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PETER ITZEN, Streitbare Kirche: Die Church of England vor den Heraus -
forderungen des Wandels 1945–1990 (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2012), 437
pp. ISBN 978 3 8329 6608 9. €79.00

Streitbar, as an adjective, admits various possible English transla-
tions, among them pugnacious, quarrelsome, disputatious but also,
perhaps, valiant. Each might be applied to the Church of England as
considered in this well-informed and carefully argued analysis of its
condition in the period under review. Yet each translation carries a
slightly different implication. If the Church has been at war, it has
been both with itself and, in some measure, with the society in which
it has existed. It might be, of course, that there is nothing exceptional
in this being the case. Church history has scarcely presented a tran-
quil picture of internal doctrinal harmony and structural unanimity.
The relationship between church and state has never been straight-
forward: there has always been ample scope for a quarrel since
bound aries and borders are necessarily ill-defined. Granted that,
how ever, the author’s portrayal of a particularly warlike Church in
these decades is not inappropriate. Its struggle has not ended in 1990.
The problem of change remains. Does the Church swim with the tide
of modernity or, in resisting some of modernity’s articles of faith,
drift into marginal obscurity? 

In his initial, fully referenced chapters the author shows himself
admirably familiar with the by now growing general literature on the
condition of religion in English/British society in the latter half of the
twentieth century. However, he is not primarily concerned to write a
comprehensive internal history of the Church of England in all its
complexity in order to provide another contribution to this general
field. Assuming a certain sociological familiarity amongst his read-
ers, and armed with concepts and terminology from political science,
the focus is not on Anglicanism as such, but on the specific nature of
the Church of England: a ‘comic institution’ maybe, but more than
that. It is a task which benefits greatly from the fact that the author
comes at it from abroad (though with much on the ground familiari-
ty). An insider writing within an Establishment can so easily take for
granted what an outsider finds puzzling, perhaps bizarre. It follows
that this book probes assumptions, conventions, and constitutions
with a detachment that is clinical but also sensitive. There are comi-
cal aspects to the Church of England as it existed in this period, but
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it is not to be dismissed as irrelevant or obscurantist. The body of the
book tests its position, role, influence, and success against specific
issues: the Suez crisis of 1956; the ‘moral crisis’ of the 1960s; immi-
gration; and ‘Thatcherism’ and the industrial crisis.

The author is well aware that he is not simply dealing with a rela-
tionship which can be reduced to simple polarities: ‘the Church’ v.
‘the State’ or v. ‘Society’. Change ran in many diverse directions, dis-
solving camps and parties as it proceeded. The author looks very
carefully at these strands of opinion as they straddled theological and
political boundaries. He gives space both to the ‘liberal hegemony’
and its critics, and shows a shrewd awareness of the tide of opinion.
He is not always aware of how personal networks operated and the
extent to which they arose out of shared educational backgrounds
and concomitant social attitudes, but an account such as this cannot
concern itself with these relationships in great detail. There are some
minor slips of detail—as, for example, in supposing that the first
name of W. H. Auden, the poet, was William.

Both the Church and England were in crisis together. One ought to
say that Britain and the United Kingdom were in crisis, something
that made the position of ‘the English Church’ all the more compli-
cated. The Archbishop of Canterbury had his Established position of
precedence in the UK state and spoke of right in the House of Lords,
but ecclesiastically he could only ‘speak for England’. The bulk of the
book is concerned to examine just what is meant by the Church of
England ‘speaking’ in relation to the above-mentioned central issues.
Was it speaking to or for? Here was the heart of the dilemma. Was it
trying to work within or outside ‘the system’? Did it seek to modify
or ‘improve’ impending legislation, or to frustrate and thwart it? Did
it seek to be trusted as a ‘candid friend’ to whom senior politicians
from all parties could discreetly turn, or was it even acting, in some
instances, as the informal Leader of the Opposition in circumstances
in which the formal political party of opposition was failing? These
are the questions which are considered in specific detail against the
performance of particular individuals. The information which is pro-
vided is in some cases not generally known and enhances the overall
value of this book.

There are obviously principles involved here, but what comes
through most strongly is that what actually happened can only be
properly evaluated by considering the role of particular individuals.
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We can only understand what Geoffrey Fisher said and did in the
Suez crisis if we understand what manner of man he was and the
chemistry of his relationships with key individuals. Michael
Ramsey’s involvement with the question of immigration can likewise
only properly be understood by doing the same. These investigations
have been done with thoroughness and insight—and with much
helpful quotation. Of course, other leading bishops also receive atten-
tion and, particularly helpfully, the author has much to say, on the
basis of his research, about the role of lay advisers and the back-up
behind archbishops of Canterbury as they sought to operate in the
realm of professional politics. Without such support they could not
function, but at the same time if they became too openly partisan they
jeopardized the particular character and quality of their input and
their general availability. Whether particular individuals strayed too
far in this direction or that in patrolling this boundary can only be a
matter of opinion. What gives this book its strength is that individu-
als and general trends are held together throughout, thus providing
the basis for whatever general conclusion might be reached. 

It is, of course, evident that the ‘Church of England’ that is being
talked about here, largely, is that of the ‘top people’. What ‘the men
and women in the pew’ thought about matters on which their lead-
ers were speaking for them does not greatly emerge (though some
letters are quoted in relation to immigration, for example). How lead-
ers were accountable to the whole Church (if at all) was problematic.
They could not be voted out of office. The organs of self-government
in the Church of England, as they had been developed since 1919,
were in a sense democratic, but only curiously democratic. All sorts
of questions about legitimacy, therefore, hung over the interface
between the episcopate and governments (of whatever political com-
plexion). In this connection, a reference might perhaps be permitted
to the current difficulties of decision-making in the Church of
England on the issue of possible women bishops on the one hand and
its stance in relation to a government proposal to introduce gay mar-
riage on the other. The afterword post-1990 with which this book
concludes naturally cannot be up-to-date in this respect, but if a back-
ground to the present is sought, this book surely provides it.
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