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Introduction

William T. Cavanaugh and Peter Scott

Not long after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, Francis Fukuyama declared
that we had achieved “the end of history.” In 2001, the collapse of other walls,
those of the World Trade Center towers, served notice that history was not fin-
ished with us yet.

Fukuyama’s famous thesis was that, with the ruin of communism, there
remained no viable alternative to Western liberalism on the stage of history. We
are still sorting through the rude awakening from this fantasy. What seems clear,
however, is that the bland, narcotic world that Fukuyama envisioned, the
“victory of the VCR” over sectarian strife, has not come to pass. Theological
voices have been instrumental in opposing that vision. Theological discourse has
refused to stay where liberalism would prefer to put it. Theology is politically
important, and those who engage in either theology or politics ignore this fact
at a certain peril.

This Companion operates with an expansive understanding of what is encom-
passed by the term “political theology.” Theology is broadly understood as dis-
course about God, and human persons as they relate to God. The political is
broadly understood as the use of structural power to organize a society or com-
munity of people. Under this spacious rubric, politics may be understood for the
purpose of a political theology in terms of the self-governance of communities
and individuals; or in terms of Max Weber’s more circumscribed definition of
politics as seeking state power. Political theology is, then, the analysis and criti-
cism of political arrangements (including cultural-psychological, social and
economic aspects) from the perspective of differing interpretations of God’s ways
with the world.

For the purposes of this volume, political theology is construed primarily as
Christian political theology. Not only would the inclusion of other faiths have
made an already fat volume unwieldy, but the term “political theology” was
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coined in a Christian context and has continued to be a significant term pri-
marily within Christian discourse.

Within this general framework, the task of political theology is conceived in
different ways by different thinkers. For some, politics is seen as a “given” with
its own secular autonomy. Politics and theology are therefore two essentially dis-
tinct activities, one to do with public authority, and the other to do in the first
place with religious experience and the semiprivate associations of religious
believers. The task of political theology might be to relate religious belief to
larger societal issues while not confusing the proper autonomy of each.

For others, theology is critical reflection on the political. Theology is related
as superstructure to the material politico-economic base. Theology reflects and
reinforces just or unjust political arrangements. The task of political theology
might then be to expose the ways in which theological discourse reproduces
inequalities of class, gender or race, and to reconstruct theology so that it serves
the cause of justice.

For still others, theology and politics are essentially similar activities; both are
constituted in the production of metaphysical images around which communi-
ties are organized. All politics has theology embedded within it, and particular
forms of organization are implicit in doctrines of, for example, Trinity, the church
and eschatology. There is no essential separation of material base and cultural
superstructure. The task then might become one of exposing the false theologies
underlying supposedly “secular” politics and promoting the true politics implicit
in a true theology.

Political theologies vary in the extent to which social sciences and other
secular discourses are employed; the extent to which they are “contextualized”
or rooted in a particular people’s experience; the extent to which the state is seen
as the locus of politics; and the ways in which theological resources — scripture,
liturgy, doctrine — are employed. What distinguishes all political theology from
other types of theology or political discourse is the explicit attempt to relate dis-
course about God to the organization of bodies in space and time.

The Blackwell Companion to Political Theology has a dual purpose. On the one
hand, it is meant to serve as a reference tool. Each essay is designed to present
the reader with an overview of the range of opinion on a given topic, and to
guide the reader toward sources representing those views. On the other hand,
the Companion presents original and constructive essays on the various topics by
leading voices in political theology today. Our authors have been instructed to
be fair, but not to feign neutrality. The views of the author should and do become
clear in the course of each essay, and the authors make many original claims
that take the discussion of political theology in new and provocative directions.
The result, we trust, is a lively argument within a fascinating and diverse group
of scholars.

We editors have tried to do our part by arguing between ourselves as much
as possible. We first met when one did an appreciative though critical review of
a book by the other, and we have yet to iron out all the theological disagreements
between us. Our collaboration has just so been congenial and fruitful. We chose
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to work together in the hope that our differences would make for a richer
volume.

Our choice of topics and authors has followed the same hope. We have tried
to give a voice at the table to a great variety of different views that accurately
reflect the state of the conversation today. All the same, some readers may be
disappointed by the exclusion of some topics and puzzled by the inclusion of
others. Here we must lament the limitations of space and confess our own per-
sonal limitations. There is no question, for example, that, although the volume
contains some voices from the two-thirds world, the volume as a whole is
weighted toward the world we know best, and more accurately reflects the state
of the conversation in Europe and North America.

The volume is organized into five sections. The first addresses some of the
primary resources of the Christian tradition to which theologians appeal in con-
structing political theologies: scripture, liturgy, Augustine, Aquinas, and some
of the great theologians of the Reformation. The second surveys some of the
most important figures and movements in political theology. We have included
a broad range of methodologies, ecclesial traditions, geographic and social loca-
tions, to give a sense for the diversity of political theologies. The third section
consists of constructive essays on single theological loci, such as Trinity, atone-
ment, and eschatology. These essays draw out the political implications of select
Christian doctrines. The fourth section addresses some important structures and
movements (postmodernism, globalization, etc.) from a theological point of view.
The fifth section, finally, provides one Islamic response and one Jewish response
to the essays in the volume. If Christian political theologians hope to witness to
a better world, they must do so in conversation not only with each other, but
with those of other faiths, especially the Abrahamic faiths. It is our hope that
this volume contributes in some way to that witness.
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CHAPTER 1
Scripture: Old Testament

Walter Brueggemann

The actual historical practice of politics in ancient Israel, the community of the
Old Testament, is in dispute among contemporary scholars; to the extent that the
practice of politicsisrecoverable at all, it is unexceptional and replicates common
practices of that general context. At the outset one must recognize that scholar-
ship is unsettled and deeply divided over the question of historicity. Some schol-
ars incline to take textual evidence more or less at face value; some find
unintended traces of historical matters even in texts that are judged in substance
to be historically unreliable; and some believe that the texts are belated ideologi-
cal constructs almost completely void of historical value. In a brief essay it is not
possible to adjudicate such questions in any detail. My own perspective is to accept
as roughly reliable the self-presentation of Israel as a clue to its self-discernment,
and to realize that even if this self-presentation is not historically reliable, it is in
any case the preferred self-presentation with which interpretation must finally
deal, albeit with great critical caution (Gottwald 1979: 785 n. 558; 2001).

Given such a cautionary acceptance of the data about the political dimension of
Israel’s life, we may conclude, not surprisingly, that Israel’s political life was
unexceptional and no doubt much like other political communities that shared
its historical environment. Like every political community, ancient Israel had to
devise institutions, policies, and practices that apportioned power, goods, and
access in a manageable, practicable, sustainable way. And, as in every such com-
munity, those ways of managing were endlessly under review and sometimes
under criticism and assault. We may identify three characteristic political issues
that were subject to dispute and negotiation in that ancient community.
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First, there is the long-term tension between centralized political authority —
articulated in the Old Testament as monarchy — and local authority, reflecting a
segmented social arrangement. This tension is evident in the tricky negotiations
over monarchy in 1 Sam. 7—15, in the hard-nosed political dispute of 1 Kgs. 12:
1-19, and in the effective intervention of the “elders of the land” against the
power of the state in the trial of Jeremiah in Jer. 26: 16-19.

Second, there is the endlessly problematic question of the distribution of goods
between “haves” (now often identified as “urban elites”) and “have-nots,” the dis-
advantaged and politically marginalized who likely were agrarian peasants. The
monopolizing, marginalizing propensity of monarchy that reached its zenith of
power and prestige under Solomon (962-922 BcE) is to be understood as a com-
prehensive system of production, distribution, and consumption that featured an
inordinate standard of extravagance (1 Kgs. 4: 20-8). It was matched by an
extravagant temple complex that gave religious legitimation and sanction to eco-
nomic disproportion (see 1 Kgs. 7: 14-22, 48-51), so that the temple featured a
production of images (propaganda) that matched economic exploitation.

There runs through Israel’s tradition a counter-theme concerning the advo-
cacy of the excluded (to which we shall return below) that existed in tension
with and in dissent from the self-aggrandizement of the urban monopoly with
the king at its head (Wilson 1980). This counter-theme is voiced as vigorous
advocacy for “widows, orphans, sojourners, and the poor” through economic
provisions that seek to curb unfettered accumulation (Deut. 15: 1-18) (Jeffries
1992). That same dissent is articulated by the prophets who, while claiming the-
ological legitimacy, are in fact voices of social advocacy in a political economy
that must have resisted such advocacy (see Isa. 5: 8—10; Mic. 2: 1-4; Jer. 5:
27-9). The same accent continues in the exilic and post-exilic periods (see Isa.
61: 1-4; Zech. 7: 9-12; Dan. 4: 27).

Third, the small states of Israel and Judah, and latterly the surviving Judah
after the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, had the endless and eventually
hopeless task of maintaining state autonomy in the face of imperial pressure and
accommodating imperial requirements enough to escape occupation and
destruction (Brueggemann 2000). These two small states were located in a par-
ticularly vulnerable place in the land bridge between Egypt and the great north-
ern powers. In the Old Testament, this locus concerned especially the Assyrian
Empire that first destroyed the Northern Kingdom (721 BcE) and then threat-
ened the Southern Kingdom of Judah (705-701 BcE). In the state of Judah, Ahaz
is condemned for having gone too far in appeasement of the Assyrian Tiglath-
Pilezer III, so far as to compromise religious symbols (II Kgs. 16: 1-20). Con-
versely, his own son Hezekiah is championed as one who withstood the heavy
pressure of the Assyrian Sennacherib, though in IT Kgs. 18: 14—16 Hezekiah is
also portrayed as a submissive appeaser of the Assyrians. In the end, the long
juggling act failed as the Northern state fell to Assyria in 721 and the Southern
state to Babylon in 587. The practical reality of relative impotence in the face of
imperial pressure was a defining fact of life for leadership in both states over a
long period.
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II

On all these counts — (1) centralized authority versus local authority, (2)
covenantal relations between haves and have-nots, and (3) autonomous small
states in the face of imperial pressure — the text provides evidence of endless crit-
ical dispute and negotiation until, at the last, the post-exilic community of
Judaism came to terms with a quite localized authority under the relatively
benign patronage and tax-collecting apparatus of the Persian Empire after 537
BCE (Weinberg 1992). These seem to be the political realities on the ground.

Such cautious historical discernment and reconstruction situate the ancient
community of Israel in the real world of interest, dispute, and negotiation.
Because our theme is “political theology,” however, we are permitted, indeed
required, to go well beyond such seemingly recoverable historical reconstruction
as presents ancient Israel as an unexceptional case of politics in the ancient
world. When we go beyond such unexceptional historical probability, moreover,
we are led to Israel’s theological imagination (that is, Israel’s faith), which is oper-
ative everywhere in the text of the Old Testament and everywhere redescribes
and resituates what must have been political reality. Thus it is theological imag-
ination of a very particular kind that recasts politics in this community and
moves our historical study into a much more complex and demanding interpre-
tive process.

This theological imagination that affirms YHWH, the God of Israel, as the key
political player in Israel, is no late “add-on” to an otherwise available historical
report. Rather, in the Old Testament and its imaginative presentation of politi-
cal theology, YHWH stands front and center in the political process and is the
defining factor and force around which all other political matters revolve. To
attempt, in the interest of “history,” to construe what Israel’s politics were like
apart from or before the theological component of interpretation in ancient
Israel is a task endlessly undertaken by scholars; in the end, however, the task is
hopeless for discerning Israel’s self-understanding. Such a positivistic recon-
struction may be to some extent available, but it stands remote from the self-
presentation of Israel in the Old Testament wherein there is no politics apart
from its defining theological dimension.

Thus the self-presentation of Israel in song and story is inescapably a
theological politics in which the defining presence of YHWH, the God of
Israel, impinges upon every facet of the political; or conversely, Israel’s self-
presentation is inescapably a political theology in which YHWH, the God of Israel,
is intensely engaged with questions of power and with policies and practices that
variously concern the distribution of goods and access. In Israel’s self-
presentation, there is no politics not theologically marked, no theology not polit-
ically inclined. As a result, this political theology or theological politics is, at the
same time, invested with immense gravitas tilted toward absolutism, because
things political become “the things of God,” but also deabsolutized and made
provisional and penultimate by the irascible freedom of YHWH, who does not
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conform to any stable, containable policy function. The impact of YHWH on the
political process in ancient Israel, in ways that absolutize and deabsolutize, is
voiced regularly in song and story, in rhetorical practices that remain open,
unsettled, and imaginative, always slightly beyond control and closure, but
always short of absence.

This peculiar juxtaposition of theology and politics indicates that Israel
understood itself as “chosen” and set apart, in its best moments, in order to enact
its theological peculiarity by the practice of a peculiar political economy. This pecu-
liarity, rooted theologically and practiced politically, is the tap root of Israel as a
“contrast society.” This same peculiarity, moreover, is the ground for thinking of
the church as a “contrast society” in the world.

111

When we approach Israel’s political theology through Israel’s imaginative stories
and songs, it is almost inescapable that the Exodus narrative (or its early poetic
articulation in the Song of Exodus: Exod. 15: 1-18) should be seen as paradig-
matic (Miller 1973: 166-75). In that paradigmatic narrative, YHWH is rendered
as the great force and agent who confronts the absolute political power of
Pharaoh and, through a series of contests, delegitimates and finally overthrows
the imperial power of Egypt that at the outset appeared to be not only intransi-
gent but beyond challenge. Israel’s tradition, as it reflects critically upon politi-
cal questions and processes, endlessly reiterates this “Pharaoh versus YHWH”
drama in new contexts, and relentlessly rereads and reinterprets every political
question in terms of that defining, paradigmatic narrative.

The question of the historicity of the exodus event is an acute one. Insofar as
the Exodus is regarded as historical, it is characteristically placed by scholars in
the thirteenth century Bce, wherein the Pharaoh is variously identified as Sethos,
Rameses II, or Marniptah (Bright 1959: 107-28). It is clear in any case,
however, that Israel’s traditionists do not linger long over historical questions,
but cast this Exodus memory in a liturgical mode so that it is available for many
reuses and is rhetorically open to endlessly reimagined locations and circum-
stances (Pedersen 1940: 728-37).

The reason for focusing upon the narrative of “Pharaoh versus YHWH” is
that YHWH as a political agent in the narrative of Israel is to be understood as
the decisive “anti-Pharaoh.” Thus we may understand Israel’s peculiar and
characteristic sense of the political if we reflect on the narrative presentation
of Pharaoh as a foil for YHWH (Green 1998). Pharaoh is taken as a historical
figure but is quickly transposed into a cipher and metaphor for all threats that
Israel opposed on its political horizon:

e Pharaoh is a figure of absolute top-down authority who operates a political-
economic system of totalism.
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Pharaoh is characteristically propelled by a nightmare of scarcity, motivated
by anxiety about not having enough, and so a determined accumulator and
monopolizer (Gen. 41: 14-57).

Pharaoh brutally enacts his nightmare of anxiety by policies of confiscation
and exploitation, and allows no dimension of human awareness or compas-
sion in the implementation of policies grounded in acute anxiety (Gen. 47:
13-26).

Pharaoh’s absolutism is enacted at immense social cost to those upon whom
the policies impinge; as Fretheim has noted, moreover, the cost extends
beyond its human toll to the savage abuse of the environment (Fretheim
1991).

Pharaoh’s absolutism cannot be sustained, because in his arrogant auton-
omy he completely miscalculates the limitation imposed on human author-
ity by YHWH's holiness, a limitation embodied and performed by the role and
character of YHWH.

In the imagination of Israel, this characterization of Pharaoh lays out the

primary lines of Israel’s political theology. From that imaginative articulation, it
is obvious enough that Israel’s positive political commitments, which revolve
around YHWH, include the following:

The political-economic process cannot be a closed, absolute system, but
must remain open to serious dialogic transaction, for which the term is
“covenant.”

The political economy that prevails is grounded not in a nightmare of
scarcity, but in an assumed and affirmed abundance, rooted in God, who is a
generous creator (Brueggemann 1999). Thus Exodus 16 functions as a
Yahwistic contrast to the scarcity of Pharaoh, a contrast in which “some
gathered more, some less. But when they measured it with an omer, those
who gathered much had nothing over, and those who gathered little had no
shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed” (Exod. 16: 17-18)
(see Brueggemann forthcoming).

The political enterprise of Israel is not to be a fearful practice of monopoly
and acquisitiveness, but is to be a neighborly practice in which communal
goods, ordered by a rule of covenantal law, are to be deployed among
members of the community — rich and poor — who are all entitled to an ade-
quate share. The curb on accumulation and monopoly is dramatically stated
in the provision for the “Year of Release” in Deut. 15: 1-18; (see on Neh. 5
below).

Israel’s political economy is concerned for the practice of compassion for the
disenfranchised neighbors (widows, orphans, aliens, the poor; Deut. 24:
17-22), a sharing that is grounded in a lyrical appreciation for the generos-
ity of the earth that is to be celebrated and appropriated, but not exploited or
violently used (Deut. 6: 10-12; 8: 7-20). That practice of compassion is moti-
vated, moreover, by the recurring remembrance, “You were slaves in Egypt”
(Deut. 10: 19; 15: 15; 24: 22).
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» Israel’s political economy is to be generously covenantal, so that YHWH,
creator of heaven and earth, is acknowledged to be source and ground of all
that is, is to be ceded ultimate authority, thanked in gratitude that matches
God'’s primordial generosity, and gladly obeyed, so that social relationships
are congruous with YHWH's own generosity. That is, social relation-
ships fully express and embody the reality of YHWH’s sovereign practice of
generosity.

Israel’s political life characteristically is conducted in the tension between a
glad embrace of YHWH’s covenantal mode of relationship and exploitative prac-
tices that disregard covenantal entitlements and restraints. These alternatives
are understood in Israel as life-or-death options in the political process. Accord-
ing to Israel’s best claim, the choosing of covenantal relatedness as a political form
of life results in well-being, while the option of brutalizing totalism leads to
destruction:

See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey
the commandments of the Lord your God that I am commanding you today, by
loving the Lord your God, walking in his ways, and observing his commandments,
decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become numerous, and the Lord
your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. But if your
heart turns away and you do not hear, but are led astray to bow down to other
gods and serve them, I declare to you today that you shall perish; you shall not live
long in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. (Deut. 30:
15-18)

Thus the concrete, practical political issue of the deployment of goods, power,
and access is decisively situated in a deep decision of “YHWH versus Pharaoh.”
Political decisions are understood as proximate subdecisions in the service of a
more powerfully defining decision about ultimate governance that is simply the
either/or of Pharaoh in absolutizing acquisitiveness or YHWH in covenantal
generosity. Every political decision derives from, reflects, and serves this alter-
native theological decision in favor of covenant with YHWH that Israel is always
remaking.

IV

We may dwell more closely on the Exodus narrative as a model for Israel’s polit-
ical theology. At the outset Pharaoh is the defining political reference in the nar-
rative. The emergence of YHWH in the drama of Pharaoh is an immense
interruption, so that politics informed by YHWH may be understood as inter-
ruptive politics, the emergence of a political agent who characteristically disrupts
Pharaoh’s “politics as usual.” Israel always knows about “politics as usual,” that
is, the deployment of social power without reference to the subversive, detotal-



SCRIPTURE: OLD TESTAMENT 13

izing power of YHWH. But Israel also makes room, characteristically, for the dis-
ruptive enactment of YHWH in the midst of “the usual” that keeps the political
process endlessly open and capable of fresh, neighborly initiatives.

In the Exodus narrative itself, we may identify six elements that become char-
acteristic of Israel’s self-discernment as a peculiar political enterprise.

First, Israel is attentive to social pain as a datum of the politics that is evoked
in the public process of power. Israel is not so committed to orderly management
that it fails to notice and take seriously social pain, because it refuses to regard
such pain as a bearable cost of order. Thus already in Exodus 1: 13-14, the pain
comes to articulation in the narrative: “The Egyptians became ruthless in impos-
ing tasks on the Israelites, and made their lives bitter with hard service in mortar
and bricks and in every kind of field labor. They were ruthless in all the tasks
that they imposed on them” (Exod. 1: 13-14).

Second, Israel develops, early on, shrewd modes of defiance that were under-
stood as methods that did not invite the wrath of the overlords (see Scott 1985,
1990). Thus the cunning midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, in pretended innocence
but in fact in deeply committed piety defy pharaoh’s decree in the service of their
own community: “But the midwives feared God; they did not do as the king of
Egypt commanded them, but they let the boys live ... The midwives said to
Pharaoh, ‘Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; for they
are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them’” (Exod. 1: 17,
19).

Third, while resistance to abusive totalism may take the form of cunning, sur-
reptitious defiance, it can also, however, be enacted as violence, as in the case of
Moses’ murder of an Egyptian. Moses does not quibble about any theoretical
right to revolt, but that right is clearly implied in the narrative of Exod. 2: 11-15.
Israel’s political tradition is developed in the face of oppressive overlords, and
Moses embodies the implied obligation of resistance to brutalizing authority.

Fourth, the convergence of pain noticed, defiance practiced, and violence per-
petrated occurs in Exod. 2: 23-5, wherein Israel brings its pain to speech and
issues a shrill cry of self-announcement that refuses the politics of silent submis-
siveness: “After a long time the king of Egypt died. The Israelites groaned under
their slavery, and cried out. Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God”
(Exod. 2: 23).

These verses are important for the narrative because they include the first ref-
erence to YHWH in this account. It is noteworthy that the cry of the Israelites
was not addressed to YHWH. This is, rather, a raw political act of giving voice
to the irreducible political datum of suffering at the hands of coercive power. The
cry cannot in any direct sense be understood as a theological act.

It is equally important, however, that the cry that was raw pain not addressed
to anyone “rose up to God.” In this peculiar, quite deliberate phrasing Israel’s
politics of protest is transposed by the magnetism of YHWH into a political the-
ology. In its cry Israel does not know any transcendent assurance or even seek
a theological reference. Rather, in Israel’s telling, YHWH is simply “there” and
draws the cry of pain to YHWH’s own self, not because of who Israel is, but



14 WALTER BRUEGGEMANN

because of who YHWH is: an attentive listener to pain from below in a revolu-
tionary mobilization of transformative energy against abusive power.

Fifth, after the evocation of YHWH, the account turns from the wretchedness
of Israel in bondage to the odd hovering of YHWH's holiness at the edge of the
slave camp. Moses, now a political fugitive, summoned and confronted by
YHWH, who calls his name (Exod. 3: 4). This enigmatic, theophanic report func-
tions in the larger narrative to intrude YHWH's inscrutable holy purpose and
presence into Israel’s political vision. This intrusion assures that Israel now has
an advocate who more than equalizes Israel’s chances against Pharaoh. As a
result, Israel can now voice its characteristically distinctive political claim of
a theological dimension to its political vision, a convergence that recurs in
Israel’s life in “turns” that have “abiding astonishment” (Buber 1946: 75-6;
Brueggemann 1991). Indeed, Israel’s retelling of its public life is a narrative
beyond common explanation, surely with abiding astonishment.

Sixth, the political process of Israel, as narrated in the Exodus story, is
grounded in YHWH's holy response to pain. In the end, however, that process
requires human initiative, so that Moses and his cohorts become “actors in their
own history.” That is, “salvation history” is not simply YHWH’s action, as might
be implied by Exod. 14: 13-14; it depends, finally, upon human risk-taking. After
YHWH has declared intentionality about the emancipation of the slaves in a
series of first-person verbs (Exod. 3: 7-9), the sentence turns to human mandate:
“So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of
Egypt” (3: 10).

To be sure, Moses resists and offers a series of excuses (Exod. 3: 11-4:17).In
the end, however, Moses (and Aaron) go to Pharaoh, equipped with a divine
commission (5: 1). It is their readiness to confront Pharaoh that sets the narra-
tive in motion and eventuates in the changed circumstances of the slave
community.

The rest is “history”: there follows the contestation between Pharaoh and the
God of Israel (Exod. 7-11), the departure of the slaves from Egypt (Exod. 14),
and the peasant dance of freedom (Exod. 15: 20-1). Israel is on its way to Sinai,
where it will commit to an alternative form of public power that embraces the
holiness of YHWH as a detotalizing reality and the legitimacy of the neighbor
as a clue to public practice.

Vv

I have taken this long with the Exodus narrative and its plot of “YHWH versus
Pharaoh” because in this memory (enacted as liturgy) Israel constructs and
offers its primal model of the political process that includes acute social analy-
sis, the legitimacy of protest, Holy Presence as a defining factor, human initia-
tive as indispensable, and an alternative (covenantal) mode of public power
entertained as a legitimate practical possibility (Buber 1990; Mendenhall 2001:
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73-100). On the basis of this model Israel narrates its political life through an
intensely committed interpretive process. The narrative accounts in the books of
Kings and Chronicles evidence a concern, in the telling of public history, for con-
tinuity in the flow of public, institutional power; it is clear, however, that the nar-
rative is characteristically focused on certain key episodes of encounter and
disruption that in a variety of ways replicate the paradigmatic encounter of
YHWH and Pharaoh. Thus the primal claims on Israel’s political horizon become
most clearly visible at the stress points at which Israel’s key interpreters and
shapers of tradition have the most powerful interpretive say.

The decisive “episode” in this telling is the narrative of Solomon in 1 Kgs.
3-11. Solomon’s considerable political-economic achievement is a point of
great pride in Israel; he replicated the great empires of his time and is remem-
bered as having brought great wealth and prestige to what had been — only two
generations before — a simple hill-country people. Solomon is, in the Old Testa-
ment, a metaphor for power politics of the most effective kind: he managed a
great trade apparatus, an effective governing bureaucracy, a rational tax-
collection plan, a developed military security system, an ambitious building
program, and an extensive network of political marriage alliances, all of which
were given dramatic legitimacy by his central achievement, the Jerusalem
temple (1 Kgs. 6-8).

The narrative report on Solomon, however, claims for the monarchy less than
meets the eye. It cannot be mere reportage that Solomon’s marriage to
“Pharaoh’s daughter” pervades the narrative (1 Kgs. 3: 1; 7: 8; 9: 16, 24; 11:
10). This apparently incidental reference may provide a clue to the ironic dimen-
sion of the whole of the narrative. Solomon is not only connected to Pharaoh,
but replicates Pharaoh and in fact becomes “Israel’s Pharaoh,” with a highly
centralized economy and an ideology of totalism generated by the legitimacy
associated with the temple. This totalism inevitably put Israelite peasants back
into economic bondage and brought the covenantal practice of public power to
a complete shut-down. It is for that reason that the harsh theological judgment
on Solomon (1 Kgs. 11: 1-8), the prophetic intrusion against Solomon (11:
26-40), and the political refusal of Northern Israel (1 Kgs. 12: 1-19) altogether
stand as a harsh judgment upon Solomon’s experiment. The materials of 1 Kgs.
11-12 indicate the reassertion and recovery of covenantal politics that are
always vulnerable to exploitative totalism but characteristically find ways of
resistance, rearticulation, and re-emergence.

We may mention four other encounters that bespeak the same reassertion of
covenantalism in the face of totalism. In each case it is to be noticed that it is an
assumption about YHWH, the guarantor of deabsolutizing of every claim but
YHWH’s own claim, that becomes the ground for resisting political absolutism.

First, from the perspective of the narrative in 1 Kgs. 16-I1 Kgs. 10, the Omri
dynasty in the north is the greatest challenge to the theological-political claims
of Yahwism (876—842 Bck). That theological challenge is most explicit in the
contest at Mt. Carmel in 1 Kgs. 18. The political-economic dimension of the
dispute, however, is most dramatically voiced in 1 Kgs. 21, in the tale of Naboth’s
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vineyard that features the manipulative royal practices of Jezebel and Ahab, son
of Omri. It is clear that the narrative exhibits a dispute between two theories of
public power that in turn yield two notions of land possession. Naboth — and
eventually Elijah and the narrator — champion an old tribal notion of an inalien-
able connection between land and landowner in an undeniable entitlement.
Conversely, the royal family holds to a notion of royal prerogative in which land
is simply a commodity for commercial transaction. The violent termination of
the House of Omri indicates the force and the resolve that belonged to the
covenantal theory and the readiness of its proponents to resist the conventional
alternative, resistance undertaken at great cost (IT Kgs. 9-10).

Second, the parallel reigns of Jeroboam II in Northern Israel and Uzziah
(Azariah) in Judah constituted a time of immense prosperity in the eighth
century (approximately 785-745 BcE). That prosperity was achieved, however,
by disregard of the claims of Yahwism, both religious claims and economic
claims that were grounded theologically (see II Chron. 26: 16-21). Thus the
same social “development” “enjoyed” under Solomon seems to have re-emerged
in the midst of the eighth century.

It was in this period that the first of the great “classic prophets,” Amos,
emerged, though he had Elijah and Elisha as antecedents a century earlier.
Amos’ remarkable strictures against the economic practices of the dominant
society are something of a novum in Israel (see 3: 13-15;4: 1-3; 6: 1-7; 8: 4-6)
(Premnath 1988). Perhaps inescapably, such a voice is bound to come face to
face with the powers of the dominant regime, an encounter narrated in Amos
7: 10-17. In that encounter, Amaziah, priest at Bethel, speaks for the royal
apparatus, rebukes the prophet as a political subversive, and banishes him from
the realm. Totalizing systems, of course, by definition must preclude voices
of dissent. Before he finishes, however, Amos manages to deliver to the
royal—priestly establishment one last poetic utterance that anticipates exile for
the royal house, thus foreshadowing the Assyrian termination of the Northern
Kingdomin 721 (Amos 7: 16—17). It is, however, not the “prediction” that inter-
ests us, but the fact that Israel’s political discourse is characteristically a dispu-
tatious one between a covenantalism that precludes absolutism and advocates a
neighborly economic fabric and a totalism that absolutizes itself at the expense
of God and neighbor.

Third, in Jeremiah 26 the prophet is on trial for his life because he has spoken
of the impending destruction of Jerusalem (605 BcE). The religious leaders insist
on his execution (v. 11), an insistence that is resisted by the state officials (v. 16).
There is more than a little irony in the fact that it is the religious leaders who
want Jeremiah silenced, no doubt indicating that they are the ones most deeply
inured in the absolute ideology of the temple, thus a parallel to the priest at
Bethel in our preceding case.

What particularly interests us, however, is the intervention of “elders of the
land” who speak on behalf of Jeremiah by appeal to the words a century earlier
(perhaps about 715 BcE) of the prophet Micah, who also had anticipated the
destruction of Jerusalem (see Micah 3: 12) (Wolff 1987). This exchange among
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power factions features a characteristic tension between centralized urban
authority and the voice of an outlying village (Seitz 1989). What matters most
is that the village elders insist that even Jerusalem is not immune to criticism or,
in this interpretation, to the judgment of YHWH and its consequent destruction.
This exchange is a dramatic example of the way in which the political process is
kept open against the ideological fears that seek to silence all dissent.

The fourth case I cite is the dramatic exchange initiated by Nehemiah in the
process of reconstituting post-exilic Judaism (Neh. 5) (perhaps about 444 BcE).
It is the premise of the narrative account that the economy is operated by those
who practice unrestrained acquisitiveness, even at the expense of their poor
neighbors who are fellow Jews. As always, the problem is taxes, mortgages, and
interest arrangements through which the acquisitive ones eventually usurp the
property of the economically vulnerable ones. Nehemiah's intervention serves
to effect an act of solidarity between creditors and debtors in the matter of inter-
est payments: “Let us stop this taking of interest. Restore to them, this very day,
their fields, their vineyards, their olive orchards, and their houses, and the inter-
est on money, grain, wine, and oil that you have been exacting from them (vv.
10-11).”

The appeal of Nehemiah may be to old laws precluding the levying of inter-
est in the community (Deut. 23: 19-20). The larger appeal, however, is to the
solidarity of all Jews, thus an insistence that normal economic transactions must
be curbed and reshaped in the interest of community solidarity and mutual
obligation. Thus Nehemiah champions a covenantal economy and takes steps to
enact it, a proposal accepted even by those of his own interest-charging class.

VI

This enumeration of dramatic encounters exhibits an interpretive posture in
which two perspectives or two practices of public power are characteristically in
sharp tension. I believe that this recurring tension is at the center of Israel’s self-
presentation as a community that practiced an unexceptional politics — except for
its covenantal commitments, which always tilted toward the exceptional. While
confrontation seems to be a preferred mode of articulation (and perhaps of prac-
tice), confrontation is not in every case a viable strategy. Certainly when Israel
lived under the pressures of alien powers that had no sensibility about Israel’s
peculiar theological tradition, sometimes the political process required patient
and careful accommodation.

It is likely that much of the accommodationist literature, ostensibly older, is
in fact material generated in the Persian period and placed in the service of
emerging Judaism in that period (Smith 1989). In the long period of Persian
hegemony, Judaism was granted an important measure of political autonomy,
though surely restricted and fundamentally subservient to the needs of the
empire. The primary biblical evidence for such an arrangement (which required
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great accommodation) is the movement led by Ezra and Nehemiah, who did their
shared work in fifth-century Jerusalem under commission from the Persians and
no doubt with Persian finances. The text provides a peculiar, careful, and inten-
tional balance of Jewish autonomy and deference to imperial requirements.
This arrangement was of course not a replica of the confrontation with Pharaoh
in the old Exodus narrative, as confrontation in that later environment was
impossible.

Lee Humphreys and, in a more critical way, Daniel Smith-Christopher have
considered the narratives of Joseph (Gen. 37-50), Esther, and Daniel as exam-
ples of “diaspora novellas” that present exilic heroes who resist and accommo-
date in proper proportion in order to make a statement for faith without
foolhardy risk (Humphreys 1973; Smith 1989: 153-78). These narratives are
examples of political courage that is matched by a measure of cunning, thus
properly classified as narratives of “wisdom,” a good judgment about how to
survive and what risks to run.

VIl

We may conclude with two sorts of observations. First, it is possible to draw up
a grid that suggests that certain kinds of literature perform certain political func-
tions for this community, with its acute self-consciousness as the people of
YHWH mandated to live its public vision of faith in a world of real power.

The Torah (the five books from Genesis to Deuteronomy) provides the founda-
tional account of faith in history, an account that is to be understood primarily
as paradigm and not as “history” (Voegelin 1956; Neusner 1997). This para-
digmatic account pivots on the Sinai tradition as the alternative public vision
embraced by Israel (Criisemann 1996: 57). This account accents the distinc-
tiveness of Israel as a theological community grounded in the defining reality of
the holy God who is creator of heaven and earth and lord of all the nations. Thus
Israel’s political vision and self-consciousness are rooted in a theological passion
that in the first instant does not make great accommodations to political reality,
paradigmatic as the account is.

The prophetic literature — including the “Former Prophets” (Joshua, Judges,
Samuel, Kings) — maintains the life and speech of Israel as it seeks to enact its
paradigmatic vision in the real world of “haves” and “have-nots,” of imperial
pressure and centralized authority. The preferred way of acting and telling in
this rendering is confrontational; it is to be noticed, however, that this account
of faith enacted in the real world of political economy is not romantic. It recog-
nizes the inevitably mixed reality of public power on the ground, such that the
culminating event of the entire process of Israel’s testimony in the Old Testa-
ment is the destruction of Jerusalem and the seeming forfeiture of life with
YHWH in the world. Thus the paradigm of Torah has a hard way in the “real
world,” where the paradigm of absolutism is uncritically taken as “reality.” The
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Book of Job is the quintessential expression of the “hard way” of this faith in the
world (Gutiérrez 1987).

Second, in this traditioning process Israel of course knows full well about this
dissonance between faith affirmed and life in the world (Carroll 1979). It is for
this reason that we must recognize that politics in ancient Israel is essentially a
rhetorical, interpretive process, deeply passionate and open-ended, which, by
preference, seeks to legitimate an alternative way in the world in the face of the
absolutizing rhetoric of Pharaoh (see Ezek. 28: 3). It is by its rhetoric that Israel
keeps the invisible, often silent, YHWH at the center of its political imagination.
It is by its rhetoric that Israel insists upon some political realities — the holiness
of God and the significance of the neighbor — that have little credence in the
imagination of the world. It is by rhetoric that Israel manages to keep the
processes of power open when all of “the silencers,” in an imagined absolutism,
want to stop these poets and storytellers who claim to be uttering a word beyond
their own word (Brueggemann 2001: 22-33). Rhetoric of this peculiar kind
creates an alternative world of justice, mercy, peace, hope, and fidelity, all so
unwelcome in every totalizing project. This “other world” is not privatized, it is
not “spiritualized,” and it is not magical.

In the end, moreover, these strange constitutive words are not about another
world, even if we speak of an “alternative” world. They are rather about this
same, already known world — uttered anew. In its daring utterances that recon-
stitute the world, Israel hopes and waits, obeys and dissents, always defiantly at
the edge of the fiery furnaces of totalism, confident, and even when not confi-
dent, nonetheless defiant:

O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to present a defense to you in this matter. If
our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and
out of your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king,
that we will not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you
have set up. (Dan. 3: 16-18)

Israel knows that Nebuchadnezzar (the latter-day counterpart to Pharaoh),
in whatever guise, is penultimate.

As the contemporary church ponders and is led by these texts, its own voca-
tion in the world becomes more clear and more radical. These texts empower the
church to imagine an alternative political economy of covenant, to practice that
alternative in its own life, and to testify to that alternative in the life of the world.
Such a church that imagines, practices, and testifies alternatively may be a
saving contradiction to the claims so powerful in the world.
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CHAPTER 2
Scripture: New Testament

Christopher Rowland

Those who go to the Bible expecting an unambiguous message on the issue of
politics need to recall William Blake’s witty aphorism: “Both read the Bible day
and night / But thou readst black where I read white” (The Everlasting Gospel,
1808). That is a salutary reminder to anyone embarking on a consideration of
“what the Bible says” on any subject (Barr 1980). In different social and histor-
ical contexts, different texts have been used. Thus, with the emergence of Chris-
tendom after the conversion of Constantine, an understanding of Christian
polity became more tied up with the task of Christianizing society. There was a
corresponding diminution of the stark contrast between God and Caesar in
history and political arrangements which had applied before the fourth century.
Charting these two perspectives would involve describing the complex oscilla-
tions between accommodation and separation, between God and Caesar. Differ-
ent texts have been used to justify these positions. An “accommodationist”
position would tend to focus on Romans 13 and read the gospels in the light of
that text, as was done, for example in the Alternative Service Book (1980) of the
Church of England, in the readings for Pentecost 15. A stark contrast appears
between the “accommodationist” and “separatist” positions if one reads the New
Testament through the lens of the Apocalypse and gives primacy to the teach-
ing and example of Jesus, who fell foul of the colonial power. Accommodation
and separatism are nowhere better seen than in the sixteenth century in the con-
trasting use of scripture by the magisterial reformers and the early Anabaptists.

Rather than going straight to the biblical texts (cf. O’'Donovan 1996),
therefore, a context for the interpretation of the contours of an emerging
Christian politics in the pages of the New Testament will be suggested here on
the basis of early Christian practice, as far as it can be reconstructed from pre-
Constantinian sources. The reason for taking this approach is that such early
Christian practice is the major witness to the ways in which the scriptures were
interpreted. A characteristic strand of that early practice expresses itself in a
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continuing interplay between “contraries”: difference from the surrounding
order and living within it; continuity with the Jewish tradition and yet radical
departure from it; and the tension between the reality of the continuity of this
age and the taste of the age to come.

This will be followed by a much later writer’s interpretation of key New Tes-
tament texts. The choice of John Milton’s treatise on The Tenure of Kings and Mag-
istrates is not arbitrary. First, it was written in a situation in which there was the
widest divide between the divine and the human kingdoms. As such, it offers an
example of biblical interpretation which echoes the sentiments of pre-Constan-
tinian Christianity. Second, Milton offers examples of the interpretation of key
Christian texts such as Matt. 22: 15-22 and Rom. 13. 1-10 as part of his argu-
ment against those who would claim scriptural authority for a view of human
society in which the divine monarch is replicated in human affairs. Milton’s text,
therefore, offers an opportunity to watch an interpreter at work in a clearly
understood context; and a context, moreover, that has a close analogy with the
situation of pre-Constantinian Christianity. In the light of the sketch of the inter-
pretive context of earliest Christianity, with its clear prioritization of obedience
to God rather than Caesar in private and public life, and a consideration of the
scriptures which stresses the critical difference between the divine and human
polities, we will consider the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ prophetic proclamation
of God’s kingdom and the ethical challenge it presented to early Christians, and
the indications of their engagement with that challenge.

Both pre-Constantinian Christianity and Milton’s Tenure of Kings and Magis-
trates exemplify the stark contrast between God’s kingdom and the kingdoms of
this world which is characteristic of so much of the New Testament. The con-
trast between this age and the age to come, the present and the future, and
between what is and what should be, is a thread which runs through the New
Testament and which gives that collection of writings its peculiar theological
power. Such a conviction lies at the heart of Christian belief and accentuates the
qualitative difference between present and future downplaying the sufficiency of
all present political arrangements. This tension, or dialectic, in various forms has
been characteristic of Christian political theology down the centuries.

Pre-Constantinian Christianity’s Emerging Political Identity

Despite the different strands in scripture, the position taken in this essay is that
the main elements of Christian identity, as exemplified in what we can discover
about the practice of pre-Constantinian Christianity, and recalled and practiced
by minorities within the Christian churches down the centuries, are noncon-
formist and based on the principle that “we must obey God rather than any
human authority” (Acts 5: 29; and see further Bradstock and Rowland 2001).
The subversive character of the nascent Christian movement was early recog-
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nized by outsiders who, hearing that Christians were proclaiming “another
Jesus” and acting against the decrees of Caesar, accused them of “turning the
world upside down” (Acts 17: 6; see Hill 1972).

Emerging Christianity before the fourth century ce was characterized by such
a counter-cultural, even sectarian, spirit. At the heart of the baptismal experi-
ence was the clear message of a transfer from one dominion to another, involv-
ing the acceptance of Jesus Christ as king of kings and lord of lords. What is so
striking about the New Testament texts is that they were written by people who
had little or no political power, with a vision of the world which was at odds with
the prevailing ideology. The many indications of impatience with the status quo
suggest that they propounded and expected a different kind of understanding of
and way of living in the world. Not drawn from one particular race or back-
ground, Christians were a different sort of people, committed to a different kind
of life and culture, more often than not (until the time of Constantine) at odds
with the wisdom and politics of the age. Once it became the religion of the rulers,
its inclusive rhetoric could easily be used to serve rather different ends. The
radical slogan of Galatians 3: 28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free,
male nor female,” has a rather different ring when uttered to serve as the “social
glue” of an inclusive, cosmopolitan and eventually fragmenting empire.

The emerging pattern of existence in early Christianity, diverse though it
undoubtedly was, is characterized by the martyr spirit (in the strict sense of the
word). That is not to say that persecution was widespread, but difference and the
distinctiveness of lifestyle and practice were. The acts of the Christian martyrs
(Musurillo 1972; Lane Fox 1986; Boyarin 1999) are testimony to this distinc-
tiveness, and it was a pattern which was basic to later exemplifications of Chris-
tian minorities. Politically, these were people who were not neatly integrated into
Greco-Roman society. Because of their allegiance to Jesus, the early Christians
were known as members of a superstition, a deviation from the norms of
accepted behavior. The New Testament is the collection of documents of a mar-
ginal group. Joining the Christian community meant conversion to a position in
society which was at odds with its values, nowhere better exemplified than in
the conversion accounts in Justin Martyr (First Apology 14) and Cyprian (First
Letter to Donatus 3; Kreider 1995). From the position of discomfort, persecu-
tion, oppression and minority status throughout history, Christian people have
found that biblical texts have resonated with their lives and led them to positions
at odds with society. In the face of growing accommodation between the values
of God and Caesar, monastic asceticism made its appearance in the desert of
Egypt. Originally a hermit-like existence, it evolved into communities of heaven
on earth. This way of life threw into the sharpest possible relief the growing
worldliness of the churches. There was an emphasis on manual work alternat-
ing with prayer and reflection. The solitary voices in the wilderness grew into an
integral part of church and society, prompting their own renewal movements in
the later Middle Ages pioneered by people like Bernard of Clairvaux and Francis
of Assisi, who in their turn sought to recapture the original vision of Jesus
and exemplify its political character in communities of perfection (Garnsey
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and Humfress 2001; Lane Fox 1987; Rousseau Pachomius 1985; Kreider
2001).

The roots of this alternative, counter-cultural, political identity are funda-
mental for interpreting Christianity’s foundation documents as they would have
been understood by the Christians of the first centuries. Baptismal liturgies
stressed the different character of the citizenship involved in being a member of
this new “race.” It meant deliverance from the demonic world which controlled
the values of the world at large, values which Christians deemed antithetical to
human flourishing (Justin First Apology 14). The catechumenate and baptism
were part of a process of inculturation into a very different political culture. Paul
sketches it in Romans 12, writing of the renewal of the mind and the offering
of living sacrifices. For some this was literally true, as the martyr narratives
testify. Martyrdom, however, was not extraordinary but at the end of a contin-
uum which saw Christians engaged in a public demonstration of a different
political ethos, in which Christ, not Caesar, was Lord (Phil. 2; Rev. 19: 16). That
alternative political practice was supported by practical and administrative
arrangements manifested in networks of communication and mutual support.
The latter in particular embodied an alternative polity which could be seen at
the local level (Justin Apology I 65—7) and internationally (Paul’s collection for
the poor in Jerusalem being the earliest and most remarkable example of this,
e.g. Rom. 15: 25; 2 Cor. 8-9).

The Contrast between God and Caesar: John Milton’s The
Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649)

In a situation where human monarchy had become so flawed that it had to be
resisted and removed in the search for a better kingdom, John Milton (1608-74)
explains the extraordinary events of 1649 which saw the execution of the
English monarch. Writing at this time of upheaval, Milton rejected the royalists’
interpretation of certain biblical passages as a defense of human monarchy and
its oppressive consequences. Milton is one of the foremost advocates of an under-
standing of Christian politics which reflects those radical, nonconformist
instincts. He began writing The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (Dzelzainis 1991)
during King Charles’s trial but completed and published it after his execution. It
is a text which is explicitly contextual and, as such, differs in several key respects
from the line taken by some of Milton's radical contemporaries like Lilburne
and Winstanley. Milton argues the case for the right to execute a tyrant, but also
the more radical case for popular sovereignty based on an original social and
governmental compact that ensures the people’s right to choose and change
their governments as they see fit. It is a manifesto of those who value religious
liberty and a “free commonwealth” without monarchy or aristocracy. Milton
was one of the foremost apologists of nonconformity. In The Tenure of Kings and
Magistrates we find passages from the Hebrew Bible treated to support the bibli-
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cal attitude to monarchy, which is then taken further with an examination of
famous passages connected with Christianity and royal power (Matt. 22 and
Rom. 13: 11ff.). The work offers a thoroughgoing interaction with major scrip-
ture passages which may often be mentioned in passing in other radical or
reformist writings, and to which interpreters return again and again down the
centuries (Dzelzainis 1991).

In his consideration of Matt. 17: 24—7, Milton points to the fact that if, on the
authority of Christ, Peter was a child of God, and therefore free, so also are con-
temporary Christians and citizens. Turning to Matt. 22: 1621, he points to
Christ’s response: To ask for the coin and ask whose image is thereon. The image
becomes the basis for a defense of human dignity and the basis of prime respon-
sibility to God:

if upon beholding the face and countenance of a man, someone would ask whose
image is that, would not any one freely reply that it was God’s. Since then we belong
to God, that is we are truly free, and on that account to be rendered to God alone,
surely we cannot, without sin and in fact the greatest sacrilege, hand ourselves
over in slavery to Caesar, that is to a man, and especially one who is unjust, wicked
and tyrannical?

In similar vein Milton interprets the concluding saying of Jesus as a summons
to humanity to recognize the limits of their obligation:

Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and the things that are God’s to God.
. .. who does not know that those things which belong to the people should be
given back to the people? So not all things are Caesar’s. Our liberty is not Caesar’s,
but is a birthday gift from God. To give back to any Caesar what we did not receive
from him would be the most base and unworthy of the origin of man.

Like some modern commentators, Milton demands that we take seriously the
context in which the question about the payment of taxes to Caesar was asked
(especially Luke 20: 20). Christ wanted not so much to remind us “so obscurely
and ambiguously of our duty towards kings or Caesars, as to prove the wicked-
ness and malice of the hypocritical Pharisees.”

In contrast to the Israelites who kept — like all the nations — asking for a king,
Christ had demanded something different: “you know the princes of the nations
are rulers over them” (Matt. 20: 25-7). So that Christian people should not ask
for a ruler, like the other nations, Christ warned, “among you it will not be so.”
There will not be “this proud rule of kings.” There is to be none of the “spin” of
the “great and the good” who “are called by the plausible title of Benefactors.”
Milton here draws on the variant version of the saying in Luke, possibly
addressed to a community where there was a putative elite: “whoever wishes to
become great among you (and who is greater than a prince?) let him be your
attendant; and whoever wishes to be first or prince let him be your slave” (Luke
22:25; Wengst 1985: 103). A Christian king, therefore, is the servant of the
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people: “But a king will either be no Christian at all, or will be the slave of all. If
he clearly wants to be a master, he cannot at the same time be a Christian.”

Addressing at 1 Pet. 2: 13—15 the most explicit summons to subordination in
the New Testament, Milton stresses the importance of taking the context of the
apostle’s advice seriously: “Peter wrote this not only for private persons, but also
for the strangers [1 Peter 1.1f.] who were scattered and dispersed throughout
most of Asia Minor, who in those places where they were living had no right
except that of hospitality.” He demands consideration of the root meaning of the
verb “be subject.” King and governor are appointed by God to punish wrong-
doers and praise those who act well, which is the will of God. The basis for this
preceptis givenin 1 Pet. 2: 16: one does this “as free men” —therefore not as slaves.
Monarchy and government in their various particulars are said to be human insti-
tutions. So if rulers rule with torture and destruction of the good, and praise and
reward of wrongdoers, human power should be used to appoint what is good and
advantageous for men and women, and remove what is bad and destructive.

Similarly, when he considers Romans 13, Milton refuses to allow that Paul is
setting Nero or any other tyrant above all law and punishment. Milton attends
to context and points to the difficult situation at the time of writing: “At that time
there spread about people’s gossip exposing the apostles as rebels and insurrec-
tionists, as if they did and said everything to overthrow the common law.” The
time of writing of Romans reflects a more ordered and just period of governance
either under Claudius or the early years of Nero, which were not tyrannical. God
prescribes the establishment of magistrates, but the precise form of the gover-
nance is a human creation. Such human, political arrangements of God’s ordi-
nance for order in society will be faulty because they are from men or even the
devil. According to Milton, something that is faulty and disorderly cannot be
ordained by God. Without magistracy no human life can exist; but if any mag-
istracy acts in a fashion contrary to one who supports the good, it cannot be
properly ordained by God. In that situation subjection is not demanded, and sen-
sible resistance may be contemplated, “for we will not be resisting the power of
a magistrate but a robber, a tyrant or an enemy.” Subjection is not required in
every circumstance, therefore, “but only with the addition of a reason, the
reason which is added will be the true rule of our subjection: when we are not
subjects under that reason, we are rebels; when we are subjects without that
reason, we are slaves and cowards.”

In the approaches he takes to the New Testament passages Milton anticipates
more recent interpreters (Belo 1981; Clevenot 1985; Wengst 1985), including
the authors of the Kairos Document (1985), a biblical and theological comment
on the political crisis in apartheid South Africa. The authors of the Kairos Doc-
ument reject the idea that Paul presents an absolute doctrine about the state, and
argue that the text must be interpreted in its context, which was a situation in
which some Christians believed that they were freed from obeying the state
because Christ alone was their king (in other words, they were anarchists). Paul
insists on the necessity of some kind of state, but that does not mean that all
the state does is approved of by God. When a state does not obey the law of
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God and becomes a servant of Satan, it is passages like Rev. 13 to which one
should turn instead.

The Four Gospels: Jesus, Prophet and Embodiment of the
Kingdom of God

According to Mark’s Gospel, Jesus of Nazareth preached the reign of God and
thus oriented his heaven to that alternative horizon which Jewish eschatologi-
cal hopes had kept in view (as is evident from texts like 4Q 521 from the Dead
Sea Scrolls; see Vermes 1995: 244). Present political and social arrangements
were not the norm, therefore. The imminent arrival of the messianic age her-
alded new priorities and broadened horizons (Luke 4: 16; Matt. 11: 2ff.). Polit-
ical authority in Jerusalem was in fact wielded by the priestly aristocracy and
the Judean ruling class. The fact that the challenge is against this group rather
than the Romans is merely indicative of the locus of political power. In the Gospel
of Mark, Jesus challenges a culture of status and customary practice and insti-
tutions. In 10: 42 the disciples want to sit and rule, but are offered only baptism
and a cup of suffering.

God’s kingdom was the major theme of Jesus’ proclamation, exemplified in
acts of power and compassion to the disadvantaged and in riddling challenges
to hearers through the parables. The frequent designation of him by his follow-
ers as Messiah, the anointed and expected king who would bring peace, pros-
perity, and justice as heralded by the prophecy of Isaiah (Isa. 11), continued that
biblical tradition. Despite the attachment to David and the dynasty, exemplified
in Psalms 89 and 132, there is throughout the scriptures an ambivalence
towards monarchy. On occasion this can take the form of antimonarchical sen-
timents (1 Sam. 8). In the books of Kings the activities of the Davidic dynasty
are a catalogue of misdeeds and iniquity which ultimately puts the whole
dynasty in jeopardy. The Torah hardly contemplates monarchy with equanim-
ity (Deut. 17: 141f.). Its vision of society is of a community which, if not exactly
egalitarian, works according to a vision of social intercourse in which injustice
is corrected, whether through the cancellation of debts (Deut. 15) or the Jubilee
(Lev. 25, though even here the exigencies of the “real world” demand some kind
of dilution of the ideal). Monarchy involved military power and the oppression
of the people in the name of expansion, a fact of life in Solomon’s reign, ruefully
reflected in the law of the king in Deuteronomy 17. It demanded centralization,
achieved in the reign of David and Solomon by the creation of a new capital at
the Jebusite city of Jerusalem. That center was given ideological justification
when the portable ark was sited there and, under Solomon, a temple built to
house it and act as a demonstrable sight of God’s presence with Israel.

The prophets criticized the distortions of the understanding of divine right-
eousness. The outsiders Amos and Jeremiah paid the penalty for their contu-
macious condemnation of false prophecy and of the complacent delusions of
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grandeur and safety which religion gave to the political establishment in
Jerusalem. Israel’s reflection on its God and its politics involved recognition that
settlement in the land was a mixed blessing. Not only is there nostalgia for the
time before arrival in the Promised Land (Hosea) but there is also a frank recog-
nition that settlement meant accommodation with a very different culture, the
culture of Canaan, which was an expression of the aspirations of a settled,
rather than migrant, people with a severely puritanical culture. The prophets
cut isolated figures (e.g. 1 Kgs. 18; Isa. 20), protesting against the dominant
thrust of their nation’s life, particularly its idolatry and departure from the
norms of social justice as set out in the ancestral traditions. The prophets are
true radicals, objecting to the modernizing tendencies of their day, the compro-
mises with the lifestyle and values of the surrounding culture, and looking back
to the roots of the nation’s life (e.g. Hosea 2: 14).

In his words about the kingdom of God or kingdom of heaven, Jesus never
offers his hearers a detailed description of it. Instead, he uses stories and sayings
to prompt hearers (and also the later readers of his sayings in the Gospels) to
think and behave differently, to repent and believe in the good news of the
kingdom of God (Mark 1: 15). The Gospels are full of challenges to conventional
wisdom about monarchy. Jesus is presented as a humble king (Matt. 21: 5), in
contrast with Herod who is no true king of the Jews (2: 2). Herod slaughters
the innocents (2: 161f.), whereas the true king reacts positively to children (18:
2;19:14; 20: 31). Those who are pronounced blessed share the characteristics
of this humble king (5: 3ff.), who engaged in acts of compassion and healing
which affect crowds rather than leaders (9: 36; 14: 14; 15: 32). Final judgement
(25: 311ff) is based on response to the hidden Son of Man in the destitute lot of
his brethren (cf. 7: 21 ff; 10: 421.), who will be revealed as in some sense identi-
fied with “the least” at the moment of “apocalypse” on the Last Day.

In the Gospel of John, Jesus articulates a redefined understanding of kingship.
This king is one who washes his disciples’ feet. Jesus' reply to Pilate,
“My kingdom is not of this world,” is not a statement about the location of
God’s kingdom but concerns the origin of the inspiration for Jesus’ view of
the kingdom. Its norms are the result of God’s spirit and righteousness. It is
otherworldly only in the sense that it is wrong to suppose that the definition
of kingship and kingdom is to be found in conventional regal persons and
practice.

John the Baptist and Jesus, however, were both hailed as figures in the tradi-
tion of the prophets (Matt. 16: 17f., 23: 261f.). Indeed, John was seen as an
embodiment of Elijah’s own person (Luke 1: 76; Matt. 11: 13). Like their con-
temporaries who suffered at the hands of the colonial power (e.g. Josephus,
Jewish War vi. 281ff. and 301ff,; Antiquities xviii. 55ff.; xx. 97ff.,, 167ff,,
1851f.; Goodman 1987; Gray 1993), they were thorns in the flesh of those in
power. John, according to the Jewish writer Josephus, was suspected of foment-
ing revolution (Antiquities xviii. 116f.), and that seems to have been the atti-
tude toward Jesus on the part of the hierarchy in Jerusalem, who feared Roman
reprisals if Jesus were allowed to go on behaving as he was (John 11:49). Indeed,
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in Mark’s Gospel Jesus’ action in the temple was the last straw which persuaded
the authorities to assassinate him. Prophecy is no mere ecclesial office offering
occasional admonition or pious platitudes. Like Jeremiah, the prophet must utter
prophecies over many “nations, races, languages and kings” (Rev. 10: 11; cf. Jer.
1: 10) and be prepared to pay the price of so doing (Rev. 11: 7; cf. Mark 13:
9ff.). It is not a specialist vocation, but that to which the church as a whole is
called (Bauckham 1993). The continuation of that prophetic task is a central
part of the life of the church whose role, like that of Jeremiah and John of
Patmos, is to prophesy about many peoples and nations, and to discern the beast
and the Babylon in the midst of inhumane actions (whether that be trade or eco-
nomic life in general) which afflict human lives (Rev. 18: 13; and see further
O’Donovan 1996: 11, 621f.).

To claim that the New Testament offers complete homogeneity in the way in
which God and Caesar interrelate would be to ignore many contradictory
strands. These are well represented in Luke—Acts. Familiar passages in Luke’s
Gospel suggest a different perspective from the conventional: the insignificant
Mary and Jesus' birth in obscurity; John's social teaching (3: 10ff.); the anoint-
ing by the prostitute (7: 361f.; cf. Mark 14: 3 ff.); the women followers and sup-
porters (8: 2f.; 13: 10; 23: 27; 23: 49, 55); Samaritans (10: 25ff.; 17: 11); the
concern with the “prodigals” (15: 1ff.) — all these in different ways “flesh out”
the manifesto which Luke’s Jesus offers (once again peculiar to this Gospel) in 4:
16. On the other hand, other texts in Luke offer a rather different slant. For
example, Luke’s version of the Last Supper includes sayings of Jesus at this point,
some of which have parallels in other Gospels. One in particular is instructive.
In their teaching on discipleship, Mark and Luke respectively have Jesus telling
his disciples:

Mark

You know that among the gentiles
the recognized rulers lord it over

their subjects, and the great make
their authority felt. It shall not be so
among you; among you, whoever
wants to be great must be your
servant, and whoever wants to be first
must be the slave of all. For the son of
man did not come to be served but to
serve, and to give his life a ransom

for many.

Luke

Among the gentiles kings lord it over
their subjects, and those in authority
are given the title Benefactor. Not so
with you: on the contrary, the greatest
among you must bear himself like the
youngest, the one who rules like one
who serves. For who is greater — the
one who sits at table or the servant
who waits upon him? Surely the one
who sits at table. Yet I am among you
like a servant.

A comparison of these two passages reveals that Mark has a general “whoever
wants to be first” whereas Luke has “the greatest” and “the one who rules.” It
has plausibly been suggested that unlike in Mark’s community, Luke knew that
the Christians he was addressing included persons of relatively high standing in
society. No longer does the Christian community consist of the poor Jewish
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Christians to whom Paul’s churches sent their money and support. As in the
church in Corinth there were some, perhaps even a significant number, along-
side those who were not powerful or of noble birth, who needed to understand
their responsibilities as disciples of one who came to preach good news to the
Ppoor.

Elsewhere, there are nods in the direction of accommodation, particularly in
Acts. Ananias’ and Sapphira’s sin is deceiving the Holy Spirit rather than refusal
to share their property, perhaps a tacit move away from the practice of the ear-
liest church in Jerusalem. Zacchaeus does not have to sell all his goods. The ambi-
guity is nowhere more evident than in Luke 16, where the utter repudiation of
Mammon and the disparagement of Dives sit uneasily with assertions that one
has to use the Mammon of unrighteousness in order to be considered worthy of
heaven. According to Acts 10, the account of Cornelius’ conversion leaves open
the question of the character of life of the newly converted gentile soldier — quite
aremarkable omission, given that in the following century there was widespread
doubt about whether a Christian should sign up for military service (Hornus
1980). Luke—Acts was probably written to churches that were relatively afflu-
ent. They had tasted of the good news of justification by faith and life in the
Spirit, and needed to be reminded that there was more to faith than mere reli-
gion; and, most important of all, Luke wanted them to take seriously “the option
for the poor” (Esler 1986).

“It shall not be so with you”: Life in Jerusalem and Babylon

The most uncompromising rejection of the exercise of state power and accom-
modation with its culture in the New Testament is to be found in the book of
Revelation. Its clearly enunciated choice between the Beast and Christ, and
Jerusalem and Babylon, represent the character of the early Christian political
ethos. The challenge to the complacent, and the word of encouragement to the
hard-pressed, stand side by side in a book which unmasks the reality of power
and the fallibility of human benevolence. In many ways it offers one of the most
penetrating accounts of the church’s relationship to the state, and in so doing
offers a pungent warning to the kind of cosy accommodation into which
churches have allowed themselves to slide. In its stark contrast between the
Lamb and the Beast, between the Bride, New Jerusalem, and Babylon, it juxta-
poses the choices facing men and women and reminds followers of the Lamb of
the dangers of becoming entangled in a political system based on a completely
different set of values. What is particularly disturbing is the ruthless question-
ing of the motives behind the benevolence of the powerful. The deceit that snares
practitioners and gullible recipients alike is frightening. The remedy is simple. It
involves an exodus and a resistance to joining in life as usual, because that
means complicity with the culture of Babylon. One must refuse to join in, choose
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to contradict, resist, and prophesy against the way the world is ordered. Christ-
ian life according to the Apocalypse means embracing the role of the outsider
(Wengst 1985; Rowland 1998).

It is in the light of this analysis that we should view the two texts which have
become the bedrock of discussions of Christianity and politics: Mark 12: 13-17
(and parallels) and Romans 13. With regard to the former, as Milton correctly
pointed out, the context of the saying is one where Jesus is being put to the test
by his opponents. This is especially clear in the introduction to Luke’s version:
“so they watched Jesus and sent spies who pretended to be honest, in order to
trap him by what he said, so as to hand him over to the jurisdiction and author-
ity of the governor” (Luke 20: 20; cf. 23: 2). It is no surprise that Jesus gives an
ambiguous ruling. In a situation which demanded circumspection, Jesus offered
an enigmatic riddle in a situation where he had been put in a tight corner by his
opponents. It is a politically acute answer with which those who have found
themselves in similar tight corners would readily identify. It exemplifies the kinds
of strategy which those in situations of subjugation articulate: the gesture; the
coded response; and the witty aphorism which avoids giving offense. Dominated
people do not always comply, and even when they mouth the acceptable words
favored by the powerful, manage to subvert their apparent compliance with it
(Scott 1985; Boyarin 1999: 44-6).

With regard to Romans 13, any interpretation must begin with the preced-
ing chapter, in which Paul offers an outline of Christian polity centering on the
renewal of the mind and the demonstration of this change in lives lived sacrifi-
cially. This is the norm for what is good and how the good may be achieved. Paul’s
expectation of Christ’s coming and his lordship, expressed throughout the
letters, is the necessary context within which the permanence and rightness of
any political regime, however enlightened, should be judged. Like Daniel in the
court of Nebuchadnezzar, Paul accepts that God has a time and season for every
power. The principalities and powers to whom Christians are urged to be subject
are part of Christ’s triumphal procession (Col. 2: 14). The public demonstration
of the way of the Messiah, however, is still to come, “when God will be all in all”
(1 Cor. 15: 25). What is offered in Romans 13 is advice for the interim, and a
goal for the powers to implement if they would reflect the goodness of God.
Insofar as they fail to do this, or interpret the good as what serves their own inter-
ests, they undermine the obligation laid upon those in subjection, so carefully
enunciated in these verses. Insofar as most political regimes fall short of the
goodness of God, subservience and acquiescence are bound to be heavily quali-
fied, as Milton rightly perceived (“an evil and faulty thing, since it is disorderly,
cannot possibly be ordained”). Where the early Christian writings part company
with Milton, however, is that Daniel, Paul, and the Christian martyrs do not con-
template their witness to the ways of Christ leading them to armed revolt, but
instead to the burning fiery furnace or the arena, where the public, political,
demonstration of “the better way” would be offered to probably incredulous
spectators.



32  CHRISTOPHER ROWLAND

Conclusion

One can look at the pages of the New Testament and find in the synoptic Gospels,
the letter of James and the book of Revelation that indomitable, uncompromis-
ing spirit which set itself against the values of the present age. Such clear-
cut counter-cultural strands are, as has already been suggested, a common
feature of early Christian texts. Yet, as the Pauline letters indicate, the new
converts, particularly those in the urban environment of the cities of the
Empire, had to learn a degree of accommodation with the world as it
was, without, somehow, abandoning the stark call to discipleship of the
teacher from Nazareth. What is remarkable about the letters of Paul, however,
is the way in which this Christian activist maintained the counter-cultural
identity of these isolated groups by his traveling and writing. The strange
thing about Paul is that the energetic innovator and founder of the gentile
church should have been the one who above all sowed the seeds of the accept-
ability of the world order as it is and passivity toward it. Nevertheless, as a
recent study has reminded us, there is at the heart of this emerging Christian
church a distinctive identity in which elite goods and privileges (wealth, power,
holiness, and knowledge) ceased merely to be the prerogative of an elite and
came to be accessible to all within the common life of the Christian communi-
ties (Theissen 1999: 81-118). It comes as no surprise, therefore, that in the
history of Christianity many have often looked to the radical Paul as a basis for
appeals for change, as the examples of Augustine, Martin Luther, and Karl Barth
indicate.

Tensions certainly exist both among the New Testament documents, and, in
the case of some writings, within the same document. Such a tension between
what was politically and theologically possible and what needed to be held on to,
to be heeded whenever possible within the severe constraints posed by historical
circumstances, is part of the story of Christian radicalism. Some were more
inventive than others in the ways in which they dealt with this conundrum.
There were martyrs who brooked no compromise, or found there was no alter-
native but to die for their faith. But there were those who sought the freedom
within the status quo to pursue their goals. In many ways their ingenuity and
their knack for survival bespeaks of that same divine spark that kept the faith
alive in the early years of the Christian church. Such were the ways to maintain
the commitment to Christ’s kingdom in the midst of the political and economic
order of an age which demanded compromise.

The picture we have of early Christianity from the sources is a “sectarian”
picture which sits uncomfortably with all that we hold dear. From the position
of discomfort, persecution, oppression, and minority status, Christian people
found that the Bible resonated with their lives. For all their protestations of
loyalty to the emperor, they refused to conform to the demands of empire. For
them there was another king: Jesus. They looked forward to the time when to
him every knee would bow. There could be no compromise between God and
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Caesar. Allegiance to the resurrected Christ meant that in any conflict of loyalty
the nation-state had to take second place to the pearl of great price which those
who confessed Jesus as Lord had discovered.

The eschatological hope of God’s kingdom on earth which is such a dominant
thread in New Testament theology cannot allow any easy accommodation
between the church, the community of those called to bear witness to the reign
of God, and political powers. While still living in an age which is passing away,
the church is bound to have to make choices about its involvement and partici-
pation, based on its assessment of the extent to which, in whole and in part, the
kingdoms of this world manifest the way of the Messiah. This is a complicated
process in which one might expect significant differences of opinion. But when
that wrestling with the issues is carried out in a situation where integration into
a political system is a continuing datum, the chances of critical awareness are
dramatically diminished and the dangers of being used to baptize social, politi-
cal and economic systems which are far from reflecting the righteousness of God
are increased.

The contrast between Caesar and Christ pervaded early Christian discourse.
Thus when Polycarp was brought before the local governor, he refused to swear
an oath to the emperor, or burn a pinch of incense to Caesar. In the legends sur-
rounding his death the crowds condemned him as the “destroyer of our gods,
who is teaching the whole multitudes to abstain from sacrificing to them or wor-
shipping them” (Martyrdom of Polycarp 10-12). A neutral, apparently secular,
action is an event of supreme importance in the eyes of God. The redemptive
moment means siding with the Lamb at the moment of testimony, and standing
firm in one’s convictions and commitment to the horizon of hope symbolized by
the Lamb who bears the marks of slaughter. In this respect John's apocalyptic
vision is typical of early Christian political understanding. It offers hope to those
who stand firm against the insidious blandishments of a decaying culture. The
Apocalypse reminds readers of the ultimate character of apparently harmless
actions. The odd bit of compromise with the old order is nothing less than being
marked by the Beast. All action, however small, is ultimately significant and of
infinite value in the divine economy.

In the ordinary situations of life in the present there exist a challenge, a
threat, and an opportunity to discover the hidden life of God. The scriptures mix
the mundane and the heavenly to convey the deeper character of what it is they
seek to communicate. We see this most clearly in Matt. 25: 31 ff., with the subtle
relationship between the eschatological judge and his hidden presence in the
least of his “brethren” in the midst of the present age: the consequence for final
judgment is now being gestated in the womb of history. This is true of the Bible
as a whole. All of life is an issue for the religious person, from eating to buying,
words and deeds as well as what is narrowly regarded as worship. There is no
area of existence which is neutral and unaffected by religious significance.
This link between the public and the private, the spiritual and political, which
Christianity inherited from Judaism has become a central element of catholic
Christianity down the centuries.
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CHAPTER 3
Augustine

Jean Bethke Elshtain

The fate of St. Augustine in the world of political theology has been mixed. He
is a thinker of great discursive power who favors powerful narration over deduc-
tive systematicity. What is “political” about his theology must, for the most part,
be teased out. He never penned a specific treatise on the subject. Despite this, it
is fair to say that more words have been spilled on figuring out what an Augus-
tinian political theology is, or might be, than on the tomes of other, more explicit,
political theologies. There are particular features to St. Augustine’s work that
make him a tough nut to crack. From the time of his conversion to Catholic
Christianity in 386 to his death as Bishop of Hippo in 430, Augustine wrote
some 117 books. He touches on all the central themes of Christian theology and
Christian life: the nature of God and human persons, the problem of evil, free
will and determinism, war and human aggression, the bases of social life and
political order, church doctrine, Christian vocations: the list is nigh endless.

Although a number of his works follow an argumentative line in the manner
most often favored by those who write political treatises, especially so given the
distinctly juridical or legalistic cast of so much modern political theory and polit-
ical theology, most often he paints bold strokes on a broad canvas. His enterprise
isat once theological, philosophical, historical, cultural, and rhetorical. His works
are characterized by an extraordinarily rich surface as well as vast depth, making
it difficult to get a handle on if one’s own purposes are not so ambitious. He traf-
fics in what we generally call “universals,” but he is also a nuanced “particular-
ist” and historicist.

Given this towering enterprise it is, perhaps, unsurprising that attempts have
been made to reduce Augustine to manageable size. To that end he has been
tagged a political realist and canonized, if you will, as the theological grandfather
of a school of thought called “Christian realism” but, as well, of a tradition that
includes Machiavelli and Hobbes. For thinkers in the political realism camp, most
of whom are not theological thinkers, Augustine, if he is read at all, is read pri-
marily in and through excerpts from his great works that most favorably comport
with this “political realism.” To this end, his Confessions are ignored and book XIX
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of his 1,091-page masterwork (in the Penguin Classics unabridged version), The
City of God, isreproduced with certain bits highlighted. Perhaps also a chunk from
book I, chapterl, on “the city of this world, a city which aims at dominion, which
holds nations in enslavement, but is itself dominated by that very lust of domi-
nation” (Augustine 1972: 5). Book II, chapter 21, is helpful on Augustine’s alter-
native to Cicero’s judgment (according to Scipio) on the Roman commonwealth.
Book XYV, chapter 1, traces lines of descent of the “two cities, speaking allegori-
cally”; Book XIX, chapter 14, as already noted, is mined for a few precepts about
the interests government should serve; chapter 15 makes an argument against
slavery “by nature” and chapter 21, in which Scipio’s definition of a common-
wealth as advanced by Cicero makes a second appearance, also seems pertinent.
Chapter 7 of Book XIX is culled as the “justification of war” argument. Perhaps
— just perhaps — excerpts are drawn from chapters 14, 15, and 16, in order to
demonstrate Augustine’s insistence that there is a connection between the peace
and good of the household in relation to the city. Take all these snippets, plus his
scathing comment that what pirates do with one boat, Romans do with a navy,
but the one is called brigandage while the other is named Empire, and the student
has her quick intake of what I have called “Augustine Lite” (1996). The upshot is
adiminished Augustine, numbered among the pessimists and charged with being
one of those who stress human cruelty and violence with a concomitant need for
order, coercion, punishment, and occasional war as the upshot.

Recognizing the inadequacy of this “normalized” Augustine doesn’'t mean one
has an easy task if one’s purpose is to be fair to Augustine’s complexity with the
enterprise of political theology in mind, in part for the reasons noted above con-
cerning Augustine’s way of writing and arguing. But even more pertinent is a
political theologian’s sense of his or her task. If one construes that task, at least
in part, as a way of putting together anthropological presuppositions (what those
of us trained as political theorists called “theories of human nature,” atleast until
one dominant contemporary school of thought decided there was no such thing),
claims about the political and social order in light of those presuppositions, the
role of political theology in relation to these interrelated tasks, and the perils and
possibilities inherent in any political activity or order, then Augustine’s expan-
siveness is a welcome thing indeed. If one’s aims are narrower or more modest,
Augustine’s expansiveness is a frustration. I begin from the point of view that his
expansiveness is welcome. What follows is a way of highlighting key points of the-
oretical demarcation in Augustine’s work that are rich with implications for polit-
ical theology. I should make clear — as will be obvious to any reader of Augustine
—that I can only scratch the surface of things in a single essay.

Augustine on the Self

In his wonderful biography of St. Augustine, the noted historian of the late
antique world, Peter Brown, claims that Augustine has “come as near to us. ..
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as the vast gulf that separates a modern man from the culture and religion of
the later empire can allow” (1967: 181). How so? One reason, surely, lies in
Augustine’s complex ruminations on the nature of selthood. This is a theme
close to our own preoccupations. Augustine, in fact, anticipates postmodern
strategies in dethroning the Cartesian subject even before that subject got
erected. For Augustine, the mind can never be transparent to itself; we are never
wholly in control of our thoughts; our bodies are essential, not contingent, to
who we are and how we think; and we know that we exist not because “I think,
therefore I am,” but, rather, “I doubt, therefore I know I exist.” Only a subject
who is a self that can reflect on its-self can doubt. His Confessions is a story of a
human being who has become a question to himself (Augustine 1961).

Augustine begins the story with an infant — unlike so many who, over the
years, begin with adults: in political theory the image of adults signing social
contracts pertains, as if human beings sprang full-blown from the head of John
Locke! Augustine, however, starts with natality and intimates a developmental
account featuring a fragile, dependent creature who is by no means a tabula rasa,
but, rather, a being at once social and “quarrelsome.” Each child enters a world
whose Creator declared it good. Each child enters a world as the heir of Adam’s
foundational sin. Each child, therefore, is in need of God’s grace and forgiveness.
All human beings are driven by hunger and desire and experience frustration at
their inability to express themselves fully and decisively, in a way that prompts
others to respond, to be at one’s beck and call. Becoming an adult does not mean
jettisoning such emotions — these are key ingredients of our natures and our
ability to understand — but is, rather, about forming and shaping our passions
in light of certain presuppositions about human beings, human willing, and our
faltering attempts to will and to act rightly. Augustine’s awareness of the sheer
messiness of human existence lies at the heart of the withering critical fire he
directs at Stoic apatheia. For the mind to be in a state “in which the mind cannot
be touched by any emotion whatsoever, who would not judge this insensitivity
to be the worst of all moral defects?” (Augustine 1972: 565). We begin as, and
we remain, beings who love, who yearn, who grieve, who experience frustration.
The most important point here is Augustine’s insistence that thought can never
be purged of the emotions, and that the thinking self expresses complex emotion
through thought and in a language that is, hopefully, up to the task.

This leads directly to Augustine on language and the constraints imposed on
us by language. As par excellence the language users among God’s creatures, we
bump up all the time against opacity and constraint. In Book XIX, chapter 7,
Augustine muses about the ways in which humans are divided by linguistic dif-
ferences. These differences make it very hard for us to understand one another.

The diversity of languages separates man from man. For if two men meet and are
forced by some compelling reason not to pass on but to stay in company, then if
neither knows the other’s language, it is easier for dumb animals, even of differ-
ent kinds, to associate together than these men, although both are human beings.
For when men cannot communicate their thoughts to each other, simply because
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of difference of language, all the similarity of their common human nature is of
no avail to unite them in fellowship. So true is this that a man would be more cheer-
ful with his dog for company than with a foreigner. I shall be told that the Imper-
ial City has been at pains to impose on conquered peoples not only her yoke but
her language also, as a bond of peace and fellowship, so that there should be no
lack of interpreters but even a profusion of them. True; but think of the cost of this
achievement! Consider the scale of those wars, with all the slaughter of human
beings, all the human blood that was shed. (Augustine 1972: 861)

Here Augustine moves from the murkiness of language, how it divides us
despite our common human nature, to the imposition of a language on diverse
peoples but at a truly terrible price. We find, then, a drawing together of notions
of human nature, language and its centrality in constituting us as living crea-
tures; the complexity of a search for fellowship; and a pithy critique of the
enforced homogeneity of empire. Augustine’s powerful theological anthropol-
ogy compels attention to the ways in which human beings, created in God’s
image, communicate. Unsurprisingly, given original sin, language necessarily
reflects our division — the ways in which the self is riven by sin; the ways in which
human societies, too, bear the stain of sin and sinfulness. Human beings can
achieve only what Augustine calls “creature’s knowledge.” Full knowledge is not
available to human knowers, no matter how brilliant and learned they may be.
We are both limited and enabled by the conventions of language. No one can
jump out of his or her linguistic skin. We are obliged to bow to “normal usage”
if we hope to communicate at all, and we are driven to communicate by our
sociality, a sociality that goes all the way down. This sociality lies at the basis of
Augustine on the nature of human societies.

Augustine on Social Life

Human beings are, I noted above, social all the way down. Created in the image
of God, we are defined by human relationality. The self is not and cannot be free-
standing. Social life is full of ills and yet to be cherished. Thus, civic life, among
those social forms, is not simply what sin has brought into the world but what
emerges, in part, given our capacity for love and our use of reason, as well (alas)
as a pervasive lust for domination attendant upon human affairs. “The philoso-
phers hold the view that the life of the wise man should be social, and in this we
support them heartily.” Indeed, the city of God — Augustine’s way of character-
izing the pilgrim band of Christians during their earthly sojourn in and through
a community of reconciliation and fellowship that presages the heavenly
kingdom — could never have had “its first start . . . if the life of the saints were
not social” (Augustine 1972: 860). All human beings, without exception, are
citizens of the earthly kingdom — the city of Man — and even in this fallen con-
dition there is a kind of “natural likeness” that forges bonds between us. These
“bonds of peace” do not suffice to prevent wars, dissensions, cruelty, and misery
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of all kinds, but we are nonetheless called to membership based on a naturalis-
tic sociality and basic morality available to all rational creatures. A kind of unity
in plurality pushes toward harmony; but the sin of division — with its origins in
pride and willfulness — drives us apart.

Yet it is love of friendship that lies at the root of what might be called Augus-
tine's “practical philosophy”: his history, ethics, social and political theology
(Burt 1999). Pinioned between alienation and affection, human beings — those
“cracked pots” — are caught in the tragedy of alienation but glued by love. Our
sociality is given, so for Augustine the question is not “Should we be social?” or
“Should we trust enough to love?” but rather “What shall I love and how shall
Ilove it?” (Burt 1999: 5) His complex ethical theory follows; I can only touch on
it here, but it must be noted that political life is one form that human social and
ethical life assumes. We are always in society and we always seek the consola-
tion of others. Society, for Augustine, is a species of friendship, and friendship is
a moral union in and through which human beings strive for a shared good. All
of Augustine’s central categories, including war and peace, are in the form of a
relation of one sort or another. And the more we are united at all levels in a bond
of peace, the closer we come to achieving that good at which we aim and which
God intends.

For Augustine, neighborliness and reciprocity emerge from ties that bind,
beginning with familial bonds and extending from these particular relations
outward: the filaments of affection must not stop at the portal to the domus.
Augustine writes: “The aim was that one man should not combine many rela-
tionships in his one self, but that those connections should be separated and
spread among individuals, and that in this way they should help to bind social
life more effectively by involving in their plurality a plurality of persons” (1972:
623). The social tie is “not confined to a small group” but extends “more widely
to a large number with the multiplying links of kinship” (p. 624). The impor-
tance of plurality, of the many emerging from a unique one —for God began with
the singular — cannot be overestimated in Augustine’s work. It is his way of
putting into a single frame human uniqueness and individuality with sociality
and plurality. Bonds of affection tied human beings from the start. Bonds of
kinship and affection bound them further. These relationships got dispersed,
finally encompassing the entire globe.

In light of the confusion and confounding of human languages, it is some-
times difficult to repair to this fundamental sociality; but we yearn for it and seek
it in and through the social forms we create: thus civic order becomes a primary
requisite for human existence. This civic order is a normative good although, pace
Aristotle, civic order, or what we routinely call “the state,” does not fulfill or com-
plete our natures; rather, it expresses them and may do so in ways deadly or ways
less cruel. Here it is important to note that, for Augustine, no human being has
natural dominion over any other. There is no slavery by nature. We are by nature
social, but that doesn’t dictate any particular form of social order. Nor does
Augustine analogize from the authority of fathers in households to political rule.
Classical patriarchal theory holds that rule by fathers is at once natural and
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political; that a natural right translates into political authority and legitimation.
But for Augustine, political authority is different from familial authority. To the
extent that one is subject to a ruler, one is subject to him in status only and not
by nature.

There are temporal goods that are worthy, peace first and foremost. So human
civic life is not simply a remedy for sin — with order and coercion needed to con-
strain our wickedness — but an expression of our sociality; our desire for fellow-
ship; our capacity for a diffuse caritas. It follows that Cicero’s definition of a res
publica, as refracted through the writings of Scipio, is wanting. For Cicero, civic
order is an association based on common agreement concerning right and on
shared interests. Insufficient, argues Augustine; rather, a people gathered
together in a civic order is a gathering or multitude of rational beings united in
fellowship by sharing a common love of the same things. Using this definition,
we not only define what a society is, we can also assess what it is people hold
dear — what sort of society is this? It is worth noting at this juncture that a debate
in current Augustinian scholarship concerns precisely how one should rank the
good of political society for Augustine. The traditional, and overly simple, claim
that, for Augustine, civic order is simply a remedy for sin has been effectively
challenged (Burt 1999). Now the question seems to be just how important to
Augustine’s thought overall is the good at which civic life tends, and how much
this derives from and can be achieved through the exercise of human voluntary
activity. The dangers inherent in earthly political life are manifest: the fruits of
pride that seeks domination over others and glories only in the self or the
“empire.” The goods to be attained through civic life are sketchier, but begin with
Augustine’s basic rule of thumb for human earthly life: namely, that we should
do no harm and help whenever we can (a requisite of neighbor love).

If language divides us, then, it can also draw us together insofar as we
acknowledge a common humanity. Augustine’s critique of the political life of the
late Roman Empire was not so much an assault on the edifice of any ordering of
corporate life, but based rather on the failure of that public life ever to attain a
genuine res publica. This, at least, is an argument made by Rowan Williams. A
commonwealth is an identifiable social unit. But beyond this obvious fact, how
do we distinguish a polity in which the disorder of dominance by the libido dom-
inandi pertains from one in which a well-ordered social life pertains — a world in
which ordinary peace (tranquillitas ordinis) permits the moral formation of citi-
zens in households and in commonwealths to go forward (Williams 1987:
55-72)? A true form of corporate life is “purposive,” Williams argues, “existing
so as to nurture a particular kind of human life: in both [family and polis],
authority is determined in relation to a specific goal” (p. 64).

There are authentic political values, those of civic order, fairness, and the
safeguarding of soulcraft: all under God’s providence and dauntingly complex
for Christians, that pilgrim people, who by definition cannot simply absorb and
reflect the norms and understanding of what is worthy that pertain in the sur-
roundings in which they find themselves outside of the body of Christ, the eccle-
sia. Christians are not to hunker down in the church, but to approach the world
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with a loving worldliness, born out of a recognition of the world’s many good-
nesses and blessings, and the responsibility of human beings to honor and to
sustain those goodnesses as best they can in and through those social institu-
tions they create to sustain human life.

Pace many criticisms of Augustine that charge him with having replaced a
public ethic with a “private” and apolitical ethic of caritas, Williams insists, cor-
rectly, that

Augustine’s condemnation of “public” life in the classical world is, consistently,
that it is not public enough, that it is incapable of grounding a stable sense of com-
monality because of its pervasive implicit elitism, its divisiveness, its lack of a
common human project; and . . . that the member of the city of God is committed
ex professo to exercising power when called upon to do so, and, in responding to
such a call, does not move from a “church” to a “state” sphere of activity, but con-
tinues in the practice of nurturing souls already learned in more limited settings.
(1987: 68)

It is the interplay of caritas and cupiditas that is critical, and whether one or
the other prevails at a given point in time, either within the very being of a single
person or within the life of a civic order. Augustine would tame the occasions
for the reign of cupiditas and the activation of the libido dominandi, or lust to dom-
inate, and maximize the space within which caritas operates. For a lust to dom-
inate taints and perverts all human relations, from family to city. Similarly, a
decent love, a concern for the well-being of all in the household or in the city,
strengthens the delicate filaments of peace. The sin that mars the earthly city is
the story of arbitrary power or the ever-present possibility of such. By contrast,
the basis for a more just order is fueled by love. The theme of the two cities is the
metaphor that enables Augustine to trace the choreography of human relations.
Every human community is plagued by a “poverty stricken kind of power ... a
kind of scramble . . . for lost dominions and . . . honors,” but there are simulta-
neously present the life-forgiving and gentler aspects of loving concern, mutu-
ality, domestic and civic peace (Augustine 1972: 429). There are two
fundamentally different attitudes evinced within human social life and enacted
by human beings. One attitude is a powerful feeling of the fullness of life. A
human being will not be denuded if he or she gives, or makes a gift of, the self
to others. One’s dependence on others is not a diminution but an enrichment of
the self. The other attitude springs from cramped and cribbed selfishness, resent-
ment, a penury of spirit. The way one reaches out or down to others from these
different attitudes is strikingly distinct. From a spirit of resentment and con-
tempt, one condescends toward the other; one is hostile to life itself. But from
that fellow feeling in our hearts for the misery of others, we come to their help
by coming together with them. Authentic compassion (the working-out of
caritas) eradicates contempt and distance. But this working out can never
achieve anything like perfection in the realm of earthly time and history (the
saeculum).
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The Two Cities

In his book Saeculum (1970), widely acknowledged as one of the most impor-
tant attempts to unpack Augustine and to situate him as civic and political the-
orist, Robert Markus argues that Augustine aimed to achieve a number of
complex things with his characterization of the two cities. One was to sort out
the story of all earthly cities. Augustine, he argues, provides an account of the
earthly city (civitas terrena) from Assyria through Rome, and shows the ways in
which even the cherished goal of peace all too often ends in conquest and dom-
ination, hence no real peace at all. The fullness of peace is reserved for the heav-
enly city (civitas dei) and its eternal peace. In this way Augustine creates barriers
to the absolutizing and sacralizing of any political arrangement. His repudiation
of the theology underwriting the notion of an imperium Christianum lies in part
in his worry that any identification of the city of God with an earthly order
invites sacralization of human arrangements and a dangerous idolatry. At the
same time, earthly institutions have a real claim on us, and our membership in
a polity is not reducible to misery and punishment. Augustine begins with a pre-
sumption of the priority of peace over war, and he repudiates all stories of myth-
ical human beginnings that presume disorder and war as our primordial
condition. The earthly city derives from our turning away from love and its
source (God) toward willfullness and a “poverty stricken kind of power.” Because
earthly potestas is tied to the temptations inherent in that form of power we call
dominion, there can be no such thing as an earthly sacral society or state.

Augustine begins his unpacking of “the origins and ends of the two cities” in
The City of God, part II, book XI. The poverty stricken kind of power is here ref-
erenced and human beings are likened to the fallen angels who have turned
away from God. In book XII Augustine continues the theme of “turning away,”
tying the two cities to ordered or disordered wills and desires. With book XIV we
get the disobedience of the first man leading not to death everlasting, as would
have been the case without God'’s grace, but to division — within the self, between
self and other, between nations and cultures. Whatever the culture or nation,
none is whole unto himself or itself, complete and perfect; each is marked by the
divisions Augustine here calls “the standard of the flesh” by contrast to “the
standard of the spirit” (1972: 547). This is not a screed against the body but
against the abuse of the body under the rule of the flesh.

With book XV he writes of “two classes” or “two cities, speaking allegorically "
a warning to any who would conflate specific earthly configurations with his
dominant metaphor. It is an allegorical representation of a great mystery. The
clean and the unclean come together within the framework of the church,
within the boundaries of human communities (1972: 648). But the city of God
is turned toward God’s will, with which it hopes to be in accord; the city of man
is constructed and run according to man’s standards and designs. Given that
there is a “darkness that attends the life of human society,” few should sit com-
fortably on “the judge’s bench,” but sit there the judge must, “for the claims of
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human society constrain him and draw him to this duty; and it is unthinkable
to him that he should shirk it” (p. 860).

One must not shirk worldly responsibilities, because temporal peace is a good,
whether it is the peace of the body, or fellowship with one’s own kind, or the pro-
vision made for food and clothing and care. Amid the shadows that hover over
and among us, there are, as already noted, two rules within our reach and that
we should follow: “first, to do no harm to anyone, and, secondly, to help every-
one whenever possible” (1972: 873). The most just human civic arrangements
are those that afford the widest scope to non-harm-doing and to fellowship and
mutuality. If mutuality, even of the earthly imperfect sort, is to be attained, there
must be a compromise between human wills and the earthly city must find a
way to forge bonds of peace. This she finds very difficult by definition, given the
distortions of the lust to dominate.

By contrast, the heavenly city on earthly pilgrimage is better able to forge
peace by calling out “citizens from all nations and so collects a society of aliens,
speaking all languages.” She — the civitas dei — does this not by annulling or abol-
ishing earthly differences but even through maintaining them so “long as God
can be worshipped” (1972: 878). The life of the saint, the life of the citizen, is a
social life. There must be a balance in our attention to earthly affairs; thus a
person ought not “to be so leisured as to take no thought in that leisure for the
interest of his neighbor, nor so active as to feel no need for the contemplation of
God.” If we are to “promote the well-being of common people,” we must love
God and love our neighbor and the one helps to underscore and to animate the
other (p. 880). In his reconsideration of book XIX of Augustine’s masterwork,
Oliver O'Donovan argues that Augustine reformulated

something like the traditional concept of society and morality in new terms which
would give due recognition both to the reality of the moral order which makes
social existence possible and to its fundamentally flawed character. Augustine
embarks on a radical, but not revolutionary policy of characterising all politics in
terms of moral disorder, which itself provides an explanation of their political order,
since, in Augustine’s firmly Platonic view, disorder is nothing but a failure in the
underlying moral order . . . A vice, in other words, is a perversion of virtue; it is a
disorder which is predatory on some order. (O'Donovan 1987: 102)

Refusing to grant a free-standing originary status to disorder or to sin is not
only one way Augustine argued against the Manicheans; it remains a radically
provocative account that bears profound political implications for our under-
standing of political evil and evil-doers, a theme I consider in the concluding
section below (Elshtain 1995).

Here it is important to note that whatever Augustine’s acquiescence in the
received social arrangements of his time, he left as a permanent legacy a con-
demnation of that lust for dominion that distorts the human personality, mar-
riage, the family, and all other human social relations, including civic life and
membership. Augustine is scathing in his denunciation of arrogant pridefulness;
unstinting in his praise of the works of service, neighborliness, and a love that
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simultaneously judges and succors (judges because we must distinguish good
from evil, selfishness from kindness, and so on). Love and justice are intertwined,
on earth and in heaven. Yet the world is filled with horrors, including war. How
does Augustine square his regretful justification of a certain sort of war with his
call to love and peace? It is to this theme that I now turn.

Augustine on War and Peace

A full treatment of this theme would require an assessment of Augustine’s
complex theodicy. That is beyond the scope of this essay. But a brief discussion
is needed in order to grasp Augustine’s theology of war and peace. Augustine
acknowledges the seductive allure of evil. He famously tells the story of a youth-
ful prank — stealing pears — that was done not from hunger but from pleasure
in the deed itself and in the fellowship with others who took part in the deed.
It took Augustine many years, including a sustained detour through
Manicheanism, before he rejected decisively metaphysical dualism and repudi-
ated any claim that evil is a self-sustaining, generative principle of opposition to
good. The Manicheans had located evil in creation itself as the work of a
demonic demiurge; thus the body was tainted by definition. But, for Augustine,
creation is good. The body is good, not polluted. It is what we do with the body;
what we do to creation, that either marks our bodies with the stain of sin,
wickedness, and cruelty or does not, at any given point in time. Augustine’s
famous articulation of human free will enters at this juncture — a concept
Hannah Arendt credits with being an original contribution by Augustine. We
can choose to do wrong and we often do, for we are marked from the beginning
with the trace of originary disobedience. The choice of evil is in and of itself “an
impressive proof that the nature is good” (Augustine 1972: 448).

Evil is a falling away from the good, and we are the agents of this falling away
—not because the body is corrupt, but because we can defile it. There is no such
thing as evil “by nature.” Evil is the turning of a limited creature from God to
himself and, hence, to an absolutizing of his own flawed will. This turning may
become habitual, a kind of second nature. In this way, Augustine gives evil its
due without giving it the day. Evil is the name we give to a class of acts and puta-
tive motives. The fruits of this turning away include a hatred of finitude and a
fateful thirst for what might be called a kind of anticreation: a lust to destroy.
War is a species of that destruction; hence, war is always a tragedy even “when
just.” But if war is first and foremost an example of human sinfullness and a
turning from the good, how can it possibly be justified under any circumstances?

It works like this. Augustine begins by deconstructing the Roman peace as a
false claim to peace. Instead, Rome conquered and was herself conquered by her
own lust to dominate over others. “Think of all the battles fought, all the blood
that was poured out, so that almost all the nations of Italy, by whose help the
Roman Empire wielded that overwhelming power, should be subjugated as if
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they were barbarous savages” (Augustine 1972:127). Rome was driven by a lust
for vengeance and cruelty and these impulses triumphed under the cherished
name of peace. The Empire became a kingdom without justice, its rulers little
more than a criminal gang on a grand scale. Here Augustine famously repeats
the story of the rejoinder given by a captured pirate to Alexander the Great when
Alexander queried him about his idea in infesting the sea. “And the pirate
answered, with uninhibited insolence, ‘The same as yours, in infesting the earth!
But because I do it with a tiny craft, I'm called a pirate: because you have a
mighty navy, you're called an emperor’” (Augustine 1972: 139). Augustine
even suggests that the Romans should have erected a monument to the foreign
“other” and called her “Aliena” because they made such good use of her by pro-
claiming that all their wars were defensive; it was, therefore, necessary to
conjure up an implacable foreign foe in order to justify these ravages. For Rome,
peace became just another name for dominium. If war’s ravages are, in part, a
punishment for sin, human beings sin, often savagely, in enacting that punish-
ment. Primarily, however, Augustine emphasizes the freely chosen nature of war
and assigns responsibility to those who engage in it.

If you reflect on the terrible slaughter of war carried out for wicked motives
and to unworthy ends, you will determine to wage only limited, justifiable wars
even as you lament the fact that they must sometimes be waged, given injustice:
so Augustine argues. There are occasional real wars of defense. The wise ruler
and polity takes up arms only with great reluctance and penitence. Given Augus-
tine’s account of limited justifiability for wars fought only for certain motives,
he is frequently lodged as the grandfather of “just war” thinking. (Others, of
course, rank him as a forebear of political realism. There is no reason he cannot
be both, depending on what one understands by realism and just war respec-
tively.) Augustine appreciates what modern international relations theorists call
the “security dilemma.” People never possess a kingdom

so securely as not to fear subjugation by their enemies; in fact, such is the insta-
bility of human affairs that no people has ever been allowed such a degree of tran-
quillity as to remove all dread of hostile attacks on their life in this world. That
place which is promised as a dwelling of such peace and security is eternal, and is
reserved for eternal beings, in “the mother, the Jerusalem which is free.” (Augus-
tine 1972: 743—4)

One must simply live with this shadow, a penumbra of fear and worry, on this
earth. But one must not give oneself over to it, not without overweening justifi-
cation. When one capitulates to this fear, one gets horrible wars of destruction,
including social and civic wars. And each war invites another, given the mimetic
quality of instantiations of destruction. Each war breeds discontents and resent-
ments that invite a tendency to even the score.

By contrast, the just ruler wages a justifiable war of necessity, whether against
unwarranted aggression and attack or to rescue the innocent from certain
destruction. The motivation must be neighbor love and a desire for a more
authentic peace. This is a grudging endorsement of a lesser evil; war is never
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named as a normative good, only as a tragic necessity. It must be noted that res-
cuing the self alone is not a justification for violence: better to suffer wrong than
to commit it. But our sociality imbeds certain requirements of neighbor love,
most powerfully and poignantly so in the case of the ruler, who bears the respon-
sibility for the well-being of a people. It is, then, through our intrinsic sociality,
and under the requirement to do no harm and help whenever one can, that war
is occasionally justifiable. Augustine’s reasoning here falls within the domain of
accounts of comparative justice, and his argument, which is not a fully fleshed
out systematic theory of war so much as a theological account of war, involves
the occasional violation of a fundamental principle — do not kill unjustly, or
murder — in the name of an overriding good.

It is important to observe that a close reading of Augustine’s account shows
that one must lament even justifiable wars and reflect on them, not with vain-
glory, but with great sorrow. Not to look back with grief marks one as pitiable
and contemptible. There are no victory parades in Augustine’s world; for,
however just the cause, war stirs up temptations to ravish and to devour, often
in order to ensure peace. Just war, for Augustine, is a cautionary tale, not an
incautious and reckless call to arms. For peace is a great good, so good that “no
word ever falls more gratefully upon the ear, nothing is desired with greater
longing, in fact, nothing better can be found.” Peace is “delightful” and “dear to
the heart of all mankind” (1972: 866).

Augustine Concluded

The vast mountain of Augustinian scholarship keeps growing. It long ago sur-
passed a book version of Mt. Everest, so much so that no single scholar or group
of scholars could master it all. This is true of Augustine’s work alone. Peter
Brown claims that Isidore of Seville once “wrote that if anyone told you he had
read all the works of Augustine, he was a liar” (Brown 1972: 311). One always
has the sense with Augustine that one has but scratched the surface. Indeed, his
works have not yet been translated entirely into English. That project is now
underway, and there are some 17 volumes of his homilies alone that have made
their way into translation. Much of the new scholarship on Augustine remarks,
often with a sense of critical wonderment, on just how “contemporary” he is
given the collapse of political utopianism, by which I mean attempts to order
political and social life under an overarching Weltanschauung that begins, as any
such attempt must, with a flawed anthropology about human malleability and
even perfectibility. We recognize, looking back, the mounds of bodies on which
so many political projects rest, including the creation of the nation-state system
we took for granted for over three centuries and now observe to be fraying
around the edges.

The teleology of historic progress is no longer believable, although a version
of it is still touted by voluptuaries of techno-progress or genetic engineering that
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may yet “perfect” the human race. The presumably solid underpinnings of the
self gave way in the twentieth century under the onslaught of Nietzsche and
Freud. Cultural anthropology taught lessons of cultural contingencies. Con-
temporary students of rhetoric have rediscovered the importance and vitality of
rhetoric and the ways in which all of our political and social life and thought
must be cast in available rhetorical forms.

None of this would have surprised Augustine. What would sadden him is the
human propensity to substitute one extreme for another: for example, a too thor-
oughgoing account of disembodied reason gives way to a too thoroughgoing
account of reason’s demise. Importantly, one must rescue Augustine from those
who would appropriate him to a version of political limits or “realism” that
downplays his insistence on the great virtue of hope and the call to enact pro-
jects of caritas. That does not mean he should be called to service on behalf of
“markets and democracy.” It does mean he can never be enlisted on behalf of
the depredators of humankind.
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CHAPTER 4
Aquinas

Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt

In recent years there has been an amazing amount of interest in the ethical and
political thought of Thomas Aquinas (¢.1224-74). The growth of interest in the
“ethics of virtue,” both in philosophy (e.g. MacIntyre 1991) and theology (e.g.
Porter 1990; Pinckaers 1995), has naturally turned people’s attention to
Aquinas’ subtle and sophisticated analysis of virtue. In other cases, the role of
“natural law” in Aquinas’ thought has attracted the interest of some legal
and political theorists (e.g. Finnis 1998), and even of liberation theologians
(Gutiérrez 1993). In what follows, I will argue for the contemporary relevance
of Aquinas for political theology, though not primarily on the basis of his appeals
to natural law. Rather, by examining some texts from Aquinas that do not appear
at first glance to have much at all to do with his moral theology, much less his
political theory, I hope to show that the chief importance of Aquinas for politi-
cal theology is his belief that truth is stronger than kings, and his identification
of truth with the God of Israel, incarnate in Jesus Christ.

The Contours of Thomas’ Thought: Exegesis of a Text

Let me begin by sketching three formal contours of Thomas’ thought.

First, Thomas is concerned with both logic and metaphysics. His basic
approach is to seek clarity of thought and speech by making distinctions that
help our thought and speech conform to the order inherent in things. He com-
bines minute analysis of how we use words with deep metaphysical speculation
in a way not usually found in modern philosophy. This combination arises from
Thomas’ overriding concern to find the clearest way in which to convey the
content of the Christian tradition, which he does by way of making distinctions
and ordering those distinctions in terms of a comprehensive vision of reality.
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Second, Thomas’ thought is traditioned: he thinks as a participant in the give
and take of aliving tradition (see MacIntyre 1991). While modern thought is dis-
tinguished in part by its desire to find an indubitable starting point from which to
begin, Thomas approaches thought as a participant in a complex conversation
that is already underway. The quaestio format, which is at the heart of the Summa
Theologiae (hereafter ST), as well as other texts, presents the living voice of the tra-
dition in the arguments and counter-arguments with which the quaestio begins.

Third, Thomas’ thought is scriptural. The tradition to which Thomas belongs
is a conversation initiated by God with humanity, as recorded in the Bible. The
fundamental contours of Thomas’ thought are not, as sometimes thought, Aris-
totelian, but biblical. It is true that Thomas freely employs the treasures of phi-
losophy (Platonic as well as Aristotelian) in order to enrich the Christian
tradition. But it is the voice of scripture that predominates (see ST 1.1.8 ad 2),
both in posing questions and in answering them. The philosophical tradition is
both plundered for its riches and transformed into something that would seem
quite odd to either Plato or Aristotle.

In order to see how these formal contours function in practice, let us look at
a specific text, since Thomas, as a magister sacra pagina (a teacher of the sacred
page), was above all an interpreter of texts. This minor text represents one of the
random questions (quaestiones quodlibitales) with which Thomas dealt on a
regular basis in his role as a teacher. In addition to displaying the formal con-
tours of his thought, it can also serve as an introduction to some of the possi-
bilities and problems of Thomas’ thought for today. A clear problem raised by
this particular text is that, to modern sensibilities, Thomas' treatment of
“woman” as an example of “sensual causality” is at best patronizing and at
worst overtly sexist. This alerts us to at least one important point in reading
Thomas today. Thomas’ identification of woman with “sensuality” and man
with “intellect” indicates that he, like all of us, is a product of his culture. In this
case, he has imbibed certain notions that make “woman” a natural metonym
for “sexual attraction.” This raises some difficult questions, to which I will return
toward the end of this essay, about how social and political power can shape our
perception of the natural order of things. A key question, therefore, is whether
Thomas’ fundamental point that truth is stronger than kings can be used to cri-
tique some of his own cultural assumptions.

QuopLIBITAL QUESTION 12.14.1: Whether truth is stronger than wine, a king, or a
woman.

Obj. 1: It seems that wine is strongest, since it can change the greatest of men.

Obj. 2: It seems a king is strongest, since he compels a person to that which is most
difficult, i.e. to that which exposes him to mortal danger.

Obj. 3: It seems that woman is strongest, since she dominates even a king.
Against this: 3 Esdras 4: 35: “truth is stronger.”
I reply: This is a question posed by the youths in Esdras, which they were required
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to solve. It must be observed, therefore, that if we consider these four (namely, wine,
a king, a woman and truth) according to themselves, they are not comparable
because they are not of the same genus. However, if they be considered in relation
to some effect, they concur in one regard and may thus be compared. Further, this
effect in which they concur and according to which they can be compared is the
changing of the human heart. Therefore, whichever among them brings about the
greatest change in the human heart would seem to be the strongest.

It must be observed that change in human beings sometimes concerns the body
and sometimes the soul [animale], and this latter change can be in two ways:
regarding the senses and regarding the intellect. Furthermore, the intellect is also
two-fold: practical and speculative.

Among those things, however, that pertain to natural change according to
bodily disposition, the best is wine, which makes people talkative by drunkenness.
Among those things that pertain to change in the appetite of the senses, the best
is pleasure, especially sexual pleasure, and thus woman is stronger. Likewise in
practical matters and human affairs that we can accomplish, the king has the
greatest power. In speculative matters the highest and most powerful thing is truth.

Now bodily powers are subordinate to animal powers, animal powers to intel-
lectual powers, and practical intellectual powers to speculative ones. Therefore,
simply speaking, truth is most worthy and excellent and strong.

As he begins his reply, Thomas takes four candidates for “strongest” and, with
logical rigor, points out the difficulty of comparing them if we simply take them
as what they are in themselves. However, he goes on to say that they are all causes
of change in the human heart and thus may be compared on that level. Thomas
therefore locates them within the context of his understanding of human beings,
observing that human beings are both bodily and spiritual (or, as he puts it here,
“animal” — from anima or “soul”); that our spiritual natures consist in our capac-
ity for sensation, which we share with other animals, and our capacity for
thought, which distinguishes us from other animals; and that our capacity for
thought can be further divided into thought oriented toward action (practical
reason) and thought oriented toward knowledge (speculative reason).

Having made these distinctions, we can see that the human heart can be
moved in various ways. Wine can affect us on a physical level, by means of a
chemical reaction, turning an otherwise taciturn person into a talkative one. A
beautiful woman (or man) affects us not simply on the level of a physical change,
but through sensation, specifically pleasurable sensation. Both a king and the
truth act on the level of thought, but in distinct ways. A king can command the
will to move us to perform some action, but he cannot command the mind to
move to assent to something. Only the truth can do that. So there are different
kinds of causes of human action and consequently different kinds of human
actions: those of the body, those of the senses, those of the will, and those of
speculative reason. These distinctions are crucial to the articulation of Thomas’
overarching vision of reality (what we might call his “metaphysics”). Thomas
claims not only that we can distinguish different kinds of causes of change in
the human heart, but that these kinds have a proper ordering, one to another.
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This ordering is implicit in his initial description of the different kinds of
changes. The most basic (or “lowest”) kind of change is that which human
beings share in common with all existing things: change though physical or
material causes. Change brought about by things that act through the senses is
distinctive to sensate beings (i.e. animals), but again is not distinctively human.
Thus, the less distinctive causes of action are lower than or “subordinate to”
(ordered below) more distinctive causes of action.

But what about the two kinds of causes of action that are equally distinctive
of human beings: those that act upon practical reason and those that act upon
speculative reason? How are these ordered in relation to each other? The prac-
tical intellect and the speculative intellect are not two different powers of reason
so much as the application of reason in two different ways: in the former case
about the good that is to be pursued (i.e. what we should do) and in the latter
case about the truth that is known (i.e. what is the case). And these distinct
objects turn out not to be so distinct, since “truth and good include one another;
for truth is something good, otherwise it would not be desirable; and good is
something true, otherwise it would not be intelligible” (ST 1.79.11 ad 2). Yet a
difference remains: practical reason is reasoning about the good that is the cause
of human action, whereas speculative reason reaches beyond the human to God,
the cause of all that is, and thus of all truth (ST 2-2.47.2 ad 1). Therefore causes
that operate through the practical intellect are subordinate to those that operate
through the speculative intellect. We might say that it is easier to cause behav-
ior than belief. Thus, “truth is stronger” because the hierarchy of causes exem-
plified by wine, woman, king, and truth corresponds to the ontological hierarchy
of inanimate beings, animate beings, intellectual beings, and God, who is the act
of existing itself (esse ipse subsistens).

So far, so logical and metaphysical. But what about tradition and scripture?
Some have taken the question to be a student’s joke, posed to baffle the profes-
sor, and perhaps it was (though it is not a particularly funny one). More impor-
tantly, however, the question is rooted in the text of scripture, specifically the
deuterocanonical book of 3 Esdras, in which three young Jewish servants of the
Persian King Darius debate this question before their master. Darius’ predeces-
sor, Cyrus, had defeated the Babylonians, who had 50 years before destroyed
Jerusalem and taken many of its people off into exile. Cyrus had allowed the
Jewish exiles to return to their homeland, but many had remained in Babylon,
where they had established themselves. At this time the temple in Jerusalem
remains in ruins because Darius has yet to fulfill the vow he made to rebuild it.

The first of the three servants argues that wine is strongest, not least because
“it makes equal the mind of the king and the orphan, of the slave and the free,
of the poor and the rich” (3 Esdras 3: 19). The second young man, more inclined
to flattery than wit, argues that the king is stronger, since “all his people and his
armies obey him” (4: 10). The third defends the proposition that “women are
strongest, but truth is victor over all things” (3: 12). This young man is Zerub-
babel, the grandson of King Jehoiachin, who was the last king of Judah before
the exile in Babylon. Zerubbabel is not interested in impressing Darius with wit
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or flattery. He argues that women are stronger than wine, since they give birth
to the men who plant the vineyards, and also stronger than kings, pointing to
Darius’ own fawning behavior with his concubine, Apame, who would “take the
crown from the king’s head and put it on her own, and slap the king with her
left hand” (4: 30).

Then Zerubbabel abruptly shifts gears, announcing that “truth is great, and
stronger than all things” (4: 35). What justifies this shift? Zerubbabel's mockery
of the king and his concubine points to their pettiness and makes ridiculous their
claims to importance. Zerubbabel continues, speaking of truth as a woman
(perhaps echoing the figure of “lady wisdom” in the book of Proverbs), a woman
who is in striking contrast to Darius’ concubine: “with her there is no partiality
or preference, but she does what is righteous instead of anything that is unright-
eous or wicked” (4: 39). The implicit appeal to Darius is that he pursue the pow-
erful and righteous lady truth, rather than the fickle and untrustworthy Apame.
But the punchline to Zerubbabel's encomium to truth comes at the end: “To her
belong the strength and the kingship and the power and the majesty of all the
ages. Blessed be the God of truth” (4: 40). In this final turn, Zerubbabel makes
it clear that to dedicate oneself to the pursuit of truth is to dedicate oneself to
the God of Israel.

Darius is won over, smitten by Zerubbabel's portrayal of lady truth. He says,
“Ask what you wish,” and Zerubbabel replies “I pray therefore that you fulfil the
vow whose fulfilment you vowed to the King of heaven with your own lips” (4:
43-6). Darius, confronted with truth, a power greater than his own power as
king, agrees to Zerubbabel's request that he rebuild the temple.

Relocating Thomas’ discussion in its biblical source helps us see that, though
he employs the tools of philosophy, his answer to the question is saturated with
biblical understandings of the relationship between power and truth, and the
subordination of earthly rulers to God’s eternal law. In the story of Zerubbabel
we see displayed a fundamental narrative pattern that repeats itself throughout
the Old and New Testaments, a pattern that is central to Thomas’ thoughts on
political order and that is summed up in the verse that Thomas quotes in his
quodlibital question: “Truth is stronger.”

Speaking Truth to Power

The confrontation between truth and other claimants to the throne of power is
expressed perhaps most acutely in the Gospel of John's account of Jesus’ appear-
ance before Pilate, the representative of earthly power (John 18: 33-19: 22).
Thomas’ own commentary on this narrative is instructive. While Thomas casts
Pilate in as favorable a light as possible — he is a “just judge” who wishes to know
the truth (Super evangelium S. loannis §2344) — he still sees Pilate as one who
cannot understand what Christ says because he is thoroughly bound to
“worldly” ways of thinking, unable to imagine a kingdom that is not “physical”
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—that is, one of external coercion. Even though Pilate is willing to accept Jesus
as a “teacher of the truth” (§2365), he never understands the real relationship
between truth and kingship; he never understands that “truth is stronger.”

Pilate further misunderstands Jesus’ statement that his kingdom is not of this
world, in an error that Thomas characterizes as “Manichean,” in that the mate-
rial world is seen as a realm of irredeemable darkness ruled by the forces of brute
coercion. Against this, Thomas maintains that while Christ does not reign “in the
physical way that those of the earth do” (§2350) — namely, by external coercion
—this does not mean that he does not rule this world. Indeed, Christ’s kingdom “is
here, because it is everywhere” (§2354). While law is often coercive, operating
through the threat of punishment (see ST 1-2.90.3 ad 2), it is not inevitably so.
The eternal law by which God guides creation operates from the interior of things,
not by external coercion; and even in the case of earthly laws, these are coercive
to the wicked, because they run contrary to the inclination of their wills, but not
tothe good, because their wills are in harmony with truth (see ST 1-2.96.5). Pilate
presumes, in common with the Manichean worldview, that power is always and
merely the power of coercion, operating (like wine) on the level of physical force,
and that any power that is “not of this world” must not be real power.

Thomas notes Jesus’ care in replying to Pilate’s questions. When Pilate says,
“So you are a king?” Jesus replies, “You say that I am a king.” Thomas says, “Our
Lord tempered his response about his kingship so that he neither clearly asserted
that he was a king — since he was not a king in the sense in which Pilate under-
stood it — nor denied it — since spiritually he was the King of Kings” (§2358).
Though Thomas does not use the term here, he is clearly presenting Christ’s
kingship and worldly kingship as “analogical.” The Manichean worldview would
have it that if Christ’s kingship is “worldly” then it must partake of the darkness
of coercion; if it is “unworldly” then it is utterly different from and irrelevant to
this realm of darkness. Thomas rejects such an alternative. He denies that Christ
is a king according to the mode of physical kingship, but asserts that he is king
in another way, the way of righteousness (§2358).

Thomas says that Christ then reveals the “mode and order” (modum et
rationem) of his kingdom in the statement, “For this I was born and for this I have
come into the world, to bear witness to the truth” (§2359). The kingdom of
Christ is “unworldly,” yet exercised from the very heart of the world. Those he
rules, because they have seen the truth manifested by Christ, set their affections
not on earthly things but on heavenly ones; yet (as Augustine would put it) they
live as pilgrims in this world in order to witness to the truth. Similarly, the
authority he receives from the Father is not the shadow power of kings and
armies, but is the true power and pattern of the world’s creation (see §2351).

Pilate proves a somewhat tragic figure in Thomas’ estimation. He asks Jesus
in all sincerity, “What is truth?”, but he does not wait for the answer (§2364).
He is interested in truth, but it is a dilettante’s interest; he does not realize that
true strength resides in finding the truth. He still trusts in his ability to manip-
ulate the Jews in order to free Christ, whom he has decided is harmless (because
powerless). Rather than waiting to hear the truth from Christ, he tries to exploit
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the Jewish custom of releasing a prisoner at Passover time (§2367). As Thomas
continues to describe Pilate’s bargaining with those who seek Christ’s death,
Thomas becomes uncharacteristically passionate in chiding Pilate: “Why then,
unrighteous Pilate, was there this shameful bargaining if there was no crime in
him?” (§2380). From the human perspective, Pilate has the power to release
Jesus, but he continues to pretend that he does not really have the authority to
do so, even while boasting of his own power. In engaging in this knot of self-
deceit, “he has condemned himself” (§2393).

The final act of this confrontation comes when the Jews threaten Pilate with
Caesar’s displeasure because “they thought that Pilate would prefer the friend-
ship of Caesar to the friendship of justice” (§2399). They are right; Pilate cannot
ignore such a threat because he believes that his power in this matter comes from
Caesar. Pilate’s capitulation before the threat of Caesar’s power shows both his
moral failings and his inability to grasp the power of truth. And so truth goes to
the cross: “Christ bore his cross as a king does his scepter; his cross is the sign of
his glory, which is his universal dominion over all things” (§2414).

Thomas’ commentary on the encounter between Pilate and Jesus reveals the
precise way in which “truth is stronger.” Speaking truth to earthly power is no
guarantee that you will not be killed, for the power of “physical” rulers is essen-
tially the power of coercion, which reaches its extreme measure in the death of
those who will not comply. But the noncoercive power of truth accomplishes the
purposes of truth more inexorably than the purposes of any earthly rule. A
martyr for truth can resist an earthly ruler to the point of death, and thus
beyond the limits of the ruler’s power, but the power of truth has no limits. So,
as Aquinas says, Christ’s cross becomes the sign of his “universal dominion over
all things.”

Law, Order, Beauty

To those familiar with the standard account of Aquinas’ political thought, what
I have written above must seem strange, because I have not mentioned “natural
law.” This is because I am convinced that the nontheological account of natural
law that some claim to find in Aquinas (e.g. Finnis 1998) is simply not there (see
Long 2001). While Thomas discusses “natural law” in various places in his writ-
ings, one ought not to abstract these discussions from their theological context.
Attention to this context yields an account of natural law that is both more the-
ological and more modest than the one often ascribed to Aquinas.

In the Summa Theologiae, Thomas’ discussion of natural law (1-2.94) occurs
in the context of a cluster of questions (1-2.90-108) concerned with law as one
of the “external principles” of human action. These questions occur in the larger
context of Thomas’ discussion of human action in the second part of the Summa,
which in turn is located in the larger context of the Summa as a whole, with its
structure of creation coming forth from God and returning to God through
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Christ. Of the 512 questions in the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas devotes only one,
consisting of six articles, to natural law. By way of contrast, he devotes seven
questions, a total of 46 articles, to the Torah. While such quantitative informa-
tion can be misleading, since the notion of natural law crops up throughout the
questions on law and in various other places in Aquinas’ work, it raises the ques-
tion of whether the importance of natural law in Aquinas’ thought has been
overestimated. Our evaluation, however, must ultimately rest on a careful
reading, in context, of Thomas' account of natural law.

After a general discussion of “law” (1-2.90-92), Thomas begins not with
natural law, but with the basis of all law in the “eternal law,” by which “the
whole community of the universe is governed by divine reason” (1-2.91.1). This
law is a ratio (in this sense, an idea or exemplar, but also an “order”) existing in
God eternally, by which all of the world’s actions and movements are directed:
the eternal law is both the pattern of divine order within the uncreated being of
God, and the pattern of order in which all created things participate and by
which they are governed and led to their end. This eternal law is “appropriated”
to the divine Word, the second person of the Trinity, by which the Father
expresses himself (1-2.93.1, 4).

The natural law is the participation of rational creatures in the eternal law
through sharing in divine wisdom (1-2.91.2). While all creatures are guided by
the eternal law, rational creatures are guided by God precisely through their
intellects. Thomas’ initial emphasis is not on natural law as an autonomous
human faculty, but on how the human ability to discern good and evil is
“nothing else than the imprint on us of the divine light” (1-2.91.2). This par-
ticipation in divine reason provides rational creatures with “first principles” of
moral reasoning. These first principles are not conclusions about particular
actions, but rather what one might call the basic “grammar” of such reasoning
(see 1-2.94.2). The first precept of moral reasoning — “good is to be done and
pursued and evil is to be avoided” — does not tell us whether any particular action
is good or evil, but that no action can be simultaneously good (and therefore to
be pursued) and evil (and therefore to be avoided) at the same time and in the
same way. In other words, all reasoning about action must begin with a recog-
nition of the “grammatical” or logical distinction between good and evil.

However, Thomas thinks that natural law can also yield something more than
simply the principle that good is to be pursued and evil is to be avoided. Since all
rational creatures participate in divine reason, human beings “naturally” (i.e.
by virtue of their rational natures) incline toward those things that they appre-
hend as good, and therefore our knowledge of what it means to be a human
being can yield a skeletal account of those goods we ought to pursue. Thus, we
have the goods that we pursue in common with all beings, such as self-preser-
vation; goods that we pursue in common with other living beings, such as nutri-
tion, reproduction, and the nurture of young; and, finally, pursuits peculiar to
us as human beings, such as life in community and truth (1-2.94.2).

Thomas follows Aristotle in claiming that the human being is by nature a
“social animal” (1-2.61.5; 1-2.95.4) — that is, human society and all it entails
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is part of what it means to be human. For human beings to flourish as human
beings, they need some sort of structured way of living and flourishing together.
This flourishing together is based on what Thomas calls “the common good.”
This is neither the aggregate of all individual goods, nor those goods that a given
group of individuals happen to have in common. Rather, it is God who is the
common good of all creatures (1.60.5; 1-2.19.10), both as the source of all
created goods, and as the end toward which they are drawn. Beings are drawn
to God through what Thomas describes as “the beauty of order” (1.96.3 ad 3):
the good of ordered diversity reflecting in a finite way the infinite, simple good-
ness of God. Thus we might say that, on the level of human community, the
common good is the good of ordered common life itself, a goodness that is a par-
ticipation in the goodness of God.

While social life is natural to human beings, this does not mean that untu-
tored human impulse will inevitably lead to the forsaking of individual goods for
the common good. Human beings have a “natural aptitude” to pursue good and
avoid evil in particular ways, but this aptitude is not sufficient in itself for leading
a good life, precisely because those particular goods must be coordinated to
reflect the “beauty of order.” Thus particular human laws must be instituted in
order to train and direct human beings in community to properly order the goods
that they pursue by natural inclination (1-2.95.1). Thomas is remarkably
undogmatic about which form of government is best suited to this purpose,
though he tends to identify pure democracy with mob rule and expresses a pref-
erence for a “mixed” form of government incorporating elements of monarchy
(one clear head of government), aristocracy (the powers of government distrib-
uted among a group), and democracy (those who govern being chosen from the
people and by the people) (1-2.105.1). Whatever the polity, however, a govern-
ment is judged as good or bad according to its ability to properly order human
life together.

The presence of the beauty of order in human societies is what we call
“justice,” and the lack of such order is what we call “tyranny.” Aquinas says that
“justice, by its nature, implies a certain rightness [rectitudinem] of order” (1-
2.113.1). A just society is one that is rightly or beautifully ordered by imitating
God who, according to his eternal law, “gives to each thing what is due to it by
its nature and condition” (1.21.1 ad 3). Human communities participate in the
beauty of God’s order when, for example, they give to children the nurture and
education due to them on account of their nature. However, when those
entrusted with the leadership of a community fail to render to each what is their
due, we have tyranny, which is a kind of perverse imitation of law (1-2.92.1 ad
4). Indeed, if justice truthfully mirrors the ordering action of God by caring for
each and every one, tyranny is a false representation, because it is an exercise of
power that ignores the common good.

The task of justice, understood as our participation in the divine beauty of
order, is something to which human beings are called, both as individuals and
as communities, but at the same time is a task to which they are in no way ade-
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quate. This inadequacy is rooted in human creaturely finitude and exacerbated
by human sin. Thus, beyond natural law and human law it was necessary that
there be a law given to human beings by God, which Aquinas calls “divine law”
(1-2.91.4). This divine law is intended both to strengthen the dictates of natural
law and to supplement them by uniting human beings in the right worship of
God.

This divine law is first manifested in the Torah of the people Israel, which in
the decalogue clearly articulates the natural law for God'’s people, and in the cer-
emonial and judicial precepts gives shape to the common life of that people (1-
2.99.4). Indeed, Thomas says that “the people of Israel is commended for the
beauty of its order” (1-2.105.1 sed contra). That beauty lies in part in the rela-
tive clarity with which the Torah renders God’s eternal law, but above all in its
“figurative” quality, by which it points to the new law of Jesus Christ (1-
2.104.2). The new law surpasses the old by bringing it to perfection. Whereas
the old law directed and ordered human action through external means —
promises and punishments — the new law directs and orders human action from
within, through the infusion of grace (1-2.107.1 ad 2). Indeed, Thomas says
that the new law first and foremost simply is the grace of the Holy Spirit, ruling
(in the sense both of directing and of measuring) our hearts (1-2.106.1). Here
we find echoes of Thomas’ comments on the distinction in his commentary on
John between Christ’s kingship and “physical” kingship. However, the new law
also commends certain physical action: the sacramental rituals that are a source
of grace and the visible acts of human love that are consequences of divinely
imparted love (1-2.108.1). Thus the new law, no less than the old, imparts a
visible “shape” to the community of God’s people, though without recourse to
physical coercion.

Attempts to reduce Thomas’ discussion of law to the few articles that he
devotes to natural law stumble over the fact that his account of law is irreducibly
theological. In fact, it is not simply theological, but Christological. It begins by
rooting all law in the eternal law expressed by the Father in the generation of
the Son and ends with the new law of Christ, given through the Spirit to his dis-
ciples. In between these Christological bookends we do indeed find discussions of
natural and human law, and Thomas clearly holds the view that certain partic-
ular goods can be realized by societies established on the basis of the natural law
written in our hearts. He rejects the position that the seemingly good things that
people do apart from grace — such as building houses or having friends (1-
2.109.2, 5) — are in actuality sinful. But they do remain incomplete, and radi-
cally so, because such natural goodness can only dimly glimpse the eternal law,
the divine truth manifested in God’s incarnate Word. Though human societies
apart from divine law can instantiate particular goods, and even partially order
them to the common good, they cannot ultimately attain the truly common
good, which is God.

To make this same point from a different angle, let us return to Jesus stand-
ing before Pilate. Pilate’s human nature has retained sufficient goodness for him
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to recognize Jesus as a teacher of the truth; it has retained sufficient goodness
for him to value the truth enough to want to release Jesus; but because he has
not recognized “the gift of God which enables us to believe and love the truth”
(§2363), he has not recognized Jesus himself as the truth, the embodiment of
the eternal law. Pilate has retained just enough goodness to be morally respon-
sible, and thus, in his condemnation of Christ, “he has condemned himself”
(§2393). Like all embodiments of human law and authority left to their own
devices, Pilate can be held accountable to justice, but he cannot implement it
except in the most ad hoc and ultimately inadequate ways. He cannot enact the
beauty of order.

Thomas Today

The reading I have offered of Thomas on politics has argued that what many
modern interpreters see as his greatest strength, the autonomy he gives to
secular politics through his notion of natural law, is in fact not Thomas’ posi-
tion at all. While Thomas believed that the goodness of human nature was not
entirely vitiated by sin, and that just human societies were ordered toward the
common good, he also shared the views of his culture that in any rightly ordered
society the Gospel would be welcomed and promoted by the laws of that society.
He argued that unbelievers should not be allowed to establish their rule over
believers (2-2.10.10), that heretics were an illness of the body politic and could
under certain circumstances be killed (2-2.11.3), and that an apostate prince
could be deprived of his dominion over his subjects (2-2.12.2). He was not, as
Lord Acton would have had it, “the first Whig.”

Any proposed use of Thomas today must accept the fact that his views are
not easily separable from the ecclesial—political situation of his day; and it must
equally accept that Thomas’ ecclesial—political situation no longer obtains in our
day. In order to avoid any facile or distorted applications of what Thomas has to
say on politics, we must look carefully at the assumptions of Thomas and his day
and at those of our own. Thomas does not share our assumptions. He does not
think of the common good as equivalent to the greatest good for the greatest
number. He does not think of human societies as primarily instruments by
which individuals pursue their private ends. He does not think that questions of
ultimate truth must be bracketed in order for societies to function. Indeed,
because “truth is stronger,” a truly human society can be established only on
the basis of eternal truth.

This last point indicates the greatest difference between Thomas’ assumptions
and contemporary assumptions, which is exemplified by his treatment of Pilate’s
question, “What is truth?” As noted above, Thomas takes Pilate to be making a
serious inquiry. Pilate retains a goodness in his nature that still desires the truth.
But contrast Thomas’ reading of Pilate with the one given by Nietzsche in The
Antichrist:
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Need I add that in the whole New Testament there is only a single figure who com-
mands respect? Pilate, the Roman governor. To take a Jewish affair seriously — he
does not persuade himself to do that. One Jew more or less — what does it matter?
The noble scorn of a Roman, confronted with an impudent abuse of the word
“truth,” has enriched the New Testament with the only saying that has value — one
which is its criticism, and even its annihilation: “What is truth?” (Nietzsche 1954:
626-7)

Thomas’ benign reading of Pilate’s question seems to miss the irony in it that
is so obvious to us today. It is almost as if Thomas could not imagine that Pilate
was not genuinely interested in the truth, an eternal and universal truth. The
question of Nietzsche’s Pilate, on the other hand, is redolent of the corrosive
irony that relativizes all truth, turning it into, in Nietzsche’s phrase, “a mobile
army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms — in short, a sum of
human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poet-
ically and rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and oblig-
atory to a people” (“On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” §1 in Nietzsche
1954: 46-7). Whatever “truth” Pilate may be concerned with, it is a Roman
truth, established by Caesar’s rule and the greatness of the Roman people; he is
supremely unconcerned with the Jewish truth of which Jesus speaks.

Pilate’s “noble scorn” embodies for Nietzsche the reversal of the hierarchy of
power that is at the heart of Thomas’ politics. For Aquinas, the truth is more
powerful than the king because it is God, eternal truth, who creates the king; for
Nietzsche, the king — at least, a “noble” king — is more powerful than truth,
because it is he who creates gods for his people. A Roman like Pilate might choose
to ignore a Jewish truth, or to destroy it on a cross, but he would never bow
before it as being more powerful than Caesar. And indeed, it seems that Nietzsche
understood Pilate better than Aquinas did, for it was the reminder of the power
of Caesar, the “truth” that Caesar can create, that strengthened the resolve of
Pilate.

While few today approach Nietzsche’s subtlety with regard to the relationship
among politics, truth, and power, his conviction that “truth” is a product of
human making and is malleable in the hands of whoever has the most coercive
power is widespread, as a practical attitude if not a theoretical position. Liberal
societies seek to bracket questions of truth not simply because they seem unre-
solvable, but because they seem so subject to manipulation by the powerful. And
in this they are capable of posing some difficult questions to a thinker like
Aquinas, who at times accepts certain cultural assumptions as truths of nature.
For example, in the quodlibital question with which we began, Thomas is con-
vinced that he knows the place of “woman” in the order of things. A recogni-
tion of the role of human making in our understanding of the truth can lead us
to be more critical than Aquinas was in his construal of the “natural” relations
of men and women or masters and slaves.

But the corrosive question “What is truth?” can be turned back upon liberal
societies themselves. The question that liberal societies must face is whether their
bracketing of truth makes them more or less subject to ideological manipula-
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tion. Does suspicion of overt truth claims liberate one from the covert claims?
Could it be that the forces that shape our lives — forces that shape what we buy,
how we earn our living, what we watch and listen to, who and for whom we will
kill in war, who we see as “us” and who we see as “them” — are no less absolute
in their claims upon us, even if they have abandoned the language of “truth”
for the language of “freedom”?

It is perhaps here that Thomas can be genuinely helpful for Christian think-
ing about politics. The ideal of a Christian prince withers before the Nietzschean
understanding of what Pilate is saying when he asks “What is truth?” Particu-
larly when rule — even democratic rule — takes the form of empires, truth must
always be subordinate to the rulers. But Thomas’ conviction that truth is
stronger than kings — or presidents or prime ministers — can still undergird a
political vision for Christians. This conviction will not be manifested in laws pro-
scribing heresies or popes deposing princes, nor in claims about the “natural”
ordering of relations between slaves and masters or women and men. But it will
be manifested by a Christian community that forms people to resist the func-
tional idolatries of the state and the market, that makes its members disobedi-
ent subjects of tyrannical regimes, that manifests in its common life the beauty
of order. It will be manifested by a church that emulates Zerubbabel before
Darius and Jesus before Pilate, a church that speaks truth to kings in the con-
viction that truth is stronger and that a ruler who does not serve the truth is a
tyrant. Such a political vision will have at its heart Thomas’ claim that the cross,
an instrument of imperial murder, has become the sign of Christ’s “universal
dominion over all things,” a sign of the power of God’s truth by which all earthly
polities will be judged.

References

Aquinatis, S. Thomae (1996). Quaestiones de quodlibet. In Opera omnia 25, vol. 2. Paris:
Cerf.

(1948). Summa Theologiae, ed. Billuart P. Faucher OP et al. Rome: Marietti. English
translation: St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. the Fathers of the Domini-
can Province (Westminster, Md: Christian Classics, 1981 [1920]). In a number of
places I have modified the translations. References in the text are by part, question,
and article.

——(1952). Super evangelium S. loannis, lectura, ed. P. Raphaelis Cai, OP. Rome: Marietti.
English translation: St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of St. John, Part II,
trans. Fabian Larcher OP (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede's, 1999). In a few places I have
modified the translations. References in the text refer to the paragraph numbers from
the Marietti edition.

Finnis, John (1998). Aquinas: Moral, Political, and Legal Theory. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Gutiérrez, Gustavo (1993). Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ, trans. Robert
R. Barr. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis.

Long, Steven A. (2001). “St. Thomas Aquinas through the Analytic Looking-glass.” The
Thomist 65, 259-300.




AQUINAS 61

Maclntyre, Alasdair (1991). Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Geneal-
ogy, and Tradition. Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press.

Nietzsche, Friedrich (1954). The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann. New
York: Viking.

Pinckaers, Servais (1995). The Sources of Christian Ethics, trans. Mary Thomas Noble.
Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press.

Porter, Jean (1990). The Recovery of Virtue: The Relevance of Aquinas for Christian Ethics.
Louisville, Ky: Westminster/John Knox.



CHAPTER 5
The Reformation

Andrew Bradstock

Reflection on the period we call the Reformation must lead one to doubt whether
it is meaningful to categorize ideas as purely “religious” or “political,” or to
attempt to study them in isolation from one another. Luther’s rediscovery of the
doctrine of justification through faith may well be understood as a “spiritual
experience,” yet any appreciation of its impact will be at best partial if it takes
no account of its political and ecclesiological repercussions. While preaching sal-
vation as a consequence of God’s grace (rather than a financial transaction with
the church) may offer spiritual comfort to the individual, it has also enormous
implications for the power and stability of the church, and for the status quo of
which the church is a part. Little wonder, then, that a recent commentator can
claim that Luther “contributed to the dismantling of the edifice of medieval
Christendom with a more sweeping stroke than any of his reforming predeces-
sors, Wyclif and Marsilius included” (O'Donovan and O’Donovan 1999: 581).

Martin Luther

Luther’s journey toward a recovery of the Pauline and Augustinian under-
standing of the “justice of God” has been well documented: as he himself
recounted, it turned him from hate of a God whose damnation he could not
escape, to love for a God whose “grace and sheer mercy . . . justifies us through
faith” (Bainton 1978: 65). What his discovery also did was challenge the
power, structures, wealth, and influence of the church: for to affirm that the
individual is able to relate directly to God is not only to undermine the role of the
church as mediator of salvation but to challenge its authority — if not the very
concept of authority itself. Hence Luther’s explicit attacks on indulgences, the
sacramental system of the church, the priesthood, and the powers of the papacy
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are all profound in their political potential. However, his assertion that all men
and women come on equal terms to appropriate God’s grace, effecting that
appropriation through a direct and individual relationship with God, is in reality
much more subversive.

Though politically Luther might be deemed conservative and reactionary, his
theological discovery has led to his being hailed as an early figure in the devel-
opment of modern democracy. His view of salvation as a matter of the individ-
ual relating to the divine in a direct, unmediated way, suggests a conception of
“church” as the gathering together of people who have shared that experience,
not a vast, centralized, hierarchical institution. Whenever believers choose freely
to come together to worship, break bread, and hear the Word, there is church —
a gathering of all who share the same experience and who have entered into
their relationship as equals.

The equality which Luther’s theological insights promote leads also to new
and democratic notions of authority. The church’s traditional view was that
divine power filtered down through its own established hierarchy: Luther,
however, echoing passages in the epistles such as Gal. 4: 7 — “you are no longer
a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God” — saw author-
ity being shared equally among all believers. Believers enjoying a filial relation-
ship to God not only did not need a priest to mediate their salvation but were
themselves “priests,” and therefore not under the authority of any claiming that
specific title and function within the church. Luther explicitly argues that those
holding the office of priest “have no right to rule over us except in so far as we
freely concede to it” (Maddox 1996: 112).

It is possible, therefore, to see in Luther’s ideas the seeds of the modern idea
of individualism, and the more so when the extent of his influence outside the
church is considered: for the equality and dissemination of authority for which
Luther argued, when translated into a wider political context, have far-reaching
consequences indeed. Luther’s stress on individuals relating personally to God,
being directed by their conscience rather than by authority figures outside of
themselves, subverted not only the power of the church but the notion of
authority itself. Even though Luther may not have explicitly invited such con-
clusions to be drawn from his work, his theology could not but become one of
the forces undermining the monopoly of political conservatism in his day.

Considering the extent of his output, Luther wrote very little of an explicitly
“political” nature: most of what he had to say on the subject can be found in just
one work, Von weltlicher Oberkeit, published in 1523. Caution needs to be used
when assessing this work, however, for the hostile stance toward rulers to be
found there is not typical of the views its author held throughout his life. Von
weltlicher Oberkeit — which might be translated “On Secular [or Temporal]
Authority” — was prompted by an action of Duke George of Saxony of which
Luther disapproved: the promulgation of an edict prohibiting the sale and pos-
session of his translation of the New Testament. The work’s less-than-warm tone
toward those in authority is therefore none too surprising; many rulers shared
the duke’s concern about Luther’s ideas, a fact which clearly informed his
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writing. Yet when faced by what he perceived to be an even greater threat, the
“murderous hordes of peasants”, just two years later, Luther’s tone, as he solic-
its the support of those in power for his cause, is more conciliatory. There are
further complications in trying to connect Luther’s ideas in “On Secular Author-
ity” with his theology, for while in places he is clearly working out the political
consequences of his religious discovery, elsewhere he would seem to be drawing
upon other sources for his ideas.

It could be argued that the central theme of this writing, the dividing off of a
separate and limited sphere of operation for the state over against the church,
while a logical outworking of his theological position, also reflects Luther’s dis-
affection at the time for the “secular” authorities. Such a separation is entirely
consistent with his view of a church as a free, independent, and voluntary com-
munity, a Gemeinde in which every member is king, priest, and prophet. But the
sharp separation Luther draws between the “secular” and the “sacred,” while
maintaining that both are ordained by God, would seem also to be a signal to
rulers not to follow Duke George’s example in attempting to interfere with the
work of the church. The worldly authority has its own sphere of concern, the
good ordering of society, and the church its own.

Further, God has ordained different means for each of the two “kingdoms” or
“governments” to perform their respective functions. The “worldly government,”
entrusted with the affairs of the world, is effected through rulers, magistrates,
and laws backed up by the sword: and it is a work of God, for God has ordained
that peace and good order should prevail and that sin should be punished. There-
fore those enforcing this state of affairs perform a divinely sanctioned role (as
Romans 13 makes abundantly clear), whether or not they are themselves true
believers. But it operates on different principles from those upon which “spiri-
tual” government rests, for here there is no need of the sword to enforce obedi-
ence since the Word is obeyed from a sense of commitment. The believer, unlike
the ordinary citizen who needs coercion and the threat of punishment, is indwelt
by the Spirit and therefore led to act righteously. It is the believer’s nature to do
so, Luther argues, just as a tree needs no guidance or force to bear its fruit. As a
tree brings forth its fruit naturally, so the believer naturally behaves morally and
justly.

This point is worth underlining, for Luther clearly saw two profoundly differ-
ent moralities at work in the two realms. Christians live by the high principles
enshrined in the Sermon on the Mount: they are ruled by the ethic of love and
go beyond the law. But one cannot expect everybody to be governed by the
Sermon’s precepts, and therefore a less demanding “human” ethic operates in
the public arena which it is necessary to enforce with the threat of punishment.
Indeed, if there were no law and government, Luther writes, “then seeing that
all the world is evil and that scarcely one human being in a thousand is a true
Christian, people would devour each other” (Hopfl 1991: 10). It is as if Luther
were admitting that the Sermon on the Mount is a perfect moral guide for the
individual Christian but that its moral demands are not necessarily applicable to
a wider constituency. Christian ethics, in other words, “is grounded in the doc-
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trine of justification by faith alone, in which the believer gratefully responds to
God’s grace with good works; public morality is based upon fear and coercion,
in which the citizen obeys the law for fear of the consequences of failing to do
so” (McGrath 1988: 143).

Hence Luther’s argument that the “sacred” and “secular” realms have to be
kept separate. In setting up this dichotomy he was, of course, hardly original:
Augustine had assumed a distinction between the heavenly and earthly cities in
De Civitate Dei, and in the fourteenth century William of Ockham also made a
clear distinction between spiritual and temporal affairs. Yet neither had gone as
far as Luther who, while maintaining the equal status before God of both
spheres, asserted that the rule under which each operated must not impinge on
the function of the other. Indeed, to confuse the two was the work of the devil
himself who, Luther claimed, “never ceases cooking and brewing up the two
kingdoms together.” It is in the name of the devil that the secular authorities
“seek . .. to teach and instruct Christ how he should conduct his Church and
his spiritual rule,” and the false priests and sectaries are no better when they try
to tell people how they should conduct secular rule (Maddox 1996: 107-8). A
major culprit for Luther was, of course, the papacy of his day, with its system of
canon law. “Where the soul is concerned,” Luther writes, “God neither can nor
will allow anyone but himself to rule . .. where secular authority takes it upon
itself to legislate for the soul, it trespasses on God's government, and merely
seduces and ruins souls” (Hopfl 1991: 23).

For Luther, then, just as the human being lives in two worlds, that of reason
and that of faith, so there is a distinction between earthly rule, based on reason,
and the rule of faith. But what consequences might result from this? At the
human level Christians might see themselves being asked to live by two moral
standards — in their private life by the Sermon on the Mount, and in the world
of public affairs by the standards which govern all people. Thus on the one level
they might be guided to forgive one who trespassed against them, but on another
— while serving as soldiers in their country’s army, for example — to wield the
sword.

To a considerable extent Luther’s political theology is pragmatic: recognizing
that the authorities were better placed than Christian people themselves to
further the reformation for which he was calling, he accords them religious
dignity by providing a theological underpinning for their position. He also offers
constructive advice as to how they might rule more effectively and justly (while
acknowledging that they may not take it): they should have the common inter-
est and not their own always uppermost, should always seek wisdom from God,
should never wholly trust those with whom they share power, and should not
take too legalistic a line on the administration of justice: “a person who can’t
wink at faults doesn’t know how to govern” (Hopfl 1991: 39).

Luther’s insistence that rulers be obeyed almost at all costs, and his ferocious
condemnation of all who seek to stir up rebellion against them, might also be
understood in this light: it is a course likely to admit of good order. Yet by insist-
ing that rulers put the common interest first he is far from giving them license
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to govern as they will. True, they are not to be denied the perks of the job —
dancing, hunting, gaming, and so on — but they are decidedly not to think that
“the land and the people are mine; I shall do as I please.” A ruler is to protect
the people, not lord it over them. But above all rulers should — at least, if they
are among the few concerned to act according to Christian principles — follow
closely the injunctions of scripture. “God’s word will not be guided and twisted
to suit princes; rather it is princes who are to be guided by his Word” (Hopfl 1991:
36).

The weaknesses of Luther’s political theology have been remarked upon often
enough, and there is little to be gained by subjecting it to too detailed a scrutiny.
At the level of church responses to the state he has often been blamed for encour-
aging “quietism” on the part of Christians, even in the face of tyranny and injus-
tice. It is hard not to see this as the logic of his position if all forms of government
are understood as instruments of God for the good of society. Unlike Augustine,
Luther offers no space for a Christian critique of structural injustice. There is
also an inconsistency in Luther’s preparedness to advocate support for even the
most extreme tyrant (up to the point when conscience dictates otherwise), yet
to countenance the killing of those seeking to free the people from this tyranny
(Maddox 1996: 116). Luther’s reaction to those fomenting rebellion is certainly
extreme when compared with his attitude toward unjust rulers, and is evident
even from the title of his main writing on the subject, Against the Murderous and
Thieving Hordes of Peasants. This whole work is nothing less than a diatribe
against those who, by “setting themselves against the higher powers, wilfully
and with violence . . . have forfeited body and soul, as faithless, perjured, lying
disobedient knaves and scoundrels are wont to do” (Rupp and Drewery 1970:
122). Rebellion was not a theoretical issue for Luther, and it clearly exercised
him a great deal; as a position it could not have been farther removed from his
own, and was utterly indefensible theologically.

Thomas Miintzer

Yet the rebellious spirit against whom much of Luther’s ire was directed, the
peasant leader Thomas Miintzer, argued with equal passion that in certain cir-
cumstances rebellion against the authorities can be warranted from scripture.
The groundwork of Miintzer’s thinking is a mystical spirituality which demands
purgation from the soul of all that hinders the work of God — the “tares” of the
parable in Matthew. Miintzer is wedded to the concept of “true” or “authentic”
faith which knows and experiences at first hand the sharp edge of the divine
plowshare in the soul, uprooting all that is of self and prevents the soul being
fully “yielded” to God. It is to be contrasted with the false or “counterfeit” reli-
gion of biblical scholars like Luther, which is gleaned only from books and not
lived or experienced. Yet Miintzer is also an apocalyptic thinker who understands
humankind to be composed of both “wheat” and “tares,” the chosen and the
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lost, growing together until the divine harvester initiates the work of separating
them out; and the logic of his thinking demands that there be a concomitant
transformation on both the inner and outer levels. Just as the soul needs to be
purged of all that hinders God’s work, so those who prevent the work of God in
the world, the godless false teachers, need to be ruthlessly destroyed.

It is essential for Miintzer that the true faith be preached in the world to coun-
teract the spread of error and false faith, and he assigns responsibility for this
task to the secular rulers. In so doing he parts company from a number of his
contemporaries, most obviously Luther, who entrusted a rather different mission
to those powers. In fact, although both Luther and Miintzer grounded their
teaching on government on Romans 13, they drew different conclusions from
the text: while Luther placed the emphasis on verse 1, which treats of the duty
of the subject vis-a-vis the ruler, Miintzer, by focusing particularly on verse 3,
draws attention to the duties of governments toward their subjects, arguing that
popular support was warranted only in so far as those duties were carried out.
And what Miintzer understood as the duties of governments went beyond
merely punishing those who stepped out of line: the ruler must actually further
the work of God in the world. “[L]et God’s true, unwavering purpose be yours,”
was Miintzer’s appeal to the princes; “sweep aside those evil men who obstruct
the gospel! Take them out of circulation! Otherwise you will be devils, not the
servants of God which Paul calls you in Romans 13” (Matheson 1988: 245-6).
For Miintzer the authorities do not exist merely as a necessary evil to maintain
peace and order; they have a positive role in the service of God for the protec-
tion and propagation of the faith.

The obedience due to rulers under the mandate of Rom. 13: 1 is conditional
upon fulfilling the duties laid down for them in verse 3: only in so far as they
honor their responsibility to defend the faith are they justified in commanding
the obedience of the people. Yet having expounded the passage in this way,
Miintzer does not derive from it any legitimation for resistance to governments.
His position is rather that, when rulers default in the execution of their duties,
their obligations toward the godless will simply devolve to the people: the sword
“will be taken from them and will be given to the people who burn with zeal so
that the godless can be defeated” (Matheson 1988: 69). Miintzer draws biblical
support for this assertion from Daniel chapter 7, one of only a handful of scrip-
tures (including Rom. 13) he uses in discussing questions of government and
resistance. The key section in this chapter for Miintzer is verse 27, which speaks,
in an apocalyptic context, of all the kingdoms of the world being given over to
the saints of the Most High.

It is possible to draw a connection between this verse and the Rom. 13 passage
by suggesting that, in Miintzer's mind, Dan. 7: 27 came into play when the
requirements of Rom. 13: 3 were not followed, though, again, Miintzer does not
establish from this scripture a right of revolt. He does not insist that Daniel 7:
27 be “implemented” immediately on the heels of any dereliction of duty by the
rulers; neither does he clarify whether power is to devolve to the people as a result
of a (legitimate) use of force by the elect, or through the direct intervention of
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God. His position with regard to the latter point appears to be that God and
humankind operate “together” to bring about God’s judgment on earth. The case
of Joshua leading the people of Israel into the Promised Land demonstrates the
point: “they did not win the land by the sword, but by the power of God, but the
sword was the means used” (Matheson 1988: 250). Almost every time Miintzer
refers to this passage he does no more than recognize the inevitability — as with
all God-given prophecies — of its fulfillment, albeit after the brief reign of
Antichrist.

The dramatic events which he witnessed in the early months of 1525 finally
convinced Miintzer of the necessity, indeed the duty, both of resistance to the
rulers and of action to establish a new sociopolitical order. Not only had the
princes of Saxony resisted his admonition to them to take up the sword against
God’s enemies, they had gone out of their way to show their contempt for just
and godly rule by proceeding to oppress the poor in a most violent way. The time
for action against them and on behalf of the common people had arrived: indeed,
that the people were now rising up against their rulers, provoked by the growing
injustice, corruption, and poverty with which they were daily confronted, was a
clear sign from God that the Danielic prophecy about the fall of the last worldly
kingdom was shortly to be fulfilled. In his “sermon to the princes” on Dan. 2
Miintzer had drawn his hearers’ attention to the multilayered statue in Neb-
uchadnezzer’s dream, explaining that the layers represented the great historic
empires and kingdoms of the world which had fallen. Now the only one remain-
ing, which represented the present Holy Roman Empire, would shortly be
smashed by Jesus himself.

The spread of the peasants’ action across Germany in the early part of 1525
would have appeared to Miintzer to have been a decisive phase in the harvest-
time of God, a sign that God was “shortening the time,” though it is only once
he has established a theological justification for revolt that he begins to talk in
such terms. He is clear that the corruption of the rulers and their cynicism and
violence toward the poor have left the latter no alternative but to rise up to bring
them down. “It is the lords themselves who make the poor man their enemy. If
they refuse to do away with the causes of insurrection how can trouble be
avoided in the long run? If saying that makes me an inciter to insurrection, so
be it!” (Matheson 1988: 335). Miintzer thus initially supports violence only as
a defensive measure, against violation of common rights by the rulers, and to
some extent his transformation from theological dissent to political opposition
was forced upon him both by events and by the logic of his own position. The
rulers, as a consequence of the violence they had perpetrated upon their sub-
jects, had Christian blood on their hands, had forfeited their right to be rulers,
and had brought down upon themselves the wrath of God. It is only now that
Miintzer begins to compare the rulers to Nimrod, common shorthand at the time
for tyrannical governors, and to speak approvingly of their downfall.

Convinced, then, that the peasants’ uprising was a sign from God that the
overthrow of the godless would shortly be accomplished, Miintzer set about
forming his Eternal League of God. Whereas his earlier covenants had had a
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defensive purpose and no restrictions on membership, the Eternal League in
Miihlhausen — whose very name was subversive, given that the city’s ruling
authority called itself the “Eternal Council” — was established with the clear
intent of carrying out the final overthrow of the godless. It was more militarist
in its structure, and, perhaps to emphasize its role in the fulfillment of Dan. 7:
27, its membership was limited to the saints. If these factors suggest Miintzer
envisaged the battle against the godless being close at hand, the apology for his
actions he prepared in the days leading up to the final battle at Frankenhausen
leaves no room for doubting the apocalyptic significance he attached to the
impending scenario. Whatever motives drove the common people to revolt — and
they were by no means entirely economic — their struggle became for Miintzer,
as he made it his own, the one which would decisively clear the way for the
kingdom of God, the reign of the elect.

One final point to be noted about Miintzer’s political theology is that, aside
from a detailed explanation of how the world will be restored to something like
its original prelapsarian state, it pays scant attention to the form society will take
in the new age. The most he disclosed — under torture a few days before his exe-
cution — was that his aim had been to make all Christians equal and that a
common article of faith among those supporting the insurrection was that all
things are to be held in common and distribution should be to each according
to need. Miintzer also allegedly said under torture that, had events fallen out his
way, he would have appropriated land around Miithlhausen and Hesse and, after
one warning, put to the sword any nobleman who refused to accept common
ownership and distribution according to need. It may also be inferred from
Miintzer’s confessions under interrogation that he harbored ideas of creating
something akin to a “theocratic republic,” which, while it would have a com-
munitarian framework, would not wholly discard differences of rank or even
private property. That the elect would rule in this new state was set out as early
as 1521 in the “Prague Manifesto,” echoed later in, for example, Miintzer’s letter
to the Stolberg community in 1523. Yet it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that
Miintzer had no real theory of society, and that his blueprint, such as it was, was
clearly intended as a provisional measure to cover an interim period during
which the elect would reign before the arrival of the kingdom of God (Scott
1989: 171-2).

The Anabaptists

If Miintzer had only a hazy idea of how a society based on common ownership
might develop, many of his contemporaries had both a clearer vision and a com-
mitment to living it out. The Hutterites, who spread from Germany into Moravia
in the 1520s, both preached and practiced a radical community of goods (and
have maintained it to this day). Like others in the Anabaptist movement, Hut-
terites picked up the torch of the peasants’ cause, arguing that justice for the
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poor could be ensured only under a communitarian model of living. Even those
Anabaptist groups that did not practice total community of goods acknowledged
that their so-called possessions were not their own and were to be readily avail-
able to help those in need. In this they saw themselves following closely the prac-
tice of the first Christians who, in the words of the Congregational Order of
1527, “held all in common, and especially stored up a common fund, from
which aid can be given to the poor” (Murray 1997: 13). Private property was
seen to be “the greatest enemy of love,” as a Hutterite document put it, and the
radical pacifism of the movement has led members to withhold the part of their
taxes believed to be allocated to military expenditure.

The Anabaptist movement emerged in Switzerland around the time Miintzer
was rallying the troops at Frankenhausen, and shared his passion both for social
justice and for a wholesale transformation of the church. Anabaptists saw the
church as “fallen” and therefore beyond mere reform, and called for its recon-
stitution along New Testament lines. Crucially, they wanted the church to break
the ties it had enjoyed to “the state” since Constantine, and argued, against both
the Roman church and the reformer Ulrich Zwingli, that baptism should not be
administered to infants but voluntarily entered into by people able to understand
its meaning. This was of course a profoundly political stance, undermining the
whole concept of a national or “state” church. Unhappy with Zwingli's tardiness
in pushing through reforms, and in particular with his concern to obtain the
approval of the magistrates at every stage, Anabaptists called for the church to
accept as members only those indicating a wish to join it, and to give up its
dependence upon tithes imposed by the authorities.

The Anabaptists’ concern for “separation” is made explicit in the Schleitheim
Confession of Faith drawn up in 1527 by Wilhelm Roubl and Michael Sattler in
a small town on the Swiss—German border. The fourth article of this Confession
states that the call of the Lord to be separate from evil must mean shunning “all
popish and anti-popish works and church services, meetings and church atten-
dance” (Hillerbrand 1968: 133). A document published ten years later, “The
Answer of some who are called (Ana)baptists to the Question Why They Do Not
Attend the Churches,” makes clear that one reason was that Anabaptist meet-
ings operated on fundamentally different principles from those of the more
mainstream churches. Rejecting clericalism, Anabaptists encouraged the active
participation of all in worship, including in some cases women, basing this prac-
tice on the teaching of 1 Cor. 14 (Bradstock and Rowland 2002: 89-90).

Anabaptists were separated not only from the church but from the civil
authorities and all their works: here was Luther’s separation of powers taken a
step or two further. The Schleitheim Confession includes, under the list of things
to be shunned, “civic affairs,” swearing oaths, military service, and service as a
magistrate. While the motives for these positions may well have been fidelity to
the teaching of Christ as recorded in scripture, their political implications were
not lost on the authorities in both church and state, who hounded Anabaptists
mercilessly and even subjected some to the obscenely symbolic punishment of
death by drowning. Occasionally Anabaptists would make trouble for them-
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selves, as when a group under Dutch leadership set aside the norms of pacifism
and separation and took control of the German town of Miinster. Inspired by a
belief that the kingdom of God was imminent, and by the Old Testament, they
appointed twelve elders, introduced polygamy, and imposed severe penalties for
all forms of misconduct. In consequence Anabaptism came to be seen as a
violent and dangerous sect, though leaders like Hutter, Menno Simons (from
whom the Mennonites take their name), and Dirk Philips did much to rebuild
the movement and recover its traditions of pacifism and separation.

John Calvin

If Anabaptists sought to keep the church pure by separating from the world,
John Calvin set out to construct a new model of relations between the church
and the civil authorities. Calvin is remembered more as a theologian and church
reformer than a political theorist, and his political writings hardly extend beyond
book 1V, chapter 20 (entitled “Civil Government”) of his massive Institutes of the
Christian Religion; yet although his ideas are offered there at a theoretical level,
he did attempt to implement them — with a degree of success — in Geneva, the
town where he spent the major part of his adult life (and where, interestingly,
he never held a position of either civil or religious importance in the city, and
was not even granted the status of citizen until he had been resident for nearly
20 years).

It could be claimed that Calvin has exerted an enormous influence in the
realms of economics and politics through his famous teaching on “predestina-
tion” which he developed from the New Testament letters of Paul and writings
of Augustine. This doctrine holds that God has the absolute right to choose
whom he will for salvation, which, while ruling out human effort or goodness
as a factor in the equation, can lead — as Max Weber famously argued — to con-
cerned individuals seeking from God signs of their having been chosen. These
most obviously take the form of economic success, rewards for hard graft and
sound investment, and although Calvin himself tended to be wary of commer-
cial activity, holding in high regard the life of poverty, the great economic trans-
formation of much of Europe and the United States in subsequent centuries was
led by people claiming allegiance to his ideas.

Calvin's reforming project in Geneva coincided almost exactly with the
Council of Trent and reassertion of Catholicism after the blow dealt it by the pop-
ularity of Luther’s ideas. The reformation movement was now on the defensive,
and beginning both to divide up into factions and to score “own goals” (like
the debacle at Miinster). Thus the need for Calvin and others in the reformed
camp not to incur the displeasure of the civil authorities in Europe was even
more obvious than it had been in Luther’s heyday, and a central strand of
Calvin's thought was the necessity of good relations between “church” and
“state.”
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Yet it is unlikely that Calvin was being merely pragmatic, even less cynical, in
his espousal of a close relationship between the two institutions; rather — and
here he differed substantially from Luther — he held that both institutions were
ordained by God to be partners in a common enterprise, the inculcation of god-
liness among the people. Both must work together, in their differing ways, in the
pursuit of this goal. Whereas Luther had been very keen to stress separate areas
of concern for the “spiritual” and “secular” authorities, with the latter having
no responsibility for the spiritual dimension of life or the affairs of the church,
Calvin saw the two as equal partners in a complementary work, namely good
government according to the teaching of the Bible, the word of God.

It might be possible to sum up Calvin’s views on the relationship between
church and state by saying that both share a common task but differ in the
powers God has granted them to bring it about. They are “quite distinct,” as
Calvin puts it, but “in no way incompatible with each other” (Hopfl 1991: 49).
The church has a duty to contribute to good and peaceable order by teaching
and preaching true doctrine and administering the sacraments, but it has no
powers to punish wrongdoers — though it might choose to discipline its own
members by, say, excommunication. The magistrates do have the God-given right
to coerce the people into obeying the law through the threat of punishment, and
they can also complement the work of the church by creating and maintaining
a climate in which God’s word can be taught and heard. Magistrates can also
uphold disciplinary measures taken by the church and approve the appointment
of officers and ministers of the church.

Calvin was not suggesting that the secular rulers could tell the church what
its doctrines should be, or how it should best organize itself, but that they did
have a duty to facilitate the promulgation of right religion and prevent its being
hindered. And Calvin also thought, in contradistinction to many of his more
radical contemporaries, that how the church organized its affairs, and whom it
appointed as its leaders, was a matter of public concern and interest. Magistrates
and ministers must therefore work closely together, not only because both are
appointed by God to pursue the same overall goal, but because their collabora-
tion also makes good common sense since they share responsibility for the
same body of people. Many citizens are also Christians, and all Christians are
citizens.

The absolute authority in the universe is, for Calvin, God alone, and the
purpose of humanity is to build up God’s kingdom on earth: hence all govern-
ment, all politics, is to be ordered to that end (Maddox 1996: 123). But whereas
Calvin was clear that a model for the church could be discerned from scripture,
that is, one that is largely “collegial” in form, he was less sure that the Bible lent
its support to any one particular type of government: God appoints different
forms of government in different places. That being so, Calvin found himself, like
Luther, urging citizens to be obedient to any and every form of government
under which they found themselves, with the exception that any ruler com-
manding anything contrary to the law of God may be resisted on the grounds
that he or she had thereby usurped the authority that is God’s alone.
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Even if no one form of government seemed to commend itself more than any
other in the pages of scripture, Calvin himself was clear that rule by the few was
to be preferred to rule by the one. The best form of government, in other words,
was one which mirrored that laid down in scripture for the church. Unlike
Aquinas, Calvin distrusted monarchy or any individual being granted the power
to rule singlehandedly; rather, just as in the church the elders and ministers
work in partnership and operate a system of mutual restraint and discipline, so
magistrates should put themselves under the subjection of one another. Rule by
the one would be more likely to lead to tyranny than to good government, Calvin
thought, as examples in the Old Testament and in his own day proved. It was
very difficult for any person put in a sole position of authority to avoid seeking
his or her own ends. Rule by the few — what Aristotle and Aquinas termed “aris-
tocracy” — was more likely to succeed in fulfilling God’s aims for government.

For Calvin, then, unlike many in the Christian tradition, politics was impor-
tant, and not secondary in God’s pecking order to so-called purely spiritual
matters. Secular government is divinely instituted, and rulers have a responsi-
bility, to God and to those whom they serve, to carry out vitally important tasks
and duties — upholding godly standards in society, combating the spread of
heresy, maintaining law and order, relieving the poor, freeing the oppressed, pro-
viding for common peace, and executing justice. Hence a calling to political
activity or governmental service is not a lesser one for the Christian than, say,
the priesthood. On the contrary, magistracy is the highest and most sacred of all
vocations: rulers have a commission from God and since (according to Rom. 13)
governments are appointed and empowered by God, they are endowed with
divine authority and are not to be despised. To despise a ruler is to despise God
(Hopfl 1991: 51-5).

As well as rights, rulers also have the responsibility, as Paul’s letter to the
Roman Christians points out, to protect those in their charge, and this may
involve punishing those who act unjustly. This need to punish the wicked raises
the question of capital punishment: Is this permitted in the light of the com-
mandment “Thou shalt not kill”? For Calvin it is permitted, because, when the
magistrate inflicts punishment on a condemned person, he is not acting on his
own behalf but executing God’s own judgment. There is a difference, Calvin
argues, between “afflicting and harming” another, and avenging, at God’s
command, those who themselves inflict harm on others (Hopfl 1991: 60f).
Romans 13: 4 makes it clear that the magistrate is entitled to use the sword, and
any ruler who keeps it sheathed while the wicked are free to massacre and
slaughter is guilty of the greatest possible injustice and of dishonoring God who
appointed him to his office. It is bad to live under a ruler who permits nothing,
Calvin argues, but much worse to live under one who permits everything. This
notwithstanding, Calvin also stressed that equitable verdicts cannot be possible
unless clemency is also considered, though critics might well point to a discrep-
ancy between his views on paper and his actions in the case of the theologian
Servetus, who was burned for heresy in Geneva in 1553 largely as a conse-
quence of a campaign against him led by Calvin.
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Calvin argued that magistrates may also need to use the sword to defend their
territories, both from outside aggression and from the seditious intent of their
own people; and, contrary to many of his more radical contemporaries who
argued that the only consistently Christian position was a pacifist one, Calvin
argued that Christ, rather than encouraging the soldiers he came across to
throw away their weapons, seemed content to confirm them in their occupation.
Calvin is clearly a thinker in the just war tradition, arguing that war is not to be
entered into lightly, that it should always be a last resort, and that magistrates
should never lose sight of their calling to pursue the common good. As with the
punishment of wrongdoers, they must never abuse their position by allowing
themselves to be carried away by private passion.

In addition to discerning from scripture the rights and responsibilities of
rulers, Calvin sets out at some length the duties of their subjects, the first of
which is to hold their rulers in high esteem and not see them as a “necessary
evil.” Rulers are to be obeyed as God is to obeyed, not on account of their own
individual personalities but on account of their rank and position. Subjects have
a duty to comply with the laws which their rulers pass, to pay their taxes, to
share a responsibility for the defense of the realm, and to prove their sincerity in
these matters by praying for those in authority over them (as exhorted by Paul
in his first letter to Timothy).

But what of rulers who act unjustly, who pursue only their own interests and
even use taxes taken from the poor to finance these interests? Here Calvin does
not deviate from his claim that all leaders, however good or bad, derive their
authority from God, and are therefore to be accorded the same reverence by their
subjects. Echoing Aquinas, Calvin makes the point that an ungodly ruler may
be raised up in the wisdom of God to execute God’s judgment against a people:
he or she may be a sign of God’s curse on that people, and should not therefore
be restrained by the people. Yet while arguing forcibly for obedience to all rulers,
even the worst of all possible tyrants, Calvin does concede that God does occa-
sionally raise up “avengers” from among the people as a means of punishing
tyrants and freeing the people from their grip (Hopfl 1991: 81). He also acknowl-
edges that those in the middle tiers of government have a responsibility to
attempt to restrain the ungodly tendencies of those over them, and that the
subject’s ultimate obedience is to the God who puts rulers there in the first place
and to whom they themselves are answerable (Hopfl 1991: 83).

Curiously, despite Calvin’s extreme reluctance to give the common people
license to resist or remove their rulers, it is this aspect of his teaching that has
been received most enthusiastically by many claiming to be his followers in sub-
sequent centuries. Calvin’s dislike of absolute monarchs was clear enough, and
where those monarchs were perceived to be behaving unjustly their downfall
could be justified on the scriptural grounds Calvin prescribed. Thus, for example,
the struggle against the entrenchment of royalty in France in the latter half of
the sixteenth century — the so-called Wars of Religion — was spearheaded by a
Calvinist movement; Calvinists (most famously John Knox) were behind the
attempt to bring the Reformation to Scotland in the face of opposition from a
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Catholic queen; and the forces led by Cromwell which brought Charles I to trial
in England in 1649 were also decidedly of a Calvinist hue (Maddox 1996:
126-34).

Both Calvin’s emphasis on “collegiality” rather than singularity — within the
church and in civil affairs — and his stress on the duties of middle-ranking elected
officials to check individual tyranny can be seen to have informed and stimu-
lated the growth of popular resistance movements building on his ideas. Yet
Calvin’s more positive ideas, not least his espousal of the possibility of what he
called a “Christian polity” involving both magistrates and ministers working in
pursuit of a common goal, also inspired his followers, not least those who set sail
for America in the 1620s to establish a new society. Although Calvin's attempts
to work out his ideas in his own adopted city of Geneva were thwarted by con-
stant tension between the spiritual and political authorities, that does not detract
from the overall value of those ideas, which, perhaps not entirely to his satis-
faction, may be seen to have played a significant part in the development of the
concept we call political liberalism.
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CHAPTER 6
Liturgy

Bernd Wannenwetsch

In contrast to the prevailing modern tendency to identify the political meaning
of the church primarily or exclusively in respect of its relationship to the state
or the influence it seeks to bring to bear on civil society, this essay explores the
political nature of the church as a politeia in its own right (Wannenwetsch
2003). The church as a political entity finds its constitutive and restitutive act
in worship, which is the central praxis of the “fellow citizens of the saints” (Eph.
2: 19). Though the political relevance of worship has oftentimes been over-
shadowed by other accounts of both worship and politics, it was an essential
feature of the original self-understanding of the church from the New Testament
on and has re-emerged throughout the history of Christian theology.

Historically and conceptually, the revolutionary novelty that the political
worship of the church as politeia in its own right has brought about in the world
of politics can be seen in its challenge to the reign of political antinomies such
as public/private, freedom/necessity, and vita activa/vita contemplativa. To the
extent those antinomies prevail in various guises, the critical capacity of the
Christian political experience of worship will always remain relevant.

In order to understand the conceptual implications of “political worship,” a
twofold rediscovery is needed: on the one hand of the political dimension in
liturgy, and on the other of the liturgical dimension of politics. The first section
of this essay describes the historical and conceptual novelty of the Christian
understanding of politics, as it was inherent in its liturgy. The second and third
sections seek to provide a narrative account of the main threats to the political
character of the worshipping church, of the struggle to formulate and refor-
mulate this character in changing historical circumstances, and of exemplars of
its rediscovery. Concluding remarks address the inherent liturgical character
of politics where, according to Rom. 13, those in authority are known as
God'’s “deacons,” ordained to serve the people eis to agathon: toward the common
good.
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The Political Nature of Worship

Christ as political deity

The political nature of Christian worship has been recognized from the first, not
least by those who opposed it (Horsley 1997). This recognition lies at the heart
of the charge of “atheism” that was leveled at the primitive Christian commu-
nities. While the Romans knew Christianity to be a religious movement, they still
regarded Christians as atheists because they did not partake in the public cult of
the state gods, thereby undermining the unity and stability of the res publica.
Hence Christian “atheism” was seen as not a religious but a political vice.
Though Christians typically refuted the charge of being a politically destabiliz-
ing community by pointing to their own custom of praying for the welfare of the
city and its rulers, they could hardly deny that the Romans were right on one
essential point: The Christ whom they worshipped could never be like one of the
many household gods (penates) of private religious devotion.

As Christians worshipped Christ as cosmokrator, ruler of the whole universe,
they could not count on the tolerance which the Romans generally offered in
matters of private religiosity. Thus a conflict would inevitably arise over the
public claim of competing political deities. The Christians’ refusal to participate
in the emperor cult was not merely the result of their abhorrence at treating any
human being as a god, but sprang from their worship of their own God on whom
they knew depended not only their own salvation but also the welfare of the city.

The new language of the household-polis of God

By refusing to shelter in the protection of private devotion, Christian worship
could not but challenge and finally overcome this separation of political life and
private existence (Wannenwetsch 1997). This overcoming of separation would
become true for both forms in which that separation was inherited from antig-
uity: its exclusivist separation of free male and wealthy citizens from the debased
and unpolitical members of the household; and its inclusivist separation of the
life of the citizen into two distinct spheres or “lives,” the political life (bios poli-
tikos) and the theoretical or contemplative life (bios theoretikos). If Paul admon-
ishes the congregation to live their present lives as citizens worthy of the Gospel
(Phil 1: 27), the verb politeuomai suggests one overriding existence or bios for the
Christian which interlocks the political and contemplative lives, citizenship and
worship. As it is expressed in Eph. 2: 19: “You are no longer strangers, but
members of God’s household and co-citizens of the saints.”

In strong contrast to the radical distinction by which the Greco-Roman world
had separated these spheres, the “new humanity” (Eph. 4: 13) of the church of
Jews and gentiles significantly employs both the language of the household and
that of the polis, establishing a kind of “political household” or “household polis.”
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For the ancient world it was taken for granted that man received “besides his
private life a sort of second life, his bios politikos. Therefore every citizen belonged
to two orders of existence marked by a sharp distinction in his life between what
is his own (idion) and what is communal (koinon)” (Arendt 1958: 24). It was pre-
cisely these two Greek keywords, representing the contrast between two orders
of being, that we find being taken up in the New Testament in a completely dif-
ferent way: “The company of those who believed were of one heart and soul,
and no one said that any of the things which he possessed was his own [idion],
but they had everything in common [koina]” (Acts 4: 32).

As a corporate action, worship includes in full participation all the represen-
tatives of the debased household: women, slaves, children, artisans, and so on —
a reconciliation of hitherto unreconciled groups and realms of social life. In Gal.
3: 26ff. Paul lists in pairs the deepest antagonisms of the religious, civil, and
sexual life that are to be overcome in the new community of the church. Yet Paul
is not implying the negation of all differences (women do not cease being
women, nor men being men), except one crucial difference: the political division.
These differences, each in its own right representing the public/private antin-
omy, do not count any more when it comes to the citizenship of God’s city.

In this way a new concept of political identity crystallized — an identity main-
tained and safeguarded not through exclusivity and exclusion but through full
participation of all those who were once “noncitizens,” strangers and resident
aliens (paroikoi). Yet this Christian concept of citizenship was not based on the
idea of “rights,” defining or widening the boundaries of a social entity by
expanding access; rather, it is focused on actual participation in political action:
Each citizen is conceived as having a ministry in the church’s central public
event. “When you come together,” Paul declares with the Christian worship
assembly in view, “each one has something: a psalm, a teaching, a tongue, an
interpretation. Let all things be done for edification” (1 Cor. 14: 26). The New
Testament ekklesia certainly had its special office-holders, but their ministries,
even over against the congregation, are always viewed as serving the ministries
of “the multitude of believers,” and do not marginalize these ministries, let alone
replace them.

As Aristotle had emphasized, there cannot be a political animal, a zoon poli-
tikon, without office holding. In this way the practice of leitourgia as the work of
all the people (the church preferring this term for their worship activity rather
than orgia, another Greek term for religious activity that was used in a more
private sense and especially for mystery cults) can be said to have marked the
establishment of a new form of public sphere.

The public character of worship
The historical roots of Christian worship are found in two different sources: the

public worship of the Jewish synagogue, and the celebration in private homes of
the Lord’s Supper. While these two forms of liturgical celebration — the synaxis
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(following the model of the synagogue, comprising reading, sermon, and prayer)
and the Eucharist — first existed independently of each other, from the fourth
century onward they are regularly linked together in a single service. In order
to understand the public character of Christian worship, we must note that it
did not draw its character only from public synagogual worship. Though the
Eucharist was certainly seen as the “intimate” encounter of baptized believers
with their Lord, it was not understood to be a private matter that would have to
acquire a public form. This must be said in refutation of the influential idea of a
development “From a Private to a Public Worship” put forward by Dom Gregory
Dix in his seminal study The Shape of the Liturgy (1945: 304ff.). Contra Dix, the
public character of Christian worship is evident upon examination of several
aspects of the primitive Christian communities.

First, certain functions of state sovereignty were claimed for the church’s own
public life. In 1 Cor. 6: 1-7 Paul demands that civil disputes, if they cannot be
avoided, should not be settled by pagan courts but should be laid before internal
congregational tribunals. This arbitration was entrusted to a Christian synhedrin
composed of presbyters and chaired by the bishop. In the light of the admoni-
tion in the Sermon on the Mount to be reconciled with one’s adversary before
offering a sacrifice (Matt. 5: 23) — an injunction already taken up in the instruc-
tions about the eucharistic celebration in the Didache (14: 2) — the Syrian Didas-
calia of the Apostles required these arbitration tribunals to be held at the
beginning of the week, in order to allow enough time for matters to be settled
before the Sunday Eucharist (Dix 1945: 106).

Second, the public character of worship is further indicated by the distinction
made between different forms of assembly in the Christian congregations them-
selves. Ekklesia means the formal assembly of the (whole) congregation, its
synaxis or eucharistia. Beside this formal assembly, there was another kind of
meeting, the syneleusis, for the purpose of instruction, for mutual edification, or
for the celebration of the agape, as love meal (Dix 1945: 20f.). This form of
assembly, which was geared rather to private peer groups in the congregation,
had a religious character but not a liturgical one, since the public exercise of the
ministry (including specifically ordained persons) was absent. These different
levels were strictly differentiated, at latest from the time of Justin; and in Ignatius
we find urgent admonitions not to misunderstand these private meetings for edi-
fication as a substitute for participation in public worship (Ignatius, Epistle to
Magnesius 7, 1).

Third, the church’s gathering in households of wealthier members (which
continued until the fourth century, when the basilica would accommodate
Christian worship) could provoke significant misunderstandings in regard to the
public character of Christian worship (Wannenwetsch 1997: 160ff.). There are
already echoes of such misunderstanding among the primitive Christian com-
munities, especially when the patrons who hosted the assembly in their houses
were tempted to conflate the authority they held as patrons with genuine eccle-
sial authority. Paul’s charges against the Corinthians that they were spoiling the
Lord’s Supper by treating some members of the congregation according to their
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(low) worldly status by withholding (more expensive) food from them which was
reserved for the higher-status “clients” of the patron (1 Cor. 11: 22) reflects the
temptation of patrons to overturn the new public dimension of the Christian
worship in favor of standards arising from the logic of the household. Consider-
ing this early tension in which the public character of worship was threatened
by tendencies to subsume it under private paradigms, scholarly misunderstand-
ings such as Dix’s should occasion little surprise. Yet they overlook the theolog-
ical originality of the public claim in Christian liturgy.

Threats, Losses, Struggles

Ironically — and in contrast to the modern reading of the development — it was
exactly Christianity’s rise to political power which partially but not completely
obscured this nascent theological clarity about the inherent political nature of
the church as a worshipping community. We must, of course, avoid the pitfall
of presenting a narrative of decline from relatively healthy primitive Christian
communities to the compromised church of the Christendom era. In each era,
there were genuine threats and losses as well as struggle and reforming spirit.
Any analysis will have to identify the shifting temptations and diverging threats
as they came about for the church in different situations and times.

If the public nature of the liturgy was first threatened by the power of the
private paradigm, it now had to face the threat of being absorbed by the claim
of another public, the public of the state, which was becoming increasingly
aware of the blessings of the church. Whereas the political character of the
church was first confused with a household religion, now it was its role as a civil
religion that was prone to causing confusion. This development (which was, in
fact, a struggle) must be examined first internally and then externally.

Threats from within: The loss of the offertory

Internally, the political form of the church was eclipsed as the multifold ministry
that had characterized the Christian assembly during the first four centuries was
increasingly absorbed by the rise of the monarchical episcopate. This was
modeled on secular hierarchical authority and gradually took over most of the
hitherto indispensable liturgy of the people, such as the offertory or the prayers
of intercession. As the distinction between clergy and laity emerged, based on
the differentiation between the active (“saying mass”) and passive (“attending
mass”), the political form of the church underwent a serious eclipse.

This unfortunate tendency was expressed and accelerated by the withering of
the offertory — a liturgical event in which the political nature of the congrega-
tion was especially visible, as it comprised a subtle interaction of the whole body
with a particular stress on the participation of the laity. Dix summarizes its the-
ological significance:
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Each communicant from the bishop to the newly confirmed gave himself under the
forms of bread and wine to God, as God gives Himself to them under the same
forms. In the united oblations of all her members the Body of Christ, the church,
gave herself to become the Body of Christ, the sacrament, in order that receiving
again the symbol of herself now transformed and hallowed, she might be truly that
which by nature she is, the Body of Christ, and each of her members members of
Christ. In this self-giving the order of laity no less than that of the deacons or the
high-priestly celebrant had its own indispensable function in the vital act of the
Body. The layman brought the sacrifice of himself, of which he is the priest. The
deacon, the “servant” of the whole body, “presented” all together in the Person of
Christ . . . The high-priest, the bishop “offered” all together, for he alone can speak
for the whole Body. In Christ, as His Body, the church is “accepted” by God “in the
Beloved”. Its sacrifice of itself is taken up into His sacrifice of Himself. (Dix 1945:
117)

The political point of the offertory lies in the strange way in which emphases
on individual contribution and communal offering interlock. On the one hand,
it was all-important that every individual believer would bring forward his or her
own oblation (offering). This implied a certain eucharistic “egalitarianism”
which was not only the result of the equality of reception (all share in the same
gift) but was already indicated by a particular equality of action: so, for example,
the have-nots of the papal school of orphans in Rome were not hidden away but
brought the water that was to be mingled with the wine, while the bishop would
not only offer all oblations on behalf of the whole body but also had to bring his
own personal offering.

All these oblations were seen as representing the lives of the believers in their
material complexity, presented to God in order to be taken up by him, to be con-
nected to Christ’s sacrifice and transformed into the new life of his body. “There
you are on the altar,” says St. Augustine in his Sermons on the Eucharist, “there
you are in the chalice” (Sermon 229). This “you” was meant to represent the
congregation both individually and communally. Everyone needed to be literally
present in the elements though his or her own participation in the “offering” of
the very goods on the altar. This emphasis on individual presence and partici-
pation is particularly obvious in such rites as the “naming” of all communicants
between the bringing of the oblations and the offertory prayer, as it was held in
the Spanish church, or in the prayer “post nomina” (Dix 1945: 496f.).

It was precisely this stress on individual representation which was to be drawn
into the dramatic experience of the offertory and transformed. When the offer-
ings were consecrated, the elements were no longer a series of individual con-
tributions but had been mingled to become an indissoluble corpus permixtum.
The small portions of wine that the individuals had brought forward would be
poured together in the big silver pots whence the eucharistic element was taken
to the chalice. Thus the eucharistic elements, consisting of an irreducible com-
posite of expensive and cheap wine (and bread), given by poor and wealthy
parishioners, represented the congregation as a whole. The purity of taste is sac-
rificed for the sake of the theological point of a communal representation of the
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congregation, with all its members and all aspects of their lives: success and
failure, conflict and reconciliation, exclusion and inclusion, and so on. “To the
Eucharist we bring not raw materials, nor even the cultivated wheat and grape,
but bread and wine, manufactures, bearing upon them all the processes, and the
sin, of commercial production” (Robinson 1963: 35).

These pointers may suffice to indicate the nature of the loss when, in the course
of most liturgical developments, in both East and West, beginning in the fourth
century, the practice of the offertory either faded away or shrunk down to a pale
gesture, thereby not only impoverishing the rich eucharistic practice of the
ancient church but also eclipsing the implicit political theology inherent in it.

Threats from outside: Civil religion and the idea of two powers

Corresponding to this threat from within was the pressure on the genuine polit-
ical character of the liturgy from outside. The second threat arose when the
alleged “wider” public of the state sought increasingly to absorb the church’s
liturgy into a civil liturgy by employing the liturgical action of the church to cel-
ebrate political events or figures.

The early position in which two distinguished publics, church and state, each
had its respective claim shifted within the Christianized state toward the pre-
sumption that there was “one coherent public sphere.” Any remaining sense of
duality coalesced into the concept of two “powers.” From the Constantinian era
on, theological accounts of politics would typically focus on how authority must
be divided between the powers, church and state, implicitly validating the notion
that politics is essentially about proper power distribution. This practical antici-
pation of a view that was theoretically formulated much later (most prominently
by Max Weber) resulted, in turn, in concepts of power that would render worship
— apart from its civil-religious function — politically irrelevant.

The church might on one side be seen as a purely (and merely) spiritual power,
which was located from the outset beyond the political; this view is often asso-
ciated with Augustine’s great apology De Civitate Dei. Yet Augustine attributed a
crucial role to worship in that he understood devotional love as socially genera-
tive: “two loves make two cities” (De Civitate Dei 14. 28). Furthermore, his analy-
sis of the political catastrophe of the Empire started from the diagnosis that the
claim of the Empire was undermined by its false worship. If the one and true
God does not receive his due, the core principle of Roman law suum cuique is not
done justice (19. 20); therefore the very notion of a res publica — where each
receives his fair due — is not warranted, and the pretentious nature of the pax
Romana is exposed as being upheld only by its very opposite: force.

As clearly as Augustine stressed worship as a test case for the political pre-
tentiousness of the Empire, he did not, however, draw out this same logic for the
positive conjunction between true worship and true politics. While he saw the
possibility for the heavenly city to make use of the relative peace that the earthly
city provides, he did not, apart from envisaging some pastoral corrections, sys-
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tematically explore the ways in which “seeking the best of the city” (Jer. 29)
might mean allowing the genuine peace that the heavenly city enjoys to fertil-
ize secular polities.

Emphasizing the categorical difference of the two powers as they operate in the
heavenly and earthly city, in correspondence to the two loves (of self or God) or
modes of worship in which these entities are engaged, Augustine and the Augus-
tinian tradition of political theology assumed that the duality of the two societies
could not be overcome this side of eternity. In turn, other traditions, especially
associated with the Germanic kingdoms that replaced the Empire in the West,
stressed the oneness of the “Christian society” and located the different powers
as operating within this unitive framework. As Pope Gelasius I famously remarked
at the beginning of the sixth century, “Two there are by which the world is ruled
as princes” (see for this section O'Donovan 1996: 19 3ff).

While the two powers could be assumed to be mutually supportive, the
oneness of a Christian society comprised of state and church would offer plenty
of opportunities for the agon of both powers seeking to domesticate one another.
One way of evading the unfortunate sight of a sheer power play between spiri-
tual and worldly authority was the search for a careful equilibrium of both. This
could be approached by claiming the two powers to be so utterly different that
the one could hardly get in the other’s way, drawing, as Gelasius and numerous
others did, on the Old Testament duality of king and priest.

Yet the very emphasis on difference, increasingly understood as difference not
in task but in structure — the one relying on force and conquest, the other on the
power of the word alone — could give rise to another competition. While Gregory
VII concluded from the superiority of justice as a “spiritual thing” papal
supremacy over the worldly authority, which was to be enforced by ecclesiasti-
cal administrative and jurisdictional authority in its own right, the imperialist
theologians of the fourteenth century such as Marsilius of Padua inferred from
the same basic insight that the church must completely abstain from all associ-
ations with nonspiritual power and leave even its own administration to the
worldly authority. Whichever interpretation one is inclined to follow, both con-
verge in the assumption that the political power of the church as the capacity
to domesticate or at least influence worldly authority is to be seen to be resting
outside the worship of the church.

To be sure, there was in all these models a way in which worship could assume
a politically relevant role, as for example in the infamous incident when, at the
end of the fourth century, Bishop Ambrose of Milan used the excommunication
of the Christian Emperor Theodosius I to urge public repentance of his exces-
sively cruel retaliatory action against the city of Thessalonica. Yet it remains less
than clear what caused the emperor’s repentance. Was it the experience of
worship itself, with its imprint of moderation and mercy, which drew out his
action? Or was it the pedagogical function of the excommunication within the
power-play between “The Two”?

Even if we hesitate to buy the radical alternative that is suggested by this ques-
tion, it seems fair to say that as a result of the shifting focus from two publics or
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societies to two powers or modes of authority, political ethics was by and large
reserved for those in power. Rulers could be challenged not to contradict the
thrust of the Gospel in their exercise of authority, but the masses would hardly
come in as addressees of a political ethics. Their political role tended to be
reduced to that of mere subjects rather than citizens.

Rediscoveries

Having characterized the history of the political worship as a complex story of
threats, struggles, and losses, we turn now to recount several rediscoveries. As
representatives of these hopeful moments in the Christian political tradition, I
present two somewhat detailed examples, one from the Reformation period, the
other from our own time.

Luther’s political theology revisited: The eucharistic restitution of the
political animal

Among other things, the Reformation offered an occasion for the rediscovery of
the political thrust of the practices and teaching of the primitive and patristic
church. It is often overlooked that the emphasis on the universal priesthood of
believers also entailed the rediscovery of their universal citizenship. This can be
demonstrated in Luther’s contribution, though this requires us to approach his
political theology at an angle not usually taken. Instead of focusing directly on
his doctrine of the Two Kingdoms or his account of the political use of the law,
we may more fruitfully come at his political thought via the notion of vocation
as associated with his doctrine of the three estates and his early eucharistic
teaching (Wannenwetsch 2002).

The idea of political vocation had traditionally been reserved for rulers, not
only in the legitimating sense of divine investiture, but also in the sense, typified
by Charlemagne and Charles the Bold, that rulers understood their authority as
a calling to mirror the merciful way of divine rule and to prepare the way for
God’s kingdom. But in Reformation thought, and especially in Luther’s theology,
political vocation was to embrace a greater circle than emperor and princes. His
doctrine of three estates implied, strictly speaking, that every Christian has a
vocation not only for religion, but also for economics and politics. For Luther,
man is not only animal sociale as in Aquinas, but in fact a zoon politikon, a polit-
ical animal, and this for theological reasons.

“Firstly, the Bible speaks of and teaches about the works of God without any
doubt; these are divided into three hierarchies: economics, politics and church”
(oeconomia, politia, ecclesia: WA TR 5, 218, 14ff.). In conceiving these estates as
“fellow-creatures” of humankind (“concreatae sint”, WA 40 III, 222, 35f,),
Luther made clear that they were elementary and paradigmatic forms of social
life appropriate to creaturely existence from the beginning.
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Neither did Luther conceive of politia, oeconomia and ecclesia as “pure forms”
existing prior to humankind, into which men and women must be squeezed to
fit, nor as mere functions of cultural history subsequent to the creation of man,
as arbitrary developments at man’s disposal. Although not media salutis or
means of salvation, for the Reformer, politia, oeconomia and ecclesia are “holy” in
that they are instituted by God and sanctified through his word. They are like the
elements as they are understood in sacramental theology: “natural material”
created by God and entrusted to humankind, yet after the fall constantly in
danger of being misread (Bayer 1998). Therefore the word has to fill them
(“accedit verbum ad elementum . . .”) and explicitly qualify them as “holy” (* . ..
et fit sacramentum”). Thus, as Luther held out against various forms of religiously
motivated “desertion” of those orders: Political and economic life is a divine
vocation, a matter of faith that is exercised in love within these divinely assigned
spheres of social life (Augsburg Confession 16: “in talibus ordinationibus exercere
caritatem”).

As his notion of vocation is rooted in the account of elementary forms of life
as sanctifying powers in accordance with the logic of sacramental “elements,”
we should not be surprised to find Luther outlining a eucharistic political theol-
ogy. In his treatise on the Eucharist from 1519, “Concerning the Blessed Sacra-
ment of the Holy and True Body of Christ and the Brotherhoods” (WA 2,
742-58), Luther makes clear that celebrating the Eucharist is nothing less than
a political act in which the communicants actualize and suffer the citizenship
that has been bestowed on them by baptism.

The significance or purpose of this sacrament is the fellowship of all saints . . .
because Christ and all the saints are one holy body, just as the inhabitants of a city
are one community and body, each citizen being a member of the other and a
member of the entire city. All the saints, therefore, are members of Christ and of
the Church, which is a spiritual and eternal city of God.

Luther proceeds to explain the inner logic of this citizenship by the means of
a communication of goods:

This fellowship is of such a nature that all the spiritual possessions of Christ and
his saints are imparted and communicated to him who receives this sacrament.
Again, all his sufferings and sins are communicated to them . . . like in a city where
every citizen shares with all the others the name, honour, freedom, trade, customs,
usages, help, support, protection and the like, of that city, and on the other hand
shares all the danger of fire and flood, enemies and death, losses, imposts and the
like. (Luther 1943: 10f.)

In order to capture the political character of relationships among Christians
as a sacramental body, Luther employs the Christological logic of the communi-
catio idiomatum, which originally expresses the intimate relation of the two
natures of Christ. In a similarly intimate way, political worship simultaneously
relates the believers to God and to their fellow citizens.
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Though interpreters have often missed this complexity of Luther’s political
theology, it is noteworthy that the one contemporary theologian who has given
perhaps the most powerful stimulus for a rediscovery of the political nature of
the church based in its practice of worship implicitly draws on Luther’s sacra-
mental theology.

John H. Yoder: Ecclesial model practices for the world

John Howard Yoder (1994: 365ff.) distinguishes three fundamental ways in
which the worship of the church can relate to ethics and politics: a sacramen-
talist account (typical for Roman Catholicism), a symbolist approach (as repre-
sented by Zwingli), and a sacramental logic (as Luther developed it).

These possibilities mirror the positions formulated during the controversies in
sacramental theology in the Reformation period. The symbolist logic assumes
the concrete material practice of worship to be a mere pointer toward the higher
reality of the unification between human soul and Christ, which happens in
heaven. Hence it typically lends itself to an idealist view of ethics, which inter-
prets the worship practice in terms of an “imperative” to put into practice what
is ideally signified there. Accordingly, the community of believers is primarily in
view as the addressee of a moral appeal.

The Catholic alternative of sacramentalism assumes, on the contrary, that the
liturgical ritual will constitute the new reality by virtue of its right exercise alone
(ex opere operato); the participation and reception of the community is not seen
as an essential feature for this reality to come into being. Hence the inclination
to a “realist position” that does not need to employ a political ethics. In contrast
to these alternatives, sacramental logic, as Yoder sees it, takes the reality of the
communio in personal terms as the thing itself. The ethical or political reality is
not envisioned as being detached from the material conditions and social fabric
of the worshipping community. Rather, the eucharistic communion “is” a social
ethics; it forms a political society.

Operating within this (albeit unacknowledged) Lutheran framework, Yoder
wants to go a step further and address the question which the Augustinian tra-
dition has largely left unanswered: How does the church as primal political entity
impact on other political societies and the state? How can the renewal of poli-
tics be fertilized through the renewal of the political self-awareness of the
church? Yet the best way to approach these questions seems to be via another
question: Which language and metaphorical imagination is best equipped to
express this relation most adequately?

Modes of Relating Worship and Politics

Among those who are aware of the political dimension of the worshipping
church, we can discern three main models: Those who stress the church as polit-
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ical antitype or counter-society (from Augustine to John Milbank), those who
characterize it as an ideal type providing the state with social principles (William
Temple and the mainstream liberal Protestant tradition), and those who see it
as a paradigm (Karl Barth, Stanley Hauerwas) or model (John H. Yoder).

While the antitype view is right to insist on the question of the truth of poli-
tics instead of its mere functionality, distinguishing between true and false kinds
of political action rather than between mere “spheres” of it, it does not seem
to be interested in whether “counter-politics” can also become “encounter-
politics”, that is, to allow for the church’s politics to “rub off” on the secular
city. While the ideal-type account has positively adopted this latter question, it
typically disregards the actual concreteness of the church’s own practices in
favor of a universalizing strategy offering principles that are derived from
abstracts such as “sacramentality” rather than drawing out the conceptual
implications of the sacramental practices themselves (Wannenwetsch 1996:
270-8).

Within the paradigm/model approach, there is a recognition that political
worship is meant neither to merely mirror existing political structures and pro-
cedures nor to provide them with a religious rationale, but rather represents the
unique politics of God. In being sensitive to the truth in the antitype approach,
the paradigmatic logic envisions worship to have more than a negatively “illu-
minating” impact on secular politics as a simplified reading of Hauerwas’ claim
would seem to suggest that the church’s worship merely makes the world aware
that it is the world (Hauerwas 1995: 250).

As a paradigm, the church’s positively illuminating impact is more visible
at the conceptual level, in providing the secular polity with another way of
conceiving “power,” “authority,” “community,” “decision-making,” “exclusion/
inclusion,” etc. It does not tell the secular rulers how to enact those concepts in
a methodical way, but it sets alarm bells ringing if a policy falls foul of the limits
set by the paradigm.

In this vein, Karl Barth speaks of “analogical capacities and needs” that polit-
ical organizations have and that the church has to answer by giving “directions”
drawn from its own core practices. As the state exists unknowingly as a “corre-
spondence and analogue to the Kingdom” (Barth 1954: 32), the church’s
central political task is that of “reminding” the state. This task of reminding
entails the faithful exercise of those practices that may serve the state as “exam-
ples of analogies and corollaries of that Kingdom of God.” In presenting an
“incomplete” list of ecclesial practices with corresponding political concepts
such as “baptism and equality,” “diversity of charismata and separation of
powers,” “body of Christ and responsibility,” “serving and ruling,” Barth empha-
sizes the complex ways in which “translations and transitions from the one
sphere to the other will always be open to discussion . . . [and] will only be more
or less obvious and never subject to absolute proof” (p. 42).

Yoder, following in Barth's footsteps though disregarding the intentional
methodological restraint in the paradigmatic approach, wants to take it a step
further by speaking of the “model” character that the core practices of the
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church could and should assume for political structures and procedures. He pre-
sents a list of five “civil imperatives” which he draws from the primitive Christ-
ian worship: egalitarianism as implied by baptism into one body, socialism as
implied in the Eucharist, forgiveness, the open meeting, and the universality of
giftedness (Yoder 1997: 33).

Yet one wonders whether Yoder’s zeal to claim a higher political relevance for
those practices as “models” makes him slip back into the common tendency of
functionalizing religious practice as a source for political vision and action.
For example, he states in regard to the imperative to sharing he sees as inherent
in the Eucharist: “To make such sharing seem natural, it helps to have
gone through an exodus or a Pentecost together, but neither the substance
nor the pertinence of the vision is dependent on a particular faith” (Yoder 1997:
32).

This seems to overlook a crucial feature of the eucharistic celebration.
Though the Eucharist is, of course, in a sense “about sharing,” it is as much a
critique of our civil ideas of “sharing” as a resource for it. If sharing is to follow
the rules that are incorporated in eucharistic communion, then it can no longer
be accompanied by or fueled by the rhetoric of sacrifice and the air of generous
condescension, for we cannot claim to own what we eat, though it is completely
ours. (Christ gives himself as totus Christus, but only in usu.) So in any case of
sharing, we do not bow down to others by granting them access to our property;
rather, we share together in the goods that God has provided for us.

Likewise: Must baptismal egalitarianism not become a skandalon for other
forms of egalitarianism, if the differences that are overcome for the “fellow citi-
zens of God’s people” are precisely political and economic? In focusing on over-
coming differences in political and economic positions, baptismal egalitarianism
is free to affirm and celebrate differences which other forms of egalitarianism
cannot, such as between male and female, differing cultures, individual charis-
mata, etc.

Yoder seems to want more and ends up with less. Claiming a model character
for ecclesial practices, the direct line that is drawn from “civil imperatives” back-
wards to those practices buys too readily into the idea of translatability from one
language into another without loss: “What the New Testament believers were
doing in these several practices . . . can be spoken of in social process terms easily
translated into nonreligious terms” (Yoder 1994: 364). This seems to assume
that while we know the content and political necessity of a concept of “equal-
ity,” all we lack is a more stable fundament to ground this imperative or a more
effective motivation to strive for its realization.

Any functional request for a “model” lacks exactly the conceptual curiosity
which is all important for the church if it is to closely “listen” to the political
meaning which its own liturgical practice bears. My own suggestion of a more
appropriate language of marking the impact of worship on secular politics
employs the metaphorical imagination in which liturgical experience spills over
in a complex and manifold way (Wannenwetsch 1997: 275-338).
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Conclusion

“

When we take seriously Paul’s “ministerial” characterization of those in power
as “God’s liturgists” and “God’s deacons (to serve you) towards the good” (Rom.
13: 4, 6), worldly authorities must be reminded of what they actually, yet
perhaps unknowingly, are. The church owes this remembrance not only to Chris-
tian statesmen but also to every ruler and actually to all who are in a state of
power at various levels of social life (such as parents) and therefore bearers of
political responsibility.

It is not, however, a marginal question whether these de facto “liturgists” or
“deacons” know their “business” from experience. It makes a crucial difference
when the actors in their political roles understand themselves in liturgical terms
or, to name alternatives to this view, as agents of the general will, or as repre-
senting God on earth, or as political jobholders, or as managers, etc. If they want
to live up to their calling to be “God’s liturgists and deacons,” they will be well
advised to learn what it means to experience a true liturgy and to be served by
a genuine deacon.

In this perspective the worship of the church, which provides a sabbatical
interruption of the politics of the world by immersing people over and over again
into the panesthetical vision of the politics of God, may well be regarded as some-
thing like an elementary school for those who bear political responsibility. This
political diakonia, as important as this service to the world is, does however not
constitute either the inner rationale or the core of the church’s political worship.
Its rationale lies solely in the praised lordship of Christ, who happens to rule not
an original horde of individual believers but a body of fellow-citizens.

Yet the rediscovery of the primary political nature of the church as it is rooted
in worship (liturgy as politics) calls forth a renewed apprehension of political
diakonia (politics as liturgy). The latter does not constitute another field or type
of action but must be seen a mere extension of the practice of “seeking the
welfare of the city” that, as the intercessions among other worship practices
show, is already part and parcel of the liturgy.
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CHAPTER 7
Eastern Orthodox Thought

Michael Plekon

The images most closely associated with Eastern Orthodox Christianity as well
as its history do not immediately suggest either a tradition of social—political crit-
icism and analysis or radical stances toward social justice. If anything, certain
aspects of the Orthodox tradition, such as the former unity of church and state
and the transcendent orientation of the Orthodox liturgy, among other things,
seem to suggest at best an obsession with stability and order. At the worst, the
Orthodox past might appear to contain a hyper-conservative bias. This can
sometimes manifest itself as a negative vision of society and culture, of things
material and human; in Max Weber’s terms, an “other-worldly” or ascetic
stance.

However, things are seldom what they seem, and such is very much the case
for the social and political vision of the Orthodox Church and its thinkers in the
modern era. The same holds true, surprisingly, for the earlier periods in which
the church appears to have been either an extension of the Byzantine or Russian
imperial court or the popular cult of an ethnic group. Even in the patristic era
of the fourth to the ninth centuries one finds the striking personalities and
radical social justice perspectives of John Chrysostom and Basil the Great, two
of the greatest of the Greek fathers. With them we find perhaps the first over-
riding theme of the social and political thought of the Eastern church. Along
with the transcendently beautiful character of liturgy in the Orthodox East, its
social and political vision is a most particular, concrete, and realist one, namely
an authentic concern for the material realities of this world, of flesh and blood
human beings and their life. In the fiery homilies of John Chrysostom as patri-
arch of the greatest city of the Christian East, the gap between the affluence of
Constantinople’s elites and the poverty of many of its citizens is provocatively
underscored. The rich who neglect their suffering brothers and sisters will expe-
rience the pain of the rich man Dives in hell, the one who failed to show mercy
to the poor man Lazarus. In perhaps his most riveting words, John Chrysostom
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also observes that, having received in holy communion the body and blood of
Christ from an altar of gold (that of the Hagia Sophia, the “Great Church” of
Constantinople), one then must celebrate the “sacrament of the brother and
sister,” seeing Christ and serving him on the altar always before us, that of the
neighbor (Chrysostom 1856, 1994; Evdokimov 2001: 82-7).

Here we find a second feature of social and political thought in the church of
the East: the consistent attention to the human individual, a radical personalism. One
thinks of the Dostoevskian character who loves humanity but cannot stand the
wretch in front of him. While profoundly sensitive to the communal and social
nature of human life, the vision of the Eastern church cannot mistake an
abstraction for the concrete person.

Basil goes as far and further: the ornaments, extra clothes, and shoes sitting
in our closets are what we have taken, robbed from the poor. The Basiliade, an
institutional complex of social services for widows, orphans, the chronically ill,
the dying, and the poor was the result of Basil’s preaching and pastoral activity
as Bishop of Caesarea in the Asia Minor province of Cappadocia. The greatest
teachers of the Eastern church pay close attention to the institutions and
processes of society. There is an authentic structural and material awareness and
concern in their thinking: a third characteristic of their vision.

In these Eastern fathers —who are, of course, teachers of the universal church
—we also find the fourth salient feature of the social and political teaching of the
Eastern church, namely its constant eschatological reference. When asked what
was the social position and program of the Orthodox Church, the eccentric yet
brilliant Russian philosopher Nicolas Fyodorov replied: “The Holy Trinity”
(Nicholl 1997: 67-118). All too often we take “eschatology” to mean just the
end, the “last things.” For the Eastern church it bears the more ancient Gospel
meaning of the kingdom of God being present among us. Thus, Fyodorov meant
that the Trinity’s communion of love is powerful and present, here and now. The
Father, Son and Holy Spirit’s communion of love is the image for each person
and for the world. Justice in this world must always be measured against that of
God and his kingdom. And here too we find the fifth dominant character, implied
by the previous four, that our life in history and society, in our families, in learn-
ing and science, government and business, must be constantly transformed in
light of the Gospel.

The thinking — and, moreover, the lives — of the three contemporary Ortho-
dox thinkers we will profile here as examples of the social and political thought
of the modern Eastern church resonate with the earlier fathers and express the
same qualities just described. Here lies the root of the loyalty to the “truth” of
socialistic reform and organization, the significance of social, political and eco-
nomic changes for flesh and blood individuals, that is the hallmark of the
political economist and sociologist-become-theologian Fr. Sergius Bulgakov
(1877-1944). Yet from here also stemmed his profound rejection of the inhu-
manity and impersonalism of ideological Marxism. Dominating his vision is the
Incarnation and its implications for human life: a vision of the actions of God
who has entered time, space and human flesh, always breathing new life, creat-
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ing new possibilities for the transformation of the world and the human
heart.

We will also find a similar vision in the life and work of the lay theologian
Paul Evdokimov (1901-70). After graduate studies in theology and philosophy
and raising a family, he spent over a decade in the service of the suffering and
outcast of society. He served as administrator of ecumenically funded hostels for
the marginalized. In his writing, he underscored the radical, “absurd” love of
God for humanity, God's “kenotic” or self-emptying compassion — a central
theme in Russian theology and spirituality over the centuries.

Finally, I will highlight the discovery by Mother Maria Skobtsova (1891-1945)
of the indivisibility of love of God and of the neighbor, her emphasis on the radi-
calism of Christ’s second commandment of love and its rule or principle for life:
love is not diminished by giving to others, it is enhanced. Mother Maria’s bishop
said that her monastic life would be located in the world, in the desert of the
human heart, and she put her radical vision into practice in Paris, where she
served in several hostels for feeding and sheltering the poor and suffering.

My selection of these three figures by no means indicates that no others in the
Eastern church were interested in the social and political realities of human life.
For example, training as a canonist, a historian, and a scriptural and liturgical
scholar gave Fr. Nicolas Afanasiev (1963, 1975, 1992; Nichols 1989) a unique
perspective on the church'’s relationship to politics and society. Most frequently
he was a perceptive critic of the church’s tendencies toward authoritarianism and
cooptation by the state. Metropolitan John Zizioulas (1985) has contributed dis-
cerning ideas to our understanding of the relationship between the individual
and the community, to the theology of personhood within the world, society and
the church. Likewise, Frs. Stanley Harakas (1999) and John Breck (1999) have
pursued many of the ethical questions of our time, from abortion and capital pun-
ishment to cloning and euthanasia and other controversial issues in bioethics.
Vigen Guroian (1994, 2001) has also raised the questions of how the Incarna-
tion leaves its imprint on all we do, from our use of the environment, the natural
world around us, to the treatment of the chronically ill and the dying. The late
Frs. Alexander Schmemann (1973, 1979, 2000) and John Meyendorff (1978,
1987a, 1987b) also provided general perspectives on the encounter of the church
and each Christian with the complexities of life in modern society. Yet the focus
here on the three mentioned — Sergius Bulgakov, Paul Evdokimov, and Maria
Skobtsova — is no disservice to these others, for in fact all are connected both
directly and indirectly, and these three offer perhaps the most radical and insight-
ful approaches in the Eastern church tradition to the challenge of life in our age.

Sergius Bulgakov

The son of a priest and a seminarian, like many other intellectuals of his gen-
eration Sergius Bulgakov left the church and Christianity to follow the Marxist
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vision of the transformation of society and the individual. Trained in sociology
and political economy, he challenged Plekhanov’s ideas about the restructuring
of Russian society and economy, particularly agriculture, understanding (like
Max Weber) the importance of the family, the village, cultural customs and indi-
vidual motivation. Eventually, with the tragic experience of the Second Duma
and the revolution, Bulgakov returned to the faith and the sacramental life of
the church, first as an important lay leader in the Great Council of Moscow in
1917-18, which proposed reforms in the Orthodox Church, and later as an
ordained priest and theologian. Almost the last twenty years of his life were
spent as Dean of the St. Sergius Theological Institute in Paris, where he finally
arrived after expulsion from Russia in the early 1920s. Under conditions of
poverty and duress, due to criticism and then official examination of his writ-
ings under the charge of heresy, Bulgakov nevertheless produced a prodigious
body of writing. Paul Valliere (2000) and Antoine Arjakovsky (2000) have
argued in their recent studies that Bulgakov's central concern in writing of
divine wisdom was to clarify the relationship of God to creation and of
humankind to the divine. This he sought to examine in the light of modern
thought and experience and principally through the consequence of the Incar-
nation, namely the “humanity of God” (Bogochelovechestvo) as earlier Russian
thinkers such as Soloviev had framed it.

For Bulgakov it was axiomatic that it was necessary, indeed urgent, not only
for the Orthodox Church but for Christianity as a whole to engage in conversa-
tion with the modern world, its institutions, consciousness, and inhabitants. All
of the rapid developments that had produced modernity were diagnosed by Bul-
gakov not as evil but as the present situation of God’s working with and in cre-
ation. Like the Greek fathers of the church more than a millennium before him,
Bulgakov recognized the human capacity for destruction and evil but — being a
kind of theological optimist, in the best, deepest sense — he saw God as stronger,
the ultimate victor in Christ’s Incarnation, death and Resurrection. Like, among
others, Gregory of Nyssa and Origen before him, Bulgakov considered the final
restoration of all creation (apokatastasis) as at least the object of prayer and hope;
and, while not appropriate for dogmatizing, such restoration was nonetheless
more consonant with the boundless compassion and forgiveness of God and the
desire for the ultimate (re)union of the divine with creation, when God would
be “all in all.” Much of his vision is summed up in his last book, The Bride of the
Lamb, the final volume in his great trilogy.

While Bulgakov did not offer a book-length discussion of the events of his era,
such as the Russian Revolution, the destructiveness of state socialism, the Great
Depression, the rise of the Nazis, the Second World War, and the Holocaust, he
nevertheless did touch upon all of these in his writings (Bulgakov 1999:
229-67,293-303) and presented what might be called a summary of his social
and political thinking in presentations he made while on visits to America in
1934 and England in 1939. These were the sermon he was invited to preach at
the chapel of Seabury-Northwestern Seminary, “Social Teaching in Modern
Russian Theology,” and the paper read by another for him at the Fellowship of



EASTERN ORTHODOX THOUGHT 97

SS Alban and Sergius, “The Spirit of Prophecy” (Bulgakov 1999: 269-92). It is
not just Eastern church thinking in general but Bulgakov’'s own creative and
radical vision that is offered in these texts.

He notes that in the early church there was no particular concern with the
social world and politics other than living peaceably, obeying the law and the
rulers, and living according to the Word of God. The sense of the imminent
Second Coming of Christ also played a significant role in the early church’s per-
spective. But the adoption of Christianity as the official cult of the Roman Empire
under Constantine did not only end persecution: it also introduced all kinds of
problems, principally the confusion of imperial political interests with ecclesias-
tical status in the Empire. Only rarely were bishops and teachers such as John
Chrysostom and Basil the Great able, as noted above, to speak against the power
of wealth and prestige. The monastic movement did begin to raise a continuous
note of protest against the world’s penetration of Christian thought and prac-
tice; but in the long run, even in its time of flourishing, the monastic movement
was marginalized and the radical inversion of cultural values found in the
Gospel routinely softened or ignored. Marx and other critics were correct in per-
ceiving the church to be on the side of the wealthy and powerful; the church
often supported the state blindly and with destructive consequences for ordinary
people. But, rather than the extremes of church—state unity or the opposition of
the church to any this-worldly activity, Bulgakov sees a third path, one for him
aptly expressed by the figure of Wisdom, from the Book of Proverbs 8: 22-31,
who is both the creature of God and his co-worker in the making and sustain-
ing of the world (Bulgakov 1993). The destiny of all creation, particularly of
humanity, is to be deified, to be in communion with the Creator, filled with the
life of God and radiating the glory of this life. All are to be “prophets,” messen-
gers of the Lord, not only in word but in action.

Thus the Pentecost event of the descent of the Holy Spirit is a kind of icon of
the mission of the church, not only toward the political realm but also toward
the rest of the natural and social world. The church is not an institution of the
state or society, but is the body of Christ and temple of the Holy Spirit, thus the
presence and door into the kingdom of heaven here and now, in the world
(Bulgakov 1988: 1-99). The “churching” of the world is not merely its being
made more religious but its transfiguration, its full “humanization” and
“divinization.” Bulgakov imagines the completion of what all creation was
meant to be, united again in love with the Creator. The church, therefore, is not
the moral arm of the state (Bulgakov 1988: 156—175). It should not use any
fear-provoking tactics to scare souls into goodness. Neither is the church the
punishing arm of God. The church is healing, forgiveness, resurrection, new life.
The very purpose of the church is creative, revealing the “humanity of God” and
the divine possibilities of humanity, bringing humanity and everything else back
into union with the Lord. For this relationship Bulgakov employs imagery of the
Book of Revelation: “The Spirit and the Bride say ‘Come’” (Rev. 22: 17). The
church, and through it the world, become the spouse of the Lamb. Time becomes
eternity. The antipathy between the city of God and the city of the world is
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abolished, not all at once but in a cumulative, compassionate process (Bulgakov
2002: 379-526).

This is not a naive, “rosy” Christianity. Bulgakov in other essays recognized
the peculiar power of the modern state to enslave and destroy human beings.
He recognized the specific inhumanity of modern totalitarian regimes, not only
that of the Bolsheviks but also those of Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Italy. Bul-
gakov underscored the need in the modern world for the gift and the vocation of
biblical prophecy, the fearless, strong proclamation of God’'s word, and the
witness to the kingdom in the midst of the world not just by a few specialists but
by all Christians.

Paul Evdokimov

Paul Evdokimov was in the first class to graduate from St. Sergius Institute and
had Bulgakov, the institute’s first dean and professor of dogmatic theology, as his
teacher. Yet Bulgakov was not the only influence on him. The radical philoso-
pher Nicolas Berdiaev was an acknowledged shaper of his thinking, as were
friends and colleagues such as Fr. Lev Gillet, Fr. Nicolas Afanasiev, and Olivier
Clément, among others. Evdokimov'’s life experiences also played a decisive role
in forming his social and political thinking as a theologian. He arrived as an
immigrant in Paris in 1923 and studied at both the Sorbonne and the St. Sergius
Institute, earning his first doctorate at the University of Aix-en-Provence in
1942 and a second at St. Sergius in 1958. During the Second World War he was
active in the French Resistance. At the war’s conclusion and for more than a
decade thereafter, he directed ecumenically sponsored hostels for refugees,
foreign students, and other people in need. Evdokimov writes with untypical
emotion about how he was more than an administrator, acting also as coun-
selor, lay pastor, and friend to the residents, with their complicated, often
damaged existences. When he later taught at St. Sergius and other theological
schools, the experience of this service was always present. Consistently, Evdoki-
mov sought to bring the suffering God who loves absurdly, but without coercion,
into contact with the person of our time, with his questions, her rage, with the
range of modern human experience.

In an essay entitled “Church and Society” (Evdokimov 2001: 61-94), he syn-
thesizes a dialogue that extended through virtually all of his writings, from his
early studies of the theology of Gogol and Dostoevsky to his discerning look at
the history of spirituality. What is truly new in the New Testament, he argues,
is the ultimate destiny of humankind in the “humanity of God,” in the conse-
quences of the Incarnation, life, death and Resurrection of Christ. Though they
did not call it this, even the earliest of the fathers, like the apostles and New Tes-
tament authors before them, envisioned a “social ecclesiology.” The church,
being the body of the Risen Christ, drew all to itself, raising everything into the
kingdom. The divisions so often seen between Mary and Martha, between action
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and contemplation, between the sacred and the profane, are illusions. One
cannot really love God without loving and serving the brother and sister always
present before us. Evdokimov was especially fond of the saying of the desert
fathers: “If you want to see God, look at your brother.” This does not exclude
numerous other possibilities of encountering God in the world, but emphasizes
the singular presence of God in the neighbor in need. He even cites Tertullian
and Origen on the unique experience of God in the encounter with the neigh-
bor. Repeatedly in his writings, as in his own life, Evdokimov emphasized the
truth of the claim in the first letter of John (4: 20), that if we cannot love the
brother whom we can see, we cannot love the God who is invisible — or, better,
most visible — in the neighbor.

Like Bulgakov, Evdokimov tracks the history of the church’s solidarity with
the state, with society and culture. While there are indisputable high points in
this history, there are great stretches of tragedy and evil resulting from the
union. The desert fathers and, after them, the monastics understood the action
of Christ to mandate an “ecclesial evangelism” or an “evangelical ecclesiology.”
The Lord is the one who stands at the door and knocks, waiting to come in to
our table, to share the bread of our suffering and of our joy. Evdokimov repeat-
edly quotes the thirteenth-century Byzantine statesman and theologian Nicolas
Cabasilas, describing God as Philanthropos, the one whose love for us is without
reason, force or measure (eros manikos) (Evdokimov 2001: 175-94). Such a God
is the core of the Christian attitude toward the state, toward all the institutions
of society, in international relations, even with respect to the natural world. It is
far from being distinctively Eastern or Orthodox, but is the shared vision of the
undivided church of the first millennium. “Beauty will save the world,” wrote
Dostoevsky, and this was his credo amid the lowest forms of human degrada-
tion, springing from his own imprisonment and near-execution by firing squad.
Evdokimov, who did his first doctoral dissertation on Dostoevsky, constantly
found the evidence of God’s presence and love in the beauty surrounding us:
that of the natural order, that of the saints as captured in their icons and words,
but particularly that of men and women, bearers of the image and likeness of
God (Evdokimov 1990). So Evdokimov urged a reclaiming of the radical spiri-
tuality of the mothers and fathers of the desert, but in the hidden ordinary,
everyday lives of “ecclesial beings” today. “One does not just say prayers, one
becomes prayer” (Evdokimov 1998). The appeal is straightforward. If human
beings have brought suffering and destruction, then it is also through human
action, transformed by the beauty and love of God, that God will accomplish the
overturning of this evil. God will be acting through them, as the Bible recounts.

In his own life in the hostels at Bievres and Sevres and Massy, and as remem-
bered by those for whom he cared, Paul Evdokimov’s vision, like that of the
church fathers and the desert fathers and mothers, was always realistic and per-
sonal. The distance between the developed and undeveloped nations, he wrote
in 1967, could come down to this: an electric toothbrush in the North should
not deny a container of milk to a child in the South. He has the patristic quotes
at hand too. “Money and all other goods are the common property of all just as
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the light and air we breathe.” This bit of Christian socialism came from Simeon
the New Theologian (949-1022). “Women who embroider biblical scenes on
their clothing would do better to live out these stories,” wrote John Chrysostom,
whose “golden mouth” earned him a death march at the end of his life. Basil the
Great argued, “You are a thief if you transform into your possessions what you
had received only as a steward.” It is hard to miss the radical political yet escha-
tological perspective in the teachings of these fathers and other saints. Evdoki-
mov concludes his meditation on the social and political perspective of the
church by arguing for a tax by which the affluence of wealthy nations would be
redistributed to reshape the situation of the third world. In an encyclical about
the same time, Progressio populorum, Pope Paul VI had also called for the setting
up of a global fund established by taxes derived from conspicuous consumption,
waste, and the buildup of armaments. Only the recent proposal by numerous
humanitarian and religious leaders for the Group of Eight leading nations to stop
making interest-bearing loans, write off debts, and make outright grants to the
poor countries comes close in radicality.

Evdokimov, a man of both the world and the church, understood that no law
could affect the interior change of heart that leads to different action. Conver-
sion cannot come through compulsion. Yet traditions of faith can plant the seeds
of such personal and then communal transformation. Thus he called for a kind
of summit meeting of the leaders of the world’s great traditions: the Pope, the
Orthodox patriarchs, heads of the churches of the Reformation, rabbis and
imams, the entire “family of Abraham.” A smaller version of such a gathering
has indeed occurred, in 1986 at Assisi, at Pope John Paul II's invitation. Amid
outbursts of violence there is still peaceful protest by many groups at meetings
of the World Trade Organization, and even celebrities have called for forgiving
of debts and gifts of aid to impoverished countries. Evdokimov recognized that,
in the words of Paul Eluard, “Everything was not needed to make a world, just
love, and nothing else.” But he also saw that such change of heart then required
action. Affluent nations sharing their wealth was just a beginning; the world
community had to go further to cooperate in a plan for a truly global economy,
a world society where resources would be managed by all, used by all. Only this
would approach the justice of which the Bible speaks.

Maria Skobtsova

A similarly radical view of the Gospel’s call to transform the world in love is
found first and foremost in the life and writings of Mother Maria Skobtsova
(Hackel 1981). One of the most colorful and original figures in the Orthodox
Church in the modern era, Elisabeth Pilenko, as she was born, was a gifted poet
and part of the circle of the Russian poet Alexander Blok. She was involved in
the political turmoil of the Russian Revolution, may have been involved in the
plot to assassinate Trotsky, and was herself nearly executed by both the Bolshe-
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viks and the White Army. She was married twice, both marriages ending in
divorce, and had three children. After flight to the West, she became deeply
involved in providing basic humanitarian aid and counsel to impoverished
Russian émigrés, both in the Russian Christian Student Movement and in
another service organization, Orthodox Action. The death of her youngest
daughter in 1931 from meningitis was a turning point, a moment of conver-
sion. She asked to be admitted to monastic life and, despite some reservations on
the part of colleagues, her bishop, Metropolitan Evlogy, did receive her vows,
tonsure her and clothe her in the habit on the first Sunday of Lent 1932.

Mother Maria’s life was incandescent. She was creative in arguing that
monastic life in our time needed to find its modern location and form. If indeed
such life was a sign of the presence of God’s kingdom in society, then monastics
should, as their predecessors did, live the life of the Gospel in the world, serving
God by their prayer and by loving the children of God. She had in mind the prac-
tical service of suffering people by the desert monastics and the location of many
early monastic houses in such urban locations as the Studios monastery in Con-
stantinople and the Basiliade in Caesarea. Incessantly in her writings, Mother
Maria stressed the indivisibility of the love of God and the love of the neighbor.
Her essays, written in the minutes she could steal from her work, are filled with
perceptive observations on the stress of the pace of modern life, and the complex
consequences of political upheavals such as the Russian Revolution, then the
Great Depression, and finally the Second World War. Before her monastic pro-
fession, her life was already committed to service. She traveled around France,
visiting and counseling émigrés, raising funds for their assistance, seeking better
governmental welfare services, and working to secure retraining and rehabili-
tation for them. After entering monastic life she rented large residential units
both within Paris and in the suburbs, to set up, first at Villa de Saxe, then rue de
Lourmel and Noisy-le-Grand, hostels for the homeless and suffering, living
centers for the sick and aged. She hoped to attract other women to this monas-
tic life of service, but her colleagues were few and temporary. She had a formi-
dable personality which some could not tolerate. There was a kind of undeclared
war between her and her first chaplain, Fr. Kiprian Kern, who could not adapt
to her way of life, yet she was also blessed with two very discerning chaplains,
Frs. Lev Gillet and Dimitri Klepinine.

Echoing Basil the Great, Mother Maria put her reading of the Gospel’s social
ethic bluntly. “At the Last Judgment I will not be asked whether I satisfactorily
practiced asceticism, nor how many prostrations and bows I have made before
the altar. I will be asked whether I fed the hungry, clothed the naked, visited the
sick and the prisoners in jail. That is all I will be asked.” In her reflections on the
“second commandment,” that of loving the neighbor as oneself, Mother Maria
concluded that, just as one was to love God with one’s whole mind, heart, and
will, the two commandments were really one (Skobtsova 2003: 45-60). In an
essay written in 1937 but never published and located again by Fr. Dimitri’s
daughter Hélene and her son Antoine, “Types of Religious Lives,” Mother Maria
conducts not only a theological but also a social-psychological examination of
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how faith and life are connected, or not, in the social world around her.
(Skobtsova 2003: 140-86). She presents ideal types in a probing analysis that
is extremely precise in capturing some of the various “styles” of religiosity in the
Orthodox Christians she knew. She delineates aesthetic, ritualistic, ascetic, and
peculiarly Russian-cultural “types” of religiosity. Of greatest relevance here,
though, is her sketch of the simpler, more radical approach one finds in the
Gospels and in the lives of many saints. A “peculiar law” seems to be at work,
she wrote, quite the opposite of the calculus of everyday life. Rather than being
impoverished by every dollar or hour I give away to someone in need, in reality
I receive back even more than I give. And what I do not share, what I rather try
to hoard, hide, protect, even increase in worth, actually slips away from me, is
consumed, as if burned up. The response of so many (in the 1930s) to the people
and society around them — to unemployment, homelessness, hunger, the
breakup of marriages, families, psyches — namely, to retreat to the movies, the
café, was a further tragedy. To want to escape the suffering of others said much
about the disappearance of the heart, the loss of community and humanity. One
could retreat as well not into jazz or alcohol but into liturgical chant, lives of
saints and rituals.

While she painted and embroidered beautiful icons and vestments, Mother
Maria nevertheless thought that Christ, entering into the splendor of such
worship, would eventually work his way out the church door into the square,
the streets outside, where his suffering children were. The Gospel's true force
propels Christians out from the eucharistic liturgy and sanctuary into the liturgy
of loving and serving the neighbor in everyday life. Mother Maria realized that
what she was proposing ran directly counter to ordinary human orientation,
counter to our fundamental love of self, then of those closest to us and those
most like us. Yet what she read in the Bible about the absolute quality of God’s
love and his desire that we love in the same manner transcended all these fences
of love. The divine form of love will make even the parent see the image of God
not only in one’s child but also in other children, in other people and their situ-
ations. By giving we receive. What we give is not lost but returns many times
over, enriching us.

Mother Maria was both loved and reviled in her own Russian community and
church. Cutting short her stay at the services to prepare meals, making early
morning trips to the meat and produce markets at Les Halles to beg leftovers and
day-old items, visiting the cafés to find the lonely and the homeless hanging on
to their glasses of cheap wine so as to enjoy the shelter and warmth — her low-
ering of herself to the level of the unfortunate, in the example of Christ, made
her an embarrassment to many of her contemporaries. Reminiscences of her by
some notable émigrés contain a mixture of disparaging comments on her non-
conformity and passionate nature as well as profound regret at having kept a
distance, at looking down on her unusual life of service.

During the Nazi occupation of France, Mother Maria actively assisted many
who were targeted by the Gestapo for roundup and the death camps. Fr. Dimitri
issued many baptismal certificates to protect Jewish people by incorporation into
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the community of his parish. Mother Maria fed, hid, and helped other Jewish
neighbors to flee. She ministered herself to those held in the Vélodrome d'Hiver
during the hot July days of 1942. In the end, she, her remaining son Yuri, and
Fr. Dimitri were arrested by the Gestapo and sent on to death camps, where all
died. Mother Maria took the place of another woman in a wagon headed to the
gas chambers at Ravensbriick, and the camp records note her death on March
31, 1945, Good Friday, just weeks before liberation by the Russian army. She is
honored as one of the “righteous among the Gentiles” at Yad Vashem, and many
recognize her as a martyr of our time.

Although politically astute and experienced enough in social action to identify
the economic and structural causes of dislocation, poverty and war, Mother
Maria also understood that the only authentic form of love was that given to an
actual person before one. While earlier in life she spoke and worked for reform at
all levels of state and society, she eventually formulated what might best be called
a personalist social ethic. The Incarnation of God meant, as her confessor Fr. Bul-
gakov saw it, the “humanity of God.” Mother Maria sought to put into action as
well as into words the human counterpart of this, namely human care for the
other in the manner of God: indulgently, freely, without reservation or demand.
Was her work essentially radical philanthropy or charity, with no real political
dimension? Quite the contrary, for she was profoundly aware of the reality of the
state and its institutions and power. In assisting the suffering, she utilized all the
available resources in the French welfare system. During the war, the residents of
her hostels were engaged in practical tasks such as preparing clothing for troops
and organizing medical supplies; under the occupation the hostel dining rooms
fed the neighborhood hungry, using government rations and public funding. She
countered the effort to round up the Jews of Paris, and even in the Ravensbriick
camp opposed the machinery of death with small but powerful gestures. Her last
embroideries were of the Allied invasion of Normandy in the style of the Bayeux
tapestry and of the Mother of God holding Jesus not as a child but as the cruci-
fied one, the God who makes himself one with all who suffer.

I chose these three remarkable Orthodox Christians of our time solely for the
insightful things they wrote about the Christian understanding of social and
political life in the modern era. Even more importantly, I present them for the
example of their work and existence. Their lives embody the characteristics of
the Eastern Orthodox perspective I described earlier. In their lives, each one was
politically and socially active. Sergius Bulgakov served in the Second Duma and
in the Great Council of Moscow in 1917-18. Mother Maria served as mayor of
her hometown of Anapa in the Revolution and was almost executed by both the
Bolsheviks and the White Army. Paul Evdokimov participated in the Resistance
and then in the providing of service to the suffering, as did Mother Maria. They
never denied the need for political change, for government’s just and humane
treatment of its citizens, and all three recognized the monstrous possibilities of
a totalitarian state in our time. Their love for the neighbor and serving of the
suffering was, however, direct and personal, not restricted to the dimensions of
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theory or plans. Despite the power of evil they saw unleashed around them, both
in the Russian Revolution and in World War II, they nevertheless could not lose
the vision of transformation that they saw in Christ and the Gospel.

Embedded in the vision of these three extraordinary Orthodox Christians is
freedom, a concept explicitly discussed by their colleague and fellow Orthodox
Christian, the philosopher Nicolas Berdiaev. To encounter the other and the
world with the mind of Christ, with the heart of God, also means so respecting
the neighbor’s freedom that there can be no possibility of threat, coercion, or
harassment. On the contrary, all three put into practice, in veneration for the
freedom of every person, what they absorbed from their prayer and study: the
force of the “humanity of God.” Though they were born and raised in an author-
itarian Russian state and society, though they knew well the excesses of legal-
ism, ritualism, and control in their church, these three — and, as it turns out,
many of their fellow émigrés — came to see that love transcends every law and
reveals the perfect freedom of the children of God (Plekon 2002). This freedom
they recognized to be the material from which a reformed and renewed society
and state had to be crafted. Never rejecting the world, the social arena, culture,
the arts and sciences, their theological vision saw the raising of all these aspects
of human life into the beauty of the kingdom of God. Theirs was at once a per-
spective fully human, humane, and divine.

There is no single Orthodox social and political theology, given the diverse
character of Orthodox Christianity, extending over so many centuries and local-
ized in so many countries, now including western Europe and North America.
The lives and work of Fr. Sergius Bulgakov, Paul Evdokimov and Mother Maria
Skobtsova nevertheless embody some of the most basic and singular of Eastern
Orthodoxy’s understandings of the world and life in it. Orthodox Christianity is
marked by the vision of the eternal kingdom of heaven and the beauty of God’s
transcendence. Yet Orthodox Christianity, contrary to assumptions, does not flee
the world or condemn it as essentially evil. Rather, intensely aware of God’s cre-
ation of all things as good and of the entrance of God into creation by the Incar-
nation of Christ, one should embrace the world as the only place where the
drama of salvation occurs. The church, as the outreach of the kingdom of God,
seeks to transform the world again into God’s good creation. The pitting of the
Western Christian passion for social justice and activism against the East’s
alleged other-worldly passivity is quite false. Many recent examples bear witness
to this, the lives of these three and so many others: the efforts of monastics,
Patriarch Pavle, the monk Fr. Sava and others to bring peace in the former
Yugoslavia; the leadership and intense activism of Archbishop Anastasios of
Tirana (2003) and of scores of clergy and lay volunteers in rebuilding Albania;
the efforts of the Hosanna Community of lay people, many disciples of Fr.
Alexander Men, in introducing social outreach to the young, the homeless, the
imprisoned in Moscow and surrounding areas; the recognized effectiveness of
the International Orthodox Christian Charities (I0CC) in providing disaster relief
worldwide. The examples of Orthodox Christians working “for the life of the
world” could be multiplied.



EASTERN ORTHODOX THOUGHT 105

There is no form of government blessed in particular by God. Every form can
serve if the rule of love is followed, if human dignity and freedom are respected.
Politics and culture are indispensable arenas for Christian discipleship, but all
work leads to the kingdom. The human person is a microcosm, at once the glory
of God’s creating, the object of God’s redeeming love, the agent of this trans-
forming compassion for the rest of the world. In sum, Orthodox Christianity
treasures the encounter of the divine and the human wherever this occurs.
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CHAPTER 8
Carl Schmitt

Michael Hollerich

The twentieth-century godfather of political theology is the controversial
Catholic jurist and sometime Nazi Carl Schmitt. This “Martin Heidegger of polit-
ical theory” and “German Hobbes of the twentieth century” (Schmitt 1996b:
xii; Meier 1998: 100), as he has been called, is usually credited with reintro-
ducing the concept of political theology into modern discourse. This chapter pro-
vides an introduction to Schmitt’s life and work, an account of his political
theology as he understood it, and a review of the critical reception of his work
among his fellow Catholics.

Schmitt scholarship is massive, contentious, and unabating (see Mehring
1993; Gebhardt 1995; Seubert 2002). Reference will be made only to sources
used in this presentation.

An “Authentic Case of a Christian Epimetheus”?

Carl Schmitt (1888-1985) was born into a strongly Catholic family in Pletten-
berg, Westphalia. His modest origins and his religious identity perhaps con-
tributed to his ambition and also to a certain incorrigible insecurity. Trained in
legal studies, he rose rapidly from academic obscurity to an appointment at the
prestigious Friedrich-Wilhelm University in Berlin in 1933, a position which he
lost after World War II because of his complicity with the Third Reich. His
advancement was assisted by a prolific outpouring of books and articles on
jurisprudence, constitutional and political theory, and broader cultural topics,
all written against the backdrop of the Weimar Republic and its fluctuating for-
tunes. Schmitt’s writings reflect his skepticism about the reigning neo-Kantian
philosophy of law and about legal positivism, his concern for the viability and
legitimacy of Weimar democracy and a fascination with dictatorship, and his
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hostility to liberalism of all kinds, political, philosophical, economic, and reli-
gious. His brilliant style, breadth of interests, and responsiveness to current
events won him a reputation well beyond the university world. Catholics hailed
him as a promising apologist, though some came to doubt his political and reli-
gious loyalties when the Weimar Republic slid into its final crisis and gave way
to National Socialism.

Scholars disagree about Schmitt’s involvement in the death of democracy. His
two biographers, Joseph Bendersky and Paul Noack, have treated him rather
deferentially (Bendersky 1983; Noack 1993), whereas Andreas Koenen's Der
Fall Carl Schmitt makes a perhaps excessive case for the prosecution (Koenen
1995; see Seubert 2002: IIa). Schmitt certainly had serious doubts about
parliamentary democracy and the system of party politics. He strongly sup-
ported the use of Article 48 of the Weimar constitution, which authorized
direct presidential rule in emergencies. By the end of the 1920s he had become
an admirer of Mussolini and Italian fascism, an affinity that Piet Tommissen
has suggested originated in Schmitt’s horror at the revolutionary outbreaks
in Germany after World War I (Quaritsch 1988: 91-2). On the other hand,
he defended constitutional government, albeit in a presidential and authoritar-
ian form, until the bitter end. He publicly opposed the National Socialists as a
lethal threat to the constitution and to sound government. In the fall of 1932
Schmitt was made the Reich government’s chief advocate before the Supreme
Court to defend the Reich’s assumption of direct rule in Prussia, which some
regarded as a prelude to dictatorship. He also became an advisor to the ambi-
tious defense minister General Kurt von Schleicher, whose brief tenure as chan-
cellor (December 1932 to January 1933) marked the zenith of Schmitt’s
influence in public affairs. In January 193 3 the chairman of the Catholic Center
Party, Prelate Ludwig Kaas, publicly accused him of plotting a Schleicher dicta-
torship, which reflects the suspicion in which he was now held in the camp of
political Catholicism. According to Ernst Huber, then Schmitt’s student assis-
tant, that suspicion was not groundless (Huber 1988: 40-50; Lonne 1994:
26-7).

Hitler’'s chancellorship and the accelerating National Socialist revolution in
the spring of 1933 forced Schmitt to reconsider his anti-Nazi views. Perhaps
feeling that he needed to prove his loyalty to the new regime, he surprised many
of his friends by joining the party on May 1, 1933. His anxieties were intensi-
fied a year later on the “Night of the Long Knives,” June 30, 1934, when Hitler
authorized the murder of more than a hundred party members. Among the
victims were also prominent non-Nazi conservatives such as Schmitt’s former
patron, General Schleicher. From 1933 through 1936 Schmitt held a number
of Nazi-approved administrative and editorial appointments, in addition to his
university position. During this period he published a series of legal studies that
defended and legitimated the regime, including defenses of the 1934 purge and
the 1935 Nuremberg racial laws. Such work has stigmatized him ever since as
the “crown jurist” of the Third Reich. During this period his writing and his pro-
fessional activities also reveal a blatant antisemitism. His defenders have argued
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that he never shared the biological racism of the Nazis, and that his antisemitism
was contrived to protect himself against his enemies in the party (Bendersky
1983: 226-36). This position has become much less tenable since the posthu-
mous publication of his diary. Others see his anti-Jewish cultural and religious
prejudices as conventional: “Schmitt’s anti-Semitism was standard equipment
for the educated classes in Weimar, as we see indicated even in one of the few
Vernunft-Republikaner such as Thomas Mann” (Lauermann 1994: 312). Be that
as it may, the war did nothing to diminish those prejudices (Meier 1991: 8-9;
1998: 151-60; see also Gross 2000).

Nazi zealots and academic rivals eventually brought Schmitt down. They were
assisted by the efforts of his disillusioned protégé Waldemar Gurian, a promi-
nent Catholic writer who was forced to flee to Switzerland because of his anti-
Nazism and his Jewish ancestry. Through a newsletter smuggled into Germany,
Gurian campaigned relentlessly to “out” Schmitt as a pseudo-Nazi and cynical
servant of whoever held power (Hiirten 1972: 12-14, 119-20, 127-8). In
1936 articles in an SS newspaper intimidated Schmitt into resigning most of his
posts aside from his university position. From 1937 to the end of the war he kept
a low profile and turned his scholarly attention to international law. Even then,
however, his publications espoused positions consistent with Hitler's expansion-
ism. After the war he was arrested and spent a year and a half in an American
military prison until his release in April 194 7. Though he escaped criminal con-
viction, moral opprobrium clung to Schmitt for the rest of his long life. In the
summer of 1945, he inscribed this verdict in his diary: “It is the bad, unworthy
and yet authentic case of a Christian Epimetheus” (Schmitt 1950: 12): a puzzling
statement, though it comes closer to a confession than anything Schmitt pub-
lished in his lifetime (Meier 1998: 132—4). The mythical Epimetheus (meaning
“Afterthought”), brother of Prometheus and husband of Pandora, was guilty of
foolishness and fear: frightened by what Zeus had done to his brother, he ignored
his brother’s advice to take no gifts from Zeus and accepted the woman Pandora
as his wife. She, of course, let loose the ills that Prometheus had confined to a
jar. But the myth rather underplays Epimetheus’ personal responsibility; how did
Schmitt see this as a Christian story?

After he was forbidden to teach, Schmitt retreated into internal exile in Plet-
tenberg, which he called his “San Casciano,” after the place of Machiavelli’s
forced retirement at the hands of the Medici — another telling self-dramatization,
as Heinrich Meier has noted (1991: 2—3). There he eventually resumed writing
and eagerly hosted visitors who sought him out for scholarly counsel and dis-
cussion. Besides the predictable conservatives, from the late 1960s the political
left showed up as well — some leftists, most famously Walter Benjamin, had
always found things to admire in Schmitt. Alexander Kojéve told Jacob Taubes
that Schmitt was the only person in Germany worth talking to (Taubes 1987:
24). Since Schmitt’s death in 1985, interest in him has grown rapidly. Today
many regard him as one of the most original voices in modern German intel-
lectual history, even though every aspect of his work continues to be contested
and argued, not least his services to the Third Reich.
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A Political Theologian?

The climate of interpretation

Carl Schmitt frequently denied being a theologian at all (Schmitt 1950: 89;
1970: 30). Being a lay theologian entailed risks he preferred to avoid (1970: 101
n. 1; Wacker 1994a: 286-92). Scholarship took him at his word, reading him
primarily as a legal scholar and a political theorist. Even now much of the atten-
tion devoted to him comes from a secularist left uninterested in his religious com-
mitments (McCormick 1997; Balakrishnan 2000).

The religious dimension of Schmitt’s work did not attract attention until after
his death in 1985. First, Schmitt’s Glossarium, a postwar diary of notes and
reflections, appeared in 1991. It contained abundant evidence that he thought
of himself explicitly as a Catholic. In an entry for May 23, 1948, he wrote, “For
me the Catholic faith is the religion of my fathers. I am Catholic not only by con-
fession but also by historical origin, if I may say so, by race” (Lauermann 1994:
300 n. 16). And a month later: “This is the secret keyword to my entire mental
and authorial life: the struggle for the authentically Catholic sharpening . ..”
(Wacker 1994b: 7). Second, German Catholic scholarship began to reconsider
Carl Schmitt, after trying for 40 years to forget he ever existed. In 1993 the
Catholic Academy of Rhabanus Maurus sponsored a symposium on his Catholic
identity and his place in German Catholicism past and present (Wacker 1994a:
280-92; 1994b; Lonne 1994; Nichtweild 1992: 722—-830; Dahlheimer 1998).
Third, Heinrich Meier’s studies of Schmitt and Leo Strauss (Meier 1991, 1995,
1998) argued that political theology was fundamental in Schmitt’s thinking
(Meier 1998: 27). Meier’s reading proposed a deeply religious Schmitt, driven by
his Christian faith to wage lifelong war against secular reason, unbelief, and
nihilism. Another who took the religious foundations of Schmitt’s work seri-
ously was Jacob Taubes, though he approached Schmitt from a left-wing Jewish
viewpoint different from Meier’s Straussianism. For Taubes, whose interest in
political theology was inspired by Schmitt, the Hobbesian decisionist the world
knew was really “an apocalypticist of the Counter-Revolution” (Taubes 1987:
16).

The main sources for Schmitt’s political theology are a series of short trea-
tises written over half a century, in his trademark polemical and aphoristic style.
(Also important, especially for those like Meier who work from the concept of a
Schmittian “arcanum,” are the two volumes of notes and reflections from the
years immediately after World War II, Ex Captivitate Salus and the above-
mentioned Glossarium.) Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of
Sovereignty (1922; 2nd edn. 1934) and Roman Catholicism and Political Form
(1923; 2nd edn. 1925) make a complementary set. The first discloses the roots
of sovereignty as a secularized theological concept and develops Schmitt’s deci-
sionist theory of law: “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception” (Schmitt
1985: 5) The second presents the Roman Catholic Church as a Machtform, a
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bulwark of authority in an unsteady social world. The Concept of the Political
(1927; 2nd edn. 1932; 3rd edn. 193 3), perhaps Schmitt’s most influential work,
defines the political by the friend—enemy distinction. The Leviathan in the State
Theory of Thomas Hobbes (1938) is Schmitt’s fullest assessment of a political
thinker whom he regarded as teacher and intimate friend; it uses Hobbes as a
yardstick by which to evaluate the modern deterioration of the state. Politische
Theologie II: Die Legende von der Erledigung jeder Politischen Theologie (1970),
Schmitt’s last book, is a hostile response to his late friend Erik Peterson’s 1935
monograph Monotheismus als politisches Problem. Peterson had ended his book
with the sweeping assertion that Nicene trinitarianism and Augustinian escha-
tology had made a fundamental break with every political theology “which
misuses the Christian proclamation for the justification of a political situation”
(Peterson 1951: 104-5) a thesis Schmitt believed was directly squarely at him.

Political theology as neutral diagnostic tool

Schmitt called his political theology “a sociology of juristic concepts,” a descrip-
tion whose Weberian resonance was meant to stress its purely scholarly and
impartial character.

All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theolog-
ical concepts not only because of their historical development —in which they were
transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for example, the
omnipotent God became the omnipotent lawgiver — but also because of their sys-
tematic structure, the recognition of which is necessary for a sociological consid-
eration of these concepts. (Schmitt 1985: 36)

Such a sociology was not to be understood as a form of ideology critique to
unmask religious and theological constructs as subservient to and derivative
from legal and political ones (or of social and economic ones, either). The con-
nection between the two spheres was “consistent and radical,” but not directly
causal. A “spiritual” philosophy of history was no less plausible than a materi-
alist one. Thus in the nineteenth century, neither the authors of “the political
theology of the Restoration” (Juan Donoso Cortés, Joseph de Maistre, Louis de
Bonald) nor their revolutionary materialist opponents could prove their cases
(Schmitt 1985: 42) Nor did Schmitt’s sociology of juristic concepts seek a cor-
relation between ideas and the point of view and activities of a particular social
class or professional group. Consciousness was not reducible to a social con-
struction, nor could the representation of social reality in turn be reduced to reli-
gious or metaphysical assumptions. What he sought was simply the radical
correlation between the two in a given epoch. To take an example from the epoch
about which Schmitt himself cared most, the early modern period, it would be
false if we were to describe the absolute monarchy of the seventeenth century
as the really real of which the Cartesian concept of God was merely a reflection.
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[I]t is a sociology of the concept of sovereignty when the historical—political status
of the monarchy of that epoch is shown to correspond to the general state of con-
sciousness that was characteristic of western Europeans at that time, and when
the juristic construction of a historical—political reality can find a concept whose
structure is in accord with the structure of metaphysical concepts. Monarchy thus
becomes as self-evident in the consciousness of that period as democracy does in
a later epoch . . . The metaphysical image that a definite epoch forges of the world
has the same structure as a form of its political organization. (1985: 46)

Political theology and legitimation

But Schmitt’s correspondences served purposes beyond the merely diagnostic.
Since the correlations were mutually reinforcing, the decline of one meant the
inevitable weakening of the other. And in Schmitt’s construction of history, that
is what has happened, as religious conceptions of the world gave way to philo-
sophical and metaphysical conceptions, and they in turn to the instrumental
rationality of technical reason, mathematics, and the natural sciences. For
Schmitt it was axiomatic that the political order needed legitimation: “No polit-
ical system can survive even a generation with only the naked techniques of
holding power. To the political belongs the idea, because there is no politics without
authority and no authority without an ethos of belief’ (1996¢: 17, emphasis added).
“[S]ince Comte we have had many new experiences that affect the ineradicable
need for legitimation of every human being” (1970: 101n).

The pairing of Roman Catholicism and Political Form with Political Theology
reflected his conviction that the political and the religious spheres had a unique
affinity. This affinity was grounded in their common expression as law. The
science of the law in Europe was actually descended from canon law on its
“maternal” side, though the child eventually had to leave its mother (1950: 69).
A political theology was genuinely possible partly because of the peculiar inter-
connection of the disciplines of the canonist and the jurist (1970: 101).

The political and the religious spheres also shared a common alienation from
modern forces such as liberalism, economism, and “technicity” (Schmitt 1988:
32-50; 1996a: 69-79; 1996b: 42—-50, 55-62, 68-74). The unhappy effects of
these forces were to be seen in such developments as the distinction of public
and private in politics and law, the fragmenting of the state by the pluralistic
forces of society (“depoliticization”), the pure normativity of law without regard
to its roots in personal authority and personal decision, the division of powers
in parliamentary democracies and the splintering of sovereignty, the substitu-
tion of discussion and debate for decision, the exaltation of private property and
laissez-faire economics, the reduction of meaning to material production and
consumption, and value neutrality in questions of morality and belief. Catholi-
cism, he argued, could accommodate liberal democracy, industrialization, and
financial capitalism, but it could never be their ally. “An alliance of the Catholic
Church with the present form of industrial capitalism is not possible. The
alliance of throne and altar will not be followed by an alliance of office and altar,
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also not of factory and altar” (1996c¢: 24). The reason for this incompatibility
was the special representative role of the church:

The political power of Catholicism rests neither on economic nor on military
means but rather on the absolute realization of authority. The Church also is a
“juridical person,” though not in the same sense as a joint-stock company. The
typical product of the age of production is a method of accounting, whereas the
Church is a concrete personal representation of a concrete personality. All knowl-
edgeable witnesses have conceded that the Church is the consummate agency of
the juridical spirit and the true heir of Roman jurisprudence. Therein —in its capac-
ity to assume juridical form — lies one of its sociological secrets. But it has the power
to assume this or any other form only because it has the power of representation.
It represents the civitas humana. Tt represents in every moment the historical con-
nection to the incarnation and crucifixion of Christ. It represents the Person of
Christ Himself: God become man in historical reality. Therein lies its superiority
over an age of economic thinking. (1996¢: 18-19)

The church sought coexistence with the state as a natural partner that, like
itself, was also a societas perfecta. The state too was based on representation, even
if modern parliamentary democracy had obscured that fact. The state too took
on “political and juridical forms that are equally immaterial and irritating to the
consistency of economic thinking” — immaterial because they took into account
other than merely economic values (1996c¢: 16, 27). Here Schmitt saw no dif-
ference between capitalism and Marxism: “The big industrialist has no other
ideal than that of Lenin — an ‘electrified earth.” They disagree essentially only
about the correct method of electrification” (1996c¢: 13).

Political theology and the question of priority

Did the political trump the theological in Schmitt’s political theology? Many of
his fellow Catholics believed it did (see next section). On the other hand, Hein-
rich Meier’s influential interpretation argues that Schmitt’s thought is deeply
determined by a theological agenda. The question of priority is complicated by
Schmitt’s apparent estrangement from the church in the late 1920s, a develop-
ment Meier ignored. He shrewdly pointed to what others considered the most
nakedly secular and amoral element in Schmitt’s thought, the definition of the
political as the distinction between friend and enemy, and argued that it was ulti-
mately rooted in Schmitt’s political theology (Meier 1998: 27). Hidden behind
liberalism’s neutralizations is the brutal reality of the modern revolt against God.
They are a mask for oppositions and hostilities that are genuinely theological.
Atheistic anarchism at least does faith the favor of making its revolt explicit. But
bourgeois liberalism discloses the spirit of the age even more meaningfully than
does anarchism. Its search for a peaceful, secure, and comfortable existence, free
of struggle, challenge, and the need to obey, seeks insidiously to deprive us even
of our enemies. But faith knows that the promise of “peace and security” (Meier
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cites 1 Thess. 5: 3) is an idolatrous delusion that only conceals the final
onslaught of the Enemy par excellence, the devil himself. “The battle ‘for’ or
‘against’ enmity, its affirmation or negation, thereby becomes the political-
theological criterion of the first order” (Meier 1998: 24).

It is possible to accept aspects of Meier’s central thesis without accepting all
of it. He builds his case on the basis of genuine themes in Schmitt’s thinking (see
Meier 1998:4-13, 5465, 66—99). Schmitt certainly believed, for example, that
it was impossible to imagine a world without enmity and aggression. The effort
to create such a world would itself require intense aggression: a “war to end all
wars” would be unusually intense and inhuman (1996a: 36). A world that
managed to substitute economic competition for war was merely disguising from
itself the coercive force exerted by economic power (1996a: 78-9). That is why
an utterly secular world was also an impossibility:

The core question that in my view arises concerning “the political” concerns the
reality of an enemy, whose real possibility I still recognize even in an utterly de-
theologized counter-position [he is referring to Hans Blumenberg’s 1966 book Die
Legitimitdt der Neuzeit]. The careful study of its transformation from the old politi-
cal theology into one that pretends to a totally new, pure secularity and man-
centered humanity [humane Menschlichkeit] remains in fact a permanent duty of
the scholarly search for knowledge. (Schmitt 1970: 124)

Schmitt’s thought as Meier (and Jacob Taubes) presents it has apocalyptic
contours that remind us of other nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Chris-
tian antimodernists, from Kierkegaard to Dostoevsky and the Russian personal-
ists. Schmitt himself found his forebears among reactionary Catholic thinkers
such as the Spanish diplomat Juan Donoso Cortés (Schmitt 1985: 53-66), with
whom he shared a belief in human sinfulness and a skepticism that the weak-
ened modern state could provide peace and security. Donoso Cortés and the
other “counter-revolutionary philosophers of the state” recognized the ulti-
mately theological nature of the enmity between Christianity and liberalism.
They refused to back away from metaphysical principles and truths merely to
accommodate liberal commitments to perpetual discussion and negotiation.
“Liberalism, with its contradictions and compromises, existed for Donoso Cortés
only in that short interim period in which it was possible to answer the question
‘Christ or Barabbas?” with a proposal to adjourn or appoint a commission of
investigation” (p. 62). They also recognized the deep connection between the
eclipse in the early nineteenth century of theistic transcendence (in favor of
immanentist metaphysics and pantheism) and legitimist monarchy (in favor of
democracy and popular sovereignty). In response they formulated the first polit-
ical theology (pp. 50-1).

The pessimistic anthropology and antiliberalism of these thinkers figure
prominently in Schmitt’s The Concept of the Political, which defined the specifi-
cally political distinction as that between friend and enemy (1996a: 25-37).
“The distinction of friend and enemy denotes the utmost degree of intensity of
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a union or separation, of an association or dissociation.” “The political is the
most intense and extreme antagonism, and every concrete antagonism becomes
that much more political the closer it approaches the most extreme point, that
of the friend—enemy grouping” (1996a: 26, 29). The political was thus a crite-
rion and not a domain. It was a judgment about the state of a relationship, not
a particular category of human association alongside other associations. Con-
flict became truly political whenever it became mortal and existential. Until the
nineteenth century, the state had been the arbiter of such conflict. But the
modern state has been weakened thanks to liberalism, economism, and other
forces (1996a: 22-5). As a result, any conflict could assume a genuinely politi-
cal form, regardless of whether it was originally religious, moral, economic, cul-
tural, etc. (1996a: 37-45).

Schmitt’s definition of the political ruled out an optimistic anthropology and
rested on the dogma of original sin. “The fundamental theological dogma of the
evilness of the world and man leads, just as does the distinction of friend and
enemy, to a categorization of men and makes impossible the undifferentiated
optimism of a universal conception of man. In a good world among good people,
only peace, security, and harmony prevail. Priests and theologians are here just
as superfluous as politicians and statesmen” (1996a: 65).

Schmitt’s Political Theology and its Catholic Reception

The season of political theology

Today we are an utterly political species. And our quest for “salvation” comes
alive in the political dimension.
Paul Althaus in 1933

In 1922 Schmitt was ahead of his time. With Weimar’s final crisis, however,
“political theology” became the refrain of a broad and ecumenical chorus,
reaching an adulatory crescendo in the months after Hitler came to power
(Scholder 1988: 1, 99-119, 189-209, 414—40). By then Schmitt’s sympathies
had shifted away from the political Catholicism of the Center Party, in part
perhaps because the church rejected his annulment petition for a marriage that
ended in divorce in 1924, thereby making his second marriage noncanonical
(Nichtweill 1992: 727-8). Schmitt increasingly disagreed with the Center
Party’s commitment to parliamentary democracy, religious confessionalism, tol-
erance, and pluralism (Lonne 1994: 34-5). A different outlook from the parlia-
mentarism of the Center Party existed among conservative Catholics who looked
back nostalgically to the medieval German empire and advocated a Catholic
Reichstheologie as an antidote to liberal democracy. They favored an organic con-
ception of society, organized as estates or professional groupings, which they
believed was reflected in National Socialist rhetoric of a national community,
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totality claims, and the leadership principle, spelling the welcome end of liber-
alism, individualism, and the Weimar “party-state.” Such ideas were popular
among discussion groups like the Catholic Academic Association and the aris-
tocratic fellowship Kreuz und Adler (“Cross and Eagle”) which met at the Bene-
dictine monastery of Maria Laach, under the benevolent patronage of Abbot
Ildefons Herwegen (Bockenforde 1961: 224—51; Nichtweild 1992: 764-72).

Though he occasionally attended the Maria Laach meetings, Schmitt had
scant respect for this Reichstheologie. When he made his shaky peace with the
Nazis, he preferred a rationale unencumbered by natural law categories or
medieval precedents (Bockenforde 1961: 229 n. 45). He probably stood closer
to contemporary Protestant political theologians such as Wilhelm Stapel, with
whom he was in close contact, and Emmanuel Hirsch, with whose Kierkegaar-
dian decisionism he shared much in common.

In 1934 Schmitt reissued Political Theology. In a new preface he noted with
satisfaction that Protestant theologians like Friedrich Gogarten, with whom in
1931 he had contemplated co-editing a journal to be called Der Staat (Lauer-
mann 1994: 300 n. 17), now recognized that a concept of secularization was
essential to understand the course of the past several centuries:

To be sure, Protestant theology presents a different, supposedly unpolitical doc-
trine, conceiving of God as the “wholly other,” just as in political liberalism the
state and politics are conceived of as “the wholly other.” We have come to recog-
nize that the political is the total, and as a result we know that any decision about
whether something is unpolitical is always a political decision, irrespective of who
decides and what reasons are advanced. This also holds for the question whether
a particular theology is a political or an unpolitical theology (Schmitt 1985: 2).

“The political is the total”

This dictum is a revealing corollary to Schmitt’s political theology. In The Concept
of the Political he had defined the political as the measure of existential and even
violent conflict. To say it was “the total” meant that when existential conflict
broke out, no other criterion for decision-making could claim priority. In his
1938 book on Thomas Hobbes, he would call such competing claims “indirect
powers.” Schmitt took this term from Catholic doctrine as expounded classically
by Robert Bellarmine, according to whom the church exercised a potestas indi-
recta in the sphere of politics, law, and the state, though no longer a direct power
as had been the case in the Middle Ages. Schmitt extended its meaning to include
any and all social agencies that threatened to destroy the unity of the state: cul-
tural organizations, business corporations, professional associations, and the
like (Schmitt 1996b: 71-4). In 1933, to say that the political was the total was
to endorse the idea of “the total state.” Schmitt himself had popularized the
concept of the total state, by which he did not mean precisely what is today
thought of as a “totalitarian” state (1996a: 38-9). In The Concept of the Political
he had said that the total state was a merely polemical concept for describing
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what had happened to the “neutral state” of the nineteenth century, itself a suc-
cessor of the “absolute state” of the eighteenth century. The development of the
total state was necessitated by nineteenth-century liberalism’s neutralizations.
The various domains of “society,” now split off as separate spheres, had sought
to make a claim on the state and its resources. Schmitt strongly disparaged the
expropriation of the state by the forces of “society,” whose concerns were made
into political matters (1996a: 22). The state was thus forced to align itself with
society and to close the gap. The total state could not afford to regard anything
as nonpolitical (1996a: 23-5). In Schmitt’s eyes such a state was more likely to
become too weak rather than too strong, since it risked overextending itself and
becoming dissolved by democratic passions. He originally opposed the National
Socialists precisely because he feared that they would cannibalize the state, and
his Nazi-era writings, such as Staat, Bewegung, Volk (“State, Movement, People”)
had to turn somersaults to accommodate Nazi populist dynamism. Central to his
compromise was the doctrine, enunciated in 1933, that a total state in this weak
sense ought to give way to a total state of a strong type, which could exploit
modern means of mass communication and enthusiastic mass movements to
impose, top-down, the requisite order — in short, fascism.

Regardless of Schmitt’s intention, such totalizing language posed obvious
dangers, and Catholic critics attacked it head-on (Lonne 1994: 23-33;
Dahlheimer 1998: 346-61, 371-81). Gustav Gundlach, a prominent Jesuit
moral theologian who had a substantial hand in drafting the 1931 papal encycli-
cal Quadragesimo Anno, stood against Schmitt on both political and philosophi-
cal grounds. He argued that the experiences of the Weimar period demonstrated
the practical wisdom of the parliamentary system for Catholics, whose welfare
depended on party discipline and party political action. On natural law grounds
he opposed the decisionism and philosophical voluntarism underlying Schmitt’s
assertion of the total state (Lonne 1994: 32). He showed how natural law argu-
ment could be used against political theology at the same time that other Catholic
thinkers such as Karl Eschweiler were using natural law arguments to validate
it (Dahlheimer 1998: 224-8).

The unitary state: Who will decide?

Gundlach had also objected to the way that Schmitt’s “friend—enemy” definition
of the political reduced the state to a mere question of power and appeared based
on an almost Manichean dualism of good and evil, resolvable only by brutal deci-
sion and command. The friend—enemy distinction aroused opposition because it
collided with traditional Catholic social thinking about the harmony of the
orders of society, and because it appeared to contradict so blatantly the evan-
gelical injunction to love the enemy (Lénne 1994: 24-5). To the last charge,
Schmitt responded that the love commandment applied only to individual
enemies, not to “political” enemies (1996a: 29). As for the basis of the state in
power rather than in a moral order, Schmitt never disputed the charge. He often
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cited Hobbes’s tag, Autoritas non veritas facit legem (Schmitt 1985: 33, 52; 1996b:
44, 55-6). “For Hobbes God is above all power (potestas)” (1996b: 32). Hobbes,
he says in The Concept of the Political, knew that law was only a human con-
struction. This was true both of positive law (“In this case the rule of law means
nothing else than the legitimization of a specific status quo”) and also of appeals
to a higher or better law, “a so-called natural law or law of reason” (1996a:
66-7). In his prison diary he was to call Hobbes “his closest daily company”
(1950: 63). He professed to admire Hobbes’ resounding rejection of the potestas
indirecta of Bellarmine and company. Such “distinctions and pseudo-concepts”
were deceptive because they laid claim to obedience without having the respon-
sibility for providing protection in return. And it was the state’s provision of pro-
tection that gave it the right to demand obedience (1950: 67; 1996a: 52-3;
1996b: 71-2, 74, 83, 86). In an age riven with confessional strife, Hobbes
restored the power of decision to the state by taking it out of the hands of the
warring theologians and the sects (1950: 66-8). As the early modern state
took on the tasks and trappings of the spiritual order, it disarmed the theologians
by denying them the right, for example, to determine a just war (1950: 69—
70).

Quis judicabit? Quis interpretabitur? Who decides in concreto for human beings acting
in their creaturely independence the question of what is spiritual and what is
secular, and how one relates to the res mixtae, that, in the interim between the
Lord’s first and second comings, now determine the entire earthly existence of this
spiritual-secular, spiritual-temporal double nature of humanity? That is the great
Thomas Hobbes question that in my book of 1922, Political Theology, T already put
into the center of discussion and which led to a theory of decisionism and of the
autonomy of action. (1970: 107)

Heinrich Meier has made Schmitt’s interpretation of Hobbes a centerpiece of
his landmark study (1998: 100-34). In his reading, Schmitt distorted Hobbes
to fit his own needs; he was not a “Hobbesian” at all, at least in the conventional
sense, but a dedicated if evasive believer. That thesis requires respectful qualifi-
cation. Too many of Schmitt's contemporaries thought otherwise, including
friends such as Erik Peterson, who was particularly disturbed by Schmitt’s attack
on the church’s indirect power: “The polemic against the potestas indirecta only
has meaning if one has repudiated Christianity and has opted for paganism”
(Nichtweill 1992: 735). Peterson may have been especially disappointed in the
defection of someone who had once written compellingly of the church’s repre-
sentative power (Nichtweild 1994: 57-8). The denial of the indirect power meant
a fatal acquiescence in secularization. The unity of the state could not be won
at the expense of the church’s public (dffentlich) character. The church came into
being as the eschatological reality of the New Age, which destroyed the closed
world of the Old Age. But Schmitt appeared to endorse the Leviathan’s lament
over the “typically Judeo-Christian splitting of the original political unity”
(Schmitt 1996b: 11) — a splitting that Peterson himself thought was rooted in
the very words of Jesus (Nichtweil 1992: 735 n. 118). What Schmitt said of
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Hobbes in the Glossarium appears to apply to himself as well: Hobbes’s displace-
ment of Christianity into marginal domains was accomplished with the intent
of “rendering harmless the effect of Christ in the social and political sphere; of
de-anarchizing Christianity, while leaving it in the background a certain legiti-
mating function” (Nichtweill 1994: 46).

Against the instrumentalizing of the church

Much of the criticism of Schmitt’s political theology therefore centered on his
treatment of the church. Ferocious critics like Waldemar Gurian considered
Schmitt no better than a German version of Charles Maurras, the French nation-
alist and founder of the reactionary movement Action Francaise. Maurras’
atheism had not kept him from enthusiastically supporting the Catholic Church.
Already in a 1926 letter to Peterson, Gurian compared the two: “How similar is
Maurras to Schmitt; but Maurras is more honorable; he doesn’t pretend to look
like a Catholic! He is a pagan and the Church a prop for Order! Similar anxiety
over theologians as external authority, similar mixture of precisionism, dili-
gence, and bohemianism, similar relation to people. Uncanny!” (Nichtweil 1992:
729 n. 63). The juridical fixation of Schmitt’s conception of the church was a
particular problem. The Catholic socialist Ernst Michel objected to treating
the church as merely a higher type of politics and ignoring its character as “the
sacrament of love” that spoke for the un-represented part of society: “If the
Church is as Carl Schmitt renders it, then . . . the Grand Inquisitor is right and
Christ is wrong” (Lonne 1994: 28). Seeing the church primarily as “represen-
tation” reduced it to being the conservator of the world as it is, either directly as
judge or as underwriter of the political form of the state. The church became a
last-ditch defense against social chaos and breakdown, “the ark of Noah in a
flood of sin,” reflecting Schmitt’s despair of the church’s future in a pluralistic
and secularizing world. The Concept of the Political’s pessimistic picture of human
nature after the Fall was attacked as inconsistent with tridentine orthodoxy
(Wacker 1994a: 287-90; 1994c: 137).

Schmitt’s instrumentalization of Christianity was the most extreme example
of an apologetic strategy quite common among Weimar era Catholics who
stressed what the church could do for German society (Ruster 1994: 377-85).
All such strategies run the risk of diluting principle for utility, and there is no
doubt that Schmitt’s political theology crossed the line in this respect. While we
should reject Gurian's accusation of dishonesty, there is ample reason for
thinking that Schmitt’s religious faith was more polemical and “dramaturgical”
than substantive in its relationship with the political order; even if that
faith revived after the war, it was still “a Leféebvrism avant la lettre” (Faber 1994:
278; Wacker 1994c: 136-7; Lonne 1994: 15; Lauermann 1994: 300). Many
of his friends believed that he thought the church of Vatican IT had gone mad
and had squandered what he most valued in Roman Catholicism (Wacker
1994a: 293).
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Political theology and reading the signs of the times

Erik Peterson deserves the last word. Part of Peterson’s argument against the
possibility of any Christian political theology had rested on St. Augustine’s strip-
ping of the sacral patina given to the Roman Empire by Christian apologists such
as Eusebius of Caesarea. In Politische Theologie I1 Schmitt objected to this argu-
ment because it seemed to deny Christian laypeople the right to see the hand of
God in their political well-being: “A church does not consist only of theologians”
(Schmitt 1970: 77). With mordant pleasure he pointed to the euphoria of
Angelo Roncalli (the future John XXIII!) over the signing of the 1929 Lateran
Treaties between the Vatican and Mussolini’s government, as a modern example
of a Catholic rejoicing at seeing God at work in the world. Schmitt singled out
for attack Peterson’s invocation of De Civitate Dei 3. 30, in which Augustine
scorned Cicero for mistakenly placing his bets on Octavian, the future dictator:
said Augustine, Cicero was “blind and reckless about what was to come” (caecus
atque improvidus futurorum) (Peterson 1951: 90). Inappropriate after-the-fact
moralizing, sniffed Schmitt. How could Cicero have known, and what choices
did he really have, caught between Antony and Caesar’s nephew? (Schmitt
1970: 90-1). In a letter to Schmitt written long afterwords, Jacob Taubes
defended the justice and the wisdom of Peterson’s words from 1935: “That
caecus atque improvidus futurorum was a coded warning directed at you — but you
didn't get it. You had no better friend than Peterson, whom you also brought on
the path to the Church. ‘True are the wounds that a friend’s arrow makes,” says
the Psalmist somewhere” (Taubes 1987: 40).
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CHAPTER 9

Karl Barth

Haddon Willmer

His Times

Karl Barth (1886-1968) is renowned for his wonder-ful (Barth 1963: 61ff)
commitment to theology. He is less often seen as a theologian in and for politics,
if not a political theologian, both in his lifetime and now. This essay can be no
more than a fragmentary taster to Barth’'s work. Dealing only with political
issues as he talked about them, it will not guess what he might have said on other
matters, let alone criticize or defend him where he failed to answer questions
which have gained salience in our time (cf. e.g. Katherine Sonderegger, “Barth
and Feminism,” in Webster 2000: 258-73).

The turbulent half-century between World War I and the Vietnam War, the
Prague Spring, and the student revolts of 1968 raised fundamental political
issues for anyone like Barth who lived through them with the newspaper in one
hand and the Bible in the other. A Swiss, proving himself a friend of Germany
where he worked for many years, Barth experienced war and peace, dictatorship
and democracy, capitalism and communism, religious politics and political the-
ology. Terrible wars and programs for social welfare intertwined in the massive
experimentation of the modern technological state. Order needed somehow to
be related to freedom in humanizing practice, freedom to service, duty to rights,
pragmatism to imagination, despair to hope. Private interest crossed with public
belonging, informed political discussion with media manipulation and extreme
coercion. In 1900 Europe, with its intermarried monarchies from Britain to
Russia, controlled most of the world; by midcentury, it was broken and divided
by the Iron Curtain between the spheres of two superpowers. While, in culture,
philosophy, and rhetoric, God was often replaced by Humanity, in practice
human beings were disposed of, en masse, by evil genocidal powers tricked out
with the propagandist languages of progress, racial purity, class justice, and
scientific efficiency. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) was
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therefore a necessary and considered reaction to “barbarous acts which have
outraged the conscience of mankind,” a moment of flickering hope in a world
where barbarity continues and a consistently effective politically institutional-
ized conscience has not been able to eradicate it. Europe descended into hell
through its political history, and had to work politically at reconstruction.
Because Barth was intensely alive and present to his own time and place, he still
speaks usefully to us, for he grappled with basic recurring issues in the cheerful
hope and modest realism of faith in God.

What was the state, what was it for, was it necessary, how could its abuses be
curbed, what legitimates it? What was the value of human beings? What is the
content and foundation of human rights, when power proves human beings to
be so easily despised and disposed of? How can we go on being hopeful about
humanity, and give some positive meaning to humanism and its values, when
humanity repeatedly discredits itself? In Barth'’s lifetime democracy was a con-
tested option, not the respectable consensus. Hitler was popular outside, as well
as inside, Germany, for he seemed to order society better than the effete and inde-
cisive democracies. Many judged communism, even in Stalin’s day, to be worth
the loss of freedom and pluralist electoral politics which, even then, was part of
its obvious price. For us, who now so easily take democracy as self-evident,
although it is still so erratic and unconvincing in its performance, this period is
instructive. By retracing Barth’s way, we can wrestle with questions to which we
give faltering and hazy answers in practice, although we talk as though we had
left them behind. Barth helps us because he lived “theologically” through his
times, and stimulated genuine political theology.

Theology and Politics

Barth was determined to be political only through theology — and he argued that
being a theologian gave him something distinctive and useful to offer in politics,
though that was not the reason for doing theology (Barth 1939: 82). Theology
was true only as obedience to the Word of God. In 1933, urged to respond to
Hitler's new Reich by taking a political stance, he declared that, in view of the
unclear situation, he would carry on with his students in Bonn, doing “only the-
ology as though nothing had happened”’ (Barth 1984: 26; emphasis added). This
phrase has often been quoted, to chide him for irresponsible political evasion
(Barth 1954: 113) and to confirm the judgment, derived (mistakenly) from his
Epistle to the Romans and the path he had taken in the 1920s, that his orienta-
tion on God as the “totally Other” made him dangerously indifferent to human
potential (Barth 1967: 33). Barth, on the contrary, always argued that doing
theology seriously, in its integrity, would be a real, decisive, if indirect, contri-
bution to politics. He admitted later that he had been too slow in responding to
the political situation in the later 1920s, but he did not concede that he should
have politicized or given up theology in order to speak to the “situation.” When
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his critics demanded political “realism” Barth reminded them that God in Christ
was the source and measure of reality.

From the late 1920s he was clear that dogmatics was not a “free” science (as
a university discipline is conventionally thought to be), but one “bound to the
sphere of the Church, where and where alone it is possible and sensible” (Barth
1932: ix). Barth valued secular order, and on that basis resisted interference
with academic and other freedoms; but his ultimate theological opposition to the
Nazis’ forcible incorporation of all parts of German society into their total project
was grounded on theology’s total commitment to the true Lord, who was not
Hitler or the Volk or any similarly human authority. (We do not speak about God
by speaking about humanity in a loud voice.) Freedom was not from external
restraint, nor even for self-determination, but freedom in the service of the Lord
of freedom (Barth 1971: 68). In binding theology to church, Barth was not
putting theological scholarship under the control of unlearned church rulers,
but requiring theologians to work as members of the community of faithful obe-
dience to God, rather than as freewheeling intellectuals. To take the church more
seriously than it took itself implied a commitment to building up the church,
thus saving it from religious politics and political religions (Burleigh 2000:
4-14) while fitting it for sober secular politics. He introduced the first of 13
volumes of the Church Dogmatics by protesting that for lack of adequate theol-
ogy many preachers and faithful people were left to find “religious insight in their
intoxication of their Nordic blood and their political Fiithrer” (1932: xi).

Barth worked primarily in Switzerland and Germany. Both states traditionally
wanted to be “Christian” in some sense and so they recognized churches as
public corporations. Theology in public universities was an intellectually lively
and popular discipline, with close, if sometimes conflictual, relations with
churches. Christendom creaked, but had not yet collapsed. Throughout the
period of Barth’s life, some were simply at home in the ambiguity of the situa-
tion, exploiting what the tradition gave, while it lasted. Others valued it as a
social and cultural inheritance under attack and in danger of being lost; so they
fought for its restoration. Barth, though historically learned and appreciative of
the past, provocatively took another view. The church could not rest on its past,
but was the church only in the present hearing of the living Word of God. In the
“church struggle,” some made adherence to the sixteenth-century confessions
the criterion of the true church, but Barth struggled for a church that was given
its true being ever afresh, as a Bekennende Kirche, a confessing, rather than a con-
fessional, church. Bonhoeffer's famous question, “Who is Jesus Christ for us
today?” was also Barth’s. Barth respected inherited confessions of faith and often
lectured on them; but quoting a past confession, rather than speaking out of
actual faith now, was not merely dead, but deadly.

The political task of the church was not to shore up Christendom. Barth rec-
ognized that the historical performance of Christianity was imperfect. Socialists
had been quicker and more accurate than most of the church in recognizing,
analysing, and attacking the injustice of poverty. The church had held on to priv-
ilege in traditionalist hierarchical societies, rather than showing freedom to
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serve. After 1945, like his Czech colleague J. Hromadka, Barth thought Chris-
tians should accept communist expropriations as an historical penitence (West
1958: 73, 252). Renewal was more than progressive improvement; it required
repentance and new creation.

The Freedom of God: Let God be God and World be World

Barth's theological strategy was built on God’s unqualified freedom to be God in
his own chosen way, revealed in his Word, Christ, as witnessed to in scripture.
This meant that God was not bound up with, or dependent on, any form of reli-
gion, philosophy, culture, or society, however Christian or however powerful.
God, as the one Lord of creatures, ensures the radical secularity of creation, in
the sense that it can never be equated with God, or serve functionally as God, or
usurp his authority, or be the focus of human trust and attention and invoca-
tion. But Barth never used secularity to condemn or despise the world; he was
not an anxious protector of religion in the face of secularism, however “godless.”
All that is in the world, even humanity at its best, is not more than creature, but
it is creature, willed and chosen by God. Why, Barth would ask, should any crea-
ture want to get above itself, when it is privileged to be a genuine partner with
God? In order to be itself well and truly, the creature must accept and live within
limits. The limit we live within is not mere finitude, nor is it the prohibition of
idolatry; it is the positive command or permission of God, calling us to be human.
Such a theological understanding of the secular prevents the simple rejection or
endorsement of secularizing movements in society. Rather, it shows us how to
live through their complexity, by working with them insofar as they respect and
reflect the true secularity of the creature and resisting them insofar as they share
the common Christendom error of a sociopolitical conflation of human and
divine.

Distinguish and Relate

A theology of this sort involves a double movement: a distinction between God
and humanity (along with all creatures) and a relating. That is different from a
choice between a separation by which God and humanity are opposed to each
other and an identification of God and humanity, so that they can be treated as
interchangeable. It is a mistake to read even the early Barth as though he held to
a separation, without a relating.

Distinguishing and relating, and insisting on the two together, was a tech-
nique fundamental to Barth's theology. It yielded concepts he could play with
and is one of many reasons why reading Barth is fun. The distinction is not
drawn from the point of view of the limits of human knowledge, as though the



KARL BARTH 127

otherness of God consisted in his being unknown, unknowable, or unreachable.
Human ignorance does not ground or serve God'’s transcendence. Barth insisted
on the necessity of revelation, by which God simultaneously makes himself
known and guards the mystery and freedom of his being. God asserts his tran-
scendence by his presence and activity. The otherness of God is not to be con-
ceded because human knowing or action proves unable to absorb God into itself,
which would effect the humanizing of God. God’s otherness is rather what God
in his freedom speaks and realizes. By being God, God distinguishes himself from
all that might be confused with God, whether nature, or powers usurping his
place, or the pretensions of human beings. The freedom of God is not his non-
humanity, let alone his antihumanity:; it is a freedom which is actualized in God’s
being for humanity. Thus the distinction can never be detached from the con-
nection, as it would be if God’s difference were his nonhumanity.

Barth followed and built on the central Christian dogmas, arguing that God
in Christ chose in his freedom to be God with and for human being, as his
covenant partner, in the inner history of his whole enterprise in creation. Barth
frees Chalcedonian-style Christology from any hint that the unity of divinity and
humanity is a natural or necessary reality: it is always the action of the free God,
choosing who he will be. Consequently, God in Christ is known only in the imme-
diate reception of the self-giving of God through his own Word. The voice of God
isnot heard through our sense of the meaning of our moment in history: it could
not be the voice of Hitler in the “German hour” of 1933, as E. Hirsch and others
said. God always speaks in the one Word, Jesus Christ, the living Lord, who sur-
prises us by doing new things, not being tied to some recorded memory (Barth
1965:30-2). God is not to be “humanized” in a particular department of history
because God is Lord of all (Barth 1933: 79, 378f.).

Two Key Texts

Barth'’s political theology can be investigated in almost everything he wrote,
from the early commentary on the Epistle to the Romans to the posthumously
published The Christian Life. In some texts, it is more direct or more concretely
situational than in others, but through all, a consistent theological under-
standing is palpable. Here space allows consideration of two major representa-
tive texts only.

The Barmen Theological Declaration, 1934

It was thanks to the crisis made and symbolized by Hitler that Barth became a
famously influential theologian for politics. He was prepared for the occasion,
because, by 1933, his theological learning, skill, and direction were massive and
mature. He had extraordinary energy, personal attractiveness and standing as a
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well-known church theologian, while not being entangled in church adminis-
tration. He had come to a clear, neither hasty nor simplistic, political judgment
against Nazism and in favor of social democracy and even moderate national-
ism. Barth had a major influence on the Synod of Barmen, May 29-31, 1934,
through months of preparatory work and in writing the final version of its the-
ological declaration (Nicolaisen 1985; Barth 1971: 72). Through the tedious
and self-important intricacies of church politics, he discerned and articulated
theological issues, so that the command and comfort of the Word of God opened
up a way of service and witness and political illumination.

The situation of the church required a distinction to be drawn, saying No to
false connections of church and political movement, of faith in God and national
belonging. The No cleared space for a Yes, the making of a true connection. The
“German Christians” exalted Hitler as bringing salvation to Germany, like a con-
temporary living Messiah, the agent of a God alive today; they demanded that
the Protestant churches should cooperate in national renewal under his leader-
ship, not letting separatist ecclesiastical attitudes or theological scruples hold
them back. The German Christians gained control of several regional churches,
often with unconstitutional force, in their drive to assimilate the church, in doc-
trine and practice, to the Nazi order. In reaction, the Synod of Barmen was the
foundational rallying point of the Confessing Church. The grounds of its resis-
tance, and its positive commitment, were spelt out in its theological declaration.

Although it might anachronistically be wished, Barmen did not offer explicit
political opposition to Hitler, in defense of Weimar’s subverted, though imper-
fect, liberal democracy, of political parties, and of the rights of Jews and other
endangered minorities. Barth later chided himself that he had not seen early
enough the political significance of God’s irrevocable election of the Jewish
people and the incompatibility of antisemitism with the confession of Jesus as
Lord. Barth, however, attacked the heresy of the German Christians, not in order
to evade politics, but as the key entry point for responsible action by the church.
If that is so — it is highly debatable — then the criticism of the church’s political
action in 1933—4 must turn, not on its failure to work with a nontheological
analysis, but on what it achieved by going through this theological opening. In
Nazi Germany and in communist lands after 1945, Barth consistently dealt with
political issues as a theologian, acting pastorally to help the church to be the
church, so that the church in turn could be the prophetic witness to Jesus Christ.
The church under threat and persecution could easily lose itself in defending its
inheritance. Barth worked to save the church from this loss of identity, not by
protecting its share in the general political right to freedom of religion, but by
calling the church to be faithful to the Word of God. Discerning and doing what
God commanded, singlemindedly and with joy, was more in accord with faith in
God than launching defensive fearful attacks on any enemy. It was thus that
Christians worked in and witnessed to the freedom of God, which was their
freedom and confidence.

According to the first of the declaration’s six sharp little paragraphs, the
church has its identity in hearing and obeying the one Word of God, Jesus Christ
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— no other voice. The existence of the church, as Barth argued elsewhere, was
essentially “theological”; and theology did not belong to marginal cliques of
intellectuals, but was a central activity of the church, because it derives from the
Word of God. Paragraph II declares that Jesus Christ does not only offer comfort,
which in its ultimate form is the assurance of the forgiveness of sins, but makes
God'’s powerful claim upon the whole of our life. Barth’s political theology was
always a pastoral theology, but his pastoral practice was not so much sympa-
thetic as challenging; it was to call people to responsibility, to the service of God
in the world, and so to a humanity which was in analogy to God’s reality. God’s
word “frees us from the godless entanglements in this world, to free, grateful
service to his creatures.” The claim upon the church, therefore, is for total faith-
ful service to God, and so service throughout God’s creation. The church must
be church, but not for or in itself in any exclusive way. There may be cultural
forms of the world which are godless, but they are not the world which is real
because the real is what God wills to create and sustain, and refuses to surren-
der to any rival. God’s world cannot be left in the hands of the devil, or of Hitler,
or any other group or system, whatever their power, physical or spiritual. This
liberation Barth witnessed to and enjoyed as a thinker and writer — he spoke of
the powers of this world as already discredited, discrediting themselves, and
being overcome by God in Christ (Barth 1939).

According to paragraph III, since the church is where Jesus Christ acts as the
“present Lord,” its preaching and organization are not to be aligned with cur-
rently ascendant political ideas. And paragraph IV goes on to reject the
command-giving Fihrer as the model or principle of church government;
church leaders are not above the church, but members of an organizationally
flatter brotherhood, which as a whole is charged with the service of God.

These four paragraphs are the controlling context of, not merely the pream-
ble to, Barmen V, which has famously focused discussion of the political respon-
sibility of the church (Jiingel 1992). State and church exist by divine authority,
each with a specific task. The state is to care for justice and peace by the threat
and use of force, according to human insight and human capacities in this not
yet redeemed world (where the church also stands). Here is no perverse twisting
of the doctrine of Two Kingdoms, resigning the political order to the devil of
autonomous force, as though he had a kingdom where “might is right,” while
God in his kingdom practices a gentle spiritual — and ineffectual — order. The
Two Kingdoms here are, rather, two complementary means by which the One
God rules one human world. Force, according to Barmen V, serves God by requir-
ing and enabling people to work for peace and justice. The text’s potential for crit-
ical opposition to Hitler’s policies of war and injustice was recognized by some at
the time, but to a grievously limited extent, as has been acknowledged often since
then, signally in the Stuttgart Declaration of 1945 (Brakelmann 1985; Barnett
1992).

The church is not to aim to dispense with or subvert the state in principle: it
is called to give thanks to God for the state, honoring its role in God’s order. The
church does not use force because, for itself, it trusts the power of the Word,
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through which God carries all things. It has the specific ministry to the state to
remind it of God’s kingdom (his rule) and so to call rulers and ruled to responsi-
bility. The service of reminding the whole political society of the kingdom of God
acknowledges the distinction God’s Word makes between church and state, and
even between God's will and the world in its present unredeemed condition. In
itself, however, it is an act of connecting, of communicating, of argument and
appeal. The church will promote peaceful politics by energetically participating
in society. It will stir up political discussion, by direct address to political people,
and by its witness to the whole Word of God, in its prayer and worship. There is
nothing the church cannot talk about publicly, even to the embarrassment of
the state, and to its own discomfort: what limits the church is not only that it
lacks force, but that all its political contributions must be true witness to God
and service to his kingdom. So the relation of church and state is not rightly
ordered by policing a separation, to prevent the least trespass from the other side
of the fence, but rather requires each to understand and respect the duty of the
other, so that there can be a proper partnership, connecting what is distinct, in
order that both serve together the one Lord, who has not let the state exempt
itself from his service, even when it crucifies the Lord (Barth 1939: 16).

“The Christian Community and the Civil Community”

The influential essay of 1946, “The Christian Community and the Civil Com-
munity” (Barth 1954), is the fruit of Barth’s intensive thinking about faith and
politics through the Nazi period and the war. It reflects a changed situation. After
1945, the focus of concern was less on saving the church from the seduction of
political religion, or justifying and fighting a necessary war, and more on build-
ing effective humane society out of dehumanized ruins. Barth had not spent the
years since 1934 merely insisting that Barmen was the right place to stand.
Rather, the Word of God had opened up a particular road, and to be faithful
meant to be going forward along that road. The 1946 essay is a revealing marker
on the road being traveled.

The Barmen Declaration could be read in two ways. In one, the twofoldness
of church and state was paramount: Barmen V trumped Barmen I. In the other,
the one Lordship of Jesus Christ includes both church and state: Barmen I defines
the meaning of Barmen V. This second reading may more closely reflect Barth’s
own intention in 1934, and certainly corresponds to the direction of his think-
ing thereafter. Church and state, significantly renamed as Christian and civil
communities, are still systematically distinguished. The theologically
inescapable connection between them is now explained in a way that matches
the pluralistic mobility and experimentation of politics, rather than the tradi-
tional hierarchical and competitive juxtaposition of church and state as legally
defined institutions.

Barth offers a diagrammatic clue to his argument: God is the center of two
concentric circles. The Christian community is the inner circle, the civil com-
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munity the outer. So there is no possibility of the civil community being left
outside God’s will and care — it has the same center, source, ruler, and goal. The
difference between church and state is not that the church belongs to God and
the state to itself, or to the devil, but that the church knows God as Lord through
his revelation, and so consciously obeys and witnesses, while the state does not
know — indeed, as the necessarily pluralist, tolerant, inclusive community, it
cannot know God in his Word. The state nevertheless belongs to God, who in his
providence brings good even out of evil. Under God, therefore, learning from
experience in politics occurs. Though the definitions of “natural law” are at best
inconclusive, they repeatedly call people from a worse to a better kind of state
(Barth 1954: 28).

Politics as Parable of the Kingdom of God

The church works for a better kind of state, in its own way, from its knowledge
of the Word of the God. Barmen V'’s single word, “reminding,” now blossoms
into a great tree of political imagination, suggestion, and participation. Between
church and state, “a simple and absolute heterogeneity” is as much out of the
question as “a simple and absolute equating,” so there is only one possibility left:
“the existence of the State [is] an allegory, a correspondence and an analogue
to the Kingdom of God which the Church preaches and believes in” (Barth 1954:
32; O'Donovan 1996: 213-14).

In his earliest work, the commentary on Romans, Barth had treated politics
as parable. Historical action was seen as a gesture toward the reality of the
kingdom of God. In relation to God, human action is like playing a game (which,
as we know from football, may be very serious though only a game; it is a good
game only when played seriously until the whistle goes, when we let it pass away,
transcended by the resumption of wider life). Barth was fascinated by Lenin’s
1917 revolution, but did not expect it to realize the kingdom of God. God is the
great disturber; only his new creation is the complete true revolution. The polit-
ical revolutionary is truly closer to God than the reactionary who mistakenly
expects God to defend existing order; but no change achieved by the revolution-
ary can be more than a limited analogy of God’s revolution. Analogy thus con-
nects while it distinguishes. It maps a space in which human action is called for
and is meaningful, as experiment and experience, seeking and learning, obeying
and disobeying, witnessing and being blind, having faith and denying.

In 1946, Barth found 12 analogies of the kingdom of God in the “external,
relative and provisional existence” of the civil community. Interpreting them
required “Christian, spiritual and prophetic knowledge on every side.” Some had
figured earlier in his work: the relation of divine justification and “a commonly
acknowledged law, giving equal protection for all in the State” had been explored
in Recht und Rechtfertigung (1937; Eng. trans. Barth 1939). Some foreshadowed
expanded exposition in his later theology. The first of the 1946 analogies states
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that as the one eternal compassionate God proved himself a neighbor to human-
ity, so in politics, the church is always interested in human beings, and not in
abstract causes or ideologies. This theme was taken up in The Humanity of God
and runs through the Church Dogmatics, from volume II on election to volumes
IIT (creation) and IV (reconciliation), written from 1945 to 1959. The priority
of concrete persons over causes and generalities, was powerfully argued again
in The Christian Life (Barth 1981a: 203, 267). When Emil Brunner challenged
him in 1948 to denounce communism, as he had opposed Nazism, because they
were equally manifestations of the essentially anti-Christian and inhuman evil
of totalitarianism, Barth refused for a complex of reasons, including his theo-
logically grounded suspicion of ideological language about social systems, which
deprived its users of the freedom to respect, respond to, and encourage persons.
God’s proving himself a neighbor, reaching out to all people, was evident in the
slogan Barth derived from Paul (Rom. 5), that Christ died for, not against, the
ungodly (Barth 1981a: 203, 210, 267; Willmer 1990). Barth could not be a
theological Cold Warrior, who beat the Christian faith into a sword for total
closed opposition to communism.

The basic, encompassing analogy of God and humanity served as the deep
structure of the Church Dogmatics. The story of Jesus is the story of humanity,
in which the reconciliation of humanity is already accomplished, so that,
echoing Barmen I and II, “God in Jesus Christ established and confirmed his orig-
inal claim to man and hence man’s claim against sin and death” (Barth 1954:
35). Jesus Christ is the man who is both elected and rejected by God. Nothing
that happens to people in history falls out of the range of what God has already
gone through with Jesus, in struggle and in victory, the triumph of God in and
for humanity. This is the basis of Barth’'s humanism, which is not an
affirmation of separate individuals, each secluded in his own identity, apart from
and against others, but the vindication of Jesus representing all (Solle 1967).
Barth’'s humanism is a cheerful confidence in God who elects himself to be
the God of all, including his enemies and unbelievers — for God’s reality
transcends human believing and not believing. Barth provoked the suspicion
that his theology implied universal salvation. He countered it by inviting people
to consider whether the reality of God in Christ does not push us to risk univer-
salism: so it is wise not to brand it a heresy, although it cannot be affirmed as
dogma.

Analogy does more than identify significant likeness between God and
humanity, revelation and politics. It witnesses to the creative sovereign reality of
God, so that analogy moves first from God to humanity. But it then sets human-
ity in movement toward God, in prayer and action. The Gospel, the Word of God,
was not to be read by taking the world as the norm-setting reality. That was the
point of Barth's early pungent article on the political realism of Friedrich
Naumann (Barth 1919). The core of his opposition to German Christians was
that they took Hitler as dominant fact, to which Jesus the Savior was to be
adapted as a flexible, subordinate metaphor. The reality of God, however, was
never to be diluted, to be regarded as a mere dream, a wished-for unreality. But
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nor was the reality of God and his new world a visible given: we walk by faith,
not by sight.

Analogy does more than identify similarity between two different realities, in
a relation of stable distinction. It certainly does not establish a “metaphysic of
the state” (Moltmann 1984: 96 n. 10). Analogy generates movement. The
coming kingdom of God illumines human life by giving “a direction and a line
that must be recognised and adhered to in all circumstances.” Prayer represents
the faithful knowing response to God: it confesses that the kingdom is God’s
action, not a human work. Prayer speaks in faith knowing that it is certainly
answered already, even when it does not see. It lives confidently on the “already”
during the “not yet”; but it is not inhumanly lazy, for it moves in the direction of
what it prays for, as much as it is able. In his last major writing, Barth sought
one concept to characterize human being as it is shaped within the freedom of
the command of God and finally settled on invocation: calling on the Father, not
talking about God as Father (Barth 1981a: 36, 42f.). Then he developed an
intensely spiritual and political reading of the first clauses of the Lord’s Prayer.
The theologian, in politics and out of it, is not just a theorist, or a teacher, a
witness, or a pastor, but one who prays. The one who prays to the Father cannot
but look for the kingdom to come. Movement, change, expectation beyond what
has already been seen, is intrinsic to prayer to the Father of Jesus Christ.

The movement which analogy implies is not a smoothly peaceful spiritual
progress toward God. Barth pictures the movement in political and conflictual
idiom. God comes to battle with a world in rebellion, in denial of its true Lord,
where its creatureliness is in disorder. In Church and State, looking for “an actual,
and therefore inward and vital, connection” between the kingdom of Christ and
the kingdoms of this world (Barth 1939: 9), Barth drew upon K. L. Schmidt’s
lecture on “the conflict of church and state in the New Testament community”
to understand the state as angelic power, whose authority belongs to Jesus
Christ, so that “in its comparatively independent substance, in its dignity, its
function and its purpose, it should serve the Person and the Work of Jesus Christ,
and therefore the justification of the sinner” (Barth 1939: 29; Moltmann 1984:
85). This early treatment of the New Testament theology of the powers, which
became an influential way of thinking about politics thereafter, seems to have
been overlooked in Wink's remarkable study (Wink 1984: 6). In The Christian
Life, God’s “struggle for human righteousness” begins with the “revolt,” by
which God does not disrupt an existing order, but rather acts “against the dis-
order” which is produced by various “lordless powers” shaping the human world
in contradiction to the kingdom of God (Barth 1981a: 205ff., 232-4). The
Blumhardts affirmation “Jesus is Victor” not merely inspired Barth throughout
his life (Barth 1919; 1981a: 256ff.) but was the clue to his relating unabridged
faith to the realities of politics.

Conflict and struggle were more than a picture borrowed from politics to
explain faith. Barth took his rifle to the mountains in readiness to resist a
German invasion of Switzerland. He knew conflicts were inescapable in human
experience: “How could the Christian community possibly contract out of such
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situations?” Barth contracted into them, within the frame of an analogy
between God’s anger and judgment, which lasts for a moment, whereas his
mercy is for eternity. So “violent solutions” to political conflicts have their place,
but only “when they are for the moment the ultimate and only possibility avail-
able.” “May the Church show her inventiveness in the search for other solutions
before she joins in the call for violence!” The perfection of the Father in heaven
demands “the earthly perfection of a peace policy which really does extend the
limits of the humanly possible” (Barth 1954:41;1961:450-70;1971: 71-85).
Extending the limits of the humanly possible: that is the service of God through
the obedience of faith in political practice. It is the political meaning of
Christology.
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CHAPTER 10
Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Stanley Hauerwas

The Fragments that were Bonhoeffer’s Life and Work

The primary confession of the Christian before the world is the deed which inter-
prets itself. If the deed is to have become a force, then the world itself will long to
confess the Word. This is not the same as loudly shrieking out propaganda. This
Word must be preserved as the most sacred possession of the community. This is a
matter between God and the community, not between the community and the
world. Tt is the Word of recognition between friends, not a word to use against
enemies. This attitude was first learned at baptism. The deed alone is our confes-
sion of faith before the world. (Bonhoeffer 1990: 191)

So wrote Bonhoeffer in 1932, just before the German church’s struggle with
Hitler began. This may seem an odd passage with which to begin an essay on
Bonhoeffer’s political theology, but it is so only if one assumes a distinction can
be made between Bonhoeffer’s theology — at least his early theology found in
Sanctorum Communio (Bonhoeffer 1998) and Act and Being (Bonhoeffer 1996a)
—and his later involvement with the Abwehr plot against Hitler. Indeed, it will be
the burden of my account of Bonhoeffer’s life and theology to show that from
the very beginning Bonhoeffer was attempting to develop a theological politics
from which we still have much to learn (Rasmusson 1995). Bonhoeffer may
have even regarded Sanctorum Communio and Act and Being as his “academic the-
ology,” which no doubt they were, but I will argue that the theological position
Bonhoeffer took in those books made the subsequent politics of his life and work
inevitable.

Anyone who has read Eberhard Bethge’s Dietrich Bonhoeffer: A Biography
(Bethge 2000) knows it is impossible to distinguish between Bonhoeffer’s life and
his work. Indeed, Marilynne Robinson uses the passage with which I began to
challenge those who think the consistency as well as significance of Bonhoef-
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fer’s theology are given a prominence they might not otherwise have had
without his courageous political activity and death (Robinson 1998: 110-11).
It is no doubt true that Bonhoeffer’s fame as well as his theological significance
were attributed to his unfinished Ethics (Bonhoeffer 1963) and his Letters and
Papers from Prison (Bonhoeffer 1971). Many, quite understandably, interpreted
some of Bonhoeffer's own remarks in his prison correspondence to suggest his
political opposition to the Nazis had occasioned a fundamental shift in his the-
ology (Bonhoeffer 1971: 328, 360). I will try to show, however, that Bonhoef-
fer’s work was from beginning to end the attempt to reclaim the visibility of the
church as the necessary condition for the proclamation of the Gospel in a world
that no longer privileged Christianity. That he was hanged by the personal order
of Himmler on April 9, 1945, at Flossenbiirg concentration camp means he has
become for those of us who come after him part of God'’s visibility.

I am aware that some, reading my account of Bonhoeffer and, in particular,
my emphasis on his ecclesiology for rightly interpreting his life and work, will
suspect my account of Bonhoeffer sounds far too much like positions that have
become associated with my own work. I have no reason to deny that may be
true, but if it is true it is only because I first learned what I think from reading
Bonhoeffer (and Barth). This is the first essay I have ever written on Bonhoeffer,
but it is certainly not the first time I have read him. I am sure Bonhoeffer’s Dis-
cipleship (Bonhoeffer 2001), which I read as a student in seminary, was the
reason why, some years later, John Howard Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus (Yoder
1994) had such a profound influence on me. Both books convinced me that
Christology cannot be abstracted from accounts of discipleship; or, to put it more
systematically, that we must say, as Bonhoeffer does in Sanctorum Communio,
“the church of Jesus Christ that is actualized by the Holy Spirit is really the
church here and now” (Bonhoeffer 1998: 208).

The reason I have not previously written on Bonhoeffer has everything to do
with the reception of his work when it was first translated into English. The first
book by Bonhoeffer usually read by English readers was Letters and Papers from
Prison (Bonhoeffer 1971). As a result Bonhoeffer was hailed as champion of the
“death of God” movement (Robinson 1963: 22-3, 36-9) and/or one of the first
to anticipate the Christian celebration of the “secular city” (Cox 1965: 224-43).
On the basis of Bonhoeffer’s Ethics (Bonhoeffer 1963), Joseph Fletcher went so
far as to claim him as an advocate of situation ethics (Fletcher 1966: 28). As a
result I simply decided not to claim Bonhoeffer in support of the position I was
trying to develop, though in fact he was one of my most important teachers.
That I write now about Bonhoeffer is my way of trying to acknowledge a debt
long overdue.

Bonhoeffer’s decision to participate in the plot to kill Hitler also seemed to
make him an unlikely candidate to support a pacifist position. Yet I doubt that
Bonhoeffer’s involvement with the conspiracy associated with Admiral Canaris
and Bonhoeffer’'s brother-in-law, Hans von Dohnanyi, can ever be understood
with certainty. Bonhoeffer gratefully accepted von Dohnanyi’s offer to become a
member of the Abwehr (military counter-intelligence) because it gave him the
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means to avoid conscription and the dreaded necessity to take the oath of loyalty
to Hitler. Yet the secrecy required by the conspiracy means we have no way to
determine how Bonhoeffer understood his work with the Abwehr. It is by no
means clear, for example, that those around Admiral Canaris had a common
understanding of whether overthrowing Hitler entailed his assassination
(Hoffman 1996: 216-24).

That we cannot know how Bonhoeffer understood his participation in the
attempt to kill Hitler, and thus how his whole life “makes sense,” is not a pecu-
liarity Bonhoeffer would think unique to his life. The primary confession of the
Christian may be the deed which interprets itself, but according to Bonhoeffer
our lives cannot be seen as such a deed. Only “Jesus’ testimony to himself stands
by itself, self-authenticating” (Bonhoeffer 1966: 32). In contrast our lives, no
matter how earnestly or faithfully lived, can be no more than fragments. In a
letter to Bethge in 1944 Bonhoeffer wrote:

The important thing today is that we should be able to discern from the fragments
of our life how the whole was arranged and planned, and what material it consists
of. For really, there are some fragments that are only worth throwing into the
dustbin (even a decent “hell” is too good for them), and others whose importance
lasts for centuries, because their completion can only be a matter for God, and so
they are fragments and must be fragments — I'm thinking, e.g. of the Art of Fugue.
If our life is but the remotest reflection of such a fragment, if we accumulate, at
least for a short time, a wealth of themes and weld them into a harmony in which
the great counterpoint is maintained from start to finish, so that at last, when it
breaks off abruptly, we can sing no more than the chorale, “I come before thy
throne,” we will not bemoan the fragmentariness of our life, but rather rejoice in
it. I can never get away from Jeremiah 45. Do you still remember that Saturday
evening in Finkenwalde when I expounded it? Here, too, is a necessary fragment
of life — “but T will give you your life as a prize of war.” (Bonhoeffer 1971: 219)

However, thanks to Eberhard Bethge's great biography of Bonhoeffer, we
know the main outlines of Bonhoeffer’s life, which I can only briefly sketch here.
Bonhoeffer was born in 1906, and was raised in an academic and cultured
family. His father held the chair of psychology at the University of Berlin. Some-
what inexplicably, early in his life Bonhoeffer decided he wanted to be a pastor
and theologian. Accordingly, at the age of 22 he earned his doctorate at Berlin.
His dissertation was called Sanctorum Communio. He did parish work in Spain for
a year as well as study at Union Theological Seminary before returning to Berlin
to lecture at the university. One of the early critics of Hitler, he went to London
in 1934 to serve as the pastor to two Lutheran churches.

In 1935 hereturned to Germany to direct a seminary of the Confessing Church
in Finkenwalde. Discipleship (Bonhoeffer 2001) as well as Life Together (Bonhoef-
fer 1996c¢) were written during his time here. The forced closing of the seminary
in 1937 occasioned a return to America for Bonhoeffer. Yet he quickly decided he
could not stay in America if he was to have a voice in postwar Germany. He
returned to Germany to become an envoy for the Abwehr, which in effect made
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him a double agent. He was arrested in 1943 in connection with the assassina-
tion attempt on Hitler. He spent the last two years of his life in prison, where he
continued to work on his Ethics as well as the collection of writings now called
Letters and Papers from Prison. He was hanged on April 9, 1945, at Flossenbtirg.

His was a life that was at once theological and political. It was so, however,
not because he died at the hands of the Nazis. Bonhoeffer’s life and work would
have been political if the Nazis had never existed; for Bonhoeffer saw clearly that
the failure of the church when confronted with Hitler began long before the Nazi
challenge. Hitler forced a church long accustomed to privileges dependent on its
invisibility to become visible. The church in Germany, however, had simply lost
the resources to reclaim its space in the world. How that space can be reclaimed,
not only in the face of the Nazis but when times seem “normal,” is the heart of
Bonhoeffer’s theological politics.

Bonhoeffer’s Recovery of the Political Significance of the
Visible Church

In an essay entitled “The Constantinian Sources of Western Social Ethics,” John
Howard Yoder makes the striking observation that after the Constantinian shift
the meaning of the word “Christian” changes. Prior to Constantine it took excep-
tional conviction to be a Christian. After Constantine it took exceptional courage
not to be counted as a Christian. This development, according to Yoder, called
forth a new doctrinal development, “namely the doctrine of the invisibility of
the church.” Before Constantine, one knew as a fact of everyday experience that
there was a church, but one had to have faith that God was governing history.
After Constantine, people assumed as a fact that God was governing history
through the emperor, but one had to take it on faith that within the nominally
Christian mass there was a community of true believers. No longer could being
a Christian be identified with church membership, since many “Christians” in
the church clearly had not chosen to follow Christ. Now to be a Christian is trans-
muted to “inwardness” (Yoder 1984: 136-7).

Bonhoeffer is a Lutheran, Yoder an Anabaptist, and Lutherans are seldom
confused with Anabaptists; but nevertheless Bonhoeffer’s account of the chal-
lenge facing the church closely parallels Yoder's account above. For example, in
notes for lectures at Finkenwalde, Bonhoeffer observes that the consequence of
Luther’s doctrine of grace is that the church should live in the world and, accord-
ing to Romans 13, in its ordinances.

Thus in his own way Luther confirms Constantine’s covenant with the church. As
a result, a minimal ethic prevailed. Luther of course wanted a complete ethic for
everyone, not only for monastic orders. Thus the existence of the Christian became
the existence of the citizen. The nature of the church vanished into the invisible
realm. But in this way the New Testament message was fundamentally misunder-
stood, inner-worldliness became a principle. (Bonhoeffer 1965: 324)>
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Faced with this result, Bonhoeffer argues that the church must define its limits
by severing heresy from its body.

It has to make itself distinct and to be a community which hears the Apocalypse.
It has to testify to its alien nature and to resist the false principle of inner-
worldliness. Friendship between the church and the world is not normal, but
abnormal. The community must suffer like Christ, without wonderment. The cross
stands visibly over the community. (Bonhoeffer 1965: 324)

It is not hard to see how his stress on the necessity of visibility led him to write
a book like Discipleship. Holiness but names God’s way of making his will for
his people visible. “To flee into invisibility is to deny the call. Any community of
Jesus which wants to be invisible is no longer a community that follows him”
(Bonhoeffer 2001: 113).

According to Bonhoeffer, sanctification, properly understood, is the church’s
politics. For sanctification is possible only within the visible church community.

That is the “political” character of the church community. A merely personal sanc-
tification which seeks to bypass this openly visible separation of the church-
community from the world confuses the pious desires of the religious flesh with
the sanctification of the church-community, which has been accomplished in
Christ’s death and is being actualized by the seal of God . . . Sanctification through
the seal of the Holy Spirit always places the church in the midst of struggle.
(Bonhoeffer 2001: 261-2)

Bonhoeffer thought that the holiness of the church is necessary for the
redemption of the world, which means Discipleship — a book often interpreted as
an exemplification of his “spirituality” — is the most political of his works.

[ am not suggesting that when Bonhoeffer wrote Sanctorum Communio, he did
so with the clarity that can be found in the lecture he gave at Finkenwalde or in
his Discipleship. In Sanctorum Communio his concerns may be described as more
strictly theological, but even that early the “strictly theological” was formulated
against the background of Protestant liberal mistakes, and in particular those
of Ernst Troeltsch, that made inevitable his unease with the stance of the
German churches toward the world. According to Bonhoeffer, “The church is
God’s new will and purpose for humanity. God’s will is always directed toward
the concrete, historical human being. But this means that it begins to be imple-
mented in history. God’s will must become visible and comprehensible at some
point in history” (Bonhoeffer 1998: 141).

From the beginning to the end of his work Bonhoeffer relentlessly explores
and searches for what it means for the church to faithfully manifest God’s visi-
bility. For example, in his Ethics, he notes that the church occupies a space in the
world through its public worship, its parish life, and its organization. That the
church takes up space is but a correlative of God in Jesus Christ occupying space
in the world. “And so, too, the Church of Jesus Christ is the place, in other words
the space in the world, at which the reign of Jesus Christ over the whole world
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is evidenced and proclaimed” (Bonhoeffer 1963: 68). Yet this is no new theme
in Bonhoeffer, but rather the continued working out of the claim in Sanctorum
Communio that “the whole church now rests on the unity in Christ, on the fact
of Christ existing as church community” (Bonhoeffer 1998: 206-7).

For Bonhoeffer, it is in Jesus Christ that the whole of reality is taken up, that
reality has an origin and end.

For that reason it is only in Him, and with Him as the point of departure, that there
can be an action which is in accordance with reality. The origin of action which
accords with reality is not the pseudo-Lutheran Christ who exists solely for the
purpose of sanctioning the facts as they are, nor the Christ of radical enthusiasm
whose function is to bless every revolution, but it is the incarnate God Jesus who
has accepted man and who has loved, condemned and reconciled man and with
him the world. (Bonhoeffer 1963: 199)

As Christ was in the world, so the church is in the world. These are not pious
sentiments, but reality-making claims that challenge the way things are. They
are the very heart of Bonhoeffer's theological politics, a politics that requires the
church to be the church in order that the world can be the world. Bonhoeffer’s
call for the world to be the world is but the outworking of his Christology and
ecclesiology. For the church to let the world be the world means the church refus-
ing to live by the privileges granted on the world’s terms. “Real secularity con-
sists in the church’s being able to renounce all privileges and all its property but
never Christ’'s Word and the forgiveness of sins. With Christ and the forgiveness
of sins to fall back on, the church is free to give up everything else” (Bonhoeffer
1990: 92). Such freedom, moreover, is the necessary condition for the church
to be the zone of truth in a world of mendacity (Bonhoeffer 1965: 160).

Sanctorum Communio was Bonhoeffer's attempt to develop a “specifically
Christian sociology” as an alternative to Troeltsch (Bonhoeffer 1998: 277). Bon-
hoeffer argues that the very categories set out by Troeltsch — church/sect/mys-
ticism, Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft —must be rejected if the visibility of the church
is to be reclaimed. Troeltsch confuses questions of origins with essences, with
the result that the Gospel is subjected to the world. The very choice between vol-
untary association and compulsory organization is rendered unacceptable by
the “Protestant understanding of the Spirit and the church-community, in the
former because it does not take the reality of the Spirit into account at all, and
in the latter in that it severs the essential relation between Spirit and church-
community, thereby completely losing any sociological interest” (Bonhoeffer
1998: 260).

From Bonhoeffer’s perspective, Troeltsch is but one of the most powerful rep-
resentatives of the Protestant liberal presumption that the Gospel is purely reli-
gious, encompassing the outlook of the individual, but indifferent to and
unconcerned with worldly institutions (Bonhoeffer 1963: 287). The sociology
of Protestant liberalism, therefore, is but the other side of liberal separation of
Jesus from the Christ. As a result of such a separation, Protestant liberalism con-
tinues the docetic Christological heresy that results in an equally pernicious
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docetic ecclesiology (Bonhoeffer 1966: 71-85). Protestant liberalism is the
theological expression of the sociology of the invisible church that

conceded to the world the right to determine Christ’s place in the world; in the con-
flict between the church and the world it accepted the comparatively easy terms of
peace that the world dictated. Its strength was that it did not try to put the clock
back, and that it genuinely accepted the battle (Troeltsch), even though this ended
with its defeat. (Bonhoeffer 1971: 327)

Bonhoeffer’s work was to provide a complete alternative to the liberal Protes-
tant attempt to make peace with the world. In a lecture at the beginning of his
Finkenwalde period concerning the interpretation of scripture, Bonhoeffer
asserts that the intention of contemporary Christians “should be not to justify
Christianity in this present age, but to justify the present age before the Christian
message” (Bonhoeffer 1965: 310, emphasis in original). Bonhoeffer’s attack in
Letters and Papers from Prison on the liberal Protestant apologetics that tries to
secure “faith” on the edges of life, and on the despair such edges allegedly create,
is but a continuation of his attack on Protestant pietism as well as his refusal to
let the proclamation of the Gospel be marginalized. For the same reasons he had
little regard for existentialist philosophers or psychotherapists, whose practice he
regarded as but a secularized Methodism (Bonhoeffer 1971: 326-7).

Unfortunately, Bonhoeffer's suggestion about Barth's “positivism of revela-
tion” and the correlative need for a nonreligious interpretation of theological
concepts has led some to think Bonhoeffer wanted Christians to become
“secular” (Bonhoeffer 1971: 328). The exact opposite is the case. He is insisting
that if reality is redeemed by Christ, Christians must claim the center, refusing
to use the “world’s” weakness to make the Gospel intelligible. He refuses all
strategies that try “to make room for God on the borders,” thinking it better to
leave problems unsolved. The Gospel is not an answer to questions produced by
human anxiety, but a proclamation of a “fact.” Thus Bonhoeffer's wonderful
remark:

Belief in the Resurrection is not the solution to the problem of death. God’s
“beyond” is not the beyond of our cognitive faculties. The transcendence of epis-
temological theory has nothing to do with the transcendence of God. God is beyond
in the midst of life. The church stands, not at the boundaries where human powers
give out, but in the middle of the village. (Bonhoeffer 1971: 282)

Bonhoeffer’s call for a Christian worldliness, therefore, is not his turning away
from the kind of community discipline he so eloquently defended in Discipleship
and Life Together. When he confesses in Letters and Papers from Prison that at one
time he mistakenly assumed he could acquire faith by living a holy life, he is not
rejecting the form of life they lived at Finkenwalde. When he says he now sees
some of the dangers of Discipleship, though he still stands by the book, he is not
returning to the false dualism between sect and church found in Troeltsch.
Rather, he is making the Christological point that the Incarnation, the Crucifix-
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ion, and the Resurrection must be held in unity if the church’s relationship to
the world is to be rightly understood. An emphasis on Incarnation too often leads
to compromise, an ethic based on cross and Resurrection too often leads to rad-
icalism and enthusiasm (Bonhoeffer 1963: 88-9). The church names that com-
munity that lives in radical hope in a world without hope. To so live means the
church cannot help but be different from the world; but such a difference is not
an end in itself but “the fruits which automatically follow from an authentic
proclamation of the gospel” (Bonhoeffer 1973: 160).’?

The problem Bonhoeffer saw clearly in Letters and Papers from Prison was how
to respond theologically when the church had been marginalized. He saw that
such a marginalization was not a disaster for the church, but rather an oppor-
tunity. The challenge was and is the recovery of the significance of the church
in a world that knows well it can get along without the church. The challenge
before the church is how to go on in a world that offers neither opposition to nor
accommodation for the church.

Bonhoeffer’s effort to recover the visibility of the church was his “politics”
because “it is essential to the revelation of God in Jesus Christ that it occupies
space within the world” (Bonhoeffer 1963: 68). Put positively, in Jesus Christ
God has occupied space in the world and continues to do so through the work
of the Holy Spirit’s calling the church to faithfulness. These were the convictions
Bonhoeffer brought to his war with the Nazis. These were the convictions that
made him the most insightful and powerful force shaping the church’s witness
against Hitler. In a sense Hitler was exactly the kind of enemy that makes Bon-
hoeffer’s (and Barth'’s) theological politics so compelling. The question remains,
however, whether Bonhoeffer provides an adequate account of how the church
must negotiate a world “after Christendom.” To explore that question I must
attend to what might be called Bonhoeffer’s “political ethic.” That ethic involves
his critique of and attempt to find an alternative to the traditional Lutheran doc-
trine of the two kingdoms.

Bonhoeffer’s Search for a Political Ethic

Bethge reports that at a conference sponsored by the Church Federation Office
in 1932, Bonhoeffer (even though he was the youngest speaker at the confer-
ence) vigorously attacked the idea of the “orders of creation” introduced by tra-
ditional Lutherans. That Bonhoeffer would reject the two-kingdom tradition was
inevitable given the direction he had begun in Sanctorum Communio and Act and
Being. Creation simply cannot be self-validating, because Christians have no
knowledge of creation separate from redemption. “The creation is a picture of
the power and faithfulness of God, demonstrated to us in God’s revelation in
Jesus Christ. We worship the creator, revealed to us as redeemer” (Bonhoeffer
1996¢: 163). Whatever Christians have to say about worldly order, it will have
to be said on the presumption that Christ is the reality of all that is.
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Bonhoeffer soon returned to the issue of the orders of creation in an address
to the Youth Peace Conference in Czechoslovakia in July 1932. Again he attacks
those who believe that we must accept that certain orders are present in cre-
ation. Such a view entails the presumption that because the nations have been
created differently each one is obliged to preserve and develop its own charac-
teristics. He notes that this understanding of the nation is particularly danger-
ous because “just about everything can be defended by it.” Not only is the
fallenness of such order ignored, but those who use the orders of creation to
justify their commitment to Germany fail to see that “the so-called orders of cre-
ation are no longer per se revelations of the divine commandment, they are con-
cealed and invisible. Thus the concept of orders of creation must be rejected as
a basis for the knowledge of the commandment of God” (Bonhoeffer 1990: 106).

However, if the orders of creation are rejected, then Bonhoeffer must provide
some account of how Christians understand the commandment of God for their
lives. In Creation and Fall Bonhoeffer notes that the Creator does not turn from
the fallen world but rather deals with humankind in a distinctive way: “He made
them cloaks.” Accordingly, the created world becomes the preserved world by
which God restrains our distorted passions. Rather than speaking of the orders
of creation, Bonhoeffer now describes God’s care of our lives as the orders of
preservation (Bonhoeffer 1996b: 139). The orders of preservation are not self-
validating, but “they all stand under the preservation of God as long as they are
still open for Christ; they are orders of preservation, not orders of creation. They
obtain their value wholly from outside themselves, from Christ, from the new
creation” (Bonhoeffer 1965: 166-7, emphasis in original). Any order of the
world can, therefore, be dissolved if it prevents our hearing the commandment
of Christ.

The question, of course, is what difference changing the name from creation
to preservation may make for ethical reflection. Bonhoeffer is obviously strug-
gling to challenge the way the Lutheran “two-order” account fails to be Chris-
tological as well as serving as a legitimation of the status quo. In Christ the
Center, the lectures in Christology Bonhoeffer delivered at Berlin in 1933, he
spelled out in more detail some of the implications of his Christological display
of the orders of preservation. For example, he observed that since Christ is
present in the church after the cross and Resurrection, the church must be
understood as the center of history. In fact the state has existed in its proper form
only so long as there has been a church, because the state has its proper origin
with the cross. Yet the history of which the church is the center is a history made
by the state. Accordingly, the visibility of the church does not require that
the church must be acknowledged by the state by being made a state church,
but rather that the church be the “hidden meaning and promise of the state”
(Bonhoeffer 1966: 65).

But if the church is the “hidden meaning” of the state, how can the state
know that the church is so if the church is not visible to the state? How is this
“hiddenness” of the church for the state consistent with Bonhoeffer’s insistence
in Sanctorium Communio on the church’s visibility? Bonhoeffer clearly wants the



DIETRICH BONHOEFFER 145

boundaries of the church to challenge or at least limit the boundaries of the
state, but he finds it hard to break Lutheran habits that assume an abstract
account of the role of the state is necessary. Thus he will say that the kingdom
of God takes form in the state in so far as the state holds itself responsible for
stopping the world from flying to pieces through the exercise of its authority; or,
that the power of loneliness in the church is destroyed in the confession-
occurrence, but “in the state it is restrained through the preservation of com-
munity order” (Bonhoeffer 1990: 96-7). Understandably, it does not occur to
Bonhoeffer that he does not need to provide an account in principle of what the
state is or should be. States exist. They do not need any further legitimization to
account for their existence (see Yoder 1998: 78 n. 5).

In his Ethics he abandons the language of “orders of preservation” — the
German Christians were using similar language — and instead uses the language
of the “mandates” (Bonhoeffer 1963: 73-8). According to Bonhoeffer, the scrip-
tures name four mandates: labor, marriage, government, and the church. The
mandates receive their intelligibility only as they are created in and directed
toward Christ. Accordingly, the authorization to speak on behalf of the church,
the family, labor, and government is conferred from above, and then “only so long
as they do not encroach upon each other’s domains and only so long as they
give effect to God’s commandment in conjunction and collaboration with one
another and each in its own way” (Bonhoeffer 1963: 246). Yet Bonhoeffer does
not develop how we would know when one domain has encroached on the other,
or what conjunction or collaboration might look like.

It is clear what Bonhoeffer is against, but it is not yet clear what he is for. For
example, he is clearly against the distinction between person and office he attrib-
utes to the Reformation. He notes this distinction is crucial for justifying the
Reformation position on war and on the public use of legal means to repel evil.

But this distinction between private person and bearer of an office as normative
for my behavior is foreign to Jesus. He does not say a word about it. He addresses
his disciples as people who have left everything behind to follow him. “Private” and
“official” spheres are all completely subject to Jesus’ command. The word of Jesus
claimed them undividedly. (Bonhoeffer 1963: 134-5)

Yet Bonhoeffer’'s account of the mandates can invite the distinction between
the private and public which results in Christian obedience becoming invisible.

Bonhoeffer’s attempt to rethink the Lutheran two-kingdom theology in light
of his Christological recovery of the significance of the visible church, I think,
failed to escape from the limits of the Lutheran position. However, there is
another side to Bonhoeffer’s political ethics that is seldom noticed or commented
upon. Bethge notes that though Bonhoeffer was shaped by the liberal theologi-
cal and political tradition, by 1933 he was growing antiliberal not only in his
theology but in his politics. Increasingly he thought liberalism — because of
either a superciliousness or a weak, laissez-faire attitude — was leaving decisions
to the tyrant (Bethge 2000: 289).
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Nowhere are Bonhoeffer’s judgments about political liberalism more clearly
stated than in a response he wrote in 1941 to William Paton’s The Church and
the New World Order, a book that explored the church’s responsibility for social
reconstruction after the war. Bonhoeffer begins by observing that the upheavals
of the war have made continental Christians acutely conscious that the future
is in God’s hands and that no human planning can make men the masters of
their fate. Consequently, the churches on the continent have an apocalyptic
stance that can lead to other-worldliness, but may also have the more salutary
effect of making the church recognize that the life of the church has its own
God-given laws which are different from those which govern the life of the world.
Accordingly, the church cannot and should not develop detailed plans for recon-
struction after the war, but rather remind the nations of the abiding command-
ments and realities that must be taken seriously if the new order is to be a true
order (Bonhoeffer 1965: 109-10).

In particular, Bonhoeffer stresses that in a number of European countries an
attempt to return to fully fledged democracy and parliamentarianism would
create even more disorder than obtained prior to the era of authoritarianism.
Democracy requires a soil that has been prepared by a long spiritual tradition,
and most of the nations of Europe, except for some of the smaller ones, do not
have the resources for sustaining democracy. This does not mean the only alter-
native is state absolutism; rather, what should be sought is that each state
be limited by the law. This will require a different politics than the politics of
liberalism.

In his Ethics Bonhoeffer starkly states (and he clearly has in mind the French
Revolution) that “the demand for absolute liberty brings men to the depths of
slavery” (Bonhoeffer 1963: 38).* In his response to Paton, he observes that the
Anglo-Saxon freedom is the word that names the struggle against the omnipo-
tence of the state, and the demand for freedom is expressed in the language of
“rights and liberties.” But “freedom is too negative a word to be used in a situa-
tion where all order has been destroyed. And liberties are not enough when men
seek first of all for some minimum security. These words remind us of the old lib-
eralism which because of its failures is itself largely responsible for the develop-
ment of State absolutism” (Bonhoeffer 1973: 113).

Bonhoeffer takes up this history again in his Ethics, suggesting that these
developments cannot help but lead to godlessness and the subsequent deifica-
tion of man which is the proclamation of nihilism. This godlessness is seldom
identified by hostility to the church, but rather this “hopeless godlessness” too
often comes in Christian clothing. Such “godlessness” he finds particularly
present in the American churches, whose quest to faithfully build the world with
Christian principles ends with the total capitulation of the church to the world.
Such societies and churches have no confidence in truth, with the result that the
place of truth is usurped by sophistic propaganda (Bonhoeffer 1963: 41-3).

The only hope, if Europe is to avoid the plunge into the void after the war, is
in the miracle of a new awakening of faith and the institution of God’s gover-
nance of the world that sets limits to evil. The latter alternative, what Bonhoef-
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fer calls “the restrainer,” is the power of the state to establish and maintain order
(Bonhoeffer 1963: 44). In his reply to Paton he suggests that such an order
limited by law and responsibility, which recognizes commandments that tran-
scend the state, has more “spiritual substance and solidity than the emphasis on
the rights of man” (Bonhoeffer 1973: 113). Such an order is entirely different
than the order of the church, but they are in close alliance. The church, there-
fore, cannot fail its responsibility to sustain the restraining work of the state.

Yet the church must never forget that its primary task is to preach the risen
Jesus Christ, because in so doing the church

strikes a mortal blow at the spirit of destruction. The “restrainer,” the force of
order, sees in the church an ally, and, whatever other elements of order may
remain, will seek a place at her side. Justice, truth, science, art, culture, humanity,
liberty, patriotism, all at last, after long straying from the path, are once more
finding their way back to their fountain-head. The more central the message of the
church, the greater now will be her effectiveness. (Bonhoeffer 1963: 45)

Above I suggested that Bonhoeffer’'s attempt to reclaim the visibility of the
church at least put him in the vicinity of trying to imagine a non-Constantin-
ian church. Yet in his Ethics he displays habits of mind that clearly seem com-
mitted to what we can only call a “Christian civilization.” Larry Rasmussen
suggests, however, that Bonhoeffer in the last stages of his Letters and Papers from
Prison began to move away from any Christendom notions (Rasmussen 1972:
85-6). In particular, Rasmussen directs attention to the “Outline for a Book”
Bonhoeffer wrote toward the end of his life. Rather than finishing the Ethics,
which he expressed regret for not having finished, if he had lived I believe, as
Rasmussen believes, Bonhoeffer would have first written the book envisaged in
his “Outline.” For the book hinted at in the “Outline” would have allowed him
to extend his reflections about the limits of liberal politics and about the manner
in which the church might provide an appropriate alternative.

In his “Outline” Bonhoeffer begins with “a stocktaking of Christianity.” In
particular he suggests that what it means for humankind to have “come of age”
is the dream that humans can be independent of nature. As a result human cre-
ations have turned against their creators, enslaving those who sought freedom
in their self-created chains. The church, trapped by its invisibility, provides no
alternative, unwilling to risk itself on behalf of the world. Such a church is no
more than a stop-gap for the embarrassment of our suffering and death (Bon-
hoeffer 1971: 380-3). In the second chapter of his book Bonhoeffer, in terms
reminiscent of Sanctorum Communio, suggests he will begin with the question
“Who is God?” in order to recover the God who is found only through our “par-
ticipation in the being of Jesus.” Bonhoeffer proposes to end his book with an
account of the church that will “have to take the field against the vices of hubris,
power-worship, envy, and humbug, as the roots of all evil. It will have to speak
of moderation, purity, trust, loyalty, constancy, patience, discipline, humility,
contentment, and modesty” (Bonhoeffer 1971: 383).
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Finally, Bonhoeffer says he intends to explore the importance and power of
example, “which has its origin in the humanity of Jesus and is so important in
the teachings of Paul,” and whose importance has been underestimated (Bon-
hoeffer 1971: 383). I cannot say that if Bonhoeffer had had the opportunity to
write the book suggested in his “Outline,” he would have for ever left Constan-
tinianism behind. But I remain convinced Bonhoeffer’s attempt to think through
what the recovery of the visible church entails — the implication of which I am
convinced he was beginning to see in his last proposed book — is an invaluable
resource for the challenges that those of us who must live after Bonhoeffer
cannot fail to ignore. He is now part of God's exemplification given for our
redemption.

Notes

1 Rasmussen (1972) remains one of the best attempts to understand Bonhoeffer’s
involvement in the plot to kill Hitler. I remain unconvinced, however, that Bonhoef-
fer thought this aspect of his life could be justified, even if he did, as Rasmussen sug-
gests, think in terms of just war considerations. For quite different accounts see Jones
(1995), 3-33; McClendon (1986), 188-211.

2 In True Patriotism (Bonhoeffer 1973: 160) Bonhoeffer notes that the defining mark
of the Constantinian age was not that Christians began to baptize their children, but
“that baptism became a qualification for civic life. The false development lies not in
infant baptism but in the secular qualification of baptism. The two should clearly be
distinguished.”

3 This passage comes from Bonhoeffer's wonderful essay “The Question of Baptism,”
written in 1942 in response to a controversy in the Confessing Church (Bonhoeffer
1973: 143-64). Bonhoeffer observes that it is very understandable that in a secu-
larized church there is a desire for a pure, authentic, truthful set of believers to exist.
Such a desire is understandable, but full of dangers because it is far too easy for a
community ideal to take the place of the real community of God, or for such a com-
munity to be understood as a contribution made by man.

4 This aspect of Bonhoeffer's work has been attacked in Germany by Klaus-Michael
Kodalle (1991). Wolfgang Huber defends Bonhoeffer against Kodalle in his “Bonho-
effer and Modernity,” in Floyd and Marsch, eds. (1994), 5-19. I fear I am equally
unsympathetic with Kodalle's critique and Huber’s defense just to the extent they
each remain determined by the categories of liberal political theory. Huber challenges
Kodalle’s dualism of individual and community, but fails to see that the heart of
Bonhoeffer’s challenge is ecclesial.
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CHAPTER 11
John Courtney Murray

Michael J. Baxter

The question is sometimes raised, whether Catholicism is compatible with Ameri-
can democracy. The question is invalid as well as impertinent; for the manner of
its position inverts the order of values. It must, of course, be turned round to read,
whether American democracy is compatible with Catholicism. The question, thus
turned, is part of the civil question, as put to me. An affirmative answer to it, given
under something better than curbstone definition of “democracy,” is one of the
truths I hold. (Murray 1960: ix—x)

So wrote John Courtney Murray in the foreword to We Hold These Truths. It
was his way of stating the terms of the central question taken up in the book
and announcing his answer to it: the question is whether democracy in the
United States is compatible with Catholicism, and the answer is yes. But more
than this, it was his way of forestalling two criticisms of the argument he would
be advancing in the book.

First, there was the criticism voiced by the Catholic supernaturalists, who
argued that Murray’s endorsement of the separation of church and state con-
tradicted the official Catholic teaching that governmental establishment of reli-
gion is the ideal and thus marginalized the role of the church in political life.
This criticism was leveled by an energetic and powerful coterie of theologians
who had been attacking Murray's innovative arguments in articles and letters
to the editors of Catholic theological journals ever since the 1940s, and who,
when those efforts failed to deter him, arranged to have his work censored by
the Vatican authorities in 1955. Now, only five years later, owing to a change of
theological climate in Rome, Murray was again able to air his views in print, this
time in a book bringing together ten previously published essays and two new
ones, all dealing with one or another aspect of the relationship between Catholi-
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cism and US democracy. But the criticism that he was compromising the
church’s mission by endorsing the church—state separation had by no means
gone away. Hence the assurance, aimed at his traditionalist critics, that the ques-
tion to be taken up is “whether American democracy is compatible with Catholi-
cism,” not the other way around.

This assurance put Murray at odds with a different set of critics who deliv-
ered a second formidable criticism of his argument. These were the “secular sep-
arationists,” as they can be called: those who contended that Murray's call for
public discourse based on natural law was an attempt to smuggle a Catholic
morality and politics into the operations of government and thus a violation of
the establishment clause of the First Amendment. Working from a Protestant,
Jewish, or atheist perspective, these critics tapped into deep currents of anti-
Catholic sentiment that had become a persistent feature of popular culture in
the United States, but they also appealed to a longstanding lineage of legal and
political thought that went back to the nation’s founding, one that regarded any
endeavor to shape national policy according to the standards of a particular
moral tradition as an attack on the rights protected by the Constitution, espe-
cially an individual’s right to religious freedom and freedom of conscience. With
scores of his essays published and rebutted in the popular press and two decades’
worth of papers delivered and rebutted on the lecture circuit, Murray knew well
that this view should be identified and dismissed at the outset. Hence the assur-
ance, directed at the separationists, that he is working with “something better
than curbstone definition of ‘democracy.””

In affirming the compatibility of Catholicism and US democracy, then,
Murray was at the same time refuting two sets of critics — the Catholic super-
naturalists and the secular separationists — each of which described this rela-
tionship as one of fundamental conflict, though for very different reasons.
Having clearly stated his battle plan in the foreword, Murray attempted with the
essays in the rest of the book to prevail at key points along the lines of this two-
front war, addressing such topics as (in roughly the order they appear) true and
false readings of the First Amendment, the nature of public discourse, higher
education, state support of religious schools, censorship, the Incarnation, polit-
ical freedom, communism, the morality of military force, and the proper under-
standing of natural law. Taken together, these essays present Murray’s
alternative description of the relation between Catholicism and US democracy,
along with a metanarrative designed to show how such seemingly opposed enti-
ties are in fact fundamentally compatible.

If the success of Murray’s “compatibility thesis” (as it might be called) were
measured by the reception of We Hold These Truths, then it would have to be
judged as very successful. The book was widely hailed as a milestone in US
Catholic thought, so much so that Murray appeared on the cover of Time
(although his good friend and publisher of the magazine, Henry Luce, certainly
had a hand in that). The cover article, a careful summary of the book’s argu-
ment, gave the compatibility thesis national exposure. The fact that the book was
published in the same year Kennedy was elected president added to the sense
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that Murray had something momentous to say. Moreover, he inspired a genera-
tion of Catholics to engage non-Catholics in open, respectful dialogue on
matters political and religious, which in turn created a receptive audience for
things Catholic among Protestant and Jewish intellectuals. Murray'’s life and
work thus came to represent the aspirations of an entire generation of Catholic
intellectuals.

His scholarly career was in many ways typical for a Jesuit priest in the United
States —a B.A. from Weston College (1926), an M.A. in Philosophy from Boston
College (1927), a three-year stint teaching Latin and English Literature in the
Philippines, a master’s level theology degree from Woodstock College in Mary-
land (1933), an advanced degree in theology at the Gregorian University in
Rome (1937), then back to Woodstock as professor of theology until his death
in 1967 — and his notoriety demonstrated that a classical Catholic education
could make a mark on the intellectual life of the nation. This is how he is depicted
by most historians of Catholicism in the United States: as an intellectual hero
who facilitated Catholicism’s coming of age by demonstrating that one can be
both fully American and fully Catholic.

Whether or not Murray successfully demonstrated the compatibility between
Catholicism and US democracy is a much disputed question. In one respect, he
certainly prevailed over his traditionalist critics. Not only did the argument he
outlined in We Hold These Truths gain the nearly universal endorsement of
Catholic intellectuals in the United States, it also made its way into the deliber-
ations of the Second Vatican Council, during which Murray, thanks to the
support of Francis Cardinal Spellman, served as a peritus (expert consultant).
Indeed, he had a shaping hand in writing the final draft of Dignitatis Humanae,
the Council’s Declaration on Religious Liberty which officially affirmed the right
of the human person to worship in accord with his or her conscience. In so
doing, it granted implicit approval to church—state separation, sending the com-
plaints of Murray’s Catholic traditionalist critics into oblivion. The fact that the
preponderance of Catholic social ethicists in the United States, both liberal and
neoconservative, point to Murray as a mentor or model (e.g. Curran 1982;
Neuhaus 1987; Weigel 1987) only goes to show the pervasive and continuing
importance of his “compatibility thesis.”

In another respect, however, this ostensible compatibility has remained
elusive. Indeed, the case can be made that it has become even more elusive in
the 35 years since Murray'’s death, especially with the emergence of the prac-
tices of abortion, euthanasia, physician-assisted suicide, divorce, the buying and
selling of pornography, and so on, all of which have enjoyed legal protection
under the auspices of an increasingly secularized judiciary. Moreover, US society
has experience deterioration in civility, public discourse, and a sense of the
common good. In response to these developments, Murray would insist that it is
therefore all the more urgent to call the nation back to the philosophy on which
it was founded, and this is more or less the agenda that his successors continue
to take up as their own, in an attempt to finish his project. But as the years go
by, and as the nation veers further from that supposed founding philosophy, it
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must be asked whether or not Murray’s compatibility thesis continues to be
plausible.

This question is taken up in the concluding section of this essay. As a way of
setting the context for that question, I present the broad narrative constituting
Murray’s compatibility thesis (part II). In the next two sections I sketch out
Murray's response to the two criticisms of this thesis, focusing first on the
Catholic supernaturalists (part III) and then on the secular separationists (part
IV). In the final section (part V), I show that Murray’s response to these criti-
cisms reveals intractable tensions in his compatibility thesis.

II

Murray’s argument for the compatibility of Catholicism with US democracy rests
on the claim that the United States respects the freedom of the church, and in
so doing respects the freedom of the Incarnate Son of God, Jesus Christ. He
advances this claim by means of narrative of religious freedom through the ages,
beginning with the Incarnation. On Murray'’s account, the Incarnation estab-
lished a “spiritual order” that transcends the “temporal order,” but it was by no
means without temporal effects, for the church has traditionally claimed for
itself a presence in the temporal order whereby it can live in a manner that is in
keeping with its supernatural vocation and with the natural law. This Christian
notion of the temporal order providing an entrée for the spiritual (res sacra in tem-
poralibus) was revolutionary, according to Murray, for two reasons: first, because
it destroyed the classical view of society as a single homogeneous structure
within which the ius divinum becomes subordinated to the ius civile under the
hand of imperial rule; and second, because it set forth a new political vision in
which the freedom of the church would be preserved by means of a limited state
(Murray 1960: 202). Thus for Murray, the church and the freedom it claims has
an actual, concrete impact on history. As he puts it, in a blunt dismissal of
Harnack's ecclesiology: “What appeared within history was not an ‘idea’ or an
‘essence’ but an existence, a Thing, a visible institution that occupied ground in
this world at the same time that it asserted an astounding new freedom on a title
not of this world.” The church is a material reality. It occupies space (Murray
1960: 204).

For Murray, then, the Incarnation is no momentary, evanescent event that
leaves history and politics intact and untransformed. It is a divinely inaugurated
interruption in history which establishes a new “spiritual” order of human exis-
tence, and this spiritual order overturns all configurations of political power by
confining their field of operation to a temporal order which, in effect, holds their
expansive tendencies in check. In this sense, the Incarnation has given birth to
a new kind of politics, one in which the power of the state is structured accord-
ing to the exigencies of the freedom of the church. This new politics was given
vivid expression in the celebrated declaration of Pope Gelasius I, “Two there are,



154 MICHAEL J. BAXTER

august emperor, by which this world is ruled on title of original and sovereign
right — the consecrated authority of the priesthood and the royal power”; it is by
virtue of this “diarchy” that we can refer to the “revolutionary character of the
Christian dispensation” (Murray 1960: 202). The Incarnation of Christ and the
establishment of the church thus constitute a political event of world-historical
importance. Hence Murray writes of the principle of the freedom of the church:
“On any showing, even merely historical, we are here in the presence of a Great
Idea, whose entrance into history marked the beginning of a new civilizational
era” (Murray 1960: 202).

Much of Murray'’s scholarship strove to narrate the unfolding of the princi-
ple of the freedom of the church in history. In the realm of theory, he traced its
development in the writings of Augustine, John of Salisbury, Aquinas, Bel-
larmine, Leo XIII, Pius XI, Pius XII, and several others, each of whom articu-
lated with varying degrees of clarity the ancient Gelasian diarchy. This has not
been, Murray conceded, a linear development. Bellarmine was right to endorse
atheory of indirect power of the church, but he misapplied it in light of the polit-
ical realities of the emerging nation-state (Murray 1948). Also, Leo XIII's vision
was limited when it came to assessing modern democracy (Murray 1953). When
these thinkers are examined along broad historical lines, there emerges, Murray
contends, a definite intellectual tradition centering on a cluster of themes that
can be placed under the heading of “Western constitutionalism.” This tradition
of Western constitutionalism was born in the Middle Ages, as Murray narrates
it, but it came of age when the principle of the freedom of the church was cod-
ified in written law for the first time in history in the Constitution of the United
States, and more specifically in the religion clause of the First Amendment.

On what basis, one might ask, does Murray find continuity between medieval
Catholic political theory and the founding principles of the United States? The
answer for him is natural law, which was alive and well in the minds of the
nation’s founders. The claim, in his words, is that “the American political com-
munity was organized in an era when the tradition of natural law and natural
rights was still vigorous” (Murray 1960: 30). In keeping with this assertion,
Murray makes a host of related claims about the continuity of the US founda-
tion with its medieval intellectual inheritance. Take, for example, this: “The
American consensus accepted the premise of medieval society, that there is a
sense of justice inherent in the people, in virtue of which they are empowered,
as the medieval phrase had it, to ‘judge, direct, and correct’ the process of gov-
ernment. It was this political faith that compelled early American agreement to
the institutions of a free speech and a free press” (p. 34). And this: “The philos-
ophy of the Bill of Rights was also tributary to the tradition of natural law, to
the idea that man has certain original responsibilities precisely as man,
antecedent to his status as citizen” (p. 37). Along the same lines, Murray claims
medieval antecedents for the words of one of the nation’s most renowned states-
men: “the affirmation in Lincoln’s famous phrase, ‘this nation under God,’ sets
the American proposition in fundamental continuity with the central political
tradition of the West” (p. 30). In a complementary way, he finds proto-
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American impulses in the thought of medieval Christianity’s most renowned
political theorist, when he claims that the American phrase “‘[a] free people
under a limited government’ would have satisfied the first Whig, St. Thomas
Aquinas” (p. 32). Each of these statements is embedded in the sweeping histor-
ical assertion that the medieval Catholic tradition of natural law “furnished the
basic materials for the American consensus” (p. 30).

For Murray, this “American consensus,” at its theoretical core, consists of two
principles: the consent of the governed and the limited state. And it is accom-
panied by a cluster of subsidiary ideas: (1) “government has a moral basis”; (2)
“the universal moral law is the foundation of society”; (3) “the legal order of
society — that is, the state — is subject to judgment by a law that is not statistical
but inherent in the nature of man”; (4) “the eternal reason of God is the ulti-
mate origin of all law”; and (5) “this nation in all its aspects — as a society, a state,
an ordered and free relationship between governors and governed — is under
God” (Murray 1960: 33-5, 42). Murray does little in the way of arguing the
validity of these ideas in the abstract. Instead he concentrates on identifying
them with “the American consensus” and thus showing that this consensus
belongs in the broad tradition of natural law that he traces back to medieval
times — indeed, back further to Gelasius, to the early church, to the Incarnation
itself which, as we have seen, established a spiritual order with primacy over all
temporal order. Because its founders designed a government that would
acknowledge the primacy of the spiritual, the United States is compatible with
Catholicism. Indeed, at certain points Murray goes further than mere compati-
bility, for example, when he describes the foundation of the United States as
“providential” (pp. 30, 68).

The message delivered by Murray’s narrative, then, is that US democracy is
compatible with Catholicism because it is the product of Catholic political theory.
But this claim was criticized, as we have seen, by Catholic supernaturalists who
argued that Murray’s version of Catholic political theory was fundamentally
flawed, perhaps even heterodox. It is to this critique and Murray’s response to it
that we now turn.

III

The Catholic traditionalists criticized Murray because he supported separation
of church and state and argued that this was consonant with Catholic teaching.
On the face of it, they were right. At the time, the official teaching of the Catholic
Church was that Catholic teaching and institutions should be formally and
legally supported by the state, and that any political arrangement deviating from
this norm is unacceptable in principle and may be tolerated only as a concession
for the sake of preserving public peace. The assumption governing this teaching
was that legal separation of church and state is detrimental to the life and
mission of the church.
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Jarring as it may seem, this assumption seems warranted given the bleak sit-
uation of the Catholic Church in modern Europe. The French Revolution marked
the beginning of a mighty struggle between two opposing political forces: that
of monarchy versus that of reform or revolution. The year 1789 ushered in a
systematic, often violent persecution of the church in France, carried out by an
atheistic state in the name of democracy. Similar threats emerged throughout
Europe, as in one country after another reformers or revolutionaries called for
the expulsion of the church from political life. In this context, the church’s reflex-
ive response was to side with the forces of monarchy. This strategy had its draw-
backs: it ignored the extent to which monarchs too were hostile to ecclesial
authority, and it earned for the church the reputation of being a reactionary
institution. But casting its weight behind monarchy seemed to be the only hope
for stemming the revolutionary tide. In particular, it was the only hope for retain-
ing governments that would be amenable to preserving at least some of the
church’s freedom in the spiritual realm and representing Catholic teaching in
laws on certain temporal matters, such as marriage and education. Neverthe-
less, by the beginning of the twentieth century, it was clear that a new secular
order was emerging in Europe, one in which the church’s role in temporal affairs
was sharply curbed, if not altogether eliminated, and in which its freedom in the
spiritual realm was precarious. Church leaders accommodated to this new
reality in practice, mainly by signing concordats with various states, but they
refused to make any concessions in the realm of theory. In the face of secular
political order, this was their way of maintaining that the ills of modern society
can be cured only by a return to Christian life and institutions (Rerum Novarum,
1891, n. 22). Such factors underlie the insistence in official Catholic teaching
that the normative political arrangement is one in which the church receives full
legal support of the state.

The challenge for Catholic political theorists was to explain the apparent dis-
crepancy between the insistence in the realm of theory on the normativity of
state support for the church and a readiness in practice to settle for less accept-
able arrangements. They did so by means of a distinction between “thesis” and
“hypothesis,” to use the language of the day; or, in more contemporary terms,
a distinction between an absolute principle applicable in an ideal situation (the
thesis) and a relative principle to be employed in less than ideal circumstances
(the hypothesis). Developed by the French Bishop Felix Doupanloup to respond
to critics of Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors (1864), this thesis/hypothesis distinction
allowed the “thesis” of church—state union to be affirmed while the “hypothe-
sis” of church-state separation was accepted in actual fact. This proved to be a
useful formulation. It provided Catholic political theorists with the conceptual
device needed to account for the church’s readiness to negotiate with civil
authorities over such matters as education, marital laws, and episcopal appoint-
ments, all the while allowing them to uphold the depiction of the Christian
(Catholic) state affirmed in the Syllabus as the unqualified and unquestionable
ideal. From the mid-nineteenth century on, this thesis/hypothesis distinction
was a standard feature of Catholic political theory, not only in Europe but also
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in the United States, where it was used by leading scholars, most famously by
John Ryan (Ryan and Millar 1922). It was still in use when Murray began pub-
lishing on church and state and when his traditionalist critics published their
objections.

In the context of the thesis/hypothesis distinction, the objection of the
Catholic supernaturalists was simple: Murray regarded the political arrange-
ment of the United States as fundamentally good, as in effect a “thesis,” not
merely as an “hypothesis.” Two of the most persistent critics of Murray on this
score were Joseph Fenton (1906-69) and Francis Connell CSSR (1888-1967),
both of Catholic University. As self-appointed upholders of official Catholic
teaching on church-state relations, they argued that the constitutional set-up
in the United States should be classified as less than ideal, as a hypothesis, and
that not to do so would lay the groundwork for “indifferentism.” In the Catholic
theology of the time, indifferentism was the notion that it does not make any dif-
ference which church one belongs to so long as one lives a good life, the assump-
tion being that there is no true church, in the sense of an organized body
founded by God for the salvation of humanity (Sheedy 1949: 91-3). In pressing
their concern about indifferentism, Fenton and Connell contended that Murray,
in not upholding the thesis of the Catholic state, implied that state and society
would not benefit from the guidance of the Catholic Church or, more to the
point, that the Catholic Church is not the true church.

According to Fenton, a consistent line of papal teaching from Gregory XVI to
Leo XIII condemned any attempt to circumscribe the arena of divine sovereignty.
“The God of indifferentism is devoid of any real and positive rights over the
affairs of human thought, of human expression, or of the civil order,” he
declared, and to worship such a god would be to worship a limited and therefore
false god (Appleby and Haas 1995: 36—7). Connell argued along similar lines.
He invoked Pius XI's encyclical Quas Primas (1925), which teaches that obedi-
ence to Christ is an obligation of all people not only as individuals but also as
members of a civil society and state, and noted that while the purpose of civil
society is to promote the common temporal good — that is, the good of citizens
in this present life — this purpose must be ordered to humanity’s supernatural
end. “In view of the elevation of all men to the supernatural order,” Fenton
wrote, “their temporal good embraces the practice of the supernatural virtues,
as well as of the natural virtues. Hence, to promote the welfare of its citizens, a
government must concern itself with their observance of the supernatural law
of Christ as well as of the natural law” (Connell 1948). Both Fenton and Connell
insisted that Murray’s portrayal of the state as incompetent in matters of reli-
gion created a sphere of human activity free from the obligation to obey Christ,
a sphere where one’s religious beliefs and practices get set aside, a sphere that
gives rise to indifferentism. Affirming the thesis or ideal of the Catholic state,
they insisted, was the way to check this drift toward indifferentism.

It is important to place this concern with indifferentism in the context of
postwar Catholicism in the United States, and more specifically of a growing
tendency among Catholics to practice ecumenism or what was then called
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“intercredal cooperation.” The pros and cons of intercredal cooperation were
hashed out by Murray, Fenton, Connell, and others in the early 1940s. Murray
advocated it. Acknowledging the danger of indifferentism, he argued that there
were other dangers associated with the war that should be attended to as well:
“the dangers to human life, national and international, involved in the failure
of Catholics to co-operate with non-Catholics in the sphere of social recon-
struction — dangers so great as to create a necessity for such co-operation”
(Murray 1942: 416). Murray held that the basis of such cooperation can be
found in the precepts of the natural law, the illuminating light of which “is
shared by all men who have not completely lost contact with the Christian tra-
dition that had mediated them. And it is difficult to see why that light cannot be
a common source of illumination to all Christians” in such a way that it “brings
into focus at least the general lines of the reconstructive task that calls for their
common effort” (p. 430).

Fenton and Connell agreed that Catholics should cooperate with non-
Catholics in working for peace and social justice, but they saw key dangers too.
Connell observed that the wartime mobilization, which had brought together
millions of US citizens from various religious backgrounds, was generating a
spirit of latitudinarianism, reinforced by the governmental attitude of tolerance
of all religion (Appleby and Hass 1995: 28). Fenton detected the same danger,
and insisted that Catholics affirm to their non-Catholic compatriots the tradi-
tional Catholic teaching that to enjoy the benefits of a life with Christ they must
either belong or intend to belong to “the actually existing and visible society
founded by our Lord” (Appleby and Haas 1995: 30). Both saw Catholics being
swept up into the postwar spirit of liberalism and ecumenism and in the process
downplaying the importance of the supernatural life of the church in the tem-
poral order. For this reason they can be properly called Catholic “supernatural-
ists” (Appleby and Haas 1995: 26-8).

But where they saw mainly problems, Murray saw promise. His assessment
was that Catholics in the United States were faring well under church—state sep-
aration. After all, the Catholic Church had not been restricted, repressed, or per-
secuted in any significant way. On the contrary, the church in the United States
was flourishing. Why? Because the constitutional separation of church and state
had allowed Catholics fully and freely to practice their faith. But if this is the case,
Murray asked, of what use is the thesis/hypothesis distinction? His answer was
that it is not very useful at all. Indeed, it led to the embarrassing fact that Catholic
church—state teaching is entirely irrelevant to Catholics in the United States. As
he wrote in a letter to the historian John Tracy Ellis, “Are we to suppose that
30,000,000 Catholics must live perpetually in a state of ‘hypothesis’?” (Pellotte
1976: 38). What, then, did Murray do with the traditional teaching on church
and state, with the thesis? Because he could not dismiss it or ignore it, he his-
toricized it.

Historicizing the thesis, so to speak, was the task of the series of scholarly arti-
cles Murray published in the 1940s and 1950s. They comprised in effect a
unified, extended argument that at its theoretical core consists of three steps.
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The first step was to posit a key transtemporal principle, as Murray called it,
namely, “the primacy of the spiritual,” along with three derivative transtempo-
ral principles: the separation of the church from society, the freedom of the
church, and the dignity of the human person (Murray 1954). The second step
was to show that the thesis of church—state union was forged in an attempt to
apply these transtemporal principles within particular historical circumstances.
The third step was to argue that those historical circumstances have now
changed. Murray used these three steps to reread the writings of several figures,
especially those of Leo XIII, who relatively recently had articulated the thesis
position in clear terms.

As Murray explained it, the historical circumstances in which Leo wrote
about politics were dominated by the French Revolution, which attempted to
enclose all institutions within a single framework overseen by the state. In defi-
ance of this political monism, as Murray dubbed it, Leo XIII called for a model
of church—state relations in which the church was to exercise paternalistic care
in politics. But he did this, Murray contends, because he perceived a danger “in
the tragic fact that the once-proud populus Christianus had become the Catholic
masses, ignorant, apathetic, inert, a prey to the manipulations of erring and
unscrupulous leaders” (Murray 1954: 30). Therefore, in the context of the Rev-
olution’s omnicompetent state assuming the role of teacher, Leo XIII was com-
pelled to sanction the exercise of paternalistic care in politics, whereby the state
intervenes in the order of culture on behalf of the common good. This was nec-
essary, Murray wrote, because European Catholics were an imperita multitudo,
“the masses,” and not a genuine “people.” The distinction is crucial. The masses
require an external authority to direct them, some form of tutelage, like children
do. By contrast, a genuine people is marked by a well-developed community
structure and moral identity and is thus capable of self-direction, like adults. The
point of the distinction, for Murray, is to show that Leo XIII articulated the thesis
of the Catholic state to deal with the European masses but that this thesis is not
needed for a genuine people, such as resides in the United States. In other words,
the American people are more mature, and in this adult state, are capable on
their own of embodying genuine political community (p. 32).

But is it true that the populace in the United States require no external direc-
tion? Have the American people reached true political maturity? To shed some
light on these questions, we now turn to Murray’s response to his secularist sep-
arationist critics.

A

Throughout his work, Murray placed heavy emphasis on the opposition between
the continental liberalism associated with the French Revolution and the
liberalism of the Western constitutional tradition. And yet, if we return to his
grand narrative, we find that the opposition is not so simple. While he sets the
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American consensus over against its rival Jacobin laicist tradition of continen-
tal Europe, it turns out that this latter tradition has taken root in American soil.
Many features of continental liberalism — its endorsement of autonomous
human reason, its privatization of religion, its refusal to acknowledge the
authority of natural law, its social contract theory of the state, its social atomism
(Murray 1960: 28, 29, 38) — were subtly at work at the nation’s founding. It can
be detected in the minds of those who espoused a voluntarist understanding of
law over against an intellectualist one which sees law as an enactment of reason,
and also in certain trends in early American legal theory, even Blackstone's (pp.
41-2).

More recently, such features have emerged in the twentieth century as an
intellectual force in US universities which, Murray says (paraphrasing San-
tayana), have “long since bade a quiet good-bye to the whole notion of an Amer-
ican consensus” (Murray 1960: 40). The upshot is that this rival tradition
threatens to dissolve the American consensus altogether, a development which,
Murray warns us, would pave the way to political chaos: “Perhaps the dissolu-
tion, long since begun, may one day be consummated. Perhaps one day the
many-storeyed mansion of democracy will be dismantled, levelled to the dimen-
sions of a flat majoritarianism, which is no mansion but a barn, perhaps even a
tool shed in which the weapons of tyranny may be forged” (p. 42).

In describing this rival tradition, Murray points to his secular separationist
critics, who contend in one way or another that the lack of common standards
of reason prevents a public consensus in the United States. In the essay “Two
Cases for the Public Consensus: Fact or Need,” he reported on his encounters
with these critics. While out on the speaking circuit, he would pose the question,
“Is there or is there not an American consensus, a public philosophy on which
the whole order of the Republic rests?” and then present “the four essential
points” that go into making “the affirmative case on the question” (Murray
1960: 82). The four points are (1) that America has a public philosophy; (2) that
this public philosophy furnishes the broad purposes, standards, and bases of
communication for government; (3) that this public philosophy includes a
common understanding of law, of the relation of law to the will and intellect as
well as to freedom and morality, of norms of good jurisprudence, of social equal-
ity and unity, of the distinction between state and society, of the value of law for
moral formation, and of the sacredness of the human person; and (4) that this
consensus does not banish dissent but welcomes it as a means of solidifying and
further articulating the consensus. Murray reported that after outlining these
four essential points, he usually received the following responses from various
groups. The individualists would insist that there is no common standard of
reason, thus rendering philosophy a private matter. The materialists would say
that success in America is defined and measured in material terms, thus ren-
dering public philosophy irrelevant. The positivists would say that there is no
truth other than scientific truth, thus rendering public philosophy mythical,
poetic, or symbolic, but not permanently truthful. The pragmatists would say
that the worth of all philosophies is determined by the free market of ideas, thus



JOHN COURTNEY MURRAY 161

rendering public philosophy no longer operative because it is out of fashion. And
the contextualists would say that morality in the United States, like all morality,
can be reduced down to social mores, customs, fashions, or conventions, thus
declaring unfounded any appeal to a moral order in public philosophy. Then,
Murray relates, someone would suggest that “the American consensus contains
only one tenet — an agreement to disagree.” For him this leaves us nowhere:
“With this agreement all agreement ends; and this agreement is hardly sufficient
to constitute a philosophy” (p. 84).

Murray'’s report did not end here, however. He explained that he had called
for a change in discursive tactics. Instead of arguing that the American con-
sensus is a fact, it should be argued that it is a need. The nation needs a public
philosophy because it is in crisis. The starting point for advancing this argument,
Murray says, is that the nation is doing badly and that it has no goal other than
to survive in the face of the communist threat. It has no conception of world
order, or of the principles of this order, or of the forms and modes of organiza-
tion required. This is because it has no public philosophy or common language.
Thus he concludes his report by explaining how a refurbished public philosophy
would generate coherent military and economic policies, and so enhance the
nation’s security in the face of the threat of worldwide communism while at the
same time moving the world in the direction of order (Murray 1960: 86-96).

But how effective is this shift from fact to need in the terms of his argument
for the American consensus? He assumes that the interlocutors who take issue
with his attempt to establish the fact of the American consensus will surely agree
on the need for an American consensus. His interlocutors are likely to have a dif-
ferent account of the crisis. What if the individualists, materialists, positivists,
pragmatists, and contextualists do not believe that the nation is in crisis? Or,
what if they believe it is in crisis, but not the crisis as Murray describes it? Or,
what if they believe that a public philosophy will not help to resolve the crisis?
These questions Murray does not address, and in not doing so, he fails to face
the possibility that these interlocutors may insulate themselves within the con-
fines of their own intellectual, historical, and communal frameworks and refuse
to join in the project of developing a public philosophy. Murray’s response to this
kind of question was that they are being “idiots” — idiots, that is, “in the classi-
cal Greek sense of the ‘private person’ who does not share in the public thought
of the City” (Murray 1960: 117). A lot of people in the United States are per-
fectly content to be idiots in this sense. But if this is the case, where is this Amer-
ican consensus? And if it cannot be located, how can Murray’s compatibility
thesis hold true?

\Y

One way to pursue this last question is to recount a crucial passage toward the
end of We Hold These Truths. After arguing for a foreign policy based on natural
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law principles, Murray noted that such principles are not found in the nation’s
policy-making at the present time (1960). Then he addressed a question about
these principles posed by Yale professor Julian Hartt (“a friendly critic,” as he
called him). Hartt's query, as recounted by Murray, was as follows:

Father Murray has not, I believe, clearly enough come to terms with the question
behind every serious consideration of limited war as an option, i.e., where are the
ethical principles to fix the appropriate limits? Where, not what: can we make out
the lineaments of the community which is the living repository (as it were) of the
ethical principles relevant and efficacious to the moral determinations of the limits
of warfare? (Murray 1960: 290)

Hartt’s question is important because it asks “Where, not what?”; it asks not
for principles not to be discussed in the abstract but to be embodied in an actual,
specific community. After posing the question, Murray explains, and “after a look
around the national lot, Professor Hartt comes to the conclusion that the Amer-
ican community does not qualify; it is not the living repository of what the tra-
dition of reason has said on warfare.”

To Hartt’s assessment of “the American community,” Murray offers the fol-
lowing response: “I am compelled regretfully to agree that he is right. Such is
the fact. It may even be that the American community, especially in its ‘clerks,’
who are the custodians of the public philosophy, is not the repository of the tra-
dition of reason on any moral issue that you would like to name” (Murray 1960:
291). Then Murray goes on say that “this ancient tradition lives, if you will,
within the Catholic community; but this community fails to bring it into vital
relation with the problems of foreign policy” (Murray 1960: 291). From there,
he examines other possible groups in the nation — those who espouse “a senti-
mental subjectivist scriptural fundamentalism,” “the school of the ambiguist,”
those who favor “the pseudo-morality of secular liberalism,” and finally “the
ubiquitous pragmatist” — and in each case the finding is the same: they are not
a “repository of the tradition of reason”. This brings Murray to draw the fol-
lowing conclusion:

It would seem, therefore, that the moral footing has been eroded from beneath the
political principle of consent, which has now come to designate nothing more than
the technique of majority opinion as the guide for public action — a technique as
apt to produce fatuity in policy and tyranny of rule as to produce wisdom and
justice. It was not always so. In the constitutional theory of the West the principle
of consent found its moral basis in the belief, which was presumed sufficiently to
be the fact, that the people are the living repository of a moral tradition, possessed
at least as a heritage of wisdom, that enables them to know what is reasonable in
the action of the state — in its laws, its public policies, its uses of force. The people
consent because it is reasonable to consent to what, with some evidence, appears
as reasonable. Today no such moral tradition lives among the American people. As
Professor Hartt suggests, the tradition of reason, which is known as the ethic of
natural law, is dead. Those who seek the ironies of history should find one here, in
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the fact that the ethic which launched Western constitutionalism and endured
long enough as a popular heritage to give essential form to the American system
of government has now ceased to sustain the structure and direct the action of this
constitutional commonwealth. (Murray 1960: 293-4)

The conclusion Murray draws is that natural law has not been adhered to, the
tradition of reason has lost its force, thus “the American consensus” no longer
exists.

This conclusion poses a decisive challenge to Murray'’s overall argument, for
the compatibility of US democracy with Catholicism rests on the existence of an
American consensus that emerged out of Catholic political thought. If there is
no American consensus here and now, then the distinction Murray posited
between the European “masses” and the American “people” does not hold. And
if this distinction does not hold, the people of the United States will continue to
act as “idiots” in Murray's sense. It may be that the Catholic supernaturalists
were right to note that politics in the United States was adrift owing to a lack of
a supernatural goal. This would explain why Murray’s positions on any number
of political and legal issues, from nuclear weapons to selective conscientious
objection to abortion, have never prevailed in public discourse.

For Murray, this would only increase the sense of responsibility of those
formed in the tradition of natural law to articulate the American consensus.
Thus the final chapter in We Hold These Truths is a clarion call to renew the
natural law tradition. But then the question becomes: How long do we wait for
the consensus to appear? How long should Christians continue to kill and die for
a social order fundamentally at variance with the church’s understanding of
genuine political community? If Murray was right that the church is the only
living repository of the moral tradition, then loyalty to Christ, to the politics of
Jesus, must be in fundamental tension with loyalty to the nation-state.

In the years since Murray’s death, Catholic social ethicists in the United States
have dedicated themselves to pursuing Murray's agenda. But the American con-
sensus remains as elusive as it was in Murray’s day; indeed, more elusive. With
time, this will no longer point to the plausibility of Murray’s compatibility thesis,
but rather to its implausibility.
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CHAPTER 12
William Temple

Alan M. Suggate

Temple’s Background and Life

The Anglican tradition has several longstanding hallmarks that merit reaffir-
mation, and in some quarters retrieval, in political theology today: (a) the close
relating of the inner life of the church in worship and sacrament to its engage-
ment with the life of the world; (b) attention to scripture and its bearing on the
world, with a commitment to mediation over against simplistic deduction; (c) a
determination to grasp what is going on in the world in its complexity, and atten-
tion to the relevant empirical disciplines; (d) a constructive yet critical sensitiv-
ity to movements and institutions in society, including the potentiality of the
state for good or ill; (e) an enduring commitment to natural morality and the
role of reason in articulating faith and morals and in enabling dialogue with
others for a more humane social order; and (f) a belief that there is much wisdom
in accumulated historical experience in both church and society.

William Temple was the quintessential Anglican. When he was bornin 1881,
his father Frederick (1821-1902) was already Bishop of Exeter, and destined
to go on to London and Canterbury. Frederick and other leading Anglicans
initiated William into the whole Anglican tradition, and especially its liberal
catholicism.

At Rugby School William imbibed the ethos instilled by its famous headmas-
ter, Thomas Arnold (1795-1842): intellectual seriousness and social con-
science, whereby the privileged were to show leadership in improving social
conditions. He accepted Arnold’s view that the existence of nations was part of
divine providence, and that the kingdoms of the world were to be incorporated
into the kingdom of Christ. At Balliol College, Oxford, he was immersed in the
dominant British Hegelian tradition, which sought a comprehensive rational
understanding of reality, thus reflecting the confidence and optimism of the late
Victorian and Edwardian eras. He favored the variant which stressed the



166 ALAN M. SUGGATE

centrality of personality. Inspired by Edward Caird, Master of Balliol, in both phi-
losophy and social concern, Temple joined the Christian Social Union, which
owed much to the Christian socialist tradition inspired by F. D. Maurice and J. M.
Ludlow, and also the Workers' Educational Association. Educational opportu-
nity, political responsibility, and justice in industry and economics remained of
vital importance to him to his dying day.

Under these influences, and by natural temperament, Temple developed a
Christian philosophy. In Mens Creatrix (1917) he declared that the philosophic
task was to think clearly and comprehensively about the problems of life. He
assumed that the universe was rational, and that by reason the human mind
could grasp it whole. He believed the world’s principle of unity embraced not only
the intellect but imagination and conscience too; the sciences, arts, morality and
religion. All these converged toward, but did not meet in, an all-embracing
system of truth. Temple then adopted the Christian hypothesis, centrally the
Incarnation, to supply the missing unity. Undeterred by World War I, he tried in
Christus Veritas (1924) to construct a Christocentric metaphysic rooted in the
Incarnation. Within it he crystallized a set of principles, centered on the nature
of persons, for addressing social questions, and these were deployed at the 1924
Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and Citizenship (COPEC), which
Temple convened and chaired. His thinking on Christianity and the state was
meanwhile developing in Church and Nation (1915), essays he wrote for the quar-
terly Pilgrim (some were published in Essays in Christian Politics in 1927), Christ
in His Church (1925), and Christianity and the State (1928).

The idealism of COPEC was rapidly challenged by the strikes of 1926 and the
financial crises from 1929. Temple’s Gifford Lectures of 1932—4, Nature, Man
and God, were the culmination of his quest for a Christian philosophy. Tracing
the emergence of mind and spirit from matter, he argued for a sacramental uni-
verse, and stressed the explanatory force of the notion of purpose in arguing for
theism. He emphasized character and will (defined as the whole personality
coordinated for action) in the formation and pursuit of human purpose. He also
recognized more frankly the radical nature of human evil.

Temple’s thinking from 1934 to his death in 1944 was challenged by the
impact of Nazi power and his encounters with European and North American
theologians, notably Emil Brunner and Reinhold Niebuhr, especially in connec-
tion with the international ecumenical conference on Church, Community, and
State at Oxford in 193 7. His Christian Democracy of that year was consciously an
answer to the irrational and godless totalitarianisms of Europe. In the late 1930s
Temple was writing that it was no longer possible to aspire to a Christocentric
synthesis, for much in this evil world was irrational and unintelligible. Chris-
tians were being pressed from a theology of incarnation towards a theology of
redemption. The task was not to explain the world but to convert it. This had to
be the work of divine grace (DCE 16f.; cf. TWT 94-103).

His change of mind was not simple. He suspended the metaphysical quest, but
did not repudiate the role of reason. He expressly rejected the Barthian road. He
listened to the Anglo-Catholic Christendom Group and gave it prominence at the
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Malvern Conference of 1941. He could see the force of the critique mounted by
the young Donald MacKinnon against the smooth syntheses of the older gener-
ation of theologians. However, Temple had serious reservations about the
Group's project, in the face of totalitarianism and liberalism, of restoring Chris-
tendom by defining a Christian social order resting on dogma. He wisely pre-
ferred to remain more broadly liberal. His Citizen and Churchman (1941) was in
continuity with earlier writings on church and state, but it dwelt more on the
tensions between the two roles rather than on their complementarity. His Chris-
tianity and Social Order (1942) carried forward much of his earlier social theol-
ogy but also reflected his concern with the harsh realities of the world. It gave
Christian citizens the impetus and tools to wrestle with the urgent social issues
of the day and join in shaping the postwar era. Temple also urged consideration
of the catholic natural law tradition, and in 1943 he addressed the Aquinas
Society on “Thomism and Modern Needs”. In the last year of his life he published
“What Christians Stand for in the Secular World” (repr. RE 243-55), by which
he wished to be remembered. He agreed with V. A. Demant of the Christendom
Group that in the face of powerful ideologies like fascism and communism it was
not enough to proclaim ideals and appeal to the will to attain them. Rather, one
had to heal the gulf between people’s ideals and their ultimate assumptions, for
the crisis was not so much moral as cultural. Following Niebuhr, he stressed the
need to face up to the egoistic use of power and to pursue justice.

I focus on these later, more mature works, but draw on earlier ones wherever
the content appears to remain valid of Temple in later life. I first explore Temple’s
broad position on church and state, and then his Christian perspectives on
politics. Finally, I briefly evaluate his thought and the continuing tradition he
represents.

Church and State

Historical relations

Temple concentrates his attention not on the Constantinian settlement but on
the experiment of Christendom in the Middle Ages. Church and state were two
activities of one international society. The church, as repository and trustee of
revelation, attempted to control the state. This was in principle laudable; but the
papacy used methods of force appropriate to civil government. The result was
an acute secularization of the church and the forfeiture of its spiritual author-
ity. Moreover, in claiming all spiritual activity for itself, it tended to weaken the
moral power of the state and reduce it to a mere mechanism for maintaining
order (CIC 63; CN 43; cf. CC 9-23).

In protest, the Reformation strongly insisted upon the purely spiritual char-
acter of religion, but unfortunately narrowed its range to the individual. This
shift was reinforced by Machiavelli, who hastened the emancipation of politics
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from the control of religion. The state became an end in itself. Christendom was
fragmented into rival entities, and most settlements separated church and state
(CIC 44, 63-6).

Temple’s position

Temple infers from this history a position on establishment. The state must not
control religion, nor must the church overstep its own proper function or use
the state to coerce in the spiritual sphere. Basically, since the church has a divine
commission, establishment is a matter not for the church but for the state. Its
real meaning is that the state, by associating itself with the church, proclaims
its own recognition that the church has a divine commission and allegiance (CC
38; CIC 73). Actually, Temple increasingly valued establishment for the oppor-
tunities it offered the church to guide society, and his own aim was for the vol-
untary acceptance of a kind of ecumenical Christian commonwealth on a
national and international scale. This was all very visionary, scarcely reckoning
either with the secularity of society, or with other religions, or with the prob-
lematical nature of the church itself. His later thinking tries hard to hold
together the vision and social realities.

Temple calls for a new differentiation of functions between church and state.
The starting point needs to be the relation of the church to the kingdom of God.
The kingdom is neither a purely apocalyptic cataclysm at the end of time, nor
an entity built by the personal and civic virtues of human beings. “The Kingdom
of God is indeed established by God alone. In part it is here already . . . ; in part
it is yet to come through God’s action in His own time” (RE 135). For because of
human sin the kingdom cannot come in its perfection within human history.
“History is not leading us to any form of perfected civilisation which, once estab-
lished, will abide. It is a process of preparing the way for something outside
history all together — the perfected Kingdom of God” (CC 14).

The key instrument of preparation is the church. The church is the creation of
God. The supreme service it can render to the world is to be in very deed the
church. Its first task is neither missionary extension nor influence upon national
life but inward sanctification. The first task of Christians is to worship God and be
sanctified. However, Christianity is the most materialistic of all the world’s great
religions. The Eucharist focuses the sacramentality of all life. Therefore, “The
Eucharist divorced from life loses reality; life devoid of worship loses direction and
power. It is the worshipping life that can transform the world.” The Christian faith
isnot a system of morals, but a sharing in anew movement of life that has entered
into history, and the kingdom of God is a transcendent reality which is continu-
ally seeking, and partially achieving, embodiment in the activities and conflicts
of the temporal order. Without it, politics and even the ethical struggle might be
finally deprived of real significance and we might succumb to a complete secu-
larization of life in which all principles disintegrate in pure relativity, and oppor-
tunism is the only wisdom (CC 40, 85-8; TWT 46; RE 254).
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In light of this thought, Temple has a complex understanding of the relation
between church and state, churchman and citizen. There is bound to be a
tension in the soul of the Christian citizen, because on the one hand the church
has a revelation which is unique, final, and universal, and on the other hand the
state acts for the community with a universal sovereign authority, backed by
force. A completely Christian state has never been fulfilled; indeed, it never will
or can be. We shall always live in communities with a range of belief and matu-
rity. The problem cannot be solved by making the state absolute in the place of
God, as the Nazis did, nor by allocating church and state to entirely separate
spheres, as in Lutheran pietism. “No; Church and State . . . have the same sphere
—the life of man —but they have different functions in relation to that one sphere;
and the Christian citizen has to fulfil his Churchmanship and his citizenship in
the whole of his life by responding at all points to the appropriate claims of
Church and State” (CC 12f., 65f.). Temple sets out the relation along several
avenues, which I summarize (CC 66ft.).

First, the state stands for justice, the church for love. The state is not an end
in itself; it is a means to the good life of its citizens. Temple doubts whether the
totalitarian claim can be resisted on any humanist basis. The worth of each
person and the consequent equality of all are rooted in the reality of God. So is
justice, construed as regard for each and every individual. It is particularly con-
cerned with persons or parties having distinct interests which may come into
conflict. It therefore appears to apply where love is not supreme. Now, the church
calls on all to live by a perfect love which would supersede justice altogether. But
even if every individual were rooted in love, justice would not be obsolete. For
the chief problems of modern life concern the mutual relations of corporate
groups. Love in the hearts of individuals will ease the task of settling those rela-
tions, but the church can urge love irrelevantly in public affairs, where it should
give primary emphasis to the virtue of justice which is the special concern of the
state. Love in such circumstances cannot leave justice behind; rather, the way of
love lies through justice, for example through the arbitration of conflicting inter-
ests. Christians cannot leave the influence of the Gospel without effect upon this
area of human experience until all are devout. In the meantime the Christian
citizen should be dedicated to the establishment of justice in the power of the
motive of love. “Of course, perfect justice will not be reached; . . . perfect justice
is a product of perfect love, not a stage on the way to it.” Here one detects the
influence of Reinhold Niebuhr’s dialectical relating of love and justice.

Second, for the state the material basis of life is primary; for the church the
spiritual source and goal is primary. For Temple this distinction is broadly valid,
but one cannot say simply that the church is spiritual and the state material.
Temple's own sacramental theology forbids it. The state must have some princi-
ples to guide its promotion of the good life of its citizens. Moreover, if human
beings have an eternal destiny beyond its direct concern, the state should at least
not hinder citizens from qualifying for it. The church, for its part, rightly holds
property subject to the laws of the state in order to perform its tasks in the world.
It has a concern for the basic needs of citizens, and must point out conditions
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which flout Christian conscience. It cannot advocate specific remedies qua
church, but it can stimulate those who respect its authority to find and apply a
remedy.

Third, the state is the organ of a particular natural community; the church
is called to be a universal fellowship of the Spirit. Christians belong to three types
of community: the natural communities of family and nation; associations; and
the church. Natural communities exist to be themselves, and this entails an
egoism. Associations are also capable of egoism, for they involve particular
claims to loyalty. Temple believes that there is no hope that sectional loyalties
will be checked and set in their right perspective unless there is an overarching
loyalty. Christian citizens cannot escape from their citizenship, nor should they
try to eliminate narrower loyalties. Rather, they should interpret their citizen-
ship in light of their Christian faith, and check narrower loyalties by reference
to wider. Consciousness of belonging to the church will enable this. For the
church is in its aim (whatever its failings) an all-inclusive fellowship, the proper
object of such an overarching loyalty.

Christianity and Politics

The history of political theory

Temple typically seeks a synthesis of the merits of rival political theories (CS
43-90). He detects two broad types. The first, which he backs, treats political
society as a natural growth. As Aristotle saw, human beings are social creatures,
and the state arises naturally, first to preserve life and then to promote the good
life. The theorists of this type, for example Montesquieu and Vico, tend to avoid
abstractions and reflect on the histories of actual societies and states. Temple
criticizes Burke for an almost absurd conservatism on some issues, for his mys-
tical view of the state, and indeed for identifying society and state. But Burke did
have a vivid sense of history and its continuity, eloquently expressed in his
denunciation of revolutionaries who treated society like a machine.

As for the Hegelians, Temple agrees with T. H. Green that law is not only a
means whereby I restrain the liberty of others to injure me (as the utilitarians
believed), but also a means by which I secure my own liberty to live as a good
citizen against my own occasional desires to act otherwise. Green also rightly
insisted, following Mazzini, that true social progress had to be founded not on
rights but on duties. However, Hegel was wrong to treat the national state as an
incarnation of the Absolute. Moreover, Temple refuses to say that society is an
“organism”; for its components are persons, independent in judgment and self-
directing in purpose.

The other type is social contract theory, referring to the initiation either of
society or of government or of both simultaneously. In Plato’s Republic Glauco
gives classic expression to the first. Theories in Christian times were concerned
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more with government. St. Paul’s “The powers that be are ordained of God” com-
mitted the church to some form of divine right. The problem was how it was con-
ferred and under what conditions. Both Jesuits and Calvinists developed ideas of
popular sovereignty. They did not believe in liberty, but at least they undermined
the theory of absolute sovereignty. It is no surprise that Temple rejected Thomas
Hobbes.

For Temple, social contract theories do contain partial truths. Glauco’s and
Hobbes’s gloomy view of human nature is grossly defective, but true so far as
society is expressed by the police and the penal system. Moreover, social contract
theories can well illustrate dissatisfaction with the organization of society: the
power of government so easily corrupts those who hold it, and political institu-
tions adapt too slowly to changed circumstances. The importance of contract
theory is that sovereignty is an organ of society with its own proper function,
which can be transgressed. It can reflect a commendable desire to combine effi-
cient administration, obedience to the law, and freedom. It also bears witness to
the belief that the state rests in the last resort on consent and not on force.

Temple declares that the upshot of this survey can be put in terms of the
Social Gospel.

By common consent the two first principles in the Gospel as applied to social order
are the Sanctity of Personality and the Fact of Fellowship . ..By God’s appoint-
ment we are free spirits; by his appointment also we are “members one of another”.
The whole problem of politics, the whole art of statesmanship, is to do full justice
to both those principles without the sacrifice of either in the varying circumstances
of successive ages. (CS 89)

Social principles and politics

Temple’s social principles are integral to his Christian philosophy and survived
the questioning of the late 1930s. They lie at the center of his Christianity and
Social Order. However, their exposition is preceded by a popular exposition of the
doctrine of original sin. “Each of us takes his place in the centre of his own
world. But [ am not the centre of the world, or the standard of reference as
between good and bad; I am not, and God is. In other words, from the beginning
I put myself in God’s place. This is my original sin.” It cannot therefore be the
task of the church to sketch a perfect social order and urge people to establish
it. Would it be the order that would work best if all were perfect? Or the best order
in the world of actual men and women? If the former, it certainly ought not to
be attempted; we should wreck it in a fortnight. If the latter, one cannot expect
the church to know what it is. Correspondingly, “probably to the end of earthly
history statesmen will themselves be men, and will be dealing with men, who
abuse freedom and power.” A political and economic system is not fundamen-
tally required to express love, though that is desirable, nor justice, though that
is the first ethical demand upon it, but to supply some reasonable measure of
security against robbery, murder, and starvation. “Its assertion of Original Sin
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should make the Church intensely realistic, and conspicuously free from Utopi-
anism” (CSO 36-8, cf. 42).

Temple thus speaks not of ideals but of principles. The first two are crucial for
our purposes. First, “If each man and woman is a child of God, whom God loves
and for whom Christ died, then there is in each a worth absolutely independent
of all usefulness to society. The person is primary, not the society; the State exists
for the citizen, not the citizen for the State.” All distinctly personal qualities
should be given the fullest possible scope; the most fundamental is deliberate
choice. Freedom is the goal of politics: not simply freedom from compulsion or
restraint, but freedom for forming and carrying out a purpose. This implies dis-
cipline — at first external, but afterwards a self-discipline. “To train citizens in the
capacity for freedom and to give them scope for free action is the supreme end
of all true politics” (CSO 44f.).

Second, human beings are naturally and incurably social, and by our mutual
influence we actually constitute one another as we are. This influence occurs
first in the family, and then in the variegated associations of society intermedi-
ate between the family and the state. It is here that liberty is effective; people feel
they count for something and that they are mutually dependent. The state
should foster all such groupings, giving them freedom to guide their own activ-
ities, provided they fall within the general order of the communal life and respect
the freedom of other associations (CSO 46-8).

The church can use these principles to make critiques of the existing society
(Temple illustrates from long-term unemployment), and then suggest directions
in which society should move in order to correspond more closely to the princi-
ples. These directions are often called “middle axioms”, being intermediate
between principles and programs. Temple gives examples in the fields of housing,
education, income, industry, and leisure. The church has now reached the limit
of its competence, and must hand over to Christian citizens, acting in their civic
capacity, the task of working out programs conducive to the well-being of the
citizens, in other words the common good, in the circumstances. Here there are
questions not only about technique, but also about the social psychology of a
mass of citizens (CSO 12, 79, 35f.). In an appendix, rightly distinct from the rest
of the book, Temple makes some suggestions for a social program embodying
Christian principles, but warns that there can be no program which all Chris-
tians ought to support.

Consistently with this method, in Nature, Man and God Temple adopted the
ethical theory of ideal utilitarianism. His social principles provided the deonto-
logical component, but in the estimate of acts he believed that the right thing to
do was the best in the circumstances (1934: 192f.).

It was thus no use Christians trying to act as churchpeople in the world, only
to find that the world refused to be ordered on principles proper to the church.
Nor could they just look out for the secular policy most congenial to them, only
to find that their Christianity was merely a dispensable adjunct. They needed to
cooperate with all who shared their social aims, but they should also be clear
about their distinctive Christian grounds. Temple became increasingly worried,
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with Demant, about the effectiveness of purely this-worldly philosophies, such
as fascism and communism, and saw a sharp difference of thought, and in the
long run of practice, between Christians and others (RE 243-6).

Natural order

Alongside the method of principles Temple spoke interchangeably of “natural
order” or “natural law.” He was rather ambivalent about its basis and relation
to the Christian faith. He described it as “the proper function of a human activ-
ity as apprehended by a consideration of its own nature,” discovered in practice
partly by observing the generally accepted standards of judgment. This was a
task for human reason. Thus it was a natural, not a supernatural order; but as
God was the Creator, this natural order was his order and its law his law (CSO
57). Thus even after 1937 Temple held it possible for people of varying beliefs to
agree on certain basic truths about human beings. But he was increasingly
aware of the vulnerability of these truths, particularly faced with the phenom-
enon of Nazism. Indeed, confronted with the attitude which privatized religion,
he once went so far as to say that the principles which permeated civilization
derived all their validity from faith in God (HNW 10). So he was also very keen
that Christians should see those truths as integral to their own faith and crucial
to the survival of civilization. He promoted cooperation between Anglicans and
Roman Catholics over the concept of natural order. Temple’s ambivalence has
subsequently been resolved best by the more radical moral theologians of the
post-Vatican II Catholic Church, who have spoken of the natural being graced,
and have held together theory and historical practice.

Christian democracy

Temple rejected certain exaggerated claims for democracy. The first is that there
is an inherent sovereignty in the people. True, all government rests in the last
resort on consent. But there are grave difficulties in knowing who “the people”
are, and in the French Revolution the resumption of popular sovereignty was
marked by cant and fanaticism. “Inherent sovereignty is an attribute of no
human person or collection of persons; it is an attribute only of the Moral Law,
and of God who is Himself the Moral Law in personal form. Only to God and to
Right is an absolute allegiance due.” Our earthly contrivances of government
are makeshift at best (ECP 70).

Second, vox populi, vox Dei is nonsense. The mob were not right in the French
Revolution massacres. And the people seldom has a single mind and purpose.
Democracy always means in effect the rule of the majority. The majority is
not always wise; indeed, the best opinions are mostly held by a small minority.
But maybe the majority is more often nearly right than any minority. “And that
is as far as it seems safe to go along this road in asserting the claims of
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democracy” (ECP 70f.; CD 28). Temple has much deeper reasons for espousing
democracy.

He argued that a community trained in democratic politics is likely to be more
richly developed and more stable than any other. For democracy is a form of con-
stitution which does most justice to the nature of human beings as God made
them. In the 1920s Temple had emphasized democracy’s roots and inspiration
in the concern for individual personality. By 1937, probably under the influence
of Reinhold Niebuhr and the crisis in Europe, he extended that basis: democracy
“more than any other form of constitution corresponds to the full Christian con-
ception of man — man ‘fallen’, i.e. selfish, and therefore needing to be governed,
and that, too, by force; but man created ‘in the image of God,” and therefore
capable of responding to moral appeal . .. " (CD 28-30, cf. 40).

Democracy is no panacea. It makes greater demands on the moral resources
of a nation than any other form of constitution. It gives a universal outlet for
selfishness. A majority may easily become tyrannous; people may succumb to
propaganda or the herd instinct; rights may predominate over duties. So far as
democracy becomes a mere welter of competing self-interests, it is on the way to
perishing and will deserve its doom (CD 29-31; CIC 84f.; ECP 72-80; HNW
22-6). The “most insidious temptation” is the association of democracy with
nationalism. Nationalism is a by-product of the democratic movement. “One of
the perils . . . is that we shall turn out the Machiavellian Prince to establish a still
more dangerous tyrant in the form of a majority acting on Machiavellian prin-
ciples” (CIC 87f.; CD 13, 23).

There are three tests by which it can be known whether democracy is true to
its own root principle: the depth of its concern for justice to individuals; the
careful regard which it pays to the rights of minorities; and the scrupulous
respect which it offers to individual conscience. The last is the most vital. Respect
for the conscientious objector is a hallmark of true democracy (ECP 77).

In the face of these perils and tests, Temple asserts the necessity of a Christ-
ian democracy. He believes that democracy is a Christian product in fact, and a
necessary result of Christianity in principle, because it was in and through Chris-
tianity that the real meaning of personality was revealed. Democracy should
therefore recognize its source and allow Christian principles to govern it (CIC
77f., 85).

However, this does not mean that Temple simply deduces democracy from rev-
elation. His pamphlet Christian Democracy is not about democracy per se, but
illustrates a principle that extends far beyond it. “Democracy with its freedom of
thought and speech can be the best and most natural means in the political field
of giving full scope to reason . . . The principle with which we are concerned is
that of the necessary alliance of Christianity, when true to itself, with reason,
and with rational methods.” Temple saw himself writing at a time when the
Christian tradition was challenged as never since Constantine, and when reason
was openly decried. Reason is not synonymous with Christianity; it could never
have discovered it, and can never prove it. But there is an intrinsic kinship
between the ultimate intuitions of Christian faith and reason. Both communism
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and fascism are irrational, encouraging a blind faith which violently suppresses
any criticism. They appeal to subconscious egoism. Thus they cannot abide the
free play of reason, with its universalizing tendency (CD 9-16, 32f., 42). Though
the church has by no means always stood for the authority of reason and the
free play of critical intelligence, Christian theology has been deeply committed
to the appeal to reason.

Christianity is itself a spring of continual progress; for what Christ left the
world was not a system of theology or a code of rules for life, but a living fel-
lowship of men and women united in his spirit. That spirit is a permanent
ferment of unrest. Because Christianity is the most materialistic of all the great
religions, it also affirms the material developments in civilization and the secular
knowledge on which they rest, in spite of the temptations they bring. “The social
life of man is part of the Divine purpose in Creation, and what is requisite for its
maintenance is part of the Divine activity in preserving what Creation has called
into being. This is the theological justification of the State and all its apparatus.”
Law, by its own essential quality of universality, is an expression of reason. The
exercise of force for the maintenance of law against lawbreakers is in principle
the subjection of force to reason. Determining how best the principles of social
life are to be implemented is also a work of reason. It involves reasoning with
those who differ from oneself. Reliance upon reason is at once an expression of
the spirit of charity and a generating source of it. “When Christianity ceases to
regard reason as its chief ally it is false to its own genius”(CD 21, 38—44).

International relations

As the church is to a particular nation, so the world church should be to the
international community. And just as the function of the individual state is to
promote freedom and fellowship, so the aim must be to create a harmony of inde-
pendent nations, seeking justice and the common good internationally. Citizen-
ship remains a key concept for Temple.

Confronted twice with world war, Temple was no pacifist. He subscribed to
just war theory, and considered pacifism as a universal principle to be heretical
in tendency (York Diocesan Leaflet, Nov. 1935). This position was based on three
considerations. First, the Gospel fulfills the law and the prophets, and does not
supersede them. The kingdoms of the world have their place by God’s appoint-
ment, with powers and rights to be exercised in obedience to God’s laws. If nec-
essary, we must check the aggressor and set free the oppressed (RE 176). Second,
we are willy-nilly members of societies and citizens, and need to engage in the
civic enterprise of justice, not stand aside from it (KG 86f., 91; TWT 28f.). Force
is an indispensable element in the ordering of life, to be used according to that
law which expresses the highest welfare of humanity. Temple’s sacramental
sense led him (rather unwisely) to use here the phrase “the consecration of
force” (Church Assembly Report, 4 Feb. 1932; “Education for Peace”, Birkbeck
College, 18 June 1941). Third, human beings are incapable of living by love
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unless converted and sanctified by the grace of God. Nations fall radically short.
All are therefore entangled in sin, and for that condition one needs not only a
theology of the church but a theology of the state, involving obligations for
Christian citizens. Temple declared that the universal pacifists he knew lacked
such a theology of the state (York Diocesan Leaflet, Nov. 1935; CW 10-13; SLL
138).

Temple respected individual universal pacifists and conscientious objectors as
witnesses to important but partial truth. He was also aware of some of the ten-
sions in his position. He knew the perils of the use of force, and urged Britons to
remember the purpose for which they were fighting: the cause of international
law and civilization. They must, therefore, not use methods incompatible with
that purpose (TWT 9; RE 178). “We have to do the best we can, being what we
are, in the circumstances where we are — and then God be merciful to us
sinners!” (Iremonger 1948: 542f.).

Evaluation

Temple's position was not greatly criticized in his lifetime, as he led a virtual con-
sensus. Stephen Spencer (1990) has shown that the early Temple’s historicist
tendencies include the idea that history carries its own meaning without refer-
ence to an eternal world, that the state brings social fulfillment by coercing us
into freedom, and that moral duty consists in following the conventions of
society and the state. These reflected British Hegelianism. Spencer argues that
Temple checked this drift, largely by introducing ideas of different provenance,
so that in a piecemeal fashion his historicism declined. The Hegelian influence
was indeed powerful and did decline, but from the start there were other strands
at work, including Plato and the Christian socialist tradition. Crucial for Temple
was his Christian faith, especially the Incarnation. He used Hegelian and other
ideas as ways of exploring its meaning.

Temple responded well to the challenges from Donald MacKinnon and Rein-
hold Niebuhr. MacKinnon pressed Temple further away from smooth syntheses
towards a theology of the cross. It is fashionable now to denigrate Niebuhr as a
dogmatic pessimist who capitulated to American liberalism. This is not true of
him at the height of his powers around 1940, and Temple rightly came to adopt
virtually a Niebuhrian position on love and justice. Temple is superior to Niebuhr
in his social principles and method of mediation (ideal utilitarianism), his atti-
tudes to natural order, and his sense of the church and sacraments in working
out a position on church, society, and state. Two contemporaries of Temple did
not commend themselves. His arch-critic Hensley Henson rightly carried little
weight because of his own excessive individualism. As for Karl Barth, Temple
agreed with the impassable distinction between Creator and creature, and with
the necessity of revelation as altogether other than rational inference from expe-
rience. But for Temple revelation had to vindicate its claim at the bar of reason
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and conscience. Quite how he would have further addressed the tension between
revelation and reason in the light of sin is impossible to say, but he would not
have sided with Barth.

No tradition worthy of the name stands still, and this Anglican tradition has
been deployed and developed in the work of the Church of England Board for
Social Responsibility and by theologians such as Ronald H. Preston, who has
drawn on many sources, particularly Temple and Niebuhr, in elaborating his
social theology. This tradition has striking affinities with post-Vatican II Roman
Catholic social ethics in northern Europe and North America.

In recent years there have been many challenges to it. Liberative theologies,
including black and feminist theologies, rightly press the perspective of the
oppressed and marginalized, and take a more critical view of the political and eco-
nomic status quo than Temple. They warn against a danger with the Temple
approach, particularly in the framing of middle axioms: a comfortable accom-
modation of Christianity to the powers that be, through the supposition that
Christian leaders or experts can easily speak with secular authorities in the inter-
ests of all. Ronald Preston is well aware of this danger and has argued that the
method is quite consistent with concern for the marginalized. Some criticize
Temple’s method for being too abstract and deductive, pleading for more flexibil-
ity and attention to people’s stories. In fact Temple recommended a dialectical
movement between one’s understanding of the faith and one’s experience of
living in the world. Principles are guides to action, but are themselves tested, clar-
ified, and, if necessary, revised in the light of experience of living. Liberative the-
ologies, however, have difficulties of their own. There is a tendency to demonize
globalization, to despair of the political and economic task nationally and inter-
nationally, and to put one’s faith in the local. Some, such as the Korean Minjung
theologian Kim Yong-Bock, look to a kairotic inbreaking of the kingdom of God
in favor of “the people”. But it is very doubtful whether “the people” can be so
easily identified, what relation they have to faith, and whether one should write
off any attempt to ameliorate the current situation. The Temple tradition cer-
tainly needs to attend more closely to liberative theologies, and has been learning
to be less trustful of state power, but it is better equipped to deal more construc-
tively with the inescapable global complexities confronting us in the interim.

Other theological and philosophical challenges to the tradition represented by
Temple have come from Alasdair MacIntyre and Stanley Hauerwas. Maclntyre’s
account of the collapse of the Enlightenment project into interminable debates
between rival and incommensurable ethical positions, and Hauerwas’ accent on
the church as a community of character which is itself a social ethic, have both
inspired versions of ethics which stress Christian distinctiveness. Thus within the
Anglican Church itself we find the ethics of Michael Banner (Barthian), Oliver
O’Donovan (evangelical, recovering a political theology and ethics from the
resources of the Bible and earlier Christian tradition) and John Milbank
(catholic, pressing a grand Christian narrative against ideology).

Temple had much to say, particularly in his later years, about the vital impor-
tance of the church. Those who stand in that tradition can readily agree on the
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distinctiveness of the Christian story and the importance of Christian communi-
ties of character. However, in Britain at least, church and society have been inter-
woven for centuries, for better or worse. There are no pure ecclesial communities
of character. The church remains ever under judgment and problematical, as
does talk of a grand Christian narrative. Nor does a strong ecclesiology render
otiose or objectionable dialogue with others concerning our common humanity.
Maclntyre himself holds that dialogue, though more difficult, is still possible, and
Jeffrey Stout and others have pointed to many areas of collaboration in a plural-
istic postmodernist world. Indeed, given today’s huge tensions it is all the more
necessary to pursue dialogue. The Temple tradition hasrightly adhered to the pos-
sibility of some form of natural morality, centered on the understanding of
persons in society. In the order of being, the natural is not a sphere wholly distinct
from Christianity; it is graced. In the order of knowledge, human beings of what-
ever religious or other persuasion do have the capacity to reflect on their funda-
mental humanity and find some common ground. Christians, like everyone else,
inhabit many communities, and concern with Christian character cannot dis-
place questions about action in the world. In determining that action we shall still
need to use mediation, grappling with the complexities and sifting through the
deliverances of the social sciences. Accommodation to secular ideologies is a con-
stant danger, but not inevitable. While remaining critical and seeking possible
alternatives, it is vital to secure a purchase on social and global movements, and
to explore the potential of existing institutions for furthering human well-being.
There are good theological grounds for exercising reason in this way in the interim
before the final coming of the kingdom.
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CHAPTER 13
Reinhold Niebuhr

William Werpehowski

One way to assess a particular political theology involves attending to its case for
human political responsibility, on the one hand, and its claims for critical inde-
pendence, on the other. Inquiry into the first establishes why and how it is that
human creatures ought to be concerned with political communities, and how
that concern may be embodied in fitting political activities. Yet if the concern
and the actions are, as features of our responsibility for political society, finally
responsible to God, then political theology should acknowledge and make provi-
sion for its independence from specific political arrangements or ideals. Other-
wise there is a danger that our concerns and activities on behalf of political
society issue from a final responsibility to it, or to some idealized other, and not
to its and our sovereign Lord (H. R. Niebuhr 1946: 123-5).

It is a matter, then, of free political responsibility. Karl Barth'’s reflections on
politics, for example, sought to affirm Christian freedom for the “civil commu-
nity” insofar as it is aligned with the divine summons to establish bonds of
“fellow humanity” in human relations. This freedom for political life is miscon-
strued if it does not presuppose freedom in independence from any political ide-
ology untested by the one Word of God in Jesus Christ. There is no political
correlation between Christian faith and cultural and political perspectives
exposed by “natural theology”; and the church “trusts and obeys no political
system or reality but the power of the Word by which God upholds all things,
including all political things” (Barth 1968: 161).

It seems that Reinhold Niebuhr’s political ethics can match Barth’s in setting
a basis for free political responsibility. Niebuhr stood against forms of perfec-
tionist idealism that either flee the conflicts of history in which work for justice
takes place, or speak irrelevantly or dangerously to those conflicts. One must
acknowledge the fragmentary, partial, and inevitably self-interested perspectives
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that characterize all political action. While these perspectives in competition
foreclose any perfect realization of harmony among and between peoples,
however, it is a fact that the norm of human existence is the law of love, which
may still find indirect and imperfect expression in history through regulative
principles prescribing social equality, liberty, and the like. A realistic political
agency ought never to absorb the norm into the principles, since the former
always exists in critical tension with embodiments of them, and because no
limits approximating the goal of frictionless harmony can be set in advance. Just
as the critical impossibility of the ideal of perfect, mutual self-giving in commu-
nity protects against irresponsible sentimentality, so its critical relevance to
every achievement for justice guards against an irresponsible social despair (R.
Niebuhr 1979: 64).

There are dissenting voices. Stanley Hauerwas (2001a: 60-1) argues that
Reinhold Niebuhr’s ethics takes the subject of Christian ethics to be America,
and not prophetic Christian faith, let alone the church in which it is formed.
Hence “he never questioned the assumption that democracy was the most
appropriate form of society and government for Christians” (p. 466). Hans Frei
offers another, not unrelated worry in his comparison of the brothers Reinhold
and H. Richard Niebuhr. For all of Reinhold’s stress on the limits of human ratio-
nality and moral sensibility, Frei wonders whether his theological ethics
remained adequately contained or contextualized, and therefore limited, on two
fronts.

There is, first, the contrast between the brothers’ ideas about political agency
and human freedom. Reinhold finally maintained a “modern view of human
freedom, where even the knowledge of ourselves as limited and not disinterested
is simply a function of our originating exercise of agential freedom.” This “unin-
terrupted moral and self-starting initiative on the part of individual persons and
especially of human collectivities” may well be the “very opposite” of H.
Richard’s attempt to build an ethics “dependent on active, divine governance in
history,” in which our “independence” is “contingent” and our critical freedom
is responsive to what God is doing in the world. The upshot for Frei is that Rein-
hold’s ethics more precariously pitches or swerves to an absence of moral restraint
(and self-restraint) in political agency. It may become less qualified, less limited,
and less dependent on other agencies acting upon us (as God acts upon us in and
with and through all such agencies along with one’s own). Hence it may become
more one-sided as an expression of a particular or settled political stance (Frei
1993: 231).

On the second front, Frei says that for H. Richard Niebuhr

the chief created agencies under God’s governance are not simply the political col-
lectivities of nations and empires . . . divine action is located in the uneasy, at first
sign almost ludicrously ill-balanced “polarity” . .. between the nation, or other
associated social collectivities, and the church. [His] “radical monotheism” insisted
on this polarity because the universality of one sort of group is always henotheis-
tic (we might as well say idolatrous), including, of course, the church. (1993:231)
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The polarity, which is not clearly developed in Reinhold’s thought, affords
greater protection against idolatry and defensiveness in political life. Both, need-
less to say, threaten critical independence before God.

Following an exposition of Niebuhr’s political ethics in parts IT and III of this
essay, I consider these criticisms in the final section and propose that, while
Niebuhr possesses an array of resources to answer and rebut them, they remain
relevant and valid. His case for Christian political responsibility as it stands tends
to undermine claims for critical independence. I suggest in conclusion that such
claims in political theology require more careful attention to the significance of,
first, the practices of the Christian community; second, the lordship of God in
history; and third, our discernment of that lordship in its continuing summons
to repentance and conversion.

II

Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) was born in Wright City, Missouri, and raised
in the German Evangelical Synod (later the Evangelical and Reformed Church).
After two years studying at Yale, his work as a pastor in Detroit from 1915 to
1928 exposed him to the burdens and injustices of urban industrial life. He was
forced to face the evident irrelevance of his “simple little moral homilies” to these
circumstances (R. Niebuhr 1991: 8). He set off next for Union Theological Sem-
inary in New York City, teaching there until his retirement in 1960. Niebuhr
produced a large body of writing on political, social, and theological issues, trav-
eled and consulted widely, and earned great influence among political, cultural,
and religious leaders.

In the 1930s Niebuhr criticized the “Social Gospel” vision of Washington
Gladden, Walter Rauschenbusch, and others. Recognizing the limits of the indi-
vidualism of nineteenth-century Protestant ethics for responding to the social
brutalities of the industrial revolution, the Social Gospel theologians countered
with the ethic of Jesus as normative for personal and institutional life. The key
here was a doctrine of the kingdom of God, which was deemed in a fashion to
be a historical possibility marked by social unity and the overturning of personal
and structural assaults on the dignity of persons created by God. Niebuhr (1976:
25) thought that the Social Gospel courted sentimentality and irrelevance
because it presented “the law of love as a simple solution for every social
problem”; indeed, it was shortsighted and unhelpful in its quest to overcome “the
excessive individualism of Christian faith in America. .. because it also
preached the same ethic it intended to criticize. It insisted that Christians should
practice the law of love not only in personal relations but in the collective rela-
tions of mankind. In these relations love as an ecstatic impulse of self-giving is
practically impossible.”

In contrast to the moralistic tendency to see the church’s ministry “to make
selfish people unselfish, at least sufficiently unselfish to permit the creation of
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justice without conflict” (1976: 41), Niebuhr held that an adequate theology of
the kingdom of God cannot be removed from an appreciation of the universal-
ity of sin in history and of God’s thoroughgoing judgment of human vice and
pretension. We may strive for the kingdom, “but we do not expect its full real-
ization . . . The Kingdom of God always remains fragmentary and corrupted in
history” (1991: 134), since the latter is characterized by self-interested conflicts
over power, and because “self-interest and power must be harnessed and
beguiled rather than eliminated. In other words, forces which are morally dan-
gerous must be used despite their peril” (1976: 59). Note the critical dialectic.
We take responsibility for political goals that are always patient of criticism in
terms of an ever-transcending ideal. Overly “idealistic” efforts corrupt realistic
responsibility, and yet that responsibility still aspires to the ideal of the kingdom
in (still “realistic”) ways that forestall premature closure.

Niebuhr’s mature theological ethics is based on an interpretation of human
nature and its predicament that is very much indebted to the ideas of Augus-
tine, Pascal, and Kierkegaard. The human subject or creature is, on the one
hand, finite, limited. Not evil by reason of their limitations, human creatures
remain dependent upon the natural world, other persons, and God. They cannot
find their fulfillment in a sovereignty of self that denies their very being. On the
other hand, the human creature is free, or “indeterminately self-transcendent”
with regard to nature, the temporal process, and one’s interpersonal environ-
ment. Freedom refers, then, to the capacity to evaluate and transform oneself
and the world; but it also features the creature’s “inability to construct a world
of meaning without finding a source and key to the structure of meaning which
transcends the world beyond his own capacity to transcend it” (R. Niebuhr
1964a: 164). The qualities of self-transcendence which designate creation “in
the image of God” project the person’s search for meaning beyond meanings that
merely project oneself or one’s ideals, however noble or encompassing. Thus
Niebuhr (1964a: 158) says that “human life points beyond itself. But it must not
make itself that beyond.”

While the coincidence of finitude and freedom is the condition for the possi-
bility of creative achievement in history, it also generates anxiety in the form of
creaturely insecurity about the individual’'s dependence and vulnerability. For
example, I am aware that my knowledge of and perspective on the human scene
is partial; but I am anxiously tempted to deny these limits. I may pretend “to have
achieved a degree of knowledge which is beyond the limit of finite life. This is
the ‘ideological taint” in which all human knowledge is involved and which is
always something more than mere ignorance. It is always an effort to hide that
ignorance by pretension” (R. Niebuhr 1964a: 182). Anxiety, “the inevitable
concomitant of the paradox of freedom and finiteness,” is the internal precon-
dition of sin and the internal description of temptation; human creativity, there-
fore, is “always corrupted by some effort to overcome contingency by raising
precisely what is contingent to absolute and unlimited dimensions.” The per-
manent spiritual condition of anxiety gives rise, inevitably but not necessarily,
to either pride or sensuality. The one raises one’s own finite being and its
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possibilities to unconditioned significance; the other seeks to escape possibility
and self-determination by utterly immersing and losing oneself in some mutable
good (p. 185). Or again, pride is transfixed by freedom’s surpassing of limits, and
sensuality fixes itself on human limits that somehow would embody human
freedom in its very denial (Lovin 1995: 148).

“Inevitably but not necessarily”: Anxiety is not sin, nor does it on its own
compel it. Niebuhr posits the ideal possibility of perfect trust that overcomes the
insecurities that anxiety prompts, and so affirms that the root of all sin is unbe-
lief, the failure to trust in God (R. Niebuhr 1964a: 183, 252). The virulent and
pathetic nature of sin is most evident when we consider its collective expression,
and especially in nations. “The group is more arrogant, hypocritical, self-cen-
tered and more ruthless in the pursuit of its ends than the individual.” Group
life collects and embodies more power and thereby fosters the tendency to make
abundant claims for its own significance as the source and end of existence. In
the case of the nation, the pretension may well be godlike in its demand for its
individual members’ unbounded loyalty; and individuals may play along in ways
that manifest both sensuality (or sloth) and pride. “Collective egotism does offer
the individual an opportunity to lose himself in a larger whole; but it also offers
him possibilities of self-aggrandizement beside which mere individual preten-
sions are implausible and incredible” (pp. 208, 212—13). This dynamic points to
one form of “the equality of sin and the inequality of guilt.” All human efforts
culpably fall short of the glory of God. Guilt, the consequence of sin in injustice,
is variable, however, and “those who hold great economic and political power
are more guilty of pride against God and of injustice against the weak than those
who lack power and prestige” (p. 225). Niebuhr’s critical dialectic keeps moving,
driving on to denounce the pride of spiritual and cultural leaders as well as the
self-righteousness of the weak. He will not turn the point about economic and
political power into a law blinding us to other moral realities. Nevertheless, when
the ego, individual or collective, is allowed to expand, history teaches us that it
likely will expand, and concerning the poor and weak “the mistakes of a too
simple social radicalism must not obscure the fact that in a given historical
setting the powerful man or class is actually more guilty of injustice and pride
than those who lack power” (pp. 224, 226).

I

So Niebuhr argues that we always come up against the constraints of history in
sinful people and collectives asserting themselves inordinately and/or abandon-
ing themselves evasively. The prospects for large-scale political and economic
groups to transcend self-interest in loving regard for the welfare of others are
severely restricted compared with those for individuals. But history has its pos-
sibilities, too, as we mentioned with respect to self-transcendence as the coin of
creative achievement. Niebuhr gives this point a Christological focus with an
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account of Jesus Christ as “the perfect norm of human nature” in his perfection
of sacrificial love for God and neighbor. Self-transcendence completes itself in
such love, although the very cross that reveals this “also indicates that the per-
fection of man is not attainable in history.”

Sacrificial love transcends history. . . . It is an act in history; but it cannot justify
itself in history. From the standpoint of history mutual love is the highest good.
Only in mutual love, in which the concern of one person for the interests of
another prompts and elicits a reciprocal affection, are the social demands of his-
torical existence satisfied . . . All claims within the general field of interests must
be properly satisfied and related to each other harmoniously. The sacrifice of the
self for others is therefore a violation of natural standards of morals, as limited by
historical existence. (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 69)

Still, sacrificial love is relevant to all historical ethics inasmuch as the norm
of mutual love may not be realized if the fear of nonreciprocation dominates
human relationships. The analysis turns again in the claim that a love that seeks
not its own simply cannot maintain itself in society since it is vulnerable to the
inordinate self-assertion of others, and because it will worst its exemplars by
their refusal to participate in the “balance of competing wills and interests” (R.
Niebuhr 1964b: 2, 72). The love of Jesus Christ is an “impossible possibility” that
can never finally be vindicated in history; its historical consequence is a life that
ends tragically.

Nevertheless, agape or the sacrificial love of the cross completes the incom-
pleteness of mutuality, since there are no limits to the latter given human self-
transcendence, and no limits to the former perfecting mutual relations. Niebuhr,
as usual, makes the point negatively: “even the purest form of agape, the love of
the enemy and the forgiveness toward the evildoer, do not stand in contradiction
to historical possibilities.” There will always be an “admixture” of this love with
concerns for order and justice in a world of self-interest, coercion, and violence.
Yet short of abandoning outright a sense of historical possibility, there is no limit
to love’s proportion within the admixture. Now this perfecting love also clarifies
and limits what is possible. As a norm it “perennially refutes the pathetic illu-
sions of those who usually deny the dimension of history which reaches into
Eternity in one moment, and in the next dream of achieving an unconditioned
perfection in history” (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 85-6, 88). Finally, the perfection of
the cross corrects or judges all arrangements for a tolerable social life. The irre-
movable admixture of self-assertion and love is, of course, always also a sinful
admixture. No (forgiving) remedial justice is not also vindictive, no communal
fellowship is immune to imperialism, no employment of power for impartial
justice is not itself partial.

The last point refers again to the “equality of sin.” The next repairs to the
“inequality of guilt,” and it is that there are real moral differences between dif-
ferent social programs to the extent that they realize, for instance, the secure
achievement of equality of conditions of life for human creatures. “Equality as
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a pinnacle of the ideal of justice implicitly points toward love as the final norm
of justice; for equal justice is the approximation of brotherhood under the con-
ditions of sin. A higher justice always means a more equal justice.” That claims
for and against equality carry an “ideological taint” (in one case, stressing its
absolute validity without attending to differences of social need or function; in
the other, focusing too much on the impossibility of its attainment) does
not overcome this fact (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 254-5). And the mere fact hardly
overcomes the aforementioned corruptions, and hence their vulnerability to
criticism.

Niebuhr’s argument for the “principle of government, or the organization of
the whole realm of social vitalities,” begins with the familiar dictum that “the
domination of one life by another is avoided most successfully by an equilibrium
of powers and vitalities, so that weakness does not invite enslavement by the
strong.” Any such equilibrium, however, contains a condition of tension that
always manifests in covert or potential conflict. The threat of overt conflict,
along with the inevitable, continuing failures in justice, call for an organizing
center that arbitrates and reduces conflict (more impartially), redresses injustice,
and commands obedience to law by superior power. Then again, government is
liable to be partial to certain classes or groups after all, and on its own may abuse
communal goods and freedom for the sake of preserving an “order” that places
“all rebels against its authority under the moral disadvantage of revolting
against order per se.” Hence democratic societies’ greatest achievement is that
they embody the principle of resistance to government within the principle of
government itself (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 265-8).

Biblical traditions address the moral ambiguity of government by taking it
both as an ordinance of God with authority that reflects the divine majesty, and
as always and constantly subject to divine judgment insofar as rulers oppress the
poor and defy such majesty. As a principle of order, government’s power “pre-
vents anarchy; but its power is not identical with divine power,” and any pre-
tensions to that signal tyranny. The recognizable upshot is that governments and
political actors generally ought to be alert to possibilities of a higher justice in
every social situation as well as to the fact that the perils of anarchy and tyranny
are present in every political achievement.

To understand this is to labor for higher justice in terms of the experience of jus-
tification by faith. Justification by faith in the realm of justice means that we will
not regard the pressures and counter-pressures, the tensions, the overt and covert
conflicts by which justice is achieved and maintained, as normative in the absolute
sense; but neither will we ease our conscience by seeking to escape our involve-
ment in them. We will know that we cannot purge ourselves of the sin and guilt
in which we are involved in the ambiguities of politics without also disavowing
responsibility for the creative possibilities of justice. (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 284)

Niebuhr’s treatment of the struggle for justice in the world community
sounds the same themes. World government must cope with the inevitable (even
if implied) hegemony of stronger powers; but this fact portends the threat of
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imperialism. Hence all national powers ought to be armed with the capacity to
resist domination. If central authority is weakened too much, however, we wind
up with an unorganized balance of power threatening anarchy. A new world
community “must be built by persons who ‘when hope is dead will hope by
faith’” (R. Niebuhr 1964b: 285).

The quest for justice requires order, and order threatens justice. Justice seeks
a proper measure of freedom that honors how “the unique worth of the indi-
vidual . . . makes it wrong to fit him into any political program as a mere instru-
ment.” Freedom, needless to say, can challenge order. The equality that justice
demands is also regularly met with resistance in terms of a reassertion of
freedom over against authority’s coercive enforcement of equality (Lovin 1995:
225-6). Democracies make their way in the face of these possibilities and
tensions, seeking “unity within the conditions of freedom,” and maintaining
“freedom within the framework of order.”

Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to
injustice makes democracy necessary . . . If men are inclined to deal unjustly with
their fellows, the possession of power aggravates this inclination. . . . The democ-
ratic techniques of a free society place checks upon the power of the ruler and the
administrator and thus prevent it from becoming vexatious. (R. Niebuhr 1944:
Xiii—xiv)

Niebuhr's (1991: 257) preference for democracy is tempered by worries over
idolatrous devotion to it, “a sin to which Americans are particularly prone.”
False worship simply compounds ideological taint and the will to power pecu-
liarly present among the especially powerful.

In conclusion, Reinhold Niebuhr the “Christian realist” attacked unchastened
idealism as well as a cynicism that would jettison moral values from politics. We
have discovered resources in his thought that seem to allow for unceasing cri-
tique of extant social arrangements; but he made much, too, of the need to take
on moral responsibilities in history, chiding those who evaded them in a vain
and futile quest to maintain moral purity. His criticism of many forms of Chris-
tian pacifism followed the antiperfectionist line, which he joined to his standard
charges of irrelevant idealism and the failure to take sin seriously. The pacifists
whom he targets

merely assert that if only men loved one another, all the complex, and sometimes
horrible realities of the political order could be dispensed with. They do not see that
their “if” begs the most basic problem of human history. It is because men are
sinners that justice can be achieved only by a certain degree of coercion on the one
hand, and by resistance to coercion and tyranny on the other. (R. Niebuhr 1992:
35)

A “non-heretical” pacifism does not reject the Christian notion of original sin
and will not endorse “the absurd idea that perfect love is guaranteed a simple
victory over the world.” Instead, it will commend an individual and collective life
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of self-giving love that also disavows the political task and frees its adherents of
responsibility for social justice. A nonresponsible pacifism is pertinent as critical
reminder of a norm that stays critical for history despite its historical impossi-
bility. An irresponsible pacifism pursues a political relevance that is delusory and
dangerous.

IV

How can anyone deny that Niebuhr's is the quintessential example of a political
ethic of free responsibility? His vision, one might say, never rests in uncritical
contentment. Justice may be realized in human societies with no positive limit
to it set in advance. Yet all achievements fall short and are judged by the law of
love, since they are all tainted by sin . . . and so forth.

Let us reconsider the questioning voices.

Stanley Hauerwas believes that Niebuhr was decisive in developing Christian
ethics

as the attempt to develop those theological, moral, and social insights necessary to
sustain the ambiguous task of achieving more relatively just societies. .. he
assumed that the task of Christian ethics was to formulate the means for Chris-
tians to serve their societies, particularly American society. . . . For Niebuhr and
the social gospelers the subject of Christian ethics was America. (Hauerwas 2001a:
59-60)

This point of view questions several aspects of Niebuhr’s thought. First, it is
a kind of anthropological theology, or even a “natural theology,” that validates
Christian claims in terms of some seemingly inescapable parts of human expe-
rience, for example, the persistence of inordinate self-assertion, anxiety over
limits given powers of self-transcendence, and the ineradicable sense that
mutual harmony in self-giving is normative for human existence. Though he
was “a child of the church” with a “profound faith in the God of Jesus Christ”
(Hauerwas 2001b: 122), Niebuhr still offered a theology and ethics for which
God becomes an answer to and predicate of our human nature and plight so
understood. Political activity that is free for the God sovereignly revealed in Jesus
Christ is lost to the degree that it is based on a sort of projection of our own self-
understanding, and a rejoinder along the lines of the restlessness of radical self-
transcendence is unpersuasive. Second, Niebuhr's reticence about the distinctive
practices of the Christian community is correlated with demonstrating how
political ethics can proceed independently of an ecclesially shaped Christian the-
ology and form of life. This move well served a religiously diverse American
scene, just as a standing caution against self-righteousness fostered a humility
that supported practices of “tolerance” which ruled out Christian political exper-
iments conducted in the name of a “holiness” unconformed to the terms of
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justice, coercion, and the balance of power (Hauerwas 2001b: 115-16, 131,
135-7).

Niebuhr's efforts to give democracy “a more adequate cultural basis” by way
of Christian vision fuels Hauerwas's concerns. He thinks Niebuhr simply
assumes that “liberal” social orders are normative for Christians, and in partic-
ular that the quest for justice is soundly and adequately based on working for an
ordered balance of power preserving freedom and equality. Christian life and
action effectively become “well policed” by the requirement of sustaining liberal
democracy as a universal moral achievement. In this case, Christians in their
communities may be rendered defenseless when their democracies go to war to
defend and extend democratic values (Hauerwas 1994: 98-106). The problem
is exacerbated by Niebuhr's penchant for consequentialist analysis that appears
to overlook stringent norms that limit violence and protect human rights, such
as the absolute immunity of noncombatants from direct attack in wartime. With
regard to the United States’ use of atomic weapons against Japanese nonmilitary
targets in World War II, for example, Niebuhr found reason to justify the slaugh-
ter of innocents in order to gain the enemy’s unconditional surrender and save
American lives. To be sure, and in keeping with his general political ethics, he
also named Americans guilty for their evil and subsequent self-righteousness
(Fox 1985: 224-5).

Now, Niebuhr questions the idolatry of democracy, as we have seen. Recall,
too, his awareness that ruling powers may be partial to political and economic
interests. The awareness can clear a space for extensive political critique. The law
of love is meant to afford leverage for challenging all specific historical arrange-
ments, democratic or otherwise. As far as Christian “defenselessness” before
democracy’s wars go, one can weigh in Niebuhr’s ready concession “that a wise
statesmanship will seek not only to avoid conflict, but to avoid violence in con-
flict” (R. Niebuhr 1991: 242). Niebuhr’s Christian realism, finally, does appear
to be patient of revision along the lines Paul Ramsey pursued, correcting its util-
itarian excesses (Ramsey 1968: 260).

Hauerwas would likely find all of this beside the point. The anthropological
basis of Niebuhr's theology steers it away from the reality of the God to whom
we are above all to remain faithful. The inattention of this theology to the social
location of distinctively peaceable, nonviolent Christian witness to the world in
and from the church leaves Christians only with the social location of democ-
ratic culture and above all the nation-state, and tempts them to see their faith
as one among many “worldviews” making sense of the human scene in liberal
society. The state’s claims to loyalty, expressed above all in the claim upon citi-
zens that they may and indeed must kill in wartime, thus will meet with no con-
cretely countervailing prophetic pressure. Principles that protect the innocent,
in the end, will give way to the aspirations of nationalism in the state’s use of
them and other “just war criteria” for the purpose of easing “our” conscience
and vindicating “our” moral decency. Christians, for Hauerwas (1994: 105-6),
can authentically claim free political responsibility to God if they give up, and
struggle mightily to give up, their pretensions to be rulers, or the sorts of folks
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whose responsibility for society is presumed to determine society through the
exercise of the conventions of merely coercive or violent political power. The pre-
tension turns ever so easily into a responsibility to society disloyal to the God dis-
closed in Jesus Christ. He cites Luke 22: 24—30 as a challenging paradigm:

A dispute also arose among them, which of them was to be regarded as the great-
est. And he said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them;
and those in authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with you; rather
let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who
serves. For which is the greater, one who sits at table, or one who serves? Is it not
the one who sits at table? But I am among you as one who serves. You are those
who have continued with me in my trials; and T assign to you, as my Father
assigned to me, a kingdom, that you may eat and drink in my kingdom, and sit on
thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.

Here and elsewhere, Hauerwas expresses his indebtedness to the work of John
Howard Yoder; but the latter may distinguish himself from the former in clearly
specifying the character of a positive Christian witness to the state, a witness not
just against the nations but for them first of all. Yoder’s analysis of the same text
from Luke is subversively Niebuhrian. The fact of the rulers’ dominion is
assumed. The rulers will count themselves benefactors, appealing, for better and
worse, to human and moral value. Jesus denies none of this, but simply asks that
the disciples do something else, which at least means not to play the game of
simply showing how the rulers of the nations help us all out, and on the rulers’
own terms. In the passage we find both an acknowledgment of power and coer-
cion and authority, and an appeal to moral value in politics. But for Christians
the realism of the first point meets with a realism of the second in that the self-
justifying appeals to the value of the “common good” are to be critically
employed against those who rule, from a political standpoint and governed by
the church’s faithful, nonviolent witness to Jesus Christ. From this perspective
democracy is not valorized as a governing institution or system that somehow
demands our assent in terms of Christian values. Christians will instead engage
in an ad hoc operation in loyalty to God that both uses democratic ideology
against its ideologically tainted spokespersons and witnesses to new forms of
community rooted in the practices of disciples (Yoder 1984: 155-9).

Hence Yoder contends that the standpoint of disciples is nonviolent and “set
apart” in ways that are, pace Reinhold Niebuhr, neither nonresponsible nor irre-
sponsible. The Christian community will not disavow political responsibility, and
it will not sentimentally trumpet the law of love amid historical conflict. It will
witness to the state — to the democratic state, let us say — as the “least oppressive
oligarchy” (Yoder 1984: 158-9), trying to hold it true to its proper functions of
limiting violence, upholding the dignity of dissent, and protecting “those cate-
gories of persons. .. excluded from the economic and social privileges of the
strong” (Yoder 1964: 41). The church will not see the coercion and violence of
the state as anything other than the old aeon in which evil is used against itself
by God to clear a space for the work of the Gospel. The work itself, moreover, pos-
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itively implies a number of civil imperatives for any community, such as egali-
tarianism (given Christians’ baptism into one body), a welcoming of the poor
into full fellowship (implied in the Eucharist), and a standing social policy of for-
giveness (Yoder 1997: 33, 49). Even with respect to war, nonviolent witness may
operate on a “continuum of increasing tolerability” that distinguishes wars, not
as just or unjust, but as more or less unjust. All of this may be part of evange-
lization, of repentance and conversion, little by little, to God (Yoder 1964: 48,
25).

One Niebuhrian rejoinder at this point may be that the nonresisting ethic of
Jesus is inevitably compromised by any “pacifism” that seeks to change society
for the better through immersion in social conflicts shot through with coercion.
Even nonviolent resistance buys into coerciveness, into forcing others to act in
your interests against their will; but since the difference between this and violent
resistance is only one of the degree of coercion involved, judgments of expedi-
ency alone (and not judgments of principle in terms of Jesus’ nonresistance to
evil, overcoming it with good) determine how to proceed. Nonviolent disciples of
Jesus Christ thus find themselves participating in the power struggles of history
that they would (and, for Niebuhr, ought to) disavow at the price of nonrespon-
sibility (R. Niebuhr 1932: 252, 263-5). Yoder answers, first, by denying that
good work for justice under God always requires immersion in coercion, power
struggles, or violence. Second