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WHEN the General Synod 
of the Church of Eng
land devotes almost the 

whole of a day to one topic, as 
it will do next Thursday, -that 
is a sure sign of two things — 
the question is agreed to be of  
great importance to the Church, 
and there is known to be great 
disagreement about the right 
answer.

In recent yearn the excite
ment marked and increased by 
the presence of TV cameras has 
been caused by controversies 
about the possible union of 
Anglicanism with a wider Pro
testantism or a wider Catholic
ism. Next week the topic will 
be one which the whole of man
kind knows to be vital to 
survival: the problem of nuclear 
weapons.

The report on The Church  
and the B om b  has been widely 
discussed in recent months both 
here and elsewhere. As with 
John Robinson’s H onest to G od  
twenty years ago, the demand 
for it took its own publishers 
by surprise; and, although it has 
been reprinted rapidly, one of 
the complaints has concerned 
the difficulty of getting hold of 
a copy to see what it actually 
says. The least that t h e  Synod 
can do is to recommend it for 
study up and down the country, 
having set an example -by hold
ing an informed debate on the 
basis it has provided; and it is 
greatly to be hoped that lesser 
synods and parochial groups 
will hold genuinely responsible 
discussions after a careful read
ing at least by the leading 
advocates and critics.

Again, like H onest to God, 
T he Church and the Bom b  
covers ground which cannot be 
made easy without oversimpli
fication — and its own message 
is not simple. Yet the subject of 
the nuclear threat to humanity, 
like the subject o f modern be
lief in: God, is so supreme that 
surely it is right to  challenge all 
Christians to get their hearts 
and minds into it, whatever 
degree of sophistication- they 
may find possible in their own 
reactions.

One of the basic difficulties 
confronting a n y  serious con
sideration of T he Church and  
the B om b  is t h e  almost total 
impossibility of l i n k i n g  the 
world of the disciple’s devotion, 
compassion and sanctity with 
the world of -the nation’s power, 
pride, aggression and deterrence. 
The main thing which the -gos
pel says about these two worlds 
is that the second crucifies the 
first, which yet arises out of 
the tomb. It is a message which 
gives many a Christian, placed 
high or low, strength -to live 
through the nightmare; but it is 
not one which provides clear 
instructions to any politician or 
defence chief about how to res
pond to the latest flexing of a 
superpower’s muscles or to the 
la-test ploy in disarmament nego
tiations.

It is no u s e  taking part in 
this debate if all that one does 
is to -repeat one nation’s propa
ganda, for this is a debate about 
how the Christian Church can 
give a moral lead to the human 
race. Nor is it helpful if a 
speaker simply says how wicked 
and dangerous is the whole
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business of possessing nuclear 
weapons, for this is a debate 
about how people no better and 
no worse than the human aver
age can escape o u t  o f a trap 
which they never really wanted 
to enter in the first place. What 
is valuable is any suggestion 
about how a candle (if that 
primitive device -may be men
tioned) can be lit in a black and 
increasingly stormy night — but 
it mus-t be a candle capable of 
guiding those who have to make 
tough decisions in the real 
world.

And -there we come to a nother 
of the basic difficulties in this 
discussion. The debate cannot 
be confined to abstract prin
ciples; it must take into account 
t h e  likely consequences of 
practical decisions. In that area 
there is no avoiding the fact 
that an inevitable uncertainty is 
accompanied by a deeply pas
sionate disagreement.

The temptation is to paper 
over the cracks by announcing 
merely that nations ought -to be 
less dependent on nuclear wea
pons and that they ought to 
agree at s o m e  stage on a 
complete disarmament. Official 
motions to which assemblies 
can be expected to agree are 
often of that inevitably plati
tudinous character; the official 
motion before t h e  General 
Synod next Thursday will be. 
But of course the h a r d  
question is what steps either 
“side” can- rightly be urged to 
take in a situation where nuclear 
weapons exist, are highly ap
pealing to those responsible for 
defence (or national aggrandise
ment) and are not going to be 
forgotten to-morrow.

It is one of -the merits of The 
Church and the B om b  that it 
stresses that any course is going 
to be risky. Continuing along 
the present line is dangerous to 
a horrific degree, but so is any 
action which any radical has 
ever recommended. Calculating 
the risks is a task for political 
judgment; and it is one of -the 
defects o f The Church and the 
B om b  that the group respon
sible for it included no one with 
experience of diplomatic or 
military decision-making.

It is also unfortunately true 
that, although t h e  General 
Synod will no doubt be warned 
against idealistic amateurism by 
speakers sympathetic with (and 
in some cases- appointed by) the 
present Government, expertise 
in whether or not to push but
tons for war or disarmament is 
not among the qualifications 
looked for w h e n  Churches 
ordain or elect; so that the driest 
of -the Tory critics of The 
Church and the Bom b  on Thurs
day will also be amateurs.

The report ends a survey as 
authoritative as its circumstan
ces allowed by advocating that 
Britain should unilaterally re
nounce nuclear weapons while 
remaining within NATO. Whe
ther or not this is a wise 
recommendation will no doubt 
be discussed w h e n  unofficial 
motions have been moved next 
week, although t h e  official 
motion blandly a v o i d s  the 
question.

Naturally we should like to 
see the General Synod adopting 
the position- for which we have 
argued here — cancel Trident,
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since Britain (in our view) does 
not need and cannot really 
afford an independent deter
rent, but accept the Cruise and 
Pershing missiles on our soil 
under dual control if NATO 
continues to think them an 
essential reply to the threat of 
the Soviet SS20s. However, we 
are not w iling to argue that this 
is the only policy which a sin
cere and sensible Christian is 
entitled to embrace, for it is 
clear that many good Christians 
advocate either more o f less by 
way of unilateral disarmament.

The Church and the Bomb, 
f o r  example, while urging 
loyalty to NATO, takes a cooler 
view than we do of the need to 
balance the threat of the Soviets’ 
“intermediate” missiles whioh 
have Europe’s ci-ties as their 
targets. It thinks that Britain 
could wash its hands of in
volvement i-n the counter-threat, 
be a nuclear-free island, and 
still be an integral part of a 
NATO for which the Americans 
would make many sacrifices.

Inevitably those who are not 
unilateralists can sound lake war
mongers or complacent fools, 
but it is spiritually important in 
this debate to see that many (if 
not -all) multiiateralists have

troubled minds a n d alert con
sciences. What they feel is that 
the destabilisation of the pre
sent balance of power by -the 
crippling of NATO (which is 
what they fear would be the 
consequence of any major opt- 
out by either Britain or West 
Germany) would increase t h e  
chances of nuclear war.

Sometimes it is cynical pub
lic relations to call a nuclear 
missile a “peacekeeper.” B u t  
giving thanks that the world has 
enjoyed die degree of peace that 
it -has known since 1945, when 
under previous conditions the 
USA and USSR would almost 
certainly have been at war, 
need not be a piece of cynicism.

Recent events seem to have 
shown the need to take some 
unilateral steps in order to 
break the deadlock. But which 
steps? That is not so clear. The 
last UN Special Session on Dis
armament failed because t h e  
superpowers were hot really on 
talking terms — and partly be
cause the present Government 
o f  the UK, which tends to be 
sycophantic towards President 
Reagan, was unwilling to give 
any lead or support -to the 
mediators.

The US Congress is healthily 
sceptical of the need to develop 
ever more and more bizarre 
strategic missiles, but the sack
ing of the chief American 
negotiators in the disarmament 
talks seems to have shown- that 
Mr. Reagan is wide open to 
pressure from sources even fur
ther to the Right than Be is. 
The American Churches a r e 
largely attracted by the idea of 
the “nuclear freeze,” but there 
is no such consensus about 
what NATO should be prepared 
to accept in order to help a 
nuclear thaw—i.e., the reduc
tion) of existing stockpiles. The 
“military and industrial com
plex” against which President 
Eisenhower warned appears to 
be still in control and still ex
pansionist. The liberal opposi
tion to it is vocally alarmed 
but less certain in its policies.

In this country, and in its 
European partners, the ardent 
unilateralism of -the CND is now 
forcing governments to t a k e  
note and oppositions to go a- 
wooing. But the average citizen 
would be fearful of the con
sequences of throwing away the 
American nuclear umbrella and 
is very unclear as to what 
membership of an umbrella- 
sheltered NATO implies. .

Mr. Andropov has offered to 
reduce the numbers of his 
“ intermediate ” missiles with 
European targets to the size of 
the British and French inde

pendent deterrents. That shows 
that these deterrents are noticed 
in the Kremlin, but it does not 
show that their existence keeps 
the Kremlin awake in fear — 
for Mr. Andropov did not 
proceed to offer to renounce all 
his intermediate missiles in 
exchange for a similar Western 
move. The one gleam of hope 
at present is that Mr. Reagan 
may not be insisting in that 
“ zero option ”—in which case 
some move towards mutual, 
balanced and verifiable reduc
tions may be possible.

It has always been- the official 
military doctrine in the Soviet 
Union that any use of nuclear 
weapons would be likely to 
lead to an all-out exchange be
tween the superpowers. T  h is  
doctrine may well be- realistic, 
but it is taught with the more 
conviction because, thanks to 
conscription and a military ex
penditure not subject to demo
cratic pressures, t h e  Soviet 
Union is in a position- to 
a major conventional war.

NATO would -be in -no such 
position within a few days and 
has therefore insisted on -the 
tragic necessity o f a nuclear 
armoury to deter conventional 
aggression — but the Supreme 
Commander quite recently de
clared that the possibility of 
a non-nuclear response to an 
attack could be strengthened 
greatly by an expenditure on 
the latest conventional weapons 
which would be within the eco
nomic capacity o f NATO’s 
meittber-states. This, rather than 
the installation of MX missiles 
in an American desert, appears 
to be a contribution to keeping 
the peace likely -to appeal to 
nop - pacifists who believe in 
k e e p i  n g both superpowers 
cautious because afraid.

T h e  conclusion which we 
draw is that Britain should hold 
fast to a NATO which needs 
some, but fewer, nuclear wea
pons. Other Christians will read 
other lessons out o f a confused 
world.

The value o f next Thursday 
in Church House, Westminster, 
will lie in the seriousness of the 
debate, leading — as we trust 
— to further Christian discus
sions within NATO. In the 
medium term it seems realistic 
to hope for some sort of 
limited treaty between this or 
the next President (backed by a 
Congress at last ready to ratify 
SALT II) and a Soviet leader 
who is really worried by his 
own country’s economy; and 
t h e  preparation of public 
opinion is a task within the 
present responsibility of the 
A m e r i c a n  and European 
Churches.

Whatever may be the course 
of next Thursday’s debate, or 
of humanity’s response to the 
a l m o s t  unthinkable dangers 
created by the possession of 
nuclear weapons, one thing is 
certain. The Bishop of Salis
bury and the others responsible 
for The Church and the Bom b  
deserve gratitude for a docu
ment which combines scholarly 
care with courageous prophecy. 
It is a report which is worthy of 
humanity’s moral crisis. May 
the General Synod rise to its 
level of moral argument!
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