
George Whitefield and John Wesley were Church of England clergymen, of
course, but the role of their deep Anglican heritage in shaping the transatlantic
revival is left unexplored. Indeed, eighteenth-century Anglicanism does not appear
in the handbook as much as it might have done. The Southern ‘Bible Belt’ in the
United States is usually interpreted as a product of later Victorian revivals, but
Samuel Smith argues that this is partly because historians tend to ignore the ‘vibrant
if quieter witness’ of earlier generations and thus ‘create an illusion that evangeli-
calism barely existed in the early colonial South, especially among establishment
Anglicans’ (p. 215). On the contrary, Smith maintains, in the old British South –
Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia – American revivalism ‘started as an
Anglican movement’ (p. 223). Turning to the revival’s ‘second wave’, Grayson
Carter surveys the methods by which evangelicals like William Romaine, Henry
Venn, John Newton and Charles Simeon brought ‘serious religion’ to the
Church of England. They were a disruptive influence, often investing in voluntary
societies like the Church Missionary Society to forward their agendas. Instead of
throwing their energies into diocesan structures or centralized church bodies, evan-
gelicals found it more fruitful to focus on theological networking with their co-reli-
gionists. Carter concludes that these early evangelicals ‘set in motion powerful forces
of a spiritual, political, and social nature’, the repercussions of which are still felt
today across the Church of England, the wider Anglican Communion, ‘and the
world itself’ (p. 306).
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Roman Catholic ‘apostolic’ communities consist of sisters or brothers living in com-
munity under vows, and engaged in service of others, often among the world’s most
needy – in teaching, medical work, social service and a wide range of other ways.
These communities, because they tend to be families of smallish groups living in
various parts of the world, are normally called ‘congregations’. To members of other
churches, the numbers of these people look vast – congregations can be counted in
their thousands. Call the Midwife on British TV gives an example, of a sort, from the
Anglican Church. Over the centuries wonderful sacrificial work has been carried on,
largely out of the public eye, so that most people are unaware of the scale of this
phenomenon. Any familiarity with these communities should fill us with admira-
tion, and they deserve all the support the church can give them. Judith Merkle fol-
lows many who in recent decades have written books on renewal of the Religious
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Life, and such books appear partly because this life is in a great decline, and new
vocations are few.

Merkle sets out to identify possible causes and to point to ways forward. If you
are looking for a thorough presentation of the present state of these congregations,
and the problems found among them, this book is for you. The detailing of this
information is exhaustive, and the prevailing picture is one of communities that
have changed fairly dramatically in the wake of the Second Vatican Council, in
order to live a life more closely aligned to that of other Christians. Habits and veils
have tended to be discarded, along with many of the disciplines that once made their
lives more similar to that of monasteries. In many cases, the daily common prayer of
the offices in choir has ceased to be absolute, and there has been much emphasis on
personal flourishing as a reaction against the sometimes pitiless disciplines and sac-
rifices of the old days. One Superior has said that at one time she could have said to a
sister, ‘I’m sending you to Africa next week’, but nowadays you have to sit down
with the sister, talk it through and ‘do a deal’. There is much that has been positive
in all of this, but it has been difficult to arrive at the right balance between old and
new. Greater liberty leads to greater variety and even divergence. In some cases, the
liberty has led to a complete dissolving of the specifics of a religious community, so
that members can ask, ‘Am I just living in a hotel?’ In various places, Merkle repeats
her analysis of the principal problems: ‘In congregations, the absence of an inter-
nally coherent group spirituality, the conflicting life perspectives of generations, the
tension between personal autonomy and group identity, the shift from common or
singular professional identities, the needs of the extended lifespan of members, and
the range of postures towards the relevance of the church escalate the challenge of
how to “hold it all together”’ (p.117).

The author relies much on Charles Taylor’s ground-breaking book, In a Secular
Age, to explore why it is that we are unsure how to live best in a secular society that
has no time for God. She responds by detailing the virtues that have characterised
the life, in the hope that by holding them before the members of congregations, they
will be encouraged to enter more deeply into them. She makes limited but important
practical proposals here: some of the common practices, rituals and disciplines that
were jettisoned were in fact the stuff of community-building, and of a shared com-
munity relationship with God; and communities need to be truly God-centred
rather than relying too heavily on human analyses and planning.

If we are looking for any stronger pointers to where the Religious Life needs to go,
we shall be disappointed, for such renewal as we hope for cannot be planned – all we
can seek to do is enable the right conditions for God to lead us in new directions.
There are limitations to the descriptive/analytical approach of the author. Despite
warnings about the obsession of our society with self-cultivation, there is still a cen-
tring on personal happiness, or ‘fullness’ as she calls it, echoing Charles Taylor; but
fullness suggests reaching a satisfying plenitude, while surely at the heart of the
Religious Life is a quest for something greater than that? There is a feeling that
the life of apostolic congregations can be analysed and corrected in the manner
of much sociological writing, in a way that cannot but feel prosaic. Where is the
passionate flourish of vocation, the leap into the flames of the divine desire, without
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bothering about what in my life might be full or empty? Sheer abandon to the divine
love, come what may? Where is the acknowledgement that at the heart of it all are
things that defy analysis? Much is said more than once, which can ensure that your
point is made, but it is all abstract – it would have been greatly helped by illustra-
tions and stories of people. This book will be informative for anyone seeking to
know more about the current situation, but those actually living the life may find
it difficult to persevere in reading it, even though it is well worth their trying.
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