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Several years ago I rather breezily accepted an invitation to write an Introduction to Christianity.  I have had time to repent at leisure, since it has taken far longer than I imagined to make good my promise to survey two millennia of Christian history. But the task has been instructive. 

One of the main conclusions to which I have been drawn is that Christianity can more helpfully be characterised in terms of two very different tendencies that lie at its heart than in terms of a single ‘essence’. I will begin by explaining what I mean by this before going on to show how it can help make sense of what is happening to Christianity today – and what may unfold in the future. I will confine my remarks to the west, chiefly Europe. 

On the one hand, Christianity has a tendency to favour what can be called ‘power from on high’. Its gaze is fixed on an almighty God who is situated above the world and its human inhabitants. Since this God is all-powerful, he has naturally been represented in terms of (pre-modern) earthly power – male, elderly, kingly and judging. Such a God demands praise, submission, reverence, obedience and worship. Christians kneel before him, strive to do his will, and ask his mercy and forgiveness if they fail. Their goal is to please Him. Their temptation is to challenge His power by worshipping other ‘gods’ alongside Him, or by seeking to enlarge their own power. The sin that caused the fall of humankind was pride, and those who do not humble themselves will be condemned to everlasting torment.  That is not to say that the tendency towards power from on high does not endorse the pursuit of power on the part of a few human beings, but only on condition that they recognise this power as God’s not theirs – a power held in trust. 

On the other hand, Christianity displays an opposite tendency that is highly critical of power from on high. In this mode its gaze is fixed upon a man called Jesus who lived amongst human beings and shared their condition. He refused to claim divine or earthly power by lording it over others, and he treated other human beings as equals not inferiors. He condemned those who used religion to wield power over others and bind burdens upon them, and he attacked the hierarchies of priestly power that existed in his day in Israel. He claimed that God was more likely to favour the poor, the widow, the homeless and the prostitute than the powerful. He preached a ‘kingdom’ of perfect equality in which the mighty would be put down from their thrones, the meek exalted, and all united into a single spiritual family. This man-God died a criminal’s death upon a cross, and in his humility, suffering and powerless revealed what is truly divine. In so doing he crossed out once and for all an easy identification of divinity with higher power. 

In my Introduction I present Christian history as the unfolding story of struggle and competition between these two ultimately irreconcilable tendencies. In relation to the development of institutional Christianity, for example, we witness a very early struggle between different models of ‘church’, the one hierarchical, sacramental and sacerdotal (priestly), and the other modelled on smaller more egalitarian schools of philosophical debate. In doctrine too, there is an early struggle to reconcile the divine – understood as omnipotent and impassable – with the human – understood as suffering and finite – in relation to the figure of Jesus Christ. In both cases, it is power from on high which triumphs: in a hierarchical, male dominated church, and in a Christology which holds together the human and divine by denying that the God-man really suffered, or was really powerless. The tendency to reject higher power never disappeared in Christianity, but ran underground to surface in movements like monasticism, mysticism, the mendicant orders, radical Reformation groups, the peace tradition, the social gospel. 

Fast forwarding to the modern period, the churches’ longstanding love affair with higher power may be singled out as the most important factor in explaining why Christian growth stalled and turned into decline after the late nineteenth century, with decline speeding up dramatically after the 1960s. To put it most simply, churches that had long been identified with higher power suffered as increasing numbers of people turned towards ‘power from below’. 

In many ways modernity simply is the shift to power from below. In the political sphere we see this in the rise and spread of the democratic ideal, according to which power belongs to the people and is temporarily bestowed by them on their leaders – rather than being imposed from above by God and his approved deputies (‘subjects’ turn into ‘citizens’). In the sphere of knowledge, we see the shift in the rise of empirical sciences that make use of the powers of human observation and reason to search for truth in the world around us, rather than looking upwards to divine revelation.  In the general culture we see human experience, imagination and ‘subjectivity’ given increasing authority as a ‘turn to the self’ gets underway – the latest and most telling manifestation being in the rise of various forms of subjective wellbeing culture. In the economic sphere private property rights are greatly extended, and the rise of capitalism gives individual (consumer) choices new weight and significance. 

Thus modern men and women come to think of themselves as unique – and uniquely important – beings with inner depths that cannot and should not be ignored, coerced or overridden by so-called ‘higher authorities’. We are less willing than previous generations to defer to higher power. We seek to live out our own lives in our own way, faithful to our own experiences and personal convictions, and on the basis of our own choices and inner promptings. In shorthand, we may say that we are all increasingly affected by a ‘subjective turn’ – even if we reject it.

As a result, those forms of religion which endorse higher power, which assimilate it to the long-dominant rule of kings and fathers, and which demand that individuals submit to such power, have lost support. The most obvious casualties have been the ‘mainline’ churches, many of which were once state churches, allied with secular power. There is no obvious reason why their decline should not continue at the present rate, leading to their disappearance around the middle of the century in many parts of Europe.
 
By contrast, what is doing best in the contemporary spiritual marketplace are those forms of ‘spirituality’ which offer to empower individuals and enhance the quality of their personal lives. They offer wellbeing for the whole person - ‘mind, body and spirit’. In many ways they are the opposite of a Christianity allied to higher power:  instead of telling individual she is a sinner they tell her that she can find the divine within herself, instead of demanding submission to the will of one God they help individuals develop their own unique spiritual path, and instead of demanding self- sacrifice they empower the unique self. 

However, it is not only post-Christian forms of holistic spirituality (whether Yoga, reiki, shamanism, wicca, meditation etc.) that are doing well. Some forms of Christianity have also been able to survive and even flourish in this cultural climate. The most notable are charismatically-influenced forms of Christianity – a category that now includes a great deal of evangelical Protestantism. Such Christianity discards many of the ‘formal’ and ‘external’ features of traditional Christianity which ‘imposed’ themselves on congregational members – such as set liturgies, hymns, the wearing of vestments, fixed rituals, grandiose church architecture. These things, which make people feel small, are rejected in favour of a spirituality which makes them feel big. Instead of simply demanding submission to higher power, charismatic Christianity promises its followers that divine power will enter into their own lives, and be known through intense, life-transforming personal experience. 

This is not to say that charismatically-influenced Christianity goes as far as new holistic forms of spirituality in identifying the sacred with the depths of a unique individual’s personal body, mind and spirit. For the former one’s ‘natural’ self is still a sinful self, whose desires and appetites must be renounced so that God’s spirit may take their place. Such Christianity does not make a real break with power from on high, even though it may ‘sweeten the pill’. As a consequence it does not appeal to the majority of ‘subjectivised’ selves who are unwilling to submit to any power that is not integral to their own lives, experiences, feelings convictions and beliefs. It appeals to a niche market that looks for clearer guidance, more absolute moral norms and supportive congregational community – but is modern enough to want religion to make a difference to subjective lives and wellbeing as well. 

Will this be the only or the main form of Christianity that survives in the later part of the twenty-first century? If present trends continue in the culture as well as in congregational attendance, this certainly seems the most likely scenario. But there is another possibility to consider, which is that mainline churches may be able to slow down or even reverse their decline by rejecting their traditional commitments to power from on high in favour of the alternative tendency within Christianity. Radical Christian groups like the Quakers and Unitarians have something of head start in this regard, given their historic commitment to ‘the light within’ (the Quakers) and/or to the inherent ability of human reason and intuition (the Unitarians). But it may be that some mainline Protestant and Catholic denominations will also be able to make progress by building on similar elements present in their historic traditions. 

For one thing, the Catholic, Anglican and Orthodox churches in particular have a longstanding ‘humanistic’ commitment to the God-given nature of the human reason and will. Many of the church fathers, the Thomistic tradition, and the early Anglican divines affirm that human nature does not have to be rejected or renounced, but is fully capable of co-operating with divine grace. In addition, there is a mystical tradition running through Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant Christianity that affirms the potential of the human being to have some direct experience of God. As such, it implies that God can be directly present within the subjective life of the individual. Some western mystics go so far as to affirm that human beings can attain unity with the divine, whilst the eastern tradition holds out the hope of  ‘divinisation’. 

It is surely no coincidence that there is currently a resurgence of interest in the Christian mystical tradition or ‘Christian spirituality’, and that activities like spiritual retreats and spiritual direction or counselling are one of the few growth areas in contemporary mainline Christianity. However, such spirituality seems to succeed by going further in its affirmation of human power and potential than even the most radical forms of traditional Christian mysticism. Thus the Christian spirituality of best-selling authors like M. Scott Peck or Neil Donald Walsch or the spirituality of A Course in Miracles presents God/the Spirit as working in and through the full range of an individual’s existing subjectivities – not just mind and will, but feelings, passions, desires and appetites, including bodily appetites. In other words, such spirituality is more holistic than earlier forms of Christian mysticism, more fully affective, and more affirming of the unique self. Nothing of one’s true, deepest self and desires is to be ignored or renounced in the spiritual quest, for it is in the discovery of the depths of one’s own subjectivity that the divine will be encountered. 

We may conclude that the – somewhat remote – possibility of a revival of mainline Christianity lies not merely in a recovery of its humanistic and mystical emphases, but in their creative revival and reinvention in a way that renders them acceptable to cultures that are no longer willing to power down before higher power, or to accept powerlessness and suffering as divine destiny. 


