church is hindered; 

whereupon, the church should witness in protest and perhaps 

even in suffering. 1 

John Bennett responded to this position with the fol-

lowing comment: 

If a Christian or a Church must live for an 
indefini~e period in a society that lacks 
these marks /marks of a good social struc­
ture/ completely or almost completely, there 
may be a temptation to accept these limits 
of action in a fatalistic spirit. Surely 
the Church should keep alive in the worst 
circumstances a vision of better possibili­
ties •••• But prophetic witness involves 
more than that. It must involve the media­
tion of God's judgment to the poll tical 
powers themselves and this involves some of 
the norms sugglated in the idea of a respon­
sible society. 

Both Schweitzer and Bennett recognized the value of the ideal 

of responsibility. The difference lay in the emphasis upon 

the application of the ideal by the church as a social norm. 

Schweitzer chose to bear down on the factor of the uncer-

tainty with which Christians approach any program. While 

Bennett affirmed the flexibility and validity of the ideal of 

responsibility as a starting place for Christian action in 

the midst of the uncertainty. 3 

1. Ibid., P• ll. . 
2. JoEii C. Bennett, Collllllents on Dr. Schweitzer's Memorandum 

(Geneva: Study Department 01 the World Council or Churches, 
1950), P• 3· 

3· ~·• P• 2. 
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Schweitzer's position accepted the vaildity of such an 

idea as that of responsibility, but viewed any of its social 

implications with uneasiness. This was a reserved acceptance 

of the idea of the responsible society in comparison with Ben-

nett's use. 

C. 'IRE EVANSTON ASSEMBLY 

At Amsterdam, the basic task had been to create the World 

Council of Churches. Evanston was faced with the task of evalu-

ating the developments of the six years separating it from Am­

sterdam as a foundation for deliberations leading to the further 

growth of the Ecumenical Movement. 

The Central Committee of the World Council of Churches ac-

cepted an invitation to hold the Second Assembly in the United 

States from the member churches of the United States at its 

Chichester Meeting in 1949. "The Christian Hope" was selected 

as the general area f'or the main theme in the f'ollowing year 

at the TOronto Meeting of the Central COmmittee. The next four 

years saw this theme widely discussed. 

The discussion helped to clear the theological 
atmosphere by revealing that theological trends 
could not be so easily classified and labelled as 
popular assumption had supposed. Opposition between 
Anglo-Saxon and Continental theology was taken for 
granted, and it was initially supposed that of two 
parties, one, more Pelagian, humanistic and activistic 
would confront the other, more Augustinian, other­
worldly and quietistic. The four-year discussion 
revealed a more complicated theme •••• All variations 
of conviction were found everywhere, with the result 
that the theological situation was discovered to be less 
simple and compact, but much more fluid than had been 
assumed.l 

1. W. A. Visser•t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, p. 6. 
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Further preparation was made in the development of a 

preliminary survey for each of the six sections. These sur­

verys were augmented with sectional working papers which pro­

vided the final stimulus for the action of each section in the 

development of its official report. The surveys and reports of 

the sections concerned with the social and international orders 

constitute the primary resources for the analysis to follow. 

1. Social Questions: The Responsible Society 
in a World Perspective 

a. The Task of the Church ----
This preparatory section seeks to do three things: (1) to 

characterize the world situation of recent years, (2) to define 

the social problems which have confronted the churches, and 

(3) to indicate the nature of the response of the churches to 

the problems .1 

The world situation is considered under the topic, "The 

World Social Revolution." According to this survey one social 

era is passing away while another is in the struggle of birth. 

Classical capitalism has declined in importance in most of the 

world as the economic sphere is increasingly subordinated to 

the needs of the community.2 Socialism has likewise under­

gone extensive 11de-Utopianizing" and 11de-Marxizing" in the 

revisions of the approach to the questions of property, 

l. 

2. 

World Counc 11 
of the Church 
lbid., P• 4. 

of Churches, The Christian ~$fij and the Task 
( N. Y.: Harper& Brother, 1 ill, p. z.-



progress, and economic determ1nima. 1 It is realized that 

these changes confront the churches with the task of rede­

fining their functions in society in relation to the new 

situations. 

There is a search for a new Europe. What 
is being sought is a society which eXpresses 
through its institutions a concern for the 
individual man and which affords him both 
the security and the freedom for responsible 
living. Everything is being judged accord-2 ing to whether or not it serves these ends. 
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The problems confronting the churches in the under-developed 

lands are known to be equally serious if not more so. 

The old contraat between activism and quietism has now 

largely disappeared. The churches are seeking to be more re­

sponsible participants in the life of the world community. 

More and more today the arguments on the 
social witness of the Church is not, as 
in the past, whether the Church has a re­
sponsibility in society, but what pre­
cisely that responsibilty is,-aDa how it 
can beat be real1zed.3 

This evidences the degree of change between Stockholm and 

Evanston. 

The survey then turns to a discussion of the relevant 

issues in specific regions. The report on tnends in Great 

Britain notes that the position of the political parties has 

1. Ibid., PP• 6-7. 
2. fSII., P• !i; 
3· '!"66ii., P• 11. 
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nearly converged. This indicates the need for the churches 

to stimulate a re-valuation of the social situation. This 

re-evaluation should be affiliated with an increasing empha­

sis upon the participation of the laity according to the 

survey. One of the insights which has arisen in the British 

conversations is the recognition that freedom and planning 

are not necessarily opposites. The two factors can be com-

plementary. 

In the planning survey the American situation is char­

acterized by a shift toward the left accompanied by a deep-

ening awareness of the dangers in the left. There has been a 

growing consciousness of the responsibility of individual 

groups toward the nation, the nation toward the world com-
1 munity, and the dangers of an irresponsible anti-Communism. 

Tbe Continent is viewed as a scene of social awaken-

ing grounded in a biblio-basic theological renewal and the 

impact of the war. The issues of social justice in national 

life and the development of a European community between East 

and West are fundamental. The former issue raises the ques-

tions of the relation between the church and the welfare 

state on the one hand and the church and the worker on the 

other. Some of the main points to be considered in relation 

to the worker are as follows: 

1. World Council of Churches, The Christian Hope ~ the ~ 
of ~ Church, III, PP• 20-~ 



1. 

2. 

the social responsibility of industrial 
management and owners, and the need for 
a wider distribution of property rights 
in industry; 
lhe need for greater participation by 
workers in determining the structure of 
industrial relations and the issues in­
volved in the various proposals for 
achieving this; 
the role of the trade union, i.e., the 
problem of increasing trade union respon­
sibility, the role of Christians in a 
trade union do•inated by a secular ide­
ology or a palitical party, etc; 
the development of industrial planning 
and organization so as to avoid the mass 
character of life in industrial community. 1 
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The concern for European unity was simply a reiteration 

of the position taken by the Com~i ttee on Christian Responsi­

bility for European Cooperation, formerly known as the Ecu­

menical Commisaion on European Cooperation. 

The social changes taking place in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America confront the churches 
in these countries and throughout the world 
with the need for social thinking and action 
in an entirely new framework. The lives of 
people in these areas are being completely 
changed by movements for political independ­
ence and self-determination in economic mat­
ters, by industrialization and the organiza­
tion of economic and social life on functional 
rather than on traditional lines, by the_ spread 
of new convictions about the nature of the 
universe and the meaning of human life and by 
the revolt against enslaving and exploiting in­
stitutions. There is a need for rapid change, 
and social developments which have taken cen­
turies in the West have to be accomplished in 
decades in these areas and all at the same time. 
·fumpetent observers agree in their description 

1. Ibid., P• 38. -



of' the 
of' the 
social 

chaos which threatens in consequence 
lack of an &greed basis f'or swift 
improvement. I 
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It is recognized in the survey that there are new forces to 

give positive and concrete guidance to this process of change. 

This problem is intensified by the fact that the rising spirit 

of nationalism tends to bar foreign insights and help in the 

attempt to prevent any exploitative foreign intervention. This 

presents a situation which requires the discovery and devel­

opment of internal intellectual and spiritual resources. 

The demands being made upon the spirit are 
overwhelming. In some countries within a 
generation or two people are making the tran­
sition from primitive seminomadic, pastoral 
and bunting communities to t~e complex lif'e 
of modern industrial society.2 . 

This situation has compelled the indigenous churches and mis­

sions to manifest a social awareness and a vital social serv-

ice. The report continues with a discussion of some national 

and local approaches within this problem. This discussion 

might well have concluded with a quoted paragraph from the 

Lucknow findings: 

1. 
2. 

Ibid~, 
!bl'il •• 

We are concerned with social justice, that is 
to say with the development of social condi­
tions in which buman dignity and freedom can 
find their expression as befits the nature and 
destiny of man as a child of God. Communism 
has awakened and challenged our conscience to 
see the need for action. It is not, however, 
primarily the fear of communism but our concern 

p~ 4413. P.• • 



for our brother for whom Christ died, that 
should impel us to fulfill our social obli­
gation. But a positive programme for social 
justice will help to meet the challenge of 
communi8111.1 
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The issue of Communism is considered independently with 

reference to the nature of the Christian witness to be made 

in Communist dominated countries. The discussion recognizes 

the challenge of the Communist ideology. Three totalistic 

claims are expressed by Communism: 

1. The claim of a total ideology aimed at 
changing the population to correspond 
with the Marxist ideal. 

2. The claim of total power by the state. 

3· The total claim over the life of the in­
dividual and the tendency to treat the 2 individual simply as a productive unit. 

The question of the nature of the Christian hope and 

the witness to be made within the Communist country are cen­

tral in this discussion. Two views are expressed with regard 

to these questions. One position views Commun1sm as a judg­

ment upon pre-Communist society which is forcing Christian­

ity to develop its social concern. The task of the Christian 

from this perspective is to accept and then gradually trans­

form the social revolution in an attempt to bring it under 

1. 
2. 

World Council of Churches, Christ the HopH of Asia, p. 27. 
World Council of Churches; ~ian ope and the 
Task of the Church, IIT, P• 53· ··-----_.;.. 
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a Christian frame of reference. The contrasting position 

held that the Christian should resist the Communist ideology 

in view of the opposition between Marxist materialism and 

Christian thought. Each position recognizes the necessity 

of a witness of hope and faith grounded in a personal devo­

tional life of renewal. The former seeks to work within the 

revolution while the latter seeks to disassociate itself 

from Communism and to emphasize the parish fellowship of 

love and the witness of acts of love and hope. The former 

position is affirmed by Joseph Hromadka in a comment quoted 

in the report • 

We must meet • • • • the challenge of Mar.zism 
and what it represents. First of all, we have to 
understand the real effort of the Marxists to re­
construct our social order, to raise the working 
class to a level of active participation in the 
shaping of human conditions, to .establish a so­
ciety in which all class differences and injus­
tices would disappear. We must understand why it 
is precisely the Marxists who have taken over the 
historic role of socializing our countries. More­
over, Marxism is a special Qhallenge to the Chris­
tian churches because it is being taken seriously 
by its followers, while Christians are largely 
guilty of having no burning convictions. ManJ 
churches have degenerated into empty conventions 
and institutions.l 

The conclusion begins with an evaluative backward glance 

when it states: 

To the extent to which the Church has learned to 
accept its responsibility for the conditions of 

1. Ibid., p. 55, quoting J. L. Hromadka, "Social and Cultural 
traCtors in Our Divisions," Ecumenical Review, V (October, 
1952), P• 57. 



society, and to avoid identifying the Christian 
faith with particular economic and political 
institutions, it is possible to point to a 
great advance of Christian social thinking in 
the last twenty-five years and more particu­
larly in the last ten years. Churches and 
Christian groups have made great progress in 
discovering the need for a Christian witness 
in relation to the spiritual and moral issues 
in political and economic lite and for expres­
sing this concern in the language of social 
and political thought and action.l 
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Inspite of such a hopeful evaluation the trend of world 

events continues to demonstrate considerable apathy on the 

part of the churches. The survey indicates that the roots of 

this apathy are the lack of a vital faith, the perplexity of 

the new social situation, and the world dimensions of the so­

cial problems. 2 The churches are challenged by world condi-

tions to move forward and confront the vital issues of the time. 

b. Report £! Section 111 

The report of the third Section, "The Responsible Society 

in a World Jlerspect ive," begins with an indication of several 

of its presuppositions. 

l. 
2. 
3· 

4· 

Christian social responsibility is grounded in 
the mighty acts Qf God, who is revealed in Jesus 
Christ our Lord.J 

. . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Respond~ to God's love in Christ, and being 
aware of his fin~l judgment, Christians will 
act responsibly .II-

Ibid.' p. 61. 
"!''>n., P• 62. 
w:-A. Visser 1 t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report (N.Y: Har­
per & Brothers, 1954), P• 11~ 
Ibid., p. 112. 
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The report quickly moves from these presuppositions into 

the dilemmas involved in fulfilling that responsibility. The 

discussion centers around three main topical areas: the mean-

ing of the responsible society, the church in relation to the 

Communist-Non-Communist tension, and the problems in the eco-

nomically under developed regions. 

After relating the Amsterdam definition of the respon-

sible society the report adds the following definitive comment: 

"Responsible society" is not an alternative 
social or political system, but a criterion 
by which we judge all existing social orders, 
and at the same time a standard to guide

1
us 

in the specific choices we have to make. 

The content of the report deals primarily with large­

scale institutions, but it is noted that, "the realization 

of a responsible soeiety must be achieved in small groups 
2 as well as in large." This suggests the range of applicabil-

ity and impact of the idea of the responsible society. 

The state is one of the larger instititions considered 

in the CeDibe~~iOD• on the meaning of the responsible so­

ciety. It is pointed out that the state is not the source, 

but the guarantor of justice. Within this perspective it is 

urged that "Christians should work for the embodiment of the 

responsible society in political institutions.") This repre­

sents a step toward the realization of the normative ideal in 

2. ID!Q.; 11 • 
1. Ibid~, 11~. 

3· !Dfa' •• 11 • 



14.5 

the relative situation. It also illustrates the action of a 

norm such as the responsible society as a working medium be­

tween the transcendent Christian ideals and the actual prob­

lem setting. 

It is recognized that the state is capable of being 

either the enemy or the ins~ument of freedom and that the 

churches are thereby confronted with the task of acting as 

a conscience for the nation. The responsibility of the 

churches extends also into the sphere of interaction between 

the state and the economic order wherein so many of the eco­

nomic and social problems of the time are being approached 

through new and evolving forms of political and economic or­

ganizations. 

Once again the section moved beyond Amsterdam by giving 

added content or meaning to the idea of the responsible so­

ciety. It was asserted that the church could not uncritic­

ally affirm any form of eeonomic or political structure but 

that it should be aware of the moral implications of economic 

life in the new setting. 

Christians should work for the embodiment 
of the responsible society in political in­
stitutions by emphasizing the following: 

1. Every person should be protected against 
arbitrary arrest or other interference 
with elementary human rights. 

2. Every person should have the,cright to ex­
press his religious, moral and political 
convictions. This is especially important 
for those who belong to minorities. 



3· Channels of political action must be 
developed by whiCh the people can with­
out recourse to violence change their 
governments. 

4• Forms of association within society 
which have their own foundations and 
principles should be respected, and 
not controlled in their inner li~e by 
the state. ChurChes, families and uni­
versities are dissimilar examples of 
this non-political type of assoc1ation. 1 
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This section of the report contributed to the ongoing 

development of the idea of the responsible society by identi­

fying it explicitly as a general criterion and by contributing 

new normative meanings applicable to the political and eco-

nomic systems. 

The Communist-Non-Communist tension necessitates the 

realization that, "Only as Christians work for social justice 

and political freedom for all, and rise above both tear and 

resentment, will they be fully able to meet the challenge of 
2 

their conflict." The task before the church is that of 

identifying danger points in the problem and calling Chris­

tians into a fellowShip of brotherhood and prayer across all 

barriers. This approach is facilitated by two groups of pene­

trating questions which seek to suggest dangers and weaknesses 

apparent in each side of the tension. 

The consideration of the under developed regions fol­

lows the lead of the Ecumenical Study Conference at Lucknow, 

1. Ibid., PP• 115-116. 
2. ~., P• 120. 
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India, by considering the following problems: development of 

political institutions; land reform and rural development; 

industrial development; population; and, independence and the 

responsibility of interdependence. 

The report concludes: 

we are not called upon to shoulder the burden 
of this world, but to seek justice, freedom 
and peace to the best of our ability in the 
social order. The Church knows that in obedi­
ence and prayer our efforts will bear fruit. 
For God has called us unto liberty to serve 
one.another by love. "Faithful is he that 
calleth you, who also will do it."l 

The preliminary survey and report of this section furth­

ered the trend noted in the discussion of the Bangkok and 

Lucknow Conferences. They represent a continuing concern for 

the direction and content of Christion action in specific 

areas in the effort to achieve a more responsible society. 

This process contributed to the growing acceptance and useful­

ness of the normative approach as expressed in the idea of the 

responsible society. 

2. International Affairs: Christians in 
the Struggle for World Community 

a. Preparatory Analysis 

The purpose of the preparatory analysis was to review 

the activity of the churches in the period between the Am­

sterdam and Evanston Assemblies. It begins with a chacteri­

zation of .the world situation and the correlated areas of 

1. w. A. Visser't Hoeft (ed.), ~Evanston Report, p. 126. 
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Christian responsibility in international affairs. The areas 

suggested are: The conditions of an effective witness; the 

responsibility of power; responsibility for peace; and, the 

contribution to an international ethos. 1 

The consideration then turns to a review of the convic-

tiona expressed by national and international Christian agen­

cies in seven different areas during the inter-Conference 

period: international order; prevention of war; disarmament; 

ref~ and migration; advancement of dependent peoples; eco­

nomic and technical cooperation; and, human rights. The 

survey briefly notes the type of policy or action which has 

been used by these agencies in their approach to these areas. 

The breadth of this concern emphasizes the dimensions of the 

world problems against which the idea of the responsible so­

ciety was being reflected. This portion of the survey, how­

ever, does not demonstrate a very direct use of the idea of 

the responsible society. Instead of a conscious reflection 

upon a normative ideal, this section worked through a rather 

pragmatic process of bringing together tbe datum on a prob­

lem and the recollectinn o~ ~ast e~perience in dealing with 

similar problems. This gathering and correlation of experi­

ences had been one of the main functions of the Commission of 

the Church on International Affairs. The work of this com-

mission as evidenced in this preliminary survey provided a 

1. World Council of Churches, The Christian Hope and ~ Task 
~ ~ Church, IV, 5-8. 



149 

growing deposit of techniques and approaches in international 

relations. 

This factor is significant for the idea of the responsi­

ble society in that this is one of the ways through which the 

idea is given specific direction, content and applicability. 

The gradual accumulation of experience from specific human 

rights --ee. for example, can eventually be woven into a gen­

eralized pattern which becomes normative content for the idea 

of the responsible society. This experience is developed and 

utilized in a two way process. 

The C.C.I.A. has fashioned a general proce­
dure which may be described as a two-way 
line of communication. On the one hand, it 
maintains continuing relations with its 
world-wide constituency, securing advice and 
transmitting information through the members 
of the Commission itself, officers of Na­
tional Commissions, leaders of the constitu­
ent Churches and church Councils, and special 
correspondents. On the other, it maintains con­
tinuing contact with governments, receiving 
extensive documentation, attending important 
intergovernmental meetingsi and conferring with 
delegates and secretariat. 

In those cases where there is an open disagreement amo.ng 

Christians the Commission of the Churches on International Af­

fairs accepts the alternative of simply admitting the disagree­

ment and stating the respective positions. This suggests an­

other area of action, that of the need for stimulating and 

educating local and national groups toward a more positive 

role in working toward world community. 

1. ~·• PP• 36-37· 
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Near the conclusion of the preparatory survey three 

ecumenical problems are suggested as areas of future activity. 

The first of these evidences the fact of the practical ap­

proach mentioned above. 

First, the c.c.I.A. itself is not a theologi­
cal commission, consequently, little work has 
been done on the relationship between specific 
proposals in international affairs and the 
basic principles of world order. The difficulty 
of retaining a balance between Christian action 
for peace and justice and Christian judgment 
on the predicament of man and society has 
hardly been grappled with.l 

The second task is the education for world community within 

whi«h individuals can learn to consciously accept interna­

tional responsibilities. The formation of active National 

Commissions on International Affairs is suggested as the 

third task. 

b. Report 2f Section 1Y 

The report of the fourth section on "International Af­

fairs" reveals the intensity and sense of responsibility with 

which the Ecumenical Movement views the events in the life of 

the world community. 

The report is organized around seven topics: the desire 

for peace and the fear of war, living together in a divided 

world, what nations owe to one another, the United Nations 

and world community, the protection of human rights, toward 

1. Ibid., pp. 45-46. 
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an international ethos, and the churches and specific inter­

national tensions. 

The commitment noted above is reiterated with reference 

to the problem of peace. Peace is characterized "positively 

by freedom, justice, truth and love;" and not just by the 
. 1 

"absence of· war." Christians are called upon to "expose the 

deceit" of war, to remove its causes, and to seek a restric­

tion upon armaments. 2 

But even this is not enough. An international 
order of truth and peace would require: (1) Un­
der effective international inspection and con­
trol and in such a way that no state would have 
cause to fear that its security was endangered, 
the elimination and prohibition of atomic, 
hydrogen and all other weapons of mass destruc­
tion, as well as the reduction of all armaments 
to a minimum. {2) The development and acceptance 
of methods for ~eaceful change to rectify exist­
ing injustices.J 

This quotation points up the kind of balance between free­

dom and restraint or order which the world situation demanded. 

It also contributed to the growing structural realism and con-

tent being given to the idea of the responsible society. 

The section entitled, "Living Tbgether in a Divided 

World," relates that we cannot accept a permanent state of ten­

sion, but that Christians must seek the reconciliation of men 

to God and to their fellowmen so that a responsible society 

grounded in truth and justice might be possible. The report 

1. W. A. Visser1 t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, p. 132. 
2. Ibid., PP• 132-133· 
3· ~., P• 133· 
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continues with the recognition of the new interdependence in 

the world community. The right of self determination is af­

firmed, along with the development of international respon­

sibility as a substitute for the old colonialism. "In the 

new context of our age relations between peoples hitherto 

subject and ruling should be those of partnership and co-
l operation." This partnership is viewed as possessing "mu-

tual responsibilities and benefits" for those cooperating. 

Support and development of the United Nations and various 

regional groups are also urged as means through which to 

foster world community. 

The recognition and protection of human rights are re• 

sponsibilities which the love of God places before man in 

his relations with his fellowmen according to the report. 

Beneath these more specific problems of the world com­

munity lies the basic need for a common ground of moral un­

derstanding. The need is for a common group of values to 

which all nations can and do give allegiance. This is neces­

sary as a foundation for a working system of international law. 

In order to do this with authority Christians 
must be clear on their own understanding of 
the essential principles. This can be done 
only by sustained study. Tentatively, we ad­
vance the following considerations: 

1. All power carries responsibility and all 
nations are trustees of power which should 
be used for the common good. 

1. ~., PP• 137-138. 



2. 

3· 

4· 

6. 

1· 

8. 

All nations are subject to moral law, 
and should s trive to abide by the ac­
cepted principles of international law 
to develop this law and to enforce it 
through common actions. 
All nations should honor their pledged 
word and international agreements into 
which they have entered. 
No nation in an international dispute 
has the right to be the sole judge in its 
own cause orcto resort to war to advance 
its policies, but should seek to settle 
disputes by direct negotiation. or by sub­
mitting them to conciliation, arbitration 
or judicial settlement. 
All nations have a moral obligation to in­
sure universal security and to this end 
should support measures designed to deny 
victory to a declared aggressor. 
All nations should recognize and safe­
guard the inherent dignity, worth and es­
sential rights of the human person, with­
out distinctions as to race, sex, language 
or religion. 
EaCh nation should recognize the rights of 
every other nation, which observes such 
standards, to live by and proclaim its own 
political and social beliefs, provided that 
it does not seek by coercion, threat, in­
filtration or deception to impose these on 
other na tiona. 
All nations should recognize an obligation 
to share their scientific and technical 
skills with peoples in less developed re­
gions, and to help the victims of disaster 
in other lands. 
All nations should strive to develop cordial 
relations with their neighbors, encourage 
friendly cultural and commercial dealings, 
and join in creative international efforts 
for human welfare.l 
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Such considerations contribute to the growing actualiza­

tion of normative meaning and content for the idea of the re­

sponsible society. The responsible correlation of freedom 

1. !..!!M•, PP• 141-142 • 
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and power as encompassed in the idea of the responsible so-

ciety is fundamental to these points. 

In conclusion it is noted that statements created in 

such an international gathering as an assembly are necessari­

ly broad and general. This underlines the tasks before the 

local agencies and groups of giving specific content and 

action to generalized ideals. 

The Church must seek to be the kind of 
community which God wishes the world to 
become. By virtue of its calling it must 
act as a redemptive suffering fellowship 1 in form and manner of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

D. OONCLUSIONS 

Evanston presupposes the foundations of Amsterdam and 

builds thereon. Amsterdam analyzed the world situation and 

developed a conceptual structure which incorporated the dy­

namics of that problem under a normative ideal. Evanston 

assumed the task of relating that ideal o:f responsibility to 

a number of problem areas. This process contributed to the 

evidence of the usefulness of a normative idea such as the 

responsible society, by demonstrating its applicability to 

specific situations while still holding the orientation to 

the higher elements of the social whole and the transcendent 

ideal. 

The developing usage and value of the normative approach 

and its expression in the idea of the responsible society as 

1. w. A. Visser•t Hooft (ed.), ~Evanston Report, pp. 142-
143· 
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it has developed through the course of these four conferences 

from Stockholm to Evanston could be summed up under four 

categories. 

First, the idea of the responsible society provided an 

overarching ideal which was useful as a goal for the social 

order and as a point of focus for discussion by groups such 

as the church. At this point it facilitated a unified ap­

proach by the churches which would have been impossible had 

they been forced to depend upon theological unity as a pre­

supposition for unified social action. The idea of the re­

sponsible society and the normative approach provided spheres 

of agreement from which the churches could coherently act 

despite their theological diversity. 

Secondly, the concept provided a point of reference 

between the absolute ethical presuppositions and the rela­

tive situation. This facilitated action in the vertical 

plane in contrast to the horizontal plane discussed in the 

first point. On the one hand this point of reference served 

as a central expression of the ultimate ideal and on the 

other it acted as a core from which more specific subsidiary 

nonns could be· developed. Within this perspective the idea 

of the responsible socie~y acted as a medium for the actuali­

zation of relevant policy and activity under the transcendent 

ideal of the Kingdom. 

Third, the structure of the idea of the responsible 



society provided a conceptual tool for the discriminative 

analysis and reassessment of the situation and its equilib­

rium between freedom and equality. 

Finally, the idea of the responsible society provided 

a criterion. This lay not only in the idea of responsibility 

in itself, but also in the assimilated meaning given to the 

idea of the responsible society in particular situations. 1 

This meaning added specific applicability along with versa­

tility to the use of the concept as a criterion. 

1. The terms accountability or liability will be used 
synonymously with the term responsibility throughout 
the balance of this paper. It is recognized that ac­
countability and particularly liability possess more 
of a legalistic connotation in comparison with the 
personal moral obligation characteristic of responsi­
bility. This quality of moral obligation must also 
be associated with the terms accountability and liabil­
ity if their intended use as a synonym for responsi­
bility is to be fully understood. 



CHAPTER VI 

CHARACTER OF THE CONCEPT 

A. STRUCTUliE OF THE CONCEPT 

In the previous discussions it has been noted that the 

world tensions have come to a head in the conflict between a 

power bloc which emphasizes freedom on the one hand and one 

which emphasizes equality on the other. The "third force" 

arose as a witness to the fact that neither extreme repre­

sented an adequate approach to the achievement of world order. 

This conclusion was also expressed at the Amsterdam Confer­

ence against a background of thought running back to the 

Stockholm and Oxford Conferences. Th1 s palari ty between free­

dom and equality evidenced in the world power struggle points 

to the dialectical structure of social existence. This struc­

ture is not only characteristic of the international scene, 

it is the essential framework of social interaction in itself, 

This dialectic or polar structure is simply the con­

ceptual description of the social process in which the free­

dom of the individual is related to the equal demand for 

freedom on the part of the other individuals who constitute 

the particular unit of social interaction. These counter 

claims for freedom represent the demand for equality. Dr. 

Schilling has illustrated this polarity in the comment, "My 

157 



duties to others are their rights in relation to me, and 

their duties to me are my r1ghts in relation to them."1 

Eduard Heimann characterizes this polarity as one be­

tween freedom and order -- order in this case being simply 

social expression of the demand for a system within which 

equality would be respected in relation to friends. He points 

to the ever changing equilibrium between these factors in his 

comment, "The unending drama of man's attempts to reconcile 

freedom and order demands new creative solutions in every 
2 

phase of history." 

David Bidney, in his work entitled Theoretical Anthro­

pology, discusses this polarity from the perspective of cul­

tural development.3 He speaks of the polarity as one between 

freedom and authority rather than freedom and equality or 

order. He comments: 

1. 

2. 

3· 

Freedom and authority are complementary, 
polaristic requirements essential for the 
proper functioning of any sociocultural 
system. With the context of any culture, 
freedom and authority are complementary 
principles which mutually limit one another. 
Generally and positively, at ita lowest 
common denominator the concept of freedom 
refers to the exercise of power; negatively, 

s. Paul Schilling, "The Christian Basis of Rights, Free­
doms, and Responsibilities," The Church and Social Res)on­
sibility, ed. J. Spann (N.Y: -rbingdon-CokeBbury, 1953 
P• 12. ~ 
Eduard Heimann, Freedoa and Order (N.Y: Charles Scrib­
ner's Sons, 1947), p. 22~ 
David Bidney, Theoretical Anthropology (N,Y: Columbia Uni­
versity Press, 1953). 



f~e•dom refers to any unrestrained or unim­
peded activity. One may, however, distin­
guish three levels, or modes, or freedom, 
namely, psychological, cultural, and moral 
freedom. Similarly, the concept of authority 
involves two essential elements: first., 
sociocultural recognition of competence, or 
qualification, to govern and regulate con­
duct; second,

1
effective power to regulate 

this conduct. 

1$9 

This changing equilibrium and meaning in the relation 

of freedom and order or equality can be illustrated by a brief 

review of some of the sources cited above. The demand inherent 

within the cla!m for freedom or for equality and the balance 

between the two has changed in accordance with the circum­

stances confronting the time. 

The message of the Stockholm Conference contended "for 
2 

the free and full development of human personality." 

The Church must contend not for the rights 
of the individuals as such, but for the 
rights of the moral personality, since all 
mankind is enriched by

3
the full unfolding 

of even a single soul. 

The demand for equality was expressed in the affirmation 11 that 

industry should not be based solely on the desire for indi­

vidual profit, but that it should be conducted for the service 

of the community.•4 Likewise, the community should accept the 

responsibility for the socially disinherited, the social out­

casts.5 

1. Ibid., P• 464· 
2. G":""'!. A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference .2£ ~. p. 712. 
3· Ibid., P• 712. 
4· f'6Id.. p. 712. 
,5. ~., P• 712. 
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The discussions during the depression saw freedom con­

sidered particularly with reference to freedom of exchange as 

a means of alleviating some of the economic distress of that 
1 

time. Equality was demanded primarily in the name of dis-

tributive justioe for the unemployed. 2 

The struggle for equality and order in the economic and 

political spheres had given rise to forms of totalitarianism 

by the time of the Oxford Conference. Oxford recognized these 

claims for equality expressed in the name of justice, but 

balanced this with the assertion of the primacy of the free-

dom of the church, the individual, and the culture, over 

against the power claims of the state.3 

The Amsterdam Assembly tended to generalize this polar­

ity, referring it to the East-West tension. Freedom and 

equality were most specifically considered in the discussion 

of the idea of the responsible society. The interaction and 

balance of these factors was noted in the following statements: 

1. 

2. 

3· 

Coherent and purposeful ordering of society 
has now become a major necessity. Here gov­
ernments have responsibilities which they 
must not shirk. But centres of initiative in 
economic life must be so encouraged as to 
avoid placing too great a burden upon cen­
tralized judgment and decision. To achieve 

John Turnbull, Ecumenical Documents on Church and Society, 
PP• 34, 41· - -
See Walter G. Muelder, The Idea of the Res~onsible So­
ciety (Boston: Boston uii'IVeriiltyPress, 19 5}, pp. !;, 19. 
~Turnbull, Ecumenical Documents on Church and Society, 
PP• 27, 44· - -
J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, pp. 48-49· 



religious, cultural, economic, social, and 
other ends is of vital importance that so­
ciety should have a variety of smaller forms 
of community •••• B,y such means it is pos­
sible.to prevent an undue centralisation of 
power in modern technically organized com­
munities, and thus escape the perils of ty- 1 ranny while avoiding the dangers of anarchy. 
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This idea was incorporated into the definition of the respon­

sible society wherein freedom was correlated with public or­

der and justice, and the necessity of the right to control, 

criticize, and change the government was reserved for the 

people governed. 2 Amsterdam recognized the primacy of the 

structure of the freedom-equality polarity, whether at the 

international or individual level, and added the ideal of 

responsibility as a working norm to aid in maintaining an 

equilibrium within the tension. 

Evanston assumed a more practical approach to the polar­

ity and concerned itself with the application of the ideal of 

the responsible society to a number of more specific areaa. 

The component elements, freedom, equality, and respon-

sibility, in the idea of the responsible society function 

normatively in relation to each other in the internal dynamic 

structure of the responsible society. Equality demands that 

freedom be the possession of all and responsibility asks that 

freedom be used accountably. Likewise, freedom asks that 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. ----

2. Ibid., p. 192. 
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equality not destroy individuality while responsibility points 

to the needs and demands not answered by equality. This refers 

directly to l!einhold Niebuhr's co111111ent that love prevents a 

seeming equality from being accepted as a state of perfection. 1 

Finally, freedom is a prerequisite to responsible action, and 

equality requires that the whole of the social unit involved in 

a situation be dealt with responsibly. 

Eduard Reimann made a significant analysis of this inter­

relation. 

Always there must be order for men to live in 
society, but it will always be a preliminary 
order only, born of a limited view of society 
and history. Always, hence, there must be 
freedom to limit the order and prevent its be­
coming oppressive, to protect men against the 
inadequacy of the order and to help mend it. 
And always, again, freedom must be limited by 
order to prevent its becoming anarchic, irre­
sponsible, and disruptive ••••• The right 
proportions between the two, where order does 
not oppress freedom and freedom does not un­
dermine order, even though accepting it only 
with qualifications, was called justice.2 

l· Reinhold Nieb~, "Christian Faith and the Common Life," 
Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils Ehrenstrom 
et al., p. 87. --

2. Eduard Heimann, Freedom and Order, pp. 227-228. 
'!'!a work of Heimann, siln!lar to that of Emil Brunner, 
portrays justice as a religious or divine concept pat­
terned after the righteousness of God. This stands in 
contrast with the correlation of justice with the rela­
tive arrangements of the world at Oxford, the reference 
to its dynamic nature at Evanston, and the use of the idea 
of justice and equality in the discussion within this study. 
See Eduard Heimann Order, pp. 229, 322-335· 
See Emil Brunne Social Order, trans. Mary 
Hottinger' (New thers, 1945), pp. 22-24. 
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The empnasis upon a particular component in this polar 

structure may differ in accordance with the situation. In 

one case there may be an emphasis upon the freedom and rights 

of the individual, while in another case an appeal may be 

made for the community over and against the individual in the 

name of equality. The determination of what constitutes a 

responsible balance between these forces may likewise vary, 

as indicated in the consideration of the land problem at Luck-

now, where a policy of property expropriation was sanctioned 

by a majority of the delegates in the particular circumstance 

with due recognition that this position could not be univer-
1 

salized. 

The variation within this polar tension between free-

dom and equality may range from the emphasis upon freedom in 

theoretical laissez faire Capitalism to the equality envi­

sioned in the Communistic ideal. The idea of the responsible 

society does not try tor egiment this polarity under a par­

ticular pattern, such as a fusion of Capitalism and Communism 

into a variety of Socialism. The dynamic of the ideal of the 

responsible society seeks a just equUihr'fum between freedom 

and equality with reference to the particular situation. This 

allows considerable variation. 

The structural character of the concept can simply be 

formulated as a dialectical interrelation of the counter 

1. World Council of Churches, Christ ~ Hope 2f !!!.!.!!:• p. 27. 
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claims of freedom and equality in the social unit, under the 

dynamic norm of responsibility. 

But what of the ideal of responsibility in itself? None 

or the documents surveyed have indicated any particular grounds 

for the choice of this normative phrase. This study has noted 

the development and use of normative ideals, but there is lit­

tle indication-of a growing use of the word "responsible" in 

the disoussions preceeding Amsterdam, save occasional mention 

at Oxford. Dr. Nils Ehrenstrom, who served on the staff of 

the Study Department of the Life and Work Movement and later 

the World Council of Churches through many of the years cov­

ered in this study, speaks of the choice of the word "respon­

sible" and its connection with the developing normative ap-

preach ot social problems in the thought of the Ecumenical 

Movement as more or a flash of inspiration than a logically 
1 

planned development. 

The increasing use of the idea of the responsible so­

ciety evidences the wisdom of this choice. This idea of 

responsibility has been valuable because of its relational 

implications and its ability to incorporate additional mean­

ing into itself. 

Responsibility denotes a relationship of accountability 

or liability between two factors. This relational structure 

1. Interview with Dr. Nils Ehrenstr5m, Professor at Boston 
University School of Theology, January 17, 1957. 



makes the term particularly adjustable to a variety of social 

circumstances. It can be used equally to pose the relational 

balance between freedom and order in the community of nations 

or between the landlord and the landless peasant in the land 

problem of India. At this level the question is not the na­

ture of the responsibility. The question here is the identi­

fication of the persons or factors involved in an accountable 

relationship. This provides a structure which may aid in the 

analysis or resolution of a problem, by more closely indi­

cating the parties to the relationship. Thus the Evanston 

discussions may speak of the relationships of Christians in 

a Communist dominated land to the dominated government before 

determining the nature of a responsible relationship in the 

circumstance. 

The idea of responsibility has also been valuable in 

that it can incorporate new meaning into itself. This flexi­

bility approaches the problem of what it means to be respon­

sible. The meaning or content of being "responsible" may 

thus vary from one situation and culture to another, within 

the ultimate principles assumed. It might, for example, be 

a responsible leadership which would impose taxes in order 

to secure funds for government investment in industry; in 

another portion of the world the activity of a responsible 

government might be much different. More basically, however, 

it allows the terms to be used in a greater variety of situa­

tions and thereby contributes to the breadth of possible use 
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of the idea of the responsible society. Some of the more sig­

nificant content given to the concept will be discussed below. 

Ultimately the meaning of "responsibility" will be deter­

mined by the presuppositions assumed by the person or persons 

involved in the responsible relationship. This introduces the 

second primary dimension in the dialectical structure of the 

concept, the vertical plane. The polarity in the horizontal 

structure exists between the various expressions of freedom 

and equality or order. The polarity in the vertical plane 

within the structure of the concept lies in the difference be-

tween the value content of the idea of responsibility and the 

practice of responsibility or irresponsibility in the concrete 

situation. This might also be characterized as the tension be­

tween the 1! of the situation and the ought of the idea of 

responsibility in that situation. The value of the phrase "the 

responsible society" at this point for Christian social thought 

is that it provides an applicable working structure which acknow­

ledges the interacting demands of freedom and order while being 

open to meaning centering in the Christian absolute of love and 

the ideal of the Kingdom. This facilitates the development of 

the idea of the responsible society through the absorption of 

new meaning such as that characteristic of the ideals of love 

and the Kingdom. 

B. :RELIGIOUS COMPONENT OF THE IDEA OF THE 
RESPONSIBLE SOCIETY 

The vertical polarity between the transcendent or ideal 

values and the concrete situation in the structure of the 
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concept has been directly associated with the problem of the re­

lationship between the Kingdom and the world in the course of 

the ecumenical discussions. The problem inherent in this rela-

tionship has never been easily answered by Christians. Ernst 

Troeltsch discusses the fundamentals of this dilemma in the 

conclusion to his study of The Social Teaching 2£ ~ Christian 

Churches. He comments 

The Ethos of the Gospel is a combination of in­
finite sublimity and childlike intimacy. On the 
one hand, it demands the sanctification of the 
self for God by the practice of detachment from 
everything which disturbs inward communion with 
God, and by the exercise of everything which in­
wardly binds the soul with God's will. On the 
other hand, it demands that brotherly love, which 
overcomes in God all the tension and harshness of 
the struggle for existence, of law, and of the 
merely external order, while it unites souls in a 
deep spirit of mutual understanding, as well as in 
the most self-sacrificing love, which, even in its 
simplest expressions, gives a true hint of the na­
ture of God Himself. This is !11 ideal which re­
quires a new world if it is to be fully realized; 
it was this new world-order that Jesus procla:!med 
in His Message of the Kingdom of God. But it is 
an ideal which cannot be realized within this world 
apart from compromise. Therefore the history of 
the Christian Ethos becomes the story of a con­
stantly renewed search for this compromise, and of 
fresh opposition to this spirit of compromise.l 

Troeltsch 1 s description of the problem is appropriate for 

the developments at Stockholm where ,ome delegates sought to 

develop approximate ideals of the K~dom while others rejected 

such approximations in the name of t~e same Kingdom. 

1. Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, 
trans. Olive Wyon\N'.Y.: Macmillan Compa.iiy," 1931) If, 
999-1000. 



It is well known that the Stockholm Conference was 
considerably influenced by the various beliefs about 
the possibility of realising the Kingdom of God on 
earth. Stockholm was the climax of the conflict be­
tween the socially active theology of the Kingdom of 
God (social gospel, Christian pacifism, etc.) and the 
spiritual conception of the Kingdom. It is quite 
clear that the majority believed that the Kingdom of 
God would be realised on eartb.l 

The thought of the Oxford Converence followed this dominant 

trend of the Stockholm Conference by affirming the relevance of 

the Kingdom for the problems of the world. The understanding 

of the Kingdom-world dialectic was refined by the combination 

of the emphasis upon the given reality and the demand of the 

Kingdom with the recognition of responsibilities toward the world. 

The Kingdom of God, as proclaimed in the gospel, 
is the reign of God which both has come and is com­
ing. It is an established reality in the coming of 
Christ and in the presence of his Spirit in the world. 
It is, however, still in conflict with a sinful world 
which crucified its Lord, and its ultimate triumph 
is still to come. In so far as it bas come, the will 
of God as revealed 1n Christ (that is, the commandment 
of love) is the ultimate standard of Christian conduct. 
Standards drawn from the observation of human behavior 
are not only less complete than the commandment of 
love but frequently contain elements that contradict 
it. In so far as the kindgom of God is in conflict 
with the world and is therefore still to come, the 
Christian finds himself under the necessity of dis­
covering the best available means of checking human 
sinfulness and of increasing the possibiliti~s and 
opportunities of love within a sinful world. 

The struggle with the problem of the Kingdom and the world 

continued through the World Missionary Conference at Tambaram 

to the Ansterdam and Evanston Assemblies. The theological cli­

mate gradually changed in the period separating Stockholm and 

Amsterdam. There was still a concern for man's action within the 

1. 

2 •. 

W. Schweitzer (ed.), Esehatolo~ and Ethics, trans. R.H. 
Fuller (Geneva: World Council o CEUrches, 1951), p. 15. 
J. H. Oldham, ~Oxford Conference, P• 76. 
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world, but it was increasingly seen tbru the larger framework 

of God's redemptive action within and beyond history. This is 

expressed in the "Report of Section III" at Amsterdam: 

The Christian Church approaches the disorder of 
our society with faith in the Lordship of Jesus Christ. 
In H~ God has established His Kingdom and its gates 
stand open for all who will enter. Their lives belong 
to God with a certainty that no disorder of society 
can destroy, and on them is laid the duty to seek 
God's Kingdom and His righteousness. 

In the light of that Kingdom, with its judgment and 
mercy, Christians are conscious of the sins which 
corrupt human communities and institutions in every 
age, but they are also assured of the final victory 
over all sin and death through Christ. It is He who 
has bidden us pray that God's Kingdom may come and 
that His will may be done on earth as it is in heaven; 
and our obedience to that command requires that we 
seek in every age to overcome the specific disorders 
which aggravate the perennial evil in human society, 
and that we search out the means of securing their 
elimination or control.l 

The Evanston Assembly evidenced a similar pattern in the 

dialectic between the Kingdom and the world. There is an em­

phasis upon the given present Kingdom much like that of Oxford. 

A new life had begun. And in His risen and ascended 
power, He has sent forth into the world a new com­
munity, bound together by His Spirit, sharing His 
divine life, and comm~ssioned to make Him known 
throughout the world. 

There is also expectation and hope in the Evanston message as 

in the thought of Amsterdam. 

He will come again as Judge and King to bring all 
things to their consummation. Then we shall see Him 
as He is and know as we are known. Together with the 
whole creation we wait for this with eager hope, know­
ing that God is faithful and that even how He holds 
all things in His hand.3 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 189. ---

2. w. A. Visser't Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, p. 1. 
3· ~·• P• 1. ---
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However, the presence and expectation of the Kingdom were 

not emphasized at the expense· of man's responsibility within the 

world as had been characteristic or the Kingdom emphasis at the 

Stockholm COnference. 

Thus our Christian hope directs us towards our 
neighbor. It constrains us to pray daily, "Thy 
will be done on earth as it is in heaveni" and 
to act as we pray in every area of life. . 

This period evidences a broadening of the understanding of 

the polarity between the Kingdom and the world from the dis­

agreement of Stockholm to the later recognition that the King­

dom is both in the world and yet to come, realized, and to be 

realized both within and beyond history. 

The vertical polarity between the Kingdom as a given reality 

and a commanding ideal and the world has been a constant theme 

in the four major conferences discussed in this study. This re­

sults naturally from the afore mentioned fact that the relation­

ship or the Kingdom and the world is a fundamental problem of 

the Christian faith itself. 

The idea of the responsible society is a dynamic moral 

structure which stands within this Kingdom-world polarity as a 

medium of interaction between the given reality and demands of 

the Kingdom and the complexities of the world. On the one hand 

the idea of the responsible society as developed in ecumenical 

literature incorporates the given reality and the directives of 

the Kingdom and on the other the recognition of the sin and con­

flict characteristic of the world. The reality or the Kingdom 

1. lE..!!!·· p. 2. 
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in the revelation of Jesus Christ, the presence of the Holy 

Spirit, and the Christian fellowship is both a fact of man's 

existence in the Church and an abiding element of man's ex­

istence as a transcendent ideal. 

While living in the midst of this Kingdom-World polarity 

man is called to a responsible relationship with God and his 

fellowmen. This is noted, for example, in the Amsterdam defi­

nition of the responsible society. 

Man is created and called to be a free being, 
responsible to God and his neighbor. Any ten­
denaies Sn State and society depriving man of 
the possibility of acting responsibly are a 
denial of God's intention for man and his work 
of salvation. A responsible society is one 
where freedom is the freedom of men who acknow­
ledge responsibility to justice and public or­
der, and where those who hold political au­
thority or economic power are responsible for 
ita exercise to God and the people Whose wel­
fare is affected by it.l 

The idea of accountability before God is prominent in many of 

the world's religions and is virtually universal in Christian­

ity. It was expressed as a fundamental presupposition in the 

discussions of each of the conferences considered in this 

study from Stockholm through to Evanston. For example, the 

report of the Oxford Conference is a discussion of man respon­

sibility before God, suggested that "the chief end of man is to 

glorify God, to honor and .J.ove him, in work and life as in 
2 

worship. 11 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. -

2.· J. H. Oldham,~ Oxford Conference, p. 75. 
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The necessity of such an accountable response to God pro­

vides the ultimate ground for the demand for freedom and the 

respect for personality. 

Rights and responsibilities are derived 
primarily from man's relation to God as 
manifest in Christ: they are theogenetic. 
Man 1 s true destiny lies in the service of 
God, and can be attained only if man is 
free to order his life in harmony with 
the divine purpose.l 

The idea of a responsible society is dependent upon tran­

scendent presuppositions. In the first place, the idea of 

being responsible in itself is a product of a self-transcend­

ing consideration. Further, as discussed above, the content 

of the idea of accountability is ultimately determined by the 

values held by the parties to the relationship or defined by 

the cultural or political context. 

The point of reference for the idea of the responsible 

society for Christians is ultimately the Kingdom of God as re­

vealed in Jesus Christ. This was emphasized in the pre-o~ford 

conversations. John Oldham held that 

only from a centre beyond society can it 
/the Church/ criticize society and help 
it to reach a new orientation •••• The 
basis of the Christian ethic is faith in 
a living personal God who has disclosed

2 His grace and His will in Jesus Christ •. 

1. S. Paul Schilling, "The Christian Basis of Rights, Freedoms, 
and Responsibilities,"~ Church~ Social Responsibility, 
ed., J, Spann, p. 19. 

2. w. A. Visser' t Hooft and John H. Oldham, The Church ~ lli 
Function ~ Society, p. 235. 
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A similar position was indicated by John Bennett in his root­

note to the Amsterdam chapter on "The Strategy- of the Church" 

by c. L. Patijn. 

He /Patijn/ is right in insisting that in 
the Christian revelation we have the cri­
terion bJ which all human wisdom must be 
tested.l. 

The Bangkok Conference spoke quite directly to the point: 

Only that which transcends morals, namely, 
the knowledge of the ultimate accountabil­
ity or man and society to God and the grace 
or God by which men, being rorgiven, ror­
give one another, can be the foundation of 
personal responsibility and responsible so­
ciety .2 

The transcendent religious rererence is central in im­

portance in the religious component or the idea or the re­

sponsible society, ror it is the source of security, dirac-

tion, and power. 

Since his responsibility is to God, his 
basic security is in God and this rrees 
him from seeking it primarily in the 
rlux of circumstances. In the second 
place, it rrees him rrom the anxious 
either-or of social pressures and allows 
him to transcend th!! conflict without 
retreating rrom it.J 

The transcendent rererence in the revelation of God and the 

l. 

2. 

C. L. Patijn, "The Strategy or the Church," Man's Disorder 
and God's Deal~, World Council of Churches, III, n. 157. 
'J'Oliri 'l'iirnbuH:, cumenical Documents .2!! Church~ Society, 
P• 139. 
Wal.ter c. Muelder, ~ Idea ~ !h! Responsible Society, 
PP• fl-"12. 
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relationship with God provides the exemplification of the ulti­

mate norm of love against which the norms of justice and re-
1 sponsibility must be measured. Finally, the relationship with 

God provides the power for responsible living. Man can choose 

self-interest above the element of responsibility; this is in 

fact a strong possibility unless the ideal of responsibility is 

sustained by a deeper religious co .. itment. 

Faith is the only source of responsible 
action which does not dry up in the face 
of guilt and the inescapable consequences 
of established fact, since it does not 
spring from human vitality but from the 
grace of God himself. Where man knows to 
whom he is responsible even in the grip of 
circumstances not of his own making he is 
able to take responsible action •••• the 
responsible society depends basically upon 
this freedom which breaks the chains forged 
by history,2 

The Christian revelation calls men to a life of responsi­

bility before God and their fellowmen and provides the direction 

and power for the fulfillment of that command when it is ac­

cepted in faith. This religious component is fundamental for 

the idea of the responsible society in that it provides the ulti­

mate resources for responsible living. 

On the other hand the religious component of the idea of 

the responsible society includes the recognition of the oppo­

site pole in the dialectic between the Kingdom and the world in 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 78. 
2. World Council or-dhurches, The Responsible Society (Geneva: 

Study Department of the Wor~Council of Churches, 49E/207 
(1949), P• 11. 
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its acknowledgment or the ract or sin and disequilbrium in the 

world. 

The awareness of the ract or sin has its deepest grounding 

in the experience of the relationship with God. The acknow­

ledgment or the ract or sin and the necessity of its restraint 

lends a balancing realism to the idea of the responsible so­

ciety. J. H. Oldham suggested this ractor as a mark of a re­

sponsible society, in the preliminary survey for Amsterdam. 

Belief in the responsibility of men to God 
and the knowledge of human sinfulness will 
impel Christians to set restraints on irre­
sponsible power and •••• to work for the 
widest distribution of power, responsibility 
and initiative throughout the whole community.l 

This became a central factor in the Amsterdam definition of the 

responsible society and it was presupposed in the idea the peo­

ple must have~reedom to control, to criticise, and to change 

their governments, that power be maderesponsible by law and 

tradition, and. be distributed as widely as possible through the 

whole country~2 

The issue of the Kingdom and the world has continued to 

raise the associated question of the relationship between revela­

tion and natural reason or law. This has become a particularly 

pressing problem with the development of a concern for under de­

velopment and non-Christian regions of the world. The normative 

1. 

2. 

J. H. Oldham, "A Responsible Society," Man's Disorder and 
God's Des~, World Council of Churches, III, 151. -
"Report o action III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. -



approach and the idea of the responsible society represent 

partial responses in themselves to the Kingdom-world dialectic 

as it is reflected in the question of revelation and reason in 

that they attempt to provide an avenue for communication and 

action. 

The pattern of division characteristic of the Stockholm 

Conference was naturally evident on this fundamental issue. 

Nonetheless, many of the conclusions of the conference were af­

filiated with a natural law scheme a few years later at the 

Conference of Christian Social Workers held in London, in 1930. 

John Turnbull indicates that there 

was a plea for the recognition of certain minimum 
principles of universal justice which are so deeply 
embedded in the constitution of the world that they 
appeal directly to the conscience of mankind apart 
from the special revelation of Christianity and can 
be seen by reason to be eisential to the stability 
and peace of social life. 

J. H. Oldham approached this problem in the Oxford volume 

on The Church ,!!!!! Its Function ,.!!! Society. He affirms the value 

of the contribution of "settled convictions and tried teachings 

of experience" in aiding the process of reflection leading to 

decision. Each decision was to be made as an existential re-
2 sponsib1lity before God however. 

Similarly at Amsterdam and Evanston an expanding amount of 

material was incorporated into the normative approach, as used 

1. John Turnbull, Ecumenical Documents ~ Church ,!!!!! Society, 
P• 23. 

2. W. A. Visser•t Hooft and J. H. Oldham, The Church and Its 
Function ..!!! Society, P• 249. --- ------
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by the World Council of Churches and the Commission of the 

Churches on International Affairs, from the experience of the 

world. The churches appear to be pressing in the direction of 

accepting the usefulness of the rational principles derived 

from the experience of the world so long as they are held within 

the framework of the more fundamental insights of revelation. 

This approach was most clearly expressed by John Bennett in re­

sponse to the position of c. L. Patijn in the preparatory work 

of the third section at Amsterdam. 

He /Patijn/ is right in insisting that in the Chris­
tian revelation we have the criterion by which all 
human wisdom must be tested. But there is more to 
be said than is suggested in this chapter for a spirit 
of openness to the wisdom of the world on the part of 
the Church, even to its theoretical systems. The use 
of •natural law• by the Church may have been mistaken 
when it allowed too detailed elaboration of classical 
natural law to become part of its official teaching, 
but it is not a mistake for the Church to open its 
mind to the moral wisdom of the classical world so 
long as this wisdom is kept under the Christian 
criterion and so long as its transformation by the 
Spirit of Christ is also emphasized. 

More recently the necessity for some mutual approach was 

considered by H.D. Wendland in a paper read before the Working 

Committee on Church and Society of the World Council of Churches. 

He pointed to a responsibility and a possibility which lies be­

fore the churches in the cooperation of church and society. 

If we enquire into the bases for cooperation, we 
immediately come up against the unsolved problem of 

1. c. L. Patijn, "The Strategy of the Church," Man's Disorder 
~ God's Design, World COuncil of Churches, n. III, 157. 
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natural law. We must free ourselves from the false, 
rigid antitheses between an eschatological theology 
and a theology which thinks in terms of natural law. 
For if eschatology expresses expectation of the new 
creation and the new existence, it cannot lead to a 
negation of the "first" creation and of the gifts of 
God the Creator nor of ·His commandments for His crea­
ture. We need a critical Christian conception of na­
tural law, which must be rediscovered, if man and 
society and God's commandments are seen in the per­
spective of expectation of God's Kingdom and a uni­
versal new creation. The same applies to the relation 
of Christology to natural law. It is only in the 
light of the Lordship of Christ that the limitations 
and the truth of the concepts of natural law become 
apparent; the same applies to the concepts of humanity, 
freedom and social justice.l 

In conclusion, it has been noted that the Kingdom-world 

dialectic represents a continuing problem for the Christian faith. 

There has been a growing awareness of the interrelation of many 

factors within this polarity. This interrelation can only be 

expressed in combinations of thought. Through a semantic combi­

nation it is possible to suggest that the major trend of thought 

developing in the Ecumenical Movement in this period has recog­

nized that the Kingdom is and is to be, is given and is to be 

realized. 

There has been a similar combination and balancing of 

thought with reference to the foundation of the affirmed truths 

in these two spheres, revelation and rational principle. The 

primacy of the Christian revelation has been reiterated, but 

1. H.D. Wendland, The Theolo~ical Basis for Social Action Today, 
a paper read before the WOrking Committee on Church and so­
ciety, July, 1955 (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1955), 
P• 3 · 
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not without an increasing acknowledgment of the value of and 

need for rational principles. There is evidence of an increas­

ing understanding of the usefulness of rational principles or 

natural law so long as it is kept within a framework which takes 

the primacy of the Christian revelation and of personal respon­

sibility into account. This provides an additional possibility 

for the usefulness of the idea of the responsible society in a 

non-Christian setting. 

The idea of the responsible society has been utilized as 

a medium of interaction and communication within this Kingdom 

polarity. The idea recognizes the responsibility of men to 

God and their fellowmen characteristic of the Kingdom on the 

one hand and the realities of sin and conflict evident in the 

world on the other. The relationship with God is essential to 

the concept. It, the relationship with God, provides the source 

for the direction and power requisite for responsible living. 

Similarly it serves as a point of reference from which to sus­

tain the fullest awareness of the problem of sin. These factors 

when drawn together substantiate the assertion that the religious 

component is fundamental in the idea of the responsible society. 

C. OONTENT OR MEANING OF THE CONCEPT 

The purpose of this section is to draw together the main 

streams of normative thought which have been suggested in the 

reports of the major conferences considered in this study. This 

will serve as a summation of the main ideas developed under the 

early normative approach and its later expression in the idea of 

the responsible society. These norms fall rather naturally under 
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five headings: persons, property, economic order, the s.tate, 

and the international order. 

Two fundamental norms are suggested 1n the official re­

ports of the Stockholm and Oxford Conferences and the Amster­

dam Assembly, with respect to persons. First, the primacy of 

the value of the human soul and personality and the necessity 

of the recognition of those rights and responsibilities requi­

site to the fulfillment of personality. 1 Second, the freedom 

of men to shape responsibly the social order toward the fullest 

realization of personality by all persons 1n the community. 2 

The thought behind these points was incorporated in the inclu­

sive statement from the Ecumenical Study Conference for East 

Asia, at Luclmow, India: 

For us as Christians 1n East Asia a society 
is responsible where the principles of so­
cial and political life are in accordance 
with the concept of man as a person called 
to responsible existence in community.3 

The earlier conferences made the most pronounced state-

ments on property, with the exception of the later Lucknow 

Conference, where the question of the landless peasant pro­

jected itself. The generalized norm which has arisen views 

property as a trust over which the possessor serves as a 

steward, before God and his fellowmen. 4 

l. 

2. 

G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference of 1925, p. 712. 
See also J. H. Oldham;--Tlie OXford Conference, ji:" '8'l1':-­
"Report of Section III,w-vanls Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. ----
World Council of Churches, Christ -- The Hope of Asia, p. 31. 
G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The StockhOlm Con?irence Of~' p. 712. 
See also John Turnbulr;-Ecumenicai Documents oDidhUrCh and 
Society, p. --- -----



The Oxford Conference made the following normative 

statements: 

It should be reaffirmed without qualifi­
cation that all human property rights are 
relative and contingent only, in virtue of 
the dependence of man upon God as the giver 
of all wealth and as the creator of man's 
capacities to develop the resources of na­
ture. This fundamental Christian convic­
tion must express itself both in the idea 
of stewardship or trusteeship and in the 
willingness of the Christian to examine 
accumulations of property in the light of 
their social consequences. 

The existing system of property rights 
and the existing distribution of property 
must be criticized in the light of the 
largely nonmoral processes by which they 
have been developed, and criticism must take 
account of the fact that every argument in 
defense of property rights which is valid 
for Christian thinking is also an argument 
for the widest possible distribution of these 
rights. 

It should further be affirmed that indi­
vidual property rights must never be main­
tained or exercised without regard to their 
social consequences or without regard to the 
contribution which the community makes in 
the production of all wealth. 

It is very important to make clear dis­
tinction between various forms of property. 
The property which consists in personal pos­
sessions for use, such as the home, has be-
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hind it clearer moral justification than prop­
erty in the means of production and in land 
which gives the owners power over other persons. 1 

More recently at Lucknow a statement was issued conc~rn­

ing the problem of distributing land to the landtess peas-
• 

antey and developing a financial system which would maintain 

that distribution. 2 

1. John H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, pp. 100-101. 
2. World Council of-chUrches, Christ -- !h! Hope_2! !!!!• P• 2~. 
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The normative statements on the economic order could be 

summed up in the recognition that the productive enterprise 

should be 

should be 

viewed as 
1 

sought. 

a social trust within which social justice 

Such a view incorporates the factors of 

responsibility for economic power, 2 distributive justice, and 

the recognition that economic systems which distort positive 

human relations should be altered accordingly.3 

The issue of the state came to the forefront in the dis-

cussions of the Oxford Conference. The freedom of the church 

and the basic institutions of the culture within the state 

were affirmed.4 This was augmented by the Amsterdam state-

ment which held the political order subject to control, criti­

cism, and change by the citizenry, and responsible for poli­

tical power before God and those governed.5 Four additional 

norms were suggested at the Evanston Assembly. 

(1) Every person should be protected against 
arbitrary arrest or other interference with 
elementary human rights. (2) Every person should 
have the right to express his religious, moral 
and political convictions. This is especially 
im-portant for those who belong to minorities. 
(3} Channels of political action must be devel­
oped by which people can without recourse to 

1. G.K.A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference of 1925, p. 712. 
See W. A. Visser 1 t Hooft (ed.), The EVanston~eport, pp. 118-
119. 

2. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. ----

3· John H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 99. 
4. Ibid., PP• 72-73:--
5. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 

World Council of Churches, III, 192. --



violence change their governments. (4) Forms 
of association within society which have their 
own foundations and principles should be re­
spected, and ~ot controlled in their inner life, 
by the state. 

18.'3 

The Stockholm Conference found it impossible to sanction 

any concrete proposals for international order such as the 

League of Nations, but it did reject excess nationalism and 

armed conflict as means for resolving the problems of the 
2 international order. Sy the time or the Amsterdam and 

Evanston Assemblies, there was an affirmation of support of 

the United Nations and a general realization that interna­

tional power must always be correlated with international 

responsibility.3 This latter point was made explicit in the 

listing 

for the 

of specific principles 

international order.4 

or considerations as normative 

D. OONCLUSION 

The problem of the social order is primarily one of 

maintaining a balance between the counter claims of freedom 

and order. This is further evidenced in the nature of the 

variety of issues, ra~ing from the rights of the individual 

to the maintenance of international order, which have been 

discussed by the Ecumenical Movement. 

1. 
2. 
3· 

4· 

W. A. Visser•t Hooft {ed.), The Evanston Report, PP• ll$-116. 
G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The StoCkholm Conference of 1~25, p. 713. 
"Report of Section III;""' Man's Disorder and Go'dT s esign, 
World Council of Churches tv, 221. --- . 
W. A. Visser•t Hooft {ed.), ~Evanston Report, p. 142. 
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Structurally speaking, the idea of the responsible so­

ciety incorporates this dialectical problem of social existence 

into a conceptual equilibrium which is determined by the norm 

of responsibility. This norm accommodates itself to the inter­

related tensions of the social order under the idea of ac-

countability. The nature of the liability has been partly de­

termined by the transcendent point of reference inherent in the 
I 

religious component attributed to the idea of responsibility in 

the course of the ecumenical discussions. Additional meaning 

has been attached to the idea of the responsible society on the 

basis of a pragmatic accumulation of experiences in dealing with 

certain problems areas. These have been drawn together to pro­

vide a rather broad pattern of norms which are subsidiary to 

the idea of the responsible society. This represents a further 

step in the process of bringing the absolute ideals of love and 

the Kingdom into a more concrete phase of applicability in re­

lation to the problems of the world. 



CHAP~ VII 

THE FUNCTION AND USEFULNESS OF THE CONCEPT 

A. IN'l'IDDUCTION 

The task or this chapter is to identify the priiiiB.ry 

functions of the normative approach and the idea of the re­

sponsible society. This will serve as a summation of the 

way the normative approach has been used and the tasks it 

has performed. '!he fruitfulness of this approach and con-

cept in the period viewed in this study will be used as the 

basis for the affirmation of their potential usefulness in 

the ecumenical discussions and the social action of the 

churches in the future. This affirmation will not rest en-

tirely on the fact of the practical acceptance of the norm­

ative approach in the course of the ecumenical conversations, 

but will also be based upon an additional constructive analy­

sis of each function identified. 

B. PROVISION OF AN OVER-ARCHING IDEAL OR C.OAL Win:CH 

ACTS AS A POINT OF POCUS FOR THE SOCIAL CON­
CERN OF 1i!E CHURCHES 

1. An Over-Arching Ideal or Goal 

The Stockholm and Oxford Conferences arose out of the 

desire of churchmen for a unified attack upon the social prob­

lems of their time. Despite theological and denominational 



differences there were a number of significant social pro­

nouncements made at Stockholm and more particularly at Oxford. 

Neither conference, however, gave a central conceptual form 

to the developing normative system, with the exception of the 

use of the idea of justice at Oxford. 

At the Amsterdam Assembly the evolving normative app~ach 

was incorporated in the dynamic structural symbol of the re­

sponsible society. This provided an over-arching ideal which 

in turn became a goal for social action. It gave a new focus 

to the conversation of the churChes. Phrases such as ~the 

Kingdom of God~ or "the free society" were already laden with 

a variety of meanings peculiar to the cultural context in 

which they were used. The concept of the "responsible society" 

was a new idea which possessed the potentiality of acquiring a 

more universally acceptable meaning in the interchange of ideas 

within the Ecumenical Movement. The usefulness of the idea 

at this point lay in the fact that it provided a symbol which 

facilitated better communication. The various churches were 

still faced with their individual problems, but the'J possessed 

a common expression of their ideal for the social order in the 

idea of a responsible society. The importance of this semantic 

factor is evidenced by the extent of the use made of the phrase 

in the Evanston deliberations as the title and central working 

concept of one of the sections. 

The process of communicating through a common conceptual 

expression gradually promoted the acceptance of that symbol as 
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a concrete goal. This acceptance as a goal was illustrated by 

the manner in which the definition of a responsible society 

developed at Amsterdam was applied and given more explicit 

normative meaning in the Lucknow Study Conference and the 

Evanston Assembly. 

This development of the idea as a goal is particularly 

significant when related to the theory that m~ is a purposive 

creature with an intellect which facilitates the generaliza­

tion of human experience and the postulation of goals aimed 

at the fulfillment of his needs. The ideas of responsibility 

and the responsible society can be accepted as both. indi­

vidual and social goals for the ordering of experience. 

Dr. Gordon Allport, in his book entitled Personality--! 

Psychological Interpretation, suggests that man's goals and 

purposes can be created as well as modified. 1 This indicates 

the possibility of establishing the idea of a responsible so­

ciety as a goal. Talcott Parsons, writing in TOward~ General 

Theorz of Action, follows the ·thought of Max Weber, by indi­

cating the formative impact which these goals or ends may then 

have upon the social enterprise. Parsons has utilized the 

recognition of man's goal seeking orientation as a fundamental 

element in the development of his theory of social action. 

The theory of action is a conceptual scheme 
for the analysis of the behavior of living 

1. Gordon W. Allport, Personality--! Psychological Interpreta­
tion (N. Y: Henry Holt and Company, 1937) p. 113. 



organisms. It conceives of this behavior 
as oriented to the attainment of ends in 
situations, by means of the normatively 
regulated expenditures of energy. There 
are four points to be noted in this con­
ceptualization of behavior: (1) Behavior 
is oriented to the attainment of ends or 
goals or other anticipated states of af­
fairs. (2) It takes place in situations. 
(3) It is normatively regulated. (4) It 
involves expenditure of energy or effort or 
motivation.l 

It is significant to note in passing how the idea of 

the responsible society has relevance in each of the four 

dimensions listed by Dr. Parsons in his scheme for the con­

ceptualization of behavior. The idea of the responsible so­

ciety acts as a dynamic ideal transcending experience while 

providing a structural scheme and norm for the analysis and 

change of the concrete situation. With reference to the 
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third factor, the concept of the responsible society is such 

a regulative norm. Finally, in the responsible relationship 

before God, man's action is potentially related to the deep­

est sources of freedom and energy in the love and power of God. 

David Bidney, in his work Theoretical Anthropology, rec­

ognizes the dialectic between the ideal as a goal and the ac­

tual situation as one of the polar tensions inherent in the 

development of a culture. He points to the necessity for a 

more extensive use of the normative sciences in postulating 

1. Talcott Parsons and Edward A. Shils (ed.), ~wards A Gen­
eral Theory of Action (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1952), p. 53· 



goals which will give ruller direction and unity to men in 

their quest ror world community. 

The practical, errective alternatives are 
not cultural a~solutism versus cultural 
relativism, as contemporary ethnologists 
are inclined to maintain, but rather ra­
tional norms with a potentiality ror uni­
versal acceptance and realization versus 
mythological absolutes destined to lead 
to perpetual crises and conrlicting poli­
tical policies. Far from resolving our 
international problems, cultural rela­
tivism leads to conrlicting political and 
social mythologies. The only errective 
alternative to a mythical relative abso­
lute is a better, more rational and more 
objective ideal or conduct and belier cap­
able orlovercoming the limitations or the 
former. 
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Such comments by a variety or social scientists lend 

further weight to the assertion of the usefulness or the idea 

or the responsible society. Their thought affirms the ract 

that ideas such as the concept of the responsible society are 

capable of being expressed and accepted as a dynamic goal 

around which experience may be positively oriented in order 

to further the realization of harmony between men and nations. 

2. A Point or Focus 

It was noted in the preceding section that the idea of 

the responsible society became a conceptual symbol expressive 

of the relative social ideal or the churches in the Amster-

dam-Evanston period. This concept centered concern on a 

1. David Bidney, Theoretical Anthropology, p. 427· 
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revelant ideal whiCh was then transposed into a social goal. 

It also, in the same process, served as a point of f·ocus for 

the unification of the social thought and action of the churches. 

It fostered a more coherent approach to the problems of the 

social order, despite the presence of theological disagree-

menta. 

Moreover, the work of these three sections of 
the Evanston Assembly stood in contrast to 
some of the others because of its underlying 
assumption that man and the church are respon­
sible for what can be accomplished to promote 
human welfare here and now. In none of these 
three sections was there any urge to p,ush the 
decision into some speculative realm 'beyond 
history." In none was there emphasis on the 
limitations of human effort when seeking to 
act in accord with the will of God. "Chris­
tian social responsibility," said the working 
paper with which the delegates in Section III 
began their labors, "must be seen in the 
light of the fact that to an extent unprece­
dented in history man holds the power today 
to be the master of his own social destiny." 
Men talking like that may not even be afraid 
of :that tabooed word "progress." This was 
the animating spirit in all three of these 
sections. It is the unstated but unmiitak­
able premise underlying their reports. 

Many factors combined to contribute to this deepened sense of 

responsibility. However, the normative approach and the idea 

of the responsible society aided in the process of discussion 

and action as expressions of that responsibility. At this 

point the concept of the responsible society functioned in 

1. "Christian Witness to a Shaken World," Christian Century 
LXXI (September 22, 1954), pp. 1130-1131. 
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much the same manner as its normative predecessor, the middle 

axiom. In the pre-Ox~ord deliberations John Oldham commented, 

between purely general statements o~ the 
ethical demands o~ the Gospel and the de-
cisions that have to be made in concrete 
situations there is need ~or what may be 
described as a middle axiom. They are an 
attempt to de~ine the directions in which, 
in a particular state or society, Christian 
faith must express itself. They are not 
binding for all time, but are provisional 
de~initions of the type of behavior re-
quired o~ Christians at

1
a given period and 

in given circumstances. 

The middle axioms and the concept of the responsible society 

were developed to ~acilitate thought and action at a level 

between the ethical presupposition and the explicit social 

action0 a level at which agreement is often more probable than 

at either ex~reme of the vertical polarity between the tran­

scendent and the concrete. This has been evidenced in the 

Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies where the churches have been 

able to discuss problems of the political and economic orders 

and to agree upon a general policy through the use of the idea 

of the responsible society and its subsidiary norms. This 

would not have been possible had theological or social unity 

been a pre-requisite to action. Likewise, at the other ex­

treme, a general policy could not have been developed if agree­

ment on all o~ the practical implications o~ that policy would 

have been necessary. The use of a middle ground of agreement 

1. W. A. Visser•t Hoo~t and J. H. Oldham, .!!!! Church _!!!2 Its 
Function ~ Society, pp. 209-210. 



as a base for unified action has been noted in the conclu-

sions of several of the above chapters as the horizontal plane 

of the churCh's action as compared with the vertical polarity 

between the transcendent and the relative. The increasing 

use of the normative approach in achieving general agreement 

on social policy despite theological diversity justifies the 

assertion that the normative approach and the idea of the 

responsible society are useful tools for bringing the divi­

sive religious and cultural differences represented in the 

horizontal plane to a point of focus from which a more uni­

fied attack can be made upon the problems of the social order. 

C. PIDVISION OF A POIN'f OR REF'ERENCE BE'IWEEN THE 
ABSOLUTE IDEAL AND THE 1lELA TIVE SI TUA T.I:ON 

1. Applicable Expression of the Transcendent Ideal 

The participants in the Stockholm Conference agreed 

upon the primacy of the value of personality and developed 

several normative statements concerning such factors as indus­

try or war, but they found it impossible to agree upon the 

significance of such ideas in relation to the ultimate ideals 
1 of the Kingdom. This presented a deep tension which per-

meated many of the discussions of the conference, and led to 

the realization that the churches could not ultimately separ­

ate the theological and practical realms. The question of 

1. G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference£! 1925, 
P• 712. 
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the relationship between the transcendent ideal and relative 

actions and ideals became central by the time of the Oxford 

Conference. 

In the discussions in the volume~ Christian Faith 

and the Common Life, Reinhold Niebuhr holds that the genius 

of the gospel ethic is that it is an absolute ethic which 

necessitates a supplementary strategy for meeting the every 

day problems of a world in which sin is an ever present real­

ity.1 Werner Wiesner, in the same volume, followed Luther's 

concept of the "two realms." Wiesner conceives of a life of 

obedience which is inclined to sanction the status quo in the 

earthly realm coupled with a life of pietistic devotion in 

the spiritual realm. The only connecting link between these 

realms lies in the revelation of the Word in Scripture or 

through the Holy Spirit. This tends to rest most of the re­

sponsibility for decisions upon the perception of the direct 

revelation of the Word in the particular situation. The em­

phasis is upon preparation for the perception of the direc­

tive of the Holy Spirit rather than upon analysis and reflec-

· tion upon experience in an 

gies which approximate the 

effort to discern social 
2 

revealed absolutes. 

strata-

1. Reinhold Niiebuhr, "Christian Faith and the Common Life," 
Christian Faith and the Common Life, Nils Ehrenstrom et al., 
p.82. -- -

2. Werner Wiesner, "The Law of Nature and Social Situations," 
The Christian Faith and the Common ~. Nils Ehrenstrom 
~a!., PP• l20, 124;-in~27. 
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A similar tension is evident in comparing the ideas of 

the Dean of St. Pauls and Emil Brunner as recorded in the in-

traduction to the official report of the conference. John 

Oldham records the vein of thought of the former as follows: 

The Sermon on the Mount and the evangelical 
summary of the law are the principles of the 
kingdom of God. 'lhese principles cannot be 
applied directly to life in the actual world, 
since society is organized on principles which 
are largely at variance with the kingdom. None­
theless the individual Christian has the duty 
of so adjusting his conduct that it approxi­
mates as closely as possible to that i~eal con­
duct which is the norm of the kingdom. 

In contrast, Emil Brunner's position is characterized 

as holding that 

nothing is achieved by demanding that people 
love one another or by setting up a social 
program. What is needed is to give man power 
to achieve the good. Christian love is abso­
lute union with the will of r~d and implies 
a fundamental freedom from all bondage to the 
world and to man -- freedom from all laws, 
schemes and programs. 

The Christian church has no right to lay 
down a social program, because it is not its 
business to establish any kind of system. A 
system means a law; that is, an attempt to 
establish timeless and abstract norms for the 
guidance of actual life. All legalistic sys­
tems ignore the person of the agent in his 
actual situation.2 

'lhese two types of approaches do not necessarily present in-

compatible positions. Each represents an emphasis which may 

be either compatible or mutually exclusive of the other 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, P• 28. 
2. ~·• P• 29. 



19~ 

positions in accordance with the will of the person holding 

the position. The Oldham and V'iaser 1 t Hooft consideration of 

this problem in ~ Church ~ !!! Function 1a Society repre­

sents one of the fullest attempts to draw many of these ele­

ments together. They suggest a Christo-centric ethic of in­

spiration which views the relationship with God through Christ 

as the ground for the power and direction of life, a position 

similar to some aspects of the positions held by Wiesner and 

Brunner. 1 This personal relationship of obedience provides 

a center beyond society from which society may be criticised 

or sustained. On the other hand, 

it is not for one moment suggested that the 
response of the Church to God's call should 
not issue in the adoption by the Church, or 
by groups within the Church, ot particular 
policies for the redress of social evils. It 
has been already urged that the formulation 
of middle axioms, defining the forms in 
which at a given period and in given cir­
cu.stances the Christian law of love can find 
most appropriate expression, is an urgent 
need at the present time.2 

These axioms are but more explicit directives to guide 

the group or individual in making a personal response to a 

problem situation. "We are not responding to Him as a Person 

when we detach the law of lo~• from His living will in the 

present and set it up as an abstract ideal," according to 

1. 

2. 

W. A. Visser't Hooft and John H. Oldham, The Church~ 
Its Function in Society, p. 236. 
Ibid., p. 238-;-
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1 
the authors. The axiom may provide a specific and essen-

tial directive, but the purpose and power which undergird 

this concern are ultimately rooted in the personal relation-

ship with God. 

This combination of reflection upon experience and re­

sponse to God in the existential situation is illustrated in 

the following paragraph by Oldham and Visser' t Hooft: 

A right decision cannot be made in advance 
by a· careful balancing of principles and con­
sideration. It can be made only in the mo­
ment of decision itself. This does not mean 
that it may not and ought not to be preceded 
by a long period of reflection in which all 
the relevant factors are weighed and tested. 
Nor does it mean that there are not settled 
convictions and tried teachings of experience 
which for a good man are not open to question 
and which he would not dream of discarding. 
These are indeed the basis and condition of 
a right decision. The more important a de­
cision the more necessary it is that a man 
should bring to it his total experience. But 
each situation is new and calls for a venture 
into the unknown. And for the Christian that 
venture is a respon~e to what he believes to 
be the will of God. 

The section considering the economic order at the Oxford 

Conference, approached the problem of the transcendent and the 

relative through the distinction between love and justice. Love, 

as revealed in Jesus Christ, is the ultimate standard of life. 

However, the extent of human sin requires that the Christian 

find means of restraining that sin in order to increase the 

1. Ibid., P• 243· 
2. Ibid., P• 249. 
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possibilities for love in the world. The report continues by 

pointing out that justice is the principle by which man or­

ders the systems and structures of life in the tension between 

the ideal of love and the fact of sin. 

Justice, as the idea of a harmonious rela­
tion of life to life, obviously presupposes 
the sinful tendency of one life to take ad­
vantage of another. This sinful tendency 
it seeks to check by defining the rightful 
place and privilege which each life must have 
in the harmony of the whole and by assigning 
the duty of each to each.l 

Love represents an ideal which reaches beyond the possibili­

ties of justice and is at the same time a standard for the 

evaluation of justice. The ideal of love furnishes the com­

pulsion and the direction for the developing meaning of the 

idea of justice. The task of realizing and developing the 

meaning of justice under the norm ot love provided one justi­

fication for the suggestion of a number of axioms in the 

course of the Oxford Conference. 

The Oxford discussions drew many shades of the problem 

together in their spectrum of thought. It was recognized 

that the ultimate source of strength and guidance for the 

Christian life lay in the relationship with God. Similarly, 

it was understood that man was ultimately responsible to ap­

proach each situation confronting him under the imperative 

of attempting to discern and realize the will of God therein. 

1. John H. Oldham, ~ Oxtord Conference, p. 76. 



From this perspective man was to find guidance in the revela­

tion of God's will for him in the existential moment. 

The corrective balance of internal criticism repre­

sented at Oxford did not allow this half of the issue to be 

mistaken for the whole, however. Man was also viewed as be­

ing capable of moral responsibility in himself. He is not 

only called upon to listen to the Word which God might speak, 

but must also reflect upon the full scope of his experience 

in an effort to discern the most valid course of action. 

Love is viewed as the absolute of the Christian ethic, 

but often the fact of sin and the complexity of social prob­

lems make it difficult to determine the right choices or to 

feel certain of one's understanding of r~d's will. In view 

of this problem Oxford furthered the development of the norm­

ative approach through the use of the norm of justice and the 

suggestion of a number of axioms as relative directives for 

Christian action. These axioms were tools to help men make 

the fullest response to the will of God and the need of their 

neighbor in the task of relating the ideal of love to the 

actualities of life. This approach attempted to combine the 

values of an emphasis upon the existential obedience to God 

on the one hand, and the fullest use of man 1 s rational capac.;.­

ity by man as a responsible moral agent on the other. Its 

approach represents one of the most inclusive attempts to 

grapple with the major aspects of the problem of relating the 

transcendent and the relative that is evident in the course 



199 

of the Ecumenical Movement within the period considered in 

this study. 

The question of the means through which to relate the 

transcendent ideal to the world presented itself anew in the 

chapter on "The Strategy of the Church" in the Amsterdam 

preparatory work. The author, C. L. Patijn, indicates that 

the church may become so absorbed in its own spiritual re-

sources that it forgets the world, but that on the other hand 

an even greater temptation is for the church totake upon it-

self "the skin of the social condi tiona." 1 
He continues with 

a criticism of the tendency of the church to absorb the life 

of the world through such constructs as natural law, orders 

of society, or specific class interests. 

Professor John Bennett responded by pointing out that 

Dr. Patijn 

makes much of the importance for the Church 
of technical knowledge but he fears the de­
velopment of general principles, theories 
and philosophies because these come to be 
the expression of self-sufficient and pre­
tentious human reason. He is right in in­
sisting that in Christian revelation we have 
the criterion by which all human wisdom must 
be tested. But there is more to be said than 
is suggested in this chapter for a spirit of 
openness to the wisdom of the world on the 
part of the Church, even to its theoretical 
systems. The use of •natural law• by the 
Church may have been mistaken when it allowed 
too detailed elaboration of classical na­
tural law to become part of its official 

1. c. L. Patijn, "The Strategy of the Churc," Man's Disorder 
and God's Design, World Council of Churches, III, 157. 



teaching, but it is not a mistake for the 
Church to open its mind to the moral wisdom 
of the classical world so long as this wis­
dom is kept under the Christian criterion 
and so long as its transformation by1the 
Spirit of Christ is also emphasised. 
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Patijn structures the dilemma by recognizing the relevance of 

the Christian ideal for the world, but also the perplexing 

problem of applying that ideal~r;.Onile.>again Bennett injected 

a comment suggesting that Patijn did not do justice to the 

role of the11middle axioul' or proximate norm as a means through 

which to give some guidance to the social strategy of the 
2 

church. 

This issue was drawn into even sharper relief in the 

debate carried on by Karl Barth and Reinhold Niebuhr in the 

period following the Amsterdam Conference. The core of Barth's 

position is expressed in the following reference: 

I do not wish to weaken the earnestness, 
the good will and the hopes that have brought 
us here, but only to base them on their proper 
foundation, when I say: we ought to give up, 
even on this first day of our deliberations, 
every thought that the care of the church, the 
care of the world, is our care •••• What we 
can and ought to do here is simply this: we 
must give our churches and the world a proof 
"in spirit and in power" -- of how it is when 
a thousand Christians from all lands and peo­
ples, of al~ tongues and confessions, gather 
together in one congregation under present 
conditions, stand by what they have so often 

1. Ibid., n. 157. 
2. !"'15n., n. 159. 



heard and preached in their several positions 
and various styles: "Commit thy way unto the 
Lord and trust in him, and he will bring it 
to pass. nl 
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Niebuhr responded in an article entitled "We Are Men and 

Not God." He suggests in this article that the essential 

weakness of this emphasis upon what man cannot do and what God 

has already done is that it tempts the Christian to desire the 

victory of the resurrection without the commitment and suf­

feririg of the crucifixion. His second criticism lies in the 

fact that Barth's posit ion gives no direction or inspiration 

to the Christian for the day to day turn of events. 

Barth insists that we have no "systems of 
economic and political principles to offer 
the world." We can present it only "with 
a revolutionary hope." This emphasis has 
its limited validity. Christianity is too 
simply equated by many with some simple sys­
tem of "christian economics" or "Christian 
sociology." But Barth's teachings seem to 
mean that we can, as Christians dispense with 
the principles of justice which, however 
faulty, represent the cumulative experience 
of the race in dealing with the vexing Drob­
lems of man's relations to his fellows.2 

Despite the challenge by Barth, the Assembly affirmed 

the necessity and usefulness of the normative approach by its 

unanimous acceptance of the report of section three with its 

central idea of the responsible society. Evanston accepted 

1. 

2. 

Karl Barth, "No Christian Marshall Plan," Christian Cen-
~. LXV (December 8, 1948), p. 1331. ---
Jleliihold Niebuhr, "We Are Men and Not God," Christian 
Century LXV (October 27, 1948) P. 1139. 
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the Amsterdam decisi.on and moved more directly into the prob­

lem of developing the implications of the idea of the respon­

sible society with reference to particular issues. 

The Amsterdam debates reflected in the comments of 

Patijn and Bennett or Niebuhr and Barth evidence little in­

sight that had not already been involved in the Oxford thought 

and action upon this problem of relating the transcendent and 

the relative. The emphasis may vary, but the discussions at 

Oxford, which supplemented the primary factor of obedience 

to the will of God with a responsible reflection upon experi­

ence, represent the fundamental position of the Ecumenic& 

Movement. This provided a foundation which utilizes the value 

of the concept of the responsible society with its emphasis 

upon accountability before God and man and its suggestion of 

a normative structure to aid man in the realization of as­

spects of the ideal in the relative. 

There are other factors within this function which sug­

gest the usefulness and value or the normative approach and 

the conception of the responsible society. In an essay en­

titled "The Morality of Politics and the Politics of Morality," 

Max Weber has discussed this problem of the relationship be­

tween the ultimate ideal and the actual situation. In this 

article Weber identifies and contrasts two types of ethics, 

the ethic of ultimate ends and the ethic of responsibility. 

When an ethic or ultimate ends such as the absolute Christian 

ethic is confronted with the responsibility for the choice of 
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the means and the consequences Weber suggests that there are 

three possibilities. TWo of these possibilities will result 

in practical failures. The ethic of ultimate ends will either 

dictate an uncompromising course of action which "leaves the 

results with the Lord" or it will break down on the problem 

of the justification of means by ends. 1 

No ethics in the world can dodge the fact 
that in numerous instances the attainment 
of "good"ends is bound to the fact that 
one must be willing to pay the price of 
using morally dubious means or at least 
dangerous ones--facing the possibility or 
even the probability of evil ramifications. 
From no ethics in the world can it be con­
cluded when and to what extent the ethi­
cally good purpose "justifies" the ethi-

2 cally dangerous means and ramifications. 

The third alternative suggested by Weber represents his sug­

gestion for a partial resolution of the problem, a combination 

of the ethic of ultimate ends and an ethic of responsibility. 

This combination envisions the individual as being responsi­

ble for the consequences of his acts insofar as possible while 

living under the ends or ideals which he holds to be ultimate. 

Such an approach brings the two ethics together in a supple­

mentary fashion in a responsible effort to realize ultimate 

ends in the midst of the relative situation.3 

1. Max Weber, "The Morality of Politics and the Politics of 
Morality," From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, trans., ed., 
H. H. Gerth-arul ~right Mills (OXford University Press, 
1946), p. 122. 

2 • Ibid • ' p • 121. 
3· 'IO!d., P• 127. 
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This analysis by Weber supports the increasing development 

and acceptance of the normative approach in the Ecumenical Move­

ment in that the axioms of Oxford and the idea of the responsi­

ble society developed at Amsterdam represent channels through 

which this combination of the ultimate Christian ideals and the 

responsibilities of social life may be realized in the worship, 

the reflection, and the existential decision of the Christian. 

The usefulness of the idea of the responsible society can 

also be seen in the potential inherent in the character of the 

concept as a medium through which to aid the expression of the 

transcendent ideal of love in the relative situation in a 

comprehensive form. In the previous chapter several charac­

teristics of the idea of the responsible society were noted 

which underline the usefulness of the idea in this context: 

its relational structure; its demand for accountability; and, 

its ability to incorporate new normative meaning into itself. 

The idea of the responsible society is structured around 

the polarity between freedom and equality; tu.rther, the idea 

of responsibility in itself entails accountability. This pro­

vides a structure which can incorporate many of the relation­

ship. problems for which the ultimate norm of love is parti­

cularly relevant. Secondly, the notion of accountability or 

responsibility helps to focus problems in a personal frame of 

reference in contrast to the tendency of legalistic systems 

to ignore the person as an actual agent of determination in a 

situation. Finally, the idea of the responsible society is a 
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useful medium for the expression of the transcendent ideal of 

love in that the meaning of the idea of responsibility can be 

supplemented by the content of the ideal of love. 

There are certainly dangers or limitations with refer­

ence to the use of normative ideas as working media between 

the transcendent ideal and the relative situation. The 

danger or limitation lies essentially in the identification 

of the normative idea with either extreme of the vertical 

plane between the transcendent and the relative. Too close 

an identification of the normative idea with the transcendent 

ideal may either have the result of making the normative idea 

itself so transcendent as to reduce its constructive impact 

upon the relative situation or it may convert the transcendent 

ideal into a sanction for the acceptance of the status quo. On 

the other hand, too close an identification of the normative 

idea with the relative situation will make it useless as a 

medium for fostering the realization of the transcendent ideal. 

This will tend to sanction the present circumstances and to 

make the transcendent ideal seem irrelevant to the relative 

situation since the transcendent seems to be impossibly far 

beyond the relative. 

The section on "The Economic Order" at Oxford dealt with 

this same problem with reference to the norm of justice and 

the ideal of love. 

In attempting to deal with political and 
economic problems, the Christian must there­
fore be specially on his guard against two 
errors. 



The one is to regard the realities of 
social justice incorporated in given systems 
and orders as so inferior to the law of love 
that the latter cannot be a principle of 
discrimination among them but only a prin­
ciple of indiscriminate judgment upon them 
all. This error makes Christianity futile 
as a guide in all those decisions which 
Christians, like other people, must con­
stantly be making in the political and eco­
nomic sphere. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The other error is to identify some par­

ticular social system with the will of God 
or to equate it with the kingdom of God. When 
conservatives insist on such an identification 
in favor of the status quo, they impart to it 
a dangerous religious sanction which must 
drive those who challenge it into a secular 
revolt against religion itself.l 
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It is essential that these limitations upon the use of 

intermediate norms be recognized by those who attempt to use 

them. One of the values of the idea of the responsible so-

ciety at this point is that its dynamic polarity and broad 

relational character work against the fixation of the concept 

at a particular point in either the vertical or horizontal 

planes. 

This discussion suggests again the comparable normative 

nature of justice and responsibility. These two norms are 

similar in that each seeks on the basis of its given meaning 

to determine the nature of the accountability existing in a 

relationship. Justice was the basic norm in the delibera-

tions of the Oxford Conference. 

1. John H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, pp. 78-79. 



The relative and departmental standard for all 
the social arrangements and institutions, all 
the economic structures and political systems, 
by which the life of man is ordered is the 
principle of just ice .1 
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The report on the "Responsible Society :in a World Perspective" 

at the Evanston Assembly added the further comment, "True jus­

tice is dynamic and its forms must vary to meet changing 
2 needs." The concept of the responsible society presupposes 

the norm of justice in fact as well as :in the chronology of 

the Ecumenical Movement. Justice is the fundamental term for 

the relative sphere under the ideal of love. The meaning given 

to the idea of responsibility will largely be determined by the 

understanding of the ideal of love apd the norm of justice.3 

On the other hand the idea of the responsible society 

possesses qualities which make it in turn particularly useful 

in relation to the norm of justice. First, it is a new phase 

which is open to normative content relevant to the present. It 

may utilize, but need not be bound by past conceptions of the 

proper balance between freedom and equality. Secondly, the 

idea of the responsible society provides a normative structure 

which raises the question of responsibility against the back­

ground of the society as a whole. The use of society as a 

denominator for the sphere of responsibility is more consistent 

1. 
2. 
3· 

Ibid., P• 76. 
w:-A. Visser''t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Reaort, p. 125. 
See Emil Brunner, Justice an~e Social Or er, trans. Mary 
Hottinger (N .Y: Harper and"""''lrotliirs, PubliShers, 1945). 
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with the increasing interdependence and size of the unit of 

social interaction. This discourages the 'tendency to deter­

mine justice from a personal frame of reference only by re­

quiring that the problem be viewed from the perspective of 

the whole of the society as well. 

The norm justice and the concept of the responsible so­

ciety are compatible developments in the deliberations of the 

Ecumenical Movement. The idea of the responsible society in­

corporated the norm of justice. This does not lessen the 

significance of the norm of justice, but simply involves it in 

a newer, dynamic normative pattern. 

The Ecumenical Movement has gradually affirmed an ap­

proach which attempts to hold the obedience to God's revela­

tion and the development and use of normative insights in a 

dynamic supplementary relationship. In the opinion of Max 

Weber such a combination represents the only one in which an 

individual can responsibly adhere to absolute ideals such as 

those of the Christian faith. 1 

The concept of the responsible society provides a use­

ful medium through which to approach this problem of rela­

ting the ideal and the relative. This usefulness can be dis­

torted by a failure to recognize the limitations of the 

1. Max Weber, "The Morality of Politics and the Politics of 
Morality," From Max Weber: Essa~s in Sociology, trans., 
ed., H. H. Gerth and c. Wright ills, p. 127. 



concept or its dependence upon higher norms. When these limi­

tations are respected however, the idea of the responsible so­

ciety serves as a constructive point of reference between the 

ultimate ideal and the relative situation. 

2. Frame of Reference for Subsidiary Norms 

The previous discussion has centered in the function of 

the concept of the responsible society as a working medium 

between the absolute and the relative, concentrating on the 

relationship of the intermediate norm to the absolute ideal. 

The present section is focused on the lower half of the verti­

cal plane in the consideration of the relationship between the 

normative idea and the concrete subsidiary axiom for social 

action. This places the norm of justice and the concept of 

the responsible society in somewhat of a middle ground be­

tween the absolute ideals and the axioms for the relative 

situation. 

The intermediate norm of justice or the concept of the 

responsible society serves in this case as a type of mediator 

which possesses greater applicability than the absolute while 

being more transcendent than a specific relative axiom. The 

reports of the various conferences and assemblies provide 

nwaerous illustrations of this function of mediation between 

the central norm of justice or responsibility and the sub­

sidiary axiom. In the Oxford Conference, for example, there 

is the suggestion of a number of ends or standards under the 
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1 
ideal of justice. Similarly, a number of traits charac-

teristic of a responsible society were mentioned in the Evan­

ston conversations with the intention of urging their embodi­

ment in the political order. 2 

The discussions on the international order at Amsterdam 

and Evanston give a rather concrete illustration of the man­

ner in which these subsidiary axioms are developed under the 

higher norms of justice or responsibility. '!his process was 

characterized by three stages of action in response to a 

problem area: the consideration of the previous experiences 

of the churches in dealing with similar problems, the reflec­

tion upon the problems in the light of the Christian under­

standing of history and the ultimate norms for the fulfill­

ment of God's will therein, and the development of a general 

policy through which to confront these issues. The last 

stage is the point at which the subsidiary axiom is formulated. 

Each of the first two stages is essential, 

wisdom is as essential as knowledge, and no 
amount of knowledge evaluated and analyzed 
within a pattern of reference of secular 
pragmatism can provide sound policy. A Chris­
tian understanding of history is fully as im­
portant as political scienc~ for understand­
ing the behavior of people.J 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, pp. 98-99. 
2. w. A. Visser•t-rroort (ed.), The Evanston Report, pp. 115-

116. --- -
3. Roswell P. Barnes and Kenneth G. Grubb, "The Churches 1 Ap­

proach to International Affairs," Man • s Disorder and God • s 
Design, World Council of Churches, IV, 33. ---
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Often the subsidiary axioms do not develop out of a 

direct reflection upon the transcendent ideal or efforts to 

create a deductive system of axioms. In this ease they will 

usually arise out of the attempt to work through to a prac­

tical policy or action which appears under the circumstances 

to be the most just and responsible policy among the possi­

ble alternatives. If, at this point, the policy appears to 

be compatible with the central norms and the transcendent 

ideals it will probably be thought of as an axiom and even-

tually recognized as such in the more formal course of a con­

ference or assembly. On the other hand subsidiary axioms 

have been developed from the top or the ideal down to the 

situation in a direct attempt to find a more relevant and 

explicit expression of the meaning of the concept of the re­

sponsible society when applied to the specific problem area. 

Visser•t Hooft and Oldham chose to emphasize the responsi­

bility for an existential response to the will of God in a 

particular situation, but it is significant to note their 

correlated emphasis upon the rational process as a support 

for the moment of responsible decision. This emphasis upon 

direct obedience to God's will 

does not mean that it /the moment of decision/ 
may not and ought not to be preceded by a long 
period of reflection in which all the relevant 
factors are weighed and tested. Nor does it 
mean that there are not settled convictions and 
tried teachings of experience which for a good 
man are not open to question and which he would 



not dream of discarding. These are indeed 1 the basis and condition of a right decision. 
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The assumptions of this type of approach would seem to indi­

cate that the method behind the development of the subsidiary 

axioms in the Oxford period was similar to that of Amsterdam 

and Evanston in the attempt to combine reflection and evalua­

tion. Each of these periods attempted to postulate subsidiary 

axioms in response to the peculiar problems of the time on the 

basis of a coherent ordering of past experience in conjunc­

tion with the attempt to discern the implications of the ideals 

of love and the K'klgdom as a ground for a personal response to 

God's will. 

This method of developing subsidiary axioms provides 

the possibility for further usefulness for the normative ap­

proach in the potential relationship with the normative so­

cial sciences. Such a method utilizes the tools of synopsis 

and coherence characteristic of philosophy and provides a 

level at which two-way communication is possible and necessary. 

Dr. Walter Muelder pointed to this necessity in the following 

comment: 

There is no place today for disciplinary 
conceit or arrogance. The sciences, phi­
losophy, religion and theology have much 
to learn from each other. They are not 
island universes. Each must be supple­
mented by the others in a dialectical whole. 
In the quest for a responsible world 

1. W. A. Visser•t Hooft and John H. Oldham, The Church~ 
I!! Function !a Society, p. 249. 



community they must be synthesized in the 
concrete unity of theory and practice. Re­
sponsibility is neither abstract moral and 
spiritual idealism nor expedient realism.l 
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The interaction of thought in the "dialectical whole" 

will not only provide new resources and tools for the rational 

aspect in the determination of social norms and actions, it 

may also furnish a variety of media through which to affirm 

the transcendent ideals of the Christian faith in a more posi­

tive level of understanding. 

The necessity of the development of social norms or 

axioms capable of acceptance by the world community and the 

responsibility of the normative scientist in relation to the 

task were clearly asserted by Dr. Bidney. 

1. 

2. 

The spirit of normative science is a cul­
tural universal which is applicable to any 
cultural discipline, regardless of its sub­
ject matter. But normative science is more 
than a disembodied spirit; it is also a body 
of knowledge carrying conviction through em­
pirical evidence and rational demonstration • 
• • • Unless science can provide potentially 
universal cultural values capable of winning 
adherents, other methods will be found to 
fill this need, such as the mythological ap­
peal to race, class, or nationality. The 
choice is between "contentious knowledge" of 
conflicting mythological ideologies and norm­
ative scientific, rational truths capable of 
producing a rational consensus among the peo­
ples of the world. Only a cultural unity 
based upon a common core of rational values 
and brought into being l!vy' voluntary delib­
erate consent can endure indefinitely.2 

Walter G. Muelder, Religion and Economic Reslonsib1lity 
(N.Y:. Charles Scribner's Sons;-1953), P• x11 • 
David Bidney, Theoretical AnthropologY, p. 432. 
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The normative approach developed in the course of the 

activities of the Ecumenical Movement furnishes a foundation 

which may be utilized in communication with the normative 

sciences. Likewise, following the thought of Bidney, the 

idea of the responsible society provides a conception which 

may be used and developed in the normative sciences and Chris­

tian ethics either individually or cooperatively as an ideal 

to which men might give assent in the effort to achieve 

greater fellowship and peace in the human community. 

There were naturally questions and reservations with 

respect to the method of developing subsidiary axioms in the 

normative approach. Professor Torrance, for example in the 

deliberation upon the report of section three at Evanston 

commented, "The report did not show how the gospel itself was 
1 

linked with the actual points later enumerated." Similarly, 

others such as Karl Barth at Amsterdam criticized this method 

as an attempt to ascend from man's disorder to God's Kingdom. 

However, this criticism fails to recognize the value of the 

function of a mediating norm and the fact that such a norm 

necessitates the analysis of and reflection upon experience 

as a means through which to achieve the most explicit appli­

cation of that norm. The ideals of love and the Kingdom are 

not presupposed less as a result of an attempted reflection 

upon experience. This, in fact, represents greater 

1. W. A. Visser 1 t Hooft'(ed.), ~Evanston Report, p. 127. 



21.5 

responsiveness to these ideals. Accountability before God is 

fundamental in the concept. Likewise, the ideal of love pro­

vides the deepest resources for the meaning of the norm of 

responsi bi 1i ty. 

The usefulness of such a concept as the idea of the re­

sponsible society is that it does seek to come to grips with 

the relative experiences of men. The concept does not accom­

plish this through a system of casuistry under the Gospel for 

this would tend to rob the individual of his sense of respon­

sibility for decisions. On the contrary, the norms developed 

under the concept of the responsible society seek to provide 

a general direction and the goal for the individual or a so­

ciety under which the individual is still required to chose 

and act. 

At this point, the purpose of this study is.simply to 

indicate the usefulness of the normative approach and the 

manner in which it has been used in the course of the ecumen­

ical conversations as a medium through which to bring the 

transcendent ideal to bear upon the relative, and not to con­

sider the relative merits of particular schools of theologi­

cal or epistemological thought. 

D. PR>VISION OF A STRUC'lURE FOR DYNAMIC REASSESSMENT 

The Ecumenical Movement has been characterized by an 

continuous process of critical exchange and reassessment. This 

has been a part of the struggle of growth. It is the conten­

tion of this section that the responsible society concept 
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furnishes a structure which exposes the nature of many of the 

problems of the social order, a structure which serves as a 

medium for the internalization of concern, and a structure for 

the reassessment and change of a specific situation. 

The idea of a dynamic reassessment has been given fruit­

ful consideration in the social and political works of R. M. 

Maciver. He deals explicitly with this problem in a book en-
. 1 

titled Social Causation. In this work his concern is to 

esta~lish a system for the identification of the causal ele­

ment in social change. His analysis of the reassessment proc­

ess provides a helpful structural background against which to 

demonstrate the usefulness of the concept of the responsible 

society. The fo.cus of his analysis represents but one portion 

of the social concern of the Ecumenical Movement whiCh seeks 

not only to understand past changes, but also to foster the 

re-evaluation of the present circumstances in an effort to 

achieve the conservation of existing values and the realiza­

tion of further values. Maciver's method for identifying the 

causal element in a past change is simply an .. empirical com­

parison of the changed situation with a similar unchanged situ­

ation in an effort to identify the element of differences be­

tween the changed and unchanged. He suggests the use of the 

tools of the empirical and statistical sciences in combination 

1. R. M. Maciver, Social Causation (Boston: Ginn and Company, 
1942). 



with the process of imaginative reconstruction in the effort 

to determine the most probable cause. 

The process of causal investigation is a 
process of delimitation, a sifting out of 
irrelevant elements from the inclusive sit­
uation, a more accurate determination of 
the ways in which phenomena belong together. 
We pass from one approximation to a closer 
one and often our final conclusion must be 
still only an approximation.l 

In analyzing the problem, Maciver divides creation into 

three realms: the physical realm, the organic realm, and the 

realm of conscious being. The realm of conscious being is 

distinguished from the realm of organic being essentially by 

the factor of conscious choice of means and ends. In this 

realm of conscious being, he cites three orders: the cultural 
2 order, the technical order, and the social order. 

Our classification of systems, orders, and 
~alms implies a ground of unity that still 
remains to be explored. For us here the prob­
lem is how the factors of the various cate­
gories are selectively unified in the processes 
of individual and group behavior •••• For ev­
ery person and group, at every moment of con­
scious action, there is a multiplicity of con­
cordant and conflicting values; and there is a 
multiplicity of means and conditions. How is 
this multiplicity resolved in the dynamic moment?3 

The problem confronting Maciver is that of determining 

the manner in which this multiplicity of means and ends is to be 

reassessed and brought into a new equilibrium. He describes 

1. Ybid., P• 376. 
2. Ibfa., P• 272-273• 
3· ~., P• 290 
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the process through which this is achieved as a dynamic 

reassessment. The key to this process, according to Maciver, 

is that the variety of elements involved in the conscious be­

havior are brought into a single order as if being factored 

by a common denominator. 

This is the unifying process that brings 
into one dynamic synthesis the inner or sub­
jective order of urges, values, and effec­
tive goals and the outer orders of environ­
mental reality. But the unity is achieved 
on the condition that the outer loses for 
this synthesis its sheer externality and be-
comes ~ outer 2£ ~ inner.l --

When the complex variety of factors are brought together in a 

moment of internal focus, the reassessment takes place as the 

factors are evaluated and reoriented under the value and ends 

scheme of the individual or myth and norm structure of the 

group. This reassessment also includes the appropriation of 

the techniques or means essential for the achievement of the 

new orientation and behavior. A change in ends, means, or 

situation necessitates a re-evaluation of the balance on the 

basis of the values of the individual or the norms of the 

society in relation to the means available for the establish­

ment of a new equilibrium between the elements. A reassess-

ment within a society as a whole may be the product of a random 

realignment of disconnected elements, a deliberate collective 

redistribution in the equilibrium, or a conjuncture through 

1. Ibid., P• 388. 



which even opposites may be blended in the dynamic process. 1 

The idea of the responsible society incorporates many 

of the elements cited by Maciver as components of the dynamic 

reassessment. The structure of the concept of the responsible 

society embraces the tension between the freedom and equality 

interests of the persons constituting the social order. This, 

of course, is closely related to the social order category 

suggested by Maciver. Further, the idea of responsibility in­

corporates much of the means-end relationship which Maciver 

correlates rather closely with the cultural and technical or­

der. Responsibility entails an accountability for the expres­

sion of means or techniques as power under the direction of 

the values or ends which constitute the meaning of the idea of 

responsibility. 

Of greater significance is the fact that the idea of 

responsibility aids the internalization of the problem of re­

assessment by raising the question of the personal involvement. 

This brings the elements involved in the reassessment into a 

personal frame of reference in which the individual or insti­

tutions in the social order can more easily comprehend their 

accountability for other persons and institutions in the so­

ciety as a whole. 

The idea of the responsible society is particularly 

useful in this context, partly because it helps to internalize 

1. Ibid., P• 305. 
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the various factors in a social problem by raising the question 

of personal responsibility. Also, it provides a structure 

which illuminates the interrelations of freedom and equaLity 

and applies the normative content of the idea of responsibility 

to the means and ends relationship in the general reassessment 

of the structure and then attempts to achieve a new balance 

within the horizontal polarity. This might be illustrated by 

reference again to the relationship between the landlord and 

the landless peasant. A theoretical system of freedoms or 

rights would simply protect the property rights of the land 

holders. The evaluation becomes somewhat different, however, 

when the idea of responsibility within the whole social order 

is applied. This necessitates the inclusion of the balancing 

factor of equality. The achievement of a more responsible 

equality for the 

upon the freedom 

landless peasant may 
1 

of the landlord. 

entail some restraint 

The idea of the responsible society provides a structure 

based on the polarity within the social order which facilitates 

the analysis of the problems of the social order by exposing 

the polar factors and then fostering the internalization in a 

process of re-evaluation and alignment leading toward a new 

equilibrium. 

1. World Council of Churches, Christ -- The Hope£! Asia, p. 27. 
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E. PROVISION OF A CRITERION 

The "Report of Section III" of the Evanston Assembly 

indicated that the 

"Responsible Society" is not an alternative 
social or political system, but a crite~ion 
by which we judge all existing social orders, 
and at the same time a standard to guide

1
us 

in the specific choices we have to make. 

This function has been partially discussed above within the 

analysis of the religious component in the concept of the re­

sponsible society, and again in the discussion of its function 

as an ideal and goal for society. 

The idea of the responsible society requires an account­

able relationship between the various persons and institutions 

of the social order. The Amsterdam definition qualifies this 

as accountability before God and man; the accountability be­

fore man meaning that the use of freedom or power is in part 

subject to those who are the recipients of its expression. 

The factor of responsibility or accountability is the 

point of focus for the normative function of the concept as 

a criterion. It sets a standard orrequirement of responsi-

bility in the midst of every relationship. 

Further, as pointed out in the section above considering 

the meaning of the concept, the idea of the responsible so­

ciety is open to the possibility of incorporating new meaning 

or content into its nature. This means simply that additional 

1. w. A. Visser't Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, p. 113. 
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meaning can be attached as a definitive element in the delinea­

tion of what constitutes a responsible relationship. Such 

flexibility is extremely useful, for it makes it possible for 

the concept to accommodate itself as a norm to a wide variety 

of social and cultural differences, and provides more explicit 

direction on specific issues. 

The meaning of the concept has been progressively ex­

panded at the conferences and assemblies marking the growth and 

development of the Ecumenical Movement. Meaning was added to 

the concept in the various conferences and assemblies such as 

Lucknow and Evanston; the accumulation of experience in ecu­

menical social action by such groups as the Commission of the 

Churches on International Affairs has expanded the concept, and 

the continuous interpretation by Christians of the ultimate 

ideals of love and the Kingdom has added further meaning. These 

areas of action, either individually or in combination, have 

provided meaning for the developing normative approach and the 

idea of the responsible society. This added content makes the 

concept potentially more explicit as a criterion for indi­

vidual problems. 

The Amsterdam Assembly gave content to the idea of the 

responsible society in its definition of the concept. Simi­

larly, the Lucknow Study Conference postulated a number of 

ideas which the majority of the delegates felt to be charac­

teristic of a society that was responsible, such as the norm 
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demanding the promotion of social justice. 1 These correlated 

definitions with their explicit relevance to the Asian scene 

were incorporated into the general normative content of the 

idea of the responsible society. Many of these ideas were 

then refined and enlarged in the work of the Evanston Assembly, 

as is evidenced in the section dealing with the problem of the 
2 under developed countries. The result of this process is that 

the Asian Christian now possesses a central criterion and a 

related body of specific directives for Christian so•ial ac­

tion which have been recognized by the world-wide Ecumenical 

Movement, but which still possess local relevance. This sim­

ply demonstrates the process through which the concept of the 

responsible society is developed as a normative criterion. 

In conclusion, this leads to the assertion that the idea 

of the responsible society acts as a normative criterion which 

is expansive enough to confront the entire social order, and 

specific enough for its potential correlated content to have 

relevance for quite individual problems. On this basis the 

concept may be used as a criterion upon which to evaluate the 

character of the social order or specific social problems fOr 

which it has relevance. 

1. 
2. 

World Council of Churches, Christ -- The «ope of Asia, p. 31. 
w. A. Visser't Hooft (ed.), The Evanston eport; pp:-123-126. 
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The concept as a criterion provides a point of reference 

for the normative analysis and evaluation of a situation. This 

function presupposes some acceptance of the idea of the respon­

sible society as an idea or goal. As an idea the concept of 

the responsible society simply presented a symbol for the ex­

pression of a notion as to the proper ordering of society. When 

this idea and its express ion in the phrase "the responsible so­

ciety" were accepted by many of the participants in the Ecumeni­

cal Movement as an idea to be sought or realized, it then func­

tioned as a goal. In the course of this process the idea of 

the responsible society has increasingly served such other func­

tions as the provision of a point of focus for the social thought 

of the churches, a medium for the expression of the transcend­

ent ideals of the Christian faith in a more concrete fashion, 

a structure for the reassessment and analysis of a situation, 

and a criterion. It is important to realize that these factors 

are delineated on the basis of the functions of the concept 

and no~ some definitive quality within it. Even in a func­

tional analysis there is considerable duplication as has been 

suggested above. For example, the functioning of the concept 

as a goal or criterion makes it possible for it to also serve 

as a point of focus for the social thought of the churChes. 

The suggestion that the idea of the responsible society 

is comprehensive enough to provide a criterion for both the 

social order as a whole and the specific individual raises a 

further question. Is it possible to speak of a responsible 

society or can there only be responsible persons? 
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There certainly could not be a responsible society with­

out responsible persona, but to then assume that it is inap­

propriate to think in terms of a responsible society is to miss 

the significance of the interrelation between freedom and order 

or the individual and his social or cultural orders. This is­

sue has been touched upon in the ecumenical discussions and it 

constitutes a central problem in cultural anthropology. The de­

velopment of thought on this question could be illustrated in 

the transition which has evidenced itself in the writings of 

the anthropologist A. L. Kroeber, but it is David Bidney who 

gives the fullest expression to a synthesis of the factors in-

valved. 

According to the polaristic position adopted 
here, culture is to be understood primarily as 
a regulative process initiated by man for the 
development and organization of his determinate, 
substantive potentialities. Nevertheless, human 
nature is logically and genetically prior to cul­
ture, since we must postulate human agents with 
psychobiological powers and impulses capable of 
initiating the cultural process as a means of ad­
justing to their environment and as a form of 
symbolic expression. In other words, the deter­
minate nature of man is manifested functionally 

1 through culture, but is not reducible to culture. 

If one acknowledges the priority of man in society, 
as the author of his culture, one is logically 
bound to accept the ontological priority of social 
man to culture. Once begun, the process becomes 
cyclical, societies developing cultures, and the 
cultures in turn affecting their societies. There 
is no a priori logical necessity for setting up a 
linear, one-way cultural or societal determinism 
and to regard either culture or society as the 
primary detenninant of the other. • • • There is, 
I maintain, a relation of polarity between social 

1. David Bidney, Theoretical Anthropology, p. 154. 
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and cultural evolution whiCh allows for a measure 1 of independence, as well as mutual interdependence. 

The polaristic theory of culture which I advocate 
implies that the unit of culture is the patterned 
behavior of man in society. Only by comb:tiiing 
pattern and process as distinguishable but insep­
arable elements of cultural behavior will it be 
possible to ~is cover and understand the "dynamic 
mechanisms." 

It is important to note the determinative impact whiCh each ele­

ment is capable of making upon the other. The freedom of the 

individual, though shaped by the determinative process of the 

society or culture, may nonetheless alter the pattern of the 

society or the culture. 

This interrelation of individual freedom and the deter-

minative power of the social unit has been noted frequentLy 

in the course of the ecumenical discussions. A German dele-

gate at Stockholm commented: 

l. 
2. 

If we look at this more closely and in the spirit 
of love, we shall find that it is by no means 
always a question of the sin and guilt of the indi­
vidual, but much more frequently of the community. 
This guilt consists in the fact that the community 
has allowed conditions to arise in which men are 
bound to stumble and fall, to sink and be lost. 

. ~ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
It is not a Christian duty not only to hold out a 
helpful hand to those who have come to grief and to 
stoop to those who have sunk low in sin and sorrow, 
but also to feel the collective guilt and to wage 
war against those conditions that crush body and 

Ibid., P• 104. 
![g., P• 155. 



soul, mind and spirit, manners and morals, 
joy and nobility of mind? Thus • • • • to 
advance beyond helpfulness to individuals 
to comprehensive social and industrial re­
forms .1 
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Similarly, the report of the conference recognizes the impor-

tance of various social structures and applies such normative 

ideas as the suggestion that the industrial enterprises are a 

social trust. 2 

The concern over the relation between the individual and 

the social structure became even more explicit by the time of 

the Oxford Conference. The impact of the power of the state 

or the economic order upon the individual was a center of 

thought, as has been noted in the chapter dealing with the 

Oxford Conference. The trend was continued in the work of 

the Amsterdam and Evanston Assemblies where one of the sec-

tiona was centered on the issues of the social order and an-

other on the problems of the international order. 

This developing trend evidences an increasing awareness 

of the interaction and interdependence of the individual and 

the social or cultural orders. The society or the culture 

are not metaphysical entities sui generis or a "group mind," 

but they do constitute the solidaristic element with its many 

supra-personal qualities. 

Increasingly the thought of the Ecumenical Movement has 

1. G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference 2f 192$, 
PP• 133-135· 

2. ~., P• 712. 
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come to gripe with the problem at the level of this recogni­

tion in an effort to transform these eolidaristic processes 

of the society or the culture into as positive and responsible 

a nature as possible. This involves not only a concern for 

responsible persons but also for responsible social structures 

or orders; both of these dimensions are essential and both are 

related to the development of a responsible society. 

The idea of the responsible society is an illustration of 

this in itself. The phrase, "where freedom is the freedom of 

men who acknowledge responsibility to justice and public or­

der," incorporates the polarity between individual freedom 

and the order of the group. 1 The idea of the responsible so­

ciety is focused upon the problem of making the solidaristic 

elements as responsible as possible. It seeks to achieve this 

by keeping the avenues open for criticism and control from the 

freedom side of the polarity between freedom and order. 

For a society to be responsible under modern 
conditions it is required that the people 
have freedom to control, to criticise and to 
change their governments, that power be made 
responsible by law and tradition, and be dis­
tributed as wide~y as possible through the 
whole community. 

The conclusion to be drawn from these various factors in-

dicate that it is appropriate to think in terms of a respon­

sible society because of the presence of determinative 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. - · 

2. Ibid., III, 192. 
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solidaristic elements in the social dimension of life. Such 

elements can transmit or sustain both good and evil or a combi­

nation thereof. This presents the task of attempting to form 

these solidaristic elements so that they function as responsi­

bly as possible in the polarity with the freedom of the indi­

vidual and under the responsibility to God -- a responsible 

society. 

F. OONCLUDING COMMENTS 

The normative approach and the use of an expansive con­

cept such as the idea of the responsible society do not repre­

sent the only tenable resolution of the problems of relating 

the transcendent and the relative. However, the functions 

this approach performs through the concept of the responsible 

society and the manner in which it brings the ideal of ex­

istential obedience to God and man's relative responsibilities 

into a working relationship give evidence to its significance 

and usefulness. 

The idea of the responsible society will also perform many 

of the same functions noted above in a non-Christian cultural 

situation. This will be possible to the extent of and in ac­

cordance with the degree or responsibility required by the 

value presuppositions which undergird the idea of responsibility 

on the one hand and the extent of the awareness of man's poten­

tiality for good and/or evil evidenced in the structures of the 

freedom-equality dialectic on the other. 



CHAPTER VIII 

OONCLUSIONS 

A. THE CHRISTIAN Eft:IC AliD '!HE ?«JRLD 

The world was in perpetual chaos during the twenty-nine 

years between the Stockholm Conference and the Evanston As­

sembly. The ramifications of two world wars, a demoralizing 

world depression, and then a "cold war" marked the course of 

the years. They were also years which saw the contradiction 

between man's idealism as expressed in the formulation of two 

world organizations and his despair as expressed in the ac­

ceptance of totalitarianism and war as an alternative to the 

bread line. 

The problem of the world has never been easily answered 

by Christians. The Kingdom, though partially given on the 

one hand, continues to confront the sinfulness of the world 

with its absolute demands on the other. The problem of how 

to respond to these absolute demands constitutes one of the 

central questions. in the work of the Ecumenical Movement. The 

attempts to find a means through which to relate the Kingdom 

and the world and the rejection of such attempts provides a 

continuing point of conflict. 

Portions of this study have dealt with two generalized 
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poles. These poles were not correlated with a particular 

conressional or theological perspective. They were differen­

tiated on the basis of the use or rejection of social norms 

as approximations of the ideals of the Christian faith. 

The position of those who rejected the normative ap­

proach was given its most explicit expression in some of the 

comments by mambers of the German delegation at the Stock­

holm conference. On the other hand the normative approach 

received its most extensive formulation in the work of the 

Oxford period, and its most expansive form in the expression 

of the Amsterdam Assembly in the idea of the responsible so­

ciety. 

Those whorejected the normative approach were inclined to 

emphasize the sinfulness of man on the one hand and the vic­

tory of C~d on the other. This was expressed by Ludwig Ihmels 

at Stockholm when he said, 

In Christ the Kingdom of God has become a reality 
in the world; in Him it is built up, in Him it is 
made complete. Nothing could be more mistaken or 
more disastrous than to suppose that we mortal men 
have to build up God's Kingdom in the world.l 

This represented a rejection of attempts by men to work toward 

their approximations of the ideal of the Kingdom. From this 

perspective the work of man was not of consequence except as 

a witness to what God had done and would do in the Kingdom. 

The result of this negation of the everyday work of man was 

1. G. K. A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference of 1925, P• 85. 



that little thought was given to the direction of man's acti­

vities under God in the complexities of that sphere. At this 

point man was primarily dependent for his guidance upon God's 

revelation of His will in a situation. 

The normative approach did not stand at a totally oppo­

site pole as in the typical polar structure. Most of those who 

were active in developing the normative approacli paralleled the 

the position of the other pole in the affirmation of the pri­

macy of the Kingdom; the variance occurred at the point of in­

terpreting the nature of man •s role in the Kingdom. For example, 

the report of the section on "The Economic Order" at Oxford 

stated: 

The nature and will of God as thus revealed 
/through Jesus Christ/ form the basis of human 
existence and the standard of human conduct. 
The chief end of man is to glorify God, to 
honor and love him, in work and life as in wor­
ship. This love involves the obligation to 
love our neighbors as ourselves, a second com­
mandment which Jesus declared to be like unto 
the first.l 

The emphasis in these assumptions had been given more explicit 

expression at the Stockholm Conference by A. E. Garvie when he 

said, 

God fulfills the purpose for man, not apart 
from man, but by means of man •••• Man can 
hinder or help, delay or advance the fulfill­
ment of God's purpose •••• God fulfills his 

2 purpose for man in intimate relation with man. 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 75. 
2. G.K.A. Bell (e~. The Stockholm Conference £[ 1925, p. 88. 
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From this perspective the everyday work of man is par­

ticularly significant. However, the facts of sin and the com­

plexity of the social order make it difficult for man to dis­

cover and fulfill the will of God in a life of love. This 

problem provided the central focus for those who participated 

in the development of the normative approach in the Ecumenical 

Movement. 

In the Oxford period this approach was given its fullest 

formulation. The sinfulness of man issues in the necessity for 

the restraint of that sin through justice. Justice was viewed 

at Oxford as the central normative concept for the relative 

world. Under this a group of middle axioms was developed whose 

purpose was to "define the directions in which, in a particular 

state of society, Christian faith must express 1tself. 111 These 

were not binding for all time, but rather represented a direc­

tive for a more specific situation. 

The position of those who rejected the normative approach, 

much like the absolute ethic considered by Max Weber in the 

essay mentioned above, tended to emphasize the ideal of righte­

ousness without corcern for consequences. In contrast the 

normative approach raised the question of consequences and 

sought to achieve the compromise in which the ideal may be most 

fully realized. The compromise struck at Oxford in the norma­

tive approach was not a casuistry which tends to reduce the 

1. w. A. Visser•t Hooft and J. H. Oldham, The Church and Its 
Function in Society, p. 210. ------



234 

actual responsibility of the individual in determining the best 

response to a situation or the obedience of the person to the 

will of God therein. The purpose of the "middle axiom" was to 

provide more explicit guidance to the Christian, guidance which 

the Christian must reflect upon rationally and meditate upon 

prayerfully in obedience to God's revelation before acting. 

B. THE CONCEPT OF THE RESPONSIBLE SOCIETY 

1. Chronological Development 

The end of the Second World War witnessed the conclusion 

of one conflict and the introduction of another. Two new camps 

developed in the division between the Communistic East, cen­

tered in the Soviet Union, and the Capitalistic West, cen­

tered in the United States. The former placed its emphasis 

upon the break down of an old exploitative system and the de­

velopment of a new structure of economic equality while the 

latter tended to value freedom. 

Between these contending world powers a third bloc or force 

arose in an effort to strike a mediating balance which would 

off-set the East-West power struggle. This movement known 

as the "third force" sought an equilibrium between the freedom 

emphasis of the West and the equality emphasis of the East. 

The equilibrium which was sought in the international order 

is characteristic of the essential problem of any human associa­

tion in the social order, the problem of relating the interact­

ing freedoms of the persons involved. This has been variously 
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characterized as the problem of freedom and order, freedom and 

equality, or freedom and power. The section considering the 

social order at Amsterdam recognized this polarity and struc­

tured it in a conceptual form under the ideal of responsibility. 

It defined a responsible society as one 

where freedom is the freedom of men who acknow­
ledge responsibility to justice and public order, 
and where those who hold political authority or 
economic power are responsible for its exercise 
to God and the people whose welfare is affected 
by it.l 

This conceptualization of the polarity between freedom and 

equality under the ideal of responsibility provided a dynamic 

new fundamental norm. 

There was naturally some rejection of this approach. The 

world situation easily accommodated itself to those who em-

phasized the depravity of man and his inability to approximate 

his ideals of the Kingdom. It seems evident however, from the 

course followed by the Ecumenical Movement, that the impact of 

the world situation was also to awaken the churches to the re-

alization that the salvation of the souls of men was closely 

connected to the transformation of the world in which they live. 

The responsibility of the churches toward the world and 

the quest for a responsible society were among the central con­

cerns of the Ecumenical Movement in the years between Amster­

dam and Evanston. The normative approach and its expression in 

1. "Report of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. ---



236 

the idea of the responsible society were utilized as basic 

tools for the implementation of that concern. Similarly, the 

developing emphasis upon Christian eschatology added a balan­

cing perspective and ground to the evolving normative approach. 

In the main however, the normative approach pursued its own 

path of development in the course of the Asian study confer­

ences and the Evanston Assembly as a dynamic medium through 

which the Christian ideals were made more applicable for the 

complex responsibilities of Christians in the human community. 

2. The Character of the Concept of 
the Responsible Society 

It was mentioned in the preceding section that the polar­

ity between freedom and equality, which is fundamental to the 

associations of social life, had been recognized and concept­

ually incorporated under the norm of responsibility in the idea 

of the responsible society. This points to the fact that the 

concept takes its basic polar form from the structure of human 

relationships in themselves. The counter claims of freedom and 

equality are the components of this polarity. Each necessi­

tates the balance of the other in order to prevent its own 

distortion. The social process is characterized by a continu­

ing effort to strike an equilibrium between the claims for 

freedom and equality made by each person in varying degrees in 

accordance with the circumstances. 

The concept of the responsible society encompasses this 

polarity by its reference to the whole of society and applies 
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the ideal of responsibility as the norm for the determination 

of the equilibrium to be struck therein. 

The idea of responsibility in itself suggests an accounta­

bility between two or more factors. In the idea of the respon­

sible society this is expressed in the demand for an accountable 

interrelation between the elements of freedom and equality. This 

constitutes the horizontal dialectic in the structure of the con­

cept. The demand for responsibility at this point is a dynamic 

claim in that the content or meaning of the term "responsibility" 

can be developed and expanded in accordance with the value pre­

suppositions of the persons or culture involved. The tension 

between the ideal claim of responsibility and the actual prac­

tice constitutes the vertical dialectic in the structure of the 

concept. 

Despite this developmental flexibility the concept does 

possess a core of meaning in its requirement under the Amster­

dam definition of accountability before God and man. This ac­

countability demonstrates the centrality of the religious com­

ponent in the concept. The accountable relationship before God 

provides the transcendent point of reference which prevents the 

meaning of responsibility or justice from becoming a mere cul­

tural relativism and the power in faith which keeps the respon­

sibility alive in the face of adversity. 

3. Usefulness of the Concept 

The centrality of the religious component in the Amsterdam 

definition of the idea of the responsible society is essential 
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for the fullest usage of the concept as a norm for Christian 

social thought. The discussions of the Oxford period affirmed 

the primacy of obedience to the revelation of God's will char­

acteristic of an ethic of inspiration and balanced this in­

sight with the assertion that man must also use all of the 

knowledge and normative wisdom at his command in responding to 

the issues of life. Oxford developed the normative approach 

by structuring a number of normative ends as relative expres­

sions of the central norm of justice and the ideal of love. 

The idea of the responsible society assumes the Oxford 

combination of a structure of ends under an ethic of inspira­

tion and similarly seeks to hold both of the approaches to­

gether in a creative balance. This combination which is re­

flected in the Oxford presuppositions of the concept is also 

incorporated in the concept itself in the idea of accounta­

bility before God. 

This combination of insights from the Christo-centric ethic 

of inspiration and the more rational ethic of ends accounts in 

part for the usefulness of the concept. By assuming the pri­

macy of the revelation in Christ and the ideals of love and the 

Kingdom the normative approach reduces the charge of mere ethi­

cal relativism by the more orthodox religious thinkers. On the 

other hand, by incorporating the normative tools of reason the 

normative approach does make contact with the world and its 

problems. 

The concept and its use naturally possess their limitations. 
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The concept faces the danger of solidification or institution­

alization. This represents a particularly difficult problem 

for such a normative concept which on the one hand seeks to 

have its meanings embodied in the structures of the social or­

der while on the other the idea itself seeks to remain free 

in order to dynamically adjust to new problems. If the cen­

tral religious component is lost from the idea of accountabil-

ity or responsibility the normative structure may simply be-

come a fixed system of casuistry. However, the polar nature 

of the concept and its incorporation of facets from an ethic 

of inspiration and an ethic of ends provides a dynamic struc­

ture whose internal tensions legislate against the fixation 

of the meaning of the concept. Nonetheless, this constitutes 

a limitation which must be borne in mind. 1 

Another limitation of the concept lies in the tendency to 

identify the concept too closely with the Kingdom on the one 

hand or the world on the other. Such a perversion at either 

extreme distorts the functioning of the concept. This does 

not evidence a weakness in the concept as much as the problem 

of man's potential misuse of it. 

Despite the limitations of the concept and the possibility 

of its distortion through man's misuse, there is still consid­

erable evidence of the usefulness of the idea of the responsi­

ble society as a working concept for Christian social thought. 

1. See Paul Tillich, The Protestant Era (Chicago: UniversitY 
of Chicago Press, ~8 • --- J 



The concept of the responsible society provided an over­

arching idea and goal which acted as a point of focus for the 

social concern of the churches. As an idea the concept pro­

vided a semantic symbol for the social ideal of the church for 

society. This idea was capable of acceptance as a goal both 

for the individuals and the structures in the social order. 

This accommodated man's goal seeking orientation. In this 

process of action as an idea and a goal the concept helped to 

bring the social thought of the churches to focus. It natur­

ally did not dissolve all of the practical and theological 

differences, but it did provide a common center for discus­

sion and action at a level where some agreement was possible. 

From this center or point of focus it has been and is possible 

for the churches of the Ecumenical Movement to develop general 

policies of social action despite considerable theological 

diversity. 

The concept also provided a point of focus for action 1n 

the vertical plane between the transcendent ideals and the 

relative situation. The concepts of justice and responsibility 

occupied a middle position from which they facilitated the ex­

pression of the ideals of love and the Kingdom 1n the midst of 

the complexity and evil of the world. 

A definite method was not recognized in the course of the 

ecumenical discussions for the development of the subsidiary 

axioms which in turn provided the more specific content and 

meaning for the idea of the responsible society. In fact 



however, a general method or working coherence between the 

ultimate Christian ideals, the past experiences or the churches 

with reference to the issue, and the issue itself has evolved 

as the rormulative process ror subsidiary axioms. This process 

functioned in a dialectical fashion with some axioms developed 

rrom the ideal downward into the situation and others upward 

out or a pras-atic insight which was then incorporated under 

the ideal because or its coherence with it. 

The subsidiary axioms developed under the central norms 

or justice and the responsible society are not necessarily 

binding ror all time, but rather represent an attempt to de­

termine the more specific implications or the idea or the re­

sponsible society ror a particular situation. The ability or 

the concept to incorporate new meaning into itself is of par­

ticular value at this point. This allows ror growth in the 

meaning or the idea or the responsible society under the higher 

ideal or the Kingdom. 

The concept or the responsible society also provided a 

structure ror the reassessment or various social problems. It 

accomplished this task by illuminating the combination or 

elements in the situation and bringing them together before 

the norm or responsibility before God and man. This helped to 

internalize the problem or responsibility in such a way as to 

roster the re-evaluation or a situation and the development or 

a new equilibrium between the component factors. 

Finally, the concept served as a criterion. The idea or 
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accountability in itself constituted the basic standard. It 

was augmented by the requirement of responsibility before God 

and man. This basic evaluative structure of accountability 

served as the center around which the correlated axioms or 

ideals were woven. This structure acted as a dynamic moral 

pattern or standard for the analysis and evaluation of the 

social order and circumstances therein. 

C. OONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, on the basis of the foregoing discussions 

it is asserted that the concept of the responsible society has 

developed primarily out of the thought and exchange of ideas 

in the Ecumenical Movement. It serves as a conceptual struc­

ture which embraces the fundamental social polarity of freedom 

and equality and incorporates it under the ideal of respon­

sibility as a social norm which functions as a medium for the 

evaluation and change of future social experience. 

It has demonstrated its usefulness in the following func­

tional areas: 

1. It provides a working frame of reference with which 

a reassessment of the polar elements and their balance of in­

teraction can be facilitated. 

2. It provides a dynamic and inclusive norm for society 

which serves both as a goal to be realized and as a criterion 

for evaluation in the process of social development. 

3. It provides a working medium for unified action despite 



2~ 

theological diversity and as a means through which to give 

more concrete expression to the ultimate ideals of the Chris­

tian faith 1n the relative situation. 



APPENDIX: A Compilation of the Central Normative 
Statements Possessing an Explicit Reference to 
Problems of the Social or International Orders. 

The following section provides a quoted summation 

of the major normative statements projected in the mes­

sages or officially accepted reports of the conferences 

considered within the limitations of this study. This 

seeks to present a more explicit listing of the material 

summarized in the section o:f' Chapter Six on the ''content 

or Meaning of the Concept." The appendix will be di­

vided into five sections under the same topics used in 

the content summation give above. The statements are 

listed chronologically in the order of the conferences 

from the Stockholm to the Evanston Assembly. 

A. PERSONS 

1. The soul is the supreme value •••• therefore 
we contend for the

1
free and full development of 

human personality. 
2. The Church must contend not for the rights of 

the individual as such, but for the rights of the 
moral personality, since all mankind is enri~hed 
by the full unfolding of even a single soul.z 

1. G.K.A. Bell {ed.), The Stockholm Conference£! 192$, 
p. 712. 

2. Ibid., p. 712. 
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1. 
2. 
3· 

4· 5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 

3· Against racial pride or race antagonism the 
church must set its face implacably as rebellion 
against God.l 
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4· It is clearly the duty of Christians, therefore, 
to test by the canons of their faith not merely 
their individual conduct and the quality of their 
private lives, but also the institutional frame­
work or organized society.2 

5. A Declaration on Religious Liberty 
a. Every person has tbe right to determine his 

own faith and creed.3 
b. Every person has the right to express his 

religious beliefs in worship, teaching and 
practice, and to proclaim the implications of 
his beliefs for rela~ionships in a social or 
political community.~ 

c. Every person has the right to associate 
with others and to grganize with them for 
religious purposes.!:> 

d. Every religious organization, formed or 
maintained by action in accordance with the 
rights of individual persons, has the right 
to determine its policies and practices fog 
the accomplishment of its chosen purposes. 

B. PIDPERTY 

1. The soul is the supreme value •••• it must not 
be subordinated to the rights of property.? 

2. Property should be regarded as a stewardship for 
which an account must be given to God.~ 

3· It should be reaffirmed without qualification 
that all human property rights are relative and 
contingent only, in virtue of the dependence of 
man upon God as the giver of all wealth and as 
the creator of man's capacities to develop the 

J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 46. 
Ibid., p. 92. - . 
~ort of Section JV," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, IV, 226. ---
Ibid., IV, 226. 
~ort of Section IV," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, IV, 227. -
Ibid. , IV, 227 • 
~A. Bell (ed.), ~Stockholm Conference £f 1925, p. 712. 
Ibid., P• 712. 



resources of nature. This fundamental Christian 
conviction must express itself both in the idea of 
stewardship or trusteeship and in the willingness 
of ~he Christian to examine accumulations of 
property in the light of their social consequences. 

4. The existing system of property rights and the 
existing distribution of property must be criticized 
in the light of the largely nonmoral processes by 
which they have been developed, and criticism must 
take account of the fact that for every argument 
in defense of property rights which is valid for 
Christian thinking is also an argument for the 
widest possible distribution of these rights. 

5. It should further be affirmed that individual 
property rights must never be maintained or exer­
cised without regard to their social consequences 
or without regard to the contribution which the 
community makes in the production of all wealth. 

6. It is very important to make clear distinction 
between various forms of property. The property 
which consists in personal possessions for use, 
such as the home, has behind it a clearer moral 
justification than property in the means of pro­
duction and in land ~hich gives the owners power 
over other persons.l · 

C. EOJNOMICS 

1. Industry should not be based solely on the desire 
for individual profit • • • • but it sho~ld be con­
ducted for the service of the community. 

2. In the economic sphere the first duty of the church 
is to insist that economic activities, like every 
other department of human life, stand under the judg­
ment of Christ.J 

3· Right fellowship between man and man being a condi­
tion of man's fellowship with God, every economic 
arrangement which frustrates or restricts it must be 
modified--and in particular such ordering of economic 
life as tends to divide .the community into classes 
based upon differences of wealth and to occasion a 
sense of injustice among the poorer members of society.4 

l.j.. Persons disabled from economic activity, whether by 
sickness, infirmity or age, should not be economically 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, pp. 100-101. 
2. G.K.A. Bell (eo:}, The Stockholm Conference of 1925, p. 712. 
3. J. H. Oldham, The Oi?Ord Conference, p. 48. --
4. Ibid., PP• 98-9"9':" 
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penalized on account of their disability, but on 
the contrary should be the object of particular 
care. Here again the safeguarding of the family 
is involved.l 

5. Labor has intrinsic worth and dignity, since it 
is designed by God for man's welfare. The duty 
and the right ~f men to work should therefore alike 
be emphasized. 

6. Justice •••• demands that economic activities 
be subordinated to social ends.3 

7• A responsible society is one where freedom is the 
freedom of men who acknowledge responsibility to 
justice and public order, and where those who hold 
political authority or economic power are responsible 
for its exercise tp God and the people whose welfare 
is affected b1 it.q 

8. The state must do those things for the economy 
that private industry cannot do properly •••• But 
state action n~eds to be decentralized, limited, 
and adaptable • .? 

9. Eff+cient production is important as well as fair 
distribution. Much Christian social thought in the 
past has tended to ignore the former and stress the 
latter. Laziness and waste are gins before God no 
less than selfishness and greed. 

10. The churchea have been properly critical of monop­
olistic practices, and of the effects of many irre­
sponsible business practices on people and society 
generally. But they also need to understand and lay 
stress on the valuable contribution which the skilled 
executive has to make to society irrespective of the 
form of ownership or organ1zation.7 

11. The churchea must never fail to recognize that·the 
worker should have a status in society which accQrds 
with his responsibilities and his human dignity.~ 

12. The churches should recognize the justice of the 
farmer's demand for a reasonable measure of security 
of income; but even as they advance their legitimate 
demands for justice, farmers must resist the tempta­
tions to exhaust the soil, to exploit those who work 
for thew, or to take unfair advantages of the con­
sumers.'~ 

Ibid., P• 99 • 
IOTct., P• 100. 
~art of Section III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 191. ---
Ibid., III, 192. 
w:-A. Visser't Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, p. 118. 
Ibid., P• 116. -ifl• P• 118. • , p. 118. 
l'I5'IC!. ' p • 119 . 
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13. Serious problems arise from the great importance 
of organized groups, such as trade unions and as­
sociations of employers, farmers or professional 
people. Christians can bear witness that these 
groups must be responsible to the whole of society, 
that their leadership must be responsible to their 
members, and tha.t the members mu{lt participate 
responsibly in the organization.l 

D. THE STATE 

1. We recognize the state as being in its own 
sphere the highest authority. It has the C~d­
given aim in that sphere to uphold law and or­
der and to minister to the life of its people. 
But as all authority is from God, the state 
stands under his judgment. God is himself the 
source of justice, of which the state is not 
lord but servant. The Christian can acknow­
ledge no ultimate authority but God; his loy­
alty to the state is part of his loyalty to 
God and must never usurp the pl~ce of that pri­
mary and only absolute loyalty. 

2. Man is created and called to be a free being, 
responsible to God and his neighbour. Any ten­
dencies in State and society depriving man of 
the possibility of acting responsibly are a de­
nial of God's intention for man and His work of 
salvation.3 

3· Man must never be made a mere means for poli­
tical or economic ends. Man is not made for the 
State but the State for man. 

4. For a society to be responsible under modern 
conditions it is required that the people have 
freedom to control, to criticise and to change 
their governments, that power be made responsi­
ble by law and tradition, and be distributed 
as wadely as possible through the whole commun­
ity. 

5. The observance of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms should be encouraged by domestic and 
international action. • •• Tt is presumptuous 
for the state to assume that it can grant or deny 
fundamental rights. It is for the state to embody 

Ibid., 119. 
T.H.Oldham, The Oxford Report, p. 48. 
"Report of Sect ion III," Man's Disorder and God's Design, 
World Council of Churches, III, 192. 
Ibid., III, 192. 
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these rights in its own legal system and to ensure 
their observance in practice.l 

6. Every person should be protected against arbi­
trary arrest ~r other interference with elementary 
human rights. 

7. Every person should have the right to express 
his religious, moral and political convictions.3 

8. Channels of political action must be developed 
by which the people can without recourse to vio­
lence change their governments. 

9. Forms of association within society which have 
their own foundatious and principles should be 
respected, and not controlled in their inner life, 
by the state.4 

E. THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER 

1. We summon the Churches to share with us our sense 
of the horror of war, and of its futility as a means 
of settling international disputes.5 

2. The universal church •••• must pronounce ~ con­
demnation of war unqualified and unrestricted. 

3· Christians must do all in their power to promote 
among the nations justice and peaceful cooperation, 
and the means of peaceful adjustment to altering 
conditions.-, 

4. The insistence upon justice must express itself 
in a demand for such mitigation of the sovereignty 
of national states as is involved in the abandon­
ment b8 each of the claim to be judge in its own 
cause. 

5. Wars, the occasions of war, and all situations 
which conceal the fact of conflict under the guise 
of outward peace, are marks of a world to which the 
church is charged to proclaim the gospel of redemp­
tion •••• War is a particular demonstration of the 
power of sin in this world and a defiance of the 
righteousness of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and 

Ibid., IV, 221-222. 
w:-A. Visser•t Hooft, ~ Evanston Report, p. 115. 
Ibid., pP.115-116. 
1'6lQ. , p. 116 • 
G:!:A. Bell (ed.), The Stockholm Conference of 1925, p. 713. 
J, H. Oldham, The Oil'Ord Conference, P• 47. -
Ibid., PP• 47-~ 
Ib ld. , p. 48. 



him crucified. No justification of war m~st be 
allowed to conceal or minimize this fact.~ 

6. War is contrary to the will of God.2 
7. The nations of the world must acknowledge the 

rule of law •••• No states may claim absolute 
sovereignty, or make laws without regard to the 
commandments of God and the welfare of mankind. 
It must accept its responsibility under the gov­
ernance of God, and its subordination to law, 
within the society of nations.3 
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8. All power carries responsibility and all nations 
are trustees of power which should be used for the 
common good. 

9. All nations are subject to moral law, and should 
strive to abide by the accepted principles of in­
ternational law to develop this law and to enforce 
it through common actions. 

10. All nations should honor their pledged word and 
international agreements into which they have en­
tered. 

11. No nation in an international dispute has the right 
to be the sole judge in its own cause or to resort to 
war to advance its policies, but should seek to set­
tle disputes by direct negotiation or by submitting 
them to conciliation, arbitration or judicial settle­
ment. 

12. All nations have a moral obligation to insure uni­
versal security and to this end should support meas­
ures designed to deny victory to a declared aggressor. 

13. All nations should recognize and safeguard the in­
herent dignity, worth and essential rights of the 
human person, without distinction as to race, sex, 
languaae or religion. 

14· Each nation should recognize the rights of every 
other nation, which observes such standards, to live 
by and proclaim its own political and social beliefs, 
provided that it does not seek by coercion, threat, 
infiltration or deception to impose these on other 
nations. 

15. All nations should recognize an obligation to share 
their scientific and technical skills with peoples in 
less developed regions, and to help the victims of 
disaster in other lands. 

1. J. H. Oldham, The Oxford Conference, p. 162. 
2. "Report of· Sec'f!On IV, 11 Man 1 s· Disorder and God's Design, 

World Council of Churches, IV, 218. 
3· ~·• IV, 220. 
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16. All nations should strive to develop cordial 
relations with their neighbors, encourage friendly 
cultural and commercial dealings, and join 1n 
creative international efforts for human welfare.l 

1. w. A. V1sser 1 t Hooft (ed.), The Evanston Report, pp. 141--
1~. 
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The central problem of this study is to trace the develop­

ment of the idea of the responsible society in the discussions 

within the Ecumenical Movement and to analyze its nature, eon-

tent, and usefUlness. 

The idea of the responsible society emerged following the 

Second World War in the discussions focused upon the search for 

a resolution of the problems of the social and international 

orders. The idea of the responsible society as formally concept• 

ualized in the "Report of Section III" of the Amsterdam Assem­

bly incorporates the polarity of the social order between free­

dom and equality under the normative ideal of responsibility. 

A responsible society is one where freedom 
is the freedom of men who acknowledge respon­
sibility to justice and public order, and 
those who hold political authority or economic 
power are responsible for its exercise to God 1 and the people whose welfare is affected by it. 

The study is limited to an intrinsic survey of the relevant 

sections of the preparatory studies and reports of the Stock­

holm and Oxford Conferences and the first two Assemblies of 

the World Council of Churches since these events represent a 

1. "Report of Section III," ManIs Disorder and God 1 a Design, 
World Council of Churches (New York: Harji'ii= and Brothers, 
1954}, III, 192. 



point of culmination of each respective period in the evol­

ving process characteristic of the Ecumenical Movement. 
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The question of the nature of the relationship between 

the reality and the demands of the Kingdom and the concrete 

issues of the social and political orders constitutes one of 

the central pro~lems of the Christian faith and particularly 

of the Ecumenical Movement in this period. 

The Stockholm Conference was divided on the Kingdom­

world question between those who emphasized the value of 

man's attempts to approximate the ideals of the Kingdom in 

an effort to realize the Kingdom on earth, and a vocal min­

ority who were convinced of the futility of man's efforts 

and held the establishment of the Kingdom to be in the power 

of C~d•s action. Both of these dimensions were recognized 

in the attempt of the Oxford Conference to formulate "middle 

axioms" as guide-posts for the Christian life. The Amster­

dam Assembly furthered this process by formally utilizing 

the concept of the responsible society as a central working 

norm for the social order. The Amsterdam and Evanston As­

semblies evidence an expanded use of the concept of the re­

sponsible society as a dynamic norm for society and an in­

creased understanding of the relation of the Kingdom to the 

world. 

The structure of the concept of the responsible society 

is characterized by a polarity between freedom and equality 

in the social order as the horizontal plane and a second 
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polarity in the vertical plane between the ideal values which 

give meaning to the idea of responsibility and the nature of 

the actual practice of responsibility or irresponsibility. 

The final portion of the study dealt with the function 

and usefulness of the concept. This was summarized under four 

categories. First, the idea of the responsible society pro­

vided an over-arching ideal which then functioned as a goal 

for the social order and a point of focus for discussions 

among the churches. It fostered spheres of agreement from 

which a rather uniform social approach was possible, despite 

theological diversity. Secondly, the concept acted as a 

point of reference between the absolute ethical presupposi­

tions of the Christian faith and the concrete situation. This 

point of reference served as a central expression of these 

ultimate ideals through the norm of responsibility and also 

as a core from which more specific subsidiary norms could be 

developed. The concept provided a medium for the actualiza­

tion of relevant social activity under the transcendent or 

given ideals of the Kingdom. Third, the structure of the 

idea of the responsible society served as a conceptual tool 

for the analysis and reassessment of the concrete situation. 

Finally, the concept provided a criterion for evaluation and 

judgment within the social order. This normative function 

was grounded not only in the meaning of responsibility in 

itself, but also in the assimilated meaning acquired by the 

concept in the course of its utilization. 
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The concept and its use naturally possess certain limi­

tations. The tendency to identify the concept too closely 

with either extreme in the vertical polarity between the King­

dom and the world is the foremost limitation. A second con­

tinuing tension is centered in the problem of solidification, 

for on the one hand the concept seeks to have its meanings 

embodied in the structures of the social order while on the 

other the idea itself must remain free in order to adjust 

dynamically to new problems. 
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