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CHAPTER ONE 

AMSTERDAM 1948
“Man’s Disorder and  

God’s Design”

Each assembly has a comprehensive theme. It is usually chosen 

by members of the central committee that guides the WCC in 

between assemblies, and the choice reflects current concerns, 

which it is hoped will excite and get congregations everywhere 

thinking about their faith. Eleven years had passed since it was 

decided to have a World Council, and a lot had happened in the 

world since 1937. The provisional committee had no difficulty in 

describing what the whole world had experienced: “Man’s Disor-

der.” They met in 1946 only months after the war ended and, by 

the time the assembly met, had prepared four volumes of essays 

on different aspects, each with a focus on the church: the Univer-

sal Church in God’s Design; the Church’s Witness to God’s Design; 

the Church and Society; and the Church and the International 

Disorder. Possibly no assembly was better prepared, but a single 

assembly could not tackle such a vast agenda. It did not.
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Church and World after Two World Wars

The crowds who gathered in the streets of Amsterdam in August 
1948 witnessed a miracle of God’s victorious ruling. Only a few 
years earlier they were forced to watch Nazi troops stamping 
through their towns and hounding their homes. A young Jewish 
girl, Anne Frank, and her family were in hiding, hoping every hour 
that no one would betray them and dispatch them to Auschwitz. 
Their much-loved Queen, Wilhelmina, had to hide for her own 
safety, and had been bitterly disappointed in the war years that 
when the churches were most needed, they were most divided. Her 
fellow countryman, Willem Visser ’t Hooft, had tried hard to per-
suade her then that new life had come to the churches.1 She hoped 
so. And now here in Amsterdam 1948, Christians were coming 
together, as never before, even round the Lord’s own table, though 
not all felt able to celebrate together. In the opening worship in the 
stately Nieuwe Kirk, the Orb and Cross of Christ surmounted the 
crown of all earthly royalties, affirming that it is Christ and Christ 
alone who is the sovereign Lord of all, in the church and in the 
world – something that Hitler and his supporters had tried in vain 
to deny. The Thousand-Year Reich had expired after little more than 
a decade, but at massive cost.

It was not hard to choose a theme for this assembly, but it was 
easy to get it the wrong way round. If we start with humanity’s dis-
order and the mess we have made of the world, we Christians end 
up sounding just as depressed and hopeless as the rest of the world. 
The theologian Karl Barth and other participants soon made it clear 

that, as Christians, all our thinking must begin 
with God, with thankfulness and praise to God 
for what he has done and is doing in Christ. It 
is only in the light of God’s design and king-
dom, not ours, that with his help we can tackle 

. . . here in Amsterdam 
1948, Christians were 

coming together,  
as never before . . .
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the world’s and the church’s disorder. These were the convictions 
widely shared in the opening worship and speeches at this pioneer 
assembly. They are recorded in the assembly report, edited by the 
first general secretary of the WCC, Willem Visser ’t Hooft.

The people who took part in this first assembly brought their 
own personal testimonies to the central themes of our Christian 
faith: forgiveness and reconciliation, God’s sovereign rule over the 
nations, the experience of our God-given unity in Christ. Martin 
Niemöller and Bishop Otto Dibelius had survived the Hitler years 
in Germany partly because of international ecumenical support 
from other churches in other lands. They had made their public 
confession and been reconciled to their former enemies at Stutt-
gart soon after the war ended. Bishop George Bell of Chichester, 
as a good prophet, was not without honour save in his own coun-
try, where he was often unpopular as an outspoken critic of the 
policy of saturation bombing of German cities and civilians.2 He 
might also see himself as representing Dietrich Bonhoeffer, des-
tined to play a leading role in the World Council had he not been 
executed on Hitler’s orders just as the war was ending. Another 
bishop, Berggrav of Norway, had experienced unity when, while 
under house arrest, he was informed that Archbishop William Tem-
ple in England was praying for him. Then I knew, he said, that the 
church is one! Temple was not present to witness all this. He died in 
1944, but England’s most quoted archbishop will always be remem-
bered for saying at his inauguration that this worldwide Christian 
fellowship, this ecumenical movement, is “the great new fact of 
our era.” John Foster Dulles, secretary of state 
to President Eisenhower of the United States, 
might have been spotted beside theologian 
Josef Hromadka of Czechoslovakia before this 
assembly. If so, that was another miracle, for in 
the assembly debates the two men would clash 

. . . this ecumenical  
movement, is  

“the great new  
fact of our era.” 
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over whether the World Council of Churches (WCC) should stand 
up for so-called Western Christian values and oppose atheistic com-
munism, or offer support to people like Hromadka, who believed 
it was their Christian vocation to witness to Christ wherever one 
happened to live. This debate took place following a meeting in 
Moscow that had condemned the WCC and severely criticized it 
for promoting exclusively Western values. A future clash was not 
yet in evidence. Soon a Chinese delegate, Professor T.C. Chao, 
would resign from the central committee, the governing body that 
meets between assemblies, because he disagreed with policy state-
ments about the war in Korea. Almost at the same time, Christian 
missionaries were being forced out of China as part of Mao’s rev-
olution; the church in China that today is growing rapidly became 
for decades an underground movement, no longer in contact with 
the WCC until it was welcomed back at the assembly in Canberra 
in 1991. Only God could bring such a diverse gathering of peo-
ple together after the trauma of world war. He did! The assembly 
declared its wish to “stay together” and for the most part has suc-
ceeded, though not without painful struggles.

As well as the overall theme, the date and place (Europe) would 
shape much of the agenda. What did the council have to say about 
war, about the United Nations organization that had replaced the 
League of Nations, which had failed so miserably to prevent another 
war, and about human rights? One million people were displaced 
from their homes and homelands because of the war. Alas, in 2018 
there are more than 60 million refugees! Today, as the European 
community and the United Nations struggle to reach agreement as 
to how best to cope, churches recall their sacred texts about care for 
the aliens and strangers within their gates. Care for the refugee and 
asylum seeker remains another of those big concerns that can never 
be resolved by one generation, much less one assembly, because 
new conflicts go on adding to their numbers. But first there were 
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two agenda items the WCC needed to discuss at this first assembly, 
because they would shape its future work:

1. the nature of the WCC: what it is and what it is not; and

2. the authority of WCC assemblies and WCC pronounce-
ments on world affairs. 

 What the WCC Is and What It Is Not

At Amsterdam, Visser ’t Hooft asked and answered this question: 

What then is the function of our Council? Our name gives us a 
clue to an answer. We are a Council of Churches, not the Council 
of the one undivided Church. Our name indicates our weakness 
and our shame before God, for there can be and there is only one 
Church of Christ on earth. Our plurality is a deep anomaly. But 
our name indicates also that we are aware of that situation, that 
we do not accept it passively, that we would move forward to the 
manifestation of the One Holy Church. Our Council represents 
therefore an emergency solution – a stage on the road – a body 
living between the time of complete isolation of the churches 
from each other and the time – on earth or in heaven – when 
it will be visibly true that there is one Shepherd and one flock.3 

In much of what he said, he could be quoting his friend and 
fellow Reformed churchman Karl Barth. Barth prepared a lecture 
for the Faith and Order conference that met at Edinburgh in 1937 
which, together with the Life and Work committee in Oxford that 
same summer in that same year, made the decision to form a World 
Council of Churches. Barth had said, “We have no right to explain 
the multiplicity of the churches at all. We have to deal with it as we 
deal with sin, our own and others, as guilt which we must take upon 
ourselves, to recognise it as a fact, to understand it as the impossible 
thing which has intruded itself. . . . If Christ is indeed the unity of 
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the Church, then the only multiplicity which can be normal is that 
within the Church.”4

On the other hand, Visser ’t Hooft would realize that his under-
standing of the ecumenical task was not shared by the Church of 
Rome. Rome at this stage would have nothing to do with the WCC 
and would not allow representation at Amsterdam 1948 or Evanston 
1954, though it was becoming interested enough to send four observ-
ers to the Lund Faith and Order conference in 1952. In Rome’s offi-
cial view, the church is already one. It has one earthly shepherd, the 
pope, as successor of Peter, commissioned by Jesus to feed his flock 
(John 21:15–17). Rome could and would shortly convene a coun-
cil and regard it as a council of the whole church, an ecumenical 
council, not a council of different and separate churches. Visser ’t 
Hooft is agreeing with Rome that there can only be one church. 
He is disagreeing that this one church already exists: the Church of 
Rome. And Rome, partly in response to the ecumenical movement 
beyond her borders, would modify her own claims. At Vatican II 
(1962–1965), she no longer says we are the one and only church. 
We are still, for the time being, the best expression of the one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic church confessed in the Creed: “this church, 
set up and organized in this world as a society, subsists in the cath-
olic church, governed by the successor of Peter and the bishops in 
communion with him.”5 The shift in emphasis from is to subsists is 
subtle – so subtle that some deny there had been any change! There 
had. At the Second Vatican Council, Rome committed herself to join 
in the ecumenical movement, thus admitting there is more to being 
the one church of God than what Rome on her own manifests. The 
decision was ratified by Pope John Paul II in his Ecumenical Encyc-
lical Ut Unum Sint in 1995. Such ecumenical commitment is a great 
step forward, for half the world’s Christians are not Roman Catholic. 

This fundamental ecclesiological question was debated by the 
Eastern Orthodox churches in a council held in Crete in 2016, 
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where the dilemma between “being the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic church” and “relating to other Christian churches” or 
“becoming a member of ecumenical church organizations” was one 
of the burning issues.

Constitution and Further Reflection

Years before Vatican II, ecumenically minded Roman Catholics like 
Yves Congar, a French Dominican friar, priest, and theologian and 
an early advocate of ecumenism, met secretly with representatives 
of the WCC. One point to be clarified was what the WCC was. 
What was it called to do? The Constitution agreed at Amsterdam 
set forth six functions:

1. to carry on the work of Faith and Order and Life and Work 
to facilitate common action by the churches,

2. to promote co-operation in study,

3. to promote the growth of ecumenical consciousness in the 
members of all the churches,

4. to establish relations with denominational federations and 
other ecumenical movements,

5. to call world conferences on specific subjects as occasion may 
require, and

6. to support the churches in their work of evangelism.6

There was clearly a need for further reflection and clarifica-
tion: this task was undertaken by the central committee meeting 
in Toronto in 1950, which agreed on the document The Church, the 
Churches and the World Council of Churches. Its main points about the 
WCC are these:

1. The World Council of Churches is not and must never 
become a super-church. It cannot act or legislate for its mem-
ber churches.
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2. The purpose of the World Council of Churches is to bring 
the churches into living contact with each other and to pro-
mote the study and discussion of the issues of church unity.

3. Membership in the World Council does not imply the accep-
tance of a specific doctrine concerning the nature of church 
unity.

4. Membership does not imply that each church must regard 
the other member churches as churches in the true and full 
sense of the word.

The WCC report The First Six Years, 1948–1954, which was pre-
pared for the next assembly at Evanston, reported that the statement 
about the ecclesiological significance of the World Council had 
received “sufficiently numerous” responses from member churches 
to assure delegates that the Toronto Declaration was an acceptable 
basis for future work. That may now seem surprising, as nearly 70 
years later the ecclesiological significance of the WCC is an unre-
solved issue. When Christians of different traditions and countries 
come together, they may have a richer experience of being the church 
catholic than they ever do back home, in their own congregations; 
yet according to current theological understanding, their meeting 
together is not church. What then is it? No one seems to know! The 
Scottish Presbyterian missionary Lesslie Newbigin (1909–1998) sug-
gested in 1960 that the WCC is provisionally “a form of being-to-
gether in Christ.”7 It is proving quite difficult to move on beyond the 
rather tentative and cautious statements agreed in Toronto in 1950. 
In 1989, a process was initiated which even in its title admits we are 
trying to move on but are not sure how: Towards a Common Under-
standing and Vision of the World Council of Churches. It tells us that “the 
description of the WCC as a ‘fellowship of churches’ indicates clearly 
that the Council is not itself a church,” but it goes on to comment 
that since many of us describe our own congregations and church 
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gatherings as fellowships, “the use of the term in the Basis of the 
WCC does suggest that the Council is more than a mere functional 
association of churches set up to organise activities in areas of com-
mon interest.” What we experience in the WCC and in other ecu-
menical meetings is some form, however imprecise and imperfect, 
of our koinonia in Christ, using a key word in the Greek of the New 
Testament which cannot easily be translated by one word in English, 
since it means communion, community, sharing, and participation 
– all of which are aspects of our life together in Christ. The Common 
Understanding statement was sent to member churches for comment 
and then accepted by WCC’s jubilee assembly at Harare in 1998.

One is tempted to apologize for what may appear to be theolog-
ical quibbles about what the WCC is or is not. The issue is, how-
ever, important, for it makes a world of difference to the authority 
and influence the WCC may exercise in world affairs. Is it just a 
body of ecumenically minded women and men who enjoy meeting 
together from time to time for a good discussion, or do its decisions 
have behind them real churchly authority? Rome, either through 
the pope or through a council, speaks with authority. Can the 
World Council sometimes speak authoritatively for the 348 mem-
ber churches and for the 550 million Christians who are represented 
by delegates at assemblies and central committee meetings? This 
question was also on the Amsterdam agenda, and was answered in 
the light of experience in the following years.

Assemblies’ Authority

1. The authority of official WCC pronouncements is only the 
authority of the truth they contain.

2. As agreed at Amsterdam, statements by the WCC are not 
binding on any church unless that church has confirmed 
them and made them on its own.
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3. The Council should only issue pronouncements on issues 
which affect the life of many churches or the whole world.

4. Pronouncements must have the backing of a “substantial 
conviction” within the constituency of the council though 
there should also be a place for minority views and prophetic 
leadership. 

5. The World Council should avoid identifying itself with any 
particular political, racial, or social interests.8

The Toronto Statement undergirds all that is said here with a 
more explicit theological basis. “Since the very raison d’être of the 
Church is to witness to Christ, churches cannot meet together with-
out seeking from their common Lord a common witness before the 
world. This will not always be possible. But when it proves possible 
thus to speak or act together, the churches can gratefully accept it 
as God’s gracious gift that in spite of their disunity, he has enabled 
them to render one and the same witness, and that they may thus 
manifest something of the unity, the purpose of which is precisely 
‘that the world may believe’ (John 17:21).”

At Amsterdam we see the churches trying hard to think theolog-
ically in their address to the wider world. So they declared: “War as 
a method of settling disputes is incompatible with the teaching and 
example of our Lord Jesus Christ. The part which war plays in our 
present international life is a sin against God and a degradation of 
man.” In the same paragraph they went on to query whether the 
Christian Just War tradition was now outmoded in an era of atomic 
war and the possibilities of total destruction.9 Member churches 
and individual Christians might not agree, but after a world war 
and the dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
everyone is entitled to ask, “What has the Christian church to say?”

Sometimes the member churches urged the council to do some 
theology and not simply repeat what any well-meaning person 
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might think. Women in the member churches want to hear if the 
council has anything distinctive to say about the man–woman rela-
tionship as well as about the life and work of women in the church.10

Like all the big issues discussed in this book, we have to go on 
asking questions about what the church or the churches say and how 
they say it. Early on in the WCC’s history, US theologian Paul Ram-
sey wrote a critique of the WCC Geneva Conference on Church and 
Society 1966 with the title Who Speaks for the Church?11 He prefers to 
see the churches encouraging open, responsible discussion of various 
options rather than appearing to know best what is the one and only 
right thing to do. On the other side, fellow US theologian Robert 
McAfee Brown, an active WCC participant, was quite sure that the 
war in Vietnam and the way it was being waged was absolutely wrong, 
and said so. He could quote support from statements by the WCC 
central committee, the National Council of Churches in America, 
the Synagogue Council of America, and an Encyclical by Pope Paul 
VI, Christi Matri.12 In the free and open debate that Paul Ramsey 
advocates, one would need to be a very good theologian to refute the 
counsels of so many councils. Christian discernment includes respect 
for the wisdom of other Christians.

More recently, Keith Clements, a Baptist theologian in WCC’s 
Faith and Order commission and one-time secretary of the Con-
ference of European Churches, returned to the same topic with his 
Learning to Speak: The Church’s Voice in Public Affairs.13 One of his key 
points is that the church is not necessarily best qualified to teach the 
world how to live. It needs to be a better listener.

From Principles to Policies

Each assembly sets much of the agenda that the central commit-
tee and related bodies work out until the following assembly. In 
Amsterdam, member churches were asked to help clarify “the eccle-
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siological significance” of the World Council of Churches and did 
so, as we have seen, in sufficient numbers to assure a working agree-
ment. In turn, suggestions were put to the member churches.

In its Word to the Churches, the Faith and Order conference at 
Lund (1952) said: “We have been sent to Lund by our Churches 
to study together what measure of unity in matters of faith, church 
order and worship exists among our Churches and how we may 
move forward towards the fuller unity God wills for us.” They then 
put questions to the churches that had sent them: “We would, there-
fore, earnestly request our Churches to consider whether they are 
doing all they ought to do to manifest the oneness of the people 
of God. Should not our Churches ask themselves whether they are 
showing sufficient eagerness to enter into conversation with other 
Churches and whether they should not act together in all matters 
except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them 
to act separately.”14

The first part of the statement follows on from what was said at 
Toronto – that it is not the task of the World Council of Churches “to 
negotiate unions between churches, which can only be done by the 
churches themselves.” Whether it was due to encouragement from 

this WCC conference or not, many churches did 
in fact enter into dialogues with other churches, 
even if they took their time to do so. Apart from 
the Bonn Agreement between the Old Catho-
lics and the Church of England in 1931, all the 
conversations listed in the first WCC volume 
of dialogues, Growth in Agreement, date from the 
1970s.15 There are now two further volumes. Prior 
to the formation of the WCC, some churches 
had united to form one church in Canada as the 
United Church of Canada (1925), and in India as 
the Church of South India (1947). 

“Should not our 
Churches ask them-
selves . . . whether 

they should not  
act together in all 

matters except  
those in which  

deep differences  
of conviction  

compel them to  
act separately.”
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And by way of advice and not just encouragement, our “experts” 
at Lund tell us that it is no longer helpful only to compare notes 
about how different churches do different things. It is better instead 
to search for common ground, or as would be later stated in Bap-
tism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982) and The Church: Towards a Common 
Vision (2013), to discover many “convergences” that then assure us 
that “despite much diversity in theological expression the churches 
have much in common in their understanding of the faith.”16 Even 
in personal conversations with Christians from other traditions, we 
can quickly discover that there are more things that unite us than 
divide us, but too often we concentrate on the disagreements and 
differences. Karl Barth often recalled a conversation he had with a 
Roman Catholic who told him: “Don’t let’s talk about the pope. 
Let’s talk about Christ!” Then, said Barth, the real dialogue began.

The challenge to do as much as we can together remains. We 
have a great deal of potential to do a lot of our thinking together, 
about the faith and about various ethical issues, in WCC meetings, 
and to be helped by the documents they issue. We can act together, 
as its name implies, through the ecumenical emergency relief and 
development network ACT Alliance, and through other Christian 
aid agencies, like the Roman Catholic organizations CAFOD and 
Caritas, or the Evangelical TEAR Fund (though admittedly, differ-
ent convictions about contraception may still prompt such agencies 
to act separately). Despite opportunities to work together, churches 
are still inclined to go it alone unless strapped for cash. And today 
they are. This could be read as one blessing coming out of com-
mon difficulties: the increasing struggle to find adequate funding 
is requiring churches and faith-based organizations to find more 
creative ways of working together.

For the British general election of 2015, there could have been 
but there was not a jointly prepared document voicing common 
Christian concerns about poverty, people with disabilities, relations 
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with Europe, the Trident nuclear deterrent renewal, etc. Even a doc-
ument that admitted our disagreements would witness to the fact 
that we are now listening to each other, are united in our concern 
for the common good, and are ready to share in debate.

Amsterdam and its follow-up meetings also helped member 
churches clarify their response to political issues and world affairs. 
Churches are scolded for being too political, yet it has never been 
possible to avoid politics – and indeed, prior to the Western Enlight-
enment, many peoples would not have understood our modern 
distinctions between religion and politics. The question is how we 
respond to world events. Amsterdam came up with two suggestions. 
The first was that it was vital to create a fellowship of churches from 
different sides of the so-called Iron Curtain that in Germany became 
the Berlin Wall. The second applies to us all: “Man is created and 
called to be a free being, responsible to God and his neighbour.” 
Wherever we are, Christians should encourage the growth of “the 
responsible society,” one “where those who hold political authority 

Selecting Delegates

Each member church appointed its own delegates to the 

assembly partly based on a quota system according to the 

membership of a particular church. Later attempts would 

be made to achieve a more balanced representation of 

ordained and lay, women and men, youth delegates and 

people with different disabilities. This in turn poses a chal-

lenge to member churches which give less scope for wom-

en’s leadership or make few provisions for people who may, 

for example, be hearing impaired but have much to contrib-

ute to any church. 
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or economic power are responsible for its exercise to God and the 
people whose welfare is affected by it.”17 Such a guideline would be 
further elaborated at the next assembly, held at Evanston in 1954.

As mentioned earlier, the wider issue was the subject of the clash 
between US secretary of state Foster Dulles and the Czech profes-
sor Josef Hromadka. Is it the task of the WCC to uphold Western 
Christian values against atheistic communism, or can it help all its 
member churches minister wherever they happen to be? If some 
Christians find it possible to be Christians and capitalists, can we 
understand and work with and pray with those who find it possible 
to be Christians and communists? In the debates at Amsterdam and 
in subsequent discussion, the WCC made it clear that it is not a 
party to the East–West, Cold War conflict. There are good Christian 
women and men on both sides of the Iron Curtain, and the church 
refuses to recognize this border. Delegates at Lund must have felt 
rather ashamed when Hromadka told them, “I have had a rather 
depressing experience that my not unprovocative dogmatic heresies 
would be tolerated, overlooked or leniently listened to, whereas my 
Christian loyalty . . . has been questioned on account of my politi-
cal and social point of view and decision.”18

The whole debate at Amsterdam in 1948 might have been helped 
by the detailed study published in 1958 by the assistant director of 
the WCC’s Institute at Bossey, Charles West. His doctoral thesis, 
on “Communism and the Theologians,” dealt in detail with Swiss 
theologian Emil Brunner, who supported the Foster Dulles’ line, 
and Barth, who was much closer to Hromadka.19 West also com-
mented on the views of Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich. We may 
think now, post-1989 when the Berlin Wall was dismantled, that the 
whole study was overtaken by events following that momentous 
change, but when the book was published, it would have been use-
ful background reading for all who were caught up in the East–West 
conflict. The balanced stance of the WCC made it possible for the 
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Russian Orthodox Church to join the World Council at New Delhi 
in 1961, as well as for other Orthodox churches, like the Church 
of Georgia, to follow suit. But state officials often did their best to 
prevent the “two sides” from meeting. Trying to be fair to both sides 
is never easy, and the WCC has often been criticized for being soft 
on Soviet injustices while being harsher in its criticism of colonial 
powers or the practice of apartheid. And critics asked Barth why 
he opposed Nazism with such vigour, but not communism. His 
answer would not please everyone. He did not see communism as a 
threat to the Christian faith. Nazism was. 

After Amsterdam and the Matter of Participants

As noted in the introduction, I am not attempting in this and sub-
sequent chapters to do justice to all the matters dealt with in one 
assembly. Here I have highlighted some issues which in retrospect 
we can see were of lasting importance.

One other observation needs comment. Had you been at 
Amsterdam, Toronto, or Lund, you would be most impressed by 
the calibre of the men, but alas they were nearly all men, and the 
women who were present were a small minority. Thank God that the 
gospel has been revealed to babes in arms, but our Christian faith 
can and should still engage some of the best minds. The pioneers of 
the WCC were not fools. They included some of the best minds of 
their generation. The same was also true of those who advised the 
Roman Catholic council 20 years later. 

Barth and C.H. Dodd gave keynote addresses at Amsterdam. Barth 
is still recognized as one of the greatest theologians of the 20th cen-
tury – the greatest, according to Pope Pius XII, since Aquinas. Dodd 
was one of the leading New Testament scholars, and future director 
of the New English Bible project. An older generation will still revere 
Nicholas Zernov, John Baillie, Leonard Hodgson, Alex Vidler, and 
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George Florovsky. In preparatory papers for the assembly, who could 
tap into the wisdom of Tillich, Brunner, Niebuhr, and Bennett. And 
though there are too few women involved, they are very remarkable 
people: Sarah Chakko, Kathleen Bliss, Madeleine Barot, Suzanne de 
Dietrich, and Henriette Visser ’t Hooft. Earlier meetings, such as Life 
and Work in Oxford in 1937, had engaged renowned professors like 
Sir Alfred Zimmern, Max Huber, and Ernest Barker. Looking back 
rather nostalgically, it is easy to say “there were giants in those days.” 
Indeed there were! We can be thankful. We have no need to be envi-
ous. It is not our task to judge. We can build on their legacy. 

Each assembly sends a message to the churches. If churches respond, it 
will be read out in each congregation, at least in summary. One phrase 
from the Message from Amsterdam has often been repeated, because sub-
sequent generations feel duty bound to honour its pledge to “stay together,” 
the determination of our founding fathers and mothers. One of these pio-
neers, Kathleen Bliss, wrote this crucial sentence: “Here in Amsterdam 
we have committed ourselves afresh to Christ and have covenanted with 
one another in constituting this World Council of Churches. We intend 
to stay together.” As pilgrims, we must continue the journey they faith-
fully began. Harare repeated the phrase, but Busan, with its emphasis on 
pilgrimage, encourages us not just to stay together, but to move on to both 
deeper action and deeper conversation.


