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‘Our post-Christian age’:
Historicist-inspired diagnoses of modernity,
1935-70

Herman Paul
Introduction

““Post-Christian Era”? Nonsense!” declared one of Europe’s foremost
theologians, Karl Barth, in August 1948, at the first assembly of the World
Council of Churches in Amsterdam.

How do we come to adopt as self-evident the phrase first used by a German
National Socialist, that we are today living in an ‘un-Christian’ or even ‘post-
Christian’ era? ... How indeed do we come to the fantastic opinion that
secularism and godlessness are inventions of our time; that there was once a
glorious Christian Middle Age with a generally accepted Christian faith, and
it is now our task to set up this wonderful state of affairs again in new form?'

The World Council assembly was an appropriate venue for raising these
questions, as several high-profile attendees used the very phrase, ‘post-
Christian era’, in their diagnosis of the times. Even Martin Niemoller,
a collaborator of Barth in the German Confessing Church, stated at the
Amsterdam conference that ‘we already talk about a “post-Christian
age”, in which we live and see the Christian church nearing its decline’.?
Apparently, by 1948, ‘post-Christian era’ had become a familiar turn of
phrase, at least in circles of the World Council of Churches. But where did
it come from and what did it mean?

Barth’s emphatic statement notwithstanding, ‘post-Christian age’ was
not a phrase of National Socialist origin. Admittedly, it resonated among
secularists of right-wing political leaning, especially in the 1930s and early
1940s. By 1948, however, it had been adopted on a fairly wide scale by
Christian theologians and church leaders who worried about the advance of
anti-Christian forces in European societies. ‘Post-Christian age’ had come
to resemble ‘secularization’ in that it invoked narratives of dramatic change,
rich with emotional resonance, that different religious and political parties
could use to their own purposes.®> What Barth could not foresee was that
soon after World War II, secularist intellectuals would abandon their habit
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18 The emergence of a prefix (1930s—1960s)

of diagnosing the times as ‘post-Christian’. In the 1950s and early 1960s,
‘post-Christian age’ would come to serve primarily as a Kampfbegriff
between two specific groups of Christian intellectuals: reform-inclined
church leaders in and around the World Council of Churches who advo-
cated a thorough rethinking of theological beliefs and church practices in
the light of new societal circumstances, and more conservative Christians
who interpreted such reformism as capitulation to a secular zeitgeist or as
evidence that secularization did not halt before the doors of the church.

These underlying narratives of progress or decline touch upon one of
the key questions in the (sparse) historical literature on post-prefixes: What
did the ‘post’ in ‘post-industrial’, ‘postmodern’ or ‘postcolonial’ intend to
convey? Did ‘post’ serve as a marker of critical dissociation, indicating
that the root concept was no longer seen as representing a desirable con-
dition? Or was ‘post’ an equivalent to ‘beyond’ in a chronological sense
of the word, announcing the dawn of a new age in which the industrial,
modern or colonial experience had become a thing of the past?* Drawing
on examples from Germany, France, Great Britain and the Netherlands
(with a brief excursion to the United States),” I will argue that the ‘post-
Christian age’ was interpreted almost without exception in terms of his-
torical stages. Seen through the prism of stadial philosophies of history, the
‘post-Christian age’ was believed to open up a new chapter in the history
of Europe.

Indeed, despite the fact that the image of an imminent post-Christian
era could be adapted to serve the religious-political agendas of conserva-
tive Catholics as easily as those of aggressive atheists, a striking similarity
between the mid-twentieth-century authors who took the lead in exploring
the post-Christian is their indebtedness to what Mark Bevir calls ‘develop-
mental historicism’, characteristic of which are (1) the belief that history
amounts to a progressive unfolding of ideas or principles and (2) the habit
of dividing this historical process in distinct eras, ages or periods.® Whether
the post-Christian age was welcomed, as by Otto Petras, or perceived as
a threat to everything holy, as in the case of Christopher Dawson, the
philosophies of history underlying their diagnoses of modernity all varied
on historicist themes. So, although the authors discussed in this chapter
positioned themselves quite differently vis-a-vis the post-Christian age (or
what they understood this to be), the conceptual schemes on which they
relied in this defining and positioning were more similar to each other
than one might expect in the light of their different political, religious and
philosophical backgrounds.

This finding is important for two reasons. First, it allows us to situate
‘post-Christian’ among other twentieth-century post-concepts. As I will
return to in the conclusion, ‘post-Christian’ resembled ‘post-capitalist’
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‘Our post-Christian age’: Historicist-inspired diagnoses 19

and ‘post-industrial’ more than ‘postliberal’ or ‘post-secular’. Whereas the
latter group of concepts referred to intellectual positions held by individ-
uals (with the prefix denoting a critical stance vis-a-vis the root concepts),
the former group described the features of a historical epoch (the ‘modern
age’). Second, this shows, pace Mark Bevir, that developmental historicism
did not disappear in the early twentieth-century ‘crises of historicism’.”
Mid-century assessments of the post-Christian predicament illustrate just
how powerful the legacies of nineteenth-century historicism still were at
that time.® The historicist connotations of ‘post’ in ‘post-Christian’ demon-
strate, in other words, that the authors discussed in this chapter were not
yet ‘post-historicist’.

Otto Petras

Who was the ‘German National Socialist” whom Karl Barth held respon-
sible for coining the phrase ‘post-Christian age’?’ Barth may have thought
of Alfred Rosenberg, the Nazi ideologue, or Janko Janeff, a Berlin-based
Bulgarian Nazi propagandist who in 1939 had greeted the dawn of a
‘post-Christian time’ and a ‘post-Christian culture’.'® However, taking
into account that Barth was notoriously sloppy in his references,'! it is
more likely that he referred to Otto Petras, who in the mid 1930s had
gained attention with a treatise on the emergence of a ‘fundamentally post-
Christian world’.!? Though not a National Socialist, Petras was a right-wing
intellectual and admirer of Erich Ludendorff — hence politically situated at
great distance from the staunch critic of nationalism that was Barth. A
former Lutheran village pastor, Petras had abandoned his faith and found
employment in a pedagogical institute.'? From the late 1920s onwards, he
was a frequent contributor to Widerstand, a National Bolshevik periodical
edited by Ernst Niekisch that also served as a platform for conservative
thinkers like Ernst Jiinger.'* Petras’s 1935 book, Post Christum (After
Christ), brought these threads together, arguing that Christianity was not
dying, but already long dead. The book caused some stir: even Thomas
Mann read it ‘with interest and aversion’.!

What, then, made Post Christum such a remarkable study? To Barth’s
surprise, no doubt, Petras’s pronouncement of death was partly inspired
by the most vehement critique of liberal Protestantism that the Weimar
Republic had seen emerge: Barth’s Der Romerbrief (The Epistle to the
Romans) in the edition of 1922. In uncompromising prose, this work had
accused the German ‘cultural-protestant’ tradition for forgetting that God
is the ‘wholly Other’, whose revelation in Christ is not the basic axiom
of a religious worldview, but a thunder strike destroying all man-made
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20 The emergence of a prefix (1930s—1960s)

religion.!® Interpreting Barth’s insistence on the infinite distance between
God and human beings as the original essence of Christianity, Petras
argued that, historically speaking, exclusive faith in the ‘heavenly world
above’ had soon diminished to the point of disappearing altogether in the
nineteenth-century theologies that had redefined Christianity into a pro-
gramme for human self-actualization in a religious key.!” Literally quoting
Barth, Petras therefore concluded that ‘Christendom as we have known it
has come to an end’.'®

Yet there was a crucial difference between Barth and Petras. When Barth
argued that ‘the Christian-bourgeois or bourgeois-Christian age has come
to a close’, he referred to a period in which the church had perverted its
witness by making the gospel subservient to social order and bourgeois
morality.'” For Barth, the liquidation of this unholy alliance created oppor-
tunities for a new appreciation of the gospel. His iconoclasm, in other
words, served a reformation. Petras, by contrast, equated the end of the
‘Christian age’ with the dawn of an age in which Christian faith no longer
had any legitimate place. It had become anachronistic in the sense of repre-
senting a superseded stage in the development of the ‘spirit’. Unlike Barth,
who rejected all idealist philosophy of history, Petras saw history as a
process driven by ‘powers from the deep’ (Krdiften der Tiefe). Independent
of human agency and consciousness, these ‘powers of history’ brought
forth that what was ‘historically necessary’ (geschichtlich Notwendig).
Historical phenomena like Christianity were thus no products of human
hands, let alone created by divine purpose, but ‘necessary emanations of
the deep’.?’

Unmistakably, this argument betrayed the influence of post-Kantian ide-
alism or, more specifically, Hegelian philosophy of history as further devel-
oped by Young Hegelians like Bruno Bauer — a staunch critic of religion
who as early as 1855 had announced the end of the ‘Christian-Germanic
age’.?! Although Petras also closely aligned himself with Franz Overbeck,
who had denounced the ‘Christian age’ as a figment of the imagination,??
Petras felt especially inspired by Bauer’s argument that Christianity had
once been a creative manifestation of the spirit, but ceased to be so when
the spirit had further developed itself.”> The secularization template on
which Petras drew was thus a narrative developed by Left Hegelians in the
years around 1848.>* Consequently, when Petras argued that Christianity
had ‘exhausted its creative power’, thereby suggesting ‘that we live post
Christum in a deeper sense than indicated by the calendar’, this implies that
the ‘post’ referred to a next stage in the development of the spirit.?’ The
‘post’ reveals, in other words, how deeply Petras had drunk from the well
of post-Kantian philosophy of history.?®
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Hans Ehrenberg

Petras’s Post Christum reached an audience well beyond self-defined secu-
larists. In particular, it was read widely among Christian theologians who
worried about the advance of secular ideologies like ‘godless Bolshevism’.?”
“The end of the Christian age’ (das Ende des christlichen Zeitalters) became
a recurring phrase especially in defensive responses to the perceived dangers
of Communism. For many German commentators, the end of that epoch
was a looming threat that ought to be averted, first of all by diagnosing
the powers intent on relegating Europe’s Christian identity to the past. To
that end, various terminological proposals were made. Some theologians
perceived Communism as a key example of what the Jerusalem meeting of
the International Missionary Council in 1928 had labelled ‘secularism’.?$
Others perceived Communism and, after 1933, National Socialism as
‘political religions’, thereby emphasizing their incommensurability with
Christianity.?? Still others discerned in the Communist and National
Socialist worldviews a resurgence of mythological thinking or a return to
‘pagan’ sources that justified the label ‘neo-paganism’.3°

It was in this context that Hans Ehrenberg introduced the phrase ‘post-
Christian’, in a meaning different from Petras’s. Ehrenberg was a phi-
losophy professor of Jewish descent who at age forty-one had given up his
chair in Heidelberg for a Lutheran pulpit in Bochum.?! If his philosophy
background made Ehrenberg an atypical pastor, so did the stream of pub-
lications that he unleashed. As early as 1932, he interpreted Communism
as an offspring of European Idealism that had turned itself against the
Occidental tradition, its Christian elements in particular. In Ehrenberg’s
view, this provoked a ‘war of religion” between European Christianity and
the ‘antitheism’ that was Communism.?? The ‘anti’ in ‘antitheism’ conveyed
that Ehrenberg not simply conceived of Communism as a return to pre-
Christian paganism. Although he believed Communism to be ‘the most
pagan paganism that has ever existed’, he emphasized that it was pagan in a
modern key, unimaginable without the ‘Occidental spirit” on which it drew
and against which it reacted.?’

In the 1940s, Ehrenberg expanded this analysis by arguing that the
superiority of German National Socialism over, for instance, State Shinto
in Meiji Japan was primarily due to its Christian background.?* Whereas
Shintoism was a ‘primitive religion’, ‘post-Christian’ Nazism simul-
taneously struggled against and relied on a religion that had ‘formed
man and world, order and life, politics and culture’. Therefore, when
Ehrenberg placed Nazism on the top rung of a Fascist ladder, he did so
because he believed that Christianity — the religion on which Nazism
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drew in its rebellion against it — represented the highest stage of religious
development. ‘The line ascends steeply from Japan via Turkey and Italy to
the giddy heights of Nazism.”** Ehrenberg’s ‘post’ thus conveyed an almost
opposite message than Petras’s. For Ehrenberg, ‘post-Christian’ referred
to the Christian arsenals from which Nazism borrowed its weapons. ‘The
material is almost equally pre-Christian and post-Christian, but the main
substance is post-Christian ... and the dynamic power is exclusively so.”3°

Unlike Petras, then, Ehrenberg did not hail the emergence of a post-
Christian era. He rather used the phrase to warn his readers against a
political religion that was successful partly through ingeniously exploiting
resources borrowed from the world’s most advanced religion: Christianity.
Underlying this argument, however, was a philosophy of history not unlike
Petras’s developmental historicism. Ehrenberg, too, assumed that reality
is best interpreted through the prism of ‘ideas’, ‘systems’ or ‘worldviews’;
that these ideas develop over time, meanwhile translating themselves into
social, political and cultural patterns; that some ideas have greater poten-
tial than others, as illustrated by the various stages of progression realized
by the ‘world’s religions’; and that distinct phases can be distinguished
within this development. For someone who had studied with Wilhelm
Windelband, published on Immanuel Kant and G. W. F. Hegel, lectured on
‘the philosophy of history and civilization’, and worked in close proximity
to Ernst Troeltsch and Alfred Weber, these commitments were perhaps not
altogether surprising.?” Ehrenberg’s entire cultural milieu was shaped by the
legacies of Idealist historicism.3®

Arnold Toynbee

To what extent can similar historicist influences be detected in Great Britain,
a country that, at much smaller scale, had had its own tradition of philo-
sophical Idealism?3? Interestingly, when ‘post-Christian’ entered the vocabu-
lary of British intellectuals, the meanings attached to this diagnostic concept
resembled Ehrenberg’s. This was due in the first place to the historian and
international relations expert, Arnold J. Toynbee. The first volumes of A
Study of History (twelve volumes, 1934-61) had earned Toynbee a reputa-
tion for cultural-political diagnosis from a long-term historical perspective.
As early as 1940, Toynbee told an Oxford audience that such a long-term
perspective made the modern Western world appear as distinctively ‘post-
Christian’. Like Ehrenberg, Toynbee applied this label in the first instance
to secular ideologies with quasi-religious features: ‘Communism, which is
another of our latter-day religions, is, I think, a leaf taken from the book of
Christianity — a leaf torn out and misread.’*® Toynbee considerably widened
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the scope of the phrase, however, by including Communism’s democratic
other into the post-Christian realm:

Democracy is another leaf from the book of Christianity, which has also, I
fear, been torn out and, while perhaps not misread, has certainly been half
emptied of meaning by being divorced from its Christian context and secular-
ized; and we have obviously, for a number of generations past, been living on
spiritual capital, I mean clinging to Christian practice without possessing the
Christian belief.*!

This implied that not only totalitarian ‘neo-paganism’ was post-Christian,
but that Western society at large had become a ‘post-Christian secular
civilization’.*> Not ‘they’, but ‘we’ had secularized to the point of becom-
ing ‘ex-> or ‘post-Christian’.*3 In the early 1940s, when the rise of ‘secular
society’ as a catchphrase in British media was still two decades away,**
this was a controversial thing to say. As late as 1952, in his Reith Lecture
for the BBC — by then still a Christian broadcast company* — Toynbee
assumed his listeners to be ‘surprised — and even a little indignant — to hear
me speak of our western community’ as being as thoroughly post-Christian
as Communist Russia.** Critics like Douglas Francis Jerrold charged
Toynbee for precisely this reason: they felt he was exaggerating the ‘post-
Christian’ element.*”

For Toynbee, however, ‘post-Christian’ was a term of hope, not of
despair. In his 1940 Oxford lecture, delivered just weeks after the German
invasion of France and written under the influence of a befriended
Benedictine monk,*® he made the argument that even if Western civilization
would come to an end, ‘Christianity may be expected not only to endure but
to grow in wisdom and stature as the result of a fresh experience of secular
catastrophe’.*” These were remarkable words for a historian who had
always analysed world history through the prism of civilizations, without
paying much attention to religion. The 1940 lecture marked a watershed
in Toynbee’s thinking in so far as it prioritized religion over civilization, to
the extent of making the future of Western civilization depend on a redis-
covery of its Christian roots.* Interestingly, ‘post-Christian’ served this call
for spiritual renewal to the extent that it suggested that Europe’s Christian
heritage was implicitly still very much present. Recognizing that democratic
values such as individual liberty could only flourish on Christian soil was a
first step towards a recovery of Christian faith as Europe had known it. In
Toynbee’s own words:

We are uncertain about Christian beliefs and yet are very certain about some-
thing which is a consequence of our Christian beliefs, a political or social
consequence — this belief in individual freedom and in the value of the indi-
vidual soul. But perhaps the situation can’t remain like this; perhaps we shall
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have either to recover a theological basis for our belief in individual liberty or
else to abandon our belief in individual liberty.’!

‘Post-Christian’, then, acquired apologetic meaning in so far as it encouraged
rediscovery and rearticulation of Christian assumptions underlying demo-
cratic values such as individual liberty. Even if Toynbee occasionally allowed
himself to slip into nostalgia, thereby turning the post-Christian into a site
of estrangement (‘I feel more at home in either the Christian World or the
pagan Greek World than in our present post-Christian world’),*? he con-
fidently believed that some of the ambiguities of secularization could be
resolved if Christian views of God and human nature could be rearticulated
in language accessible to modern human beings. Interestingly, as the 1950s
progressed, Toynbee increasingly rephrased this in more ecumenical terms,
highlighting the self-sacrificing love that he saw as central to all ‘higher
religions’.>

Although Toynbee did not share Petras’s and Ehrenberg’s German
Idealist historicism — he had studied in Oxford, not in Berlin** — he, too,
consistently inscribed the present in narratives of longue durée develop-
ment. Also, like Ehrenberg, he emphasized the incomplete secularization of
modern political ideologies: they continued to draw on Christian resources.
Unlike his German colleague, however, Toynbee highlighted the potential
this offered instead of the threat it posed. A democracy ‘living on spiritual
capital’ is not yet fully secularized: it is still capable of justifying itself on
religious grounds. For Toynbee, this was an opportunity that Western
democrats engaged in a Cold War could only ignore at their peril.*

Christopher Dawson

While Toynbee highlighted the similarities between Christianity and other
faith traditions, a more specific apologetic programme was carried out by
his friend and colleague, Christopher Dawson. A Roman Catholic convert,
Dawson approached the ‘post-Christian’ from a different angle to Toynbee.
With T. S. Eliot, V. A. Demant, and Maurice Reckitt, among others, he
belonged to a group of mostly Anglo-Catholic intellectuals known as the
Christendom group.’® Already by the early 1940s, this group perceived
the modern Western world as fundamentally post-Christian. In words that
could have been written by Toynbee, they understood this to mean that
modern Westerners had retained ‘a real devotion to some of the ethical and
social results of the Christian outlook’, but largely forgotten ‘the doctrine
and feeling upon which these results [had] been reared’.’” Yet the key ques-
tion for these Christendom thinkers was not how religious love could heal
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a world increasingly plagued by technologically induced suffering, but how
‘the formation of a new Christian culture’, as Eliot put it, could prevent the
Western world from plunging into neo-paganism.’® In Dawson’s robust
prose, Western culture had to choose between ‘total secularization or a
return to Christian culture’.’’

Characteristically, Dawson placed much historical weight on this choice
by arguing that nothing less than the course of European history was at
stake. When Europe, after its ‘pre-Christian’ stage, had been Christianized
in the Middle Ages, it had become ‘a society of peoples with common moral
values and common spiritual aims’.%° This unity had been broken, however,
in the age of revolutions, which had inaugurated a ‘post-Christian’ phase in
European history. Characteristic of this last stage, in which Europe found
itself internally divided over religious as well as political issues, was its lack
of prospect: post-Christian Europe was falling prey to destructive forces
unleashed by secularizing powers. ‘There is no going forward on this path.
If the peoples of Europe desire to survive, they must seek a new way.’¢!
For Dawson, this renewal required a retrieval of Europe’s ‘spiritual inherit-
ance’, that is, a rediscovery of the religious roots of Western civilization.
‘Civilization can only be creative and life-giving in the proportion that it
is spiritualized.’®> In Dawson’s developmental scheme, the way forward
thus required a step backward — a returning to the Christian stage, not by
artificially restoring medieval Christendom, as some of Dawson’s critics
feared, but ‘by relating the instruments of culture to their true spiritual
ends’, just as Thomas Aquinas and Albert Magnus had done in the heydays
of medieval Christendom.®?

Unlike Toynbee, Dawson mainly held his fellow Catholics responsible
for this renewal of Western culture. Instead of summoning church-leavers
back into the fold of the church or expecting them to undo the ‘seculariza-
tion of culture’, he emphasized Catholic agency. This was partly because
Dawson perceived the post-Christian condition as having been made pos-
sible by Christian failure (‘Our civilization has become secularized largely
because the Christian element has adopted a passive attitude’), partly also
because Christians alone still enjoyed direct access ‘to the sacred tradition
of the Christian past which flows underneath the streets and cinemas and
skyscrapers of the new Babylon’.%* Following this argument, Dawson spent
much of his life, mostly notably as a Harvard professor of Roman Catholic
Studies (1958-62), advocating educational practices aimed at fostering
Catholic ressourcement in a post-Christian age.®

Dawson’s grand historical vision had more than a few affinities with
historicist thinking, especially in so far as it paired a developmental view
of history with stadial modes of periodization (‘the seven stages of Western
culture’, ‘the six ages of the church’).®® Most characteristic, however, was
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Dawson’s explicit call for the retrieval of Europe’s Catholic heritage, born
out of the conviction that the Western world had become too secular.
Ironically, for this reason, the ‘post’ in Dawson, the devout Catholic,
resembled that of Petras, the staunch critic of religion. Despite their differ-
ent evaluative stances, both took the prefix to denote a radical dissociation
from true Christianity.

Hans Hoekendijk

Secularization stories of this kind not only circulated among atheists
or among Christians who saw it as their task to counter the decline of
Christian culture. Such stories were also told by progressive Christians
who urged the church to stay in touch with the development of Western
society at large. If society had become ‘post-Christian’ in Petras’s sense of
the word, then the church could no longer assume, as it had done in the
heyday of Christendom, that people would intuitively know who God is
or have a latent desire for their sins to be forgiven. Therefore the church
would need to reinvent itself — its theology, its rituals, its organization — if it
were to remain ‘relevant’ to a generation for whom Christianity was a thing
of the past, or so the Dutch theologian Hans Hoekendijk, among others,
maintained.®”

Although Hoekendijk had attended Barth’s 1948 lecture in Amsterdam,®®
the former missionary and recently appointed professor of missiology at
Utrecht University chose to ignore Barth’s warnings when he argued in 1952
that Europe had entered a ‘post-Christian, post-ecclesiastical, post-bourgeois,
[and] post-personal’ stage of history. While acknowledging that the shadow
of the cross still loomed large over Europe, Hoekendijk maintained that espe-
cially younger generations had moved beyond the cultural milieu with which
the church was most familiar. Whereas the church was almost exclusively
populated by representatives of what Hoekendijk called ‘the third man’,
Europe was witnessing the emergence of a new type of human being, called
the ‘fourth man’, who neither felt a need to attend church nor saw any good
in rebelling against it: ‘As the fourth man sees it, the church has so completely
identified herself with the culture of the third man that for that reason alone
he will consider all that church business as something not addressed to him.
You do not respond to it anymore with a yes or no; you are no longer anti-
clerical; you just do not have a thing to do with it.”®’

Hoekendijk’s writing was marked by strong contrasts indeed. The
Utrecht missiologist distinguished the ‘Sisyphean existence’ of the fourth
man from the ‘bourgeois’ mentality epitomized by its predecessor as sharply
as he rejected church practices that he perceived as out of joint with the
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times. Concretely, Hoekendijk argued that ‘solidarity’ with the fourth man
required the church to invest in lay apostolate — a more radical alternative
for full-time clergy than the ‘worker-priest’ known in the French Roman
Catholic Church — and in para-church organizations such as house churches
and cell groups.” ‘All silly stateliness and all hocus-pocus, which so often
spoil our church life, can be forgotten, yes, must be left behind in such
groups.’’! Likewise, in Hoekendijk’s missionary vision, ancient cathedrals
should be abandoned in favour of fellowship houses, silence centres in
apartment blocks or portable chapels spread across the city like telephone
boxes.” The advance of the fourth man, in short, required drastic mission-
ary measures.

Where, then, did this post-Christian figure come from? As a character
profile of ‘modern man’ not unlike William H. Whyte’s ‘organization man’
and Herbert Marcuse’s ‘one-dimensional man’, the fourth man originated
with the German sociologist Alfred Weber (Max’s younger brother).” In
Weber’s historical imagination, European history could be divided into
four phases, which he saw embodied by the hunter-gatherer, the agrarian
settler, the bourgeois citizen and the mass man, respectively.”* The fourth
man image thus presupposed a long-term historical narrative with clearly
delineated phases. This, moreover, was a developmental narrative in so far
as Weber, to his regret, saw no way back: historical change could not be
undone.” Although Hoekendijk was too eclectic in his intellectual tastes
to accept all of this historical baggage, some of his critics, including espe-
cially the Dutch theologian Hendrik Berkhof, perceptively noticed that his
insistence on irreversible societal change with which the church should
quickly catch up was premised on a philosophy of history that schematized
social and religious variety into rather rigid historical stadia.”® In so far as
Hoekendijk borrowed with Weber’s fourth man some of the historicist sen-
sibilities out of which this image had originally emerged, he assigned more
weight to ‘individuality’ than to ‘development’.

Hoekendijk’s argument that the church should ‘radically’ renew itself in
order to be ‘relevant’ to post-Christian citizens struck a chord among liberal
Protestants across the world. While British authors in the 1950s often cited
Dawson, Toynbee or C. S. Lewis as theorists of the ‘post-Christian’,””
Hoekendijk served as an important source for American theologians. Figures
as diverse as Samuel H. Miller, Loren E. Halvorson, Howard Moody and
Harvey Cox, the influential author of The Secular City (19635), all attributed
the phrase ‘post-Christian’ to the Dutch missiologist.”® Interestingly, this
happened at a time, around 1960, when quite a few American Protestants
believed they were witnessing the fulfilment of Paul Tillich’s 1936 proph-
ecy that the ‘Protestant era’ would soon be over.” This caused the ‘post-
Christian age’ to interfere rather closely with the ‘post-Protestant era’ that
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historians of religion Martin E. Marty and Winthrop S. Hudson believed
the United States to have entered into becoming a pluralist country — ‘post-
Christian’ though not yet ‘post-religious’, as sociologist of religion Will
Herberg put it.%°

In all these cases, ‘post’ implied discontinuity rather than continuity.
Although theologian Sidney E. Mead exaggerated when he argued that
‘post-Christian’ and ‘post-Protestant’ were phrases reflecting ‘the somber
mood of those identity-conscious people who are sure there was a past
but who can find little basis for assurance that there will be a future’,®!
it is true that past—present divides were often drawn sharply, with little
eye for the continuous presence of the past that Toynbee and Dawson
preferred to highlight. Among liberal Protestants in particular, the per-
ceived breach with the Christian past was such that religious scholar Bruce
Morgan was able to claim that only an ‘un-linear and thus essentially non-
Christian philosophy of history’ could blind Christians to the ‘uniqueness’
of the post-Christian moment.?? So, here, too, the ‘post’ began to denote
an ‘over and done with’, without much nostalgic feeling for the world that
was lost.

Jacques Ellul

Few responded with more irritation to this discourse of radical change
than Jacques Ellul, a French sociologist of technology and Reformed lay
theologian affiliated with the University of Bordeaux.®’ Although Ellul
did not eschew bold generalizations — he had a reputation for being mark-
edly pessimistic about the moral prospects of ‘technological society’®* — he
called into question the ‘uncriticized presuppositions’ that made theologi-
ans such as Hoekendijk perceive their age as dramatically different from
earlier periods in history. ‘Thus it is assumed that society is evolving, that
it has little in common with the past, and that we are involved in situations
which are entirely new. One seldom takes the trouble to specify what is
new, but is content instead with featureless generalities about science and
technology.”® With an indignation reminiscent of Barth, Ellul wondered
whether liturgical and theological reforms aimed at reaching out to ‘post-
Christian man’ had any empirical basis. ‘What if the analysis is wrong?’8
These were typical questions for a man who seven years earlier had
written a book-length critique of commonplaces such as ‘modern man has
come of age’ and ‘make way for the youth’ — stereotypical phrases that
emphasized in one way or another that ‘the times they are a-changin.%”
Although Ellul acknowledged cataclysmic transformations in Western
technological culture, he was less convinced that human nature changes in

Herman Paul - 9781526148179
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 07/17/2021 05:50:12PM
via free access



‘Our post-Christian age’: Historicist-inspired diagnoses 29

tandem with technology or that God reveals himself differently to human
beings with a car in their garage than to people travelling by horse or
track boat. Consequently, he found himself criticizing ‘an entire segment
of Protestant writing today’, especially in so far as it followed ‘Hegelian-
Marxist’ templates in attributing normative significance to historical
change.®®

How did this stance affect Ellul’s understanding of ‘post-Christian
civilization’?® In his most elaborate musings, from 1973, Ellul distin-
guished two senses in which he was prepared to call the Western world
post-Christian. Echoing Ehrenberg, Toynbee, Dawson, as well as the French
economist Georges Lasserre,” Ellul emphasized that Western society still
showed the marks of Christianity: “We have not ceased to be products of the
Christian era, but we have managed to reject what is specifically Christian
in this product and retain only its psychic aspect. Thus, post-Christian
society is a society of men who are at the point to which Christianity
brought them but who no longer believe in the specific truth of the Christian
revelation.””! Secondly, Ellul understood ‘post-Christian’ to signify that the
Christian tradition no longer supplied shared values or a common frame
of reference. Christians had become a countercultural minority, as Ellul
could tell from personal experience as a Protestant in a country divided by
Catholic—secular conflict.”> Yet instead of framing this in terms of transi-
tion from one historical period into another, Ellul understood it as a long
overdue correction to the ‘monumental error’ that had been Christendom.
Just as Barth had welcomed the end of the ‘bourgeois-Christian era’, Ellul
believed that Christians could ‘thank God’ for the liquidation of a settle-
ment that had obscured the extent to which Christian hope is eschatological
and hence independent from earthly powers. ‘Christendom is dead. Long
live post-Christendom!*?3

On the one hand, then, Ellul disagreed with Barth’s critique of the post-
Christian. Yet on the other, he shared his deep suspicion of historical cat-
egories taking precedence over theological arguments.”* Just as Barth had
identified ‘historicism’ as one of the two arch-enemies of Christian theology
(‘psychologism’ being the other one),” so Ellul believed that Christians
should reject ‘conformity to history’, because their standard of judgement is
not historical development, but ‘the coming break with this present world’
that is the eschaton.”® In contrast to Hoekendijk and his American admir-
ers, Ellul thus minimized the importance of historical change as a theologi-
cally relevant category. ‘History has no privileged significance. It is nothing
but a sort of appendage to man. Man is the important thing, not history.
The latter exists because man lives, and history adds no value whatsoever
to man.””
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Conclusion

According to religious historian Sydney Ahlstrom, it was in the 1960s that
the idea of a ‘post-Christian world’ took root in the popular imagination.”®
There is some truth to this: ‘post-Christian’ was never a more popular
phrase than in the early 1960s. Yet as Hugh McLeod has argued, many
of the ideas that became fashionable in the 1960s were not new: ‘{M]any of
them went back to the early twentieth century, the nineteenth century, or
even earlier.””” This was also the case for ‘post-Christian age’. As this chapter
has shown, the phrase emerged in 1930s Germany in the context of what
Ehrenberg called a ‘war of religion’ between Christianity and various forms
of ‘antitheism’, including Communism and National Socialism. Whereas
Petras and other self-designated secularists welcomed the ‘post-Christian
era’ as an age of emancipation, Ehrenberg instead warned against the ‘neo-
paganism’ of post-Christian powers intent on relegating Christianity to the
past. Similar ambiguities continued to mark the phrase during the 1950s
and 1960s. Toynbee and Dawson experienced ‘post-Christian civilization’
as a context of estrangement. Hoekendijk, by contrast, encouraged his
fellow-believers to adapt their churches to a ‘post-Christian age’. Clearly,
then, ‘post-Christian’ not only meant different things to different authors;
the term could also be mobilized in the service of different positions vis-a-vis
Europe’s Christian heritage.

Nonetheless, what all versions of the phrase had in common was an
underlying commitment to a mode of thinking about history that inscribed
the post-Christian ‘age’ in a narrative of longue durée development in which
several distinct ‘eras’ or ‘epochs’ could be distinguished. Known as develop-
mental historicism, this mode of thinking distinguished ‘post-Christian’ in its
mid-twentieth-century incarnations from more recent post-concepts, such as
‘postliberal” as defined by George A. Lindbeck and other Yale theologians in
the 1980s and ‘post-secular’ in Jurgen Habermas’s definition of 2008. None
of these authors claimed that a postliberal or post-secular era was about
to succeed a liberal or secular age. Lindbeck, rather, proposed a theory of
religion intent on overcoming classic dichotomies between ‘tradition’ and
‘innovation’ in American theology,!?’ just as Habermas’s post-prefix marked
a stance of dissociation from a secularist position denying the legitimacy of
religious voices in the public domain.!”! ‘Post-Christian’ resembled ‘post-
capitalist” and ‘post-industrial’ — two early twentieth-century adjectives that
also reached their greatest popularity in the 1960s — in so far as it announced
the dawn of a new era. Like ‘post-capitalist’ and ‘post-industrial’, ‘post-
Christian’ presupposed a historicist philosophy of history that made ‘ages’
and ‘eras’ appear as plausible categories in the first place.'??
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The larger implication of this is that, by the 1960s, developmental
historicism had not yet ceased to make its impact felt on social and religious
thought. Despite the “crisis of historicism’ proclaimed by the German theolo-
gian Ernst Troeltsch in the interwar period,'” and notwithstanding the rise
of ‘modernist’ categories of thought, especially after World War I,'%* devel-
opmental historicism as late as the 1960s offered categories for interpreting
experiences of profound societal change. Although historicist assumptions
were challenged by a broad range of early and mid-twentieth-century think-
ers, theologians included,'® these critiques did not cause developmental his-
toricism to recede into marginality immediately. The ‘post’ in post-Christian
demonstrates that Petras, Ehrenberg, Toynbee, Dawson, Hoekendijk and
Ellul did not yet live in a ‘post-historicist’ world.
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