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Recovering Deep Church:

theological and ecclesial renewal

Introduction: 

These are some initial thoughts on recovering what C. S. Lewis has called ‘Deep Church’. I will begin with Lewis’ definition and understanding of this ecclesial reality.  Following this I shall then briefly explain why when Lewis first coined the phrase in the 1950s the Church of England was unable to accept or facilitate it. Looking back to the period from the mid 1960s to the late 1970s, I shall argue that the Charismatic Renewal embodied something of the character of Deep Church, though this was more of a prophetic hope than a living reality. Having paid homage to the Renewal’s role in this hope, I shall return to the meaning of Deep Church and develop and expand the concept theologically. Finally I will argue that the time is now ripe in this, the age of uncertainty, for Deep Church to be recovered.  

And so to Lewis: on Feb 8th 1952 he wrote a letter to The Church Times standing-up for the supernatural basis of the Gospel which he felt strongly was being undermined by modernism.

‘To a layman,’ he said, ‘it seems obvious that what unites the Evangelical and the Anglo Catholic against the “Liberal” or “Modernist” is something very clear and momentous, namely, the fact that both are thoroughgoing supernaturalists, who believe in the Creation, the Fall, the Incarnation, the Resurrection, the Second Coming, and the … Last Things.  This unites them not only with one another but also with the Christian religion as understood ubique et ab omnibus.  

The point of view from which this agreement seems less important than their divisions … is to me unintelligible.  Perhaps the trouble is that as supernaturalists, whether “Low” or “High” Church, thus taken together they lack a name. May I suggest “Deep Church”, or if that fails in humility, Baxter’s “mere Christians”’.  (C.S. Lewis, Church Times 1952)
Lewis' understanding of Deep Church, or ‘mere Christianity’, was not limited to a concept of Christian supernaturalism: the Latin tag ubique et ab omnibus alerts us to the fact that to talk of Christianity as everywhere and by everyone believed, is to appeal not only to the miraculous foundations of the Christian faith, but also to a common historical tradition of belief and practice that was normative for Christian experience. This championing of a common tradition was not in any sense conceived by Lewis as a ‘thin’ or irreducible minimum of belief necessary for Christian unity.  On the contrary it was a commitment to a ‘thick’ or maximalist form of muscular Christianity. Lewis’ most extensive description of the common tradition is given in his essay, ‘On Reading Old Books' in which he maintained that despite the scandal of a divided Christendom the tradition had endured down the ages as solidly and as majestically as a ‘great level viaduct’. And, he added, it was ‘no insipid interdenominational transparency, but something positive and self-consistent, and inexhaustible’.  We could also add that while Lewis as a self-confessed Romantic was always out of step with modernity, he never thought of Christian tradition as nostalgia for the past or as antediluvian escapism from the realities of the present.

Lewis’ most enduring phrase for the common tradition was, of course, not Deep Church, but ‘mere Christianity’. He commandeered the phrase from the Puritan divine Richard Baxter but conceptually it was a re-imagining of the Anglican doctrine of via media that had originated in Richard Hooker’s revisionist history of the English Church in the late sixteenth century. In his seminal work, Of The Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity  (1593), Hooker jettisoned the disjunctive view of the Protestant Reformation which stressed the radical break with the past- and by implication the notion of a common tradition – and replaced it with a history of Christian continuity that had survived the schisms of Christendom; not perhaps altogether intact or unbloodied but nevertheless still in its essential features recognisable as the same Apostolic faith of the Early Church.

The Apostolic Faith for Lewis – what we might call ‘historic orthodoxy’ - is the sunken reservoir of Deep Church from which we, the ecclesia, in every age can draw waters of life-giving sustenance and grace. The common tradition of the Church today, then, is more than its racial memory, or the imprint of past events upon present experience – as helpful as these metaphors may be - the common tradition of the Church of Christ is its very life force: a deep well or spring of living water whose source is the Life Giving Spirit. (John 6:63).

1950s: A Decade of Theological Standoff

However, in the early 50s the idea that Evangelicals and Catholics had more in common than that which divided them was ecumenically presumptuous: many Evangelicals, for example, thought of such rites as the Lord's Supper in terms of an ordinance rather than a sacrament. The very word ‘Eucharist’ was like a red rag to a bull in many churches for they thought it smacked of the medieval Roman doctrine of transubstantiation or, at the very least, of real presence in the material elements of the bread and wine. In so far that the sacrament of Communion was acknowledged in the Evangelical world it was usually re-cast in the memorialist mould of Zwingli rather than in the  ‘higher’ traditions of Luther or Calvin.  By contrast the Anglo Catholic view of the ‘Blessed Sacrament’ differed hardly at all from the Roman Catholic Church. Indeed the ‘spikes’ (as Tractarian catholics were colloquially known) overview of doctrine, especially as it was developed among the Mirfield Fathers, reflected the view of Cardinal Newman in his Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845) where he argued for the development and expansion of revealed doctrine in the Church. Taking his cue from the Council of Trent, Newman saw tradition as well as scripture as a co-equal recipient of revelation. 

The 1950s was also a time when Catholics and Evangelicals differed in their approach to Scripture.  Evangelicals were still fighting ‘the battle for the bible’.  In America, The Princetonian inerrancy of Warfield et al remained the dominant hermeneutical paradigm, while in Britain Jim Packer’s Fundamentalism and the Word of God published in1958 showed little sympathy either for modernist methods of exegesis or Catholic approaches (a position which was continued well into the 1960s under the scholarly influence of F.F. Bruce, and the more abrasive and idiosyncratic approach of Francis Schaeffer). Anglo Catholics, by contrast, had either come to terms with redactive criticism or had clung to a traditional Catholic doctrine of ecclesial inspiration which was not coupled in any way to a doctrine of sola scriptura
Models of spirituality were also very different between the High and Low factions of the Church of England. Anglo-Catholics were wedded to a contemplative and moderate asceticism, while the spirituality of Evangelicals was pietistic.  This piety came in quietist forms (‘qt.’s’ in the morning with scripture union notes) and enthusiastic and activist ones (evangelism in the urban mission tradition established by D L Moody in the previous century). 

Looking at the larger culture of the 1950s, it was not a period of co-operation but one of political polarisation, of the Cold War, of the Suez Crisis, of middle-class friction with the working classes, of nation state against nation state. Although the United Nations was founded in 1945, this did not herald a new political dawn nor did it yield tangible success. The churches mirrored this political development; they too had their international organisation of co-operation in the World Council of Churches, and there were nascent stirrings of rapprochement between separated churches such as Methodists and the Anglican Communion.  On the whole, however, Christian Confessions and Constituencies went about their business without a significant coming together in co-operative enterprises – the 1953 Billy Graham Crusade being a noticeable exception - let alone searching for the koinonia of Deep Church.

The Role of Renewal in prefiguring Deep Church from the 1960s to the end of the 1970s

But with the arrival of the 1960s, which witnessed the cultural sea-change from which we are either still drowning or learning new tricks to stay afloat, Lewis’ rally cry of Deep Church began to ring with prophetic urgency: the Counter Culture was born with its emphasis on authentic living and personal fulfilment (This was an exotic mixture of ecological awareness, sexual freedom, Eastern mystical techniques and Western chemically altered states of consciousness). Mainstream culture also underwent seismic changes with the celebration of a new hedonism of the ‘self, which was expressed not only through the sexual revolution but also in the cultural turn towards the therapeutic as the means to address a host of psychic disorders manufactured by modernity. Tom Wolfe, the doyen of the so-called ‘new journalism’ captured the essence of this era in the memorable phrase the ‘me generation’.

And everywhere a combination of social and economic forces ranging from rapid demographic changes, burgeoning consumer hedonism, and the ubiquity of the mass media, began to unpick the old social order, so that the homogeneity of the earlier society began to unravel and diversify into the heterogeneity of cultural pluralism with which we live today.  Against this context of rampant individualism and radical and kaleidoscopic social change, Lewis’ vision of a coming together of Catholics and Evangelicals as Deep Church was embodied in a way he could not have envisaged in the 1950s. It was not the World Council of Churches that brought this about, the British Council of Churches, or for that matter the Church of England: it was the advent of Charismatic Renewal. Phenomenologically the Renewal was identical to classical Pentecostalism but differed both in its theological understanding of Spirit Baptism, and in its organisational structures. In the UK, for example, the Renewal took root both within the historic denominations and the Free Churches, which in turn led to a radical shake-up of Evangelicalism from which it has never really recovered. 

On the one hand The Renewal was a threat to Pentecostalism which was suspicious of its ecumenical leanings, and for the most part, initially at least, rejected it as a counterfeit revival and as theologically unsound. On the other hand the Renewal was also threatening to that kind of Calvinistic Evangelicalism that was presaged in the Clapham Sect of the early nineteenth century and personified in the 1950s by John Stott. This brand of Evangelicalism found its niche in the universities and suburban lands of the middle classes but had, because of its tacit cessationism, rejected present day charismata. There were other factors at work which also played a part in Evangelicals cold-shouldering the Renewal (the most important of these being, in my opinion, the culture of emotional reticence that existed at that time; Evangelical propriety gagged at the very thought of affective displays of behaviour among the people of God).

I think it not unfair to say that The Renewal in a manner that was reminiscent of the Counter-Culture, was driven by the experiential over, and sometimes against the intellectual (though the movement attracted many gifted apologists. D. L Gelpi. S.J from America, Tom Smail in Britain, and Cardinal Suenens in Belgium immediately come to mind). The Renewal was felt by its participants to be not merely new but liberating - this included a loosening of liturgical forms and the rediscovery of the role of the body in worship. Like the 1960s women who felt released from the restricting corsets of respectability, so the people of the Renewal, through the Pentecostal experience, felt able to let their hair down. This had repercussions for theological attitudes too. The Renewal refused to ‘kow tow’ to fundamentalist inerrancy or the classical Pentecostal two-stage theory of Spirit initiation. Nor would it be locked into a view of charismata that corresponded isomorphically with the prescribed gifts of 1 Corinthians, chapters 12, 13, and 14.  To be in The Renewal in the late 1960s was an altogether broader, middle-class, therapeutic, and ‘glad-rags’ affair than the old Pentecostalism, which still clung to the stuffy uniforms of Holiness piety. 

For many observers of what seemed to be a gentrified Pentecostalism nothing was more remarkable than the sight of Anglican vicars skipping down the aisle in full regalia, or Roman Catholic priests and Nuns speaking in tongues and prophesying. But in terms of our thesis, it was the fact of Protestants and Catholics opening up to each other in fellowship and mutual understanding that was the more significant feature of The Renewal: in its openness it proclaimed a genuine expression of Deep Church for it was a challenge and rebuke to the disjunctive view of Evangelical history with its isolationism, triumphalism, and concomitant exclusivism.  Key figures of the Charismatic movement at that time, like Anglicans David Watson and Michael Harper, began to wonder aloud if the Reformation far from being ‘the great recovery’ of Christian Faith as  E. H. Broadbent had claimed in The Pilgrim Church, was in fact a tragedy that could possibly have been avoided. If this was going too far for the majority of Evangelical charismatics, at the very least, like the Apostle Peter in Acts 10, they were confronted with the absolute sovereignty of a God who baptised in the Spirit people often thought to be outside of His Covenant by the ‘in crowd’.  In short, Evangelicals in the Renewal Movement had to come to terms with the fact that Roman Catholics too were being filled with the Spirit and this indwelling underscored the hypostatic character of the Spirit: that ‘He is Lord and where He dwells there is freedom’ (2 Cor 3:17).

But just as the freedom and anarchic release of the secular Counter-Culture died in 1968, on the barricades of the Left Bank in Paris, on the streets of Czechoslovakia, and in the jungles of Vietnam, so too did the ecumenical dimensions of the Renewal – its Confessional interconnectedness - slowly begin to wither in the mid 1970s. In 1980 when the World Council of Churches held its one and only consultation on the experience of the Spirit among its member churches, The Renewal, in its expansive ecumenical form. virtually gave-up the ghost.  What had seemed, for a time, to be the kairos of an era of Deep Church, now seemed a faltering and altogether more temporary affair.  In the 1980s much of the energy in the movement was appropriated and redirected in a more separatist direction by the rapid growth of new churches outside the main denominational structures. .By the time of the ‘Toronto Blessing’ in the mid 1990s, neo-Pentecostalism in the United Kingdom – both mainline Renewal and the by now faltering new churches - had effectively been annexed by the Evangelical Alliance leaving a scattering of Roman Catholics outside in the cold like catechumens in the Early Church banished to the Narthex

With hindsight the spirituality of the Renewal was genuine and uplifting, but some of it was an over reaction to the staid liturgies and religious inertia of the 1940s and 1950s, to the rationalism of Evangelical scholasticism, and to the emotional repression of middle-class piety.  This understandable but affective reaction was a celebration of freedom in which the experience of the Spirit was not always tempered by the charism of sobriety, which would have enabled the Renewal to go all the way down and plumb the theological and liturgical depths of Deep Church. A much needed challenge to the Renewal was, on the whole, muted in the 1960s and 1970s: namely the idea that formal liturgies, set prayers, regular collects, and widely-used lectionaries were spiritually dead precisely because they were structured, routinised, and familiar. 

But to limit knowing God to a mode that stressed the experiential over the intellectual, the intuitional over rational reflection, improvisation over sensible planning, the novel over the familiar, and Dionysian intensity over Apollinarian stability, left the Renewal with a Christianity living off its nerves. Such a modus operandi militated against experiencing the fullness of Faith made possible by the steady and regular ministry of word and sacrament, the acquisition and practice of spiritual disciplines, and the appropriation of sound doctrine. Without these steady anchors in the waters of Deep Church, some ships in the Charismatic flotilla were blown off course while others ran aground.

But before we move on to consider the marks of Deep Church, honour should be given where honour is due: few Christian movements of the twentieth century came close to embracing mere Christianity as Lewis understood it, and if the Renewal did not quite live up to the early ecumenical promise of the 1970s, it nevertheless demonstrated in a concrete way the possibilities of living together in a common tradition. In this sense rather than see the Renewal as a failure, ‘almost Camelot’, I think it fairer to view it as a forerunner of the Deep Church that is to come.

On Deep Church

This is a cue to say something more about Deep Church, and why I think now is the time when we will see it coming to pass. And we should begin by understanding that Deep Church is far more than an ecumenical dream of coming together across the barriers of ignorance and prejudice: it is predicated upon the central tenets of the Gospel held in common by those who have the temerity to be ‘Mere Christians’.  This commonality in the light of post Enlightenment modernism is greater and more fundamental than the divisions and schisms of Church history, even of the eleventh century divide and the discerption of the Reformation.  Deep Church, as its name implies, is spiritual reality down in the depths – the foundations and deep structures of the Faith – which feed, sustain, and equip us to be disciples of Christ. 

Deep Church is both an historical and an existential reality.  The historical reality rests upon two givens (1) the very fact of God’s self-revelation to the world in the person of His Son, and (2) the institution by the Son of His Church.  This historicity – of revelation, and institution - has bequeathed to the people of God a living memory of what Christ has wrought on the cross for our salvation, and what he has continued to do in time through the operation of the Holy Spirit in the Church (the main focus, though not the locus, of God’s presence in the world). 

It follows that this historical memory of what God has done, and continues to do, has to be accessed and cherished in order for it to become operational.  We can not be living Deep Church if we know little or nothing about what the Church has learned from experience, where and when it took a wrong turn, what victories it achieved, and how it learned to articulate the truths of revelation in terms of the credal and liturgical canons of the common tradition. One of the primary reasons we do not live in Deep Church today is because we fail to access this historical memory.  Bruggemann has argued (Biblical Perspectives on Evangelism 1993) that this failure is due in large part because we suffer from what he calls ‘gospel amnesia’  - the inability to remember the principle events of Salvation history.  More simply we might say that we have forgotten our own story.  

The re-collection and retelling of our story – our anamnesia – is to reach down to the very core of who we are as Christians so that we may recover our identity as the people of God.  And yet accessing our memory is not in itself sufficient for us to be living fully in Deep Church. Ontologically to be the Church we have to experience God existentially: as John Zizioulas has put it, the Spirit constitutes the historical Church instituted by Christ. (Being As Communion 1990) The constitution of the Church by the Spirit means that we are to be open to the presence and indwelling of the persons of the Trinity. Church communities that have accessed the living memory without sharing in the life of the Triune God are mere antiquarians rummaging around in the tradition like children looking for hidden treasures in a dusty attic. Charismatics and religious enthusiasts should take heart: Deep Church does not mean abandoning spiritual experience, and inspirational insight. On the contrary Deep Church will have no authenticity without them.

Nevertheless the challenge to Charismatics remains the same in the first decade of the twenty first century as it did in the last three decades of the previous one: communities who are living in the presence of the Spirit without accessing the memory of the ‘grand narrative’ of the Christian tradition are liable to become fey and subject to fantasy and delusion.  Deep Church is only truly achieved when the mediated revelation of God’s Son and the historical givenness of the ecclesia are conjoined with the immediate presence of the Spirit. In short, the institutional and the charismatic are not in opposition to each other, or in dialectical tension, they coinhere.

So what practical steps can we take to ensure that we are living in Deep Church?  I would like to suggest that we need two approaches: the first is one of theological education, and the second one of spiritual formation.  The first approach is apposite to the historical dimension of Deep Church, and the second to the existential dimension.  Concerning the former let us be frank: the man and woman in the pew are often woefully ignorant about their faith.  Sometimes, in the very place you’d expect the greatest knowledge and enthusiasm for Christian teaching and doctrinal commitment – that is, in what the American call, the Bible Churches, there hangs a pall of a ‘know nothing’ Christianity.  To be sure they often know the latest fads brought to their attention by audio and video taped ministries from itinerant evangelists.  They can wax lyrical about Millenarian speculations and mystical states of altered consciousness.  They are fountains of knowledge concerning speculative and marginal theories, but more often than not they can’t articulate the truths of the gospel. 

In the more historical churches where creeds, those hard won charters of the Christian Faith, are still recited one finds congregations have little understanding of their theological tenets (quite often because they’ve never been taught them).  Sacraments in most Evangelical circles, if they are taken at all, are done so with little reverence or any sense that they are material means of grace not just tokens of belief. And when probed few Christians anywhere are functionally Trinitarian: they are either Sabellian or so deeply modalistic that the persons of the Trinity are replaced by relations within the one Godhead.  We can usefully say that God in the oneness of communion can be said to be persons-in-relation, but we can not meaningfully say that relations in the substantia of God are persons: we can not, in short, worship a relation. Another common misuse of Trinitarian thinking is to operate in practice with a binitarian God of Father and Son, with the Holy Spirit bolted on as an optional extra, or as a force field of power that has no hypostasis as its personal centre.  

What this undernourished theology begs for is a post-baptismal catechesis.  Discipleship or instruction classes are not meant to be about learning to submit to leaders as has happened in some of our fellowships. Neither should they really be majoring on denominational distinctives.  They are meant to be about listening to and inwardly digesting the handed down truths of the common tradition. At the centre of faith, as Lesslie Newbigin loved to say, is the fundamental recognition that Jesus is Lord.  From this great truth we move ‘further in and further down’ (to adapt Lewis again) to a deep doctrine of the Trinity where we abandon ourselves to the ineffable mystery of a God who is beyond our understanding yet reveals himself to us in the person of the historic Christ.

Through the Lord Jesus we have direct access to God the Father in the power of the Holy Spirit, but we will discover over time that we can learn still more of the oneness of God’s communion and the distinctive particularities of the three persons of the Trinity from the great authorities of the Church.  Or to put it differently, having found for ourselves the primary source of Faith, God Himself, we can go on to become acquainted with the secondary sources (the saints and the theologians) who illuminate God’s Self revelation like a good commentary sheds light on an ancient text.  Learning the lessons of our Faith, through pedagogy, multi media techniques, and the mimetic approach of liturgy are also educational enrichments of our growing knowledge of God.

To be a Christian, however, means not only being informed about God and His Church, and engaging with the common tradition, it also entails being transformed through worship and in our relationship to God and one another. Living in Deep Church is more concerned with the process of spiritual formation than theological education for not all can be theologians and bookish disciples but all must be conformed spiritually to Christ. 

Living in Deep Church entails, therefore, a life long process of learning and spiritual formation, which is both to be reformed in our character and conformed in our whole being to Christ through adoption and absorption into His Body.  This adoption is not a natural process: we become joint heirs with Christ because the Spirit works in us through his Grace what we can never achieve through our own nature or by ascetic endeavour: it is the Spirit that enables us to become so related to the risen Christ that we are constituent parts of His laos (body) - though Peter’s promise that we shall be partakers of the divine nature [2 Pet 1:4] is a tradition stronger in the Eastern than the Western churches.  To be related to Jesus is ipso facto to be in communion with God as Trinity for Jesus, while he is a distinct hypostasis from the other two members of the Trinity is never separated from them or ever acts without the common consent of the Father and the Spirit.

How does this relationship with the triune God work in us for our sanctification and perfection, our spiritual conformity to the God of Love? In the light of Romans 12:2 it would seem to entail that we submit ourselves to the Spirit in order that He might renew our minds – and to use an extra biblical metaphor from Lewis, we can add, that He might also ‘baptise our imaginations’.  But I think we have an attitudinal problem to sanctification, and that is that we think of spiritual formation too much in individualistic terms and not enough as members together of Deep Church.  We have shadowed too closely the Enlightenment in thinking of ourselves as autonomous individuals who are most like Jesus when we ‘come to the garden’ and meet him ‘alone’ (to plunder two quotes from a much loved but theologically vacuous hymn). Pauline theology in the New Testament, by contrast, stresses the interconnectedness and collegial nature of the worshipping community. (See, for example, 1 Cor 12)  Deep Church is, above all, an organic unity of members joined to one another in Christ; it is the antithesis of a club of like-minded individuals. 

Conclusion

I believe the time is ripe for us to come together as Deep Church: the high tide of modernism has now passed, but as it has ebbed many nominal believers have been swept away in a maelstrom of confusion and dysfunction.  In the words of Bob Dylan, ‘everything is broken’; it is time for us to pick up the pieces and begin to put together again the common tradition.

The postmodern turn of our culture positively for us means, at least, that things once thought impossible are now open for reappraisal. Postmodernism does not reject the past wholesale as its modernist parent once did: the common tradition is now open and ready to be re-connected and accessed in a way unthinkable in the latter half of the twentieth century. Culturally speaking, both in terms of the larger society and the churches, what Lewis called for was not viable in his lifetime: there was too much mistrust, misinformation, and ignorance for a reconfiguration of a generous orthodoxy to be available to anyone who wished simply to be living Deep Church.  

Today, by contrast, it is not unusual to find that once-virulent iconoclasts sport icons on the walls in their homes and in their churches.  Or we know of dyed in the wool Evangelicals who practice the disciplines of Ignatius Iyola.  Ridley Hall in Cambridge ruminates in the songs of the Renewal but also holds contemplative retreats. John Taverner is the favourite composer of the General Secretary of the Elim Pentecostal Church. The Principal of Spurgeon’s College identifies himself as a ‘Catholic Evangelical’ amidst a growing commitment among some of his colleagues to a high Baptist sacramentalism. Canon Tom Smail, veteran of the Renewal, considers himself an ‘Evangelical Catholic’ and is as much at home with the theology of the Fathers as he is with Calvin and Barth.

In the New Church sector, Roger Ellis in Chichester has incorporated elements of Celtic spirituality and prophetic symbolism into Charismatic rhapsody.  Roger Forster of Ichthus combines a radical Anabaptist commitment, with an Arminian missiology, that manages to incorporate a Cappadocian doctrine of the Trinity.

But Deep Church, while it is open to ecumenical insight and ‘cross-over’ doctrines, is not about syncretism or absorbing the next fad in the endless search for liturgical novelty.  It is about the marriage between the ‘new thing’ God is always doing in our lives, and the ‘old things’ – the historic givens of the Faith - that he has already done which includes the means of Grace that he has provided for our spiritual nourishment. Deep Church, then, is not just about something old for something new (or the other way round). It is about anamnesia and re-imagining. It is about catholicity and a holy separation. It is about a re-collected history and writing a new chapter in the annals of faith. 

The establishment of Deep Church is not merely overdue, it is a missiological imperative for we are entering a time of great testing in the western world: the Enlightenment era, which in so many ways has served humankind so well, has drawn to a close and with it the optimism of a glorious future has faded away.  We are now past the twilight of modernity but not yet in the dawn of a new age: in this transitional stage we are caught in an age of uncertainty poised between the forces of apocalypse and congenital boredom.  At this equipoise we don’t yet know whether September 11th 2001 and its terrifying consequences is a turning point in the history of the world as the storming of the Bastille turned out to be in 1789. Or, for that matter, we don’t know whether the drums of war will be silenced by the cultural nihilism that now dominates our leisure time and may slowly drain us of all hope and direction; or to take a phrase from Neil Postman’s seminal book of the 1980s (Amusing Ourselves To Death) perhaps we will drown in a ‘sea of amusements’?

What we do know is that what Lewis called ‘Christianity and water’ will not survive (let alone thrive) unless it becomes deep enough to withstand the assaults of the Enemy. Christ has promised that the gates of hell shall not prevail against his Church, but our part is to ensure that we are truly members of his Body so that we can show our at-one-ment with the Lord when the assaults come.  One of the distinguishing marks of Deep Church is that as adopted brothers and sisters of the incarnate Son of God what holds true for Him is intended to be normative for us: if you want to be my disciples, says Jesus to the apostolic band, ‘take up your cross’.  This is a clear directive for us, especially in the present uncertainty, that there can be no resurrection without crucifixion, no legitimate charism of power, certainly no exousia, without exposing our vulnerability to the cruelties and exigencies of a fallen world and the evil of principalities and powers. And there can be no long-term renewal or spiritual awakening of the Church without sharing the deep wounds of the crucified Christ so that through them we too share in the pain of the world.  A  theologia glorie without a theologia crucis, Tom Smail has reminded us often enough, is a cock-eyed gospel and while it will always have  popular appeal, it has no place in the soteriology of Deep Church.

But in order to live in Deep Church we have first, like the Renewal of the 1970s, to re-connect with each other and the past. This time, however, we will go beyond the ecumenism and experientialism of previous movements of renewal and rediscover a proper place in our Christian commitment for ascesis: for there is work to do in the kingdom of God, not because it is a means of earning eternal rewards, but because constructive and imaginative approaches to Spirit breathed liturgies and practical programmes of theological renewal need effort as well as inspiration. Practical programmes, however, are not determined by pragmatic goals but by the spiritual need to empower and equip the saints. We will do this without encouraging a culture of dependency in which people are subjected to gurus or subjugated by a priestly caste. This entails giving the ecclesia as the people of God the tools to appropriate the Faith for themselves, so that they will so actively live in the presence of God that through the synergy of the Holy Spirit they will mediate that presence to the world.

Let us not delude ourselves: we will not by coming together be able to heal the schisms of Christendom. But we will in our re-connected communities be icons of the Divine Communion. And if that were so then we shall be living in Deep Church.

Andrew Walker

(Revised text Lent 2003)
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