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Foreword


The Rev. Charles Strong, who in 1885 established the Australian Church in Melbourne, was a radical religious visionary, a brilliant social intellectual and a bold advocate for restorative justice. The Australian Church aimed to be ‘a comprehensive church, whose bond of union is the spiritual and the practical rather than creeds or ecclesiastical forms’. 


The Charles Strong Memorial Trust, of which I have been the chair for some thirty years, has sought to honour the memory of Strong by holding annual lectures, subsequently published, that reflect his commitment to dialogue between religions in the cause of social justice. We have also undertaken programs and research in which we have sought to promote his values and vision. 


A recent example of the latter has been the Symposium Remembering Pioneer Pacificist Charles Strong, held in 2018 on the centenary of Armistice Day. Strong was strongly opposed to the Boer War and World War I, especially the ‘evil’ of conscription. His pacificist stance was evident in his bold Armistice Day statement in 1920 when he declared that we should ‘not forget’ the ‘awful scandal of Christendom with such a spectacle as that of Christians of one nation killing Christians of another nation—in the name of Christ’. 


The Strong Trust is now proud to support and recognise the distinctive research of Marion Maddox and her team into the life, thinking and contributions of Charles Strong by analysing the Australian Church in its intellectual, social and political context. We praise the work of the Maddox team in enabling us to gain a renewed appreciation of the radicalism of the church’s ethos under Strong’s influence, while taking account of its place in relation to debates and obstacles on the path to social reform, avoiding the hagiographic tone of some accounts of Strong’s activities. 


This volume, edited by Marion, is not only a work greatly appreciated by the Strong Trust, but also a work of which Strong himself and his earlytwentieth-century supporters would have been proud. 


In his writings, Strong believed that the vision Jesus had of a new ‘Kingdom of God’ should be renamed ‘The Kingdom of Love’, love being the profound spiritual force at work to establish permanent peace and goodwill in society. One modern reader declared that ‘Strong was a hundred years ahead of Bishop Spong’. I would add, ‘And Strong has a radical vision we still need today.’ 


Norman Habel
 Chair, the Charles Strong Memorial Trust 




Introduction:
 Anthem for a New Nation


MARION MADDOX


ON SATURDAY 19 March 1887, some two-and-a-half thousand people gathered in Melbourne’s Flinders Street. Six hundred favoured guests enjoyed a ringside view from a raised platform as the Masonic grand master, Sir William J Clarke, who was accompanied by a procession of freemasons in full regalia, laid a foundation stone with ceremonial plumb, level and square. The stone was scattered with salt and struck three times with a mallet; wine, corn and oil were poured; and children strewed the stone with flowers. The Masonic Lodge choir sang a setting of Psalm 100 and a number of anthems, speeches were made and prayers offered, before the 600 guests repaired to the Masonic Lodge for refreshments. 


The ceremony was not, however, for a masonic building. The site, between the Victorian Parliament and the soon-to-be-completed Melbourne Town Hall, was for the first building of the Australian Church. Most of the platform guests were members of its congregation; the main speaker was its minister, Rev. Charles Strong. He explained that the prominence of ‘the Masonic body’ was 


not interpreted to mean that they were in entire accord with the founders and members of the Australian Church, but as an expression of brotherly feeling towards a body which had much in common with them, and which was seeking according to the light vouchsafed to them to establish that kingdom of God which is not sects nor creeds nor symbols, but righteousness and peace and joy in a lowly spirit.1 


The Australian Church was then sixteen months old, having been founded on 11 November 1885 after Strong was obliged to leave his post as minister of Scots’ Presbyterian Church under threat of a heresy trial. Many Scots’ members left with him, and the congregation, drawing over 800 on a regular basis, had been meeting in the Temperance Hall in Russell Street, with evening meetings, led by Strong’s assistant, Francis Anderson, in the Athenaeum Hall. The congregation included a formidable segment of the colony’s political, intellectual, literary and civic leaders, who would go on to make significant contributions to social policy, whether in the area of woman suffrage, labour rights or national identity. Now, confident and ambitious, they were moving to an imposing new building of their own, its cost estimated at £21,000, with a lecture and meeting room seating 200, and seating for 1500 in the main church,2 where their singing was supported by a four-manual organ (the largest in nineteenth-century Australasia)3 and a paid choir.4 


The schism from the Presbyterian Church, and all the acrimony leading up to it, had fascinated Victoria’s and the other colonies’ presses, so it is not surprising that the foundation-stone-laying ceremony merited over 2000 words in Melbourne’s Age newspaper, and was reported, and its significance debated, not just across Victoria but in the colonies of New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania and South Australia.5 The involvement of a non-church (but broadly religious) body was emblematic of the kind of open, service-focused and civic Christianity the Australian Church offered to the city of Melbourne and to the nation. 


As spelled out by Wayne Hudson in Chapter 2, Strong’s and the Australian Church’s intellectual influences were eclectic and evolving. An important influence from the time of formation was the ‘broad church’ movement. Historian Stewart Brown reminds us that from the 1840s this term designated a form of British ecclesiology that ‘aimed to preserve and revive the influence of established Churches’ as national churches. An essential step towards revitalising their effectiveness as national institutions was ‘making them as comprehensive as possible’.6 Doctrinally, that involved, first, stepping aside from dogma and emphasising the human, constructed and contingent nature of credal formulations.7 Broad church theologians, including Strong’s mentor, John Caird, were energised by new scientific knowledge, such as the theory of evolution and understandings of the earth’s geological age. The movement’s hallmarks included a theology that ‘turned away from pessimistic, atonement-based theologies of human depravity and eternal punishment’ in favour of a ‘more inclusive, world-affirming’ emphasis on ‘the moral example of Christ, the benevolence of God, and the potential for moral improvement in this world’.8 


The Australian Church’s foundation ceremony encapsulated these closely interrelated elements that would be developed over its life, namely, (1) the attempt to avoid potentially divisive doctrine by becoming a church without creeds; (2) its emphasis on social reform; and (3) its aspiration to become a national church. 


A church without creeds


The masons’ hosting of the foundation ceremony drew attention to the Australian Church’s efforts to free itself from doctrine. The church regarded eschewal of doctrinal specificity as a defining characteristic. As Strong explained, the masons’ involvement recognised their commitment to ‘righteousness and peace’, transcending ‘sects and creeds’.9 He railed against the ‘logical hairsplitting and literalism’ of doctrinal debate, exhorting his hearers instead to ‘a deeper faith and a wider charity’.10 At its formation, the Australian Church adopted no credal statement, opting instead for a maximally broad ‘Basis of Union’: ‘The worship of God in spirit and in truth; the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ; and the promotion and practice of the religious life of Faith, Hope, and Love’.11 According to press reports, Strong told the church’s fourth annual meeting that ‘Every year the position of the creed-bound churches was becoming less tenable, and within the pale of the orthodox churches there were many who sympathised with the independent position assumed by the Australian Church.’12 


At the first annual meeting, in 1886, the committee reported that 


We trust that the time may come when, in this new country, ancient ecclesiastical feuds will be forgotten and the party cries of worn out controversies become meaningless. Australians will then have what so many of the best and wisest in the old country have often longed to see, a really national church—wide enough to embrace all shades of religious thought, and loving enough to seek not its own triumph or glory, but the triumph and glory of all truth, progress and righteousness and the best interests of man.13 


It was a message hammered time and again. Strong explained to a meeting of the Australian Church in Sydney in 1899 that (as reported in the indirect speech of newspaper reports at the time): 


Properly speaking, they had no creed, but, although believing that theology was necessary they did not hold that theology was final. They did not impose any ritual …, yet they did not despise it. They were aiming at the establishment of the Catholic Church throughout the world. The present order of things could not last, and the intellectual trend of today was in the direction of such a church as the Australian Church.14 


In 1899, when congregations had begun to emerge in Sydney and rural New South Wales, the Australian Church adopted a Basis of Union intended as a guide for itself and for ‘all churches adopting the name “Australian Church”’.15 They were to be ‘free, progressive, and unsectarian’, united by ‘a common spirit of trust, hope, and love towards God and man, and by a common endeavour after Christian life and practice, un-trammelled by a final, dogmatic, theological creed’. Their objects were: 


(a)  The united worship of God in spirit and in truth; 


(b)  The preaching and teaching of the gospel of Divine love and humanity proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth, interpreted in the light of growing knowledge and human needs, and the fostering of religious life in the soul; 


(c)  The application of the principles of this gospel to individual and social life, and the practice of justice and charity; 


(d)  The evolution of a universal spiritual brotherhood. 


The founders aimed ‘to frame a basis on which the churches at different stages of theological thought, and with varieties in ritual, might work together’. While every church assumes some kind of theology, ‘they recognised that theology changed, and trusted to the power of truth that the best theology would in the end commend itself to all’. 


The Australian Church’s critics saw its determinedly doctrine-free theology as a mere void. The Adelaide and Sydney presses complained: 


The Australian Church seems to have no theological hypothesis peculiar to itself, and its raison d’etre centres in the Rev. Charles Strong. This is surely a singularly inadequate basis on which to erect such a wonderful superstructure as ‘The National Church of Australia’. ‘The Church’s one foundation’, after all, ought to be something better than ‘a mere negation’.16 


To the Australian Church, its lack of doctrine was a positive part of its identity, and intimately tied to its unwavering commitment to social reform and to its aspiration to be a national church. Eliminating grounds of theological dispute, it hoped, would open the way for other denominations to join in the ‘catholic church of the Holy Spirit’, dedicated to the common good, that would come to define the new nation. 


A church for social improvement


The visible presence of the masons at the foundation ceremony underscored the Australian Church’s program of collaboration not just with other churches ‘to seek … the best interests of man’, but with a wide range of bodies committed to social improvement. Indeed, social reform in some respects took the place of creed or ritual as the defining feature. Other churches, or at least many of their members, also undertook significant social justice activism (often in collaboration with the Australian Church, as described in the following chapters). But Strong made ‘the love of our neighbour, the love of Jesus for publicans and sinners’ a foundational criterion of the kind of church that is ‘demanded if our Christianity is not to fail’.17 As its first annual meeting heard, in 1886: 


We have striven to put social improvement in the foreground of our church life. Social questions have been discussed in our literary association, in the lectures to working men given by Mr Anderson, in the social meetings held in Collingwood, at the ladies’ Dorcas meetings,18 and in the pulpit, while we have been doing a little in a practical way to relieve poverty and distress, and to take children out of their unwholesome surroundings.19 


The new organisation’s success was such that by 1887, the year of the stone laying, its members had decisively embarked on its hallmark program of social activism. In early 1885 Strong and his wife, Janet, together with other former Scots’ Church members, had been among a committee, which further included Lady (Janet) Clarke, wife of the masonic grand master, that established the Melbourne District Nursing Society.20 Among the Australian Church’s first formal acts, in 1885, was founding the Social Improvement Society, discussed by me in Chapter 1, which would be the vehicle for the church’s social welfare activity over coming years, and the springboard for numerous other organisations and ventures. As early as January 1886, under the leadership of Janet Strong, the Social Improvement Society opened Melbourne’s first creche, in Collingwood, for the children of working mothers—a pioneering move to improve the lives of women and children21 that provided the model for similar enterprises in Prahran, Richmond, North Melbourne and elsewhere, leading to what became the Victorian Association of Day Nurseries.22 


The Australian Church’s social reform strategies were innovative and experimental. The early initiatives of the District Nursing Society and the Social Improvement Society laid a pattern that would inform its work for decades, and also shape what Shurlee Swain, in Chapter 3, identifies as a distinctive ‘Melbourne approach’ beyond the Strongs’ congregation. These endeavours showed that prioritising activism over dogma facilitated ecumenical collaboration for social reform. The Australian Church thus offers an early instance of what would become a key slogan of the international ecumenical movement after the Universal Christian Conference on Life and Work in Stockholm in 1925: ‘Doctrine divides, service unites.’ 


The District Nursing Society was typical of many endeavours in which the Strongs and their circle involved themselves: core participants came from the group then holding services in Temperance Hall that would officially become the Australian Church later that year; but it also involved an ecumenical group of collaborators, including a Presbyterian minister (Rev. George Dods), an Anglican vicar (Rev. Walter Fellows) and laypeople from several denominations.23 The Social Improvement Society announced as a founding principle that although it was an activity of the Australian Church, society members need not belong to ‘this, or any, church’. 


In the decades following the foundation stone laying, such collaborations would lead them into efforts to (to name just some of this energetic group’s undertakings) reform the way poor relief was administered; experiment with job creation for poor women; launch a rural foster scheme for children whose families were deemed unable to care for them24 or wanted them removed from the city; attempt, disastrously, one of the many utopian village settlement schemes that proliferated in the wake of the 1890s depression, aiming to take the unemployed from Melbourne’s slums to a rural idyll; inaugurate a social and educational club for working men that continued operating until 1952; agitate, successfully, for reform of labour laws and a minimum wage in the clothing trades, as discussed by Judith Brett in Chapter 4; campaign for reform of the criminal justice system and abolition of capital punishment, as discussed by Patricia Curthoys in Chapter 5; and promote woman suffrage and campaign against successive wars, starting with opposition to Australia’s involvement in the South African War (1899–1902) and culminating in Strong’s agitation as one of the very few Protestant clergy to oppose conscription in 1917, as discussed by Kate Laing in Chapter 6. 


Broad church thinkers’ optimistic turn towards this world shifted the emphasis of Christian mission from conversion to social improvement.25 This included the attempt to provide church-based institutions that contributed to the education and welfare of the entire population, operating in tandem with the state, seeing ‘church and state as joint expressions of nationality, which for them was part of the providential purpose in history’.26 


A national church


The welcome by a major civil society organisation—the Freemasons— emphasised the Australian Church’s vision of itself as a church for the whole society, not just for members of a particular denomination or even just for the Christian community. This reflected, in a burgeoning Australia, the broad church movement’s commitment to revitalising the idea of a national church. The new church’s site was just a short stroll from Victoria’s Parliament House (which would become the meeting place of the federal parliament between 1901 and 1927), where Grand Master Sir William J Clarke was a member of the Legislative Council. 


The congruence of Australian Church, civil society and government was emphasised at the refreshments at the Masonic Hall after the foundation-stone-laying ceremony when a toast of ‘Success to the Australian Church’ was proposed by the minister of education, Charles Pearson. Making a virtue of not being a member of the new body, Pearson found a ‘special reason why a member of the Church of England should be chosen to propose the toast of success to the national church of Australia’. With something of the tone of handing on the baton, he argued that a national church derives ‘its strength from this—that it did not claim ever to be above the State, or outside the State, but identified with the body politic in all its struggles and aspirations’. From the example of the Church of England, the new church could learn to 


identify itself with the secular life of the community. It need not do so as the Church of England had done by having its ministers in high places in Parliament, or by carrying itself and its doctrines, in edifices endowed by the State, into every parish; but it must more and more recognise the fact that the wants of our political life were becoming year by year more comprehensive, more multitudinous, and … more infinite—It must be prepared to identify itself with every new form of thought, to sympathise with every new struggle between class and class, labor and capital. It must carry its ministrations into every house, and regard nothing as common or unclean in which it could shape a spiritual life. 


Strong replied with his hope that the new church would ‘be in sympathy with secular matters and the social and common life of the people’, and also looked forward to ‘the much to be desired truly national church’ to be established ‘by the union of all Protestant churches in Australia in one great religious body’. That the Australian Church’s founders saw themselves as the embryo of such a body was underscored when Strong’s assistant, Anderson, proposed ‘Success to Sister Churches’ while disclaiming ‘any intention on the part of the congregation to found a new sect’.27 


Flags of many nations decorated the site of the new church, while over the podium was hung one large flag; but it was not, as onlookers might have expected, the Union Jack. The blue flag bore the silver stars of the Southern Cross, and the motto ‘per crucem ad lucem’—’through the cross to the light’. The display of national flags visually enacted the Australian Church’s commitment to internationalism, which would be foregrounded in later decades through the church’s peace activism, as discussed by Laing in Chapter 6. At the same time, the large central flag by implication rejected too close an identification with British imperial themes, instead staking out a distinctive Australian national identity, while the motto tied that identity to Christianity by drawing a connection between the Southern Cross and the Christian cross. 


Just seven months after the ceremony, Strong gave a lecture to the church’s Literary Society on cultivating Australian ‘national sentiment’. A first step was to ‘discard the cant, clap-trap about the honor and glory of Britain, and the glorious victories and the mighty navies, and the military prestige of our empire’, to be replaced by ‘a new moral sentiment of social freedom—love of truth, love of science, love of the beautiful’. As reported in Melbourne’s Herald, he advocated ‘fighting now with pen and speech in Parliament and on the platform, in life public and private’, because true national sentiment lay not in ‘nationalism appealing to the selfish’ or fostering enmity towards other nations, but in ‘the production of a higher national literature, a higher standard of education and culture, a higher womanhood and manhood’. So, Strong asked his audience 


to devote their attention and energy to forming an Australian love of literature and science and philosophy. Have Australian schools and institutions for the higher culture. Encourage Australian art and poetry, … to debate the great social questions of the day which stand asking to be solved; and to be more interested in the cure of larrikinism and the conditions of the poor, and social justice, than in envy and jealousy of other nations. 


He argued that this endeavour needed a religious dimension in the form of a fully homegrown national church: ‘national sentiment in Australia would never be truly formed until the religious sentiment revived and wore for itself a garment of its own’. He advocated that Australia should be ‘a nation, but a modern one, with all that is best and truest in modern art, science, literature, morals and religion flowing in our veins’.28 


All this advocacy of Australian identity, beginning before a nation existed, was not merely theorised in the congregation but collectively performed across the coming decades. An example lies in the church’s regular reworkings of the national anthem. Church concerts and social meetings regularly concluded with a ‘closing hymn’ whose varying words, often printed in the program in Gothic text, were set to the tune of ‘God Save the Queen’. A program for Wednesday 12 June 1889, for example, listed: 


CLOSING HYMN—TUNE—NATIONAL ANTHEM 


God bless and keep our land;
 Firm may she ever stand
 For truth and right.
 Through goodness great and free,
 Thou home of charity,
 May Heaven aye shine on Thee
 With fuller light. 


And not on us alone
 But be God’s glory shewn
 On every shore!
 And may the nations see
 That men must brothers be
 And form one family
 The wide world o’er. 


This hymn insists on Australian national identity to the point of describing ‘our land’ as ‘she’ rather than the British monarch. The second stanza repeats the connection between national and Christian identity that had been visually announced on the Southern Cross flag at the foundation ceremony; while the prayer for ‘one family’ of ‘the nations’ reiterates the visual message conveyed at the foundation stone laying through the flags of many nations. 


An Australian Church ‘Social Meeting of Adherents and Friends’ held on Thursday 12 June 1890 sang a more explicitly nationalist version, naming the land as Australia and, in the second stanza, sounding a note of Christian triumphalism: 


God bless Mankind! We pray,
 Oh! may heaven’s morning ray
 Dispel earth’s night!
 Bless our Australian land;
 Firm may her children stand,
 A free and noble band,
 For Love and Right.


God bless His Church! We pray,
 That she in beauty may
 Shine like the Sun;
 Till Heaven to Earth descend,
 Thy Kingdom, Lord, extend;
 And to Earth’s farthest end,
 Thy will be done!


The first stanza, with its mention of ‘our Australian land’, was sung at numerous Australian Church events, including in September 1891 and September 1901. 


Setting new words to a familiar tune is a long-established musical practice, known variously as parody or contrafactum and often intended to replace the tune’s original associations—for example, by setting sacred words to a tune previously used for profane ones, or vice versa.29 By contrast, the Australian Church’s many contrafacta of the national anthem appear designed to explicitly evoke and make use of the tune’s imperial associations, reworking them to create new ‘anthems’ reflecting the church’s priorities of Australian (rather than British) national identity, internationalism and universal kinship, and peace. 


Many of the church’s invocations to ‘bless our Australian land’ predated an Australian nation—realised at Federation in 1901—or, therefore, an ‘Australian’ national anthem. The juxtaposition of Australian nationalist sentiment with commitments to ‘Mankind’ and spreading harmony ‘from shore to shore’ reflected the internationalism shared by church and other progressive movements globally around the fin de siècle.30 Underscoring the internationalism, as well as the inescapable musical reference to the British national anthem, many of the Australian Church’s versions appear to owe something in their inspiration to ‘God Bless Our Native Land’, written by the American Charles T Brooks in 1833 (as a contrafactum for ‘America’); Brooks, in turn, may have adapted an 1815 German text by Siegfried A Mahlmann.31 


As the church’s concerns evolved, so did its national anthem rewordings. Four months into World War I, the congregation welcomed Strong home from a trip to Scotland and England with a contrafactum reflecting the church’s growing involvement in the peace movement: 


God bless our native land;
 On her with bounteous hand
 Heaven’s riches pour.
 May peace her power extend,
 Foe be transformed to friend
 Our nation’s power depend
 On war no more.


Be Righteousness our laws,
 Our bond one common cause
 Of truth and love;
 Our children ever be
 Brave, generous and free,
 And humbly walk with Thee,
 Great God above.
 ...
 Not on these lands alone,
 But be God’s blessing known
 From shore to shore!
 And may all nations see
 That men should brothers be,
 And form one family
 The wide world o’er. Amen.32


The Australian Church’s early hope of identifying with, in Pearson’s words, ‘the body politic in all its struggles and aspirations’ was challenged when Australia bought into what Strong had called ‘the cant, clap-trap about … the glorious victories and the mighty navies, and the military prestige of our empire’. In 1915, Janet Strong felt herself obliged to resign from her longstanding vice-presidency of the National Council of Women on account of her pacifist views.33 Meanwhile, her husband’s anti-war principles led him even into conflict with members of his own congregation, including some who had previously been among his strongest supporters. In 1916, the Australian Church’s treasurer, RF Dyke, resigned, as did a member of the church’s committee of management, Robert Kerr. The reason was that Strong refused to allow the national anthem (‘God Save the King’) to be sung after services. Strong explained, 


My reason is that the words are silly and that the singing of the national anthem after the Peace of God is incongruous … it identifies a congregation with a certain jingo and warlike attitude which seems to me best left outside the church.34 


Strong was one of a group of nine ministers from various Protestant denominations who, in 1917, co-signed an anti-conscription pamphlet that warned: 




A new religion is coming into being, it is the religion of the State. In this new religion, patriotism is the virtue which takes the place of Christian brotherhood: the State replaces God and the national flag replaces the Cross. Its supreme law is not the law of God but the military safety of the country. 


We believe that when our fellow ministers preach conscription in the name of religion, they are speaking not in the name of the Christian religion but of that other religion that we have described as that of the State.35 





As well as aspiring to be a national church in the sense of being identified with the nation, the Australian Church hoped to be national in the more straightforward, geographical sense of stretching across the country. And, for an energetic decade around the turn of the twentieth century, it looked like it might. In 1896, in an echo of Strong’s run-in with Scots’ Church, Rev. Donald Fraser (MA, BD) led his Newcastle congregation out of the Presbyterian Church of New South Wales. In 1898 they decided to join the Australian Church, and by 1899 they had congregations at Newcastle, Merewether and Waratah; the annual business meeting reported attendances of over 1000.36 However, Fraser departed in February 1904 to study medicine and practise psychotherapy,37 the Merewether church building was sold to the Presbyterian Church,38 and the congregations faded away. 


Lucknow, New South Wales has a population around 300, but from 1862 its booming mines yielded around 18 tonnes of gold, with individual nuggets up to 76 kilograms. Medical missionary Matthew Walker went there as a Presbyterian; was subsequently licensed as a Wesleyan; and then, in 1899, when the Wesleyans could no longer afford his salary, took most of his congregation to start an Australian Church. His brief but eventful tenure included his house burning to the ground in 1901; a six-month sentence for perjury in 1902, of which he served five months, with his wife, Annie, leading services in his absence; another two months for contempt of court; and, in the same year, a declaration of bankruptcy.39 He was nevertheless beloved by his congregation, who held meetings in his support at the time of sentencing and, when he departed for America in 1903, presented him and Annie with money and gifts. The local Orange district newspapers continued to carry news of his doings, warmly described, after he settled finally in Auckland, often recalling his support for the workers during the Lucknow miners’ strike in 1897. 


On Sunday 17 July 1898, Rev. George Walters announced to his Unitarian congregation at Hyde Park, Sydney, that he had sent his resignation to the church trustees with the intention of forming an Australian Church affiliated with Strong’s in Melbourne.40 The first services were held two months later, with the bulk of Walters’ old Unitarian congregation joining the new church and Strong preaching to the evening crowd.41 Hopes were even entertained of opening Australian Church branches across ‘various suburbs of Sydney’, starting with Mosman.42 However, by 1903 the experiment was over: Walters announced to a special meeting of the Australian Church that ‘there was no reasonable objection to his returning with all his friends and supporters’ to the Unitarian fold.43 


Jill Roe ties the Australian Church’s failure to take off in Sydney to a general precarity of liberal religious thought in that city. With three-quarters of the population identifying as either Anglican or Catholic, the space for what she calls heterodox religiosity (within which she categorises the Australian Church) was necessarily smaller than it was in the freer atmosphere of Melbourne.44 Moreover, that Melbourne’s heterodox organisations were stronger than anything comparable in Sydney ‘is in part attributable to the simple fact that [Melbourne] was where the money was’, making organising of all kinds more viable.45 Roe also points out that in Melbourne from the 1890s, the Australian Church gave a hearing to theosophical ideas through its Religious Sciences Club, both bolstering the Australian Church’s claim to being the home of liberal and experimental religious thought and limiting the oxygen available for independent theosophical organisations; whereas in Sydney, theosophical societies sprang up independent of any church and, by absorbing potential participants, perhaps contributed to the lack of success of more mainstream Christian religious liberalism such as an Australian Church might have provided.46 


Another possible explanation for the Australian Church’s Melbourne success, this time in contrast to South Australia, is suggested by John Murphy’s work on the shifting border between church and state in nineteenth-century welfare provision. The intricate imbrication of social reform efforts into the Australian Church’s religious life perhaps left it with less raison d’être in a polity such as South Australia, where welfare provision was, from the colony’s early days, taken out of the hands of churches and put into the hands of the state.47 


In some ways the most likely home for an Australian Church offshoot might have been Queensland: not only was the church well known and widely discussed in the Queensland press, but one of Strong’s brothers, William Robertson Strong, was a Brisbane accountant. When William married Edith Church in 1888, they travelled to Melbourne where Charles officiated. More than that, Neville Buch, in Chapter 8, shows that Queensland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had a lively culture of religious liberalism—in contrast to what has often been imagined as a conservative ‘Queensland character’—but that, similarly to the pattern proposed by Roe for New South Wales, the potential audience for religious liberalism was spread over competing heterodox organisations. The added element of sectarian tension, including among labour movements, emerges in Buch’s analysis as a further Queensland barrier to the Australian Church’s broad church vision. 


Yet the dream persisted. Strong’s intimates addressed him as ‘Bishop’, and in correspondence with them he signed himself, episcopally, as ‘+ Charles Australasia +’. Badger calls this a ‘joke’, evidence of Strong’s whimsical humour.48 Yet, recalling the foundation-stone-laying ceremony with its elaborate enactment of a church for a yet-to-be-realised Australian nation, it is surely too dismissive to see these gestures as only a joke. Religious studies scholar Melissa Wilcox coined the term ‘serious parody’ to encapsulate an activist strategy that ‘can either challenge or reinscribe existing relations of power, and … often does both at once’. A wide gulf separates the comfortable and in many cases powerful members of Strong’s Australian Church from the marginalised and oppressed activists in Wilcox’s analysis.49 Nevertheless, the ‘serious parody’ concept helpfully draws attention to the way in which, as Strong’s dream of creating an actual national church on the broad church model receded, parodying episcopal titles and styles seriously evoked church establishment while simultaneously lampooning excessive ecclesial pomp—just as the national anthem parodies inscribed the kind of ‘national sentiment’ that the Australian Church hoped to foster in the emerging nation, opposed to British imperial ‘clap-trap’. 


Limits of ambition


The aspiration to be a national church was understood, even if not always approved, well beyond the Australian Church’s immediate circle. Reporting the foundation stone ceremony, Adelaide’s Evening Journal quoted Sydney’s Daily Telegraph: 


This new ‘Church’, indeed, resembles nothing so much as a very small boy with a very large hat on. It is a very little denomination with a very big title. It has not quite straggled out of lodgings, and yet it calmly introduces itself as ‘The Australian Church’, and so takes us all maternally under its wings! … A great body like the Presbyterian or Methodist Church, which has planted the whole land with religious edifices, and round whose pulpits scores of thousands of worshippers gather every Sunday, is only a ‘sect’. But this little embryonic enterprise, scarcely out of the shell, is proudly introduced to the universe by the Minister [of Education] … as a ‘national Church’!50 


Strong maintained a warm and long correspondence with Adelaide Unitarian lay preacher Catherine Helen Spence. Spence preached at least once at the Australian Church51 and lectured at its Collingwood Working Men’s Club. Her mother attended the Australian Church for some months of each year during visits to Melbourne.52 Yet no Australian Church developed in Adelaide. Indeed, as the Australian Church’s financial troubles mounted, Spence hoped Strong would join the Unitarians, suggesting that his church would be more secure with a denomination behind it and that he could easily ‘own himself [to be] a Unitarian’.53 


In fact, Strong had flirted with, and abandoned, the idea of throwing in his lot with the Unitarians before he arrived in Australia. In 1875, he and Unitarian theologian James Martineau exchanged letters exploring Strong’s possible acceptance of the pulpit at Unity Church, Islington. Strong’s refusal seems to have centred on his perception of the Unitarians as a ‘sect’.54 What he meant by that is elucidated in a sermon he preached at Scots’ Church as tensions between him and the Presbyterian authorities were ramping up. Extolling the ‘true broad church movement’, he warned against ‘the dulling, deadening tendency of ecclesiasticism, the official, professional atmosphere that is generated around ministers and churches, their beliefs and practices’.55 While it would be hard to characterise the Unitarians as dogmatic, the fact that they had grown into a denomination, with structures and doctrinal debates, ran counter to Strong’s vision for a ‘true broad church’. 


The Australian Church insisted from the first that it was aiming at being ‘something larger than a new sect’. Strong hoped, in an address to the 1890 annual meeting, for ‘the various denominations melting into one, and the Australian Church being swallowed up in a Church of Australia’.56 The mechanism did not matter: a decade later, as the dreams of expansion seemed to be realised, the church declared that ‘They would be equally glad whether the Australian Church grew and swallowed up the other churches, or whether the other churches grew and swallowed up the Australian Church’.57 


Neither hope was realised. Even as the church was expanding in the late 1890s, its documents reveal increasingly urgent financial pressures; and from the second decade of the twentieth century these put its continued existence in peril. Demographic changes meant the well-heeled and influential who powered its early efforts were moving out to Melbourne’s suburbs. Strong’s anti-war and anti-conscription activism alienated some previous supporters, and the congregation failed to attract a new generation. A further disaster was Janet’s death in 1919 at the age of seventy-five, leaving Charles without his career-long collaborator and the church’s many societies without their seemingly inexhaustible leader. 


As well as these challenges, the world in which the congregation found itself had changed. An increasingly sectarian and polarised atmosphere after World War I sat ever more awkwardly with Strong’s irenic and ecumenical outlook, as discussed by Ian Tregenza in Chapter 7. 


In 1922 the congregation sold the Flinders Street building to a car dealer and relocated (along with their organ, pulpit and seating) to smaller premises in a former factory at 19 Russell Street. However, an ageing congregation exacerbated continuing financial woes: Strong’s salary was inadequate, often in arrears, and occasionally not paid at all. After the departure of Francis Anderson in 1888 to take up a lectureship in philosophy at Sydney University, the church had had a series of assistant ministers but failed to find a suitable permanent appointee. 


Still preaching at ninety-five in 1939, Strong was hailed by newspaper headlines around the country as ‘Probably oldest working clergyman in world’.58 In 1942, while on holiday at Lorne, the 98-year-old Strong suffered a fatal fall. The congregation struggled on for over a decade, but in May 1955 the Russell Street building was sold to the state government for use by the Council of Adult Education59 (of which Colin Badger, Strong’s biographer, was the director) and became the Russell Street Theatre.60 The organ was sold to the University of Melbourne’s Wilson Hall, and its casing to Sacred Heart Catholic Church, Carlton.61 (At the time of writing, the Russell Street premises are occupied by a streetwear retailer boasting in-store DJs and a basketball half-court.) The church was finally wound up on 3 February 1957 and its assets rolled into the Charles Strong (Australian Church) Memorial Trust, with the mission of promoting ‘in Australia, the study and understanding of world religions’ and related scholarly endeavours.62 


Plan of the book


This book aims to examine the Australian Church’s influence on, and influences from, the emerging Australian nation in the areas of liberal religious and political thought, and of social and political reform. Consequently, we concentrate on the period of its greatest impact, from its foundation in 1885 until financial pressures and the ascendancy of nationalist fervour in World War I reduced its standing. Numerous congregation members and associates are the subjects of biographies in which Strong and the Australian Church make appearances. The church, its offshoot organisations and prominent members also walk in and out of major histories of the period. A collection edited by Norman Habel concentrates on Strong’s pacifism.63 Until now, however, the only comprehensive, book-length treatment has been a detailed denominational history: Badger’s The Reverend Charles Strong and the Australian Church. The present volume offers new knowledge by analysing the Australian Church in its intellectual, social and political context. 


Part I places the Australian Church within the intellectual, social and political currents of its day. 


In Chapter 1, I trace the influence of Strong’s theological study under John Caird at the University of Glasgow, and examine how this was interpreted into a full-bodied program of social activism in Australia. The church’s philosophical commitment to social activism was helped by its congregants’ position as wealthy and influential members of the middle class—a position that also contributed to the form their activism took. 


Wayne Hudson, in Chapter 2, explores Strong’s place in Australian intellectual history, going beyond the usual short-hand categorisation of Strong as an interpreter of imported Idealist philosophy to trace both the range of influence on him and the influence he exerted. 


Several of the foregoing strands coalesced in Strong’s evidence to the 1890–91 Royal Commission on Charitable Institutions. He set out a novel attitude to poverty and its relief, establishing the tone for a distinctive Melbourne approach that is analysed by Shurlee Swain in Chapter 3. 


That leads into Part II, which examines the execution and legacy of the church’s activism, through individuals and satellite organisations. 


Victorian politician and future Australian prime minister Alfred Deakin (1856–1919) joined the Australian Church in 1896, formalising a longer association that included leading roles in several church-instigated organisations, such as the Anti-Sweating League (campaigning for wage regulation and reform of working conditions in the clothing trades) and the Collingwood Working Men’s Club. Judith Brett explores the connections between Deakin’s liberalism and the Australian Church’s activism, especially in relation to the anti-sweating campaign, in Chapter 4. 


Another of the activist organisations to grow out of the Australian Church network, the Criminology Society, campaigned for penal reform, including a rehabilitative rather than retributive theory of imprisonment, and against corporal and capital punishment. As Patricia Curthoys explains in Chapter 5, the society’s deliberations reveal how scientific approaches to policy and environmentalist views of human development underpinned the Australian Church’s reform efforts. 
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