Disciples of Christ Historical Society

Digital Commons @ Disciples History

Discipliana - Archival Issues

1982

Discipliana Vol-42-Nos-1-4-1982
Roland K. Huff

David I. McWhirter

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.discipleshistory.org/discipliana

b Part of the Christian Denominations and Sects Commons, History of Religion Commons, Religious

Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons, and the United States History Commons












which followed in its wake.S He was in
the forefront of both movements, both as
participant and interpreter. When the
Board of Higher Education and the Uni-
ted Christian Missionary Society estab-
lished the Panel of Scholars to help a
new generation of Disciples come to
terms with its heritage, he was
appointed to membership;  soon he
became chairman and then general edi-
tor of the Panel Reports, a symbolic
milestone in the self-understanding of a
denomination. He played on active part
in the discussions in the Disciples' chief
theological forums at the time: the
Campbell Institute, the Association of
Disciples for Theological Discussion,
the Commission on Theology and
Christian Unity, The Commission on
Worship and the Study Committee of
the World Convention of Churches of
Christ. With the appointment  of the
Commission on Restructure, he
brought to the thinkingof that body and
to the productive work of its Central
Committee  his profound sociological
understanding  of organization, his keen
technological insight, and his eloquent
powers of interpretation; as chairman of
the Committee on Basic Documents, he
made a large contribution to the word-
ing of the reports which came from the
commission, especially to the covenan-
tal affirmation which stood as preamble
to the Provisional Design for the Chris-
tian Church (Disciples of Christ).
Meanwhile he had long been a famil-
iar figure and influential voice in the
meetings of the various denominational
boards, later to become administrative
units of the church. Through the years
he carried large responsibilities for the
Chicago Disciples Union and for the
regional church in Illinois. He gave
major service to the Council of Agen-
cies, the Board of Higher Education, the
Council on Christian Unity, the Disci-
ples of Christ Historical Society, the
Home and State Missions Planning
Council, the National Evangelistic
Association, and other bodies. To these
administrative  boards his service was
not primarily managerial or political,
in the limited sense, but intellectual,
offered with a vigor and grasp of princi-
ple which lifted management and poli-
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tics to new levels of Christian under-
standing. Whenever a "think piece" was
needed, he was called upon. For a gener-
ation, through the agencies and units,
he provided to the church a profoundly
theological service of great creativity.
His "understanding of the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) was sensi-
tive without romanticism."6

Increasingly  the ecumenical move-
ment called upon his time and talents.
Not only in his local federation, but also
in the National Council of Churches
and in the World Council of Churches
he was an effective participant. He was a
delegate to North American and world
conferences of Faith and Order, to the
Third and Fourth Assemblies of the
World Council, and an adviser to the
latter's Central Committee. He took part
in the deliberations of the consultation
of Church. Union and helped establish
the American Academy of Ecumenists.
He was an official observer at the third
and fourth sessions of the Second Vati-
cal Council. With Allan W. Lee of the
World Convention, he was granted a
private audience with Pope Paul VI. He
gave much energy to the bilateral con-
versations between  Disciples  and
Roman Catholics in the United States,
and he helped lead Disciples to a new
attitude of fraternal openness in striking
contrast to an earlier anti-Catholicism
which found its most forceful (because
most respected) voices in Chicago. Yet
much as he was elated by his ability to
appropriate  the power of tradition, he
was not overwhelmed by it. In a memo-
randum to members of the Commission
of Restructure, he wrote, "l do believe
that it is the Disciples and not Rome
which has the fundamental  answer
regarding the Nature of the Church."7
With that affirmation he coupled a call
for "dedication to the task of thinking
out the issues if we are to make the con-
tribution for our Lord that | am sure he

s "The Sociology of DiscipleintelleClual Life: Histor-
ical Forms and Organizations for Thinking." The
Reformation  of Tradition Vol. | of The Rt'newal of
Church: The Panel Reports. W. B. Blakemore, gen-
eral ed. (St. Louis: The Bethany Press, 1963) 257ff.
Jay R. Calhoun, leiter to author, May 23, 1982.
Undated memorandum commenting  on the Chicago
meeting of the Commission.
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expects and wants us to make.”

While engaging in all these ecumeni-
cal activities, Dean Blakemore’s inclina-
tion toward other Christians kept him
open to fellowship and discussion with
heirs of the Stone-Campbell tradition
who would not have described them-
selves as ecumenical. For a time he par-
ticipated in the Consultations on
Internal Unity until he concluded that
genuine intellectual conference was not
taking place. As a matter of conviction
he participated actively in the work of
the World Convention of Churches of
Christ, even after many American ecu-
menists among the Disciples absented
themselves because of reservations about
world confessional bodies. Doubtless
his early experience among Disciples in
Australia convinced him of the value of
the fellowship. In Mexico City in 1974
the World Convention elected him as
president. He was in Dallas for a meet-
ing of the World Convention Executive
Committee, following a session of the
Commission on Theology and Unity,
when he died in his sleep, May 1, 1975. A
William Barnett Blakemore Memorial
Fund was established by the World
Convention.

Dean Blakemore loved the church and
served it with the impressive gifts of a
unique personality.

Noteworthy Qualities

He constantly manifested amplitude
of mind, the fulness of a mind disci-
plined and informed. From the sciences
he had studied to be an engineer, from
psychology, sociology, theory of
government, history, and theology,
combined with a broad culture in the
humanities and the fine arts and an
urbanity heightened by a lifetime of cul-
tivation. In addition to his own Chicago
he loved the great cities of this continent
and of Europe for their music and
museums of art. An American who once
acted as his host in Istanbul noted his
consuming interest there; day after day,
he wanted to go back to Haggia Sophia
to study the murals in that historic
church.® His enthusiasm for cultural
opportunities and for visiting historical
sites he imparted to students in Disciples
House; for it, he and his wife also

acquired important art pieces. The ful-
ness of his mind and spirit enabled him
to discuss issues with a magisterial
sweep. “‘He had a great capacity for see-
ing things in perspective,”’® and in dis-
cussions he often raised the thinking of
an entire group to new levels of insight.
But more even than understanding he
conveyed excitement, the elation of a
great mind rejoicing in a new discovery
or gratefully contemplating an abiding
reality.

Dean Blakemore consistently com-
municated with clarity and vigor of
expression. In my earliest remembered
conversation with him, I spoke a young
professor’s lament over the inability of
many students to write correct English;
he responded with an observation that
in his experience ‘‘the student who can
write correct English knows how to
think clearly.”” He held language in
honor as an instrument of communica-
tion with all who come to hear or read.
Without talking down to a popular
audience, he practiced the exciting work
of a true teacher who respects his listen-
ers. He often achieved genuine majesty
of style and spoken utterance. One asso-
ciate remembers, ‘I doubt that I have
ever heard anyone so articulate and
forceful in speech. He could give an ex
tempore speech and make it sound like a
paper carefully composed.’’1?

His utterance was characterized by its
evident rootedness in the Christian
faith. For his mind and spirit that faith
was the source of life, was sustenance for
root and stalk and flower and fruit.
About his theology there was nothing
doctrinaire or quibbling or quailing. It
drew upon the faith enshrined in holy
scripture and the witness of the church
through the centuries, especially in its
most sublime expressions. ““His piety
was the piety of the cathedral not the
piety of the rural parish.”!' He drew
strength and insight from the tradition

Cont. on p. 40

8 A recollection passed on by William R. Baird who
was later entertained by the same host.

9 William J. Richardson, letter to author, May 25,
1982.

10 Ibid.

1 W, Clark Gilpin, letter to author, May 20, 1982.
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