A Century of Influence, Renate Howe’s meticulous and beautifully written history of the Australian Student Christian Movement, has deep and wide implications for the formation of elite opinion in Australia, and deserves wide readership.  ASCM helped set the tone for Australian intellectual debate on matters of religion and ethics for most of the twentieth century, presenting a liberal, well-informed and tolerant worldview that prepared the way for much that is now taken for granted as received wisdom.  Known as ‘the university within the university’, ASCM enabled free discussion of ideas in ways that were simply not possible elsewhere, for example on racial and sexual equality, Australia’s relations with Asia and the Pacific, and the meaning of religious language against modern knowledge.  Well known members included Robert Menzies, Ronald Wilson, David Penington, Leonie Kramer, Bob Hawke, Garfield Barwick, Ernest Burgmann and Herb Evatt.  Cabinet ministers attended its conferences, mingling freely with hundreds of university students.  ASCM linchpins Margaret Holmes and Rosalie McCutcheon are Australian saints.  The mysterious near-disappearance of the ASCM is a tale of cultural change, and of the triumph of the covert atheism that now dominates Australian public life, making Christians into pariahs in the public square.
Mrs Howe is Associate Professor of History at Deakin University and the wife of former deputy prime minister Brian Howe.  Her book is a labour of love, based on wide archival research and extensive interviews.  Elegant and economical,  A Century of Influence is superbly readable and indexed.  Charting the rise and fall of ASCM, this amazing organization which is now largely forgotten, her motive seems to be to reconstitute the missing spiritual centre of Australian society.  
Markers along the way explain the instability of the ASCM as a mass organisation.  Its origin in 1896, founded by John R. Mott of the World Student Christian Federation, was explicitly evangelistic and missionary in intent, supporting the confident imperial superiority of the day, and calling university students to devote their lives to the service of others. This imperial outlook changed as SCM members discussed the implications of the Christian message against Australia’s context in peace and war through the twentieth century.  Members interpreted the gospel against the widespread modern view that socialism and even communism made a cogent moral critique of traditional Western values.  Heretics such as Samuel Angus found a platform.  Debate over the doctrinal basis caused the defection of the Evangelical Union (EU) in 1930 from the Australian Student Christian Union which became ASCM.  The split with EU was a tragedy that still underpins the gulf between the university and the church, as EU protects its flock from the dangerous secular rationalists of the modern world.
Universities are the crucible of elite opinion.  John Mott saw that if true faith can attract students it will enable the power of love to form public policy.  Indeed, this is what happened in Australia. SCM leaders such as the political figures already mentioned took the themes they discussed while undergraduates in SCM into government policy.  Solicitor-General Sir Kenneth Bailey, who succeeded Mr Menzies as President of Melbourne University Christian Union and became ASCM Chair in the 1930s, sought to build Australia’s institutions of governance on the values of Christ, applying the moral teachings of the Beatitudes, the Last Judgment and the parables through the lens of Saint Paul’s teaching on salvation by grace.  Of course, these efforts were contested and opposed, but they indicate how SCM informed a liberal Christian current at the centre of Australian political life.
Renate explains how SCM itself was split between believers and seekers.  Believers accepted the Christian doctrine, while seekers came to study with modern rational assumptions and found the answers of the church to be lacking.  This split was not sustainable.  The great foundation of the SCM was among the elite Protestant private secondary schools, whose principals and teachers saw a liberal and humane Christian faith as the centre of formation of the intellect.  For these schools, the critical seeking method of ASCM became rather subversive.  SCM leaders supported pacifism and called for the end of the White Australia Policy and for Aboriginal Land Rights, and in some cases aligned with communist revolutionary tendencies.  These views were not acceptable to conservative opinion.

It all exploded in the 1960s.  The student revolt over Vietnam cast the ASCM as an obsolete throwback from a time when white Australia supported racist colonial values.  Since then, SCM has been marginal to Australian public debate, combining support for modern progressive views on sexuality and poverty with a Christianity that is radically suspect in the broader community.  The collapse of Christendom after the 1960s brought the collateral suffocation of views that rested on the legitimacy of a Christian worldview.  Faith has been sustained by the churches in defiance of a common rational argument that Christianity is obsolete.  Scandals such as clerical abuse and the Iraq War, and a creed that insults logic, have rendered Christian faith highly dubious as a motive for action.  
Renate Howe is therefore asking, as a main background thematic question, whether Christianity can be redeemed.  The argument turns on who gets to interpret faith.  For the churches, ASCM is tainted by its lack of orthodoxy.  And yet, the churches refuse to engage debate about the meaning of their doctrines.  An example mentioned in A Century of Influence is the doctrine of presence.  Christianity holds that God is present in the world, but many in ASCM experienced an absence of God. Students in SCM found they could not agree about the meaning of such a basic word. In the 1960s this question about presence developed into the debate about the death of God.  Without an assumption that God is present as the sustainer of the world, basic Christian ideas such as salvation and heaven lose their potency and meaning.  For SCM to entertain such radical doubts made it hard to find a confident Christian voice. But this lack of confidence was in some ways more honest than the church explanations about redemption and salvation.  As David Gill comments, ‘failure to define presence meant ASCM was in effect handing over the Christian agenda to the more conservative groups.’
For myself, entering ASCM in the mid 1980s, it seemed a natural place to talk about big ideas.  My parents, Jim Tulip and Marie Tulip, are both quoted at length in A Century of Influence, with comments which were the nightly stuff of our kitchen table talk at home.  I find it ironic that mum and dad are largely unknown as public figures in Australia, and yet were the married couple from the ‘Society of Courtship and Marriage’ who have the most index entries in Renate’s memoire of influence.  For me, the values of the ASCM were natural and obvious, and coming to terms with the exclusion of those values from Australian debate has been the learning of a lifetime.  
My work for AusAID took me to Papua New Guinea in 1996, so I missed the ASCM Centenary Conference where the idea of Renate’s history was discussed.  It was nice to see that PNG features strongly in A Century of Influence, with SCMers leading the establishment of the University of Papua New Guinea and main departments of state.  Reading the book made me see how current aid programs reflect the missionary tradition of the ASCM, such as the work of Herb Feith, the great pioneer of Australian Volunteers Abroad in Indonesia.
For me, reading this book is a great way to reconnect the dots of Australia’s cultural formation against my own background and involvement.  An example is about Australia’s links with Korea.  I travelled for the World Student Christian Federation to North Korea and South Korea in 1989.  A Century of Influence explains that Frank Engel, ASCM General Secretary from 1949 to 1958, also took the gospel to Korea as a message for unity and peace, and that Frank Paton, Foreign Mission Secretary of the Presbyterian Church from 1907-25, made Korea, especially the North, a focus of the Australian student missionary movement.  So I discovered, courtesy of Renate, much about how my own efforts in Korea continued an older SCM tradition. Such bold Christian advocacy as theirs would now seem almost impossible, due to the disconnect between Christian faith and the public policy debate.  My visit to Korea gave me a sense of the apocalyptic scale of the problem of stability in North Asia. Setting this perception against the faith of the bible is a hard topic.
The ASCM always aimed to be a place where hard topics could be freely discussed.  Renate Howe deserves high congratulations for her work in writing A Century of Influence.  I hope that it can be a starting point for many conversations, including about how Christianity sits within Australian politics.  Our Prime Minister Kevin Rudd is said to have been in the SCM at the Australian National University, although I understand his affiliation was with EU.  Renate quotes my mother Marie about her experience of going from an isolated country town in North Queensland to discussions of Dietrich Bonhoeffer in SCM at the University of Queensland.  As a Queenslander by origin, and like Rudd an old fan of Bonhoeffer, I wish Mr Rudd well.  Rudd has revived themes which the SCM helped to put at the core of Australian debates in days gone by, and has raised the tone of moral conversation about aboriginal development and world politics.
As an aside, I thought Marion Maddox may have been talking about me when she said in A Century of Influence that for many in SCM the idea of a great night out is a conversation about Das Kapital over a cup of cold lentil broth.  I’m not sure if Marion has forgiven me for suggesting in the SCM magazine Jubilee Grapevine that her book God Under Howard was too left wing.  Maybe I can ask her when she launches Renate’s book on Tuesday.  (Dr Maddox will speak at the launch in Sydney on 18 August).
Renate Howe has shown that ASCM was a broad church where integrity of debate was a core value, so I hope my comments can be seen in that contestable spirit.  I hope A Century of Influence will help the ASCM to again become a leading part of Australia’s academic conversation and community.
Robert Tulip, 17 August 2009 
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