CHARLES GORE, THE FOUNDING OF THE COMMUNITY OF THE RESURRECTION AND THE VOCATION OF THE COMPANIONS OF THE COMMUNITY
All of us who have visited the Community of the Resurrection have seen the grave of Charles Gore. You pass it as you enter the Community Church from the House. The stone of the monument is engraved with the words in Latin, CAROLUS GORE EPISCOPUS FUNDATOR – Charles Gore, Bishop, the founder. He is remembered by the Church of England among the saints and at the evensong before his feast day on the 17th of January the brethren light candles around his grave. However, I think that the cult of Saint Charles Gore might appeal to his sense of the absurd. He loved to make fun and to be made fun of. Hidden in one of the oldest books of the Community I once discovered evidence of this. In an obscure passage on the liturgies of the Holy Roman Empire in the ninth century the name of the emperor is underlined - Karolus Caluus - Charles the Bald - and in between those pages are a sprinkling of red hairs from the beard or the head of the Founder. The first brethren are collecting relics for the future cult of Saint Charles Gore but not entirely seriously. As we shall see, Gore had no intention of creating a traditional monastic community and he was a new kind of saint.

The Community of the Resurrection was founded by Charles Gore in 1892.  Tractarian ideal became monastic realities1. It was the second men’s community in the Church of England to emerge from a Catholic Revival of the later nineteenth century. This Catholic Revival grew out of the Tractarian movement of the 1830s. It was also inspired by the Romantic Movement’s esteem for Medieval Christianity in the face of modernity. The Catholic Revival claimed to reaffirm the identity of the Church of England with the One Catholic and Apostolic Church of the past and to show this identity by holiness2. The first communities were founded not so much to withdraw from the world as to protest against the world’s standards. All over the country rapid industrialisation and urbanisation were fragmenting community life. Many believed that the Church was becoming secular and the Church of the middle 1800’s almost openly professed that the things of the world were not subject to the spirit. Anyone who bided their time in the early railway age was in danger of being left far behind. The sobriety of an earlier age had given way to opulence, and the moral earnestness of the Victorians degenerated into a humanism which began to brand religious as quaint or hypocritical or into ruthless exploitation for material ends. The old taboos were cast aside; new idols took their place3. Tractarianism and the Catholic Revival were partly responses to this social and religious fragmentation. In 1800 the Church of England could claim to be co-extensive with the English nation in law, if not in fact. By the end of the century with Roman Catholics, Nonconformists, Jews and agnostics admitted to Parliament, with the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1871 and the Church of Wales facing the same fate, the Church of England was still a national institution but was painfully conscious of the large numbers who denied its claims to be the national church. 

This increasing pluralism impelled to Church of England to distinguish itself from surrounding society. The term “Anglican” began to be used for the first time. Previously one could virtually belong to the Church of England simply by being English. Now it wanted to define its “membership”; hence the creation in 1919 of PCCs with their attendant electoral rolls. New theological colleges gave clergy a more separate professional identity. Clergy began to wear a distinctive uniform. Over the years Gore went beyond this passionately to urge that the Church of England must become a more disciplined, defined and holy church. It must become a church which was more worthy to be called the salt of the earth. The Community of the Resurrection was to the affirmation and instrument of this new ideal for the identity for the Church of England.

The first men’s community had been that of the Society of St. John the Evangelist at Cowley founded by Father Benson in 1866. The Community of the Resurrection began with Gore and five friends making their profession at Pusey House in Oxford on 25 July, 1892. From the start it wanted to be different from the Cowley Fathers. Father Benson was an aloof, concentrated man, intent on the sanctification of a group which would influence the Church unobtrusively. Charles Gore was in the front line of the struggle between holiness and the needs of the world and he continued there for forty years.

Gore was born in 1853 into the Whig aristocracy. The family took a house in London for the season and spent the autumn in the Highlands. When he wrote to his Mother he would simply address letters “The Countess of Kerry, Wimbledon, London SW.” He was educated at Harrow and Balliol. At Harrow he heard a sermon he never forgot preached by one of the assistant masters B. F. Westcott, who later became Bishop of Durham. Westcott spoke of the power of what he called a “Disciplined Life” and called for a new form of monasticism for a new age.  “History teaches us”, Westcott preached, “that social evils must be met by social organisation. A life of absolute and calculated sacrifice is a spring of immeasurable power. In the past it has worked marvels and there is nothing to prove that its virtue is exhausted.”4 By the time he was 32 Gore had been a fellow of Trinity College Oxford, Vice-principal of Cuddesdon Theological College and the first Principal of Pusey House. Pusey House was founded as a memorial to Dr Pusey, who with Keble and Newman had led the Tractarian movement, a home of sacred learning and a rallying point in the University for the Christian faith which provided pastoral care for undergraduates. Gore fascinated the students of the University. In the words of a later Superior, “Here was a man consumed by one dominating passion: to be conformed in thought and action with the Lord...this was the deepest element in what undoubtedly was there – his formidableness.”5 For Eric James the force of Gore’s preaching comes from, “a temperament that has not found its security but is still in passionate pursuit of it.”6 
One of the undergraduates Gore influenced in Oxford wrote this poem after hearing him preach:
What went we forth, we boys of old to hear? 

One with wan face, rough brows and hermit’s beard,

A brooding preacher. How o’ercast and blear’d

Were his encavern’d eyes, how slow to clear!...

Then that light blazed at last, that Whirlwind blew:

He bow’s himself before the o’rulling might

Of driving gusts with furious lightnings bright:

To a prophet’s stature, while we gaz’d he grew...

Not good poetry, perhaps, but it conveys something of Gore’s fascination and power.7 
Gore was a socialist; a tall thin restless man with a red beard. He was one of the founders in 1889 of the Christian Social Union through which they opposed laissez-faire and gross inequality and injustice and sought to claim, “for the Christian Law the ultimate authority to rule social practice...[and] to present Christ in practical life as the Living Master and King, the enemy of wrong and selfishness, the power of righteousness and love.” In 1890 he had edited a volume of essays, Lux Mundi (Light of the World) which had tried to state the Christian Creed in terms of modern scientific and historical knowledge. He was a scholar, deeply concerned with Catholic traditions of faith and authority. He was also a rebel.

Gore’s essay in Lux Mundi caused a storm because he argued that one of the implications of his interpretation of the Incarnation as kenosis, as “a self-emptying of God” was that there were limitations on Jesus’ human knowledge. In particular, Jesus in Matthew 24.37-39 shared the view that Psalm 110 was written by David. Gore believed that Biblical critics had disproved this. He thus appeared to know better than Jesus. If Gore is right, Jesus is wrong. Gore was accused of heresy, of betraying the Bible, the Catholic faith, the Tractarian tradition, Pusey House and Jesus Christ Himself. One of the first brethren met a woman who became very alarmed when she realised that he was a member of Gore’s community: “What” she said, “that awful Canon Gore who does not believe in the Bible?”

The background to this crisis was the Enlightenment which dramatically separated faith and reason. Reason entered an age of science. Faith came to be seen by some as actually alienating or damaging the development of full rationality, a position that would have puzzled Augustine or Thomas Aquinas. Concern with truth was relinquished to the sciences and to branches of learning that could successfully adopt the methods of the sciences. The Bible is to be read just like any other ancient text by Biblical criticism, the most “scientific” method of study.

The preface to Lux Mundi makes clear that what the authors are trying to do is to find and justify a liberal position from which they could both recognise the validity of secular scholarship, the validity of what they think of as “reason”, and maintain the truth of cardinal beliefs of Catholic Christianity. It looks like they wanted to have their cake and eat it. They wanted to affirm both free critical enquiry and orthodoxy. They were proposing what Gore called a “liberal Catholicism.” In his study at Cuddesdon, Gore kept a picture of a Catholic on one wall - Bishop Edward King, the exemplar of Tractarian holiness - but a portrait of a Liberal on another wall - Benjamin Jowett, the Master of Balliol whose contribution to Essays and Reviews in 1860 had challenged orthodox interpretations of Scripture and insisted that the Bible should be treated like scholars treated classical texts. The problem with admitting this principle of free critical enquiry quickly became apparent to Gore. It was irrational to lay down in advance any requirement that its conclusions shall not conflict with orthodoxy. In the words of Gore’s disciple Michael Ramsey, “It fell to Gore to face throughout a lifetime the question which was Lux Mundi’s inevitable legacy: if criticism is allowed to modify thus far the presentation of the faith, what if criticism questions the substance of the faith as the Creeds affirm it?”8 After Lux Mundi, Gore was increasingly concerned to police the boundaries. As one who knew him in his later years commented, “It was as if the intense conflict of those early days in Oxford had left its mark on a sensitive and highly strung nature so that his mind latterly tended to run into fixed gladiatorial attitudes suitable, let us say, to a battle with a Traditionalist, an encounter with a Darwinian, a deadly grappling with a Papist and so on. He had been fighting so intensely and on so many fronts that the alignments almost became established frontiers.”9 
Throughout his life he was intensely aware of the contradictions and the tensions of discipleship. For Rowan Williams, Gore was a person of the same kind as Kierkegaard and Bernanos, two figures about as far from the Church of England as one could imagine. He is one of those people whose consuming energy and passion come from an immediacy; a direct being in touch with their own divisions and people who see their frustrations, their dividedness, as clefts going down into the bedrock of truth. They have a daimon – a spirit charged with something more than individual knowledge and experience (or even neurosis!), a spirit whispering that their struggle for integration and wholeness and their refusal to accept easy or premature resolutions is something to do with the texture of things and the maker of all things.10 This passion has little appeal to those who lament Gore’s lack of the spirit of moderation and good practical sense only too characteristic of Anglican thought.11 However, a certain lack of pragmatism “also characterised the life of our Lord. Perhaps Gore had acquired this defect from him.”12 

 Gore formed his Community to live in simplicity and fellowship in reaction against worldly involvement, yet almost immediately he became a Canon of Westminster Abbey and after nine years he left direct involvement in the Community behind to become a Bishop. While a Bishop and having an enormous influence on the Church he wrote: “It is barely possible to combine the activities of being a good Christian and a good Bishop.” Having gained a reputation (and some abuse) for being a revolutionary, he later found himself defending the realities of the Christian faith against the modernists who were explaining them away as fairy stories. After a lifetime of passionate love of the Church of England he wrote: “The Church of England is an ingeniously devised instrumentality for defeating the objects it is supposed to promote.” He was a person of immense personal holiness and a prophet. He not only had a profound influence on those who knew him, but also – as if all these paradoxes especially equipped him for the task – he was one of those chiefly responsible for the Church of England in the twentieth century becoming neither obscurantist nor anarchic.  

His Community reflected his personality. The Rule of the Order was to be new, not based directly on Benedictine or Dominican patterns. The aim was “to reproduce the life of the first Christians, of whom it is recorded in the Acts of the Apostles, that they continued steadfastly in the Apostle’s teaching and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and the prayers. One of the first brethren wrote of Gore, “Many rules without friendship, he was sure did not work; friendship with a few wise rules well kept, makes the machine function.” The brethren were to make their vows of obedience not for life but for thirteen months, renewable yearly: they were asked only to have the “intention” of remaining permanently. They were to live “generally” under obedience to their Superior but they could appeal from him to the higher authority of the General Chapter. The Rule stated explicitly that nothing should finally be required of any brother which violated his conscience and that he must be free to leave at the end of each year. Under their vow of poverty, they were to give all material possessions and income to the common fund but were to keep capital. Under chastity, they were to have the intention to remain celibate but again need not promise it for life. Their dress was to be that of the ordinary clergy –cassocks with no sandals or girdles or cowls. They were to talk of “Probationers” rather than “Novices”; “Dining-room” rather than “Refectory” and Gore himself was to be known as “Senior” and not “ Superior .” An Archbishop of Canterbury, Randall Davidson, said of the Mirfield Rule: “It seems to me that you are trying to combine two incompatibles – individual liberty and corporate authority,” to which a later Superior replied: “Is it not that difficult essay which the Church of England has been attempting for the last four hundred years? If not, what has it been trying for?”

In 1893 Gore resigned as Principal of Pusey House and the six brethren moved to the Vicarage of Radley in rural Oxfordshire, with Gore as Vicar. Here he combined normal parish duties with the communal life of fellowship and prayer. The brethren undertook such works as were (in the words of the Rule) “in accordance with the special gifts which God has given to them.” This meant taking missions and retreats and writing books. The people of Radley, who were mostly farmers and labourers, were startled at the intrusion of such a high-powered clergyman; “he were a funny one, Mr Gore” was the general impression. They were unwilling to become the kind of Third Order Gore expected Christian laypeople to be, certainly not after a few months experience of an extremely uncomfortable incumbent. He became disheartened and then ill. He finally accepted the Canonry at Westminster.

This was a dangerous time for the new Community. Gore took two brethren with him to London and there he preached in the Abbey and became a national figure. The other brethren stayed at Radley, where the leading influence was Walter Frere. Frere had opposed Gore’s move to Westminster and he was the one of the brethren who could stand up to him.

The danger was not merely in the split. Gore was a natural leader who distrusted leadership; it was this that made him write into the Rule his provisions for liberty. This distrust was not helpful for deepening a communal life. Gore was an individualist: he could create fellowship but not nourish it. Also, he was too much personally committed in the great issues of the day and the other brethren languished in his shadow. In 1895 Frere wrote to Gore from Radley: “If we don’t take care we shall become a little body of middle-aged clergymen of unimpeachable respectability, polite manners and various sorts and degrees of individual usefulness but no community - much; no poverty - much; no obedience - much.” Gore saw the point. The Community looked for a new home in the North.

They wanted to get away from London and Oxford. In 1897 the Bishop of Wakefield suggested a house called Hall Croft at Mirfield. The advantages of Mirfield were that it was in the middle of the industrial area of Leeds and Huddersfield and that there were good railway connections to the rest of the country. Alan Wilkinson in his great centenary history of the Community describes how, “looking along the valley on a day when the steam of the cooling towers pours into the dark lowering Pennine clouds pierced by apocalyptic shafts of grey light and the landscape is drained of all colour, it can look like Sodom and Gomorrah preparing sullenly for the Day of Judgement.” As he notes, “You may love or hate the area but its tang, which has given CR something of its particular flavour is unmistakable and unforgettable.”13 
Hall Croft was an ugly stone Victorian building darkened by soot. It had belonged to a rich mill owner who had moved to Tunbridge Wells. The brethren moved there in 1898. Their number had increased to eleven. Their founder, who had remained at Westminster, now left them perhaps providentially to become Bishop of Worcester in 1902. The Community was left free to discover its own vocation without the daily presence of Gore’s dominant and magnetic personality and without the aggravation that his ambivalence about community life created.

The new Superior was Walter Frere whose grave in the Community Church at Mirfield is on the other side of the nave. He was a calm, cheerful methodical man, with none of Gore’s sadness and passion. He might not have been able to found the Community but he knew better than Gore what it needed to grow. When he had opposed Gore’s Canonry he had written, “Poverty and obscurity is what we want and really Westminster is enough to stifle anyone’s religion” and, later, “The first and last thing required of every Religious is stability or “steadfastness” to use the Biblical term.” He achieved this himself by his own exactness and discipline and provided it for the Community. Under his leadership the Community not only flourished but managed to do this in the almost impossibly liberal way that its founder had intended. Frere was Superior from 1902-1922, with a break of three years in the war, before becoming Bishop of Truro. During this period the Community grew from the “group of middle-aged clergymen of unimpeachable respectability” to a great worshipping, teaching and missionary organisation. In 1902 the College of the Resurrection was founded to give a five-year training to Ordinands who could not afford a university course and the first brethren there were sent out to begin the Community’s work in South Africa.    

Gore caused consternation among the aristocracy of Worcestershire by refusing to live in the castle where the Bishops of Worcester had lived since the ninth century. He gleefully told his sister that he intended to live above a butcher’s shop in Birmingham instead but in the end found a house in Worcester. Three years later the Diocese was divided and Gore gave £10,000 which he had been left by his mother to endow the new and more manageably sized Bishopric to which he was translated in Birmingham. In 1911 he reluctantly became Bishop of Oxford. Birmingham had been urban and compact. Oxford was feudal, largely rural and unwieldy. The diocese contained 670 parishes. He found the administration a heavy burden. After two years he felt so despondent and trapped that he contemplated resignation but concluded that it would look like running away. In the Lent of 1914 he preached a Mission to the Oxford University. He became completely absorbed in preparing for it. He used to tell his chaplain each morning, “Go away, go away. I don’t care if all the rural deans have murdered their wives. Let them; I don’t care.” At the end of the Mission after the great Corporate Communion in St Mary the Virgin he came back to the vestry to say a prayer but his emotion overcame him and he fell on his knees crying like a child. Many of those who attended that mission were soon to go up to the trenches and never to return. When war broke out in 1914 he wrote a fine Pastoral letter to be read to congregations to express his anguished detachment. He wrote, “Sixteen hundred years ago, when Europe was becoming Christian, it was advanced without any hesitation, as one of the proofs of our Lord’s divinity, that even the most savage nations, on accepting His Name, must cease to wage war and use only the weapons of peace. How sadly this boast has been falsified. Truly war is not a Christian weapon...[even if it] was our lamentable duty in this crisis.”  In 1919 he seized the chance to resign as Bishop of Oxford aged 66. He wanted to write, preach and teach. He was delighted that his resignation was to be announced on All Fool’s Day.

In retirement, Gore recoiled from returning to live at Mirfield and instead enjoyed the association and detachment of being a Prelate Brother of the Community, free to live outside the Community. He turned down a chance to return to Westminster Abbey and professorships at London and Oxford. Instead he moved to live in London, in Margaret Street. He accepted an invitation to become a lecturer at King’s College and became an honorary curate at the Grosvenor Chapel. He wrote and travelled and lectured all over the country. He also discovered the films of Charlie Chaplin. He made regular annual visits back to Mirfield for General Chapter and Commemoration Day. He would give his personal blessing to those who were newly professed and he would bless the crowds from the terrace on Commemoration Day. On 17th January 1932 he died a few days before his 79th birthday. Archbishop Temple and the Bishop of Wakefield presided at the Solemn Requiem for him in the unfinished community church in Mirfield. The service concluded with his favourite hymn, “Jesus lives!”

At the foundation of Gore’s theology lies the hymn of Philippians 2.5-7: “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness”. It was his commitment to the kenosis - the self-emptying - of Christ expressed in this ancient hymn that made him return at the last not to his aristocratic relations, nor to Westminster Abbey which offered him interment, nor to Oxford where he had spent thirty years, nor to Birmingham where he had come into his own as a Bishop but to a West Riding mill-town in which he had never spent more than a few days at a time. 

For Gore, humiliation and self-limitation were at the heart of Christ Himself and most importantly they were expressions of His divine love. It was this vision of the kenosis of Christ in the Incarnation that was the basis for Gore’s social vision. He began to work out the relationship between the kenosis of Christ and the life of discipleship in late Victorian England.14 The Christian vocation is to take on the character of Christ in the time and place in which we live. In the lectures he gave on the Sermon on the Mount in Westminster Abbey he said of Christ: “The beatitudes express his own character. He was detached. The incarnation was a self-emptying. He clung not to the glories of heaven, but “emptied himself” and “beggared himself” as St Paul says...He abandoned ease, popularity, the favour of the great, even the sympathy of his friends, even, last and greatest of all, on the cross, the consolation of the divine presence. Each privilege in turn was abandoned without a murmur.”15 
Gore’s is the Christ who surrounded himself with the poor and the dispossessed and it is precisely this powerless Christ who provides the model for the Christian character. He says: “we like him, are to be ready to surrender, ready to give up and in proportion to this detachment, in proportion as we really do adore the sovereignty of God and are ready to receive and give up according to his will, in proportion are all the hindrances removed by which the royalty of his kingdom is prevented from entering our hearts and minds.”16 
Utter devotion to the Father in complete abandonment to his loving will is what allows us to develop a Christlike character. The Christian is to shine out with this character against the ethos of the age: “You are to help men by being unlike them...by offering them a character filled with the love of God...Would it not be better never to be Christians at all than to be Christians who do not mean what they say?”17 
Thus Gore asks, “Are you walking worthily of the vocation wherewith ye are called? For your principal of conduct is to be nothing less than a real striving after the perfection of God, which is indeed the character of Christ.”

For Gore, Christianity is life-changing or it is pointless. He was fiercely critical of the establishment of the Church of England which he thought “sacrificed reality to numbers, or genuine discipleship to supposed political influence and as a result in each case the salt lost its savour.” Christians must be prepared to stand against the majority. Real Christianity was not a religion for the crowd but for the disciple. Social reform proceeds not by the methods of majorities but from small groups of sanctified men and women. He wanted not more Christians but better Christians. Fundamental to his understanding of the Sermon on the Mount is his emphasis on discipleship. “Such” he claims, “was the method of the early Church. It let all the world see the beauty of its life, the glory of its brotherhood, the splendour of its liberality.” The formation of communities which return to the truths of New Testament Christianity where everything was shared “would surely be calculated to make men see how holy and happy a thing is Christian life when it can free itself from entanglements and begin again...”  

I want to conclude with words from Charles Gore that could be a challenge and a charter for all Companions of the Resurrection. In 1894 he preached a University Sermon in Oxford on the second Sunday in Advent. He chose to speak on exactly the same text that he had heard Westcott preach on when he was a schoolboy; the sermon that first allowed him to imagine the power of a disciplined life. The text he chose was Ephesians 5.15: “Look carefully how ye walk, not as unwise but as wise; buying up the opportunity because the days are evil”. 

The sermon contains an assault on Mammon. Gore condemns the moral slackness, lawlessness, selfishness and luxury of his age and speaks of the futility of countering these evils by an easy-going religion. It is time to speak “stern words in the King’s sanctuary and the royal house. Search for the faithful servants of God. “Where they are, there is the secret of recovery, the hope of revival.”18 
In his sermons on “The Social Doctrine of the Sermon on the Mount”, he proclaimed his longing and his hope for a living response from the Church to the secular world.  “We want...to seek first the Kingdom of God and his righteousness; to consolidate Christian moral opinion in each district of Church life; to let it be known what Christian living means; to stand by one another in voluntary league to carry it out; to let its charity, its beauty, its attractiveness, its possibility be more apparent; to silence cynicism a little by drawing together in groups and leagues of the life which already exists scattered and in isolated ways. I am sure I am not unduly optimistic. I hope I am not wholly impractical.”



1   Owen Chadwick, Tractarian Ideals and Monastic Realities (Mirfield, 1992)

2    Nicholas Mosley, The Life of Raymond Raynes (London, The Faith Press, 1961), p.34

3   David Newsome, “The Assault on Mammon: Charles Gore and John Neville Figgis” Gore Lecture 1965, Journal of Ecclesiastical xxHistory, Vol. XVII. 2, October 1966, p.229

4   B. F. Westcott, Disciplined Life: three Addresses ( London , 1886) p.13

5   E.K. Talbot, “Charles Gore” in G.P. Pawson C.R ed., Edward Keble Talbot (SPCK, London, 1954), p.63

6   Eric James, “Charles Gore: the Preacher”, Gore Lecture 1975, published in Christian Action June 1980, p.19

7   Alan Wilkinson, The Community of the Resurrection A Centenary History (SCM Press, London, 1992), p.13

8   Arthur Michael Ramsey, From Gore to Temple (London, Longmans, 1960), p.14

9  Ramsey, op. cit.,p.93

10  Rowan Williams, “Watch Therefore”, The sermon preached in the Community Church at Mirfield on 20th July 1982 at a Mass of xxthanksgiving for the life and work of Charles Gore. CR Quarterly 1982 

11  Paul Avis, Gore: Construction and Conflict (Worthing, Churchman Publishing,1988), p.111

12  R. Stackpole, “Was Gore a Liberal Catholic?” The Anglican Catholic 19.66 (Autumn 1991) p.23

13  Wlkinson, op. cit., p. 71

14  Mark Chapman, “Charles Gore, Kenosis and the Crisis of Power”, Journal of Anglican Studies 2005 3 197

15  Charles Gore, The Sermon on the Mount: A Practical Exposition (London, John Murray, 1897) pp. 25-26 cited in Chapman op. cit. xxp.207

16  Gore, op. cit., p.26

17  Gore, op. cit. pp. 45-46

18  Charles Gore, Buying up the Opportunity ( London , 1895) pp 13;15

