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INTRODUCTION

My goal in this book is to bring together two significant aspects of biblical
interpretation: the history of biblical interpretation and the appropriation
of the Bible for Christian ethics. In both instances my focus is on the twenticth
century, particularly on how the Bible has been used in constructing Christian
theological ethics. Although many books and articles have been written describ-
ing how the Bible should be used in Christian theological ethics,' very little
rescarch has been done on how the Bible actually has been used in the work of
twentieth-century Christian theological ethicists.? (The work that has been done
comes almost exclusively from those with primary formal training in Christian
theological ethics rather than from those whose primary formal training is in
biblical studies.) Further, although many studies have examined the ethics of
Scripture,® that is, the various moral visions and moral worlds of the different
biblical writers, relatively little work has been devoted to what might be called
the scriptures of ethics—namely, an assessment of construals of the Bible for
contemporary theological ethics.

I intend to focus attention on a series of related questions revolving around
how Christian ethicists and moral theologians have made use of Scripture in
their constructive work. Specifically, I use five guiding questions to explore ways
in which the Bible has been used and approached by various theological eth-
icists. There are other questions one could ask, but to me these seem to be
among the most important.4

First, what biblical texts are used? This question seems to me to be the
most obvious starting point, and yet it is surprisingly almost never asked. Before
one can talk about how Scripture is used, one first has to determine where and
when an author uses the Bible. In making constructive use of the Bible every
theologian/ethicist necessarily chooses to highlight certain parts over others. For
a variety of reasons, theologians operate out of a working biblical canon with
specific contours. My first task is to identify the shape of the working biblical
canon for the various theological ethicists surveyed in this book.

Second, how does the author use Scripture? While it is important to be
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aware of which biblical texts an author uses—especially in secking to discern
each author’s working biblical canon—the mere use of a passage in itself is not
necessarily scli-explanatory. The appeal to a biblical passage only makes sense,
of course, in the larger context in which it appears. 'lo ask how an author uses
the Bible, then, is to ask a very broad question, since all the authors studied
here appeal to the Bible in a variety of contexts. Rather than limiting myself to
prefabricated notions of “use,” | have attempted to describe and analyze the
various authors” “uses” of Seripture in keeping with the larger contexts and pur-
poses of their writings. 'This is not to say that I have no presuppositions about
ways in which the Bible is used or construed in constructive theological ethics.
Rather, my aim has been to describe as clearly and as thoroughly as possible —
in ways rccognizable both to the authors themselves and to the larger communi-
ties of ceclesial and academic discourse—how the various authors appear to be
employing Scripture. In almost all cases, this is the longest and most fully devel-
oped section of each chapter.

Third, how is the authority of Scripture envisioned? To ask this question
neeessarily raises many others. What is the relation of biblical authority to other
moral norms? In what ways, if any, is Scripture normative? How does one distin-
guish among competing interpretations of Scripture? In addition to making sig-
nificant use of Scripture, all the authors studied have somecthing to say about the
authority of Scripture for moral discourse; in construing Seripture for Christian
theological ethics, it is important to articulate clearly cach author’s understand-
ing of biblical authority.

Fourth, what kind of hermencutic is employed in approaching the Bible?
In selecting and using biblical passages in their constructive theological ethics,
cach author has a set of implicit or explicit, hermencutical convictions for un-
derstanding the Bible. My goal is to describe as clearly as possible the herme-
neutical method(s) evident in cach author’s handling of Scripture, especially as
this relates to their constructive theological and ethical prograimns.

Fifth, what is the relationship between the Bible and Christian ethics? 'To a
degree, this question is related to the sccond question, but here I am primarily
interested in secing how each author construes the significance of Scripture for
practical and constructive Christian ethics. In part, this can be illustrated by
seeing how the Bible is related to specific issues in theological ethics.

After asking these five questions of cach author, I then conclude each chap-
ter with comments by way of critical cvaluation, highlighting what I believe to
be the strengths and weaknesses of cach author’s “use” of Scripture for construc-
tive Christian theological ethics, as well as posing questions for further consider-
ation.

But of whom am 1 asking these guiding questions and why have T chosen
to concentrate on the works of these authors and not others? Why have 1 opted
to focus on discrete authors at all rather than on larger “movements” within
Chiristian theological ethics?

I have selected cight of the most important contributors to theological eth-
ics in the twentieth century: Reinhold Niebuhr, H. Richard Niebuhr, Bernard
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Hiring, Paul Ramsey, Stanley Haucrwas, Gustavo Gutiérrez, James Cone, and
Rosemary Radford Ruether. My criteria for choosing the works of these authors
are fourfold. First, T particularly wanted to study the writings of twentieth-
century Christian theologians whose work has been among the most influential
for moral discourse within the larger Christian community. Sccond, the authors
chosen needed to have produced a sufficient body of work to allow for an in-
depth analysis. Third, it was important to select authors who make repeated and
significant usc of the Bible in their constructive work. And, fourth, T wanted to
choose authors who, considered collectively, present various (if not nccessarily
representative) ways in which the Bible has been appropriated for Christian
theological cthics in the twentieth century.

The writings of cach of the eight authors selected continue to excrcise a
tremendous influence on contemporary Christian theological and cthical re-
fection: Reinhold Niebuhr for his “Christian realism” in all aspects of Christian
ethics; H. Richard Niebuhr for his ethics of response and his work in narrative
theological ethics; Bernard Hiring for his pioneering work as a Roman Catholic
moral theologian in recasting the natural law tradition and in leading the re-
newal of a more biblically grounded moral theology; Paul Ramsey for his em-
phasis on covenantal ethics and his contributions to just war theory and medical
ethics; Stanley Hauerwas for his emphasis on the communal context of interpre-
ting the Christian story and his forceful articulation of a nonviolent Christian
ethics; Gustavo Gutiérrez for his foundational contribution to Latin American
liberation theology; James Cone for his fundamental and formative work in the
black theology of liberation; and Rosemary Radford Ruether for her constructive
work in feminist theology and ethics.

The use of the Bible in the constructive work of other prominent twentieth-
century Christian theological ethicists might also be examined (e.g., Walter
Rauschenbusch, James Gustafson, John Howard Yoder, Charles Curran, and
Beverly Harrison, to name but a few).” Limiting this study to those chosen is
largely pragmatic, in that | want to examine in depth a sufficiently broad and
significant group of Christian theological ethicists. 1 consider the chapters that
follow to be excgetical probes, as it were—an excgetical analysis of the writings
of various theologians and ethicists with a focus on their uses of Scripture.

A brief word about the relation and distinction between “theology” and
“ethics” is in order. The disciplines of systematic theology and theological ethics
are obviously very closely related and overlap to a significant degree. In practice,
however—especially on the American scene—systematic theology has focused
on what would be considered classical questions of theology revolving around
the identity and actions of God, (e.g., doctrines of God, creation, sin, redemp-
tion, Christology, and revelation), whereas theological ethics has grown out of
theology and has placed greater emphasis on human responses to God, as well
as to other people, on what it means to be faithful to God and to one another
in practical terms. Though theology and ethics are inseparable, for better or
worse they have come to be relatively distinet, if closely related, fields of dis-
course. The writings of all the authors examined here could be—and, to some
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degree, have been—considered within the field of systematic theology rather
than theological ethics (especially those of H. Richard Niebuhr). The three lib-
eration theologians (Gutiérrez, Cone, and Ruether) have all argued that the
distinction between theology and ethics is a falsc one (as has Hauerwas on other
grounds) and that all theology is best scen as critical reflection on Christian
praxis, on activity in the world. All this is to acknowledge that a sharp distinction
between theology and cthics is inappropriate. However, for the purposes of this
study | am more interested in what has come to be the area of theological ethics
than I am in systematic theology, especially as it has been traditionally and
classically defined.®

Why have I chosen to study the writings of individual authors rather than
seek to discern various “types” of construing Scripture for cthics? One of the
aspects with which I am most concerned is the specificity of an author’s uscs of
Scripture. To this end, I am convinced that the only responsible way to describe
and analyzc an author’s uses of the Bible is to undertake a thorough reading of
each author’s writings and then sec how the Bible is used within the context of
cach author’s larger constructive theology and ethics. Among other things, this
means taking into account the ecclesial tradition and the social location within
which each author stands and out of which each author writes, as well as the
broader currents in theology and ethics to which the various authors are re-
sponding. However, to abstract from all this a serics of types into which each
author might fit seems to me somewhat artificial and would detract from my
focus on the specific uses of specific biblical passages in the constructive work
of the eight theologians/ethicists 1 have chosen.”

This brings me to the topic of my own identity as the author of this study,
which is not irrelevant. I write from a confessional (Christian) perspective and
as a white, upper-middle-class, professional male working as a professor at a
Roman Catholic university shaped by the Jesuit and Marymount traditions (spe-
cifically, Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles). [ am an ordained minis-
ter in the Presbyterian Church (USA), in which I actively participate. I am
a biblical scholar (New Testament) trained in the traditional historical-critical
approach, but with strong leanings in the direction of literary, narrative, and
sociological approaches to biblical studies (like most of my pecrs at other institu-
tions). I write as one committed to dealing with biblical writings honestly and
openly, recognizing the tremendous influence they have had—and continue to
have—yet also recognizing significant problems both in understanding the writ-
ings themselves and in assessing how they have been appropriated and (mis)-
used.

In my own view, the Bible is a collection of writings by various people and
communities that have sought to give voice both to their perceptions of God’s
workings and to their understanding of what it means to live faithfully before
God and with one another. I write as a Christian moved by these (and other)
testimonies to discern God’s continued working in and about our midst. I have
no doubt that these aspects of my own identity (together with others) have
shaped my approach to the writings of the different authors considered in this
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book, my attempts to attain some critical distance notwithstanding. Nonetheless,
[ believe it possible to carry out a descriptive analysis of the appropriations of
Scripture in the writings of the various authors considered in a manner that is
recognizable both to the authors themselves and to the larger communities of
ecclesial and academic discourse.

I am convinced that more clarity can be gained about the relationship(s)
we pursue between Scripture and Christian ethics if we have a better under-
standing of how Scripture and cthics have been related by those who have made
crucial contributions to constructive theological cthics in the twentieth century.
Simply stated, we will have a better idea of where we are and where we are
going if we have a clearer conception of where we have been. To that end, 1
have written this book in the hope of contributing both to the modermn history
of biblical interpretation and, in particular, to discussions regarding the use(s)
of the Bible in constructive Christian theological ethics.®



sy

REINHOLD NIEBUHR

Scripture as S)/mbol

n 8 March 1948, Reinhold Niebuhr (:892-1971) appeared on the cover of

Time magazine, its twenty-fifth anniversary issue. The article inside referred
to Reinhold Niebuhr as the number one theologian in America, a statement
that could find little dispute in the 1940s. Niebuhr’s powerful writings together
with memories of his personal presence have continued to exercisc considerable
influence on theological and ethical discussions to the present time. His legacy
has been enormous. One indication of his influence can be seen from the num-
ber of volumes on Niebuhr that have appeared from the 1950s through the 1980s
and into the 199os.!

There is, however, a surprising and significant lacuna in the many studies
on Reinhold Niebuhr’s theology and cthics: his use of Scripture. To a large
degree Niebuhr grounded his theology and ethics in Scripture,? and yet the
relationship between his use of Scripture and his theological ethics has received
almost no attention, despite renewed interest in the use of Scripture in Christian
ethics.® Since Reinhold Niebuhr and his brand of Christian realism have made
such a significant mark on contemporary Christian theologians and ethicists, it
is important to be aware of how he used Scripture. Indeed, commenting on the
enduring influence of Niebuhr’s approach to Scripture, Michael Cartwright has
observed that “scholars in the field of Christian ethics have rarely noted the
extent of Niebuhr’s influence with respect to the use of Scripture in Christian
ethics. . . . Christian ethicists writing after Niebuhr may not even realize how
much they have been influenced by his use of Scripture.”* Here I seek to de-
scribe and assess Niebuhr's use of the Bible in his theological ethics.

At the outset, three preliminary comments are appropriate. First, by way of
reiteration, 1 should state clearly that I am approaching Reinhold Niebuhr’s use
of Scripture, not as an ethicist, but as a biblical scholar interested in the interac-
tion between Scripture and ethics. Second, my analysis of Niebuhr’s use of
Scripture is drawn from an extensive but not exhaustive examination of Nie-
buhr's writings. The vast extent and often occasional character of his writings
makes it practically impossible to do other than assess but a part of his literary
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output.” I am drawing my analysis principally from a few central and representa-
tive writings: his most systematic and extensive work, the two-volume The Na-
ture and Destiny of Man; his essays in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics; a
collection of his sermons edited by his wife, Ursula Niebuhr, entitled Justice
and Mercy; and four collections of his essays (Fssays in Applied Christianity:
The Church and the New World and Love and Justice: Selections from the Shorter
Writings of Reinhold Niebuhr, both edited by D. B. Robertson; The Essential
Reinhold Niebuhr, edited by R. M. Brown; and Reinhold Niebuhr: Theologian of
Public Life, edited by L. Rasmussen). I have also used other, occasional writings.

Third, it is important to note that nowhere in his writings does Niebuhr
articulate a self-conscious or explicit “method” for using Scripture.® He does not
clearly give any governing “hermeneutic.” Thus, one has to draw out from his
extensive writings an explicit description and analysis of his use of Scripture.
There is a danger here, because Nicbuhr tended not to be terribly systematic in
his writings. Indeed, he was uneasy with being called a “theologian” because it
implied doing more thoroughgoing and comprehensive systematics than he
found of interest.” He thought of himself as more of a preacher than a profes-
sional theologian. As his wife, Ursula Nicbuhr, reported, Reinhold Niebuhr re-
marked to some theological students in 1955 that “he was ‘one who loves preach-
ing more than teaching, a sort of a preacher by instinct—no, I won't say by
instinct, but by preference.” ”® "Thus it is somewhat artificial to look for a “sys-
tem” or “method” of using Scripture in Niebuhr’s work. Nevertheless, because
of Niebuhr's tremendous influence, it remains a significant endeavor to describe
the contours of Niebuhr’s use of Scripture.

As was noted in the Introduction, my descriptive analysis will procced by
asking five related questions: What biblical texts does Niebuhr use? How does
he use the texts to which he appeals? How does he envision the authority of
Scripture? What kind of hermeneutic does he employ? And how does he envi-
sion the constructive relationship between Scripture and ethics? I will then con-
clude with a brief evaluation of Niebuhr’s use of Scripture in ethics.

Biblical Texts Used by Reinhold Niebuhr

By way of a general observation, one striking feature of Niebuhr’s writings is the
frequency with which he refers in rather generic terms to the “biblical concep-
tion” of this, the “biblical doctrine” of that, or the “biblical view” of something
else. Indeed, Nicbuhr characterizes his own work as a “Biblical-Christian” ap-
proach, although he never defines exactly what this means.” Even a casual pe-
rusal of Niebuhr’s writings reveals his habit of referring to “biblical” notions. To
take, for example, one short segment from the first volume of The Nature and
Destiny of Man, the section “Creation as Revelation” (pp. 131-36), one finds
references to “Biblical faith” (pp. 131, 133), “Biblical religion” (pp. 132, 134), “the
Biblical doctrine of creation” (pp. 133, 134), “the Biblical emphasis upon the
meaningfulness of human history” (p. 134), “the Biblical idea of Creator” (p.
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135), and “the Biblical conception of God” (p. 135). Significantly, in this same
section the only explicit reference to a specific text is to Rom. 1:19—20. Indeed,
Niebuhr often docs not cite specific biblical texts to support his general charac-
terization of an idea or conception as “biblical.”

Sometimes, however, Niebuhr does refer to various specific texts in a rela-
tively short span. In the scction “Historical and Special Revelation” in The Na-
ture and Destiny of Man (vol. 1, pp. 136—49), for example, the section immedi-
ately following “Creation as Revelation,” Nicbuhr again refers generically to “the
Biblical idea of the character of human history” (p. 137), “the Biblical interpreta-
tion of sin” (p. 139), “the emphasis of Biblical faith upon history as a revelation
of the wrath of God” (p. 141), and the like, but he also explicitly cites Isa. 44:6,
45, 47:10; Ezek. 28:2~g; Psalm 49; Luke 12:19-20; and Rom. 1:18-23 in support of
his assertions.

When one examines Niebuhr's work as a whole, one finds that he tends to
make more frequent references to specific biblical texts in his more overtly theo-
logical writings, even if often in passing. For example, in The Nature and Des-
tiny of Man the Scripture index lists about two hundred passages cited over the
course of about six hundred pages of text. In his more socially and politically
oriented writings, however, Nicbuhr rarely cites Scripture, perhaps because of
the more public forum he was seeking to influence. !

Although one rarcly finds a Scripture index in Nicbuhr’s works, one can
make several observations regarding which specific texts he uses. Not surpris-
ingly for a Christian ethicist, Niebuhr tends to favor the New Testament over
the Old Testament, but in no way does he have Marcionite leanings. Regarding
the Old Testament, Nicbuhr once gave the following appreciative statement:

Nothing gives Biblical faith a greater consistency than this subordination of the
struggle between good and cvil men to the more significant struggle between
all men and God in “whose sight no man living is justified.” If there was any
inconsistency in the Old Testament upon these two strains of interpretation, it
is certainly overcome in the New Testament. There only the one conflict is
dealt with so consislently that one sometimes wonders whether the conflict
between justice and injustice in history is considered at all. This is why in
times of such conflicts, as in the recent war, we turn with a certain relief to
the Old Testament and thank God that it is a part of the Bible.!

From the Old Testament he has a definite preference for the prophets (espe-
cially Isaiah and Amos) and for the Psalms. Aside from Genesis 1-3, the Penta-
teuch receives almost no attention at all, as can be seen from The Nature and
Destiny of Man, where Niebuhr refers explicitly to texts from the Torah only
ten times (eight of them from Gen. 1-3, the other two from Gen. 28:12 and
Deut. 5:6—7).

Among the writings of the New Testament, Nicbuhr prefers the Gospel of
Matthew and Paul’s letter to the Romans. In his use of Matthew, he has a slight
preference for the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5—7), as well as for the apoca-
lyptic judgment texts from Matthew 24-25. In his use of Romans he draws heav-
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ily on the discussion of sin in Romans 12 and especially on Paul’s treatment of
sin and law in Romans 7. He also makes regular use of 1 Corinthians. As for the
rest of the New 'lestament, he rarely refers to the Gospel of Mark or to the
Gospel of John, and the other documents receive only sporadic use (c.g., only
three references to the Acts of the Apostles in all the writings surveyed).

How Reinhold Niebuhr Uses Scripture

Niebuhr uses the Bible in essentially three different but closely related ways.
First, Nicbuhr uses the Bible to create symbolic constructs that guide his overall
approach to and use of Scripture. Second, Niebuhr employs a relatively stan-
dard “biblical concept” approach. And, third, Niebuhr makes “illustrative” use
of the Bible. We will look at each of these in turn.

Symbolic Constructs: Prophetic Religion and
the Love Ethic of Jesus

Niebuhr did not, of course, approach the Bible with a blank slate. Rather, he
had been thoroughly schooled in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century
liberal understanding of the Bible, and despite his sharp criticisms of liberalism,
his thought remained deeply influenced by it, especially by such figures as
"Troeltsch and Harnack. In his essay “How My Mind Has Changed,” Niebuhr
acknowledged, “I find that I am a liberal at heart, and that many of my [carlier]
broadsides against liberalism were indiscriminate.” '

Thus, Niebuhr already had an interpretive framework for approaching the
Bible as a whole. This framework is characterized by two fundamental con-
structs that Niebuhr derived in a general way from liberalisin’s reading of the
Bible, constructs that he used both for interpreting the Bible and for relating
the Bible to moral life in the twentieth century. These two symbolic constructs
of the Bible are “prophetic religion” and “the love ethic of Jesus.” Both of these
constructs recur throughout Niebuhr’s writings. Indeed, they represent for Nie-
buhr the highest and most noble expressions of humanity’s attempts in history
to be faithful to God. The notion of prophetic religion, of course, has to do
primarily with the witness of the Old Testament, while the love ethic of Jesus
deals with the New Testament. But the two are very closely related, as we shall
see.

Niebuhr never really gives a specific definition of “prophetic religion,” but
it is relatively clear what he means by the phrase.!® Prophetic religion acknowl-
edges God as the transcendent creator and judge of the world. It trusts God as
the unity, ground, and goal of all existence. Prophetic religion, or “Hebraic
Prophetism” as he sometimes calls it, is significant because it

is the beginning of revelation in the history of religion. It is the beginning of
revelation because here, for the first time, in the history of culture the eternal
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and divine is not regarded as the extension and fulfillment of the highest hu-
man possibilities. . . . God’s word 1s spoken against both his favored nation and
against all nations. This means that prophetism has the first understanding of
the fact that the rcal problem of history is not the finiteness of all human
endeavors, which must await for their completion by divine power. The real
problem of history is the proud pretension of all human endcavors, which seeks
to obscure their finite and partial character and thereby involves history in cvil
and sin. ™
Prophetic religion recognizes the true identity of God as the transcendent
ground of being and the true identity of humanity as utterly dependent upon
and rebellious against God. As he puts it elsewhere, “It is the genius and the
task of prophetic religion to insist on the organic relation between historic hu-
man existence and that which is both the ground and the fulfillment of this
existence, the transcendent.” " Thus, for Niebuhr, prophetic religion empha-
sizes God as the source and sustainer of all things and humanity’s sinful pride
in the face of God. Especially important for Niebuhr in this regard is that the
Old Testament prophets spoke against Israel as well as against the nations. 'True
prophetic religion does not give in to the sin of nationalistic pride. Indeed,
when he appeals to prophetic religion, Niebuhr regularly refers to the prophets
Amos and Isaiah (espccially First Tsaiah), famous for speaking God’s word of
judgment against Isracl.'®

For Niebuhr, the construct of prophetic rcligion scrves a crucial, and pri-
marily negative, role in any legitimate expression of Christian faith. Prophetic
religion provides a basis for criticizing false developments in Christian thought,
especially in discussing the Christian conception of sin. As Niebuhr puts it in
the closing comments of his early book An Interpretation of Christian Ethics:

[TThe truth of prophetic religion, and of Christianity in so far as Christianity is
truly prophetic, must survive the tempests of a dying civilization as an ark sur-
viving the flood. . . . It is the life in this ark of prophetic religion, therefore,
which must generate the spirituality of any culture of an age in which human
vitality is brought under a decent discipline. (p. 146)

It is significant to note here Niebuhr's characterization of prophetic religion as
an “ark” that survives the flood of a dying and sinful civilization. By referring to
prophetic religion as a symbolic ark, Niebuhr invokes the language of the faith-
ful remnant that endures despite human sinfulness. What is more striking, how-
ever, is that prophetic religion is not a remnant or an ark of Israel per se, of
God’s covenant community called out from the peoples of the world; rather,
prophetic religion is that which generates “the spirituality of any culture” of
apparently any age that has lost its “human vitality.” Thus, prophetic religion
extends well beyond the religious boundaries within which it arises, and it func-
tions on a much larger scale of human culture than was the case for the proph-
ets in ancient Israel.

[ suspect that one rcason the construct of prophetic religion especially ap-
pealed to Niebuhr was because he saw himself as somcthing of a prophetic
figure in the United States, sccking to generate a renewed and realist spirituality
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on the American scene. Just as Amos and Isaiah wamed Israel about God’s
impending judgment because of Israel’s pride, so Nicbuhr constantly warned
the leaders of the United States, along with those of Germany and the former
Soviet Union, not to be too self-righteous in domestic and international affairs.!”
Niebuhr’s primary community, then, was not so much the church as it was the
forum of national and international policy debates addressed in light of his
Christian convictions.

If prophetic religion provides a critical perspective on human existence,
pointing simultaneously to God’s transcendence and human sinfulness, then the
construct of the love ethic of Jesus provides for Niebuhr a positive basis, an
ideal, for the construction of a Christian ethic. Indeed, he sces the love cthic of
Jesus as the fruition of prophetic religion. Thus Nicbuhr begins his lecture on
“The Ethic of Jesus” with this statement: “The ethic of Jesus is the perfect fruit
of prophetic religion. Its ideal of love has the same relation to the facts and
necessities of human experience as the God of prophetic faith has to the world.
... The ethic proceeds logically from the presuppositions of prophetic reli-
gion.” 18

The love ethic of Jesus is an ideal for Niebuhr because Jesus’ love was
oriented to the other, primarily to God and then to other people, both neighbor
and enemy. His love was not self-love. According to Niebuhr, the love ethic of
Jesus is ultimately expressed in his sacrificial love as he accepted death on the
cross for others. Human beings constrained by history can thus most nearly
approximate the love cthic of Jesus by practicing sacrificial love. Closely related
to sacrificial love is “love as forgiveness,” forbearing with the shortcomings and
sins of another. Within history, it is possible for humans to realize only these
two “pinnacles of love,” as Niebuhr calls them: sacrificial love and love as tor-
giveness.!” Because of human sinfulness, the transcendent character of love as
universal actuality will only be expressed beyond history.

With regard to the love ethic, it 1s also crucial for Niebuhr to argue that
the love ethic of Jesus is an impossible ethical ideal. It presents a transcendent
absolute and radical ideal that is beyond the striving of human potential con-
strained by history. But it remains an absolutely essential ideal because it points
to the individual’s relationship with God, a relationship that God initiates and
that is finally consurnmated beyond history. It is also essential because within
history it places human pretensions in stark relief by showing the selfsecking
and self-justifying behavior that inevitably characterizes and undermines human
actions.?

These two constructs—prophetic religion and the love ethic of Jesus—pro-
vided Niebuhr with symbolic constructs for understanding the significance of
the Bible as a whole and for relating the biblical witness to the moral life of
humanity in the modern age.

Biblical Coneepts

A second way in which Niebuhr uses the Bible can be described as a “biblical
concept” approach.?’ A biblical concept approach is simply an attempt to dis-
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cern what the Bible says about this or that subject. Thus the cohesive theology
and ethics of the biblical witness itsclf are sought regarding various concepts, an
endcavor that presupposes that the Bible in fact contains such cohesive con-
cepts.?? In the course of The Nature and Destiny of Man, for example, Niebuhr
devotes different sections to various biblical concepts. In one place he discusses
the biblical basis of the doctrine that humanity was made in the image of God
(vol. 1, pp. 151-66) and the biblical “doctrine of man as creature” (vol. 1, pp.
167-77). He appeals extensively to the Bible in his analysis of “man as sinner”
{vol. 1, pp. 178—207) and discusses the biblical concept of “original sin and man’s
responsibility” (vol. 1, pp. 241-04). Niebuhr presents the biblical concept of “pro-
phetic messianism” and seeks to show how Jesus reinterpreted this concept {vol.
2, pp. 23-34). e also has sections addressing “the biblical doctrine of grace”
(vol. 2, pp. 100~107) and “the NT idea of the end” (vol. 2, pp. 28¢-98).

On two occasions he uses passages from Paul’s letters to provide section
headings for his discussions in the second volume of The Nature and Destiny of
Man. From 1 Cor. 1:24 Niebuhr uses Paul’s language of Christ as the “wisdom
of God” and the “power of God” to discuss what the concepts of wisdom and
power mean (pp. 54-62), as well as Paul’s refercnces (1 Cor. 1:25) to the “foolish-
ness of God” and the “wisdom of man” (pp. 62-67). And in his development of
the theme of grace as God’s power in and mercy toward humanity, Niebuhr
uses Paul’s statement from Gal. 2:20 to provide section headings: “1 am crucified
with Christ; nevertheless 1 live; yet not 1, but Christ liveth in me” (pp. 107-20).
Thus we can see that various biblical concepts, cspecially from the New Testa-
ment, are very important for Niebuhr's analysis of the human situation and his
exposition of human destiny.

In addition to these examples from The Nature and Destiny of Man, Nic-
buhr’s other writings also contain endless gencric references to the biblical doc-
trinc of this or the biblical concept of that, as we have seen. Yet almost never
does he provide any excgetical analysis to support his assertions. Nevertheless, it
seems important for Nichbuhr to develop such concepts and doctrines in order
to show that his own theological analyses are clearly grounded in the Bible. On
the whole, then, Niebuhr seems more interested simply in calling attention to
the biblical basis of his thought than in demonstrating it. Perhaps being the
pragmatist that he was, he thought that he was merely explicating what to him
appeared the obvious meaning of the texts. Perhaps this tendency also supports
Nicbulr's contention that he was more at home as a preacher than as an acade-
mician concerned with scholarly exegesis of biblical texts.

Indeed, Niebuhr secms little interested or even much aware of what was
going on in biblical studies from the 1930s through the 1950s. He occasionally
refers to the work of biblical scholars, especially from the early twentieth cen-
tury, such as S. J. Case, C. C. Torrey, IT. W. Robinson, B. Weiss, P. Wernle,
A. Schlatter, and R. 11, Charles, though he also occasionally uses the work of
C. L. Dodd and R. Bultmann. By and large, however, he makes little construc-
tive use of biblical studies in his writings.?®

Niebuhr also tends to view the Bible as a cohesive and coherent witness
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that speaks more often than not with onc voice. He is certainly aware of tensions
between different biblical writers, but he downplays such tensions and instead
lifts up various biblical concepts as if the Bible has a relatively clear and consis-
tent position on them. Niebuhr was criticized for this by E. A. Burtt in his 1950
essay “Some Questions About Niebuhr’s Theology.” Burtt asks:

If we take any major theological theme and examine the relevant facts objec-
tively, do we not find, first that in the Bible itsclf there is a diversity of beliefs
with respect to that theme; and second, that Niebuhr's interpretation of any
one of them is contradicted by many other interpretations that have just as
good a claim as his own to constitute the “Biblical view™? . . . The crucial
point . . . is whether the evidence really supports the idea that there is any
such thing as the Biblical view, and whether therefore any theology which
assumes that there is does not inevitably project into the teachings of the Bible
a sclection, an emphasis, and an organizing unity that are in the theologian
and not in the Bible. %t

In his own “Reply to Interpretation and Criticism,” Niebuhr admits that the
Bible does contain some conflicting ideas, but he goes on to state, “I believe
nevertheless that there is a ‘Biblical’” faith of great consistency and unique-
ness.” 2> This tendency in Niebuhr to stress the consistency of various biblical
concepts Is somewhat surprising, because clsewhere he is very concerned to let
the tensions stand as dialectics.?®

‘The Bible as Illustrative Source

A third way in which Niebuhr uses the Bible can be called “illustrative.”
Throughout his writings, Niebuhr cites the Bible, sometimes exactly and some-
times loosely, to illustrate and/or to confirm an argument he has been making,
almost by way of proof texts added to flavor the substance of an argument.?” As
Ursula Niebuhr comments, the Bible “gave him illustration]s] for his exposition
of the faith.”?® Thus, for example, Niebuhr states that the genius of the Bible is
that it shows “thc ultimate and transcendent character of God [which]| chal-
lenges man’s own conception of piety and goodness. ‘My thoughts are not your
thoughts,” etc.”

Niebuhr's appeal to Scripture often comes at the end of a discussion or
section. For example, Niebuhr uses Rom. 14:8 to illustrate a general observation
that individuals often must disregard their own personal success and failure for
the sake of the common good. As Niebuhr cites him, Paul states, “Whether we
live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto the Lord; whether
we live therefore, or die, we are the Lord’s.” *°

Elsewhere he uses Paul to criticize Barth's polemic against natural law, cit-
ing Paul’s statement in Rom. 2:14 that “when the Gentiles . . . do by nature the
things contained in the law, these . . . are a law unto themselves”?! Along
similar lines, Niebuhr states: “Karl Barth’s belief that the moral life of man
would possess no valid principles of guidance, if the Ten Commandments had
not introduced such principles by revelation, is as absurd as it is unscriptural.” >




16 Scripture and Ethics

Beyond using specific and isolated texts to illustrate and corroborate a point,
Nicbuhr also often uses biblical images and metaphors. His writings arc gener-
ously scasoned with such images. For example, in a discussion about the rela-
tionship between philosophy and theology Nicbuhr notes that

in practice philosophy sometimes achieves a greater spirit of humility than the-
ology. 1t is saved from hybris by its lack of any quick means of escape from the
obvious limitations of human knowing. 1t has no Jacob’s ladder upon which
the angels of grace rightly ascend and descend, but which is used falsely when
the theological Jacob imagines it an instrument for climbing into heaven.**

Niebuhr will also often use biblical phrases to complete a sentence express-
ing his own thought. For example, in a discussion regarding the risc and fall in
history of the world’s many cultures and civilizations, Niebuhr comments: “In
their weakness and youth, while making their way in history against all the perils
of life, they are revelations of the power of God who ‘hath chosen . . . things
which are not, to bring to nought things that are’” (using 1 Cor. 1:28).>* Niebuhr
also frequently invites the reader to participate in various confessions and ques-
tionings found in the Bible. For example, he lcads the reader to “declare with
Paul” or to “ask with the Fourth Fzra.”*® These confessions and questions are
used to corroborate human experiences. Moreover, as preachers often do, Nic-
buhr regularly strings together biblical citations from different contexts (al-
though he rarely cites more than two verses at a time, except from the Psalins).

Although Nicbuhr often used the Bible as a source for illustrations, it would
be unfair to say that the Bible was peripheral to the substance of his thought.
Niebuhr’s language was so infused with biblical imagery and biblical phrases
that clearly the Bible was not an afterthought for him; rather, these biblical
images, as he appropriated them, formed part of the very fabric of his thinking,
however much they were transformed in the process.

»

Reinhold Niebuhr’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Despite the generous use Niebuhr makes of Scripture, he clearly sees the Bible’s
authority in relative terms. At best, the Bible can have only relative authority
because of its historically contingent character. As Niebulir puts it, “Biblical
observations upon life are made in a living relation to living history. When they
are falsely given an eminence which obscures this relation, they become the
source of error and confusion.”*® Or, as he put it more succinetly, “You cannot
teach the Bible without understanding its historical character.”*” Thus, in prin-
ciple, Niebuhr had a healthy respect for the necd to understand the historical
and social context of the biblical writings.

This respect can also be seen in his understanding of the biblical canon.
According to Nicbuhr, the inclusion of certain writings in the canon is “some-
times quite fortuitous.”*® Or, as Niebuhr observes clsewhere, the Bible contains
“relative standards of knowledge and virtue which happen to be enshrined in a
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religious canon.”* Thus, for Niebuhr, the formation of the canon appears to be
more historical accident than divine inspiration. And so the authority of Serip-
ture would seem to have no necessary dependence on the canonical status of
Scripture.

Nevertheless, Nicbuhr also felt that the value and significance of the Bible
could be obscured by focusing too much on the historical relativities it contains.
And so Niebuhr sharply criticized such liberal biblical scholars as Shirley Jack-
son Case, for example, for attributing the rigor of Jesus’ ethic to “the peculiar
circumstances of time and place —agrarian simplicity . . . as contrasted with the
industrial complexities of our own day.”* For Niebuhr such an analysis was the
result of the liberal illusion that in the gospel ethic of Jesus “we are dealing
with a possible and prudential ethic.”*! According to Niebuhr, the authority of
the Bible, though relativized by its historical contingencies, is also enduring,
because the Bible alone relates the drama of Israel and the Christ, which best
reveals the human situation in light of God’s love and justice. 'The authority of
the Bible thus derives from its capacity to reflect God’s transcendent character
anud the historical constraints which characterize human existence.

Overall, however, Niebuhr seems to be most concerned with those who
have too lofty a view of Scripture, and so he tends 1o address the issue of scrip-
tural authority in a largely negative way, pointing out when appeals to biblical
authority are inappropriate. To see Scripture with much of orthodox Christianity
as “an authoritative compendium of social, economic, political, and scientific
knowledge” is to use it as a “vehicle of the sinful sanctification and scientific
knowledge of relative standards.”** Along the same lines, he mourns the fateful
influence of the authority of such passages as Rom. 13:1 upon Christian political
thought, because naive Christian appropriations of this biblical text fail to see
the perils of power and uncritically accept “the virtues of social power” reflected
in a biblical text that is “a less prophetic type of religious thought”* He com-
ments further on the problems of Paul’s “very ‘undialectical’ appreciation of
government” in Rom. 13:1-3 by stating: “This unqualified endorsement of gov-
ernment and the unqualified prohibition of resistance to its authority is justified
by the mistaken assertion that government is no peril to virtue but only to vice.
History proves that the power of government is morally ambiguous.”** Though
in Niebuhr's view Paul is mistaken in his sentiments about the goodness of
government, still Niebuhr does go on to excuse Paul by saying that “the Pauline
justification of government was valid enough in the particular historical context
in which it was made. It was undoubtedly a warning against the irresponsibility
towards government which the eschatological mood of the early church encour-
aged”* In any event, the “misuse” of Romans 13 in later church tradition is,
for Nicbuhr, a prime example of the “perils of Biblicism.”*®

Niebuhr continues to call into question too ready an appeal to biblical au-
thority in his essay “An Answer to Karl Barth,” where Niebuhr addresses the
issuc of “what is ‘time bound’” in Scripture, stating against Barth that “I should
certainly regard St. Paul’s absolute subordination of women to man as more
obviously time-bound than the word, ‘In Christ there is neither male nor fe-



18  Scripture and Ethics

male” ”* Niebuhr worrics about Barth’s seeming blindness to the time-bound
character of much of the biblical witness. And so he asks:

Or does the modern Continental [i.e., Barthian] conception of Biblical author-
ity exclude the possibility that echoes and accents of the culture of an age
appear in the Scripture? If this is excluded, Biblical authority may indeed
emancipate us from the prejudices of our own age, but at the price of binding
us to the prejudices of bygone ages. Furthermore, the Bible may thus become
the instrument of, rather than the source of judgment upon, the sinful preten-
sions of men—in this case of the sinful pretensions of the male toward the
female.*®

Niebuhr charges Barth with so overstating the authority of the Bible that it
becomes as oppressive as it is liberating.

Another factor that emerges in Niebuhr’s response to Barth is a criterion for
regarding some biblical texts as more authoritative than others. In part, he has
already hinted at an aspect of the criterion. Those texts that are less clearly time
bound express, by definition, truths that are more timeless, and so authoritative,
than texts that are heavily laden with cultural and historical sentiments. A casc
in point is the issuc in 1 Cor. 11, concerning women praying with uncovered
heads, clearly a time-bound practice (conceded even by Barth) that no longer
applics—that is, that no longer has authority.*” Nicbuhr goes on to conclude:
“T'here are in short very good reasons for preferring some texts of Scripture to
others and for judging them all from the standpoint of ‘the mind of Christ” We
do that at our hazard of course; but the hazards of Biblical literalism are cer-
tainly greater.”*® The criterion for assigning more or less authority to biblical
texts is articulated by Nicbuhr as “the mind of Christ,” a Pauline phrase (see
Rom. 8:6, 12:2; 1 Cor. 1:10; Phil. 2:-5) that Niebuhr recognized is not casily
applied as a general principle, although it was one with which he was willing to
live.

For Niebuhr, “rightly conceived Scriptural authority is mecant merely to
guard the truth of the gospel in which all truth is fulfilled and all corruptions
of truth are negated.”>! 'Thus, in Niebuhr’s view, both orthodox Christianity and
liberal Christianity have extreme positions in regard to the authority of Scrip-
ture, for the former fails to take adequate account of the historical relativity of
the writings of Scripture and thus makes absolutes out of relativities, while the
latter fails to recognize adequately the extent to which through Scripture God
discloses God’s self and God’s actions in and among human beings in a way
that transcends all historical relativities. Scripture is meant to uphold the truth
of the gospel, and the truth of the gospel concerns, not the authority of Serip-
ture, but the transcendent power of God’s love in Christ.

Reinhold Nichuhr’s Hermenecutics

Nowhere in his writings does Niebuhr explicitly present his hermeneutics, his
principles of interpretating the Bible.’* Still, I would propose that the overall
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approach Niebuhr uses to interpret Scripture can be summarized in the term
“symbolic.” Niebuhr uses this word incessantly when talking about Scripture,
but getting a handle on what he means by “symbolic” is another matter. Nie-
buhr’s approach reminds one of Tillich’s symbolic interpretation of Scripture.
Both emphasize the need to “deliteralize” Scripture in order to get at its mean-
ing. For Tillich, Scripture contains symbolic language in that the meaning of
Scripture lies over and above what it says. Scripture is symbolic and not merely
a sign, for in pointing beyond itself, it also participates in that to which it
points.

For Niebulr, biblical symbols “deal with the relation of time and eternity,
and seek to point to the ultimate from the standpoint of the conditioned.”** For
example, the second coming of Christ is symbolic of “faith in the sufficiency of
God’s sovereignty over the world and history, and in the final supremacy of life
over all the forces of selflove.”*” The resurrection is symbolic of the significance
of nature in human individuality and in all of history past and future.”®

For Niebuhr, it is important to take the biblical symbols “seriously but not
literally,”*” and he points out the dangers of either taking them literally or not
seriously enough. The symbols cannot be taken literally because, as finite crea-
tures, our minds cannot comprehend the eternal God whe transcends and ful-
fills history. If the symbols are taken literally, then the proper dialectic relation
between time and eternity is falsified, and the fulfillment of history in Christ’s
return becomes simply another point in time rather than the vindication of God
over all of time and history. And vet the symbols must be taken seriously be-
cause as pointers they express “the self-transcendent character of historical exis-
tence and point to its eternal ground.”*® If the symbols are not taken seriously
enough, then the biblical dialectic is destroyed, for then the eternal does not
fulfill history but rather destroys history.”” In short, if the symbols are taken
literally, then history is not taken seriously enough.

For Niebuhr, this hermeneutic of symbolic interpretation is most appro-
priate to the character of the Bible itself. Since the Bible is both historically
relative and yet “the record of those events in history in which faith discerns the
self-disclosure of God,” a hermeneutic is needed that takes into account both of
these factors, and he sees symbolic interpretation as the best tool by which to
achieve this goal.®® Any hermeneutic that flattens out a serious but nonliteral
interpretation of the Bible endangers the “biblical dialectic” of time and eter-
nity, history and superhistory.®!

From Niebuhr's perspective, Scripture itself testifies to the primacy of sym-
bolic interpretation. For example, regarding Eph. 41-10, which talks about
Christ descending to the lower parts of the earth and ascending above all heav-
ens, Niebuhr writes that the “conception of the relation of history to the perfec-
tion of Christ is stated symbolically in very clear terms.”® Peter’s reaction to
Jesus” prediction of his suffering in Matt. 16:22, “God forbid, Lord! This shall
never happen to you,” may also “be regarded as symbolic of the resistance to
the truth of Christianity which develops not only outside, but inside of, the
Christian faith.”* In addition, Niebuhr sees the irony that is present throughout
the Bible as “the symbol of the potential contradiction between all historic
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achievement and the final meaning of Jife.”* Since, for Niebuhr, Scripture
itself is self-interpretive in symbolic terms, it only follows that symbolic interpre-
tation of Scripture is the most appropriate hermeneutic.

Perhaps he best articulates his convictions regarding symbolic interpretation
in his scrmon “As Deceivers, Yet True,” taking the sermon title from Paul’s
remarks in 2 Cor. 6:8.°° Here, Nicbuhr states that “what is true in the Christian
religion can be expressed only in symbols which contain a certain degree of
provisional and superficial deception.”®® This observation applies also to the
Bible, the primary sourcebook of Christian religious symbols. All the central
Christian doctrines which Niebuhr sees grounded in the biblical account—
creation, the fall, incarnation, redemption, last judgment, and resurrection —are
symbols that point beyond themselves to God’s transcendent presence in human
history. The danger is in construing these dynamic symbols as static rational
truths. Thus, for instance, “the Christian religion is always tempted to insist that
belief in creation also involves belief in an actual forming of man out of a lump
of clay, or in an actual creative activity of six days. It is to this temptation that
biblical literalism succumbs.” ¢’

Niebuhr's interpretive approach, then, stresses the symbolic character of the
Bible. The Bible relates the truth about God’s dealings with humanity, and
humanity’s responses to God, but this truth is also deceptive, for biblical symbols
are polyvalent and never capture the full truth of what they symbolize. They
point to the truth, but they also have the capacity to deceive. They are and they
are not truthful, much likec a house of mirrors. For Niebuhr, then, the most
appropriate hermencutic in approaching the Bible is onc that is commensurate
with the character of the biblical account, a symbolic hermeneutic for a sym-
bolic witness.

One additional note regarding Niebuhr's interpretive approach is significant
here. Niebuhr states that what the Bible “discerns are actions of God which
clarify the confrontation of man by God in the realm of the personal and indi-
vidual moral life.”®® What stands out is Nicbuhr’s emphasis on the “personal
and individual moral life,” the relationship between God and individual persons,
especially as persons find themselves confronted by God through God’s actions.
This relationship between God and individuals brings to mind the ideal love
cthic of Jesus, which is attainable only by individuals in terms of sacrifice and
forgiveness. Completely lacking in Niebuhr’s hermeneutical approach to the
Bible, then, is any sense of the Bible as an expression of a community of believ-
ers or of contemporary Christians as forming an interpretive community that
reads and uses the Bible together. When it comes to the Bible, for Nicbuhr,
everything revolves around “personal and individual moral life.” Indeed, in the
essay “Reinhold Niebuhr's Contribution to Christian Social Ethics,” John Ben-
nett, Nicbuhr’s longtime colleague at Union Theological Seminary in New
Yotk, comments: “Niebuhr is basically a theologian who sees the implications
of his theology for Christian cthics, but he has never addressed himself primarily
to the Church as Church.”®”

For Niebuhr, the primary forum of discourse about Christian ethics is, not
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the Christian community per se, but public discourse about ethics in general.
As Michael Cartwright rightly observes: “Niebuhr effectively moves the locus of
Christian cthics outside the context of the Church as a historic community.” "
Niebuhr emphasizes the individual and personal moral implications of Scrip-
ture, then, in a way that disembodies the believer from the communal context
of Christian moral discourse.

Reinhold Niebuhr and the Significance of
Scripture for Ethics

As we have seen, Niebuhr is very clear about inappropriate ways of appealing to
Scripture for ethical guidelines. Scripture is not a sourcebook of social, eco-
nomic, political, and scientific knowledge that can be flatly applied to a given
situation. Scripture does not provide a sct of moral codes Christians can follow,
although throughout the history of Christianity attempts to force Scripture into
this mold have been made repeatedly. Given these limitations, what would be
an appropriate way of appealing to Seripture for ethical guidance? According to
Niebuhr, Scripture is ethically most relevant insofar as it points to the ideal of
the love cthic of Jesus, from which Christian ethics derives its starting point.

Throughout his writings, and particularly in An Interpretation of Christian
Ethics, Niebuhr appeals to Jesus as portrayed in the Gospels as the source of
the Christian understanding of love, pointing especially to Jesus™ sacrificial love
for others, so clearly demonstrated by the symbol of the cross. And yet Niebuhr’s
appeals to Jesus tend to be much more abstract than concrete. Because he is so
convinced that Jesus did not provide a prudential ethic, he says very little by
way of the practical implications of Jesus™ love ethic for the everyday life of the
Christian. What he does say is put almost entirely in negative terms. Indeed, he
states that “the cthic of Jesus does not deal at all with the immediate moral
problem of every human life.””!

Far from addressing the day-to-day ethical problems faced by the Christian,
for Niebuhr the love ethic of Jesus “has only a vertical dimension between the
loving will of God and the will of man.””? Thus the love ethic points only to
the individual’s relationship with the transcendent God beyond history. It has
nothing to say about the horizontal dimension of human existence, the social
and communal dimension. It does have practical implications, but these cannot
be readily spelled out in concrete terms, for to do so is to threaten the ideal
character of this impossible ethic. For example, in commenting upon Jesus’
admonitions to love one’s enernies, to forgive “seventy times seven,” and the like,
Niebuhr says: “The modern pulpit would be saved from much sentimentality if
the thousands of sermons which are annually preached upon these texts would
contain some suggestions of the impossibility of these ethical demands for natu-
ral man in his immediate situations.””> Or again, as he puts it rather clearly,
“The ethic of Jesus may offer valuable insights to and sources of criticism for a
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prudential social cthic which deals with present realitics; but no such social
ethic can be dircetly derived from a pure religious cthic.” ™
Yet, although Niebuhr sees the starting point of Christian cthics in general
terms as the love cthic of Jesus, he also makes clear the necessity of developing
Christian cthics beyond the solitary confines of the biblical materials. For Nie-
buhr, this is simply a matter of course. An adequate Christian ethic “naturally
.. must avail itself of non-Biblical instruments of calculation, chiefly a rational
calculation of competing rights and intercsts and an empirical analysis of the
structures of nature, the configurations of history and the complexities of a given
situation in which decisions must be made.”” Thus, the viewpoint of the Bible
has, as Nicbuhr puts it, “perpetual relevance”
primary relevance for Christian cthics.
From Niebuhr's perspective, there was a real and present danger in the neo-

but not exclusive or necessarily

orthodox theology, especially from such theologians as Barth, who sought to
dispense with nonbiblical sources of judgment in providing guidelines for Chuis-
tian ethics. According to Niebuhr, “the primary peril is that the wisdom of the
Gospel is emptied of meaning by setting it into contradiction to the wisdom of
the world and denying that the coherences and realms of meaning which the
cultural disciplines rightfully analyze and establish have any rclation to the gos-
pel””7 Niebuhr sharply criticized Barth’s approach to Scripture. From Niebuhr’s
perspective, Barth exhibited “a kind of irresponsibility toward the problems of
interpreting the Scriptures honestly in terms of the knowledge which historical
sciences had brought to the analysis of the books of the Old and New Testa-
ments.” 78

Niebuhr viewed the error of exclusive Biblicism as far more dangerous than
the failurc to focus sufficiently on the Bible. e even termed such misuse of
the Bible as “Bibliolatry” —worship of the book instead of the God to whom the
book pointed.”” Tt is telling that in the subject index to Niebuhr's The Nature
and Destiny of Man, onc finds no entry for “Scripture” or “Bible” but only an
entry for “Bibliolatry”!

Far from detracting from the proper development of Christian ethics, non-
biblical sources, and particularly philosophical and sociological ones, provide a
richness and depth to Christian ecthical discussions. As Niebuhr observes, “A
vital Christian faith must undertake a constant commerce with the culture of
its day, borrowing and rejecting according to its best judgment.”® The question
that arises here, of course, is what the criteria are that determine the “best judg-
ment” of Christian faith.*' By pointing to experience as a source of judgment,
Niebuhr answers this question only in part. The relevance of both biblical and
nonbiblical insights about life is in part determined by human experience.®?
Does cxperience validate these insights? Is onc led to a more faithful life
through their application? Thus, experience helps the belicver sift through non-
biblical as well as biblical materials in formulating Christian ethics.

Overall, then, the Bible functions as one resource for Christian cthics, pro-
viding abstract and symbolic ideals that scrve to inspire and to judge proximate
attemipts to embody and live out the gospel in everyday life. As with his use of
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nonbiblical materials, Nichuhr is extremely eclectic in his use of biblical texts
in this regard.

Critical Evaluation

Niebuhr’s use of the Bible elicits both admiration and frustration when viewed
from a perspective at the end of the twentieth century. In general, one admires
his emphasis on the historically conditioned character of the biblical texts and
his endeavor to take the Bible scriously through his symbolic interpretation.
One also admires his poetic and often powerful usc of biblical images. He is at
his best as a preacher.

But the limitations of his use of the Bible are, in my estimate, somewhat
greater. [ would identify three serious problems in his use of the Bible. First,
and most serious, is the artificial character of the symbolic constructs he cm-
ploys, prophetic religion and the love ethic of Jesus. As for his notion of pro-
phetic religion, he tends to emphasize the judging and transcendent aspects of
the prophets to the neglect of their messages of mercy and grace, which stress
God’s closeness.®® e overlooks the hopefulness and vision of a prophet like
Hosea or Fzekiel. Thus, his monochrome portrait of prophetic religion neglects
the wider and more diverse character of the prophetic witnesses. Even more
problematic, Niebuhr focuses on the prophets to the exclusion of all else within
the Hebrew Scriptures. His canon within the canon is very narrow and sclective
in this regard. To be sure, one reason for Niebuhr’s emphasis on the texts of
prophetic judgment can be found in the audience he was addressing, generally
those in positions of power and authority rather than those who were the down-
trodden and the poor of his day (his Detroit parish days notwithstanding). But it
remains striking how little he drew on the legal materials from the Hebrew
Scriptures.

As for his notion of the love ethic of Jesus, several concerns arise. 'lo begin,
Niebuhr seems to have a monolithic view of Jesus that is not borne out by the
New Testament witness. He shows little to no awareness of the very different
portraits of Jesus that emerge from the different Gospels. Rather, he lumps them
all together in a rather artificial manner (as was admittedly characteristic of
carly-twentieth-century liberal interpretations of the Gospels). Further, he tends
to fusc the historical Jesus with belief in Jesus as the Christ, showing an insufh-
cient awareness of how cven the Jesus of the Gospels is already an ideal figure
redacted from carlier tradition. While it is important not to be anachrouistic in
criticizing Niebuhr, it does appear that he paid very little attention to the sub-
stance of most biblical scholarship of his day.

Still more serious is Niebuht's portrait of Jesus in singularly individualistic
terms. He completely ignores the social dimension of Jesus’ ministry, even
among the disciples. And so Niebuhr wrongly construes Jesus’ love ethic in
exclusively vertical terms. 'The result is a liberal caricature of the heroic individ-
ualism of Jesus as he dics on the cross. One final problem here is that Niebuhr
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flattens out the eschatological character of Jesus” ministry, interpreting it in sym-
bolic terms that obscure the historical concreteness of Jesus’ ministry.

In short, for all of Niebuhr’s emphasis on history, he has an insufficiently
historical awareness of the biblical texts. [ronically, he did not emphasize history
enough. If he had, he would have been more aware of the tremendous problems
with his constructs of prophetic religion and the love ethic of Jesus. As it is, if
these constructs are undermined as being too artificial, then the value of Nie-
buhr’s appropriation of Scripture for ethics is seriously limited.

The sccond problem with Niebuhr's use of the Bible is that he engages too
often in what amounts to prooftexting. Of course, he has much company here.
Ile tends not to allow the biblical writers to speak on their own behalf, due
largely to his lack of attention to cxegesis of texts. In a similar vein,
H. N. Wieman makes the following sharp criticism of Nicbuhr:

Niebuhr claims to base his faith upon the Bible and calls it Biblical faith. But
a careful examination shows that he corrects the Bible according to his own
convictions. According to Niebuhr many truths of the Bible are presented in
the form of myths. But myths are deceptive, he admits, and even Jesus and
Paul were deceived by them, although he claims that he has penetrated the
deeeption and found the hidden truth. Ilis tendency for developing general
notions from biblical texts with little or no specific analysis of the nuances of
the texts results in readings of texts that subvert his appeals to the Bible.**

Finally, a third problem is that there appear to be few controls for determin-
ing the symbolic character of biblical texts.®> By speaking so often about biblical
symbols, Nicbuhr introduces a rather arbitrary construal of the meaning of bibli-
cal texts. Niebulir does not appeal to the Christian cormnmunity, neither in gen-
eral nor to any specific church or denomination, as a forum that might exercise
some control over the interpretation and appropriation of biblical symbols. In
addition, Niebuhr again pays insufhicient attention to the historic and social
communal contexts that gave rise to the present shape of the biblical texts in
the first placc.

To conclude, although Nicbuhr argued that one should take the Bible seri-
ously but not literally, he perhaps did not take the Bible scriously cnough when
using it in his reflections on Christian cthics, a tendency evidenced espceially
in his reluctance to allow the diversity and historicity of the biblical witness to
stand.
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Confessing with Scripture

Richard Nicbuhr (1894-1962) is generally recognized as one of the fore-

. most Protestant theologians/ethicists in the twentieth century, and his
continuing influence is readily apparent as we come to its close.! Niebuhr
sought to reflect on Christian faith and on the Christian Scriptures, quite self-
consciously, from where he perceived himself to be situated, as a twentieth-
century Christian moral philosopher convinced in a fundamental way of God’s
sovereignty, of humanity’s lostness, sinfulness, and idolatry in response to God,
and of God’s graciousness toward human beings made manifest in the person of
Jesus Christ. Another fundamental conviction Niebuhr held was the radically
historical character of all human existence, including his own existence and the
existence of Christianity in all its variations.” Niebuhr approached Scripture as
a witness to God’s sovereignty and grace and to human sinfulness, and as witness
to and participant in the radically historical character of human existence in all
its faithfulness and sinfulness alike.?

Niebuhr knew Scripture not only as a Christian academic moral philoso-
pher but also as one who was dedicated to the church. This dedication can be
scen in his own time as a local church pastor at Walnut Park Evangelical
Church in St. Louis, Missouri, from 1916 to 1919, and especially in his commit-
ment to training Christian ministers. From 1919 to 1922 he served as a professor
of theology at Kden Theological Seminary.* In 1922 he moved to New Haven,
Connecticut, and in two years earned his bachelor of divinity and his Ph.D.
from Yale University (his dissertation was on “Emnst Troeltsch’s Philosophy of
Religion”). During this time he also pastored a Congregational church in neigh-
boring Clinton, Connecticut. Upon graduation, he was invited to stay at Yale
Divinity School and to teach—of all things—New Testament theology, and so
to take over some of F. C. Porter’s courses. He chose instead to become Presi-
dent of Elmhurst College in Illinois (his undergraduate alma mater), where he
stayed from 1924 to 1927, after which he returned as professor of theology to
Eden Theological Seminary (1927-31). In 1931, Niebuhr made his final move, to

28
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Yale Divinity School, where he remained until his unexpected death on 5 July
1962, a vear before he expected to retire.

In addition to spending most of his carcer teaching in a seminary and train-
ing future clergypersons, Niebuhr showed his added commitment to the church
by accepting the role of director for the study of theological education in the
United States and Canada (1954-56). 'T'his appointment involved visits (by him
or by his staff) to more than nincty theological seminaries, the supervision of
the writing of two books from the project,” and his own writing of the scminal
volume for the project, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry: Reflections
on the Aims of Theological Education.

Niebuhr was thus at the forefront of offering critical reflections on the
Christian faith and on the training of church leaders in the mid-twenticth cen-
tury. These reflections have continued to shape in significant ways theological
and ethical thinking at the cnd of the twentieth century, including reflection on
Scripture and cthics.®

Biblical Texts Used by H. Richard Niebuhr

We may begin with an editorial note by H. Richard Niebuhr’s son, Richard R.
Niebuhr, in the posthumously published book Faith on Earth. The note reads
as follows: “It scems that in the draft stage of writing the author quoted the
Bible from memory and drew upon several translations, including Luther’s trans-
lation into the German, the Authorized (King James) Version and the Revised
Standard Version (RSV).”” One may presume that Niebuhr’s style of quoting
Scripture for Faith on Earth was similar to his manner of referring to Scripture
in most of his other writings. Significantly, Nicbuhr appears to have quoted the
Bible often from memory. Indeed, many times Niebuhr quotes a biblical pas-
sage and refers to the biblical book (or not) without refercnce to chapter and
verse.® That Niebuhr often quoted from memory, especially when he does not
give a spccific reference, indicates that he knew the Bible, or at least certain
sections of it, very well. This observation also indicates perhaps that Niebuhrt’s
reflections on the Bible fell into a certain pattern of citing favorite texts, some
evidence of which we will see here.”

Niebuhr seldom refers to Old Testament texts outside his “Introduction to
Biblical Ethics” essay, and then mostly in his book Radical Monotheism and
Western Culture.' Niebuhr's relatively infrequent use of the Old Testament in
no way indicates any depreciation or devaluation of the Hebrew Scriptures. In-
deed, the Hebrew Scriptures are crucial for Niebuhr in several respects. First,
the Old Testament bears witness in fundamental ways to the character and iden-
tity of God as cxpericnced by the Israelites. In his book on theological educa-
tion, The Purpose of the Church and lIts Ministry, for example, when discussing
signs of new vitality in seminary education (writing in 1956), Niebuhr states:
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[Tlhe study of the Old Testament has become a fascinating and exciting busi-
ness in school after school. . . . Perhaps the explanation is to be found in the
hints some students give of the extent to which the Old Testament has become
for them an introduction to the fundamental problems of man’s life before
God, a revelation of the greatness, freedom and power of the Sovereign Lord,
of the meaning of the people of God and of human history.!!

Although Niebuhr reports this as an observation about seminary students, it also
represents, I would argue, Niebuhr’s own assessment of the significance of the
Old Testament. This becomes clear in his book The Responsible Self, where,
reflecting on “the logic of Hebrew ethics as that ethics runs through all the
pages of Hebrew Scriptures and through the tragic, yet wonderful story of this
people of God,” and reflecting specifically on Isaiah 10, he writes:

It is an ethos of laws, to be sure, but an ethos which centers even more in
responsiveness to omnificense, to the all-doer. There is no evil in the city but
the Lord has done it. No nation exists that he has not called into being. . . .
To discern the ways of God not in supernatural but in all natural and historic
cvents, to respond to his intention present in and beyond and through all finite
intentions, that is the way of responsibility to God.'?

Though he infrequently makes direct reference to the Hebrew Scriptures, then,
Niebuhr does see a generic character to these writings that points faithfully to
God and God's presence in the world, which calls forth human response.

Second, for Niebuhr it is significant that Christians believe in a Jewish
messianic figure for whom the Hebrew Scriptures were the only Scriptures. He
recognizes that he can only interpret the Hebrew Scriptures with the eyes of the
Christian that he is, but he goes on to say that his interpretation

is that of a Christian who is indebted to the Jew, because his Christ was a Jew;
who must understand his Christ with the aid of the Hebrew Scriptures; and
who, when he asks what God is intending now in preserving this pcople against
Christian and pscudo-Christian and pagan attacks, must answer: They are given
to us for a sign; they point us to universal responsibility. They are, whatever
their own intentions may be, our saviors from a polytheism into which we
Gentile nations arc forever tempted to fall.”?

Thus, for Niebuhr it is not just the continuing significance of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures that is important for Christians and Christian faith, it is also the continuing
presence of the Jewish people, the “descendants” of these Scriptures, that is of
great theological and sociohistorical significance. Here, then, we alrcady have a
hint of the close relationship Niebuhr sees between the Scriptures and specific
communities of faith in history, a point to be addressed at greater length below.

Fven given the significance Niebuhr attributes to the Old Testament, how-
ever, | think it fair to say that in the face of the biblical interpretation current
from the 1930s through the 1950s, which was especially under the sway of and
in response to Barth and Bultmann, Niebuhr tended to shy away somewhat from
using the Old Testament. In particular, the reduction of the Old Testament to
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law, especially in the German Lutheran tradition, with a resultant emphasis on
an ethics of obedience, on deontology, is a tradition Niebuhr resisted but did
not fully overcome. Thus, on the one hand, he criticized Barth and Bultmann
for reading the Bible, and especially the Old Testament, in terms of law and
obedience (notwithstanding Barth’s efforts to transform law into gospel and com-
mandment into permission and Bultmann’s attempt to transform eschatology
into an ethics of radical obedicnce).!t On the other hand, however, Nicbuhr
himself saw much of the Old Testament (as well as some of the New 'lestament)
as the expression of ancient Israelite (and early Christian) communities who
assumed —from Nicbuhr's perspective wrongly —that an ethics of obedience was
the most faithful response to God. They assumed that

[r]ight life is obedient life, obedient to right rules; sin is transgression. . . . With
the symbol of law and transgression firmly established, the development of
ideas of universal law and of a universal judgment and of an eternal punish-
ment or reward seem logically to follow, when the scene of our human action
is understood as that of the universal society under law in infinite time. . . .
And yet it is nolorious that paradoxes accumulate for us as we try to understand
oursclves in society and time before God, with the usc of this symbolism.'?

And so, for Niebuhr, the problem of overemphasis on a legalist deontological
rcading of the Old Testament rests both with contemporary interpreters and
with the text itself, with the ancient Israelite communities who expressed their
understanding of God and of themselves in the Hebrew Scriptures.'®

As for the New Testament, Niebuhr's emnphasis falls clearly on Matthew (47
citations), John (47 citations), Romans (31 citations), and 1 John (47 citations),
as references to these writings make up 172 of his 229 references to the New
Testament. In Matthew, Niebuhr refers primarily to the Sermon on the Mount
(Matt. 5-7: 30 references), especially in his essay “Introduction to Biblical Eth-
ics,” where he offers his interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount.!” IFrom
Paul’s Letter to the Romans, Niebuhr focuses on 3:21-8:39 and on chapter 13.
Most significant, however, is the heavy emphasis Niebuhr places on the Johan-
nine writings, particularly on 1 John and the Gospel of John, in both cases
especially in constructing typologies for his book Christ and Culture. For Nie-
buhr, 1 John represents the type of “Christ Against Culture,” whereas the Gospel
of John represents the type of “Churist the Transformer of Culture,” the latter
clearly representing Nicbuhr's own understanding of the most appropriate
model.

In the Gospel of John, it is noteworthy that Niebuhr draws most heavily on
the last discourse material in John 13—17 (16 refcrences), primarily because he
sees this material as pointing to the kind of inward personal and communal
transformation that will lead to the transformation of culture. T will return to a
discussion of his use of Romans, 1 John, and John in a further consideration of
the usc of the Bible in Christ and Culture.
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How H. Richard Niebuhr Uses Scripture

One of the hallmarks of Niebuhr’s approach to theology and ethics (especially
in contrast to deontological or teleological theological ethics) is his constant
insistence that the first question and indeed the last question is always What is
going on? (What is happening? What is God doing?), not What should 1/we
do?'® To ask what one should do beforc one has reflected on what is going on
is to ask a premature question, for one can only have some sense of what is
fitting or responsible in light of an understanding of what is happening in any
given present situation. I mention this significant feature of Niebuhr’s theology
here becausc the question of what is going on is applicable also to Niebuhr's
understanding of and uses of Scripture. Niebuhr never makes the argument that
Scripture says “x” and so we should do “x” without further reflection. Instead,
Niebuhr begins with reflection on historical situations, the situations that gave
rise to Scripture in the first place, and the subsequent history of situations in
which Scripture was read and cmployed. With Nicbuhr, then, the first question
is not How should Scripture be used? but instead, What is going on? What is
God doing in Scripture? And in light of what is going on, how do we respond
in radical faith?

Indeed, Nicbuhr saw Scripture itself as having the same approach, asking
first what was going on and only secondly what one should do in response. For
example, regarding the prophet Amos, Niebuhr states: “Amos” ethics begins with
consideration of God’s nature and activity. . . . this divine determinist begins
with ‘what is’ rather than with ‘what ought to be’ and derives his ‘ought’ from
his convictions about reality.”!” In the same vein, the “mind of Jesus” was

directed not in the first instance to what man ought to do and in the second
place to what aid he might receive from God in doing what he ought to do,
but rather toward what God was doing and what man ought to do in the light
of God'’s doing. God’s doing—not what God ought to do in order that he might
live up to the expectations men had of him—stands in the center of Jesus’

mind.?

Niebuhr’s viewing of Scripture with these questions in mind, of what God was
doing and how humans should then respond, 1 would argue, is central to his
approach to and use of Scripture.

What Is Happening in and with Scripture?

To ask what is happening in and with Scripture is to ask about the character of
Scripture. It is surely to ask about the Bible’s contents, but even more it is to
ask about the function of Scripture. What is happening with Scripture? What is
the Bible? Only when one has a sense of what is going on with Scripture can
one then begin to address the question of how to use Scripture, or of how it has
been used.
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WHAT SCRIPTURE IS NOT

Niebuhr spends nearly as much time stating what Scripture is not as he does
addressing the question in a more positive and constructive vein. That Niebuhr
felt so obliged to criticize various approaches to Scripture indicates how prob-
lematic he found many of the perspectives of his day, especially in the 1940s
and 1950s and in response both to classic liberalism and to neo-orthodoxy. As
James Gustafson has pointed out in a bricf scetion on Niebuhr's understanding
of the place of Seripture in Christian cthics in his well-known introduction to
Niebuhr’s The Responsible Self, Nicbuhr was critical of two forms of Biblicism:
the approaches to Scripture of both classic liberalism and of neo-orthodoxy.?!
IHe criticized the former for offering an abstracted and romanticized love cthic
drawn in a narrow way from the teachings of Jesus. (And here Niebuhr clearly
included the theological appropriation of the Bible by his more famous brother,
Reinhold Niebuhr.)?? He criticized the latter for raising up the Bible too highly
as the exclusive source of knowledge for human moral responsibility. (Here Nie-
buhr had cspecially the work of Karl Barth in mind.) Niebuhr was particularly
concerncd with this latter form of Biblicism, for it tended toward a theology
which “docs not make God so much as Scriptures the object of its interest, and
which depends for law and grace not on Father, Son and Tloly Spirit but on
Bible”??

Perhaps Niebuhr was particularly both aware and wary of uncritically Bibli-
cist views of Scripture because of his commitment to and intensive study of
theological education. In his book The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry,
Niebuhr observes that while some theological education “suffers from inade-
quate attention to the Biblical history of divine words and deeds{,] therc is more
that suffers from so close a concentration on these that the One to whom Scrip-
tures bear witness is overshadowed by the witness” (p. 43). 'That there are sig-
nificant relations between Scripture and revelation Niebuhr is sure, but, he ar-
gues:

it is not necessary to await the outcome of a long debate before one arrives at
the conclusion that whatever else is truc about these relations, the identification
of the Scriptures with God is an error, a denial of the content of the Scriptures
themselves. 'lo give final devotion to the book is to deny the final claim of
God; to look for the mighty deeds of God only in the records of the past is to
deny that he is the living God; to love the book as the source of strength and
of salvation is to practice an idolatry that can bring only confusion into life.
Without the Bible, as without the Church, Christians do not exist and cannot
carry on their work; but it is one thing to recognize the indispensability of these
means, another thing to make means into ends. (pp. 43-44)

In Nicbuhr’s view, the danger of Biblicism was so acutce in theological educa-
tion, in contemporary theology, and in the (Protestant) church in general that
he saw Biblicism as onc of the foremost distortions of genuine Christian faith
in the church and in theology. “Denominationalism not the denominations;
ecclesiasticism not the churches; Biblicism not the Bible; Christism not Jesus
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Christ; these represent the chief present perversions and confusions in Church

and theology” (p. 46).

SCRIPTURE AS INTERNAL HISTORY OF FAITH

To understand the significance of Scripture for Niebuhr, it is necessary to begin
with his understanding of history and of faith, and of the relation between the
two. Scripture is a historical document, but it is also a document of faith. Nie-
buhr correlates history and faith in his important development of the distinction
between internal history and external history, especially in his book The Meaning
of Revelation.?* An extended discussion is not necessary here, but simply put,
internal history means to look with, to participate with, the subject being consid-
ered, whereas external history means to look at, to objectify, a given subject.

For Niebuhr, internal history signifies an I-Thou relationship, borrowing
(as Niebuhr does) Buber’s language, whereas external history signifies an I-it
relationship.”® Internal history is personal and involves selves; external history is
impersonal and involves things. Internal history is a matter of participation; ex-
ternal history is a matter of being a spectator and a relatively dispassionate ob-
server. Internal history revolves around one’s immediate experiences; external
history deals with mediated perceptions of others’ experiences. Internal history
is the realm of faith and revelation; external history is the realm of objective
and detached reporting.

The distinction between internal and external history should not, however,
be overdrawn, since each is necessary to the other, and both are but different
aspects or perspectives for approaching the same subject. An appreciation of
internal history is essential for getting at the heart of the subject, but external
history is an important reality check, as it were, on the claims of internal his-
t()ry.26

The significance of Niebuhr’s distinction between internal and external his-
tory for understanding his approach to Seripture is that for Niebuhr, Seripture
is a record, an embodiment of internal history. Scripture has certainly been the
object of historical-critical investigation, and thus has been approaclied espe-
cially over the last two hundred years with the perspective of external history.
But to understand and to appreciate the actual character of Seripture is to recog-
nize Scripture as internal history. As Niebuhr puts it:

The relevance of this distinction between two histories to the subject of revela-
tion must now have become apparent. When the evangelists of the New ‘lesta-
ment and their successors pointed to history as the starting point of their faith
and of their understanding of the world it was internal history that they indi-
cated. They did not spcak of events, as impersonally apprehended, but rather
of what had happened to them in their community. . . . Such history, to be
sure, can only be confessed by the community, and in this sense it is esoteric.
One cannot point to historic events in the lives of selves as though they were
visible to any external point of view. Isaiah cannot say that in the year King
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Uzziah died God became visible in the temple nor Paul affirm that Jesus the
Lord appears lo travelers on the Damascus road. Neither will any concentration
of attention on Isaiah and Paul, any detailed understanding of their historical
situation, enable the obscrver to see what they saw. Onc must look with them
and not at them lo verify their visions, participate in their history rather than
regard it if one would apprehend what they apprehended. The history of the
inner life can only be confessed by sclves who speak of what happened to themn
in the community of other selves.?”

Thus Scripture records the internal history of various communities of faith as
they have encountered God in their histories. In the case of the Old Testament,
of course, the intemal history stretches over hundreds of years and across rather
different forms of communities, whereas in the case of the New 'lestament, the
internal history expresses a nmch more cohesive set of faith communities over a
much shorter period of time.

The variety of faith communities across time and space and culture repre-
sented in Scripture begs the question as to the unity of the Bible as a whole,
and so the unity of the internal history found there. Niebuhr is well aware of
the problem of the cohesiveness of the different inner histories present in the
Bible, but he is much more impressed with the unity of Scripture overall than
he is bothered by its great diversity. In his essay “Introduction to Biblical kithics,”
Niebuhr addresses this question directly:

The question has often been raised whether there is enough unity in the
thought of the Scriptures on any subject, including morality, to permit a sum-
mary statement of Biblical ideas. . . . Both uncritical worshippers of the Bible
and equally uncritical detractors have made such uses of this variety that the
impression of diversity in scriptural ethics has been exaggerated. . . . Yet the
unity of Scriptures in moral teaching, as well as in other respects, is more
impressive and cffective than its diversity. Understanding of that unity doubtless
requires repeated and careful reading of these writings.?®

Niebuhr does not go on to say exactly wherein lies the unity of the inner
history recorded in the biblical record, and yet from his writings as a whole, he
clearly sees unity in such notions as radical monotheism, the overwhelming
transcendence and grace of God, and God’s continued call for internal human
transformation in the face of human sinfulness. Perhaps in part, Niebuhr em-
phasized the unity of the Bible because without some semblance of unity, there
would be no embodied internal history for Christian faith to look to.

Without the Bible and the rites of the institutional church the inner history of
the Christian community could not continue, however impossible it is to iden-
tify the memory of that community with the documents. Though we cannot
point to what we mean by revelation by directing attention to the historic facts
as cmbodied and as regarded from without, we can have no continuing inner
history through which to point without embodiment.?’

The Bible is thus essential to the continuation of the story of Christian faith’s
internal history, both communally and personally, even though the Bible is not
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to be confused with the living story, the living faith itself, and especially not
with the living God.

It is one thing, however, to talk about Scripture as the embodiment of the
internal history of Christian faith; it is another to present the actual substance
of this internal history. Of course, according to Niebuhr, the internal history of
faith is traly accessible only to those who stand within that history themselves,
who identify with it and take it on as their own rather than standing outside, for
one cannot get at the substance of internal history through the approach of
external history. With this caveat in mind, what then, for Niebuhr, is the sub-
stantive content of Christian faith’s internal history, and how does this story
relate to what may be learned by looking at this faith with the additional eyes of
external history? What does he see when he looks with Isaiah, with Amos, with
Jesus, with Scripture?

He sees, first of all, a glimpse of God’s dealings with human beings, and
thus a glimpse of God’s dealings with himself as a believer in a community of
believers along with Isaiah and Paul. In Scripture, he encounters with Isaiah
the sovereignty of God, God’s desire to save Israel, and God’s call for Isracl to
reform in the face of the Assyrian invasion (Isa. 10).>" In Scripture, he under-
stands with Amos “that God rules and that he is one, universal and intensely
active. He is one, that is to say, is constant, unwavering, reliable.”?! With the
Mosaic covenant recorded in Exodus, he sees that God is on the side of the
weak (as with the Israelites in slavery), and that God’s justice means ultimate
destruction for those who oppress the poor and the weak.*?

With Jesus, he shares the conviction that “God now rules and that the
actuality of his rule and its justice will therefore be made quite evident.”** With
Jesus, he sees God’s utter mercy and grace poured out upon the entire creation,
upon the just and the unjust alike.>* He sces God’s call to embrace one’s neigh-
bor, even one’s enemy, in God’s grace; and he sces an emphasis on the inward
transformation of human beings in their attitudes toward one another. In short,
looking with Jesus as he is presented in the Gospels means recognizing God’s
spirit at work for radical transformation among people in the world, for “the
image of the world economy that is in Jesus” mind is never that of the market
place where men must pay for all they reccive; it is that of the home where gifts
are given before they are deserved and where the same spirit of graciousness is
expected in the recipients.”*®

In looking with Jesus to God, it is important to point out that Niebuhr
primarily looks both at and with the Churist of faith, not the historical Jesus. The
Christ of faith is a significant aspect of the dynamic of internal history, whereas
the historical Jesus is a matter of external history. Though there is a relationship
between the Christ of faith and the historical Jesus, and though a real particular
individual historical figure stands behind the Christ of faith, Niebuhr believes
we have access only to the Christ of faith and not to the historical Jesus. Indeed,
Niebuhr states, one of the results of historical-critical research on the Bible is
“that we cannot know an historical Jesus save as we look through the history
and with the history of the community that loved and worshipped him.”*® When
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one reflects on the life of faith in and with Jesus, “we find that what is present
is not a Jesus of history but the Christ of faith, not Jesus incamate, but the risen
Lord.”?

And yet Niebuhr is not in any way docetic in his approach to Jesus. Jesus
was a real historical person who lived, but what we know of him is the effect he
had on others, reflected in their faith in God through him and in their witness

to his faithfulness. '['hus, writes Niebuhr in Faith on Earth:

The Christ of faith, that is, the Cluist who has been introduced into our per-
sonal histories by the faith of those who trust him and are loyal to him in his
loyalty, is a specific individual figure. We meet him in the company of those
who belicve in him: not as an empty point on which their eyes are focused
in trust and faithfulness, not as an indefinable companion, but as a specific
figure.®®

When Nicbuhr looks at this specific figure of Christ along with Paul, for exam-
ple, he finds a faith that makes no claims to universal empire but, with Christ,
emptics itself out in obedience and service to God for the sake of others.”” Paul,
like Christ (and like Isaiah and Jeremiah), stresscs radical internal transforma-
tion of the believer before God and neighbor. Such transformation is made fully
possible, though, because of Christ.*

Such is the substance of Scripture as the internal history of faith’s experi-
ence of God’s revelation. Although Niebuhr uses Scripture as witness to faith’s
internal history, he still sees an important role for approaching Seripture with
the eyes of external history as well, for looking at Scripture in addition to look-
ing with it. Historical-critical approaches to the Bible in particular have helped
to remind reasoning faith that the Scriptures are fundamentally human docu-
ments with human foibles. As he puts it in The Meaning of Revelation: “[}]xter-
nal histories have helped to keep the church from exalting itself as though its
inner life rather than the God of that inner life were the center of its attention
and the ground of its faith. They have reminded the church of the earthen
nature of the vessel in which the treasure of faith existed.”*! In short, external
history helps to keep faith honest and self-critical.

SCRIPTURE AS COMMUNAL VOICE

As we have seen, a common motif in the biblical witness according to Niebuhr
is the internal transformation of the believer that faith brings about. Such an
emphasis on inward transformation, however, should not suggest a merely pi-
etistic and overly personalistic/individualistic sense of religious experience and
appropriation of Scripture for Niebuhr. Indeed, though he stresses internal per-
sonal transformation and sees this as thoroughly grounded in the biblical witness
itself, for Niebuhr this inward transformation is part of the story of faith’s inter-
nal history, a history which is fundamentally communal in character. Thus,
personal transformation is a function of communal transformation. The same
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Scriptures that point to the conversion of one’s inward being arc the Scriptures
that point to the communal witness and the communal character of faith.

For Niebuhr, the witness of the community of faith and the witness of
Scripture are so closely related that they begin to fuse. To speak of one is by
definition to speak of the other: “[Ijt becomes apparent that one cannot know
the Scriptures without knowing the community which recorded what it had secn
and heard; and that one cannot know the mind of the community without
knowing the Scriptures.”** As he puts it in Faith on Earth:

The community of faith speaks to us preeminently through the voice of the
Holy Scriptures. When we deal with the church as the community of faith and
the Scriptures we are not dealing with two different companions of ours in the
life of faith but with one. For what are the Scriptures except the confession of
trust in God and loyalty to him and the report of what happened to those who
believed in him and were not put to shame? What are they but the interpreta-
tion of the words of God given directly to generations of men? They speak of
what these men of faith have heard and secn, what their hands have handled
of the word of life. They give us their prayers and confessions of sin. They ate
the present incarnation of generations of the community of faith. . . . Scrip-
tures and church arc one and the same principle, the community of faith at
our side, interpreting the word of God, presenting the living Christ of faith. ¥

But the community of faith represented in the Bible is not to be confused
with the visible institutional church, according to Niebuhr. The community of
faith may overlap with the visible church, but the two are not the same. This
can be seen from Seripture itself:

['I'lhe men of faith who speak in the Scriptures are often not recognized mem-
bers of the visible organization. As prophets they are mostly unofficial, nonor-
dained, irregular, amateur spokesmen for the visible church. Jesus himsclf is
rejected by it. Paul establishes his credentials with difficulty. The visible church
gives fictitious names to the writers of the Gospels in order to make them
regular. The visible church establishes its distinctions from the community of
faith by the anxiety of its life, by its fcar of death, by its compromises with lies,
by its efforts to induce men to put their confidence in it or in its rites, or in its
Bible. ™

Whenever the visible church uses the Bible to point not to God but to itsclf, it
ceases to be the authentic community of faith.

Scripture is the collective voice of the formative communities of faith, from
ancient Israel through the churches of the first century. To participate in the
Christian community is to understand the “early and most creative periods” of
these communities.” Indeed, the task of the present community of faith is to
enter into conversation with the formative comimunities of faith embodied in
Seripture.

"There is no other way to learn, organize and apprehend experience, think and
speak Christianly, than by long and continuous participation in the life of the
Biblical communitics. In this conversation with those who being dead yet speak
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we learn the logic as well as the language of the community that centers in

God.*

He hastens to add, however, that such communication is not a one-way mono-
logue, with the communities of faith represented in the Bible speaking and
the contemporary communities of faith only listening. Rather, the present faith
communities posc new questions and new concerns to the formative faith com-
munities, which in turn yields new understandings and still further questions.*’

A final aspect of Scripture’s communal character involves the faith commu-
nity’s reinterpretation of internal history. This process of reinterpretation and
reconstruction can be seen in Scripture itself and continues to take place as
communities of faith interpret Scripture anew from their present situations. If
internal history bears witness to the communal experience of revelation, then
the embodiment of that experience in Scripture is an attempt to make sense of
the past in light of the present revelation. Thus, for example:

When Israel focused its varied and disordered recollections of a nomad past, of
tribal bickerings and alien tyrannies in the revelatory event of its deliverance
and choice to be a holy people, then it found there hitherto unguessed mean-
ing and unity. What had been a “tale told by an idiot” . . . became a grand
epic. . . . The tribal chants, the legends of the unheroic past were not forgot-
ten; they were remembered in a new connection; meanings hitherto hidden
became clear.*

Likewisc, those who cncountered Jesus were compelled to reinterpret their com-
munal identity and their internal history, especially in light of his death and
resurrection. “Through Jesus Christ, through his life, death, resurrection, and
reign in power, we have been led and are being led to metanoia, to the reinter-
pretation of all our interpretations of life and death.”* This process of reinter-
pretation and reconstruction necessarily continues in the present as the commu-
nities of faith seek to relate their present faith experiences to the formative
experiences recorded by past faith communities in Scripture. In this sense,
Scripture demonstrates and participates in the ongoing process of discerning
“what is going on” and how to respond in faith. Since Scripture is the faith
record of the formative faith communities, it has a special place in all ongoing
reflections, because it functions as a common touchstone for all subsequent
faith communities who claim this internal history as their own.

Scripture as Witness to Faith Responding to God

If, as I argue, Niebuhr views Scripture fundamentally as the embodied internal
history of faith’s communal voice, if that is what is going on in Scripture, then
it is perhaps not surprising that Niebuhr uses Scripture primarily as a witness to
the faith responses of ancient Israel and the earliest church, responses which in
turn point beyond themselves to the God who has made Godself known and
present in these communities.”® By emphasizing the faith responses of the bibli-
cal communities, Niebuhr closely links Scripture to his own development of an
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“ethics of response,” elaborated most fully in his book The Responsible Self.
Here, he highlights two biblical examples that show the kind of ethics of re-
sponse he seeks to articulate. One example is the Joseph story from Genesis and
the other comes from Isaiah 10. In particular, Niebuhr is concerned in both of
these biblical texts to present the contrast between finite human actions (and
their underlying intentions) and the transcendent intentions of God underlying
all human actions, divine intentions which are seen only in retrospect.

In the case of Joseph, his brothers simply intend to get rid of him and to
make a little money on the side by selling him into slavery (Gen. 37). But
God made Joseph great in Egypt. Niebuhr sees Gen. 50:20 as summarizing the
distinction between limited (and malicious) human intentions on the one hand
and the transcendent (and gracious) intentions of God on the other hand. “One
may take as an example of responsibility to the one and universal God the kind
of thinking presented in the Joseph story and summarized in Joseph’s statement
to his brothers: “You thought to do evil but God thought to do good, to bring it
about that many people should be kept alive’ ” (pp. 168-69).”"!

The case of Isaiah 10 is “[a]nother clear paradigm of the ethics of response
to divine action behind, in, and through all finite activity” (p. 16¢). In this
instance Isracl faces an impending invasion by the Assyrians. How are they to
respond to this threat? What guidance does the prophet Isaiah have to give? As
Niebuhr puts it, “What the prophet offers is first of all an interpretation of what
is going on. 'The invasion is to be understood, as he makes quite clear, as act of
God. Israel is to ask, What is God doing?” (p. 169). Isaiah makes it clear that
God is about to use Assyria to punish an unfaithful Israel (Isa. 101-0) and to
call a rebellious Isracl to repentance and to internal transformation. This is what
God is doing, but, as Niebuhr stresses, Assyria sees itself as doing something
rather different. As lsaiah writes: “But this is not what he [Assyria] intends, nor
does he have this in mind” (Isa. 107). Assyria’s intention is to extend its power
and to show its greatness, not in any way to serve God consciously.

What Assyria intends with its finite actions, then, and what God intends in
God’s use of Assyria are radically different. Indeed, after God has used Assyria
to chastise Israel, then will God “punish the arrogant boasting of the king of
Assyria and his haughty pride” (Isa. 1012), for Assyria mistakenly presumes to
have conquercd Israel by means of its own power; but “in a little while my
indignation will come to an end, and my anger will be directed to their destruc-
tion” (Isa. 10:25).

As Niebuhr reads this passage, he sees a paradigmatic example of re-
sponding faith, here in Isaiah’s vision of what is going on and of what lIsrael is
to do as a result:

The destructive intentions of Assyria are one thing; the holy, saving intentions
of God are another. The meet, the fitting response of Isracl, must be to the
infinite intention in the first place, to the finite intention only secondarily. That
means that the first response, the fitting action in the critical hour, is to be
internal reformation; defense against Assyria is the secondary thing. (pp. 169~

70)%
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Niebuhr does not say whether defense against Assyria is appropriate, only that it
is secondary to the internal reformation for which Isaiah calls.

For Niebuhr, then, Scripture functions to point away from preoccupation
with finite human intentions and instcad to point towards the ultimate inten-
tions of God. In the examples from the Joseph story and lsaiah 10, the ultimate
intention of God is human salvation, even though in both cases it appears that
human destruction (Joseph’s and Israel’s) is the immediate conscquence. Such
destruction is not, however, the ultimate end or result that God secks and ac-
complishes.

The epitome of the faithful response to God, according to Nicbuhr, is, of
course, embodicd in the person of Jesus. Irom the perspective of Nicbuhr's
ethics of response, Jesus “is the responsible man who in all his responses to
alteractions did what fitted into the divine action. . . . He responded to all ac-
tion upon him as onc who anticipated the divine answer to his answers” (p.
164). By way of example, Niebuhr points to Jesus’ response to natural happen-
ings. Along with others of his day, Jesus sees that it rains and shines upon the
just and the unjust alike. The question, though, is how to respond to this obscr-
vation, how to interpret it. Is this a sign that the universe is unjust and uncon-
cerned with whether human conduct is right or wrong? That was the response
of many. In contrast to this interpretation, however, “Jesus interprets the com-
mon phenomena in another way: here are the signs of cosmic generosity. The
response to the weather so iuterpreted leads then also to a response to criminals
and outcasts, who have not been cast out by the infinite Lord” (pp. 165-66).
Similarly, the birds and the flowers are signs of God’s overflowing creativity and
artistry that rejoices in creation. In short, “therc is a righteousness of God for
Jesus; there is a universal ordering for good” (p. 166). Jesus does not look only
at finite human intentions or finite human responses; instead, for Nicbuhr, Jesus
responds to the infinite purposcs of God underlying all finite situations:

If then we try to summarize the cthos of Jesus in a formula we may do so by
saying that he interprets all actions upon him as signs of the divine action of
creation, government, and salvation and so responds to them as to respond to
divine action. He does that act which fits into the divine action and looks
forward to the infinite response to his respouse. (p. 167)

For Nicbuhr, then, Jesus” response to God is an “ethos of universal responsibil-
ity” (p. 167),* for Jesus trusts that Cod is working for salvation, even in the face
of whal appears to be destruction, even Jesus” own destruction. By beginning
with the premise of God’s affirmation of creation rather than God’s indifference
to creation, Jesus points again and again to God’s grace, which redeems and
transforms humanity and the world with it (pp. 175-76).>*

Scripture as Witness to Faith Responding to the World

In addition to using Scripture as witness to appropriate models of faith re-
sponding to God, Niebuhr also uses Scripture to illustrate how formative faith
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communities responded to being in the world. In his classic study Christ and
Culture, Niebuhr draws especially on 1 John, Paul, and the Gospel of John to
illustrate different attitudes of Christian faith to the world, correlating these re-
sponses with others taken from Christian history.

After an opening chapter in which he defines “Christ”®® and “culture,”
Niebuhr proceeds to discuss the type of “Christ Against Culture.” For Niebuhr,
among the writings of the New Testament, 1 John “contains the least ambiguous
presentation of this point of view” (p. 46),>® though 1 John'’s position is not the
most radical or purest form of this perspective. Although 1 John emphasizes
radical love among brothers and sisters in Christ and faith in Christ, the “coun-
terpart of loyalty to Christ and the brothers is the rejection of cultural socicty”
(p. 47). Thus, for 1 John “the world” is a negative term referring to society
outside the church, and 1 John enjoins Christians not to love the world or the
things of the world (1 John 2:15), for the world is passing away while those who
are faithful are being saved (1 John 2:17).

In addition to 1 John, Niebuhr presents Tertullian as the most radical exam-
ple of the Christ Against Culture type, along with Tolstoy in the modern period.
That Niebuhr felt a deep sympathy with this position, and thus with 1 John, is
indicated by his own advocacy early on in his career of the church’s withdrawal
from society, evident from his 1925 essay “Back to Benedict” and his coau-
thorship in 1935 of The Church Against the World.>” From his perspective in
1951, however, when he wrote Christ and Culture, Niebuhr camc to believe that
this type of approach, even with its necessary warning against the church’s co-
optation by culture, was ultimately inadequate. Although if “Romans 13 is not
balanced by I John, the church becomes an instrument of state,” it is even more
true that “there is no escape from culture,” and so Christians should not pretend
to be able to do so.”® Radical separatist Christians, including the author of 1
John, always make use of culture. “I'he writer of 1 John employs the terms of
that Gnostic philosophy to whose pagan use he objects.”*” In short, it is impossi-
ble to be a Christian without reference to culture, and since that is so, another
approach must be found other than simply denying culture.®

After surveying the “Christ of Culture” type, where Nicbuhr finds no athni-
ties with the biblical witness,®! and the synthesist approach of “Christ Above
Culture,” where he likewise concludes that the “New 'Testament contains no
document that clearly expresses the synthetic view,”%? Niebuhr turns his atten-
tion to the type of “Christ and Culture in Paradox,” where he considers various
“dualist” approaches to relating Christ and culture. Here he treats the apostle
Paul.®?

For Niebuhr, Paul represents a dualist approach in several respects. Since
Paul had died with Christ to the world, he knew only Christ and him crucified,
as well as the seeming foolishness and weakness of the cross, over against the
supposed wisdom and power of the world. Thus, all cultural institutions and
values are radically relativized for Paul in Christ; all are under the power of sin.
And yet, God’s redemption in Christ was offered to all, and Paul felt both called
and compelied to carry out his evangelizing because of this.
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In addition, God was at work in Christ creating a “new kind of humanity”
here and now, though this work would only be completed at the cschaton
(Christ and Culture, p. 162). Christians lived, thus, between the times, taking
on new life in Christ here and now, yet knowing that the culmination of this
new life would not take place in this world. Thus, “Paul could not take the way
of the radical Christian with his new Christian law by attempting to remove
himself and other disciples out of the cultural world into an isolated community
of the saved,” for the presence of sin was not confined to the world but could
also readily manifest itself even in the midst of Christian community, as he knew
from experience with the Corinthians and the Galatians (p. 103).

According to Nicbuhr, however, Paul did add to his proclamation of the
gospel “a cultural Christian ethics,” an ethics of how to live within a Christian
community (dealing with, e.g., marriage and divorce, household relations, quar-
rels between Christians) and an cthics of how to rclate to the culture encoun-
tered in the world (e.g., church/state relations, slavery, table fellowship with
non-Christians; p. 104). As Nicbuhr puts it, “Paul seems to move in the direction
of a synthetic answer to the Christ-and-culture problem,” albeit in a different
direction from a Clement or a Thomas, for the synthesists move “from Christ
the instructor to Christ the redeemer, whereas Paul moves from Christ the judge
of culture and the redeemer to Christian culture” (p. 163).

In the end, then, Niebuhr views Paud as a dualist who advocates two ethics
that refer to contradictory tendencies in life. On the one hand is the “ethics of
regeneration and cternal life,” and on the other the “cthics for the prevention
of degeneration,” with the result that at its best the “ethics of Christian culture,
and of the culture in which Christians live . . . is the cthics of nonviciousness—
though there are no ncutral points in a life always subject to sin and to grace”
(p. 166). The one cthics has a view to God’s overabundant grace; the other has
a view to God’s wrath against sin.%*

In evaluating “the virtues and vices of dualism,” Niebuhr concludes that
dualistic motifs do give legitimate expression to the experience of living between
the times. He is critical, however, of the static character of Paul’s (and Luther’s)
dualism, which does not promote cultural reform in any substantive way, so that
there is an inbred conservatism in the dualistic approach which allows hierarchi-
cal structures of power, including patriarchalism, to continuc unchallenged.®®

Finally, Niebuhr turns to the last type, “Christ the Transformer of Culture.”
He begins by outlining three theological convictions of the “conversionist” posi-
tion, clearly Niebuhr’s own position. Briefly stated, the three theological convic-
tions are (1) a more positive view of the creation than that in the dualist ap-
proach; (2) an understanding of humanity’s “fall” as radically distinct from
creation and of humanity as perverted good rather than as completely evil; and
(3) a more positive view of history where one lives not so much between the
times as in the divine “now,” where the eschatological future has become an
eschatological present, all focused on “the divine possibility of a present re-
newal” (p. 195).

Niebuhr then presents a section entitled “The Conversion Motif in the
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Fourth Gospel” (pp. 196-206). Although he sces aspects of the conversionist
approach in 1 John and in Paul, Niebuhr sees this motif most clearly present in
the Gospel of John, though he is quick to acknowledge John’s separatist lean-
ings. 'Ihus, for Niebuhr, the

basic ideas of conversionist thought are . . . all present in it; and the work itsclf
is a partial demonstration of cultural conversion, for it undertakes not only to
translate the gospel of Jesus Christ into the concepts of its Hellenistic readers,
but also lifts these ideas about Logos and knowledge, truth and eternity, to new
levels of meaning by interpreting them through Christ. (pp. 196—97) %

According to Niebuhr’s reading of John’s Gospel, one finds a positive view of
the world, since creation came about through the Logos and since God loved
the world so much, God gave the Son of God on behalf of its salvation (John
3:10). Similarly, Niebuhr sees as implicit in John a recognition of the fall of
humanity into sin and the perversion of created good. And finally, John's view
of history is far less future oriented than it is oriented to the present, where God
is acting. Indced, “the great point of the Gospel is that the new beginning, the
new birth, the new life, is not an event that depends on a change in temporal
history or in the life of the flesh. It is the beginning with God, from above, from
heaven, in the spirit” (p. 201). And so John has largely substituted the teaching
about the coming of the Paraclete for the doctrine of the return of Churist.

For Niebuhr, John’s conversionist approach can be seen in what the evange-
list says about human culture, especially in relation to Judaism and to Gnosti-
cism. On the one hand John “presents Judaism as anti-Christian; on the other
he emphasizes that ‘salvation is from the Jews™” (p. 202). Although this tension
can be explained by reference to the historical tensions between early Judaism
and early Christianity, according to Niebuhr “it may also be maintained that
such an attitude is consonant in all times and places with the view that Christ

.. is the hope, the true meaning, the new beginning of a Judaism that accepts
his transformation of itself not into a Gentile religion but into a nondefensive
worship of the Father” (p. 202, emphasis mine). In other words, Jesus shows
what genuine Jewish faith looks like, and he seeks the conversion of Judaism
away from its overly particularist self-understanding as the chosen people of
God.

John’s approach to Gnosticism shows a similar tension. On the one hand,
John emphasizes the incarnation of Jesus in the flesh and a positive view of
creation over against Gnostic views (and in keeping with 1 John), but on the
other hand, John shares with the Gnostics a deep interest in matters of the spirit
and a concern for knowledge. Again, this tension may be explained by referring
to the historical conflict between early Christianity and Gnosticism, but “this
dual attitude is more ntelligible in conversionist terms as a Christian transfor-
mation of cultural religious thought” (p. 202).

Overall, Niebuhr sees John as preeminently concerned with the conversion
of one’s spirit, one’s heart, and not with external observances, even Christian
ones such as baptism and cucharist. As Niebuhr puts it, John “is concerned
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throughout his book with the transformation by the spirit of Christ of the spirit
that expresses itself in external acts of religion. He is concerned that each sym-
bolic act should have the true source and the true direction toward its true
object” (p. 203). John is interested in the participation of the believer in Christ
and Christ’s spirit, without at the same time denying the significance of the
material world or of external actions. ‘Thus, as far as

the religions culture and institutions of men are concerned, it scems clear that
the Fourth Gospel thinks of Christ as the converter and transformer of human
actions. . . . in general John’s interest is directed toward the spiritual transfor-
mation of man’s lifc in the world, not toward the substitution of a wholly spiri-
tual existence for a temporal one. (pp. 203-204)

Niebuhr does recognize that there are limits to seeing John as having a wholly
conversionist approach, however. Nicbuhr saw that John’s “universalistic note is
accompanicd by a particularist tendency” (p. 204). Thus, the Gospel of John
“has combined the conversionist motif with the scparatism of the Christ-against-
culture school of thought” (p. 205), though Niebuhr sces John as leaning clearly
more in the direction of conversion and transformation than of separatism.®”

Niebuhr offers no criticisms of the “Christ the Transformer of Culture” type
(though he did not consider it beyond critique), and indeed, his other writings
leading up to Christ and Culture clearly indicate that he viewed this approach
as the most appropriate stance for Christian faith in relation to the world. As L.
Kliever has indicated, Niebuhr’s Kingdom of God in America (1937) showed Nie-
buhr’s attempt to understand Christianity, and especially “constructive Protes-
tantism” in America, as a force that molds culture in positive ways instead of
being merely molded by culture (a view that Nicbuhr had already demonstrated
in his 1929 book The Social Sources of Denominationalism).®® It is no accident
that Nicbuhr was especially impressed with and influenced by Jonathan Fd-
wards and his cfforts in America’s Great Awakening, perhaps for Niebuhr a
prime example of Christ transforming culture. Indeed, regarding the use of the
Bible in the Great Awakening, Niebuhr writes:

As we have seen, in the dialectic between the objective criterion of the Word
of God in Scriptures and the subjective criterion of the testimony of the Holy
Spirit orthodoxy had tended to emphasize the former, separatism the latter,
while each needed to recognize the principle represented by the other. In the
Awakening the two principles were combined. Practically, the Awakening stim-
ulated very great interest in and reading of the Scriptures while insisting upon
the necessity of personal experience of the truth taught in Scriptures. . . . If we
may adapt a later philosophical formula we can statc their general position
thus: Scripture without experience is empty, but experience without Scripture
is blind. Hence, though they used the Bible with far greater freedom than their
immediate orthodox predecessors had donc, they used it with greater fidelity
and keener recognition of the problemn involved than had the exponents of the

“r . » 69
inner light. 69
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Niebuhr’s immense respect for the use of Scripture in personal and cultural
transformation during the Great Awakening is unmistakable here. In 1946 Nie-
buhr wrote an cssay, “The Responsibility of the Church for Society,” for a vol-
ume edited by K. S. Latourette, The Gospel, the Church, and the World, a sig-
nificant shift from his earlier more separatist writings (e.g., The Church Against
the World in 1935).7% And in reflecting on how his mind had changed, especially
in light of the ethics of response he had developed, Nicbuhr wrote an essay,
entitled “Reformation: Continuing Imperative,” in which he again sounded the
call for permanent metanoia, perpetual conversion and transformation.

That Nicbuhr linked the Gospel of John in particular to a conversionist
approach indicates that Niebuhr felt a special kinship with the vision of this
Gospel as he understood it, for the evangelist called for the kind of internal
transformation of persons and community in the world that Niebuhr saw as
being at the core of responses of Christian faith to God’s actions and presence
in and through Christ in the world. Niebuhr’s attachment to the Fourth Fvange-
list can also be understood as an expression of his own personal theological
movement from a more separatist approach to Christian faith in the world to
the more conversionist approach he articulated in his mature theological state-
ments. Like the Gospel of John, however, Niebuhr's transformist faith retained
aspects of separatist lcanings.

H. Richard Niebuhr’s View of the Authority of Scripture

For Niebuhr the authority of Scripture is a function of what is happening in
and with Scripture, and the meaning and limits of biblical authority are already
evident in his uses of Scripture as witness to the dialectic between faith re-
sponding to God and faith responding to the world.

That the Bible has authority in the Christian community goes almost with-
out saying for Niebuhr. Indeed, he writes: “The Bible is not . . . only the book
of Christian beginnings. It is an authority for Christians in many and unique
ways.” ! Niebuhr compares its authority to that of a written constitution for a
national community. Its authority is also closely connected with the Christian
experience and understanding of revelation, since the Bible points to God’s reve-
lation and Christians identify their own experience of God’s continuing revela-
tion with that to which Scripture bears witness.”? In order to flesh out the issue
of biblical authority in Niebuhr’s writings, I would point to two concerns: Scrip-
ture as the companion of faith and the problem of the canon.

Scripture as Indispensable Companion

For Niebuhr the authority of Scripture does not rest in itself; rather, it rests in
its capacity to bear witness to God’s redemptive acts in the internal history of
faith. Nicbuhr is wary of approaches to Scripture which invest, from his perspec-
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tive, too much authority in the Bible and so distract and detract from the God
to whom Scripture points. Scripture does not stand over the Christian commu-
nity as an authority; rather, it stands alongside the Christian community, re-
minding ever successive communities of faith about the formative experiences
of God’s revelation among the formative communities of faith. Thus, for exam-
ple, iu Faith on Farth, Niebuhr states that the Scriptures

arc preeminently the Scriptures of faith. They are the report of the dialogue of
divine faithfulness with human distrust and trust. They are the reflections of
the Promise of God, of the word that God has given, and of man’s acceptance,
rejection and reenactment of that promise. They are the books of the Cove-
nant. The Promise of God does not come to us through them, it is made
directly to created man, but the community of faith through this record,
through this report of its acceptance of the divine promisce, interprets for us the
encounter in which we stand directly. Jesus Christ does not come to us through
the Scriptures; he presents himself to us in the whole community of faith as the
risen Lord; but without this testimony of the Scriptures all our interpretation of
who this is whom we encounter would be confused and full of error. The Word
of God, God’s address to us, calling us to repentance and to faith in him, does
not come through the Scriptures, but directly in all the encounters of our life
with immovable reality, but how should we understand these words or know
who it is who is speaking did we not have the interpreter at our side, the
community of faith represented by the Scripturcs, speaking to us through
then? 7

And so, for Nicbuhr, Scripture itself does not directly mediate God’s prom-
ise, Jesus Christ, or even the Word of God. It does not have this kind of author-
ity or capacity, for then God’s present activity would be undermined. But Scrip-
ture is indispensable in helping the believing community to interpret and to
understand God’s promises, Jesus Christ, and the Word of God. As James Gus-
tafson has written, for Niebuhr Scripture has a “ ‘corroborative authority.” It is a
court of validation for the judgments and actions of the Christian community
and its members.” It also has an “‘educational authority” It is like the role of
the teacher, which is to lead to a direct relationship of the student to the more
ultimate authority of reality that the teacher mediates.” But even in mediation
the Bible’s “authority is a ‘mcdiate derived authority” ”"# It is a unique authority,
but not an exclusive one. It functions alongside the community of faith’s experi-
ence of and witness to God’s revelation in Christ.

Niebuhr is so concerned with Protestant doctrines of Scripture that clevate
Scripture to a position of being an intermediary between God and humanity
that he tends to shy away from discussing the authority of Scripture. Indeed, he
strongly opposes any notion of hierarchical mediation between God and human-
ity, whether it be Scripture, church, or nature. In response to such hierarchical
notions Niebuhr writes:

This view scems fallacious. A mediator who establishes our trust in God must
stand alongside of us as our companion before Him, not between us. So long
as my trust is in the church and T believe what it tells me about God, so
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long [ distrust him as one who has not accepted me as his child. Mediation is
companionate and neighborly, not hierarchical and aristocratic. ‘The Scriptures
are the indispensable handbook, the indispensable companion, the interpreting
community of faith at my side in all my encounters with God, with Christ,
with my neighbors.””

Scripture stands alongside the community of faith as “the indispensable com-
panion,” not as some demiurgic authority wielding power on its own. Scripture
is the handbook of faith. Elsewhere, he refers to “the dictionary of the Scrip-
tures,” which is essential to understanding what God is doing and declaring in
public and private experience.”® Indeed, to see Scripture as somehow standing
between God and the believer evidences a failure to understand Scripture itsclf,
which points, along with the church, to the immediate relationship God estab-
lishes directly with the believer and the community of faith.””

Changing Canons

For Niebuhr, having identified the witness of Scripture very closcly with the
witness of the church, “the chief question which arises is that of the canon.””®
The problem is that even if the official canon of Scripture is fixed and unchang-
ing, the working canon of Scripture for individuals and for churches alike is
ever changing:

lior any specific individual person the canon of Scriptures which have author-
ity, interpreting and in this sense revealing authority, will differ from that of
other persons. The canon of sacred Scriptures will differ from period to period
in his life. The samne thing is true of groups of Christians. As in the second
century the canon differed somewhat from place to place, so in the modern
world.””

And it is not just that one part of Scripture will be interpreted as having more
authority than another part. Different biblical writings do not simply compete,
as it were, for authority with other biblical writings. Instead, scriptural authority
vies with other witnesses that the church experiences as equally or even more
authoritative, so that scriptural authority can become a function of another au-

thority.

'There can be little doubt that the Westminster Confession has been actually
more powerful as interpreter of God’s words and acts than the Book of Proverbs
for many Presbyterian Christians. Luther’s Catechism, the Book of Common
Prayer, the Heidelberg Catechism, Pascal’s Pensées, Augustine’s Confessions
have often exercised greater influence in the community of faith as testimonies
of faith than have Leviticus and Jude.®

Niebuhr does not see this as necessarily a problem for Christian faith. In-
deed, as God works through Scripture to bear witness to God’s revelation, so
God works through other vehicles as well, though certainly none are so widely
accepted as authoritative as is Scripture, and none can take the place of Scrip-
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ture. Augustine’s Confessions and the Book of Common Prayer, like Scripture,
have been experienced by various communities of faith across time and culture
as companions given by God. To quote Niebuhr at length:

We are dealing here not with arbitrary selection but with the fact that God in
his faithfulness provides us with companions who interpret his word for us.
Some of these companions are so representative of the community of faith that
they are rarcly without power, such as the Psalms, the Gospels and Paul’s let-
ters. They always seem to speak to faith out of faith. They are cstablished by
no human decision. They have been put into our history by a process of selee-
tion 1 the community of faith which is at least as irreversible as the process
whereby Plato’s Dialogues and Kants Critiques have been selected and estab-
lished in the community of thought. They are simply acknowledged, received
and consulted with gratitude. They are gifts of God through the community of
faith. Others are less established. If we now accept as canon of sacred writings
a list narrower and broader than that which functions for us individually and
in groups as the indispensable interpreting representatives of the community of
faith this is because we seck to realize roughly but as best we can in our visible
church the structure of the invisible but known and rcal community of faith.*

Of course, this view of changing canons raises the question of how decisions are
made in the face of competing authoritative canons that lead individual beliey-
ers and the church in different and conflicting directions. Unfortunately, Nie-
buhr does not answer this question directly. If I may surmise from Niebuhr’s
writings, however, I imagine he would call on communities of faith to recognize
and to understand how others experience different or overlapping sets of writings
as companions bearing witness to God and, in light of this understanding, to
engage in constructive dialogue; for better to become friends with new compan-
ions than through defensive exclusivism to find oneself or one’s community
clinging to but a single witness as if it exhausted both the ways in which God
spcaks to humanity and the ways in which humanity responds to God. Further,
different canons can serve as correctives onc to the other. ‘That is why, for Nic-
buhr, it is crucial that Romans 13 be balanced by the witness of 1 John, lest the
church becomme a mere vassal of the state.

Having said this, however, it is important to note that Niebuhr believed
there is something unique about the biblical witness that makes it in fact irre-
placeable, cven if it may be supplemented by other witnesses. Thus, although
Nicbuhr recognized that from a historical perspective (external history), there is
a certain arbitrariness and certainly a historically conditioned character to the
process of the formation of the biblical canon, nonetheless, as one looks in faith
with the biblical witness o God (internal history), both the believer and the
community of faith realize that especially here is found access to the primary
story of God’s encounters with Israel and through Jesus Christ with the early
church. Iiven though canons change, then, the biblical canon is never a re-
placeable witness for the believer in the context of the community of faith.
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[1. Richard Niebuhr’s Hermeneutics

What can be said regarding Niebuhr's hermeneutics, or his principles of biblical
interpretation? Nicbuhr himself says very little directly about the way in which
he approaches Scripture (indeed, I have not found even one example of his use
of the term “hermeneutics”). In light of what has already been said, however, |
would emphasize two aspects of Niebuhr’s interpretive philosophy: his historical
hermeneutics, and his thoroughly confessional hermeneutics.

A Historical Hermeneutics

For Niebuhr, being aware of one’s own and of others” contingent historical exis-
tence is paramount. If one is not aware of the historically conditioned character
of one’s life and times, one is liable to be deccived. Niebuhr saw nonhistorical
thinking as very dangerous, for it tended to treat historically conditioned em-
bodiments of human experience as if they were somehow transhistorical and
eternally true, as if they were not expressed in contingent terms. Nonhistorical
thinking {and believing) tends to absolutizc the relative, which for Niebuhr is
“the great source of evil in life.”® As he states in his prologue to The Responsi-

ble Self:

If 1 dissent from those philosophers who undertake to analyze the moral life as
though that life were nonhistorical, as though the ideas and words of the En-
glish moral Janguage referred to the pure emotions of nonhistorical beings or
to pure concepts, 1 find myself equally ill at ease with theologians who deal
with the Scriptures as a nonhistorical book and undertake to explain it as

though they were nonhistorical men.?

[f human existence shows anything, it shows how past history is constantly rein-
terpreted in light of present historical understanding and experience. Niebuhr
thus took the relativity of history extremely seriously. This outlook applies also
to the Bible. The Bible is as radically historically conditioned as any other hu-
man writing. Having said this, however, it is also important to note that the
biblical writers sought to bear witness even in their limited historical situations
to the onc eternal and true God. Thus, to read the Bible is to hear various
historically conditioned encounters between God and the people of God across
time. And across time, certain patterns cmerge that testify to the constancy of
God in relation to humanity. Such cohesiveness provides the necessary unity to
the biblical witness to God and to the community of faith even across time.

A Confessional Hermeneutics

Precisely because all human attempts to speak of God are historically condi-
tioned and thus relative, Niebuhr believed that the only responsible way to ex-
press Christian faith and Christian ideas was confessionally. Christians are called
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to bear witness to God by referring to what they have experienced of God and
what they believe about God, giving at the same time a rationale for their under-
standing as best they can. But in no way can Christians do more than testify
and confess. Niebuhr articulates his confessional approach most clearly in The
Meaning of Revelation. In his preface to the book, he is concerned to make
explicit some of his convictions that are of fundamental importance to him. His
first conviction is “that self-defense is the most prevalent source of crror in all
thinking and perhaps especially in theology and cthics. I cannot hope to have
avoided this error in my effort to state Christian ideas in confessional terms only,
but T have at lcast tried to gnard against it.” %

'The character of human existence as historically conditioned necessitates a
confessional hermeneutic. “As we begin with revelation only because we are
forced to do so by our limited standpoint in history and faith so we can proceed
only by stating in simple, confessional form what has happened to us in our
community, how we camne to believe, how we reason about things and what we
see from our point of view” (p. 29). Niebuhr sees this confessional approach as
grounded in Scripture itself, for the carly Christians did not argue for the exis-
tence of God, nor did they admonish people to follow some suprahistorical
dictates from on high. Rather, they primarily recited what they had experienced
of God through their encounter with Jesus Christ in his historical appearance.
They gave their “confession of what had happened to the community of disci-
ples. . . . The confession referred to history and was consciously made in his-
tory” (p. 32).

And yet the confession of the carly Christians was no idle “oh by the way”
confession. Their confession was indeed passionate; they felt they had to tell
what had happened among them. As Niebuhr puts it:

[W]hat prompted Christians in the past to confess their faith by telling the story
of their life was more than a need for vivid llustration or for analogical rcason-
ing; it was irreplaceable and untranslatable. An internal compulsion rather than
free choice led them to speak of what they knew by telling about Jesus Christ
and their relation to God through him. Today we think and speak under the
same compulsion. (pp. 34-35)%

Thus, Niebuhr's confessional hermeneutic is not an expression of apologetic
Christianity, but it is an expression of a felt compulsion. The evangelists of the
New 'lestament had to speak of what God had done; they had no choice but to
tell of their experiences. And so Nicbuhr identifies with them in their compul-
sion to bear witness to God’s redeeming presence. Regarding this compulsion,
Nicebuhr also writes: “Whatever other men say we can only confess, as men who
live in history, that through our history a compulsion has been placed upon us
and a new beginning offered us which we cannot evade” (p. 139).

Since the Bible is nothing but the confessions of the formative communitics
of faith, and subsequent gencrations of Christians have identified with these
confessions, so here and now, according to Niebuhr, Christians feel called to
testify to their experience and understanding of God’s salvific acts.?® Again, a
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description of what God has done cannot be related as a dogmatic statement of
what all people in all times must believe. Rather, “[sjuch a description must
once more be given confessionally, not as a statement of what all men ought to
do but as a statement of what we have found it necessary to do in the Christian
community on the basis of the faith which is our starting point.”®’

A historical hermeneutics and a confessional hermeneutics thus define the
only approach to Scripture and to Christian experience that Niebuhr believed
to be possible for Christians acting responsibly in the world. That both aspects
of this hermeneutical approach were grounded in the community of faith was
also of great importance to Niebuhr, so that one might even speak of a commu-
nal hermeneutic for Niebuhr. One does not come to see what God has done
and is doing in history save through the community of faith past and present,
and onc does not understand the context and significance of believing in God
apart from the community of faith. Niebuhr’s emphasis on history and on con-
fession is closely related to the communal character of Christian faith.

1. Richard Niebuhr and the Significance of
Scripture for Ethics

Having examined Nicbuhr’s uses of Scripture along with his understanding of
biblical authority and the most appropriate hermenecutical approach to Scrip-
ture, what can be said about how Niebuhr correlates Scripture and contempo-
rary constructive cthical reflection? To begin with, it is important to point out
that Niebuhr made a significant distinction between the ethics of Scripture and
the appropriation of Scripture for cthics. The ethics of Scripture refer to how
the various biblical authors correlated their understanding of faith in God with
their understanding of what it meant to live this faith out appropriately in the
world. Thus, to ask about the ethics of Scripture is to ask in large part a histori-
cal question. But to speak of using Scripture for constructive ethics today refers
to how contemporary Christians in their own specific historical contexts are to
relate the formative Christian visions embodied in Scripture to the question of
what faithful existence means in rather different historical circumstances.

Describing the Ethics of Scripture

As we have scen, Niebuhr emphasized time and again the historically contin-
gent character of the biblical writings, despite his confidence at the same time
that Scripture related in a fundamental way the enduring internal history of
Christian faith. For Niebuhr, then, to ask about Scripture and ethics meant first
of all to be aware of the various ways in which Scripture presented ethical re-
flection and action. In part, his answer to this question is reflected in Christ and
Culture, where he discussed the historical responses of 1 John, Paul, and the
Gospel of John to the cultural world outside the Christian community. His most
direct presentation of biblical ethics, however, is to be found in his chapter
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“Introduction to Biblical Iithics,” his only extended commentary on biblical
texts, which he wrote in 1955 as the first chapter for the sourcebook cocdited
with Waldo Beach, Christian Ethics: Sources of the Living Tradition.

Faced with the task of reducing “biblical ethics” to its most essential form,
Niebuhr secks to relate what he considers to be “some of the main ideas and
themes of Biblical ethics” and then to trace “their development in a few great
documents representative of various periods of Biblical history” (p. 13). Niebuhr
begins with various summaries of biblical ethics contained in the Bible itself,
such as the Ten Commandments from Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 3, as well
as Jesus’ summary stateruents regarding the Great Commandment in Mark
12:28-31 (and parallels).

In discussing these summaries, Niebuhr highlights several recurring
themes. The most important obscrvation is that “Biblical ethics begins with God
and ends with him” (p. 15). God is the sourcc of all moral requirements and is
the highest value. Various themes flow from this emphasis. First, much of bibli-
cal ethics has an imperative tone. 'The Bible refers not so much to humanity’s
chief good as to people’s dutics to God and to one another. Second, biblical
ethics concentrates on acts which affect one’s neighbor or companion. And
third, biblical ethics emphasizes the “close connection between attitudes and
actions toward God with attitudes and actions toward the neighbor” (p. 16).

Having looked at some of the summaries of biblical cthics, Niebuhr then
proceeds to treat two sections from the Old Testament (the Book of the Cove-
nant and the prophet Amos) and two sections from the New Testament (the
Sermon on the Mount and Paul’s Letter to the Romans). In the Book of the
Covenant (I'xod. 20:22-23:33), Niebuhr notes the imperative tone throughout,
the emphasis on responsibility toward one’s neighbor, and the interrelation of
loyalty to God with loyalty to neighbor. In particular, Niebuhr highlights the
concern of God for the weak and the distressed and the general demands for
justice, all grounded in the reminder that God freed the Israclites from slavery
in Egypt and stands on the side of the poor and the oppressed (pp. 19-21).

Niebuhr turns to the Book of Amos as representative of the prophetic litera-
ture coming from the time of the monarchy and focusing on the contexts of
urban life and temple cult. As Niebuhr reads Amos, he stresses two inseparable
convictions found there: “the conviction about God and the conviction about
the supreme importance of justice” (p. 22). Amos’s ethics begin with a consider-
ation of the character and identity of God and God’s actions. God is one; God
is universal; and God calls a rebellious humanity to repentance and to respond
in obedience and in faith to God by doing away with injustice and oppression
toward other human beings.

In tracing the development of biblical cthics from the time of Amos to the
time of the New Testament writings, Niebuhr stresses four transitions: from a
more social to a more individualized view of life; greater wrestling with the
problem of God’s justice; deepened convictions about the rule of evil in the
world; and the development of law (p. 27). Especially amid questions regarding
the justice of God, various biblical authors after Amos struggled to give voice to
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God’s faithfulness, God’s oneness, and God’s integrity (c.g., Jeremiah, Job,
Psalms, Isaiah). Indeed, it “is in the struggle with such questions that the heart
of Biblical religion and ethics is revealed” (p. 28).

Among the New Testament writings, according to Niebuhr, the Sermon on
the Mount (Matt. 5-7) “represents in the briefest form available the essence of
the ethical teaching of Jesus” (p. 31). It shares with other summmaries of biblical
ethics an emphasis on direct imperatives addressed to the believing community.
And yet the Sermon on the Mount does not prescribe static and unchanging
rules without regard to people’s actual situations. “These apparently arbitrary
commandments arc the rational corollaries of a pronounced and definite convic-
tion about the character of the human situation. The conviction may be briefly
stated: God rules and his rule will soon become manifest” (p. 32). As Niebuhr
interprets the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus” fundamental conviction is, not that
God will rule sometime in the future, but that God rules already now, and the
actuality of this rule will be made evident. God’s rule is characterized by justice
and mercy; indeed, the Sermon on the Mount shows that for Jesus God is “holy
love” (p. 33).

Niebuhr does see, however, some distinctive aspects in Jesus” view of God
and his consequent ethics. Three things stand out. First, whereas most of the
prophets of old addressed the strong and the influential in the community and
called upon them to do justice to the poor, Jesus addresses the poor directly.
Jesus’ viewpoint is that of the poor and the oppressed themselves. Second, Jesus’
conception of the neighbor shows significant development beyond the prophets
of Israel, for Jesus counts the enemy as “among those to whom men have an
obligation under the rule of God. The neighbor is no longer the member of a
closed society whose citizens support each other by rendering mutual services,
but any member of that community of which the universal God is the head”
(pp- 34-35). Beyond the Sermon on the Mount, Niebuhr sees this theme espe-
cially in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:2g—37). Third, and proba-
bly most important for Niebuhr, Jesus emphasized the character of the attitudes
one has toward the neighbor (here in its expanded sense of including the en-
emy). Jesus “discerns that the relations between men in the great community
are matters not of obvious, external behavior but of psychological, internal atti-
tudes” (p. 35). Here, Niebuhr clearly has in mind the “new law,” where by Jesus
condemns, not just murder and adultery, but anger and lust as well (Matt. 5:21~
48). In sum, according to Niebuhr, “[t]he ethics of Jesus is the ethics of a single
community, the community of which God, the Father, is author and ruler and
in which relations to him are always of decisive importance. But these relations
can never be severed from one’s relations to the neighbor” (p. 36). This is the
heart of Jesus’ teachings about the actual, not ideal, community in the Sermon
on the Mount and elsewhere.

Niebuhr chooses, finally, Paul’s Letter to the Romans because in his esti-
mate, next to the Sermon on the Mount, “no other Biblical document has had
greater influence on the ethical reflection of the Christian church” (p. 36). Far
from representing a form of speculative theology, Niebuhr views Romans as
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deeply interested in ethical concerns. For Paul, the great moral problem is not
one of knowledge but of will. Paul’s “point of departure is, thercfore, the situa-
tion of mankind in revolt against the moral law that it acknowledges, of man in
revolt against himself” (p. 38). Humanity as a whole is morally ill and needs to
be made well before it can act as God intends. God provides a solution in
Christ: “What is most signifiant for Paul’s ethics in this connection is his convic-
tion and experience that in and through Jesus Christ, not simply through his
teachings but through his character and fate, God has made himself known to
men in such a way that a new relation to him is possible” (p. 41). Jesus’ coming
also marks a new age in human history characterized by the presence of the
spirit of God’s sonship as revealed in Jesus.

Because of this new relationship to God through Christ, with believers be-
ing internally empowered by the spirit of being children of God, Paul criticizes
the imperative moral law as something external to human beings. As Niebuhr
sees 1t, “This criticism of imperative moral law is one of Paul’s great contribu-
tions to moral thought, though he makes explicit here only what was present in
Jesus’ teaching and conduct and what a Jeremiah had sensed” (pp. 41—42}. In
describing Christian cxistence as “dying and rising” with Christ (Rom. 6), Paul
stresses how becoming a Christian “involves a complete inner transformation of
the fundamental attitudes of men toward God, their world, themselves, and their
neighbors” (p. 42). In sum, then, Paul’s Christian cthics is the cthics of the
believer who participates in the community of faith, where God-in-Christ is ever
present and ever inspiring, and in which all persons are members of one another
(p- 44).

In describing the character of biblical ethics, Niebuhr increasingly empha-
sizes the transformative aspect of biblical faith, a faith that builds new communi-
tics and is based upon the internal renewal of persons who embrace even the
encmy as neighbor in the spirit of God-in-Christ. This understanding of biblical
ethics provides Nicbuhr with some central foundations as he then seeks to use
biblical ethics in constructing his own ethics for contemporary communities of
Christian faith.

Constructing Fthics with Scripture

It is one thing to describe the ethics of Scripture, but for Niebuhr it is quite
another to construct a contemporary Christian ethic in light of the cthics of
Scripture. Since all ethical constructions are inseparably linked to specific his-
torical contexts, it is not possible simply to adopt the ethics articulated within
Scripture and apply them to the various contemporary historical situations in
which Christian communities find themselves. Indeed, in what is undoubt-
cdly his most significant attempt at constructive Christian ethics, The Responsi-
ble Self, Niebuhr quite consciously states at the outset that “my approach is
not Bible-centered, though I think it is Bible-informed” (p. 46). Niebuhr was
concerned that other attempts to construct Bible-centered theology and ethics
resulted in ahistorical approaches both to the Bible and to the contemporary
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situation. Still, he sees his approach as significantly influenced by the biblical
witness.

Niebuhr developed his cthics of response with the Bible clearly in view.
Indeed, he sees the Bible as in large measure taking the same approach to
ethical questions. Further, Niebuhr thinks that his approach helps one to see
aspects of the biblical witness itself that have been masked by other approaches.
As Niebuhr puts it in The Responsible Self:

The idea of the moral life as the responsible life in this sense not only has
affinities with much modemn thinking but it also offers us, [ believe, a key—not
the key—to the understanding of that Biblical ethos which represents the his-
toric norm of the Christian life. In the past many efforts have been made to
understand the ethos of the Old and the New Testaments with the aid of the
teleological theory and its image of man-the-maker. . . . Each of these interpre-
tations has been buttressed by collections of proof texts, and doubtless much
that is valid about the Bible and about the Christian life which continues the
Scriptural cthos has been said within the limits of this interpretation. But much
that is in Scriptures has been omitted by the interpreters who followed this
method, and mnuch material of another sort—the eschatological, for instance —
has had to be rather violently wrenched out of its context or laid aside as irrele-
vant in order to make the Scriptures speak in this fashion about the self. (pp.
65-66)

It is important to see the limited claims Niebuhr makes for approaching Scrip-
ture in light of his ethics of response. He sees his approach as a key, not the
key. It is onc significant way to appropriate the biblical witness in keeping with
the character of that witness itself. But Nicbuhr knows that all attempts at con-
structive Chistian ethics are at best partial efforts that always need to be cor-
rected and supplemented, and sometimes abandoned for a time.%

Nonetheless, Niebulr thinks his approach resonates with Scripture in point-
ing to God and to ethical human responses:

If now we approach the Scriptures with the idea of responsibility we shall find,
[ think, that the particular character of this ethics can be more fully if not
wholly adequately interpreted. At the critical junctures in the history of Israel
and of the early Christian community the decisive question men raised was not
“What is the goal?” nor yet “What is the law?” but “What is happening?” and
then “What is the fitting response to what is happening?” When an Isaiah
counsels his people, he does not remind them of the law they are required to
obey nor yet of the goal toward which they are directed but calls to their atten-
tion the intentions of God present in hiddenness in the actions of Israel’s ene-
mies. . . . Isracl is the people that is to see and understand the action of God
in everything that happens and to make a fitting reply. So it is in the New
Testament also. The God to whom Jesus points is not the commander who
gives laws but the doer of small and of mighty dceds, the creator of sparrows
and clother of lilics, the ultimate giver of blindness and of sight, the ruler
whose rule is hidden in the manifold activities of plural agencies but is yet in
a way visible to those who know how to interpret the signs of the times. (pp.

66-67)



54  Scripture and Ethics

Niebuhr sees in Scripture itself the very questions with which he begins: What
is going on? What is God doing? What is the htting response to what 1s happen-
ing? 'The task of the Christian is to discern the signs of the times, to understand
the possible ways in which contemporary happenings can be interpreted in light
of faith in the one God, who is at work in all human affairs. Thus, it is perhaps
best to say that for Niebuhr Scripture provides patterns for approaching what is
going on in the world in light of belonging to the community of believers who
look to God. The task is one of interpretation, which forms the beginning of
faithful responsc.

In approaching the Bible as a source for constructing an appropriate ethics
of response, Niebuhr turns to Christ as the most fitting “paradigm of responsibil-
ity As we have seen above, Niebuhr identified Jesus™ faithfulness to God
especially in terms of his identity with the poor and the oppressed of the world,
his inclusion of the cnemy as neighbor, and his emphasis on the transformation
of internal attitudes toward one’s neighbor. Ifor Niebuhr, these are characteristic
of faithful responses of Christian communities in the world.

Perhaps a specific example will show how Nicbuhr’s appropriation of Scrip-
turc in an cthics of response works in practice. In the midst of World War 11,
Niebuhr wrote three seminal essays in The Christian Century: “War as the Judg-
ment of God,” “Is God in the War?” and “War as Crucifixion.”?" For Niebuhr,
Isaiah’s response to Assyria’s threat and the death of Jesus on the cross provide
two powerful biblical symbols that he finds helpful in discerning what is going
on in the war, and especially what God is doing in the war. These biblical
symbols arc war as God’s judgment and war as crucifixion. Both I[saiah and Jesus
looked at their respective situations in light of what the one universal tran-
scendant God was doing. Isalah saw God’s judgment as ultimately God’s act of
secking the repentance and thus salvation of a faithless and rebellious Istacl.
God was using Assyria’s impending destruction of Israel in fact to call Israel to
repentance and to internal reform. Similarly, in facing his own crucifixion, Jesus
saw not the power of Pilate but the power of God pointing to human sinfulness
and calling for the recognition of human brokenness, and so ultimate reliance
on the God who secks and accomplishes human transformation in the death
and resurrection of Christ. As Nicbuhr puts it:

To see the act of God in war is to stand where Isalah stood when he discerned
that Assyria was the rod of divine anger and where Jesus stood when he saw in
the crucifixion not Pilate’s nor the Jews” activity but that of the Iather who gave
Pilate the power to crucify and whose will rather than Pilate’s or Jesus™ was
being done.?!

Indeed, the responses of Isaiah and Jesus to God’s actions show how God’s judg-
ment of [sracl and God’s crucifixion of Jesus lead, if only tragically, to human
repentance and then to reconciliation. Niebuhr asks those claiming to be Chris-
tians to sce in the war God’s judgment of all human claims to special privilege
at the expense of others and to scc the war as the crucifixion of so many count-
less innocents; only then perhaps in repentance and in subsequent healing,
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would people realize and embody God’s gracious love for the whole human
family.”?

In responding to God’s actions, both Isaiah and Jesus “built new community
in the midst of tragedy, cleaned themselves and society of egoism, fear and
hatred, and opened up a productive future in which the tragedy was made the
foundation of new life.”?* As restoration came eventually to a chastened Israel,
and especially as resurrection came to the crucified Jesus, so Niebuhr analo-
gously envisioned World War II as God’s judgment of a world bent on crucifying
the innocent and the weak for self-gain, with the potentiality that humans might
repent and seek out the good for the dispossessed in the process of transforming
human community.”*

We can see a link, finally, between Niebuhr’s conception of World War 11
as judgment and crucifixion and his understanding of the biblical ethics of Jesus
in particular. For Niebuhr, Jesus redefined the meaning of “neighbor” so that it
included even, and perhaps especially, those persons traditionally thought of as
enemies. World War 1l showed God’s judgment upon the destructive and idola-
trous nationalisms that permeated the world order. For Christians, such nation-
alism is a gross perversion; not only does it fail to see the “enemy” as beloved
neighbor but also it demonizes the neighbor as a pretense for justifying war.
Furthermore, Jesus spoke from the standpoint of the poor and the oppressed
and identified himself completely with them, calling on his followers to do the
samc. But in the war, far from aligning themselves with the suffering poor, many
identifying themselves as followers of Jesus in fact took part in crucifying Jesus
again along with so many innocents. This suffering of the innocent becomes, in
turn, a call to repentance and to conversion. As Niebuhr puts it:

Interpreted through the cross of Jesus Christ the suffering of the innocent is
seen not as the suffering of temporal men but of the eternal victim “slain from
the foundations of the world.” If the Son of God is being crucified in this war
along with the malefactors—and he is being crucified on many an obscure
hill —then the graciousness of God, the self-giving love, is more manifest here
than in all the years of peace.””

The redemptive grace of God given in the death and resurrection of Christ can
lead to the transformation of internal human attitudes, the third hallmark of
Jesus” ethic according to Niebuhr. Such a process of conversion, then, is ever
taking place.

Critical Evaluation

How are we to evaluate 11. Richard Niebuhr’s approach to and uses of Scrip-
ture? In offering a critical evaluation, 1 would raisc three concerns in particular.
The first question revolves around Niebuhr's portrait of the Bible in general and
his view of several biblical writings in particular. In general, onc may ask if
Niebuhr’s characterization of the Bible as primarily a confessional witness is
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fair. Clearly, Niebuhr is concerned with Christianity’s tendency toward a naive
triwmphalism, but is it not also evident that much of the biblical witness pres-
ents itself not only in confessional terms but often with an exclusivist and trium-
phalistic voice (e.g., the perspectives of Matthew, John, or Luke-Acts toward
Judaism)? John Cobb, for example, has criticized Niebuhr:

There is certainly a strong confessional clement in the New Testament in that
men are directly testifying to their apprehension of God in Jesus Christ and not
attempting to demonstrate his existence or his presence. But we must also rec-
ognize that the New Testament writers do not understand their faith as one
among several ways in which God may be encountered. Neither do they under-
stand their theological utterances as having validity only in the community of

shared revelation. . . . They seem to think that those who do not believe in
Christ are objectively rejecting truth and barring themsclyves from the one salva-
tion.”

In other words, many of the biblical writings, and especially the New Testament
writings, seem to present themselves precisely in the kind of defensive and apol-
ogetic terms that Niebuhr found troubling. Even if one understands the histori-
cal contexts that gave rise to such a theological understanding of Christian faith,
as Niebuhr clearly did, is it perhaps not overly generous to characterize Scrip-
ture on the whole as primarily confessional in tone?

Regarding Niebuhr'’s understanding and exegesis of several specific biblical
books, T would also raise some concerns. Niebuhr sees the Gospel of John as
maintaining a mediating position between the types Christ Transtorming Cul-
ture and Christ Against Culture, but leaning toward the former. When Niebuhr
wrote Christ and Culture in 1951, he relied heavily upon the work of the leading
New Testament scholars of the day, most notably from the British school
(F.. Hoskyns on John, C. H. Dodd on 1 John). In the 1940s and 1950s it was
commonplace to see the Gospel of John as primarily Hellenistic in outlook, an
adaptation of the gospel message for Greek (and Gentile) Christianity. Thus, as
Niebuhr writes, the Gospel of John “undertakes not only to translate the gospel
of Jesus Christ into the concepts of its Hellenistic readers, but also lifts thesc
ideas about Logos and knowledge, truth and etemity, to new levels of meaning
by interpreting them through Christ.”%”

Since the time that Niebuhr did his work, however, the Gospel of John has
increasingly been understood by New Testament scholars (especially through
the work of R. I%. Brown, J. L. Martyn, and R. Schnackenburg, among others)
as a relatively separatist Jewish-Christian Gospel, indeed a Gospel that became
increasingly separatist as it went through various editions. Thus, the view of the
Gospel of John at the end of the twentieth century is rather different from
Niebuhr’s, so that the Gospel of John appears as rather illsuited to serve as an
illustration for the type of Christ Transforming Culture.

In addition, from the perspective of hindsight, it must be said that Niebuhr’s
reading of Paul is rather heavily influenced by Luther and falls clearly in the
category of an introspective reading of Paul via Augustine and Luther, in con-
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trast to the understanding of Paul and his robust conscience at the end of the
twenticth century, thanks to the pioneering work of such scholars as K. Stendahl
and E. P. Sanders. Though Paul may still fit Niebuhr’s type of Christ and Cul-
ture in Paradox, one can also imagine him fitting equally well into Niebuhr’s
type of Christ Transforming Culture.

A second question has to do with the relationship between the embodiment
of the faith expressions of the formative faith communities in Scripture and the
faith expressions of contemporary Christian communities. I wonder if Niebuhr's
emphasis on the constructive dialogue that takes place between the internal
histories of faith as discerned then and now, does not play down discontinuities
that contemporary faith communities experience when reading and seeking to
appropriate Scripture anew. Perhaps this is more the case at the end of the
twentieth century than it was in the middle of the century, but Niebuhr’s confes-
sional approach does make the present experience of God as significant as past
faith experiences embodied in Scripture, which opens up the possibility that
present understandings are not just shaped by the formative understandings of
the biblical communities, but that present experiences of God actually chal-
lenge the adequacy and thus the normativity of the formulations found in Scrip-
ture. This can be especially seen, for example, in ethical questions about the
status of women in the Christian community or about the eschatology of the
earliest Christians (Niebuhr makes no references to 1 or 2 Thess.). Clearly, Nie-
buhr saw some biblical formulations as more adequate than others, and he was
aware of how working canons change. But what does Niebuhr do, for example,
with the hierarchalism of the Pastoral Epistles (to which I have found no refer-
ence in his writings) or with the triumphalism of Revelation? In the end, does
not Niebuhr himself reject the theological vision and adequacy of some biblical
writings in favor of those of others? To what extent, then, does Niebuhr truly
see Scripture as a whole as having a normative function for Christian theology
and ethics?

A final question I would pose has, perhaps, as much to do with Niebuhr’s
overall theological vision as it does with his approach to and use of Scripture.
Put sharply, Nicbuhr’s presentation of the biblical witness so stresses God’s
involvement in and control of human history as to raise questions both about

>od’s ultimate power and about God’s goodness. Niebuhr himself is aware of
potential problems here. In anticipating possible criticisms of his portrait of Jesus
in The Responsible Self, Niebuhr asks: “Does not this way of understanding him,
and so of understanding the model Christian life, make of this life an affair of
pure resignation to the will of God? Is not this interpretation one of fatalism?”
Niebuhr's response is as follows:

When this One [God] is understood, with the use of the symbols of making
and of design, as the predesigner, the foreordainer of all that happens, then
indeed nothing but fatalism could result from an cthics of response to God.
. . . But such a Determiner of Destiny is not the One to whom Jesus Christ
made his responses; nor is he the God of Isaiah; nor would he be One to
whom we have access. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is the
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loving dynamic One, who does new things, whose relation to his world is more
like that of father to his children than like that of the maker to his manufac-
tures. . . . 'The symbols fatalism uses to interpret what is happening do not fit
the situation. The [images] of the kingdom and of the family are, to be sure,
symbols also, but they do greater justice to our actual experience of life.”

For Niebuhr, God is not the predeterminer of all things; rather, God is the
loving parent who seeks the good of God’s children in the world. Thus, in the
Assyrian destruction of Israel, Isaiah saw God working for Israel’s good. In his
own death on the cross, Jesus trusted God was working for the good of humanity
despite the tragedy and injustice of his own death. But how did Isaiah and Jesus
go about discerning divine intention? How doces one know, for example, whether
Hananial’s or Jeremiah’s reading of God’s purposes is on target?

In his war essays, Niebuhr states: “Interpreted through the cross of Jesus
Christ the suffering of the innocent is seen not as the suffering of temporal men
but of the eternal victim ‘slain from the foundations of the world. ”1% In saying
this, is not Niebuhr open to the charge of downplaying the real suffering of
people in real history? If such suffering is supposed to prick the consciences of
human beings to the point that they repent of their sinful self-centeredness and
idolatry, if this is what is going on and what God is doing, arc not both the
goodness of God and the power of God called into question? Niebuhr believed
that God used the Assyrians to bring judgment upon a stubborn Isracl. Was God
also doing the same in visiting the Babylonians upon judah? Was God doing
the same in visiting the Romans upon Palestine? Was God doing the same in
visiting the Germans upon Furopean Jews during the Holocaust? Is this Nie-
buhr’s only vision and understanding of why the innocents suffer, and if so, does
it find as much support in the biblical witness as Niebuhr supposes?

Clearly, Niebuhr is convinced that notwithstanding appearances to the con-
trary, God is in fact at work saving the world despite itself, evidenced in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. And so let me give Niebuhr the last
word:

However adequate or inadequate our theories of atonement or reconciliation
may be, the fact remains: the movement beyond resignation to reconciliation
is the movement inaugurated and maintained in Christians by Jesus Christ. By
Jesus Christ men have been and are empowered to become sons of God—not
as those who are saved out of a perishing world but as those who know that the
world is being saved.!®!
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BERNARD HARING

The Freedom of Responsive Love

B ernard Hiring, C.SS.R., a Redemptorist priest (b. 1912), is generally consid-
ered to be one of the most significant (and arguably the most significant)
Roman Catholic moral theologians of the twentieth century.! The reasons for
this appraisal are not difficult to see. During the early 1950s well before Vatican
IT was convened, Hiring had already moved in a sharply different direction from
the manual tradition in moral theology that had endured for over three hundred
vears.? Indeed, most scholars consider his three-volume work The Law of Christ,
first published in 1954, to have been pivotal for the renewal of moral theology
during the generation following Vatican II.> In many ways, this book already
initiated changes that Vatican 11 sought to bring about a decade later.* Twenty-
five years after the appearance of The Law of Christ, Hiring published another
monumental three-volume work, Free and Faithful in Christ (1978-81), which
sought to address significantly different situations in the Roman Catholic church
after Vatican II, in theological ethics, and in the general world scene.

One of the changes that has characterized the renewal movement in moral
theology has been greater attention to the Bible,’ as indeed the Vatican 11 decree
Optatam totius (Decree on Priestly Formation) called for in paragraph 16: “Spe-
cial attention needs to be given to the development of moral theology. Its scien-
tific exposition should be more thoroughly nourished by scriptural teaching.”®
Perhaps it should not come as a surprise that Hiring himself was responsible for
the formulation of this statement. Writing about his role in drafting this docu-
ment, he states:

When in the next-to-last vote on priestly formation (Optatam totius), many
Council Fathers demanded a clear prohibition of legalistic books on moral
theology, the responsible Commission asked me to try to deal with these re-
quests. At first I presented my doubts about condemnations: for then one would
have to carefully describe what one was condemning, and not much would be
gained thereby. Thus I formulated the following constructive suggestion: “Spe-
cial care should be given to the perfecting of moral theology. Its scientific pre-
sentation should draw more fully on the teaching of Holy Scripture and should
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throw light upon the exalted vocation of the faithful in Christ and their mission
to bear fruit in love for the life of the world” (No. 16). The text was presented
for its own vote and was almost unanimously approved.”

Hiring regularly refers to this call from Vatican II in his writings after 1965,
though he had already emphasized the need for renewed attention to the Bible
in his foreword to The Law of Christ. There, Hiring states that in contrast to
other approaches to moral theology, the “present work attempts to expound the
most central truths in the light of the inspired word of the Bible.”? In general,
it must be said that he appears to be rather self-conscious about drawing more
fully on the Bible in presenting his own moral theology, although he clearly
does a better job of this in Free and Faithful in Christ than in The Law of Christ,
as we shall see. And so it comes as somewhat of a surprise that to date Hiring’s
use of Scripture in moral theology has received very little attention, and then
only from moral theologians and not from biblical scholars.'?

Two brief comments are appropriate here to set the stage for the discussion
that follows. First, my analysis of Hiring’s use of Scripture is drawn from an
extensive but not exhaustive examination of his writings. (lo date, Héring has
written over sixty-seven volumes and countless articles.) I have concentrated on
several central and representative writings: his two most systematic and extensive
works, both consisting of three volumes, The Law of Christ and Free and Iaith-
ful in Christ; his essays in Toward a Christian Moral Theology; and other se-
lected essays. Second, I should again stress that although I teach at a Roman
Catholic university, I myself come from the Protestant tradition (Presbyterian to
be exact), and this perspective should not be forgotten as I look at Bernard
Hiring’s use of Scripture in his moral theology. My understanding of moral
theology in the Roman Catholic tradition has been mediated more through
reading about it than through direct personal experience of the tradition.

Biblical Texts Used by Hiring

Hiiring refers to over thirty-four hundred specific biblical texts in his two three-
volume works, The Law of Christ and Free and Faithful in Christ, which them-
selves total a little over thirty-four hundred pages. In keeping with his radically
christocentric approach, one finds relatively little use of the Old Testament
{only about six hundred of the thirty-four hundred references come from the
Old Testament). His tendency to downplay the Old Testament can be illustrated
by a defensive comment he makes about Ambrose in his historical survey of
moral theology from the first volume of The Law of Christ: “Though one is
astonished at his predilection for the Old Testament and his admiration for the
exalted morality of the patriarchs, the preference may be explained by his pen-
chant for concrete examples in pastoral instruction.” !

When Hiring does use the Old Testament, he draws primarily upon four
kinds of material: the creation story in Genesis 1-3, the theophany and legal
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matter in Exodus, the wisdom literature of Proverbs and Sirach, and the Servant
Songs of Second Isaiah. Apart from that, there is very little. Most striking is the
relatively minor attention given to the prophetic literature. For example, Hosea
and Amos are mentioned only eleven times.

Hiring’s overall neglect of most of the Old Testament may in part be due
to his reaction against the older manual tradition of centering on the Decalogue
as a point of departure for moral reflection. Indeed, in the foreword to The Law
of Christ, he explicitly states that the “reader of the text need scarcely be re-
minded that the point of departure in our study is not the decalog, but the life
of Christ.”!* Further, in a private letter responding to some questions 1 had
asked him about his use of Scripture, Father Hiring wrote, “Since my youth 1
was wrestling with so many cruelties done in God’s name in the Old 'Testament.
The newer exegesis has helped me greatly to see the main line of divine revela-
tion and opposing human forces and traditions.” **

As for the New Testament, it is clear that by far Hiiring prefers the Gospel
of John, and particularly the last discourse material of John 13-17. Well over 10
percent of all Hiring’s biblical references are to the Gospel of John. He also
makes extensive use, as one might expect, of the Sermon on the Mount in
Matthew 5—7. Indeed, Hiring explicitly states: “Especially in the Sermon on the
Mount (Mt s:1ff), the high-priestly prayer [John 17], and in the farewell dis-
course to His apostles (Jn 13:31-17:26), He [Christ] expressed in words charged
with all the majesty of His divine authority the inner compulsion of the ‘law of
the spirit” ”!* The core of his working canon is thus John 13-17 and Matthew
577
As for the Pauline writings, one finds frequent reference to Romans, espe-
cially Romans 5-8, and significant use of 1 Corinthians. The deutero-Pauline
writings are also heavily represented, particularly Fphesians 4-5 and Colossians,
although it is interesting that Hiring never raises the question of Pauline author-
ship and refers to these writings as if Paul wrote them. Hebrews also gets a fair
amount of attention, although proportionally, the five chapters of 1 John are
cited more often than any other document of the New Testament (143 refer-
ences).

Is there a discemnible change of emphasis in which biblical texts Hiring
uses in moving from The Law of Christ to Free and Faithful in Christ twenty-
five years later? In a word, no. There is some difference in how he uses biblical
texts, but I was able to discern only two shifts regarding which biblical texts
Hiring uses between the two works. First, and this came as somewhat of a
surprise, Hiring refers to about half the number of biblical texts in Free and
Faithful in Christ as he does in The Law of Christ (about twelve hundred refer-
ences compared to about twenty-two hundred references). Second, there is a
sharp move away from the wisdom literature in Free and Faithful in Christ.!®
To explain these two shifts, I suggest the following. Part of the reason for more
biblical references in The Law of Christ is that this work is over 400 pages longer
than Free and Faithful in Christ (1,923 pages compared to 1,509). But part of the
reason may be due to Hiring’s increasing departure from proof texting in Free
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and Faithful when compared to The Law of Christ, which T will comment on
further later. 1 would suggest that Hiring’s move away from the wisdom litera-
ture can be attributed to his increasing move away from a focus on “what to do”
to a focus on “how to be”—a move away from parenesis per se to an emphasis
on dynamic relationships of creative freedom, one of the hallmarks of Hiring’s
approach to moral theology.'®

If one asks whether Hiring has favorite texts that are repeatedly cited, the
answer is yes. From the Old Testament Hiring’s favorite passage is clearly Jer.
31:31-34, which, of course, speaks about God’s promise to write a covenant upon
the human heart.!” Given Hiring’s emphasis on the need for the renewal of the
heart, this preference is understandable. As for the New Testament, there arc
several texts that Hiring returns to over and over. And it comes as no surprise
that again the Gospel of John takes precedence here. The most frequently cited
texts are John 15:12 and Rom. 8:2. Hiring uses John 15:12, “This is my command-
ment, that you love one another as I have loved you,” as a theme that guides
his fimdamental understanding of Christian lifc and the focus of moral theol-
ogy. He calls John 1512 the “supreme norm which Jesus formulated at the Last
Supper”'® and identifies this text as the synthesis of “all the goal command-
ments of covenant morality” along with Matt. 5:48, “Be perfect, therefore, as
your heavenly Father is perfect.” 1

In the same connection, Hiring highlights Luke 6:36 (“Be merciful, even
as your Father is merciful”) as “an all embracing law” and as “the main pattern
of the Bible.”?" I[n his contribution to the festschrift for Richard McCormick,
Hiring writes that the “core of the New "lestament’s moral message is: ‘Be mer-
ciful as your heavenly Father is merciful’ (Lk 6:36). I can fulfill the difficult
mission of a moral theologian only insofar as [ orient, not only my private life,
but also my theological ethos and activity, according to the beatitude: ‘How blest
are those who show mercy; mercey shall be shown to them’ (Mt 5:7).” %! Indeed,
the focus on these texts goes hand in hand with Hiring’s move away from moral
theology’s traditional concern about sins and negative prohibitions to the re-
newal concern about life in the Spirit and positive goal commandments.

Hiring’s repeated references to Rom. 8:2 (“For the law of the Spirit of life
in Christ has set you frec from the law of sin and of death”) undergird his
constant emphasis on freedom in one’s life in Christ.?? Along the same lines,
Hiring refers regularly to Gal. 6:2 (“Bear one another’s burdens, and in this way
you will fulflll the law of Christ”), from whence comes the title for his first
major work, The Law of Christ, again emphasizing the positive aspects of the
Christian moral life and vision.??

Other texis that are often cited cohere around themes of humility (Matt.
5:3; 0:6, 16; 11:25; Luke 10:21), mercy (Luke 6:36), sacrifice and suffering (Rom.
8:17, Gal. 6:14, Col. 1:24), truthfulness (John 8:44, Eph. 4:15), mutual love (John
13:34, Gal. 5:6, 1 John 4:8), and the constant call to renewal and conversion in
Christ (Rom. 12:2), all of which Hiring sees as dominant featurcs of moral life
in the kingdom of God, a motif that he also stresses with many references to
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Mark 115 and Matt. 4:17. Further, Hiring refers frequently to texts that speak of
Jesus (whom Hiring always calls “Christ”) in lofty christological and incarna-
tional terms, especially from the Gospel of John and from Colossians (John 1:14;
Col. 1135, 3:1).%*

1t is also noteworthy that Hiring refers primarily to isolated sayings of Jesus
and Paul and relatively rarely to narratives about Jesus, although clearly for Hir-
ing the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus are crucial. Although he is
aware of larger narrative contexts, he rarely pays much attention to them.?

Finally, an interesting feature of Hiring’s use of biblical texts is his aware-
ness of text-critical and translation problems, something I have rarely found in
the writings of other theological ethicists.?® For example, in a discussion of sex-
ual self-stimulation and masturbation, Hiring refers to 1 Cor. 6:10, where Paul
gives a list regarding vices that exclude people from God’s kingdom. Hiring
comments:

The writings of the Old Testament have no direct word on sclf-stimulation.
The same is probably true of the New Testament. 1 Cor 6:10 was sometimes
given this meaning, but the translation of The New English Bible expresses the
mind of most of today’s biblical scholars: “No fornicator or idolator, none who
are guilty cither of adultery or homosexual perversion . . . will possess the king-
dom of God.” (“Homosexual perversion” includes the latin “mollis.”) The Jeru-
salemn Bible has the same thought, translating “catamites, sodomites.” Manu-
alists not infrequently translated “masturbators.” 7

”

'The implication of Hiring’s comment is that 1 Cor. 6:10 really does not address
the issue of masturbation, even though earlier manualists thought it did. Rather,
Paul in this text is discussing some form of “homosexuality,” for lack of a better
word, which he considered perverse. Although Hiring correctly calls attention
to the difficulties in translating 1 Cor. 6:10, it is surprising that when he discusses
homosexuality a few pages later, he only refers to Rom. 1:24~27 and does not

pick up on 1 Cor. 6:10.%8

How Hiring Uses Scripture

Overall, T would suggest that four basic uses of Scripture can be found in Hir-
ing’s writings: (1) proof texting, (2) a biblical concept approach, (3) Scripture as
providing examples, and (4) Scripture as illuminating.

Proof 'lexting

One of the problems that Hiring identifies with the manual tradition of moral
theology is its tendency to use Scripture as a secondary source of moral guid-
ance, so that as divine revelation it was only brought into a discussion in order
to support conclusions that had been arrived at on the basis of rational argu-
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ments in the natural-law tradition. Indeed, Hiring states: “Inn earlier ycars it was
an unfortunate custom to refer to Scripture only after having presented one’s
own system, and to do so particularly in order to present prooftexts for the
norms already established once and forever.”?? Or again, he argues that “it is
not correct to quote discrete biblical texts as proof texts, unless proper care is
taken to discern the dynamics of historical development of cthical knowledge
and the very diversity within the books of the Bible”?® The problem is that
Hiring himself falls prey to proof texting, especially throughout The Law of
Christ, a general observation that has been made by Raymond Collins, among
others,*! and that has been documented by Vincent Macnamara in his book
Faith and Ethics: Recent Roman Catholicism. >

Macnamara shows how Hiring at times uses Scripture “quite literally and
argues from the words of Scripture directly to moral values and rules.”?* For
example, Hiring ties the argument for fruitfulness in marriage directly to Gen.
1:28 (“Increase and multiply”).>* Or again, Hiring argues for the indissolubility
of marriage on the basis that it “was instituted in paradise as an indissoluble
union,” an assertion that finds no clear support in Scripture, and yet an assertion
that Idring indircctly backs up with a reference to Gen. 2:24: “For this reason a
man leaves his father and mother, and clings to his wife, and the two become
one flesh.”*

But to be fair to Hiring, it must be acknowledged that in retrospect he
himself is aware of considerable proof texting in The Law of Christ, and that
there is a significant move away from proof texting in Free and laithful in
Christ. In private correspondence, he has stated:

There is a great difference between my usc of scripture in The Law of Christ
and in later publications. . . . When I published the German text Das Gesetz
Christi [in] 1954 two biblical scholars had read the text and approved. The
influence of Divino Afflante Spiritu [1943] was not yet fully visible. ‘There was
still a tendency towards “prooftexts” also with moderation and still with an
increasing emphasis on the main lines of revelation.*

Although Hiring did engage in much proof texting in The Law of Christ, he
was at the time already clearly aware of the need to move beyond this approach
in moral theology and to use the Bible in morc responsible ways. This awareness
seems to lie behind a somewhat defensive comment he makes at the beginning
of volume 2 of The Law of Christ in which he remarks on his procedure of
corrclating love of God with love of one’s neighbor and appeals to the authority
of a respected biblical scholar in the process: “Our arrangement is excgetically
sound and correct, according to C. Spicq in his exposition of Pauline theol-
ogy.”*” Thus, The Law of Christ shows both a clear movement away from the
older manual appropriation of Scripture as secondary and yet retains many of
the elements of the older approach’s use of Scripture in proof texting. But, as
we will see, it is not quite correct to say that The Law of Christ engages in little
more than proof texting, for alrcady there we can see the beginnings of the
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other uses of Scripture that would typify Hiring’s more mature work in moral
theology.

The Biblical Concept Approach

A second use of Scripture that can be found throughout both The Law of Christ
and Free and Faithful in Christ is what can best be termed the “biblical concept
approach.”*® In this use, Hiring devotes discrete sections to the biblical concept
of a theme or idea. For example, in The Law of Christ, Hiring has sections
entitled “Conscience in Holy Scripture” (1:137-3q), “The ‘Heart’ in Scripture
and Tradition” (1:208-11), the “Scriptures and the Natural Moral Law” (1:244~
45), “Positive Divine Law” (1:250—57), “The Biblical Delineation of Sin” (1:342—
48), “The Words of Scripture” on mortal and venial sin (1:354-55), “The In-
spired Concepts of Prudence” (1:499—501), “Divine Glory in the Old Testament”
(2:111-13), “Worship of God in the New Testament” (2:113-17), and “The Biblical
Use of the Term Scandal” (2:474-77).*" These sections usually come at the be-
ginning of larger discussions and, it must be said, have little clear relation to the
general discussions that follow. These sections on biblical concepts amount to
little more than word studies along the lines of Kittel's Theological Dictionary,
to which frequent reference is made.*” But this was a dominant style of doing
biblical exegesis and biblical theology in the 1950s.

In tuming to Free and Faithful in Christ, one again finds some treatments
of biblical concepts, although not nearly as many as are found in The Law of
Christ. In Free and Faithful, biblical concept studies are found in the sections
“T'he Biblical Vision of Conscience” (1:225-29), “Reciprocity of Consciences in
Paul’s Letters” (1:267—70), “Hope in the Bible” (2:380-¢1), “I'he Complexity of
the Biblical Concept of ‘World’” (3:116-17), and “War and Peace in the New
Testament” (3:398-99). These sections are again primarily word studies, but with
much more nuance and awareness of the difficulties of talking generically about
“biblical concepts” per se. This awareness is illustrated by Hiring’s comment
regarding what the Bible says about hope: “to understand the message of hope
in the Bible, it is not enough to look just for texts mentioning the word
‘hope.” " *!

Hiring never explicitly states why he has chosen to develop some biblical
concepts and not others. One has to assume that he devoted discrete sections to
those concepts he found most significant—especially on conscience and sin.

Scripture as a Source of Examples

Hiiring repeatedly refers to examples from Scripture. He does this in two ways.
On the one hand, he refers to various biblical examples in order to illustrate a
general principle. On the other hand, he draws on biblical examples by way of
analogy in order to suggest a more specific contemporary application of a text. 1
will look at each in turn.
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BIBLICAL EXAMPLES ILLUSTRATING A GENERAL PRINCIPLE

A few instances will show this use of Scripturc. In a scction where Hiring is
discussing the place of humility in repentance, he states that “the typical exam-
ples of conversion found in the Bible teach the same lesson of the importance
of humility for truc repentance,” going on to refer to Jesus' story in Luke 18
contrasting the Pharisee and the tax collector who both go up to pray.** He also
refers to the general example of Paul’s sensitivity to the diversity of the audicnces
he addressed in his missionary work, thus illustrating the general principle of
the need to be aware of how the gospel takes different shapes in different social
and cultural contexts.”® Or again, Hiring presents biblical “examples of creative
liberty and fidelity,”** in which he calls attention to how the earliest Christians
dealt with conflict, drawing specifically on the new ministry of deacons in Acts
0, the extension of the gospel to the Gentiles in Acts 10, and the conflict be-
tween Paul and Peter rchearsed by Paul in Galatians 2. Héring comments:

Becausc of the prophetic word of Paul, the prophetical initiative of Stephen,
Philip and the other deacons, and the charismatic leadership in the apostolic
Church, Christianity could spread all over the known world of that time. The
gospel was not impeded by a canon law like the one which hindered the

Church’s mission work from the sixteenth to the twenticth century in Asia and
Africa.®

Thus, for Hiring, the early Christians provide a paradigmatic example of how
to resolve conflict in a way that maintains fidelity to the character of the gospel,
and this example in turn can serve as a critique of mistakes made by the modern
church.

BIBLICAL EXAMPLES BY WAY OF ANALOGY

Hiring repeatedly seeks to make analogous connections between the situations
addressed in the Bible and similar contemporary situations in the church. For
instance, in a section on the use of mass media for presenting the gospel, he
draws the following analogy: “The kingdom of God is a public reality. ‘You must
shout from the housctops’ (Mt 10:27). Are not the modern mass-media today’s
housetops?”* A second instance no doubt generates more controversy. In a
section on potential conflict between culture and Christian ethics Hiring raiscs
the difficult situation of the church’s handling of the levirate marriage custom
in various African contexts. He reflects back on the practice of levirate marriage
as recorded in the Old Testament and goes on to state that

In my opinion, this vision [from the Old Testament] could be helpful . . . for
facing realistically the problem of baptizing African polygamists without destroy-
ing a healthy and socially approved and sanctioned family unit. Cannot the
levirate marriage, which in the Old Testament was one of the most “sanc-
tioned” moral duties, be temporarily tolerated in newly converted African com-
munitics in which this institution has the same function and the same sensc of
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obligation as in Old Israel? The same is true for the stages of the customary
marriage, which cannot be changed suddenly without damage to all involved
and to the life of the young church.*’

In a different place, Hiring makes a similar comment regarding the interpreta-
tion of Genesis 38: “[I]t should not be excluded that the text might be a chal-
lenge to the Church when she prohibits the fulfilment of the levirate duty to
African tribes who are, as much as were the sons of Abraham, convinced that
this is their duty.” 8

Hiring’s use of the Old ‘Testament to argue for allowing a practice that
clearly goes against official church teaching and tradition is quite intriguing.
Because the Bible presents a situation that really is analogous to a contemporary
problem faced by the church, Hiring suggests that the biblical example can
provide the church with a viable way out of the dilemma.

The [lluminative Use of Scripture

This last use of Scripture is somewhat slippery. Throughout The Law of Christ
and Free and Faithful in Christ, Hiiring generously seasons his discussions with
references to specific biblical texts that appear to add insight to the argument
but receive no development. Perhaps this could be called an ornamental use of
Scripture. It is not really proof texting in the traditional sense, because Hiring
doces not appeal to the biblical text as added support for an argument. Rather,
he draws in Scripture almost in a homiletical style, as if to invite the reader to
reflect further on the matter from the perspective of a biblical citation. Almost
without exception, Hiring will cite one or two verses with no reference to con-
text.

Along the same lines, Hiring frequently makes use of what I call “cluster
citations.” A cluster citation is a reference to three or more biblical texts, often
citing them partly or completely, to add to the discussion, although it must be
admitted that at times Hiring appears to do little more than pile one text upon
another without comment. He scems to assume that the meaning of the texts
and the reason for reference to them is obvious.*” The primary purpose of these
cluster citations is apparently to give a biblical flavor to the general discussion
by seasoning it with generous biblical citations, without substantive appeal to or
development of the citations made.*

Hiring’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Although Hiring never offers any explicit comments about the authority of
Scripture, he does make several indirect comments. One indication of his view
of Scripture’s authority is a not so subtle shift that he makes from The Law of
Christ to Free and Faithful in Christ. In volume 2 of The Law of Christ, Hiring
had written a brief “Prelude,” as he called it, on the Bible as a source for moral
reflection. Interestingly, this “Prelude” was not part of the main text of the vol-



68  Scripture and Ethics

ume but appeared more as a preface to the volume. In Free and Faithful in
Christ, however, the very first section of volume 1 is entitled “Biblical Perspec-
tives” and is clearly incorporated into the main body of the volume. Over Hir-
ing’s career, Scripture takes on more and more authority for his understanding
and development of moral reflection.

One significant feature of Iiring’s view of biblical authority is the great
distinction he makes between the authority of the Old Testament and the au-
thority of the New Testament, especially in The Law of Christ. In particular, he
characterizes the law of the Old Testament as completely transcended by the
law of the New Testament, to such a degree that the Old lestament really does
not figure in the task of moral theology: “To present the specific characteristics
and the content of the New Testament law is the task of moral theology as a
whole.”?!

In one section, “Law of the Old Testament,” Hiring states that three differ-
ent kinds of law are found in the Old Testament: cultic law, judiciary law, and
moral law. Both cultic and judiciary law are made obsolete in Christ and thus
emptied of all authority. Indeed, “with the founding of the universal Church,
the spiritual norms of her law replaced the juridical norms, temporal and spiri-
tual, of the Israelitic theocracy.”*? All that remains in any way authoritative from
the Old Testament is the moral law. Hiring completely identifies this moral Jaw
with natural law, which is available to all humans, Israelite or not, by means of
human reason.

According to Hiring, such statements as that found in Deut. 30:11, 14 (“This
commandment, that I command thee this day is not above thee . . . but the
word is very nigh unto thee, in thy mouth and in thy heart, that thou mayest do
it”), “arc probably an indication that the law conforms to reason and is naturally
knowable. In any casc, the content of the second table of the decalog does not
transcend the law of nature.”>* As Hiring puts it elsewhere in The Law of Christ:

The moral law of the Old Testament as the clear revelation of the natural law
is without doubt more specific and precise in its determinations and enjoys a
loftier sanction because of the loving alliance between God and His people.
The moral norms of the Old Testament are summed up in the decalog and in
the great commandment. Their binding force as natural law rested on the ratio-
nal nature of man, who can grasp them by use of his natural endowment of

1‘6218011.;4

Hiring goes on, however, to state that the continuing authority of the Old Testa-
ment’s moral law comes not from the status of the Old Testament as Scripture
but instead from the New Testament endorsement of this moral law. The au-
thority of the Old Testament moral law is mediated by the New Testament.

As to their substance, the moral laws of the Old Testament prescrve their bind-
ing force also in the New Testament, both in virtue of the natural law and in
virtue of the positive specification of this law through the revelation of the
OId Testament. The Old Testament revelation surely preserves its character as
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revelation also in the New Testament. However, its binding force, interpreta-
tion, and sanction no longer derives from the Old Testament, but from the
New.”?

What becomes increasingly clear in The Law of Christ is that for Hiring the
Old Testament has no revelatory, and thus no authoritative, capacity apart from
its corroboration in the New Testament. The Old Testament appears to contain
no substantive revelation of moral significance apart from the “moral law,”
which is actually accessible to human reason as natural law.

The degree to which the Old Testament has been completely displaced and
outmoded, then, can hardly be overstated. Its sole function appears to be that
of pointing to and anticipating what is to be revealed in Christ, as indeed Hiring
argues: “Christ, even before the Incarnation, is the center toward which the Old
Testament law tends (Rom 10:4; Gal 3:24).”°® The law of the Old Testament,
and even its moral law, which is all that remains, is inferior to the new law
revealed by and in Christ. “The new law demands of the individual . . . 2 much
higher perfection than the Old Testament.”*” Indeed, the “negative precepts of
the decalog, the two tables of the law, are not a perfect and adequate expression
of the inner law written in the heart through our assimilation to Christ.”*®

An example of the inferiority of the Old Testament law (not the moral law,
but in this instance the judicial law) may be seen in the right of the state to
punish some crimes with the death penalty (and here Hiring lists Gen. 9:6 and
Num. 35:6 ff.). Although such texts would seem to legitimate the right of the
state to carry out capital punisllment for the larger common good, Héiring com-
ments:

A word of caution regarding these texts: at best these texts from the Old Testa-
ment taken in themselves alone show that the death penalty could be justified
and necessary before men had received the fulness of the redemption. How-
ever, it would not at all be in harmony with the unique fulness of salvation [in
Christ] and its loving kindness to apply these drastic directives without any
qualification as obligatory in the present order of salvation and grace.”

Thus, for Hiring, the moral teachings of the Old Testament have no binding
authority on their own and must be revisioned in light of the fullness of redemp-
tion in Christ, to which the New Testament bears direct witness.

The relatively negative approach to the Old Testament found in The Law
of Christ finds significant revision in Héring’s later three-volume moral theology,
Free and Faithful in Christ, where he assigns a greater authority to the Old
Testament than he had in his previous work. In his opening section “Biblical
Perspectives” (vol. 1, chap. 1), he states: “Moral theology has much to learn from
the great and all-pervading perspectives of the Old Testament. There, the great
themes that are particularly fruitful for ethics overlap and integrate each
other.”® Hiring especially highlights the notion of God’s creative word and
God’s calling found throughout the Old Testament. Thus, there is God’s call to
repentance and salvation (Noah), God’s call of election and promise (Abraham),
God’s call of liberation and covenant (Moses), God’s call of charismatic leaders
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(Judges), and finally God’s call of the prophets, which “cthical prophetism” is,
in Hiring’s view, “the summit of the Old Testament.” ¢!

In addition to the motifs of creation and call, Hiring draws particularly on
the Scrvant Songs of Second Isaiah, which, for Hiring, point clearly in the
direction of Christ:

To my mind the summit of the Old 'Yestament, and especially of the history of
the ethical and religious prophetism, is Sccond Isaiah, who presents the “Ser-
vant of Yahweh” (Isa. 40 ff). . . . This is the heart of the prophetic message:
that God will finally call and send One who is fully, faithfully, and crcatively
the Servant of God and men. This is the messianic hope.®?

The significance of the Old Testament here, then, is in its anticipation of the
New Covenant in Christ.

Similarly, Hiring calls attention to the covenant written on one’s heart in
Jeremiah 31 and kzckiel 36, concluding that the central themes of the Old
‘Testament point directly to the gospel message of salvation in the New Testa-
ment. Thus, although ultimately the Old Testament remains for Hiring primar-
ily a precursor and pointer to Christ, he moves significantly away from the over-
all negative characterization of the Old 'Testament found in The Law of Christ
to a more positive appreciation for the Old Testament, and the unity and author-
ity of the biblical witness as a whole, in Free and Faithful in Christ.

Beyond his characterization of the relatively inferior authority of the Old
Testament in comparison to the New, his indircct comments on the authority
of Scripture have mostly to do with the process of distinguishing between time-
bound statements, which no longer have authority, and normative statements,
which continue to have authority. Hiring devotes considerable attention to how
one diffcrentiates time-bound statements in the Bible from normative statements
that remain authoritative. He writes, “Surely, we must carefully distinguish what
is an abiding orientation and normative ideal from what is time-bound moral or
religious exhortation in a particular situation.”

in principle, Hiring proceeds by identifying the more gencral moral state-
ments as authoritative and binding while secing the more concrete and specific
statements as more likely to be time-bound and not authoritative in the same
sensc. According to Hiring, “the more concrete some biblical norms are the
more carefully must the question of concrete historical circumstances be raised;
and the universality of norms binding for all time is not to be asserted on the
basis of one or two texts.”** lo give an example, Hiring states:

The first impression, and the rightful presumption, is that the general material
norms derived from the main perspectives of faith are meant to be abiding and
binding teaching for all imes. . . . [However, njot infrequently the context and
the formulation of the inspired authors indicate that it is a matter of guidance
in a unique historical context or even a 1esponse to a very special local prob-
lem. The latter is evidently the case in Paul’s argumentation about the women’s
veil in Corinth (1 Cor 11:33-36 . . . ). However, this docs not at all mean that
thesc passages are irrelevant for the moral teaching of today; on the contrary,
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they are very helptul as “models” of how to deal with particular traditions and
liow to incarnate the Cospel morality in other cultural contexts.®®

Thus, cven when specific biblical moral statements are considered time-bound
and not authoritative in a primary sense, they are authoritative in a secondary
sense insofar as they provide models, or prototypes (but not archetypes), for how
the Christian and the church should proceed in different cultural situations.

What are the normative biblical statements that remain authoritative? Hir-
ing identifies what he calls the “eschatological virtues” —faith, hope, and love —
as authoritative for Christianuty in all times and places. According to Hiring,
these virtues “are originally biblical, emphasized at all times and normative for
Christian ethics.”% e states that “the emphasis of the Bible is on the eschato-
logical virtues” and goes on to say: “My intention, here, is to show that a return
to the biblical vision can generate and release encrgies of creative liberty and
fidelity in today’s world.”®’

Of particular interest in this regard is an essay Héring published in 1967,
“I'he Normative Value of the Sermon on the Mount,” in the leading Roman
Catholic journal of biblical studies in the United States, The Catholic Biblical
Quarterly.®® He begins the essay by asking: “Is the Sermon on the Mount a
collection of pious counsels without binding power? Or is it merely a question
of casuistic solutions to concrete questions or of legal directives which claim
validity for all times and places?” (p. 69). His answer is to highlight the character
of the Sermon on the Mount as normative covenant law and on the basis of the
sermon’s literary form and construction to portray this covenant law character of
the sermon as Matthew’s intention. In particular, Hiring notes how Matthew
clearly “intends to set off the New Law against the OT covenant law” (p. 69).
Indeed, already in The Law of Christ, Hiring had emphasized the normative
status of the Sermon on the Mount over against the Old Testament:

The negative precepts of the decalog, the two tables of the law, are not a perfect
and adequate cxpression of the inner law written in the heart through our
assimilation to Christ. This is manifested rather by the Sermon on the Mount,
the new law of the kingdom of God promulgated by Christ, the law of disinter-
ested and unbounded love, humility, and love of the cross. . . . The Sermon
on the Mount determines the ideals and goals toward which we must strive
(purposive precepts).®”

In his 1967 essay, he develops in more detail the authoritative character of the
Sermon on the Mount over against the Mosaic law. Whereas the revelation of
the law to Moses on Sinai took place at a distance from the rebellious Israclites
(Fxod. 19:17-25; 34:1-3), God’s revelation of the New Law through Jesus stands
in sharp contrast, because Matthew emphasizes “Jesus’ proximity to his disciples
and the great crowds of people. The announcement of the Beatitudes does not
merely teplace the thunder and lightning. Rather the whole setting serves to
feature the New Covenant which comes to us in Immanuel as the promised
New Covenant” (p. 70). For Hiring, the closeness of Jesus to the people in
contrast to the distance of God from the Israelites is onc of the most significant
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features of the Sermon on the Mount. While both theophanies emphasize the
authority of the lawgiver and the law given, for Iiring it is the combination of
authority and closeness in Jesus that is remarkable. “The marvelous harmonious
tension between the authority and the proximity of Jesus to his disciples and
also to the crowds of the people is uniquely expressed in Mt's whole literary
composition of the Sermon on the Mount” (p. 71).

Hiring hastens to add a comparison of the closeness seen in the Sermon
on the Mount with the closeness of Jesus to his disciples scen in the last dis-
course of Johns Gospel.

The Johannine synthesis of Jesus’ moral proclamation (13-17) provides a basis
for comparison. Jesus, the bearer of salvation, the herald of the salvific message,
and the giver of the New Law, appears there in another image, in unsurpassable
proximily, in a revelation of boundless love and, at the same time, in absolute
authority: Jesus as the master of the house washes the feet of the Apostles and
explains: “You call me ‘Master” and ‘Lord,” and rightly so, for that is what I am”

(Jn13,3). (p. 71)

Like the Sermon on the Mount, for Hiring the last discourse of John highlights
the new and normative connection in Jesus of closeness and authority, so that
authority comes not from Jesus lording over the disciples but from his ap-
proaching them with compassion and serving them. For Hiring, Jesus™ authori-
tative command arises from the gift of his saving presence with the disciples.
“I'he sublimity of the demand corresponds to the sublimity of the gift and call.
The unity of indicative and imperative, however, the total incorporation of the
command into the gift, also confirms the normative value of the Sermon on the
Mount” (p. 72).

What is the central authoritative message of the Sermon on the Mount?
According to Hiring, the high point of the sermon comes in Matt. 5:43-48,
which he cites as follows: “ T.ove your cnemies and pray for your persecutors;
only so can you be children of your heavenly Father, who makes his sun rise on
good and bad alike. . . . you must therefore be all goodness [perfect], just as
your heavenly Father is all good” (Mt 5,43-48)” (p. 72). For Hiring, this indicates
that by the fact of the New Covenant, “by the inner proximity of God to his
People, there arises the grace-founded possibilily, and from this the norm for
imitating precisely God’s mercy” (p. 72). Hiring sees the same motif of God’s
unmerited love in Luke’s version of the sermon (especially in Luke 6:36: “Be
compassionate as your Father is compassionate”) and especially in Jesus’ com-
mand in John 1512, “This is ay commandment: love one another, as 1 have
loved you.”

But what is specifically and authoritatively normative from the Sermon on
the Mount? Haring argues that Matthew leaves intact “the validity of minimal
limits” (do not murder, do not commit adultery, etc.), so that Christian ethics
cannot ultimately be reduced to situation ethics (p. 74). There is a bottom line
of minimal standards, but in the New Law much more has been indicated. The
Sermon on the Mount does not so much add additional limitations as it com-
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pletely shifts the balance and point of view of the law. “The disciple of Christ
as such is not confronted with the tablets telling him what not to do. If he still
has need of them, then it is due to the fact that he has not yet perfected the
change of outlook with sufficient energy. He who has accepted the new form of
the covenant commandment of the Beatitudes is far removed from transgressing
the negative directive “Thou shalt not killl Thou shalt not commit adultery’” {p.
74). From Hiring’s perspective, the Sermon on the Mount points to the com-
plete renewal and sanctification of the believer as the goal toward which the
believer is directed.

It is unmistakably clear from the Sermon on the Mount that the decisive direc-
tive for the disciple of Christ is that of the goal commandments, which are
“commandments” of beatitude, the Good News, grace, and the kingdom of
God which draws near with power. The goal commandments, which are all
summed up in: “You therefore must be all goodness, just as your heavenly
Father is all good,” are no less serious than the fulfillment commandments
(limitative commaundments) of the Decalogue; they arc absolutely normative in
their seriousness. However, the word “norm” attains a new, analogous meaning
here. Tt looks to a dynamic propulsion, an initiated movement, an organized
action toward clearly defined goals. (p. 74)

Here Hiring lifts up the goal commandments of perfection, of direction toward
a goal, as being at the heart of the Sermon on the Mount.

He seeks to illustrate his point by appealing to the parable of the talents
(Matt. 25:14~-30). The servants who use their talents to the full receive equal
praise from the master. For Hiring, this indicates: “In every case it is a question
of that grateful affirmation and acceptance of God’s grace in Christ Jesus which
liberates the person in the dimension of true freedom” {p. 75). Jesus’ statement
in the Sermon on the Mount “But this is what T tell you” provides a “dynamic
norm which can be ‘fulfilled” only in the manner of perpetual conversion, unre-
lenting effort, somewhat like Paul’s way of expressing it in the Epistle to the
Philippians. ‘It is not to be thought that I have alrcady achieved all this. T have
not yet reached perfection, but I press o’ 7 (Phil. 3:12-15) (p. 75).

What are the ongoing criteria for discerning the authoritative norm articu-
lated in the goal commandments of the Sermon on the Mount? For Hiring, the
sermon itself provides several criteria: love of enemy as the “fully characteristic
criterion of the newness of life,” the Golden Rule of Matt. 7:12, and finally the
criterion of fruitfulness (Matt. 7:20). “I'he Sermon on the Mount is an ethic of
attitude, a directive drawn from the power of the Good News. At the same time
it makes it clear that the change of attitude transforms onc’s whole life” (p. 70).
Hiring agrees with Matthew, who

sces in the Sermon on the Mount the absolutely binding and liberating dirce-
tive of the New Covenant. . . . The goal commandments are not an optional
piece of advice. Fach one must acquire for himsclf that spirit which is de-
scribed here and with all the power at his command start out in the direction
which is shown here. (p. 76)
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Still, even given the authoritative and binding character of the Sermon on
the Mount, Hiring also argues that the directives of the sermon cannot be con-
strued as “casuistic solutions” for all imaginable cases, such as never taking an
oath (Matt. 5:33—37), or always offering the other cheek (5:39) or even the saying
that “whocver marries a divorced woman commits adultery” (5:32). Alongside
this last statement, Hiring places the Pauline sayings on divorce and remarriage
as indications that the saying in the Sermon on the Mount (5:32) cannot be
taken as an absolute and cxceptionless directive (p. 77).

Hiring concludes his essay with a statement that summarizes the overall
balance he secks to articulate regarding the normative and authoritative charac-
ter of the Sermon on the Mount and the more general directives of the goal
commandments, which point toward the freedom of the believer to pursue all
goodness as best he or she can:

The Sermon on the Mount docs not allow any legal minimalism which acts as
if everything else were mere optional counsel. However, it gives just as little
room to legal harshness. It refers to the noble reply to God’s love and beckons
to the mature Christian who grows in the knowledge of Christ and thus in
sound judgment also. From this knowledge, therefore, of the true physiognomy
of love he is to advancc in the best possible way at the time in the direction of

perfect love. (p. 78)

As we have already scen, Hiiring’s working authoritative canon revolves around
the farewell discourse of John 13-17 and the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew
5—7. The overall authority of this working canon, in turn, is that of giving nor-
mative, positive direction for Chustian discipleship, a discipleship grounded in
the love and grace of God in Christ.

Hiring further develops the normative value of Scripture for Christian eth-
ics in the section “The Bible and Normative Ethics” in the first volume of Free

and Faithful in Christ:

A moral theology of creative liberty and fidelity finds its distinctively Christian
quality in the light of the dynamic dimensions and perspectives which we find
in the Bible. Their normative value is quite different from any kind of norms
fitting external controls. They are, however, binding—and at the same time
liberating—guidelines, norms in a very broad but real sense. (1:23)

Hiring argues for the binding and normative character of Scripture in theologi-
cal ethics, though he sees Scripture as offering guidelines and direction morc
than it does rules or limits. “In all these perspectives of the Old and especially
of the New Testament, there is no place for a mere code morality or an allow-
ance to confine oneself to static norms. It is always the dynamics of salvation
truth” (1:24). But the “dynamics of salvation truth” presented in Scripture re-
main very broad and general when it comes to the authority of Scripture for
normative Christian ethics.
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Hiring’s Hermeneutics

Hiiring has relatively little to say about his hermeneutical approach to Scripture.
In The Law of Christ he has absolutely nothing explicit to say. As Macnamara
has observed in his book Faith and Ethics: “[Alt this stage of his theology he
had not produced a cogent and convincing moral methodology: this is com-
pounded by a considerable looseness of style. One cannot find that in The Law
of Christ he even once adverts to the exegetical or hermeneutical problems of
the use of Scripture.””" In Free and Faithful in Christ, however, he does devote
a small section in the first volume to his hermeneutical principles, which is the
source of my comments here.

The guiding principle for Hiring’s hermencutics is to be exegetically aware,
to take the historical contexts and literary forms of Scripture very scriously, and
only then proceed to apply what Scripture says to the contemporary scene.

[Wihile exegesis is principally concemned with discovering what really hap-
pened and was said in those times . . ., theological hermeneutics seeks to
answer the question: What does the Bible teach us in order to understand
God’s will here and now, in our time? Hermeneutics requires knowledge both
of that time and our time, sharp awareness of the biblical horizon for under-
standing, including the time-bound worldview of the inspired writers, and of

our own culturally conditioned way of approaching the problems.”!

Thus for Hiring, historical awarencss is paramount in one’s approach to Scrip-
ture, awareness of the Bible’s contextual settings and of the varied contextual
settings in which Christians have sought and seck to use the Bible for moral
reflection.

Aside from this, Hiring really says little more in concrete terms. In several
places, he states the need to have the “appropriate approach to . . . hermeneu-
tics”’? but then does not go on to say what that approach means apart from
historical, social, and cultural sensitivity. Trying to get a firmer picture of Hir-
ing’s hermeneutical methodology reminds one of a comment made by Richard
McCormick in his “Notes on Moral Theology” about an article by Hiring.
McCormick writes that “the cssay is vintage Hiring, which is to say that it is
characterized by obvious Christlike kindness and compassion, pastoral pru-
dence, a shrewd sense of the direction of things, and a generous amount of
haziness”! "

There are, however, some additional observations one can make about Hir-
ing’s hermeneutics. In his approach to Scripture, Hiring emphasizes the gencral
unity of the Bible rather than its divessity. This unity is important for providing
a holistic view of Christian existence, as Hiring is concerned to focus on main
themes and patterns within the biblical witness. As he puts it in the first chapter
of Free and Faithful in Christ (“Biblical Perspectives: Vision of Wholeness”):

We can gain the necessary vision of wholeness only by listening to the word of
God and, in the light of his word, searching the signs of the times. Hence, I
present first the main perspectives of the Old and New ‘Testaments as biblical
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theology and a biblically oriented moral theology have worked them out. Only
then do T try to discern the main patterns that respond faithfully to the biblical
perspectives and, at the same time, creatively meet the signs of the times. (1:6)

Rather than highlighting differences between the various biblical writings, and
their different visions of embodied faith, Hiring sceks to present a general and
somewhat homogeneous “vision of wholeness” discerned from the main patterns
of the Bible, even while paying attention to the historical contexts of the various
biblical writings. For Hiring, such a unified approach to Scripture has the ca-
pacity to clicit dynamic responses from those faithful to God. “My intention . . .
is to show that a return to the hiblical vision can generate and release encrgies
of creative liberty and fidelity in today’s world”(1:201, emphasis mine).

In addition to an cmphasis on the unity of Scripture, Hiring repeatedly
refers to the role of the Holy Spirit in the appropriation of Scripture, and it is
clear that he sces God’s Spirit as part of the hermeneutical circle. For example,
in a section on ecumenisin, Hiring writes that “the basis and starting point of
our common search for unity and greater fullness of truth is holy Scripture. But
immediately we must add that this is so because we believe in the Holy Spirit
who not only has inspired the sacred authors but who will also guide us in our
common search if we trust in him” (2:276). Or again: “The Spirit introduces us
not only to an understanding of the Bible but . . . to an understanding of ‘things
that arc coming’ ” (1:331). Thus, according to Hiring, the central feature of good
hermencutics is a combination of trust in historical-critical exegesis with trust
in God’s Spirit at work in the church, for Hiring also argues that the Bible only
rcally functions appropriately when it is read and interpreted in the context of
Christian community.”*

Finally, Haring’s hermencutics stresses the dialogic character of Scripture,
lifting up God’s call annd human response as the basic pattern of Christian exis-
tence. As he puts it in the preface to the second volume of The Law of Christ,
the basic question of Christian morality is always the same: “How can we re-
spond to the incomprehensible love which the Father has spoken to us in His
Incarnate Son, the Word, Jesus Christ?” (2:xvii).”” In the “Prelude” that follows,
in a section entitled “l'he Biblical Source,” Hiring states that Christian exis-
tence “is essentially dialog-response, which means that it springs from the re-
sponse of man to the redemptive word of God committed to him. In conse-
quence moral theology in all its considerations must flow from the word of God”
(2:xx1), which bears witness to the ethics of response at the core of Christian
moral reflection and action.”

'This ethics of response continues in I'ree and Faithful in Christ, as Hiring
states in the introduction: “I also feel a strong sense of continuity in my effort
to present responsibility and co-responsibility as key concepts in a Christian
cthics for people of today” (1:1). And, in Scripture, he sees the pattern of God’s
call and the believers response repeated over and over again, from the Old
'lestament to the New. Indeed, “the main perspectives of the Old Testament
merge into the one ‘Good News’ of conversion as God’s gracious word and work
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and the people’s grateful acceptance and response. It is a message and call for
each of them and all of them”(1:15).

In choosing a leitmotif for presenting Christian ethics as creative liberty and
fidelity, Hiring states that a leitmotif should only be chosen

after having carefully studied the biblical patterns and after discerning, in view
of thosc patterns, the special signs of God’s present action and call in history.
... Itis therefore a distinctively Christian approach to emphasize responsibility
as a leitmotif, but in a way that shows it as expression of creative freedom and
fidelity.””

This emphasis on an ethics of response, then, permeates Hiring’s approach both
to moral theology in general and to the Bible in particular.

Hiring and the Significance of Scripture for
Moral Theology and Christian Ethics

Hiring sces Scripture as providing a holistic vision of Christian life that gives
general normative guidelines and examples of how faith is lived out in the
world. But Scripture does not provide many specific moral directives that can
be applied without taking historical and social contexts into account. Scripture
must always be correlated again and again with contemporary situations, for
there is no permanently lasting interpretation, just as there is no once and for
all exposition of moral theology.

For Hiring, it is sufficient to use Scripture to point in general directions, to
describe main principles of the Christian life, to provide goals and a unified
vision toward which Christians strive together in community. Such directions,
principles, and goals are normative and binding, but how they find expression
in concrete terms in the everyday life of Christians is primarily up to the capac-
ity of each Christian as he or she responds out of creative freedom in fidelity to
God’s call and claim upon his or her life.

Hiiring came from the tradition of manuals in moral theology that sought
to enumerate all possible specific cases and to articulate rules that applied in
cach case, appealing to Scripture rarely and then merely for proof texting one
conclusion or another. Hiring breaks free both from this approach to moral
theology in general and from its use of Scripture in particular. He does so by
stressing Christian freedom in God’s love and grace made manitest in Chuist.
He sees such freedom in the biblical witness and seems determined to avoid
portraying the Bible as merely a series of constraints. Instead, he uses Scripture
to give broad shape to a vision of authentic Christian existence that is responsive
both to God and to people. In keeping with his personalist approach, he allows
generous leeway for how Christians appropriate and pursue the goal commands
laid out in Scripture. It is thus difficult to develop in any more than the general
terms already spelled out regarding the Sermon on the Mount how Hiring con-
strues Scripture for constructing Christian ethics.”® When it comes to using
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Scripture for Christian ethics, he is content to talk about “clear perspectives, a
most relevant vision and basic principles.””’

Critical Evaluation

In assessing Hiring’s use of Seripture in moral theology, I would call attention
to four concerns. First, although Hiring regularly calls the reader to pay atten-
tion to the historical and social concreteness of Scripture, 1ldring himself ironi-
cally often exhibits little sensitivity to the historically conditioned character of
Scripture. ‘This is an interesting oversight, because he does display a sophisti-
cated and critical awareness of how moral theology has been conditioned by
various historical contexts.® It appcars that in his enthusiasm for Scripture, he
is often insufficiently critically attentive to historical situations that gave shape
and substance to the various biblical writings. For example, he refers more to
the Gospel of John than to any other document, but not once does he cver
discuss the historical and theological context in which this rather polemical
Gospel developed. (Hiring has a way of ignoring those aspects of Scripture that
are problematic; ¢.g., the demonic portrayal of Jews in John 8 becomes symbolic
for Hiring of a larger point regarding lies.)®' He does refer regularly to specific
contexts of Paul’s letters—1 Corinthians, Galatians, and sometimes Romans. But
he does not do this with any other biblical material. He is aware of historical
problems (e.g., he states clearly that Adam and Fve were not real historical
persons bul represent human collectives), but he is not very cousistent in his
usc of historical rcadings of Scripturc. The cffect of his somewhalt ahistorical
approach to Scripture is that his appeals to Scripture often appear to be rather
loose and insufficiently grounded.

A second concern is related to the furst. 1liring rarely cngages in what
would be considered actual exegesis of texts, and in particular, he generally
negleets any consideration of the literary contexts of the passages he cites. This
leaves the impression that with most of his biblical citations there is little con-
cern (and little need for concern) for how well his appropriation of the biblical
writings accords with the larger framework and purposes of the various writings
he uses. (Perhaps an exception here is his discussion of the Sermon on the
Mount, where he is quite interested in the literary development of the sermon
and in the social-historical context underlying Matthew’s theology.) Hiring is
clearly quite familiar with the work of various biblical scholars (e.g., R. Schnack-
enburg, J. Dupont, E. Kisemann, and W. Eichrodt), as evidenced especially in
Free and Fuaithful in Christ, but he does not often incorporate the findings of
biblical scholars in his many appeals to biblical texts.®?

A third concern has to do with his approach to and use of the Old Testa-
ment. What does it mean for Christians to have a unified biblical canon con-
taining two testaments? Hiring’s thoroughly christological approach to the Bible
nearly renders the Old 'lestament nonfunctional for Christian theological eth-
ics. He appears to find the Old lestament useful only insofar as it illumines
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God’s revelation in Christ in the New Testament. Indeed, Héring seems almost
to suggest that there really is no revelation per se in the Old Testament law,
since the moral law is accessible through natural reasoning. And Hiring does
little to develop any other positive evatluation of the moral vision found in the
Old Testament, especially among the prophets. In short, Hiring’s approach to
the Bible lacks an integrated vision of how the Old 'lestament continues to
function along with the New Testament as Scripture that is useful for con-
structing Christian ethics.

Fourth and finally, one of the strengths of Hiring’s approach to Scripture
also raiscs various questions. IHdring quite consciously seeks to present a rather
general and unified picture of Christian existence in biblical terms. He is con-
tent with broad principles, with John 15:12 providing the basic vision: “Love one
another as I have loved you.” Hiring’s very open-ended approach has been a
refreshing change in the tradition of Roman Catholic moral theology, as we
have seen. And yet it is so general in scope that it begs for sharper definition. In
particutar, Hiring is so concerned with presenting a unified biblical “vision of
wholeness” that one wonders about the tremendous diversity of approaches
found within the biblical witness. How are these different moral visions to be
construed in relation to one another? This is a question that Hiring does not
ask, let alone answer. For him, the answers come in the freedom of Christians
as they seck faithfully to respond to God and to one another in Christ.



PAUL RAMSEY

Obedient Covenant Love

Pau] Ramsey (191388} is generally recognized as one of the foremost Chris-
tian cthicists of the twentieth century. His carcer spanned some forty years,
most of it teaching in the religion department at Princeton University from the
1940s to the 1980s. He is probably best known for his contributions to just war
theory and to medical ethics, but he has also exercised a tremendous influence
upon the field of religious ethics in general, both in Protestant ethics and in
Catholic moral theology.! A good deal of attention has been given to Ramsey’s
thought, resulting in, for example, a 1973 book on Ramsey by Charles Curran;
a book of essays by various scholars, Love and Society: Essays in the Ethics of
Paul Ramsey (1974); and an entire issue (fall 1991) of the Journal of Religious
Ethics devoted to essays on Ramsey.” But Ramsey’s use of the Bible has not
been treated in any of these analyses, and very little on this subject can be
found elsewhere.’

My analysis of Ramsey’s use of Scripture is based on only a part of his
literary output. Ramsey wrote thirteen books, edited twelve others, and wrote
over 18c articles and chapters. In this regard, it is worth citing a comment made
by the Catholic moral theologian Richard McCormick in his response to a
lengthy critique Ramsey had written of a much shorter article by McCormick.
McCormick begins by saying: “It was to be cxpected that only heroic efforts by
the prodigious Paul Ramsey could reduce his manuscript to a lean one hundred
and twenty manuscript pages. ‘Increase and multiply” is a biblical mandate Ram-
sey has taken over and spoken to his typewriter with a real vengeance, or, if [
may, with a finality disallowing any exceptions by proportionate reason. Amidst
it all, T am never sure [ have him down pat”* One cannot but empathize with
McCormick, for the extent of Ramsey’s writings and his often rather cumber-
some style make it difficult for the reader to have full confidence that she or he
really knows what Ramsey is saying.” Ramsey’s writings provide no casy handles.

To set reasonable limits for this examination, then, I have concentrated my
analysis on several central and, I think, representative writings: his books Basic

Christian Ethics (1950),° Deeds and Rules in Christian Ethics (1967), The Patient

8o
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as Person (1970), and Speak Up for Just War or Pacifism (1988), along with many
of his articles, especially “Beyond the Confusion of Tongues” (1947) and “T'he
Biblical Norm of Righteousness” (1970).” Perhaps more so than any other author
considered in this book {(with the possible exception of Reinhold Niebuhr), Paul
Ramsey’s influence is due to the many topical essays and articles he wrote as
much as to his books. I have also examined his other books, though seldom docs
one find in them much significant use of the Bible.

Biblical Texts Used by Ramsey

In the writings 1 have surveyed, Ramsey refers to the Bible a little more than
300 times (314 to be exact), with about twice as many references to the New
Testament as to the Old Testament (215 New Testament references to gg Old
Testament references). Of these, about two-thirds come from his earliest book,
and his only comprehensive and foundational work, Basic Christian LEthics (1
Old Testament and 147 New Testament references).®

From the Hebrew Scriptures, Ramsey appeals primarily to Genesis (22 cita-
tions; all from Gen. 1-14) and to the prophetic literature, particularly Isaiah and
Jeremiah (17 and 12 citations, respectively). Most of the Old Testament citations
appear in his discussion of the righteousness of God, a central notion for Ram-
sey (see BCE, pp. 2-24). Ramsey’s selection of Old Testament texts, however, is
clearly and self-consciously guided by his christocentric approach to Christian
ethics, and so to the Bible. Indeed, Ramsey characterizes his Basic Christian
Ethics as “an essay in the Christocentric ethics of the Reformation” (p. xiv).
This christocentric approach is easy to see. For example, he states that “Old
Testament cthics reaches perhaps its highest expression in the book of Hosea,
in the Suffering Servant passages in Isaiah, and in Job’s ‘negative confession, ”
where Job defends his life by saying he has extended mercy to others (sce Job
31; BCE, p. 11). According to Ramsey, Hosea and the Suffering Servant Songs of
Isaiah, along with other prophetic materials, show God’s righteousness, which is
definitively expressed in Jesus. For Christians, Jesus has become the righteous-
ness of God.”?

Further, Ramsey openly distinguishes between the creation stories in Gene-
sis and the Christian creation story, which he identifies with the prologue to
John's Gospel. For example, in the context of discussion on procreation, Ramsey
states in his book Fabricated Man: “The Prologue of John’s Gospel (not Gene-
sis) is the Christian story of creation which provides the source and standard for
responsible procreation.”!” Christians identify their creation by God with their
creation in Christ.

Finally, another indication of Ramsey’s conviction that Christians should
read the Old Testament through the New 'Testament comes in his discussion of
the United Methodist Bishops™ pastoral on peace. Ramsey acknowledges that his
own theology is “more Augustinian than Hebraic,” but then he goes on to won-
der why the bishops™ pastoral “is more Hebraic than New Testament.”'! Ramsey
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thus chooses Old Testament texts which resonate with his reading of the New
Testament. In principle, for Ramsey, “Christians read their Bibles backward, first
the New Testament, then the Old” (BCE, p. 292). At least this is the way it
should be in his view.

In addition to Ramsey’s emphasis on Genesis, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, one
also finds significant references to Deuteronomy and to the Psalms. He tends to
discount the legal materials of the Old lestament as code morality that stands
in tension with the righteousness in Christ that God manifests and requires.
From Ramsecy’s perspective, along with much of early-twentieth-century Lu-
theran and Reformed theology, “legalism finally triumphed over rightcousness
in official Judaism after the Exile and in the days of Jesus” (BCE, p. 13). Ramsey
bought into the now defunct view of the “decline” of “late Judaism.” (Ironically,
what biblical scholars at the beginning of the twentieth century termed “late
Judaism” is termed “carly Judaisim” by most biblical scholars at the end of the
twentieth century!) Thus, for Ramsey, the prophetic literature represents the
high point of Old Testament ethics, whereas the postexilic writings show Juda-
ism’s decline into legalism.

When it comes to the New 'lestament, Ramsey himself states that he ap-
peals “especially to the teachings of Jesus and St. Paul” (BCE, p. xiii). While
this is certainly borne out by a look at the texts Ramsey employs, he clearly has
a preference for the synoptic Gospels over John. And yet Ramsey appears to be
somewhat suspicious of Matthew’s Gospel, because it “tells us more about the
rebirth of legalism within early Christianity than it does about Jesus” (BCE, p.
64).% For example, regarding the famous saying in Matt. 5:18-19 that “not an
jota, not a dot will pass from the law until all is accomplished,” Ramsey suggests
that they are likely not the original words of Jesus, “or else they are sorely in
nced of a loose interpretation” since, from Ramscy’s perspective, Jesus opposes
all expressions of Jewish “legalism” (BCF, p. 54). Likewise, Ramsey points out
that Luke preserves the original words of Jesus™ saying on divorce, whercas Mat-
thew adds the exception clause and so gives in to Jewish legalism (BCE, p. 71).
Ramsey trusts Mark’s and Luke’s accounts of Jesus” approach to the Jewish law,
and so to Jesus’ ministry, more than Matthew’s.!> Ramsey’s reading, then, is that
“Jesus stands entirely outside the evolution of Jewish legalism” (BCE, p. 6s).
For Ramsey, Jewish ethics was code ethics, whereas Jesus™ ethics was without
rules, without a code. In this way, Jesus overcame the Jewish law.!* Ramsey does
use Matthew, particularly the Sermon on the Mount material, but he makes
equal usc of Luke’s Gospel. He makes relatively little use of John's Gospel but
does draw upon John to develop his notion of obedicent love, which is central to
Ramsey’s ethics.

As for the writings of Paul, Ramsey appeals especially to 1 Corinthians (forty
references), and there particularly to 1 Corinthians 13 on love. He also makes
significant reference to Romans 5-8, particularly in regard to human sin. Fi-
nally, Ramsey regularly uses liphesians 5 in the context of addressing Christian
views of marriage.

Ramsey’s working canon, then, consists of Genesis 1-14, Isaiah and Jere-
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miah, and a sanitized (i.c., de-legalized) Matthew and Luke, along with Romans
58, 1 Corinthians, and Fphesians.

How Ramsey Uses Scripture

It is worth noting that Ramsey began his career at Princeton University by teach-
ing courscs on the Old and New Testaments. Indeed, he says that the founda-
tional images he chose for developing his theological ethics were the fruit that
resulted from this teaching experience.!® Throughout his writings, Ramsey often
refers rather generically to biblical ethics (namely, the ethics articulated within
Scripture) as the fundamental source for his ethical reflection. Of the four stan-
dard sources for theological reflection (Scripture, tradition, reason, and experi-
ence), Ramsey clearly sees Scripture as the most important source.

[n the introduction to his first book, Basic Christian Iithics, Ramscy states
that, “As a treatise on basic Christian ethics, this book endeavors to stand within
the way the Bible views morality” (BCE, p. xi).!® Ramsey’s reference here to
“the way the Bible views morality” is of interest because it apparently indicates
that he understands “biblical morality” in singular and rather unified terms, an
observation to which we will return. Ramsey very clearly sees himself writing
within the Jarger Protestant traditional approach to biblical morality, and so he
self-consciously uses the Bible as a primary source in “setting forth a construc-
tive theory of Christian ethics” (BCE, p. xiv).!”

In using the Bible as an authoritative source for Christian cthics, Ramsey
makes rather general use of the biblical witness as a whole. He sces the Bible
as providing a fundamental grounding for moral discourse and as supplying nor-
mative language for Christian ethics. That normative language is derived di-
rectly from Ramsey’s understanding of biblical ethics, or biblical morality.!® Al-
ways fighting against “situation ethics” and what he perceived to be the relativist
ethics of the 1960s and 1g70s in particular, Ramsey argued that the Bible pro-
vides normative models, principles, and rules of practice for Christian conduct
in the world. As far as he was concerned, all he was doing in making construc-
tive use of the Bible in his own contemporary Christian ethics was articulating
what he saw as a fairly clear “biblical ethic”

The Biblical Model

In an essay entitled “Christian Ethics Today,” written to refute situation ethics,
Ramsey develops what he identifies as “the heart and soul of Biblical ethics.”!”
From Ramscy’s perspective, the central message of the Bible as a whole “Is that
God means to mold human life into the action of God, human righteousness
into God’s righteousness, man’s frequent faithlessness or maybe his fragile faith-
fulness into the faithfulness of God Himself.”?® This biblical message then finds
articulation in a fundamental model of biblical ethics. This model is the same
for both the Old and the New Testaments, though couched in different lan-
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guage. The basic model and measure is found, not in human behavior, but in
how God acts toward humanity. For Ramsey the only appropriate starting point
is with God, from whence one then moves to humanity, rather than starting
with humanity and then moving to God.?!

In the Old Testament the “source and at the same time measure of human
righteousness” is the Exodus story. In commenting on the significance of the
Fxodus story, Ramsey states:

Expressly excluded from the heart and soul of Biblical ethics is the notion that
we should deal with people only according to their merits, earned or unearned;
or that we are simply to treat all men as their manhood intrinsically deserves.
Not corrective justice or distributive justice or any other humanitarian standard
is the measure, but a contributory justice, a helpful, redeeming, caring justice,
since the day God began to form the consciences of men and to shape their
lives to the measure of God’s own righteousness that stooped to conquer wrong.
(BCE, p. 3)

In support of this interpretation of the Exodus, Ramsey quotes Deut. 7:6-8:

It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the
Lord sct his love upon you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all people;
but it is because the Lord loves you, and is keeping the oath which he swore
to your father, that the Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand and
redeemed you from the house of bondage.

For Ramsey this shows that God’s righteousness is the model and norm for
humanity. Thus, whoever remembers that God rescued him or her from the
house of bondage knows both what kind of God God is and what it means to
be faithful to God. Whoever remembers the manifestation of God’s righteous-
ness in the Fxodus knows how to answer moral questions like How should |
treat a helpless or an alien or an insignificant needy person? As Ramsey puts it:
“He answers that question by reference to no human measurement, but by faith
in the faithfulness and love of God manifest in his own life. By this he becomes
what he is, and is what he is becoming. So likewisc in his life and with other
men” (“Christian Ethics Today,” p. 4).

The model from the New lestament is essentially the same. Tt is not to be
found, Ramsey argues, in the Golden Rule (“Do unto others as you would have
them do unto you”); nor is it found in the maxim “Love your neighbor as
yourself”; for in both cases the standard of measure is a human standard.
Rather,

the New Testament does not take from man himself the measure of what it
means to be a mature or rightcous man. Instead this standard is taken from the
man Christ Jesus. Ihe Commandment, the model, the organizing principle of
all New Testament ethics are Jesus’” words: “T.ove one another as I have loved
you!” [ John 15:12] (“Christian Ethics Today,” p. 4).

As the Exodus event shows the meaning of God’s unmerited love for Israel
in the Testament, so the Christ cvent shows the meaning of God’s love for
the Old Test t, so the Christ t sl it g of God’s love f
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all humanity in the New Testament. Ramsey puts this another way by citing
Paul’s statement in Rom. 5:6-8, 10, that Christ died for the ungodly, that “God
shows his love for us in that while we werc yet sinners, Christ died for us; while
we were enemies we were reconciled to God.” Thus, while the Exodus of the
Old Testament shows God delivering the Israelites out of physical bondage in
Egypt, God’s actions in Christ show God delivering humanity “from the Egypt
of sin and death.” As Ramsey puts it: “he who for himself remembers of himself
that Jesus Christ actually saved him from the Egypt of sin and death, he be-
comes a man on exodus from any natural or human standard, a man whose
conscience and life are destined to be formed in accordance with the saving
righteousness and faithfulness of God” (“Christian Ethics Today,” p. 4). There-
fore, Ramsey sees in John 1512 (“Love one another as | have loved you”) the
ultimate commandment given by Christ to his followers. Christ himself is the
normative model of Christian cxistence.

Ramsey’s “Biblical Covenant Ethics”

Another way in which Ramsey gives voice to his understanding of the basic
model of biblical ethics can be seen in his constant reference to the notion of
obedient love in covenant, which expresses God’s righteousness.?? Ramsey uses
a cluster of terms to develop this motif. As he puts it, “a biblical ethical idea is
rightly grasped only when we succeed in reducing it to a simple corollary of (1)
God’s rightcousness (fsedeq) and love (hesed, agape) and (2) the rcign of this
righteousness in the Kingdom of God—or of ‘the idea of the covenant between
God and man from which they both stem.””* These two sources of Christian
ethics, God’s loving righteousness and God’s reigning righteousness, are two
sides of the same coin, and Ramsey often invokes this cluster of images by
appealing to the central motif of covenant.

Covenant is the biblical theme around which he chooses to organize his
appropriation of biblical ethics since covenant “is not only frequently mentioned
in the Bible but is its main theme” (BCE, p. 2).** Ramsey’s “interpretative prin-
ciple” is “the Biblical norm of fidelity to covenant, with the meaning it gives to
righteousness between man and man.”?® Ramsey’s notion of righteousness in
covenant relationship thus serves as the fundamental biblical norm that perme-
ates his work and is at the core of his theological ethics and his appropriation
of the Bible.2® This emphasis can be seen throughout his writings. Already in
his 1949 cssay “Elements of a Biblical Political Theory,” Ramsey presents the
concept of covenant as a central and pervasive biblical motif. Much of the
material developed in that essay can be found in Ramsey’s 1950 Basic Christian
Ethics.

Some years later, in his important essay “T'he Case of the Curious Excep-
tion,” Ramsey continues to maintain that “in Christian ethics we are mainly
concerned about the requirements of loyalty to covenants among men.”?” In his
work on medical ethics, the notion of biblical covenant again stands out.*® In
Fabricated Man, Ramsey comments: “Men and women are created in covenant,
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to covenant, and for covenant.”?’ Again, in the preface to his landmark book
The Patient as Person, Ramscy states that “in the following chapters I undertake
to explore a number of medical covenants among men.”*

What, then, does Ramsey understand by God’s covenant rightecusness as
expressed in the Bible? He sums it up by putting it as a principle: “To each
according to the measure of his real need, not because of anything human
reason can discern inherent in the needy, but because his need alone is the
measurc of God’s righteousness toward him” (BCE, p. 14). Thus, God’s righ-
teousness and justice are neither corrective nor distributive. Rather, God’s righ-
tcousness is redemptive love.”!

Divine love, then, as revealed in the Bible, becomes the model and basis
for Ramsey’s theological ethics.** This love is best seen in Jesus” life and death,
which show that God’s love means tuming to one’s neighbor, even to onc’s
enemy, according to their real needs. “Using the measure of divine love inverts
self-love and discovers the neighbor” (BCE, p. 21). The pattern of God’s love for
human beings expressed in Jesus becomes the pattern for how human beings
should love one another, namely, disinterested, obedient love for the neighbor.
This is what it means, for Ramsey, to “love one another as [ have loved you”
(John 15:12).

Another way in which Ramsey expresses the heart of this obedient covenant
love is by speaking of “neighbor-love” as the new principle of Christian cthics
in the aftermath of Jesus and Paul. Ramsey is wary of fixed principles which
might lead to fixed rules and codcs, but he nevertheless characterizes “neighbor-
love” responding to “neighbornced” as “a new ‘principle’ for morality only in
the sensc that here all morality governed by principles, rules, customs, and laws
goes to pieces and is given another sovereign test” (BCE, p. 57).

The frst-century Jewish context in which Jesus taught was, according to
Ramsey, one of code morality, where what mattered was abiding by the legal
code, almost regardless of all else. Jesus did away with code morality, since it
too often sacrificed human nced to a legal code rather than having the legal
code serve human need. “A faithful Jew stayed as close as possible to observance
of the law cven when he had to depart from it. Jesus stayed as close as possible
to the fulfillment of human nced, no matter how wide of the sabbath law this
led him” (BCE, p. 50).

The necd of the neighbor and consequent neighbor-love were the governing
factors in Jesus ethic, not the relationship of his actions to any given code
morality. Ramsey sees this principle demonstrated in Jesus’ ministry through
such stories as his healing on the Sabbath of the woman who had bcen bent
over for eighteen years (Luke 13:10-17; BCE, pp. 55-56). Similarly, the parable
of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) demonstrates what neighbor-love looks
like. As Ramsey points out regarding this parable, Jesus does not answer the
question that had becn asked, “Who is my neighbor?”

The parable tells us something about neighbor-love, nothing about the neigh-
bor. What the parable does is to demand that the questioner revise entirely his
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point of view, reformulating the question first asked so as to require neighborli-
ness of himself rather than anything of his neighbor. . . . The parable actually
shows the nature and meaning of Christian love which alone of all ethical
standpoints discovers the neighbor because it alone begins with neighborly love
and not with discriminating between worthy and unworthy people according to

the qualitics they possess. (BCE, p. 93)

In short, obedient covenant love means being disinterestedly attuned to the
needs of the neighbor above all clse, and certainly above any kind of code
morality (see BCI, p. 59).

The apostle Paul also demonstrates for Ramsey this emphasis on neighbor-
need and neighbor-love apart from a legal code. Indeed, Ramsey appeals to Paul
to explain “what the Christian does without a code” (BCE, pp. 74-91). Ramsey
emphasizes Gal. 5:6 as a guiding principle or slogan (“For in Christ Jesus nci-
ther circumcision nor uncircumecision is of any avail, but faith working through
love”), and especially the last phrase (“faith working through love”). In stating
this, Paul goes beyond any kind of code morality, to such a degree that “Gala-
tians was Paul’s great declaration of Christian independence from legalism,”
reflecting a perspective that was “essentially the same as Jesus” (BCE, p. 75).

On the basis of the slogan “faith working through love,” Ramsey proceeds
to ask whether “an entircly Christocentric cthic can be claborated” (BCE, p.
76), to which he responds affirmatively. In essence, Paul’s position is that “by
definition Christian love will be pleased only by doing what the neighbor needs”
(BCE, p. 78). This is why Paul says with some satisfaction that he has become
“all things to all people” (1 Cor. g:22; sce BCE, p. 79), for his principle of action
is not the written Jewish law, nor is it what nature teaches (though, according
to Ramsey, Paul can unfortunately “slip” into this kind of language),* but it is
solely the needs of one’s neighbor which shape one’s loving response.

By being immoderate about this one thing, namely Christian care for the
ncighbor’s needs, Christian ethics is on principle alternatively more lenient
(more free from regulation) and more severe with itself (more subject to com-
mand) than any other ethic. Thus Paul sometimes became “as one under the
law,” at other times “as one outside the law” (I Cor. g:20, 21). (BCE, p. 79)

Drawing on Galatians and 1 Corinthians, then, Ramsey sees Paul as continuing
and developing what Jesus had initiated, an ethic based on God’s covenant righ-
teousness and God’s concern for humans that responds to neighbor-need with
appropriate neighbor-love. Just how one determines what a neighbor truly needs,
however, is not always self-evident, nor is the appropriate response of neighbor-
love always clear. Ramsey acknowledges this problem but does not devclop
much of an answer to it.

Beyond this emphasis on disinterested love for one’s neighbor as a funda-
mental expression of covenant obedience, it is important to point out two closely
related aspects of Ramsey’s appropriation of biblical covenant language. The
first has to do with Ramsey’s view that covenant righteousness is made vital only
in light of Jesus” apocalyptic eschatological orientation.** He asserts that “obedi-
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cnt fove for neighbor, which is the distinctive ‘primitive idea” of Christian ethics,
had its origin and genesis in apocalypticism” (BCE, p. 39). In an important
section on the eschatological character of all of Jesus™ teachings, Ramsey asks
the crucial question about the relation between Jesus’ kingdom expectation and
his cthical teachings (BCLE, pp. 24-45). He surveys threc approaches to this issue
and rejects the first two, namely, the notion of Jesus’ teachings as an “interim
cthic,” most forcefully articulated by Albert Schweitzer, and the notion that Je-
sus” radical ethic is valid only when the future kingdom of God is fully estab-
lished, a position that Ramsey attributes to Martin Dibelius.

The third position is the one Ramsey himself adopts and is as follows. Jesus’
teachings can be divided into two groups. The furst are cschatological teachings
stressing urgency that can be stated in noneschatological terms without any es-
sential change in meaning (c.g., do not be angry, do not lust, be single-minded)
(BCE, pp. 31-34). For cxample, Jesus’ teachings regarding Sabbath observance
have an eschatological edge, as Jesus refers to the Son of Man being lord even
of the Sabbath (Mark 2:28). Although there is a connection between Jesus’
teaching regarding the Sabbath and his apocalyptic expectations, still, according
to Ramsey,

Jesus” teaching concerning the sabbath may be translated from its original es-
chatological setting and language without any change or loss of what this means
for morality. . . . the ethical principle which summarizes Jesus’ teaching and
practice in relation to the law of sabbath observance may be stated in general,
non-eschatological terms: the infinite superiority of neighborneed in compari-
son with legal righteousness in determining the meaning of human obligation.

(BCE, pp. 33-34)

For Ramsey, general cthical principles can be discerned from those teachings of
Jesus that do not have an essentially apocalyptic eschatological character.

'The second type of eschatological teachings arc qualitatively more rigorous
in content, not just in urgency, and so cannot be expressed adequately in nones-
chatological terms (e.g., nonresisting love, unlimited forgiveness, unconditional
giving to every nced) (BCE, pp. 34-35). In this instance, “the radical content of
Jesus’ strenuous sayings depends . . . on his apocalyptic expectation” (BCE, p.

The problem, Ramsey notes, is that today, almost two thousand years after
Jesus, we 1o longer share the apocalyptic eschatological orientation that so
shaped Jesus’ teachings. What to do, then? (And, indeed, Ramsey entitles one
section of BCLE, pp. 3545, “In What Way, Then, Are the Teachings of Jesus
Valid?”) One option is to extend Jesus’ radical apocalyptic ethic to all aspects of
life, even in our nonapocalyptic sctting. But this will not do for Ramsey. He
asserts, “Making the strenuous teachings of Jesus cover the whole ground of
action necessary to restrain or climinate evil was simply not the religious ethic
of Jesus” (BCE, p. 38).

The other option, and the one Ramsey advocates, is the limitation of Jesus’
strenuous cthic to its appropriate sphere, namely, relations between individuals
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on a one-to-one basis. Apparently, the strenuous ecthic is appropriate only to
relations between individuals because in a noneschatological setting such a vig-
orous ethic is neither possible nor prudential on a social scale beyond one-on-
one relationships. Thus, Jesus’ ethic of nonresistant love is not an appropriate
response to all forms of evil but only to the evil exerted by one individual upon
another.

Beyond relations between individuals, then, this means that force (would
Ramsey call this “resistant love”?) may be used in dealing with “tyrannical struc-
tures of evil” (BCE, p. 38). As Ramsey puts it, “The furst step to an understand-
ing of the validity of Jesus’ strenuous teachings must involve putting a limitation
upon the area of their intended application” (BCE, p. 39). The “arca of in-
tended application” extends only to the neighbor, from one individual to an-
other.® It is easy to see how Ramsey can then go on to extrapolate from this
understanding of biblical ethics in the teaching of Jesus to support the just war
tradition as in fact having a biblical foundation.

A second significant aspect of Ramsey’s biblical covenant language has to
do with covenant rightcousness as covenant between persons. This can be pre-
sented more briefly. Because Jesus’ strenuous ethical teachings are applicable
only between individuals, Ramsey stresses the requirements of covenant righ-
teousness between persons. Ramsey’s cthic, then, is person centered, in large
part because he sees Jesus™ ethics, the biblical ethics, as an expression of such a
person-centered approach. God has expressed love for human beings by sending
the person Jesus, a person who paradigmatically sought out the needs of other
persons, a person who gave the same obligation of obedient love to his disciples.
It is no accident, then, that Ramsey constantly speaks about covenants between
persons, or the “patient as person.”

Ramsey’s reading of the Bible, and especially of Jesus” ministry, is that one
explicitly finds there only personal ethics, the ethics of person to neighbor. Da-
vid Smith has put this well:

The root of Ramsey’s argument . . . is his view of the relationship between
eschatology and ethics in the teachings of Jesus. His basic idea is that the
message and ethic of Jesus were apocalyptic which means that they were di-
rected to the one-to-one situation, the relationship between only two individu-
als. Jesus’ commandment to love was concerned only with the proper form of
this bipolar relationship.*®

In person-to-person relations, Jesus” strenuous ethics of nonresistant love, of scek-
ing the need of the neighbor, holds for the Christian.

However, when more than one neighbor is involved, individuals often have
to choose between competing claims, and in this case a “neighbor-centered
preferential love” is appropriate (BCE, p. 159). Indeed, rclations between more
than two individuals may necessitate a change in tactics from nonresistant love
to resistance against once necighbor on behalf of another neighbor.®” Ramsey
again grounds this “preferential ethic of protection” (BCE, p. 169) in the minis-
try of Jesus, who protected some individuals from the injustices of other individ-
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uals. For example, Jesus denounced the practices of the Pharisees for unneces-
sarily burdening the people with external forms of law observance. As Ramscey
puts it:

Yet without distorting the text, the beginnings of a multilateral cthics of protec-
tion, certainly a multilateral neighbor-centered preferential love, may be found
in Jesus’ own attitudes and example. On occasion he showed indignation, cven
wrath, over injustice, using vitriolic words as weapons against the devourers of
widows™ houses (T.uke 20:47). He was unsparing in his condemnation of the
complacency of Israel’s religious leaders. (BCE, p. 167)**

Significant here is Ramsey’s implicit argument that Jesus’ use of words as “weap-
ons” against one sct of ncighbors (Pharisecs) on behalf of another set of neigh-
bors (poor widows) is not too far away from legitimate use of physical force to
defend an oppressed neighbor against an oppressing neighbor.

Thus, already in Jesus” own ministry, Ramsey sees the beginnings not only
of an ethics of preferential neighbor-centered love but also of an ethics of active
resistance on behalf of a neighbor (or group of neighbors) being wronged. In-
decd, to have an ethics of preferential love for one neighbor over against another
neighbor necessitates resisting one neighbor on behalf of another, which, Ram-
sey argucs, is precisely what Jesus did. Ramsey appeals to the scenc of Jesus
“cleansing the Temple” in Jerusalem as the basis for a Christian ethics of resis-
tance.

Whether the whip Jesus used i driving the money-changers out of the Temple
was plaited of straw or of leather, whether he applied it to animals or to men,
whether the decisive factor that day was the force of his own powerful personal-
ity justifiably indignant on behalf of a righteous cause or the threatening multi-
tude of people gathered in Jerusalem who forestalled the immediate usc of the
Temnple police, in any case some form of resistance was raised that day not only
against perverse practices but also against the men who engaged in them. Force
docs not become any less resistant because of its “spirituality,” or resistance
wrong to a greater degree because it takes material form. Circumstances similar
to those which warranted a change from Jesus’ announced ethic of non-
resistance to any manner of resistance he may have used in cleansing the ‘lem-
ple may not only permit but even on occasion require Christian love to adopt
physical methods of resistance. (BCE, p. 16g)

Ramsey continues to develop the notion of a Christian preferential ethics
of protection (and resistance) by appealing to Jesus’ parable of the unforgiving
servant (Matt. 18:23-35). In the parable, after a servant begs a king to whom he
is indebted for patience and mercy, the king releases the servant from the equiv-
alent of a multimillion-dollar debt. In turn, however, this samec servant is unwill-
ing to forgive another servant a small amount of money owed to him. When the
king hears about this incident, he responds with anger (as Ramsey cites the text):
“Then his lord summoned him and said to him, You wicked servant! I forgave
you all that debt because you besought me; and should not you have had mercy
on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord delivered
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him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt” (Matt. 18:32—33). For Ramsey,
because the king allowed the debt owed him to be forgiven, he does not allow
the forgiven servant to act unmercifully to another servant who is indebted to
the forgiven scrvant. Through his own failure to show mercy, the servant who
had been forgiven in turn loses the mercy he had received. Regarding this para-
ble, Ramsey states:

From this story it is evident that love which for itself claims nothing may yet
for the sake of another claim everything, that any one who unhesitatingly and
tires without number renounces “what is due” when he himself alone bears
the brunt of such a decision may nevertheless turn full circle and insist with
utter severity upon full payment of what is due to others; and what is due to
others is never simply just payment but full forgivencss “as 1 had mercy on
you,” never exact justice alone but Christian love. (BCE, p. 171)

In all but one-on-one relationships, then, Ramscy sees in Jesus’ ethics the basis
for a preferential ethics of protection and a Christian ethics of resistance. And
all of this is grounded in his understanding of the obedient covenant love estab-
lished through Jesus.”

Ramsey’s View of the Authority of Scripture

I have already mentioned something about Ramsey’s view of biblical authority,
namely, that he saw the Bible as the primary authority for reflection on theologi-
cal cthics. Ramsey’s view of the Bible and its authority was very much influ-
enced by Karl Barth, to whom Ramsey regularly appeals, and by H. Richard
Niebuhr, Ramsey’s mentor at Yale. For Barth and Niebuhr, the Bible does not
contain a set of propositions about God, nor does the Bible present a relatively
static morality. Rather, the Bible reveals God Godself and God's self-sacrificial
love expressed in the cross. James Gustafson has described the approaches of
Barth and Niebuhr well: “for Karl Barth, the Bible first of all points toward the
living God, known in Jesus Christ, and thus what is required of cthics is obedi-
ence to a Person, not a proposition, or, in the language of H. Richard Niebuhr,
response to a Person, and not a rule.”*

Already in a 1947 article in Theology Today entitled “Beyond the Confusion
of Tongues,” Ramsey used very similar language in describing his view of God
in the Bible: “The Bible’s conception of God is that he is beyond all conceptual-
ization and requires of men not so much ideas as obedience.”* This view stands
out even more clearly in the following citation:

The world desperately needs a return to Biblical religion, to an apprchension
of the Word of God in the Bible. This does not mean an exaltation of the
objective authority of the literal words of Scripture “up to heaven.” That way
lies confusion of tongues as surely as from any other human way of affirming
that God is objectively with us in a sct of authoritative words. . . . But without
falling into the error and the arrogance of Biblical literalism, it may neverthe-
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less be said that some comprehension of the Word of God in the Bible speaking
to and against this generation is our last, best hope.

This is true precisely because in the Bible men meet God, not simply a
conception of God. . . . Individuals or nations stand within the Biblical heri-
tage when they are able to say of contemporary events and responsibilities that
come upon them that here the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of
Babel and of Jesus, spcaks to them. There needs to be an end to the attitude
of saying to the God who mects us in the pages of Scripture, “Oh, thou Oue-
of-the-world’s-greatest-notions-of-God, speak and thy servant will think it over.”

. in the Bible God uses the medium of words to confront us, to confront us
as God and not as an idea, to confront not simply our minds but also our
selves. *?

For Ramscy, the Bible is the primary arena of an encounter between God as
Person and humans as persons.*?

Ramsey is rather critical of any theological ethics that does not see the Bible
as the basic authority. In the preface to his Basic Christian Ethics, Ramsey sub-
mits “that it would never occur to an unprejudiced mind . . . to ook for the
meaning of Christian ethics anywhere else than in the biblical record and in
the writings of men of the past whose thinking about morality has been pro-
foundly disturbed and influenced by what they found there [in the Bible]” (p.
xiii). Ramscy also states: “In Christian theological ethics . . . one invokes, for
warrants, backing, and foundation, both the person and the works of Christ,
appcaling both to Bible and tradition as source and authority.”**

The Bible does function in relation to other sources of authority for Chris-
Hans, especially the other classic sources of tradition, reason, and experience.
But if the Bible is not the primary source, and thus the primary authority, then
from Ramsey’s perspective, the point of reference is no longer God but human-
ity: “I suggest that, no matter how we strive to reach Him [God], we speak of
man, and not God, If (to say the least) the revelation in Scripture traditioned to

us falls below scientific or philosophical reason and human experience broadly
»45

C()I]CeiVCd as sources.

What kind of authority docs Ramsey attribute to the Bible? In sum, the
Bible is the touchstone for all Christian ethics, insofar as it is the precminent
place wherce the believer encounters God in Christ.

Ramsey’s Hermeneutics

Ramsey says very little explicitly about his hermeneutics. Indeed, the prominent
ethicist Paul Lehmann comments that in Ramsey’s book Basic Christian Fthics,
he has “ignored the hermencutical problem and . . . consequently disregarded
the basic question of what Christian ethics really is.” % Similarly, James Gustaf-
son notes that Ramsey has a confessional approach to the Bible and ethics,
but that Ramsey nowhere “makes an extended defense of it against alternative
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theological positions, nor does he spell out a view of biblical revelation to sup-
port it” 4

The most Ramsey says about his hermeneutics is that “the principles of
hermeneutics (or the science of interpretation) can best be exhibited in the
course of actually interpreting Scripture and in debates about its theological

meaning. . . . This seems to me to be an altogether correct procedure, and the
only fruitful one,” because “hermeneutical principles . . . are empty until Scrip-

ture is interpreted.”*® 'This leads us back, of course, to how Ramsey interprets
Scripture. And as we have seen, his working principle appears to assume that
Scripture speaks with a rather unified voice about obedient love in covenant
with the God whosc righteousness is revealed in Christ.

Another relatively clear hermeneutical principle at work in Ramscy’s ap-
proach to the Bible, then, has to do with his view of the unity of Scripture. He
recognizes the diversity of the New Testament writers, even in their notions
about love (see BCE, p. 20). Nonetheless, Ramsey avers: “Differences in New
Testament theology, however, should not be emphasized, since in getting to
know the origin, and more decisively the meaning, of Christian love the im-
portant point to see is the unanimity with which men of the Bible applied a
supcernatural measure to all obedient love” (BCE, p. 21).%

Ramsey and the Significance of Scripture for Ethics

I now turn to Ramsey’s understanding of the constructive relationship between
Scripture and cthics. Ramsey states that “an cthician must be his own exegete,”
and that indecd it cannot be otherwise, since biblical scholars “never come to
the end of their task, at least not with packaged agreements that we can work
with.”>® To cxamine Ramsey’s biblical exegesis, I will analyze his usc of the
Bible in formulating his stance on the controversial issue of abortion, a position
he claims in fact to ground in his biblical exegesis.

Ramsey articulates his view of abortion in his 1979 article “Liturgy and
thics.”*! There he emphasizes that any legitimate Christian ethics pays atten-
tion to the whole of the biblical narrative. Commenting on the relation of lit-
urgy and morality, he states, “The notion of steadfast ‘covenant’ love, or agape,
in Christian ethics must obviously be constantly nourished by liturgy, and the
entirety of the Biblical narrative, or else it loses its meaning and becomes a
mcre ‘concept.” ”*? Biblical narratives, then, the biblical story, provide substance
and meaning to Christian ethics and come alive especially in liturgical contexts.
The interplay of Bible and liturgy informs moral discourse. Ramsey goes on to
give specific cxamples of such interplay, focusing at length on marriage and
abortion. Ramsey argues that the shape of the biblical narrative clearly argues
against abortion. The narrative of the creation story and the narrative of the
Fxodus from Fgypt point to God’s creating a world and a people out of nothing.
Likewise, this pattern of God’s purposeful creation from nothing is expressed by
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Jeremiah in his famous statement: “Before | formed thee in the belly T knew
thee; and before thou camest forth from the womb T sanctified thee” (Jer. 1:5).”
I'rom this pattern, Ramscey goes on to say, and I quote at length:

It is simply stupid for anyone to say that the Bible gives no point of departure
for addressing the question of the morality of abortion. Note that in saying this
I am not simply lighting upon the verses in Jeremiah . . . If these verses were
not there, a prophct or poet could still write them if he or she had any religious
sensibility for the Fxodus and the Genesis stories of creation, and within these
embracing contexts wished to say whence and how came the creation of our
particular, individual lives.

If we do not exclude Scripture from the liturgy, from all eternity God
resolved not to be God without our particular human life from its microscopic
origins. . . . 'Thus in all three creations—of his people Israel and the second
[srael by the new covenant, of the entire cosmos, and of each one of us in
particular—God calls into cxistence the things that are from things that are
not. This is the shape of Biblical thought. And it is the shapc of Christian
liturgies so far as the Bible has not been excluded from them.

Yet there are multitudes of sincere contemporary Christian people who
seem to believe that the Bible says nothing definitive to the abortion question.
I can only conclude that they have not heard Biblical sermons; or clse have
responded: “Speak Lord, and thy servant will think it over!”™*

For Ramsey, then, the pattern of God’s creation as expressed in the biblical
narratives provides a starting point for clear discourse about the morality of abor-
tion and shows that abortion is not moral.

Ramsey continues to develop this position from another appeal to biblical
narrative, this time drawing on the birth stories of Jesus to argue against abor-
tion. Ramsey argues that from the perspective of biblical narrative, it is clear at
what point God was made a human being—not in the stable in Bethlchem but
at conception.

Far more than any argunment, it was surcly the power of the Nativity Stories
and their place in ritual and celebration and song that tempered the conscience
of the West to its audacious effort to wipe out the practice of abortion and
infanticide. As the hold of the stories over the minds and imaginations of mil-
lions upon millions of men and women recedes, it is clcar that both abortion
and infanticide are becoming “thinkable” again as permissible practices, even
good.

After the Annunciation it is recorded in St. Luke’s Gospel that “Mary rose
in those days and went into the hill country with haste, into a city of Judes;
and entered into the house of Zacharias, and saluted Elizabeth. “Ili, Liz” she
said; “T am ‘with embryo. ” And Elizabeth responded, “Hail, Mary, didn’t you
know? I'm ‘carrying a fetus” . . . Lo, as soon as the voice of thy salutation
sounded in minc cars, the babe leaped in my womb for joy” (Luke 1:39-44,
slightly revised). So did John the Baptist, the Forerunner, first point to the
Christ.

But that is not how the story goes. From the correct version heard and
sung and dramatized generations of men and women learmned to feel and think
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of their own unborn children in a very special way. The Nativity Narratives
served as a model for human beginnings, just as the crcation of a people out
of Egypt did for Genesis, Jeremiah, and the Psalms.**

For Ramsey, the birth stories of Jesus are formative in shaping the Christian
approach to abortion. These biblical stories show, according to Ramsey’s reading,
that the fetus is already a person, already a real human being. lind of argument.

Critical Evaluation

[ have examined various dimensions of Paul Ramsey’s uses of Scripture. How
may his understanding and uses of Scripture in Christian ethics be evaluated?
In brief, [ would offer five comments. First, in general, and [ think positively,
Ramsey clearly takes Scripture very seriously as the primary source for Christian
faith and ethics. He is concerned about fidelity to the guiding images provided
i Scripture.

Second, however, Ramsey’s understanding of the fundamental theological
motif in Scripture can be rightly challenged. His emphasis on covenant ex-
pressed in obedient love can surely be found throughout Scripture, but even
this overarching theme is extremely reductionistic when used as the lens for
reading and appropriating the Bible as a whole.”® This is too monochromatic
an approach and does not allow for the full richness of the biblical witness,
tensions and all. Ramsey does see the tensions between biblical writings, but he
is uncomfortable letting them be. He thus often fails to takce into account the
full range of what Scripture has to say.”’

Third, Ramsey'’s reading of Scripture is oddly personalistic and individualis-
tic. He sees Jesus’ strenuous ethics as applying only in relations between individ-
uals and so distorts, I would argue, the centrality of community and communal
ethics expressed in the teachings of Jesus and Paul alike. Is the community Jesus
cstablishes with his disciples, and the community established in Jesus’ name
following his death and resurrection, not significant in a constructive appropria-
tion of Jesus’ teaching? Docs Jesus speak only regarding individuals or primarily
within the context of a believing community?

Fourth, despite Ramsey’s claim to ground his moral reasoning in Scripture,
he tends to engage in what can only be called special pleading and proof texting
when it comes to particular applications of biblical texts to ethical issues. A
good example of this is his use of biblical narratives to argue against abortion.
He takes Luke’s birth story of Jesus, which for Luke apparently related some-
thing about the special significance of Jesus, and uses it as a warrant to show
that personhood begins at conception. Ramsey’s literalist reading of the birth
narrative reflects an uncritical approach to the birth story genre and is not in
principle far from the argument {which Ramsey does not make) that on the
basis of Genesis 1 and 2 the earth was in fact created in seven days. Or again,
in a discussion of marriage, Ramsey justifies monogamy on the basis of God’s
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covenant with one people, Israel, and Christ’s covenant with one church. Ram-
sey simply ignores the irony that even after the covenant many in Israel prac-
ticed polygamy. Indeed, James Gustafson laments that “Ramsey turns out to be
more of a Barthian and biblicist than I had thought.” 8

Ififth, I would call into question Ramsey’s distinction between two different
kinds of cschatology in the sayings of Jesus, those that can be understood apart
from an apocalyptic framework and those more strenuous sayings of Jesus that
can only be understood within an apocalyptic setting. How does Ramsey discern
which sayings fit into which category? This is not as casy to do as Ramsey makes
it appear. Further, and this is not something Ramscy could have foreseen, how
would Ramsey’s understanding of an apocalyptic eschatological Jesus be affected
by a new school of New Testament interpretation that portrays Jesus as a non-
apocalyptic preacher? What happens then to the distinction between prudential
and nonprudential teachings of Jesus?

In closing, at one point Ramsey makes an interesting statement regarding
Augustine’s interpretation of Paul’s comments about natural law in Rom. 24—
16. Ramsey states that Augustine’s interpretation “is poor exegesis but good
Christian ethics” (BCE, p. 86). (In order to defend the distinctiveness and neces-
sity of the New Law revealed in Christ, Augustine held that in Paul’s reference
to Gentiles having a natural law unto themselves he meant Gentiles who had
now become Christians. Ramsey recognizes that Paul was likely referring to the
voice of natural conscience, quite apart from one’s identity as Christian or non-
Christian.) Ramsey’s comment raises the obvious guestion of how Scripture and
Christian ethics are related, especially when poor exegesis can go hand in hand
with good Christian ethics. In Ramsey’s case, T would argue that his own prob-
lematic biblical exegesis leads to significant questions regarding his construction
of Christian ethics, especially since he puts so much emphasis on the biblical
ground of Christian ethics. Still, Ramsey’s covenant cthics should not be dis-
counted entirely. Perhaps he at times shares company with Augustine, who en-
gaged in poor exegesis but good Christian cthics. Would good exegesis (how
defined?) lead to better Christian ethics?
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The Community Story
gflsrae] and Jesus

Stanley Hauerwas (b. 1940) is currently among the most prolific and signifi-
cant theological cthicists.! His work has exercised a tremendous influence
in theological ethics from the 1970s through the 199os, and one imagines well
beyvond. A significant feature of Hauerwas” writing has been his self-conscious
concern with Scripture as a touchstone for reflecting on theological cthics. For
example, he introduces his book A Community of Character (1981) with the
following statement: “My wish is that this book might help Christians rediscover
that their most important social task is nothing less than to be a community
capable of hearing the story of God we find in the scripture and living in a
manner that is faithful to that story.”? For Hauerwas, all theological reflection
necessarily entails hearing the stories of Scripture and performing these stories.
At the same time, Scripture is a function and derivative of Christian community,
which means that the story of God related in Scripture can only be truly heard
and cnacted in the broader context of such community. Hauerwas’s approach to
the Bible, then, reflects an appreciation for how the Christian community inter-
prets Scripture and how, in turn, Scripture interprets the Christian community.
This dynamic conversation between Scripture and community lies at the heart
of Hauerwas’s approach to the Bible.?

Biblical Texts Used by Hauerwas

An examination of Hauerwas’s explicit appeals to specific biblical texts results in
several observations. First, given the extent of his writing, he makes relatively
few direct references to discrete texts, at least in comparison to the work of
others addressed in this book. But the relative lack of references should not be
misconstrued to suggest that the specificity of biblical stories is unimportant to
Hauerwas. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of Hauerwas’s work is his concern with
hearing the biblical stories themselves, and not just hearing about them. Over-
all, Hauerwas has made increasingly explicit use of specific biblical texts as his
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writing has progressed. His early work—ec.g., Vision and Virtue (1974), Character
and the Christian Life (1975), Truthfulness and Tragedy (1977)—makes relatively
limited use of the Bible.* His more recent writings—especially The Peaceable
Kingdom (1983), Resident Aliens (1989), and most notably Unleashing the Scrip-
ture (1993)—contain more references to specific biblical texts, as well as offer
more development of these texts.” Also significant is the relative lack of refer-
ences to biblical texts in his works on medical ethics, in which he is by no
means alonc.®

Sccond, Haucrwas clearly leans heavily in the direction of the New Testa-
ment, no surprise for a Christian theologian (58 indexed citations from the Old
Testament and 177 indexed citations from the New 'lestament). For his Old
Testament references, Hauerwas draws mostly on the Pentateuch, Isaiah, and
the Psalms. For Hauerwas, the story about Isracl as the people God freed from
bondage in Iigypt, recorded in Deut. 6:21-25, is a formative story that lies at the
heart of Israel’s identity. Similarly, Hauerwas seizes upon Deut. 5:6 as a central
characterization of Isracl: “How docs God deal with human fear, confusion, and
paralysis? God tells a story: I am none other than the God who ‘brought you
out of the land of Fgypt, out of the house of bondage.” ”” Hauerwas draws on
the Psalms particularly in the context of lamenting in the face of illness, suffer-
ing, and death. Such laments both reflect and help form experiences of despair.®

Despite his relatively few references to the Old Testament, Hauerwas never
denigrates it or downplays its significance. Rather, the reader senses that he
simply does not know it all that well, which he concedes in Unleashing the
Seripture.® 1auerwas talks incessantly about the story of Israel and the story of
Jesus,'! emphasizing the continuity between the two. For example, the whole
notion of imitatio Dei begins “not with Jesus but with Israel. For Jesus brought
no new insights into the law or God’s nature that Israel had not already known
and revealed.” !

Along the same lines, one striking aspect of Hauerwas’s approach to the
Bible is his apparent preference for referring to the story of Israel as the “Hebrew
Scriptures” rather than as the “Old Testament.”'* Similarly, despite his strong
emphasis on Jesus’ story as paradigmatic for Christian existence, Ilauerwas ap-
pears to maintain the continued validity of Judaism apart from Jewish belief in
Jesus as the Messiah. Ie puts it in the following way:

No conversation over differences is more important than that between Israel
and the church. For it is from Tsracl that we learn of the God who is present
to us in the life, cross, and resurrection of Jesus. It is from Isracl’s continuing
willingness to wait for the Messiah that we learn better how we must wait
between the times. The church and Tsrael are lwo people walking in the path
provided by God; they cannot walk independently of onc another, for if they
do they both risk becoming lost.'?

For Hauerwas, the story of Jesus, and so the story Christians claim, cannot be
separated from the story of Israel expressed in the Hebrew Scriptures of the
Christian canon.
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As for the New Testament, Hauerwas has a strong preference for the synop-
tic Gospels. From these Gospels, particular attention is given to the Sermon on
the Mount in Matthew 5—7 (especially Matt. 5),!* the Passion predictions in
Mark 8-10 with their emphasis on the cross,!” and passages in Luke that stress
how God works through the poor and the weak.!® Aside from a sermon in Un-
leashing the Scripture, onc finds only four passing references to the Gospel of
John in all of Hauerwas’s fourteen books (as of 1994), giving the appearance of
a studied avoidance of John’s Gospel, conscious or unconscious.!” This apparent
reluctance to appeal to John raises the question, of course, as to why this is the
case. Given Hauerwas’s emphasis on the down-to-earth and gritty life Jesus led
in commnumnity with the disciples and in ministry to the outcast, my own hunch
is that he has found John a bit too otherworldly, and Jesus too glorified therein,
to allow it any significant place in his appeal to the Gospel traditions.'®

Beyond the centrality of the synoptic Gospels, Hauerwas also makes signifi-
cant use of the Pauline writings, in particular Romans, 1 Corinthians, and espe-
cially Ephesians. Hauerwas cites a whole cluster of passages from Romans (3:21~
20, 515, 0:5-11, 12:9~19, all full citations) to show the connections between the
pronouncement of justification by faith, ethical admonitions, fidelity to Jesus,
and communal life in Christ.!” Similarly, he draws heavily on the household
codes of Ephesians 5 in an effort to rehabilitate their status in theological reflec-
tion because they point to how Christians in general “should be subject to one
another as faithful disciples of Christ.”2°

A third observation has to do with Hauerwas’s style of drawing on biblical
passages. Although it may appear inconsequential, I find it notable that Hauer-
was rarcly refers to a biblical text without at the same time citing the passage in
full. This practice engenders the reader’s direct engagement with the biblical
passage, and not just with Hauerwas’s comments upon the text. Thus, his habit
of citing in full the texts to which he appeals has a way of making such appeals
morc substantive.

Finally, in keeping with Hauerwas’s notion that the Bible is the church’s
book, it is significant that his appeals to Scripture often come in liturgical con-
texts and draw on the given lectionary readings of the church year. 'This is espe-
cially the case in the twelve sermons published in Unleashing the Scripture and
in his responses to Willimon’s sermons in Preaching to Strangers.

How Hauerwas Uses Scripture

Hauerwas’s use of the Bible arises from his understanding of the character of
the Bible as the Christian community’s living Scripture that tells the basic story
(the “sustaining story”) of the community’s, and so each believer’s, identity in
relation to God and to the world.?! The “Bible is fundamentally a story of a
people’s journcy with their God.”?? Hauerwas appeals to the Bible as the pri-
mary resource for reminding us of who and whose we are. The Bible “provides
the resources necessary for the church to be a community sufficiently truthful
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so that our conversation with one another and God can continue across genera-
tions.”** The Bible thus forms the arena for Christian conversation across both
time and space. Accordingly, Christian theological “[elthics, as an academic
discipline, is simply the task of assembling reminders that enable us to remem-
ber how to speak and to live the language of the gospel.”** For Hauerwas, such
speaking and living are essentially activitics of Christian community. I have cho-
senn to develop five interrelated and recurring motifs that, I think, best character-
ize his appeals to Scripture in a communal context: (1) a storied and re-
membered people, (2) a cruciform people, (3) a people between the times, (4)
a worshiping people, and (5) a people set apart. I will examine cach in turn.

A Storied and Re-membered People

For Hauerwas, the Bible functions as the collective generative story of God’s
people. By providing accounts of the originating identity of God’s people
through the story of Israel and the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, the
Bible gives direction and shape to the ongoing identity of those who claim this
story as their own. As Hauerwas puts it, “the Christian’s task is nothing other
than to make the story that we find in Isracl and Christ our story.”*> The Bible
becomes a kind of map that shows the path along which God’s people move
and the boundaries that God’s people observe along the way. The Bible provides
a sense of orientation so that Christians have a clearer understanding of who
they are and how they are to be in life, as well as in death.

This orientation arises from the story of God’s people, a story articulated in
two movements, namely, in Israel and in Jesus. What is the content and sub-
stanice of this story? This is really the central question, because as Hauerwas
observes, “we need to ask what kind of story is it that we have told in Israel and
Christ that should become our story.” 2 First, what it is not. It is not a story that
can be reduced to less than the story. One cannot derive principles and rules
from the story, only to leave behind the story itself, without at the same time
distorting the story.?” The story of Isracl and Jesus must be told and heard in all
its particularity before it can be embraced and enacted by the people of God
who claim their identity in this story. To say this, however, is not yet to tell the
story but only to call attention to the importance of how one approaches the
story, an aspect that will receive further attention in my treatment of Hauerwas'’s
hermencutics.

Sccond, it is a story that begins with God and God’s calling together a
people, Israel. Although Hauerwas does not have much to say about Isracl, he
does emphasize Israel as a called and chosen people.?® This chosen status finds
expression in the covenants initiated by God with Israel, covenants that show
Israel the way and the path, the forah, so that they might walk faithfully with
God.”” According to Iauerwas,

the task for Isracl, indeed the very thing that makes Israel Isracl, is to walk in
the way of the Lord, that is, to imitatc God through the mcans of the prophet
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(Torah), the king (Sonship), and the priest (Knowledge). 'To walk in the way of
God meant that [srael must be obedient to the commands (Deut. 8:6); to fear
the Lord (Deut. 10112); to love the Lord (Deut. n:22); and thus to be perfect in
the way (Gen. 17:1). But the way of obedience is also the way of intimacy, for
Israel is nothing less than God’s “hrst-born son” (Ex. 4:22). Moreover Israel has
the knowledge of the Lord as a just and compassionate God and so Israel too
must act justly and with compassion {Jer. 22:16).

Israel is Israel, therefore, just to the extent that she “remembers” the “way
of the Lord,” for by that remembering she in fact imitates God.*

God does not impose God’s will on Israel, rather God calls Israel “time and
time again to his way, to be faithful to the covenant, but always gives Israel the
possibility of disobedience.”*!' For Hauerwas, the nation of God inviting relation-
ship and fidelity is crucial, for it shows that faith is not coercive. God does not
coerce relational fidelity, and so Israel (and all humanity) has the constant ca-
pacity and temptation of breaking the covenants. I should hasten to add that
although God’s collective covenant with Israel is important, it does not exhaust
the ways, or even provide the central way, in which Israel’s relation to God can
be characterized. Hauerwas is extremcly wary of settling upon any single biblical
theme as a controlling motif for understanding God’s interaction with hu-
manity.>

Another aspect of Israel’s identity on which Hauerwas draws is Israel’s re-
sponse to adversity and suffering. Here, the literature of lament comes into view.
Hauerwas calls attention to the psalms of lament, and also Job, as indications of
the need, not so much to explain suffering, as to make a response to suffering:
“not only did Israel think it legitimate to complain, but she also developed an
entire genre for lament. . . . the suffering is simply acknowledged for what it is
with no explanation given for it.”*?

Hauerwas has little more to say about Isracl’s story with and about God,
save that he strongly emphasizes continuity between the story of lsracl and the
story of Jesus. The story of Israel is a necessary part of Christian identity: “under-
standing the story of God as found in Israel and Jesus is the necessary basis for
any moral development that is Christianly significant”** For Hauerwas, the
story of Isracl is inseparable from the story of Jesus, since the story of Jesus is
rendered senseless apart from the story of Israel. The story of Israel points to
Jesus just as the story of Jesus points to Israel, all of which finds further reflec-
tion in the Christian church. Hauerwas describes this relationship between Is-
rael, Jesus, and the church as “recapitulation” “Scripture as a whole tells the
story of the covenant with Israel, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, and
the ongoing history of the church as the recapitulation of that life.”*®

By recalling the story of Israel and the story of Jesus, the Christian commu-
nity recalls and so reconstitutes its own identity as God’s people, a people with
a rich heritage that gives abiding shape to its present character. In that sense,
rehcarsing the biblical story becomes an act of re-membering, of constantly put-
ting together and reconstructing Christian identity after the pattern of Israel and
Jesus, and so after God. Tradition, then, is nothing less than the way the church
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has re-membered itself and its collective story with God over the years.*® For

Christians, Jesus is, of course, the pivotal figure in this story.

A Cruciform People

Although the story of Isracl is necessary to the story of Jesus, and so to Chris-
tians, for Hauerwas the story of Jesus surpasses the story of Isracl, since Jesus
marks the presence of God’s kingdom in a way not previously seen in the story
of Isracl. This presence is best seen in the character of Jesus’ life told by the
Gospels, a life anchored in the cross, “the summary of his whole life.”*”

According to Hauerwas’s recading of the Gospels, Jesus’ identity, and his
entirc ministry are oriented by the cross. This orientation can best be seen in
Mark 8:27-¢:1, the story of Peter’s confession, which leads directly into the first
Passion prediction. Hauerwas cites this passage in full and then comments:
“This is obviously not only an important passage for Mark but for the whole
New 'lestarnent, as it asks the central question, ‘Who do men say that I am?” 7%
Hauerwas notes the irony in Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Messiah, for
Peter appears to give the correct answer, but Peter’s ensuing rebuke of Jesus’
Passion prediction shows that Peter assumes Jesus will be a powerful Messiah.
Jesus” response to Peter (“Get behind e, Satan!”), however, shows that Jesus is
not going to be the kind of Messiah Peter expected. Rather, Jesus “insists it is
possible, if God’s rule is acknowledged and trusted, to serve without power.”*?
Again, we see the motif of serving God without cocrcive power that Hauerwas
had developed in relation to Israel.

Jesus” cross also reveals what kind of a world we live in, namely, a world
where human beings have usurped God’s rule.”™ The cross shows what Chris-
tians can expect in this world if they are faithful to God’s calling. But the cross
is not just a call to self-sacrifice:

Jesus” cross . . . is not merely a gencral symbol of the moral significance of
selfsacrifice. The cross is not the confirmation of the facile assumption that it
is better to give than receive. Rather the cross is Jesus” ultimate dispossession
through which God has conquered the powers of this world. The cross is not
just a symbol of God’s kingdom; it is that kingdom come. ™

The cross is God’s way of defeating opposing powers, but not on their own
termis. Jesus demonstrates that God does not use violence against those who use
violence in opposing God. Jesus “refused to fight them on their terms,”* and
in so doing, God brought about the defeat of such violent powers through the
Cross.

God’s people, then, show themselves as God's people inasmuch as they
“imitate Jesus life through taking on the task of being his disciple[s].”** Such
imitation, such discipleship, essentially involves humble selfrenunciation for the
sake of and after the manner of Jesus. Discipleship, then, means taking up one’s
cross and following Jesus: ¥ “I'hus to be like Jesus is to join him in the journey
through which we are trained to be a people capable of claiming citizenship in
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God’s kingdom of nonviolent love—a love that would overcome the powers of
this world, not through coercion and force, but through the power of this onc
man’s death.”

But there are limitations to how the cross functions for Christians, to how
far Christians can imitate Jesus’ self-offering on the cross. Christians cannot and
should not seck in an individualistic sense to become like Jesus, for the cruci-
form life can only be carried out in a communal context. Taking up one’s cross
requires the nurture and training that only the community can provide. Thus,
to be “like Jesus requires that I become part of a community that practices
virtues, not that I copy his life point by point.”* Further, Hauerwas stresses that
Christians “are called upon to be like Jesus, not to be Jesus” ¥ Jesus” death on
the cross and his resurrection from the dead define and establish how God
chooses to relate to humanity. Christians can imitate the cruciform life he initi-
ated, and so participate in it, but they cannot repeat it.

Finally, the cross shows that Jesus’ path of nonviolence must also be the
path for Christians. This is a recurring theme throughout Hauerwas’s writing.*®
As he puts it: “One cannot but feel that those who defend so strongly the use of
violence in the service of justice are finally trying to rescue Jesus from the
cross.””*? The refusal of Jesus to use violence points to the reality of the peace-
able kingdom that he inaugurates. His death on the cross shows that the world
has rejected the noncoercive reign of God that Jesus proclaims. But God’s rais-
ing Jesus from the dead bears witness to God’s establishing the kingdom in
triumph over the worldly powers of death and so ushers in the eschatological
age. %

A People Between the Times

Christians live between the times, between the inauguration of God’s kingdom
in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and the final consummation of God’s
kingdom that Jesus proclaimed. Thus, Christians must constantly learn and re-
learn to look at the world from Jesus™ eschatological perspective, a world with “a
beginning, a continuing drama, and an end.”®' Hauerwas draws repeatedly on
the eschatological vision sounded throughout the biblical writings, citing such
passages as Isa. 1:6-¢ (“the wolf shall dwell with the lamb. . . . the suckling
child shall play over the hole of the asp”),** as well as various scctions of Jesus’
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5—7).>* Crucial for Hauerwas is the conviction
that such eschatological visions have become fully present in the person of Jesus
through his ministry, death, and resurrection. Indeed, the central chapter in his
Peaceable Kingdom is entitled “Jesus: The Presence of the Peaceable King-
dom.”** Jesus life bears witness to what God’s kingdom looks like, to how God’s
kingdom is cnacted and made real. 'That Jesus lived such a life and calls others
to such a life shows the real possibility of participating in this peaceable king-
doin here and now, that is, between the times.

The Sermon on the Mount, then, is not {contrary to such interpreters as
Reinhold Niebuhr) an unattainable individualistic ideal possible only at God’s
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final consummation of history.”® Rather, Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount “chal-
lenges our normal assumptions about what is possible, but that is exactly what
it is meant to do. We are not to accept the world with its hate and resentments
as a given, but to recognize that we live in a new age which makes possible a
new way of life.”*® Put simply, God docs not call people to approximate love by
settling for justice; rather, God calls people to be perfect. Such perfection is
attainable because Jesus demonstrated such a life and so inaugurated God’s
kingdom, in which imitating God’s perfection disclosed in Jesus is possible for
Christians in the continued presence of God’s powerful Spirit. Accordingly, Je-
sus’ life and teachings show

that God’s kingship and power consists not in coercion but in God’s willingness
to forgive and have mercy on us. God wills nothing less than that men and
women should love their enemies and forgive one another; thus we will be
perfect as God is perfect. Jesus challenged both the militaristic and ritualistic
notions of what God’s kingdom required—the former by denying the right of
violence cven if attacked, and the latter by his stcadfast refusal to be separated
from those “outside.” >’

Christians can bear witness to the presence of God’s kingdom, and so call
others to it by becoming Jesus™ disciples and breaking the cycle of violence
through refusing to cooperate with the coercive powers of the world.”® Jesus is
the central eschatological character because only through his life do Christians
learn what kind of character they are to have in the present eschatological age.
“I'hus the Gospels portray Jesus not only offering the possibility of achieving
what were heretofore thought to be impossible cthical ideals. He actually pro-
claims and embodics a way of life that God has made possible here and now.” >

This eschatological orientation empowers Christians in a communal con-
text to focus more on what kind of kingdom Jesus has inaugurated as opposed
to when this kingdom will be achicved in all its completeness. 'The proclamation
of God’s coming kingdom, present and future, “is a claim about how God rules
and the cstablishment of that rule through the lite, death, and resurrection of
Jesus.” 0

The eschatological character of Christian communal existence also high-
lights the reality that God’s kingdom is not to be identified with any human
institutions, as if humans on their own could bring about God’s kingdom. This
is Hauerwas’s main criticisin of the social gospel movement associated with Wal-
ter Rauschenbusch in the early twentieth century and of the temptation liberal
Protestantisin has faced since then to see social progress as the primary task of
the church. According to Hauerwas, “leaving Scripture far behind, Rauschen-
busch was able to transform the theocratic image of the Kingdom of God into
the democratic ideal of the brotherhood of man,”®' but this was a false transfor-
mation.

In this connection, it is crucial for Hauerwas that Christians are called to
be faithful and, ultimately, should not be terribly concerned about whether or
not they are being cffective. Hauerwas makes this point most clearly in relation
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to Scripture in his analysis of charity and the Gospel of Luke.®? His goal in this
analysis “Is to try to suggest how Christians should care for the poor, that is what
form our charity should take, and in what sense such a charity is politics.”®* In
seeking to address this issue, he then states: “I am going to do a rather extraordi-
nary thing for an ethicist; I am going to let the scripture guide my way,” for he
contends that “the book of Luke contains important clues about how a politics
of charity should be shaped.”®* He points out how Luke is concerned to show
the historical success of Christianity especially among the Gentiles,®> and he
also notes Luke’s understanding that Jesus is the culmination and fulfillment of
God’s promise for all humanity that began in Adam (Luke 3:28) and was carried
through history in Noah, Abraham, David, Isracl, and the prophets.

This view of history would seem to mean that in a fashion Christians have the
key to history—that is, we know its meaning and we know where it is going.
... Luke’s account of history scems, therefore, to support the joining of charity
and effectiveness. For the Christ we Christians serve seems to commit us to
having a stake in how history comes out. And that scems to give us the warrant
necessary to grasp for the means of power offered by this world. It was our
destiny to take the reins of the empire from Caesar [with Constantine], the
difference being that we will use the power to do good—that is, to be cffec-
tive.5

"The problem, however, is that this understanding of history “is a profound
misreading of Luke”®” because Christians are not called, nor are they able, to
make history come out right, which is God’s task. To be sure, God’s activity in
Israel and in Christ forms the meaning of history, out the Christian’s task is not
thereby to force or coerce history to conform to the Christian’s understanding
of God’s kingdom. Rather, the Christian’s task is to remember and cnact the
story of Israel and Christ. “We do not know how God intends to use such obedi-
ence, we simply have the confidence he will use it even if it does not appear
effective to the world itself.”

In other words, Christians are not called to direct history; they are called to
be servants of history. God’s kingdom will not be established through enforced
legislative reform, whether democratic or fascist, but only through making
Christ’s story our own. Making Christ’s story our own means identifying with
the weak, with the poor and the sinners. Hauerwas cites various passages
throughout Luke’s Gospel to support this argument (Luke 5:31-32; 6:20; 12:22—
34; 14:33; 10). Luke’s emphasis on Jesus’ association with the poor shows “how
God chooses to deal with history, namely through the weak,” not through the
mighty and powerful.®* Thus, “charity is not required in order to justify our
existence, to rid us of our guilt, but because it is the manner of being most like
God. Tor we are commanded not to be revolutionaries, or to be world-changers,
but simply to be perfect.””*

For Christians to make the story of Jesus their own, then, means that Chris-
tians conform their lives, with the support of the Christian community, to the
kind of life Jesus lived; in so doing, they participate in the eschatological pres-
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ence of God’s kingdom. “There is no way to remove the eschatology of Chris-
tian ethics.””! There is every chance that, like Jesus, they will experience the
poverty and weakness of the cross, but God uses such faithfulness to further
God’s kingdom, regardless of whether or not such movement becomes clear,
regardless of whether or not such faithfulness is effective in the eyes of the world
{or of the belicver). Thus, concludes Hauerwas, “what charity requires is not the
removing of all injustice in the world, but rather meeting the need of the neigh-
bor where we find him,” for the story of Jesus “gives us the skills even to be able
to sce who is our neighbor” (Hauerwas follows this statement with a full citation
of the Good Samaritan parable from Luke 10:25-42).7*

A Worshiping People

A significant aspect of Haucrwas’s approach to the Bible involves his conviction
that apart from the worshiping community the Bible loses its significance and
meaning. This is so because the Bible functions essentially as an extension of
the Christian community in that the foundational stories of God’s relation to
the community have been canonized as Scripture by the community. The Bible
is not other than the community of believers; rather, it serves to remind God’s
people of who they are. In remembering again and again who they are and how
they have been called to be with one another in the world, they come together
to worship God and to hear the story of their ongoing collective journey with
sod.

Congregational worship, then, becomes perhaps the most tangible expres-
sion of Christian community, for people literally come together in order to ex-
press and to renew their identity as God’s people. Through singing and prayer,
they spcak to God, and through Scripture, sermon, and sacraments, God speaks
to and empowers them as God’s people. Scripture is central in this process
insofar as it relates the story of Isracl and Jesus that forms and reforms the
character and identity of God’s people.”?

Indeed, the formative role of Scripture is best seen in the context of wor-
ship, for there Scripture is proclaimed; in worship, Scripture is heard as the
people’s living story with God, and not as the individually read text out there
that relates information about some distant people and what they belicved.”* For
Hauerwas, sermons point away from the Bible as written text qua text and toward
the Bible as narrative story that shapes communal character. In commenting on
one of his own scrmons that introduces an essay entitled “I'he Church as God’s
New Language,” Hauerwas states that the Bible should not be “abstracted from
the concrete people who acknowledge the authority of the Bible. Thus, I wrote
a sermon in the hopes of reminding us that the emphasis on narrative is unintel-
ligible abstracted from the ecclesial context.””®

It is this proclaimed character of Scripture through its being read out loud
before the gathered community of faith and through its place as the starting
point for preaching that makes worship such a crucial context for Hauerwas’s
understanding of what constitutes the most appropriate use of the Bible. Since



Stanley Hauerwas 107

the Bible is the people’s book, it best functions when the people have gathered
together. It is no accident, then, that in Hauerwas’s more recent writings, he has
given much more attention to sermons as perhaps the most suitable forum for
reflecting on what the Bible says to the community of faith.”®

By emphasizing the role of biblical narrative within the context of commu-
nal worship, Hauerwas secks “to draw our attention to where the story is told,
namely in the church; how the story is told, namely in faithfulness to Scripture;
and who tells the story, namely the whole church through the office of the
preacher.””” For Hauerwas, to make use of the Bible without attention to its
place for the believing community that gathers to worship God is to badly mis-
construe and so to misunderstand it. Thus, Hauerwas writes:

I believe that one of the most promising ways to reclaim the integrity of theo-
logical language as a working language for a congregation’s life is for seminarics
to make liturgy the focus of their life. I do not mean simply that seminaries
should have more worship scrvices, though if done well that might be helpful.
Rather, T mean that the curriculum of the seminary should be determined by
and reflect the liturgical life of the church. For example, why should seminaries
continue to teach courses in “Old Testament” and “New Testament” as if those
were intelligible theological subjects? Liturgically the Scripture functions not
as text but canon. Yet in our classes we treat the Scripture primarily as text,
and then as those responsible for the training of ministers we are puzzled why
Seripture plays so little part in the life of most Protestant congregations.”

This kind of orientation in theological education, argues Hauerwas, would make
clearer the connections between the biblical story and the ongoing life of God’s
people.”’

Hauerwas also stresses the need for Christian communities to make use of
ccumenical lectionaries in their congregational worship. Hearing and preaching
from the lectionary demonstrate that the preacher is not self-authorized but is
authorized by the community to proclaim the story:

As pastors, we need to be clear about our source of authority. One way to do
that is to preach from scripture, specifically, to preach from the ecumenical
lectionary. . . . The very act of reading and preaching from scripture is a
deeply moral act in our age, a reminder of the source of pastoral authority.
When the preacher uses the lectionary, the preacher makes clear that he or she
preaches what he or she has been told to preach. That is important because it
makes clear that the story forms us.®

Finally, it is appropriate that Hauerwas several times describes himself as “a
high-church Mennonite”®! (though he formally belongs to the United Method-
ist Church), for his identification with the Mennonite tradition highlights the
centrality of a strong self-defined Christian community. And yet his qualificr as
being “high church” (which he does not further define) indicates the impor-
tance he places on developed liturgical worship, worship in which the Bible has
the central function of reminding God’s people of their story together with God.
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A People Set Apart

For Hauerwas, to say that the Christian community is set apart from the world
is to say that Christians are called by God in Christ to be a holy and sanctified
people. Although Christians are not to be isolated and withdrawn within the
world, they are in the likeness of Christ to be clearly distinguished from the
world and the world’s values. Thus, “to be formed in Christ, to be sanctified, is
to be committed to bringing every element of our character into relation with
this dominant orientation.” %

The motif of Christians as a community set apart permeates Hauerwas’s
writings, although he makes relatively limited reference to the Bible in devel-
oping this theme. The clearest instance of [Hauerwas’s appeal to the Bible in
this regard can be found in his use of and commentary on Phil. 3:20-21 at the
beginning of his book Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony, coauthored
with William Willimon. The book begins with a citation from Phil. 2:5-11 and
3:20-21. This citation is followed by the authors’ preface, in which they state:
“In his letter to the Philippians, Paul uses an image that appeals to us, that
serves as a symbol for the change in mood we describe in this book. . . . Paul
reminds them [the Philippians], ‘Our commonwealth is in heaven’ (3:20). . . .
Moffatt more vividly translates this politeuma |“commonwealth”] as ‘We are a
colony of heaven.”’® Christian community, then, is a community essentially
alien to the present world, hence the title of the book, Resident Aliens. In Christ,
the old world has ended, although it lingers on, and a new world, embodied
primarily in the church, has begun. The church “is a beachhead, an outpost,
an island of one culture in the middle of another.”® As a colony of resident
aliens, the Christian community necds to be prepared for battle. In this vein,
Hauerwas cites the famous passage from Eph. 6:10—20, in which the author of
Fphesians encourages Christians to “put on the whole armor of God” in prepar-
ing to defend against the powers opposing God.*

[n Hauerwas’s definition, Christian community is a countercultural minority
community if it is truly Christian. This is not to say that it is sectarian, whatever
that term means, a charge often leveled against Hauerwas and one to which he
strongly objects.®® But it does mean that Hauerwas is deeply suspicious of any
form of Christianity that smacks of Constantinianism, namely, any Christianity
that thinks it can use recognized power structures of the world to bring about
transformation toward the kingdem of God in a way that does not itself violate
the character of God’s kingdom as expressed in Jesus life, death, and resurrec-
tion. How can the Christian colony use the dominant culture of the world with-
out at the same time betraying its identity as a community set apart? Thus,
Hauerwas revels in Christianity’s fall from Constantinian power as evidence of
a step in the right direction, toward the regaining of Christianity’s true identity.®”

Finally, Christians are set apart because “they have learned as a forgiven
people they must also be able to forgive,” and this capability “of accepting for-
giveness separates them from the world.”%® This is so because accepting and
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extending forgiveness mean that Christians no longer participate in the world’s
illusion that “power and violence rule history.”® Rather, in Jesus™ life, death,
and resurrection, Christians have come to know and experience God’s forgiving
character, which then empowers them to be a community of forgiveness in
contrast to the world.

Hauerwas’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Before turning directly to Hauerwas’s understanding of scriptural authority, it is
appropriate to first set his approach to biblical authority in the context of his
conviction that Christians need to be wary of two powerful and related move-
ments that have undermined the authority of the Bible and the formation of
authentic Christian community. According to Hauerwas, both movements are
more deceptive and problematic for genuine Christian faith than they are help-
ful. They have gained too much authority in the Christian tradition and so
distort the appropriate authority of the Bible in the Christian community. These
movements are Constantinianism and the Enlightenment. According to Hauer-
was, both Constantinianism and the Enlightenment have led to the betrayal of
true Christian faith and have distorted the true interpretation of the Bible as the
church’s Scripture.

Put simply, Constantinianism deceived, and still deceives, Christians into
thinking that being religious in some generic and diluted sense is what Christian
faith is about, or that Christians can fully accommodate to the dominant culture
without losing their Christian identity. Constantinianism encourages the forma-
tion and perpetuation of a vaguely Christian popular culture and ethos that
support the church. But Constantinianism also links Christian faith to political
and social structures of power and thereby deceives Christians into thinking that
they can use power, even coercive power (violence), in the service of Christian
faith, when in fact such cooperation with worldly power structures betrays the
noncoercive character of God and so also the character of true Christian faith.”
The result has been the transformation of the gospel by the world rather than
the transformation of the world by the gospel.”!

The Enlightenment has led Christians astray in that it has encouraged
Christians to spend their energy in the apologetic task of making the gospel
credible to the world to the degree that Christians have forgotten their primary
task of making the world credible to the gospel, namely, of living faithfully in a
world revolting against God.”? The Enlightenment has so emphasized individu-
alism and positivist rationalism that it has led Christians away from the centrality
of the community of believers and has misled Christians to trust in the power
of human rationality to save rather than to have faith in God’s power to save. As
a result, this individualistic liberal rationalism has falsely led Christians to be-
lieve that they nceded to make sense of their faith in terms of the Enlighten-
ment worldview rather than to make sense of the Englightenment in terms of
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their faith. In other words, Christians have wrongly molded Jesus to fit the val-
ues of rational heroic liberalism rather than molding themselves in faithful com-
munity to the likeness of Jesus.”?

The rhetoric of the Fnlightenment promised an adventure that would lcad
to individual freedom, natural rights that would cnable people to fashion their
own future unbound by the oppressive claims of tradition and community.
But from the beginning it was “an adventure that held the seeds of its own
destruction within itself, within its attenuated definition of human nature and
its inadequate vision of human destiny. What we got was not sclf-frcedom but
sclf-centeredness, loneliness, superficiality, and harried consumerism. . . . The
adventure went sour.””?

Christianity’s cooperation with the Enlightenment has led to the dissolution
of vibrant communities of believers, to rootless faith. The values of the Enlight-
enment have so encouraged Christians to think in isolated individualistic terms
that they have forgotten the necessity of community. But genuine Christian faith
points in a very different direction, indicated by the Sermon on the Mount:

The Sermon implics that it is as isolated individuals that we lack the cthical
and theological resources to be faithful disciples. 'The Christian ethical question
is not the conventional Enlightenment question, How in the world can ordi-
nary people like us live a heroic life like that? The question is, What sort of
community would be required to support an ethic of nonviolence, marital fi-
delity, forgiveness, and hope such as the onc sketched by Jesus in the Sermon
on the Mount? . . . The Sermon on the Mount cares nothing for the Furo-
pean Enlighteniment’s infatuation with the individual self as the most signifi-
cant ethical unit. For Christians, the church is the most significant ethical
unit.””

Haucrwas secs the rise of higher biblical criticism (in liberal Protestantism)
and fundamentalism in the late nineteenth and carly twentieth centuries, both
of which remain very much alive at the end of the twentieth century, as in
large measure the result of the joining of Constantinian and Lnlightenment
presuppositions. For Hauerwas, both higher criticism and fundamentalism are
FEnlightenment idcologies in service to “the fictive agent of the Enlighten-
ment—narnely the rational individual —who believes the truth in general and
in particular the truth of Christian faith can be known without initiation into a
community which requires transformation of self.”?® Thus, according to Hauer-
was, higher criticism and fundamentalism are but two sides of the same Con-
stantinian/Fnlightenment coin, with higher criticism serving upper-middle-class
educated/professional Christians and fundamentalism serving lower-middle-class
Christians with less formal education. Both higher criticism and fundamental-
ism are but attempts to “maintain the influence of Constantinian Christianity—
now clothed in the power of Enlightenment rationality— in the interest of con-
tinuing Christianity’s hegemony over the ethos of our culture—a culture that
increasingly learns it can well do without Christian presuppositions.”*’

Similarly, the social gospel movement championed by Walter Rauschen-
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busch in the early twentieth century was nothing but the attempt of liberal
Protestantism to use social structures to help bring about the kingdom of God
in the guise of the “brotherhood of man.””® More to the point of this study, the
rise of historical criticism (higher criticism) in approaching the Bible is nothing
but the adaptation of Enlightenment philosophy to interpret the Bible, for it
reads the Bible as text, not Scripture, torn apart from the community of believ-
crs, presuming the possibility and preferability of the solitary individual ratio-
nally deducing the objective interpretation of the text (and so isolating the
meaning of the text) without recourse to the community that authorizes the
Bible as Scripture.”’

I have stressed Hauerwas’s distrust of and disdain for Constantinianism and
the Enlightenment because his convictions in this regard directly shape his ap-
proach to and use of the Bible, and also leave him open to other problems that
take the place of the problems discarded with these two movements. (Whether
casting out the two demons of Constantinianism and the Enlightenment leads
to many more demons taking their place has yet to be seen.)

The basic source presenting Hauerwas’s understanding of the authority of
Scripture is his essay “The Moral Authority of Scripture: The Politics and Ethics
of Remembering,” from his 1981 book A Community of Character.'” In this
programmatic essay, Hauerwas proposes that discussions or claims about the
moral authority of Scripture make no sense without reference to Christian com-
munity, for the authority of Scripture is itself authorized by the community.'"!
He further argues, as the subtitle to the essay indicates, that in essence “the
authority of scripture is a political claim” (p. 53), and biblical interpretation a
political act. “It is a process of judgment of a community determining what that
community is all about. It is always a question of authority and power.” "2 I 'he
question of biblical authority is thus always a question of community polity.!”?
In order to examine this interrelationship between Scripture and community, it
is helpful to look at three aspects: (1) the meaning of authority, (2) the Bible as
Scripture and not text, and (3) the limits of biblical authority.

The Meaning of Authority

According to Hauerwas, “the meaning of authority must be grounded in a com-
munily’s self-understanding, which is embodied in its habits, customs, laws, and
traditions” (p. 60). Authority reflects the self-understanding of the community,
for the community authorizes that which perpetuates its identity. The commu-
nity itself is “a group of persons who share a history and whose common set of
interpretations about that history provide the basis for cornmeoen actions” (p. 60).
Authority, then, is the behavior of the community to project itself forward basced
on a shared understanding of its past, or as Hauerwas puts it, “authority is that
power of a conmunity that allows for reasoned interpretations of the communi-
ty’s past and future goals” (p. 60). The community evaluates its collective past,
its tradition, and decides how best to act in the constant process of redefining
and reestablishing itself over time.
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Although authority arises from the community, “it is equally true that com-
munity must have authority. For authority is that reflection initiated by a com-
munity’s traditions through which a common goal can be pursued. Authority s,
therefore, the mecans through which a community is able to journey from where
it is to where it ought to be” (p. 63). This statement appears to suggest that the
community is self-authorizing, but this is not fully true. The community cannot
exercise authority apart from its identity as expressed in its tradition and in its
formative (authorizing?) origins. Indeed, even though Scripture is a function of
the community, the community self-consciously sets up Sscripture in such a way
that it critically tests the church’s memory and self-understanding. '

By regarding scripture as an authority Christians mean to indicate that they
find there the traditions through which their community most nearly comes to
knowing and being faithful to the truth. . . . Scripture is not an authority be-
cause it sets a standard of orthodoxy . . . but because the traditions of scripture
provide the means for our communily to find new life. (p. 63)

The truthfulness of Scripture is thus crucial to its authority. Ultimately, for
Hauerwas, this truthfulness is mediated for the community by God. Scripture
does not contain propositional truths about God; rather, it testifics faithfully to
the character of God. As Hauerwas puts it, “claims about the authority of scrip-
ture make sense only in that the world and the community it creates are in fact
true to the character of God” {(p. 55).

'The community’s perception of the truthfulness of its authorizing stories is
central both to the community’s ongoing task of critically reflecting upon its
traditions and to the community’s task of authorizing its future direction. “To
claim the Bible as authority is the testimony of the church that this book pro-
vides the resources necessary for the church to be a community sufficiently
truthful so that our conversation with onc another and God can continue across
generations” (pp. 63-64).!> Of course, for Hauerwas to stress that the Bible
provides the resources necessary for truthfulness is to claim that the Bible is
truthful, which raises the question about what it means that the Bible is truthful.
In turn, the truthfulness of the Bible is closely related to another dimension of
truthfulness, namely, the community’s changing perceptions of what counts as
truth. As Hauerwas puts it, the community is “set on its way by the language
and practices of the tradition, but while on its way it must often subtly reform
those practices and language in accordance with its new perception of truth” (p.
63). Thus, the truth itself may not change, but perceptions and appropriations of
it do. How does the community’s new perception of truth relate to and perhaps
affect its understanding of the Bible as the most truthful of resources for its
continued life? This is a crucial question, and one to which T will return at the
end of this chapter.

‘The Bible as Scripture and Not Text

One of the concerns Hauerwas has regarding the authority of the Bible for
moral reflection in the Christian commmumity revolves around the historical-
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critical approach to the Bible taken by most twentieth-century biblical scholar-
ship, an approach that has, from Haucrwas’s perspective, significantly limited
the ability of the church to appropriate the ethical significance of the Bible.!%
The increasing specialization of biblical studies into dozens of scparate areas has
also led to a fragmented approach to the Bible as a whole, with the result that
the Bible has been treated primarily as objectified text and not as communally
authoritative Scripture. The problem is that “appeal to scripture is not equiva-
lent to appeal to the text in itself, and it is the latter, rightly or wrongly, which
is the subject of most current scholarly effort. . . . However, for Christian cthics
the Bible is not just a collection of texts but scripture that makes normative
claims on a community” (p. 56).!Y7

While historical and sociological reconstruction of the origins of the biblical
writings may be important, “it is simply unclear what theological significance
such work should have” (p. 56). The discipline of professional biblical studies,
then, has partly resulted in treating the Bible as a loose and disparate collection
of pieces rather than as a canonical whole authorized by the church. Indeed,
Hauerwas states that the

confusion surrounding the relation of text to scripture has not resulted in eth-
icists (and theologians) paying too little attention to current scholarly work con-
cerning the Bible; rather their attention is far too uncritical. It has becn ob-
scrved that there is finally no substitute for knowing the text, and it is often
unfortunately true that theologians and ethicists alike know the current theorics
about the development of the text better than the text itself. (p. 56)

What is needed, then, is an approach to the Bible that treats it as Scripture
authorized by the Christian community for the Christian community.

To this end, Hauerwas argues for the importance of reading the Bible as
canon. To recognize and to approach the stories of the Bible as canonical Serip-
ture means that “we discover our human self more effectively through these
stories, and so use them in judging the adequacy of alternative schemes for
humankind.” 1% But to stress the canonical character of the Bible is not to pre-
tend there are no tensions in Scripture. Rather, the canonization of the inconsis-
tencies in Scripture forces the Christian community to come to terms again and
again with the tensions inherent in the Christian story and so in the Christian
community, past and present.

[One reason the church has had to be content with the notion of a canon
rather than some morc intellectually satistying summary of the content of scrip-
turc is that only through the means of a canon can the church adequately
manifest the kind of tension with which it must live. The canon marks off as
scripture those texts that are necessary for the life of the church without trying
to resolve their obvious diversity and/or even disagreements. (p. 66)

In fact, the subplots and diverse points of view related in the Bible are crucial
for qualifying the main story line, “for without them the story itself would be
less than truthful” (p. 67). Thus, the canon of Scripture is “not an accomplish-
ment but a task” for the Christian community as it secks faithfully to remember
and to enact these authoritative stories with all of their tensions (p. 68).
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In order for canonical Scripture to remain a living resource for the church,
the church must avoid two temptations: “cither to objectify scripture in a man-
ner that kills its life, or to be willing in principle to accept the validity of any
interpretation by way of acknowledging the scripture’s variety” (p. 68). To either
objectify or completely relativize Scripture means to lose it as the authoritative
story on which the church draws for its continuing life.

Another aspect of treating the Bible as canonical scripture involves recogniz-
ing that Scripture is always alrcady mediated by church tradition. This is a fur-
ther reason why the Christian community cannot approach the Bible as mcrc
text, for the Bible is always handed down from one generation of Christians to
the next as interpreted and traditioned Scripture. There is no way to approach
the Bible apart from how it has been traditioned. Thus, Christian communities
should pay attention to how past interpretive communitics have appropriated
the Biblc as canonical Scripture.

If, finally, one asks why the Christian canon contains the writings that it
does, Hauerwas answers that “these texts have been accepted as scripture be-
causc they and they alone satisly . . . our craving for a perfect story which we
feel to be true” (p. 66). Again, one comes across the rather loose clain that the
Bible is true, apparently because the church collectively recognizes it to be “a
perfect story” which it “feels to be true.” Why should the contemporary church
continue to abide by the patristic church’s decisions about the formalization of
the biblical canon? “We continue to honor that decision made by the ancient
church . . . because it is a decision that makes sense” in relation to the charac-
ter of Christian faith (p. 66). This account of the canon and its distinctive truth-
fulness raises a scrious question about the adequacy of Hauerwas’s understanding
of the authority of the canon of Scripture, but I will address this question at the
end of the chapter.

The 1imits of Biblical Authority

Even though the Bible as Scripture provides the most truthful, and so authorita-
tive, resource for Christian community, there arc limits to biblical authority.
The furst limitation, if in fact it should be called a Hmitation, involves the recog-
nition that—to say it yet once again—for Hauerwas, the Bible has no authority
apart from the community of believers. The community authorizes the Bible as
Scripture.

Because the community authorizes Scripture, and because Scriptnrc is al-
ways alrcady traditioned, a related limitation is that it cannot be the sole author-
ity for the church. Thus, for Hauerwas, the Reformation slogan sola scriptura is
finally a heresy.'® It is a heresy because it ironically deceives the church into
thinking that Scripture is an authority apart from the church, and that as such
Scripture can be approached as an objective set of truths which the church can
then mine as text. It is just such an approach, argues Haucrwas, that has led
both to fundamentalist literalism and to historicist higher criticism. This ap-
proach to Scripture as objectificd truth devoid of a tradition of interpretation
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“sets Scripture as text over the presence of Christ in his church. The doctrine
of sola scriptura is clearly a heresy that is the seedbed of fundamentalism as well
as of higher criticism.” '

A rather different limitation to biblical authority arises out of Hauerwas’s
conviction that community authorizes the Bible as Scripture. Because authority
is a function of community, the community can also assign different levels of
authority to the writings that the community has canonized in Scripture. I think
this is the implication, at least, in Hauerwas’s statement that “I do not assume
that all the moral advice and admonitions found in Scripture have the same
significance or should positively be appropriated” (p. 70). Through the process
of interpretation and appropriation, the community of believers makes judg-
ments about different layers and levels of biblical authority.

Related to this notion of varying levels of authority is Haucrwas’s notable
observation that

one of the remarkable things about Scripture is the inclusion in the text itself
of the mistaken directions tradition has taken. lven more importantly, Scrip-
ture docs not make clear in itself which were the mistakes and which were the
successes. Thus it is necessary for each new generation to struggle with and
continue the arguments begun in Scripture itself.'!!

Thus, according to Hauerwas, Scripture itself includes the mistaken judgments
of past communities of faith. Of course, such mistakes are only seen as such by
later communities of faith as they evaluate the understanding and interpretation
of Christian faith embedded in Scripture itself. To give an example, Hauerwas
is critical of how the Gospel of Luke is so concermed to show that the early
Christians were no threat to Rome. Although on one level it is truc that Jesus
was not a threat to Rome in the sense that the Zealots were, still
I think that Luke’s account of the Gospel can be misleading. . . . [for] in an-
other sense Rome was right to crucify Jesus and his followers, as they were far
more subversive than the Zealots. . . . Christianity was far more subversive,
because it was constituted by a savior who defeated the powers by revealing

their true powerlessness.'!?

Hauerwas believes it is appropriate for the Christian community to critically
discuss its authoritative canonical story in deciding how to constitute itself. Al-
though it dare not dismiss its canonical story, the Christian community can
change its mind about how much authority it assigns to different parts of that
story. Of course, the implicit danger here is that the community will itself make
a mistake in its interpretation and appropriation of its authorizing story, but that
is part of the process through which the community learns and relcarns what it
means to be God’s people.

There is a significant tension in Hauerwas’s work regarding the authority of
the Bible. On the one hand, he lifts up the authority of the Bible as Scripture
that contains the most truthful accounts of faithful existence. He goes so far as
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to say that “Scripturc is an account of human existence as told by God.”'!?
Hauerwas thus suggests that the Bible should exercise a great deal of authority
within the community of belicvers. But on the other hand, he significantly quali-
fies and even undercuts the authority of Scripture by making it a function of
the community to the degree that he does, and by pointing to past mistakes of
the community of believers that have themselves been canonized in Seripture.
While Scripture certainly relates the story about the faith community’s journey
with God, still “God is not the author of Scripture”; rather, “God is the one
who Christians believe authorizes a community of interpretation. In this respect,
it is God’s most fateful political act that he left Jews and Christians to wrestle
about what kind of community is required to maintain the existence of these
Scriptures.” """ In the end, then, the moral authority of Scripture appears to
amount to that authority which the community of believers authorizes Scripture
to have in faithfulness to God.

Hauerwas’s Hermeneutics

If Hauerwas can be said to employ a particular hermeneutic, namely, a particu-
lar theory of interpretation in approaching Scripture, it is narrative. I will discuss
Hauerwas’s emphasis on narrative and story in four subscctions: (1) a communal
narrative hermeneutic, (2) the irreducibility of the Christian story, (3) the ana-
logical character of Scripture, and (4) conversing with the saints.

A Communal Narrative Hermeneutic

According to IHauerwas, Scripture is not scli-interpreting. There is no “plain
sense” of the text that is not already an interpreted sense of the text. Since
appropriating Scripture is by definition interpreting Scripture, one needs to be
self-conscious about what interpretation entails and how to go about the process
of interpretation.'”” One especially nceds to be aware that Scripture is primarily
the narrative of the people’s journey with God and that the context for interpre-
tation is the community of believers.

Already very early on in his writings, Hauerwas appeals to story and narra-
tive as the most fruitful way of approaching the moral life and Scripture’s role
in shaping that life.!'® But narrative is not an end in itself; rather, it is a crucial
tool for exploring theological cthics. Thus, Hauerwas writes:

I have found the concept of story, or perhaps better, narrative, to be a suggestive
way to spell out the substantive content of character. But I also try to use the
language of “story” in a carefully controlled sensc. I am not trying to do “story
theology” or “theology of story,” as if this represented some new theological
position. Rather [ am convinced that narrative is a perennial category for under-
standing better how the grammar of religious convictions is displayed and how
the sclf is formed by those convictions.!!”
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He finds a narrative approach so helpful because he thinks it best suits the
nature and task of Christian cthics. As he puts it, “The nature of Christian
ethics is determined by the fact that Christian convictions take the form of a
story, or perhaps better, a set of stories that constitutes a tradition, which in tarn
creates and forms a community.” '®

Narrative is not accidental or incidental to Christian identity; rather, the
very fact that Christians come to know God through hearing and telling the
story of Israel and Jesus indicates that these stories themselves and the process
of traditionalizing these stories lie at the heart of Christian faith and practice.
“Christian ethics does not begin by emphasizing rules or principles, but by call-
ing our attention to a narrative that tells of God’s dealing with creation.” ' 1t is
through the stories of Scripture that Christians construct their identity and the
world. Thus, “Jews and Christians believe this [biblical] narrative does nothing
less than render the character of God and in so doing renders us to be the kind
of people appropriate to that character.” !

The question then is what a narrative explication of Christian existence
shows. For Hauerwas, it reminds Christians of at least three central convictions.
First, the biblical narrative “formally displays our existence and that of the world
as creatures—as contingent beings.” '*' Second, narrative highlights and “is the
characteristic form of our awareness of ourselves as historical beings.”12* And
third, “God has revealed himself narratively in the history of Israel and in the
life of Jesus,” which points to “the essential nature of narrative as the form of
God’s salvation” and thus “is why we rightly attribute to Scripture the truth
necessary for our salvation.” %

The story of Israel and Jesus in Scripture reflects the life of God's people
and in turn creates and sustains the community of believers. Like Scripture
itself, then, narrative is a function of the community, for the biblical narratives
present a community story which is then traditionalized and reappropriated by
successive communities. Hauerwas’s hermeneutic, like his notion of biblical au-
thority, points directly to the life and role of the Christian community as indis-
pensable to how one goes about interpreting Scripture. Hauerwas asserts that
“the emphasis on narrative is unintelligible abstracted from an ecclesial confext.
Indeed, I suspect the project to develop general hermeneutical theories by some
theologians is an attempt to substitute a theory of interpretation for the
church.”'?* For Hauerwas, church (Christian community) is inseparable from
the process of interpretation and in fact is itself a living hermeneutic.

The Irreducibility of the Christian Story

A constant refrain in Hauerwas’s discussion of his narrative approach to biblical
interpretation is that the story can never be reduced to less than the story. 'The
perpetual temptation to reduce the story to a summary principle or axiom of
love or covenant or some other concept must be resisted. For example, to reduce
the significance of the biblical narratives to the concept of love is to forget that
love
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is dependent on our prior perceptions of the truth of reality that can finally be
approached only through the richness of the language and stories which form
what we know. The Christian is thus better advised to resist the temptation to
reduce the Gospel to a single formula or summary image for the moral life.
Christian ethics and the Christian moral life are as rich and various as the story
we hold and the life we must live to be true to it.'?

The story of the Good Samaritan told by Jesus in Luke 10 cannot be ab-
stracted into a general principle of loving one’s neighbor. The story is not an
illustration of a general moral principle. Rather, “the story is the moral meaning
of the principle. Universal ethical principles become ethically significant only
as we lcarn their meaning in stories.” %0 It is the fullness of the story itsclf that
sets the context for understanding the story in the first place. To abstract a prin-
ciple from the story and make that principle the source of subsequent moral
reflection essentially docs away with any further need for the story, for then
Scripture is treated merely as a source of general principles.'”” Such abstractions
are particularly dangerous because they tend to encourage an ahistorical ap-
proach to Scripture, namely, an approach that is oblivious to the contexls neces-
sary to understand and make sense of the very Scripture upon which they
draw.'*® Thus, “there is no moral point or message that is separable from the
story of Jesus as we find it in the Gospels.”'?”

Hauerwas is opposed, then, to what he calls a “theology of translation,”
which assumes that the Christian story found in Seripture is not the real story
but that the real story must somehow be abstracted or demythologized (Bult-
mann) in order to get at the eternal unchanging essence. The problem with this
approach is that it

distorts the nature of Christianity. In Jesus we meet not a presentation of basic
ideas about God, world, and humanity, but an invitation to join up, to become
part of a movemenl, a people. By the very acl of our modern theological at-
tempts at transtation, we have unconsciously distorted the gospel and trans-
formed it into somcthing it never claimed to be—ideas abstracted from Jesus,
rather than fesus with his people.’?”

Hauerwas’s emphasis on the irreducibility of the biblical story results in an
interesting tension when it comes to relating the unity and diversity of the bibli-
cal story/stories. On the one hand, by speaking repeatedly of the story of Israel
and Jesus in the singular, and by calling Christians to read the Bible as the
church’s singular Scripture, Hauerwas implicitly stresses the unity of the Bible
and so the unified journey of God’s people as expressed in relation to Isracl and
Jesus. And yet, on the other hand, Hauerwas also often refers to the stories of
Istacl and Jesus in their plurality and points to Scripture’s diversity as a rich
resource for the community of believers:

The social cthical task of the church, therefore, is to be the kind of community
that tells and tells rightly the story of Jesus. But it can never forget that Jesus’
story is a many-sided tale. We do not have just one story of Jesus, but four. To
learn to tell and live the story truthfully does not mean that we must be able
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to reconstruct “what really happened” from the four. Rather it means that we,
like the early Christians, must learn that understanding Jesus’ life is inseparable
from learning how to live our own. And that there are various ways to do this
is clear by the diversity of the Gospels.!?!

Scripture’s diversity, then, is an important characteristic of the way it func-
tions for Christian community, for this multifaceted quality suggests that there
are multiple expressions of faithfulness to God, even different communities of
faith that may stand in tension with one another as they seck to enact the story
according to how they interpret the story. As Hauerwas has remarked in a differ-
ent context, there is nothing to suggest that “Christ’s love and unity with the
church implies that unity is without discord.”*? The existence of diverse com-
munities of interpretation that result from diverse stories in Scripture can be
healthy for it forces these communities to reexamine these generative stories in
Scripture and so to reconsider whether their interpretations are in accord with
the kind of community that the stories engender.

The remarkable richness of these stories of God requires that a church be a
community of discourse and interpretation that endeavors to tell thesc stories
and form its life in accordance with them. . . . the very character of the stories
of God requires a people who are willing to have their understanding of the
story constantly challenged by what others have discovered in their attempt to
live faithful to that tradition.'*?

Still, in the end, Hauerwas envisions the Bible more as a unified story than
as a mere collection of stories, for this collective story has been canonized by
the community of believers as Scripture. For Hauerwas, there is a “main story
line”** modified by a host of storics that make the overarching story more
truthful. What unifies the stories as canon is the very community that has made
these stories into the scriptural story of the community. Thus, the unity of the
Gospels does not depend on harmonizing their different accounts of Jesus life
and their different theologies. Rather, “the unity of the Gospels is based on the
unquestioned assumption that the unity of these people [the early Christian
community| required the telling of the story of this man who claimed to be
nothing less than the Messiah of Israel.”!** Although the story of Isracl and
Jesus is irreducible, and although there may be no story of storics, there remains
a unified story discerned by the community of believers/interpreters, who seek
to take into account the various stories within the story.

The Analogical Character of Scripture

In approaching Scripture as the irreducible narrative of God’s people, Hauerwas
also stresses the analogical character of interpretation. Fundamentally, the sto-
ries in Scripture relate, not a revealed morality, but “images and analogies that
help us understand and interpret the nature of our existence.”!*® By telling
parables, for example, Jesus did nothing else than give analogies for understand-
ing the kingdom of God. Scripture, then, provides basic analogies and also in-
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vites the Christian community to derive corresponding images as it seeks to
enact the Christian story in changing times. The task of the community is to
interpret Scripturc so that the biblical stories come alive again in the commu-
nity. The task is never ending, for the context in which the community engages
in interpretation is cver changing. Thus, the church must ask again and again
what it means to be the people of God in the present situation, what it means
to embody the storics of Scripture in this time and place. The church’s goal is
to “better hear and correspond to the stories of God as we find them in Serip-
ture.” 7 Hauerwas calls for the use of lively theological imagination in secking
to form a conununity that corresponds to the canonical story. Accordingly, “there
is perhaps no more serious Christian offense than to fail in imagination, that is,
to abandon or forget the [scriptural] resources God has given as the means of
calling us to his kingdom.”*

Conversing with the Saints

Ouc fimal aspect that Hauerwas assigns a significant place in his approach to
biblical interpretation involves the need for the Christian community to con-
verse not only with Scripture but also with the exemplary saints in the Christian
tradition about Scripture. This is especially true since the saints most clearly
show what it means to embody the story of Seripture in life. “Through the lives
of the saints we begin to understand how the images of Scripture are best bal-
anced so that we might tell and live the ongoing story of God’s unceasing pur-
pose to bring the world to the peace of the kingdom.”* "Thus, Hauerwas not
infrequently draws into his discussion of Scripture what such interpreters as Au-
gustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, and Barth have had to say.""" 'lo converse with
the saints reminds the Christian cominunity that Scripture has already been
traditioned, and that to hear Scripture also means to pay attention to how past
communities have heard and enacted it.

Haucerwas and the Significance of Scripture for
Constructive Christian Fthics

What does a Scripture-shaped community look like in real life? To answer that
question, it seems best to present a case used by Hauerwas himsclf to demon-
strate the process of Christian practical reasoning.'*!

‘The Case of Olin Teague

Olin "Teaguc farms land he inherited from his family that lies midway between
Middlebury and Shipshewana, Indiana. He is now in his late fifties. While not
wealthy, he makes a modest living raising corn, pigs, and a few milk cows. The
latter primarily provides the milk used to make the cheddar cheese his family has
made for generations. He has four children, three grown and married, his youngest
finishing Goshen College and planning to go to medical school. Olin has prom-
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iscd to help pay her expenses since she is planning to be a medical missionary for
the Mennonite Central Committee. Olin is not particularly pious, but he and his
family have long been members of the local Mennonite church.

As a way to make extra money to help pay his daughter’s medical expenses
Olin agreed to let Jim Burkholder, the owner of the Wagon Wheel Cafe in down-
town Shipshewana, buy his cheesc to sell at his cafe. Because of the large Amish
population in the surrounding county, Jim reasoned that tourists would be eager
to buy “authentic” farm-made cheese. Olin and Jim agreed on a price for the
cheese with the understanding that Jim would pay Olin once a year at the end of
the tourist season. At the end of the first year Jim owed Olin $3000. However, Jim
told Olin that he could not pay, for even though the cheese had sold well, the
cafc had failed to make a profit. He made it clear to Olin that it would be some
time before he could pay at all, and perhaps never. Olin was quite upset at this
turn of events, but it never crossed his mind to do anything other than talking to
Jim about how he might put his finances in order. Olin’s daughter, however, had
to delay her plans to go to medical school at the University of Indiana. (pp. 74~

750

One should first observe that Hauerwas supplies the specific context of the
story by describing briefly who Olin Teague is (working-class farmer, father,
Mennonite) and what has happened to him (he has not been paid what is his
due, nor is he likely to be paid in the future). In Hauerwas’s discussion that
follows this case, he notes that it never crossed Olin Teague’s mind to sue Jim
Burkholder for the money that was owed, despite the difficult situation in which
it left Olin’s daughter. The reason he does not sue is simple: he is a Mennonite.
Hauerwas locates the background of Olin Teague’s Mennonite identity squarely
in the story of Israel and the story of Jesus. From the story of Israel, the Mennon-
ite community has been influenced by the notion of the Jubilee year in Leviti-
cus 25, where forgiveness of debt is presented as being part of Israel’s character.
From the extended story of Jesus related in the whole New Testament, Hauer-
was suggests that Mennonite life has been clearly shaped by Paul’s comments in
1 Cor. 6:1-11, cited in full by Hauerwas, where Paul chastises the Corinthians
for taking one another to civil courts and encourages them rather to suffer the
wrong. While historical analysis of 1 Cor. 6:1-11 might be interesting, such his-
torical reconstruction of first-century courts and lawsuits “cannot determine the
meaning of the text for the moral guidance of the Christian community—at
least as far as Mennonites are concerned” (p. 76). Of more significance is the
kind of community necessary to hear and enact what Paul says in this text.

Olin "Teague does not sue because he is a Mennonite, and in the Mennon-
ite tradition, one does not sue for damages because to do so would be contrary
to the Mennonites’ understanding of what it means to be a faithful people, a
people shaped by the stories of Scripture. As Hauerwas observes:

[Paul’s] admonition not to take one another to court, therefore, is placed [by
the Mennonites] against the background of their being a particular kind of
people with a distinct set of virtues. Therefore, unlike most Christians who
have tried to turn such passages into a legal regulation so one can start to find
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exceptions to it, Mennonites understand the admonition to be but a logical
extension of their commitment to be a people of peace. Their reading of this
text and the significance they give it are not because they think every command
of the Bible should be followed to the letter, but rather reflects their under-
standing that the fundamental ministry of Christians in the world is reconcilia-

tion. (pp. 76-77)

It is becausc Christians have been called to the ministry of reconciliation,
and because such reconciliation is not coercive, that Olin Teague does not con-
sider taking Jim Burkholder to court a valid option for him as a Christian, for it
would not be a legitimate form of reconciliation. Hauerwas goes on to point out
that Olin Teaguc’s practical reasoning in this casc may not even be explicitly
self-conscious, and that he “may not even know what I Corinthians 6 says” (.
81). This simply shows that in a “perfectly straightforward scnse Olin’s habits as
a Mennonite made him know what the practical wisdom of the community
required of him” (p. 81). Thus, he did not really “decide” whether or not to sue,
because such a decision was never in his range of possibilities as a Mennonite.
Rather, what he decided to do—to talk to Jim Burkholder about better arranging
his finances-was what was most in kecping with the ministry of reconciliation
that had long formed the communal context out of which Olin "Teague operated
as a Christian.

In this case study, Scripture forms what might be called the subtext or un-
derlying narrative that informs theological ethics. Scripture describes or illus-
trates the kind of community that most corresponds to the people God has
called to the kingdom. It is through being this kind of cormmunity that succes-
sive generations of Christians enact and embody Scripture, for in this way,
Scripture functions with authority, shaping Christian identity and so Christian
behavior in the world.

In summary, for Hauerwas, the Bible is true to its purpose when it is ap-
proached as Scripture for the community of believers. The Bible presents the
authorizing story that has gencrated the believing community in the first place.
In turn, it is the belicving community itself that has authorized the stories of
Scripture as canon, as rule and measure. Scripture is cssentially relational, for
its storics bear witness to the character of the relationship between God and
humanity, the relationship articulated in the story of Istael and the story of Jesus,
God’s intended relationship with hwmnanity and with all creation. The commu-
nity continues to, and must continue to, return to Scripturc again and again, in
order to check its present identity against its formative identity. Thus, the
“church is nothing less than that community where we as individuals continue
to test and are tested by the particular way those stories live through us.”'** The
church tests its identity by conversing with Scripture and the truthful character
of God’s people expressed in Scripture. As a result, Scripture has authority, “not
because no one knows the truth, but because the truth is a conversation for
which Scripture sets the agenda and boundaries”!** Or, as Hauerwas puts it
elsewhere, a “faithful church, determined to live by the truth, allows the Bible
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to breath again, permits Scripture to blossom within its native habitat. . . . The
church is the bridge where Scripture and people meet.” '

Critical Evaluation

How should Hauerwas’s uses of Scripture be evaluated? To begin, 1 find his
constant emphasis on the Bible as the church’s communal Scripture a positive
and commendable move. In practice, the church does authorize the Bible as
Scripture, and the writings of the Bible themselves for the most part are directed
to the community of faith. And yet, I sce two significant problems in Hauerwas’s
discussion that need to be resolved. The first has to do with his view that the
Reformation credo sola scriptura is a heresy because it displaces the community.
"The second concerns the canon of Scripture authorized by the community.

While Hauerwas is certainly correct that the sola scriptura doctrine has
resulted in the objectification of Scripture apart from the community, I wonder
it Hauerwas himself does not end up with an equally problematic emphasis on
the church to the extent that sola ecclesia scems to replace sola scriptura. For
Hauerwas, the community of faith appears as the be-all and end-all of Christian
existence, so that there is little to no critical voice that challenges and confronts
the church, especially since Hauerwas sees the authority of Scripture as a func-
tion of the church itself. I suspect that Hauerwas himself would respond that by
definition Scripture does exercise a critical authority over the church by con-
stantly reminding the church of its identity, and that if properly carried out, this
critical function of Scripture is sutficient. But still, there is the danger of Scrip-
ture’s voice being muffled by the sola ecclesia position toward which Hauerwas
leans, for if history gives any lessons, it teaches that the church can readily
deceive itself even in the name of Scripture.

Along the same lines, | wonder if Hauerwas’s notion of the church that uses
Scripture is not overly idealized and even romantic. Is there a concrete church
that in fact corresponds to the type of church that Hauerwas portrays and lifts
up? If the church is less than that conccived by Hauerwas, as church history past
and present perhaps indicates, then Is it sufficient to trust that the community of
believers will interpret and so enact the stories of Scripture faithfully, as Hauer-
was appears to trust? As separate and as alien as Hauerwas wishes the church to
be, in actual practice all but the most radical of Christian communities (from
the Catholic Worker movement to some Mennonite churches) struggle con-
stantly to become even but a semblance of the church Hauerwas envisions. If
Scripture is authorized by the church, then does it not matter what that real
flesh-and-blood church looks like, not only when it is at its best but also when
it is at its worst with seeming unawarencss?

As for the canon of Scripture, | have serious questions about the rationale
Hauerwas gives for why these particular biblical writings were given canonical
authority by the church and why they continue to have authority as the church’s
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Scripture. As noted earlier, Hauerwas asserts that “these texts have been ac-
cepted as Scripture because they and they alone satisfy . . . our craving for a
perfect story which we feel to be true,” and the church continues to abide by
the ancient church’s decision because “it is a decision that makes sense.” 0
What does Hauerwas do with the ditferent canons of Scripture held by different
Christian communities, past and present? Is Hauerwas sufficiently attentive to
the politics of the canonization of Scripture, itself a dynamic of the politics of
interpretation to which Hauerwas calls Christians to be attentive? Is it the case
that the biblical canon satisfics our craving for a perfect story, and does the
church feel this story to be true?

I must confess that the reasons Hauerwas adduces for the canon of Scripture
appear in the end to be but special pleading for the sake of the continuity of
the Christian tradition, and not because Scripture is self-evidently a perfect (in-
spired?) story. Christian tradition itself shows that significant movements within
the church (from the Apostolic Fathers to Marcion to Eusebius to Athanasius to
Luther to contemporary feminist theology) have found the canon ncither to be
a perfect story nor to be a decision that makes sense in light of new understand-
ings of the truth of the gospel. Indeed, as [.uther moved the Epistle of James to
the back of the New Testament because he deemed it unworthy of the canon,
and as from time to time it has been suggested that such writings as 2 Peter, 2
and 3 John, and Jude (what a friend has called the “junk mail” of the New
Testament) be deleted from the canon, the biblical canon has hardly been con-
sidered a perfect story.!?” Tven though Hauerwas does acknowledge that the
canon is “not an accomplishment but a task,”'"** in that it constantly challenges
the church faithfully to recall its authorizing stories, he has not provided a suf-
ficiently convincing argument for his understanding of the canon.

Another problem in Iauerwas’s use of Scripture concerns the relationship
between the unity and diversity of Scripture. While Hauerwas does a good job
of highlighting the diversity of Scripture and of seeing this diversity as a richness
which tests the church’s memory, at the same time he often speaks of “the story”
in the Bible, which appears to presuine onc particular construal of that story as
the authoritative version of that story. And so the question becomes how one (or
the church) takes into account different construals of “the story,” and in particu-
lar how onc evaluates and makes decisions about these various construals of
“the biblical story.” Again, to be fair, Hauerwas does acknowledge the nced for
communities of faith to be open to and challenged by the readings and interpre-
tations others have made (past and present),'* but he gives no real rationale for
choosing among the range of interpretations.'® This is particularly important
since Hauerwas contends that his construal is truthful to Scripture. How is one
to evaluate such truth claims? "'

Related to the tension between unity and diversity, and also to the issue of
canon, is the question of varying levels of authority in Scripture. 1 noted above
Hauecrwas’s observation that the church assigns different levels of authority to
different parts of Scripture. How docs the church go about this assessment? Why
do some stories have authority and others do not? Surely in part the answer has
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to do with the church’s changing perceptions about the relevance of different
parts of Scripture. But how is the church to deal with the authority of conflict-
ing stories? To give an example, one can read the New Testament both as a
very anti-Jewish (i.e., non-Christian Jewish) document or as very sympathetic to
Judaism. How does one decide which stories to authorize? What does it mean to
take Jesus’ reference to the Jews as children of the devil (John 8) as authoritative
Scripture? If it does not exercise authority, why not? Or is this an example of
a wrong turn taken in the early church’s life that, while understandable, was
unfortunately included in the canon? In other words, what does it mean to
appropriate “hard texts” in Scripturc for contemporary theological cthics?
(Among a host of other passages, one could ask similar questions about the
authority of 1 '['im. 2:8-15 for the status of women in the church.)

Finally, there is a problem in Hauerwas’s relation of Scriptural authority to
other forms of authority for the church. Hauerwas assigns Scripture a primary
place of authority in the church since it provides the founding stories that shape
and reshape the character and identity of the community of believers. But Scrip-
ture is not the sole authority, nor is it the primary authority, since only the
ongoing presence of Christ’s spirit in the church, which is perceived and dis-
cemed by the church, can ever be the primary and ultimate authority. Scripture
in fact bears wilness to this presence by relating stories that speak of and help
form the mind of Christ. But what of other related authorities to which the
church listens along with Scripture? How is the authority of Scripture related to
tradition, to reason, and to experience, through all of which God speaks to the
church?

Hauerwas never really fully articulates his understanding of how these com-
plementary authorities function together for the church. Seripture is the basic
source for tradition, in that tradition is nothing but the expanded ways in which
the stories of Scripture are handed down from one gencration to another, so
that Scripture and tradition are closely linked. Reason is also related to Scrip-
ture; Hauerwas stresses that “rationality is a communal process which involves
Scripture and virtues, as well as judgments about particular practices and their
implications for other aspects of our lives” > And experience is important, for
it has authority in that it tests the adaptability of the community’s authorities,
Scripture included. Indeed, Hauerwas clearly sees Scripture as a truthful narra-
tive, and “an indication of a truthful narrative is one that remains open to chal-
lenge from new experience.”'** By definition, Scripture must be traditioned in
ways that are responsive to the authority of experience. But beyond these brief
indications, Hauerwas does little to develop Scripture’s authority as it refates to
other aspects of authority within the church.

There is, of course, more that could be said (e.g., regarding what it means
to be an eschatological comimunity after twenty centuries of making eschatology
less and less central, or regarding Hauerwas’s comments on the historical Jesus,
or regarding his somewhat caricatured picture of biblical scholarship). So T let
these tensions stand and hope that they will lead to an even more reflective and
faithful community as it wrestles with its Scriptures.



GUSTAVO GUTIERREZ:

Liberating Scriptures cyr the Poor

Gustavo Gutiérrez is widely recognized as the preeminent foundational fig-
ure of the Latin American liberation theology movement.! The task of the-
ology, to use Gutiérrez’s classic definition, is “critical reflection on Christian
praxis in light of the word of God.”? For Gutiérrez, the Bible is the “word of
5od” that provides a fundamental orientation for all Christian action and re-
flection, and as such the Bible is indispensable for Christians as a source of
revelation about God and humanity.?

Given the central place that Gutiérrez assigns to reflection on the Bible, it
is somewhat surprising that so little attention has been directed at Gutiérrez’s
usc(s) of the Bible. Various treatments of his work make reference to the signif-
cance of the Bible, and especially to reading the Bible from the perspective of
the poor, but I have not found any extended analysis of his use(s) of the Bible.*
The present chapter is an attempt to address this lacuna.

When we consider how Gutiérrez employs Scripture, it is important to be
aware that his approach to the Bible results from and responds to the traditional
understanding he initially received as a student, namely, pre—Vatican II progres-
sive. Furopean Roman Catholicism. Gutiérrez received his formal training at
two of Europe’s most prestigious and influential Roman Catholic universities:
the University of Louvain (1951-55), and the Catholic Institute of Lyons (1955~
59)." However, this traditional understanding underwent radical transformation
when it came up against Gutiérrez’s experiences as a priest in Lima in the early
to late 1960s. After Gutiérrez had returned to Peru as both priest and professor
{at the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, in Lima), he found that “the
summation of wisdom accumulated on The Theological Grand Tour simply did
not fit the South American reality.”® And so he began the process of rercading
and revisioning all he had learned, including the Bible, from the perspective of
his situation, the situation of commitment to the poor and the oppressed, the
marginalized, among whom he was working. The experiences of living and
working among the poor compelled Gutiérrez to reappropriate the Scriptures
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and the Christian tradition in solidarity with the poor in Latin America. This is
the crucial context shaping Gutiérrez’s use(s) of the Bible.

Biblical Texts Used by Gutiérrez

General Observations

Much of Gutiérrez’s writing can be characterized as reflections on biblical texts
and biblical themes. Indeed, I would arguc that this is increasingly the case as
one traces the development of Gutiérrez’s writing. In A Theology of Liberation
(1g71), a section entitled “Biblical Meaning of Poverty” takes up most of the
final chapter, “Poverty: Solidarity and Protest.”” The centrality of biblical reflec-
tion for Gutiérrez is also clear when he begins his collection of essays The Power
of the Poor in History (1979) with a section entitled “Biblical Overview of the
Sources of Liberation Theology,” in which he presents a powerful criticism of
academic biblical study and develops his core understanding of the biblical mes-
sage. Similarly, biblical motifs permeate Gutiérrez’s We Drink from Our Own
Wells (1983), in which he entitles the first part “How Shall We Sing to the Lord
in a Foreign Land?” a clear allusion to Ps. 137:4, and uses such subheadings as
“New Wine in Old Bottles” (Matt. g:17), “A Favorable Time” (2 Cor. 6:2),
“Choose Life and You Shall Live” (Deut. 30:19) “Where Are You Staying?”
(drawing on John 1:35-42), and “Walking According to the Spirit” {drawing on
Rom. 8:4).

Direct reflection on biblical materials is important, although slightly less so,
in The Truth Shall Make You Free (1986), especially in the scction on “The
Church of the Beatitudes” (pp. 160-64). In The God of Life (1989), Gutiérrez
begins by stating that the book is intended “as a reflection on the God of bibli-
cal revelation” (p. xiii). The book’s introduction includes a section entitled
“Thinking the God of the Bible,” in which Gutiérrez seeks to provide an orien-
tation for the book as a whole, the goal of which is to go “ever deeper into the
content of biblical revelation” (p. xvii). Gutiérrez states, “My desire is that this
book may help readers to know more fully the God of biblical revelation and,
as a result, to proclaim God as the God of life” (p. xviii). Throughout the book,
Gutiérrez touches on various biblical motifs: the Exodus (pp. 3-6), “I Am the
Life” (John 14:6; pp. 13-15), the story of Jonah (pp. 37—40), God and mammon
(pp. 56-64), “The Last Will Be First” (pp. 110-15), the Beatitudes (pp. 18-28),
Philemon (pp. 132-36), a reflection on Job (pp. 145-63), and a reflection on
Mary (pp. 164-86), among other discussions of biblical passages and themes.
Like his Theology of Liberation, not only is The God of Life seasoned with hun-
dreds of biblical references, but the biblical texts often form the basis for discus-
sion and reflection. Finally, the entire book On Job (198s5) is, of course, a theo-
logical commentary on the Book of Job, in which Gutiérrez also cngages in
constant conversation with contemporary biblical scholarship on Job. Thus, Gu-
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ti¢rrez puts reflection on biblical texts at the very heart of his writing, for he
sees the Bible as God’s liberating word addressed to humanity, and especially to
the poor.

Specific Texts

Gutiérrez, makes broad usc of the biblical canon, ranging widely over both Old
and New Testaments, as well as making very limited use of the Old Testament
Apocrypha. (I have found 1,687 biblical citations and references, 719 from the
Old 'lestament and ¢68 from the New lestament.) The most frequent refer-
ences from the Old Testament are to Sccond Isaiah (Isa. 40-66) and to the
Psalms. Second Isaiah expresses a hopetul vision with which Gutiérrez identi-
fies, and “the present expericnce of Latin American Christians is one that has
been given profound expression in the psalms.”® The Book of Job is also a very
significant witness from the Old "lestament, as Gutiérrez has written both an
entire book and an extended chapter on Job.”

The story of the Exodus (both in the Book of Eixodus and elsewhere in the
Old Testament, e.g., Deut. 6 and 8) is also quite important for Gutiérrez, be-
cause this story identifies God as a liberating God. But the Exodus story is not,
I would arguce, the crucial biblical story or theme underlying Gutiérrez’s libera-
tion theology, a misunderstanding that is often repeated in analyses of Gutiér-
rez’s work."? For all the trumpeting of the Exodus as the central story for libera-
tion theology in general, Gutiérrez makes limited usc of the Exodus account,
often stating clearly that as far as he is concerned, the Exodus account is much
less important for liberation theology than generally thought.!! Indeed, at sev-
eral places in his writings, Gutiérrez secks to correet this misunderstanding and
to lift up the biblical notions of poverty as being more fundamental. For exam-
ple, in a discussion with the theological faculty of the Catholic Institute of Ly-
ons, icluded in The Truth Shall Make You Free, Gutiérrez makes the following
statement:

[Alllow me a brief observation with regard to the exodus. The theme of the
exodus has been and still is an important one for us, but I think it an overstate-
ment to say that it was the major theme in our theology of liberation. It is
important to us because the exodus has been the basic historical experience of
the Jewish people and has set its mark on the entire Bible. But [ think that we
have also treated other themes as important. From the outsct, other aspects
have been essential in our view —for example, poverty according to the Bible;
this is a subject on which greater effort has been spent (including many pages
in my own writings) than on the theme of the exodus.!?

In addition to emphasis on passages from Isaiah, the Psalms, and Fxodus,
one also finds significant references to the creation story from Genesis; to pas-
sages throughout the Old 'Testament that speak about the poor, the oppressed,
and the alien (e.g., Exod. 22-23, Lev. 25 on the year of Jubilee, Deut. 2324,
Amos s5); and to passages that reflect the exile expericnce (e.g., Jer. 20, 31; Ezck.

36)‘]2
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From the New Testament, indeed from all of Scripture, the single most
important passage for Gutiérrez is clearly Matt. 25:31—46, Matthew’s famous story
about the judgment of the sheep and the goats.!* Gutiérrez refers to this passage
no fewer than forty-seven times in his writings.!> Regarding this passage, he
writes, “I'he concrete and definitional character of this passage has long made
it play an outstanding role it the spiritual experience of Latin American Chris-
tians.” !¢ This is not surprising, given that the passage identifies ministry to the
poor and oppressed with ministry to Christ and that such pastoral ministry, or
lack thereof, forms the basis for God’s eschatological judgment of humanity.
Gutiérrez also uscs this story to stress God’s call for Christians to be engaged in
praxis first and foremost and for such ministry to be centered primarily on “the
least” of the world (25:40, 45). Here, among other passages, Gutiérrez finds a
locus for “God’s preferential option for the poor.” !’

Gutiérrez also uses Matt. 25:31-46 as the text to combat claims that Matthew
gives a “spiritualized” interpretation of poverty in the Beatitudes of chapter s, in
contrast to Luke’s version (Luke 6). As Gutiérrez puts it, the beatitudes of Mat-
thew 5 must be read in light of the whole of Matthew’s Gospel, and nothing
tells against any notion of spiritualized poverty in Matthew more than the judg-
ment text of Matt. 25:31—46, found alone in Matthew among the four Gospels.
The so-called spiritual poverty of Matthew’s Beatitudes means nothing clse than
“to be totally at the disposition of the Lord.”!® On the basis of Matt. 25:31-46,
Gutiérrez argues that “no one can deny that the Gospel of Matthew is notably
insistent on the need for concrete and ‘material” actions toward others and espe-
cially toward the poor (see Matt. 25:31-46).” ' Perhaps Gutiérrez’s fullest state-
ment on the relation of Matthew 5 to Matthew 25 is the following:

The passage on the Beatitudes really ends with v. 16 and shows us the role
played by works in the attitudes proper to followers of Jesus. “Blessed are the
poor in spirit” and the other Beatitudes mean: Blessed are the disciples, those
who practice justice by works of love and life, and who thereby glorify the
Father. This approach to the Beatitudes makes it possible to establish a fruitful
rclationship between the beginning of Matthew s, where the preaching of Jesus
starts, and Matthew 25, where that preaching ends. Blessed are the disciples,
because they give food to the hungry and drink to the thirsty, and because they
clothe the naked and visit the prisoner; in other words, because by means of
concrete actions they give life and thus proclaim the kingdom.?

If Matt. 25:31—46 provides Gutiérrez's central vision of Jesus and his ministry,
Jesus’ inaugural sermon at Nazarcth in lLuke 4:16-30 is also important, espe-
cially the reversal motif that cites Isaiah 61.2! Overall, Gutiérrez makes the most
use of Matthew and Luke, in fairly equal measure. The Gospel of John also
figures prominently, if less than Matthew and Luke, especially the Prologue
(John 1) and the Last Discourse (John 14-17). The Gospel of Mark receives
relatively modest attention, primarily in terms of how Mark portrays discipleship
as a “lived response” to Jesus’ call, selfsurrender to others rather than secking
personal glory.?
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One interesting observation about Gutiérrez’s choice of Gospel texts is that
lic makes very few references to passages dealing with the Passion and death of
Jesus. Indeed, of the over nine hundred references to the New Testament [ have
been able to identify, Gutiérrez refers to texts from the Passion narratives only
thirteen times.?* | am not completely sure what to make of this obscrvation, for
the death of Jesus is not unimportant to Gutiérrez, especially as it expresses the
solidarity of Jesus in suffering with all those who are poor and oppressed. Per-
haps this deemphasis on the Passion narratives reflects Gutiérrez’s reaction to
how the death of Jesus has been used in traditional Roman Catholic theology
in Latin America to cncourage the people to identity with the suftering Jesus in
a relatively passive way, in hopes of attaining the resurrected life. Thus, perhaps
the lack of reference to the Passion narratives is Gutiérrez’s way of moving away
from how these texts were used to reinforce the status quo, namely, the oppres-
sion of the poor.

Indeed, T would argue that for Gutiérrez the cross is less a symbol of hu-
manity’s identifying with the suffering of Jesus and more a symbol of God’s
identifying with the suffering of humanity in Churist. Thus, a shift takes place in
how the Passion of Jesus is envisioned, for it speaks about the degree to which
God identifics with the poor and the oppressed rather than giving a tacit en-
dorscment of human suffering with a view to the Resurrection. Gutiérrez clearly
moves away from interpretations of the Passion scene with an otherworldly em-
phasis, where the death of Jesus leads directly to the Resurrection and a focus
on the hecavenly world; instead, he moves toward a this-worldly affirmation of
human existence. The crucial transformation, then, is not the transformation
from death to resurrcction in the life beyond but the transformation from suffer-
ing and oppression to liberation and freedom in this life here and now, which
is confirmed by God’s raising Jesus from the dead. Let me hasten to add that
this vision does not diminish the significance of Jesus” death and resurrection,
rather it places morc emphasis on the liberating ministry of Jesus here and now
(e.g., Luke 4) in eschatological perspective (Matt. 25:31-46) than on other-
worldly hopes of resurrection as reward for present sufferings.”*

Among the writings of Paul, Gutiérrez uses Romans 58 extensively, but
almost exclusively in his We Drink from Our Own Wells, as is the case with
most of Gutiérrez’s references to the Pauline writings, especially 1 Corinthians
and Galatians 5 on freedom.?> As for the rest of the New Testament, James 2
finds frequent reference, as does 1 John 3.2

In conclusion, Gutiérrez has a relatively clear working canon: Matt. 25:31-
46 is the guiding and paradigmatic text, amplified by Luke 41630, Isaiah 40—
06 (especially Isa. 61 and 65), Exodus 3, the Psalms (especially Pss. 9, 22, 33, 42,

and 130), Romans 5-8, Galatians 5, and James 2.

How Gutiérrex Uses Scripture

In describing how Gutiérrez makes use of Scripture, | would call particular
attention to four aspects: the role of experience, the themes of creation/salvation
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and eschatology, poverty in the Bible, and the dialogue between the Bible and
the reader.

Experience and the Perspective of the Poor

For Gutiérrez, “all of us approach the Scriptures in the light of our own situa-
tion and expericnce.” *” The questions that we address to Scripture are questions
that arise out of our individual and communal experiences. Our readings are
always contextual, and our contexts are nothing other than the collective shapes
of our experiences. As Gutiérrez puts it in “Fxpanding the View,” the 1988 intro-
duction to the revised edition of his classic A Theology of Liberation, “The his-
torical womb from which liberation theology has emerged is the life of the poor
and, in particular, of the Christian communities that have arisen within the
bosom of the present-day Latin American church. This experience is the setting
in which liberation theology trics to read the word of God.”*

Experience is not neutral. Experience leads us to take stands and advocate
positions, whether we acknowledge them or not. The experiences of Gutiérrez
and of the poor have led them to consciously take an advocacy stance and
commit themselves to finding ways to liberate people from poverty and oppres-
sion, as an cxpression of their understanding of the gospel message. As Gutiérrez
puts it in his powerful essay “God’s Revelation and Proclamation in History,”
originally a 1975 address to the summer class in theology offered by the Pontifi-
cal Catholic University of Peru:

For some, the effort to read the Bible may be directed toward simply adapting
its message and language to men and women of today. For others, however, it
is a matter of reinterpretation. We reinterpret the Bible, from the viewpoint of
our own world—from our personal experience as human beings, as believers,
and as church. This approach is more radical. It goes more to the roots of what
the Bible actually is, more to the essence of God’s revelation in history and of
God’s judgment on it.*

Beginning with experience is, from Gutiérrez’s perspective, most in keeping
with the character of Scripture itself, which is but a record of the experiences
of the people of God in their struggles to be faithful to God.*® This is why all
authentic theological reflection by definition “must take as its springboard the
experiences and questions of those who hear the word of God, as well as the
mental categories that they use in trying to understand their experiences of
life.”?!

Experiences, however, arc cvolving. Experiences change, and we change
with them. And so, for Gutiérrez, to say that we begin with experience is to say
that we are always beginning afresh from the context of our experiences. For
this reason, “a constant dialogue is necessary between the ‘old knowing’ of Scrip-
ture and tradition and the ‘new knowing’ of the concrete, daily life experiences
of the people of God.”*?

Experience shapes one’s identity as a believer and one’s self-understanding.
Gutiérrez, expresses this most clearly in his book On Job. The wager between
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God and Satan is really about Job’s expericnce. Satan wagers that it is only
because of Job’s pleasant expericnces that Job maintains his faith in God, and
that if difficult experiences came his way, he would abandon this faith and curse
God. Satan wagers that Job’s experiences define his faith. In this Satan is actu-
ally correct. What Satan does not bargain on, however, is that Job’s expericnces
of unjust suffering will lead him to redefine positively his faith in God and to
identify with the poor and the oppressed.

Gutiérrez in fact is led to reflect and to writc on Job because of his own
experience among the poor and the suffering in Latin America. They are like
Job, for they too endure unjust suffering. Perhaps his study of Job will lead to
new insights about what it means to maintain faith in the context of oppressive
suffering. As Guti¢rrez puts it: “The point of view that T myself adopt in this
book is important and classic, and, I believe, central to the book |of Job] itsclf:
the question of how we are to talk about God. More particularly: how we are to
talk about God from within a specific situation—namely, the suffering of the
innocent . . . the suffering of the poor—which is to say, the vast majority of the
population [in T .atin America].”??

What separates Job from his friends is his experience. His friends speak
from their doctrinal convictions. Job speaks from his experience. This experi-
ence leads him to reject the doctrine of retribution which his friends still em-
brace.”* Job moves from an ethic of personal reward to an ethic that begins with
the needs of one’s neighbors.®® He realizes that he must care for the neighbor
for the sake of the neighbor, and not for the sake of some reward he might
garner, for this, Job realizes, 1s how God cares for humanity. And so Job’s experi-
ence compels him to reformulate his understanding of God and 1o realize that
God’s grace, God’s gratuitousness, is the ground for life, and that even amid his
suffering, God’s grace enfolds him. Job’s orthopraxis compels him to challenge
and to reformulate the brand of orthodoxy he had, until then, embraced along
with his friends. Job’s experiences, then, lead him to take a prophetic stance on

behalf of the poor and to contemplate the unbounded grace of God’s love. Thus
is Job’s faith in God transformed. For Gutiérrez, the Book of Job shows that

God has a preferential love for the poor not because they arc necessarily betier
than others, morally or religiously, but simply because they are poor and living
in an inhuman situation that is contrary to God’s will. The ultimate basis for
the privileged position of the poor is not in the poor themselves but in God, in

the gratuitousness and universality of God’s agapeic love. **

Job illustrates that experiences can often be surprising and unexpected, leading
us in unanticipated directions, and challenging deeply held assumptions and
presuppositions about life and about God.*”

Guiding Themes: Creation/Salvation and Eschatology

Gutiérrez sces several guiding themes that recur throughout Scripture and so
provide a basic orientation for Christian faith and practice. Two themes stand
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out: creation/salvation and eschatology. Gutiérrez refers to this tandem through-
out his writings, especially in his earlier work.®® Creation is essentially God’s
first salvific act, not something prior to salvation. Creation itself commences the
process of salvation, a linkage celebrated by the Psalms (sce Pss. 74, 93, 95, 135,
136). The coming of Christ is part of the process of salvation but is also an
expression of God’s new creation. In this connection Gutiérrez appeals particu-
larly to John 1 and to Col. 1:15-20, where Christ is scen as the agent of creation
and salvation.*”

Like creation/salvation, eschatology provides another guiding theme an-
chored in Seripture. Eschatology points to the consummation of the salvation
begun already in creation. For Gutiérrez, “the Bible presents eschatology as the
driving force of salvific history radically oriented toward the future. Fischatology
is thus not just one more clement of Christianity, but the very key to under-
standing the Christian faith.”* The eschatological orientation of the biblical
writings points us to the transcendent goal of human history, namely, “the full
and definitive encounter with the Lord and with other humans”*!' Thus, the
eschatological character of Christian existence leads to an emphasis on concrete
behavior, on transformative praxis in keeping with the goal and the meaning of
human existence.

Nowhere can this connection between eschatology and praxis be more
clearly seen than in the parable of the eschatological judgment of the sheep
and the goats in Matt. 25:31—46. As Gutiérrez puts it, “The passage is rich in
teachings. . . . we wish to emphasize three points: the stress on communion and
fellowship as the ultimate meaning of human life; the insistence on a love
which is manifested in concrete actions, with ‘doing’ being favored over simple
‘knowing’; and the revelation of the human mediation necessary to reach the
Lord”#

It is no accident that Gutiérrez devotes an entire chapter in his Theology of
Liberation to eschatology and politics (chap. 11). The eschatological perspective
has “clcar and strong implications for the political sphere, for social praxis.”**
Gutiérrez hastens to add that the kingdom of God cannot be equated with any
political order, and that a just society is not a necessary precondition for the
coming of the kingdom of God, as if God’s kingdom were somehow a human
achievement, Nonetheless, the enactment of the gospel in human communities
“reveals to society itself the aspiration for a just society . . . The Kingdom is
realized in a society of fellowship and justice; and, in turn, this realization opens
up the promise and hope of complete communion of all persons with God. The
political is grafted into the eternal”** The gospel message has contemporary
political implications for how Christians participate in the eschatological realiza-
tion of the coming of the kingdom of God. Christians cannot ignore present
historical existcnce in hope of some individualistic future heavenly reward;
rather, as Jesus did, they are called to denounce injustices in the present social
order and to announce (and to enact) the kind of community to which God
calls all people.®

As Matt. 25:31-46 points to the culmination of human existence, and so to
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its meaning, so also is the Exodus experience formative within this eschatologi-
cal perspective, especially in the prophetic writings, for the Exodus shows “fun-
damentally the break with the past and the projection toward the future.”* "The
Exodus reveals God as the one who is bringing about human liberation, the
onc who has created human beings for the purpose of liberation. It reveals the
identity of God as a God of salvation, and it reveals the true identity of humanity
as the people of God cngaged in the struggle for liberation and salvation in
concrete history.

It is crucial, then, that the eschatological promises not be spiritualized as
“pie in the sky,” for that is to rob the promises of their core mcaning, the re-
deption of concrete human existence, indeed the redemption of history.
“Christ does not ‘spiritualize’ the eschatological promises: he gives them mecan-
ing and fulfillment today (cf. Luke 4:21); but at the same time he opens new
perspectives by catapulting history forward, forward towards total reconciliation.
... Moreover, it is only in the temporal, earthly, historical event that we can
open up to the future of complete fulfillment.”*" Nonetheless, the eschatologi-
cal promiscs are not to be confused with historical development, for “their liber-
ating effect goes far beyond the foresecable and opens up new and unsuspected
possibilitics.” *

History is the plane on which creation and salvation take place. As God
initiated history, and so salvation, with the original creation, so does God in
Christ bring about a new creation of humanity, and not just in the abstract but
in concrete everyday life.* Although Gutiérrez does appeal to Paul’s language
of new creation (Gal. 615, 2 Cor. 5:17), it is striking that he does not pick up on
the Adam/Christ typology, so significant for Paul (Rom. 5:12-21, 1 Cor. 15:20-28).
Rather, as the Lkxodus is central to eschatology, so the Iixodus experience of
Istael provides the link between creation and salvation. “Creation and liberation
from FEgypt are but one salvific act.”*® We are liberated and re-created as individ-
uals only as we are liberated and recreated within the communal context of the
covenant people of God.

Creation/salvation and eschatology, then, tell us of our origins and of our
destiny. We have been created for salvation; the goal of existence is salvation.
“Phe lesson to be drawn from these two biblical theines is clear: salvation em-
braces the whole man,” namely, from beginning to end, individually and collec-

tively.”!

'The Bible and Poverty

Gutiérrez also uses the Bible as a fundamental source for discerning the mean-
ing(s) of poverty, the primary expericntial context out of which he writes. The
poor find such affinity with the Bible becausc in it they find their own story, the
story of God's care for those whose lives arc rooted in poverty. Already in A
Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez devoted the concluding chapter to this motif,
“Poverty: Solidarily and Protest.” In the chapter’s major subsection, the “Biblical
Meaning of Poverty” (pp. 165~71), Gutiérrez develops what he sces as the two
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major lines of thought on how the Bible treats poverty: poverty as a scandalous
condition (material poverty) and poverty as “spiritual childhood.”

First, poverty is a scandalous material condition. Drawing especially on the
prophetic traditions (Amos, Isaiah, Iosea, Micah, Jeremialy), the legal traditions
(Exodus and Leviticus), as well as Job and references to New Testament texts in
Luke and James, Gutiérrez notes how the Bible quite clearly condemns those
responsible for impoverishing other people and how the Bible spcaks against
material poverty. “The Bible speaks of positive and concrete measures to prevent
poverty from becoming established among the People of God.”*?

In particular, Gutiérrez identifies three reasons for the repudiation of pov-
erty: poverty contradicts the meaning of the Mosaic religion (i.e., deliverance
from slavery, exploitation, and alienation); poverty contradicts the Genesis man-
date for human flourishing on the earth; and human poverty is an offense to
God, since human beings are created in God’s likeness, so that the impover-
ishment of human beings and the oppression of the poor contradict God’s inten-
tions for humanity. According to Gutiérrez, the Bible teaches that “the existence
of poverty represents a sundering both of solidarity among persons and also of
communion with God” and is “incompatible with the coming of the Kingdom
of God, a Kingdom of love and justice.”*

Second, poverty means spiritual childhood.” As Gutiérrez notes, spiritual
poverty, or spiritual childhood, “is not directly or in the first instance an interior
detachment from the goods of this world, a spiritual attitude which becomes
authentic by incarnating itself in material poverty.”** Although being “poor in
spirit” is often interpreted in this way (e.g., Clement of Alexandria), this ap-
proach is misleading and unbiblical.*® Rather, spiritual poverty “is something
more complete and profound. It is above all total availability to the Lord”*”
Drawing again on the prophetic literature and the Psalms, Gutiérrez identifies
spiritual childhood as humility before God. It emphasizes an attitude of seeking
God and of not relying on oneself (see Zeph. 2:3; Isa. 66:2; Pss. 101145 34:9, 20~
22; 37:17-18).

Spiritual childhood finds its highest expression in the Beatitudes of Mat-
thew 5. The “poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:1) arc those “totally at the disposition of
the Lord,” those open to the gift of God’s transforming love, open as a child.”®
To be “poor in spirit” means to be a disciple, a follower of God. As Gutiérrez
writes, “ ‘Poor in spirit’ is a synonym for ‘disciple of Christ” 7*? Spiritual poverty
or spiritual childhood, “describes the outlook of the person who accepts the gift
of divine filiation and responds to it by building fellowship.”®® Mary is a prime
example of someone who exhibits this kind of spiritual childhood, for in Luke’s
Magnificat she demonstrates a trusting self-swrrender to God in conjunction
with a commitment to and close association with those who are materially
poor.! Indeed, this is one of the key features of spiritual childhood, for someone
who is truly a disciple of Christ protests with Christ against material poverty and
with Christ expresses solidarity with those who are poor. In this way, Gutiérrez
closely links the Beatitudes of Matthew 5 with the eschatological judgiment of
Matthew 25. Thus, the teachings of Jesus “begin with the blessing of the poor
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(Matt. 5); they end with the assertion that we meet Christ himself when we go
out to the poor with concrete acts (Matt. 25). So the teaching of Jesus is framed
in a context that moves from the poor to the poor.”® 'Iruc discipleship finds
reflection in a life committed to the poor.

'The Bible and the Reader in Dialogue

A refrain that recurs throughout Gutiérrez’s writing is that in the process of
reading Scripture, the reader (and primarily the community of readers/hearers)
enters into a dialogue with the foundational communities that wrote the Bible
and into a dialogue with and about God. The Bible thus functions as a source
of individual and community vision (as we read the Bible), and it also functions
as a source of questioning and critique (as the Bible also “reads us”).®?

Cutiérrez develops this motif most clearly in The God of Life, where he
argues that to read the Bible is to initiate a scries of dialogucs, betwcen faith
and faith, between history and history, in nearncss and in distance, and between
reading and reading. 1 quote him at length:

I approach the Seriptures in an attitude of faith. The intention of the books of
the Bible is to speak to us of God and to communicate the faith of their authors
and of persons, groups, and an centire people. . . . ‘To read the Bible is to begin
a dialoguc between faith and faith, between the believers of the past and the
believers of today; a dialogue that is taking place today within the ecclesial
communily as it pursues its pilgrimage through history. . . . T approach the
Scriptures in terms of my own history, in terms of the situation of a people that
suffers abuse and injustice but is organizing to defend its right to life and in
keeping its hope in God strong. 'Therc is thus a dialogue between history and
history. . . . 'The Bible is not a book like any other; it is the word of the T.ord
who, according to Deuteronomy, always speaks to us “today.” At the sane time,
however, we cannot forget that we are dealing with writings that took shape
millennia ago, in languages and cultural settings that are not our own. We
must therefore make the cffort to distance oursclves from them and to acquire
knowledge of the cultural, social, and religious context of the texts. . . . The
dialogue with the Scriptures will be more fruitful if we are aware that our
rclationship to the texts of the Bible is one of both nearness and distance. On
the onc hand, we will then avoid a facile closeness and even a possible manipu-
lation of the Bible, but at the same time we will be prevented from succumbing
to a literalism that pays no heed to human and social circumstances and turns
every word into a timeless absolute. . . . But when believers read Scripture,
they know that the Scriptures also challenge them. The Bible is not a kind of
depository of answers to our concerns; rather it reformulates our questions and
sets us o1 unexpected paths. We can truly say that we read the Bible. But it in
turn reads us. . . . The dialogne must therefore also be one of reading with
reading. When the reading of the Bible is donc as a communily, as a church,
it is always an unexpected experience.®*

Fundamentally, the process of reading the Scriptures initiates a dialogue
between experience and experience. Ou the one hand, the reader brings to the
biblical texts his or her own experiences, both as an individual and as one who
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participates in a community of faith. Fach reader, each community, brings vari-
ous assumptions and questions to Scripture. And vet, on the other hand, the
conversation is not one-way, for in approaching the Bible, one finds there other
sets of experiences to which the biblical authors give voice. These experiences
in turn raise questions for the reader(s), which then give rise to further dialogues
between various readers/hearers and reading/hearing communities.®” As Gutiér-
rez notes, this reading of the Bible, especially in community, results in yet new
and unexpected experiences, which then begins the process all over again. '[o
say that the Bible “reads us” is, for Gutiérrez, a symbolic way of saying “that
between us and the Scriptures there is not a one-way street but a circular rela-
tionship.” Thus, we project ourselves into the experiences reflected in Serip-
ture (our story is like their story), and we allow the experiences in Scripture to
be projected onto and to shape our lives here and now (their story becomes our
story). And the Spirit of God facilitates this dialogue and this discernment within
the community of faith.

Gutiérrez’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Authority from Below

Gutiérrez says relatively little explicitly about the authority of Scripture. Indeed,
[ have been struck by how infrequently Gutiérrez uses the term “authority” in
any context. Perhaps this observation is an indication that Gutiérrez sees the
language of authority, and especially hicrarchical authority, as problematic and
open to much misuse. Indeed, Gutiérrez states quitc pointedly, “We are called
to build the church from below, from the poor up, from the exploited classes,
the marginalized ethnic group, the despised cultures.”®” His notion of authority
is onc that moves away from any kind of domination, away from power being
imposed by one person or group upon another. In a chapter entitled “Theology
from the Underside of History”, he asserts that “ultimately the dominator is one
who does not really believe in the God of the Bible.”®® 'Thus, the Bible points
away from dominating authority and toward liberating authority.

For Gutiérrez, Scripture repeatedly bears witness to God’s preferential op-
tion for the poor. Since Scripture shows God as caring especially for the outcast,
it authorizes the formation of a particular kind of community, a community that
seeks to enact this preferential option out of faithfulness to God. And so the
testimony of Scripture is from the poor (Matt. 5) to the poor (Matt. 25). In this
way, Scripture recognizes as persons those whom the world treats as nonpersons.
Scripture shows how God reverses the injustice and hatred of the world. Just so,
Gutiérrez points out, in Luke 16 is poor Lazarus given a name, while the rich
man goes nameless.”” Scripture reflects the faithful testimony primarily of those
who bear witness to God from the underside of history, and so Scripture takes
on authority most authentically when it is appropriated as it was written, from
below.
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Authority of Scripture and Authority of the Interpreters

Gutiérrez makes it clear that one cannot speak about the authority of Scripture
without at the same time speaking about the authority of those who interpret
Scripture. Though Gutiérrez is very aware of academic biblical scholarship and
makes significant use of it (especially the work of J. Dupont), he is also very
critical of so-called scientific cxegesis that, most often unconsciously (yet an-
other problem), essentially disenfranchises those who are poor and “unedu-
cated” and renders them functionally speechless about the very biblical texts
that spcak to and through them. Thus he is critical of biblical interpretation
that does little more than reinforce the status quo, that is, the oppression of the
poor, for this often results in authoritative interpretations that point away from
the plight of the poor.

We cannot forget that in reality, the Bible was read and communicated from
the dominating scctors and classes. This is what happens to a great deal of the
exegesis considered to be scientific. Christianity has been foreed to play a role
within the reigning ideology which affirms and knits together a society which
in reality is divided into classes. . . . the communication of the message with
an understanding of the poor and the oppressed and their struggles will have a
function of demasking cvery attemnpt to use the gospel to justify a situation
contrary to “justice and right” as the Bible says.”

As he puts it so clearly in his 1975 opening address to the summer session offered
by the Department of Theology of the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru:

[Wile tend to approach the Bible with a certain sensc of insecurity, We fecl out
of our element. We arc on unfamiliar ground. . . . We have the idea that seri-
ous Bible recading demands historical, philological, theological, and geographi-
cal knowledge that most of us do not have. . . . So we look to the specialists,
the exegetes, and we depend on their “scientific interpretation of the text” to
tcll us what the Bible means. And now, alas, we see that not many bclievers
have what it takes to be a scientific excgete. And so now we are more insecure
than ever about our contact with the Bible. Fxegetes, as someone once said,
arc members of a very exclusive, expensive club. To become a member of this
club you have to have assimilated Western culture—German and Anglo-Saxon
culture, actually—Dbecause exegesis in the Christian churches of today is so
closcly tied in with it. (What must an African, an Oriental, a Latin American
make of this exegesis, especially on some of the fine points?) 1 am not sug-
gesting that scientific interpretation is invalid. But we do have to be careful not
to exaggerate its importance. We have to remember that its purpose is the
proclamation of the good news to the poor.”!

Ironically, rather than opening Scripture up to the people of God, much
professional biblical interpretation has the effect of actually closing people off
from Scripture, making it more inaccessible, convincing people that the only
authoritative nterpretation is the interpretation of the experts. And so one of
Gutiérrez’s tasks is to walk a fine line between paying attention to what the
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experts have to say, on the one hand, and yet, on the other hand, paying even
morc attention to what the people have to say as they gather in the community
of faith to reflect on the meanings of Scripture in light of their current situa-
tions. Since the authority of Scripture is inseparable from the authority of the
interpreters, Gutiérrez seeks to encourage the authority of nonprofessional inter-
preters who read Scripture in an attempt to hear God’s word addressing them
today, for both comfort and challenge. And so Gutiérrez can conclude:

The Bible must be restored to the Christian peoples who believe and hope in
the God who reveals himself there. Otherwise all selfstyled “scientific” exegesis
loses its validity [i.e., authority]. We must reclaim a believing, militant reading
of the word of the Lord, and rediscover the popular language needed to com-
municate it. It will be a reading done from within, and in function of, its
proclamation by the people itself.”

Challenging Oppressive Authority

1t concrete liberation in Churist is to take place here and now-—if liberation is
corporeal and not just spiritual —then it becomes the task of Christians, both
individually and corporately, to call into question structures and expressions of
authority that frustrate the liberation of the oppressed. This is preciscly what the
Bible tells us the prophets did and what Christ did. They protested against and
challenged forms of authority that resulted in the dehumanization of people,
namely that treated peoplc as nonpersons rather than as persons before God.”?

Because of this call to protest against oppressive authorities, to name the
demons for what they are, Christians should use whatever tools they can (short
of violence)”™ to expose the oppressive character of inappropriate authority. ‘To
this end, Gutiérrez, uses Marxist analysis as a social science tool in order to
better describe the situation of the poor, which description then complements,
but certainly does not replace, the Christian vision of authentic human commu-
nities before God. This full vision then forms the basis for calling into question
the legitimacy of cconomic and political structures (authorities) that necessarily
result in the repression of those who are disadvantaged. (Gutiérrez makes it
clear that he has some scrious differences with various aspects of Marxist theory,
especially in his adoption of a theory of dependency over against Marxist cri-
tique of this theory.)”

But it is not just oppressive political, social, and economic structures of
authority that need to be called into question. Ironically, it is also the oppressive
ceclesiastical authorities that warrant protest, inasmuch as they do not contribute
to the liberation of the community of faith but instead have the regressive effect
of leading to the further oppression and depersonalization of the people of God,
especially when ecclestastical authorities have been co-opted by oppressive polit-
ical, social, and economic authorities. This criticism of ecclesiastical authorities
has led, in part, to the establishment and to the flourishing of the “basic eccle-
sial communities,” essentially a church within the church, a church from the
bottom up rather than from the top down.”®
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Gutiérrez has at times scen no other way lo respond to oppressive ceclesias-
tical authorities than by being subversive. For example, when some of the more
progressive theologians (including Gutiérrez) were excluded from aclive partici-
pation at Puebla, which looked like it might back away significantly from the
gains made at Medellin, Gutiérrez and other liberation theologians rented a
house nearby and essentially sinuggled their own position papers into Puebla
through bishops who were friendly to their cause and sought their input.”” This
was a clear case of subverting potentially oppressive ceclesiastical authority struc-
tures from within. In the end, Gutiérrez and others friendly to liberation theol-
ogy succeeded in pushing through at Puebla a reaffirmation of Medellin’s cen-
tral gain, an emphasis on God’s preferential option for the poor. For Gutiérre,
this kind of subversive critique of ceclesiastical authority is really no different
from the prophetic critique of Amos or Hosea against the oppressive pricstly
authority of ancient Israel.

Stmilarly, Gutiérrez has sought to emphasize the places where ecclesiastical
authorities have appeared to agree with biblical interpretation from the perspec-
tive of liberation theology. So, for example, in commenting on Pucbla, Gutiér-
rez. points to how Pope John Paul Il affirmed some core values of liberation
theology in his choice of a biblical text: “Here the nub is in Christ’s identifica-
tion with the poor as we find it in Matthew 25:3146, that key text for Puebla
and for the pope’s addresses in Mexico. It is also a central passage, as we know,
for the basic Christian communities.””®

The role of the Bible as a legitimizing authority for this kind of critique
and subversion of oppressive ccclesiastical authority is clear in various state-
ments made by Gutiérrez. For example, in his comments on the Preparatory
Document for Puebla in a chapter Gutiérrez subtitled “A Retreat from Commit-
ment” (i.e., a retrcat from Medellin), he states that “it is particularly unfortunate
that the PD [Preparatory Document] doces not say, as was said in simple, clear,
and biblical terms at Medellin, that material poverty is evil.” ¥ Thus, Gutiérre
sees Medellin as being more biblical in orientation than Pucbla.

Siinilarly, Gutiérrez’s comments on two “instructions” of the Congregation
for the Doctrine of the Faith on liberation theology, “Instruction on Certain
Aspects of the “I'heology of Liberation”” (Libertatis Nuntius, 1984) and “Instruc-
tion on Christian Freedom and Liberation” (Libertatis Conscientia, 1986), arc
themsclves instructive regarding how he uses the authority of liberation theolo-
gy’s biblical interpretation to critique the authority of official Vatican teachings,
which have been relatively repressive in approaching liberation theology. For
example, regarding Libertatis Conscientia Gutiérrez writes: “The entire process
of liberation is directed toward communion. . . . Although Libertatis Consci-
entia has some passages along this line, it does not have any full development
of the ideas of communion as the ultimate purpose of liberation; it would have
been helped here, had it approached the matter from the viewpoint of the
Bible " 80

Further, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith criticized two par-
ticular aspects of Gutiérrez’s biblical interpretation when it published in 1983 its
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“Ten Observations on the Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez.” First, it charged
Gutiérrez with “a selective rereading of the Bible. He cmphasizes the theme of
Yahweh as the God of the poor as well as the theme of Matthew 25, but does
not consider all the dimensions of evangelical poverty.” Second, it charged that
Gutiérrez “never examines the Beatitudes in their true meaning”®! Gutiérrez
implicitly, but not explicitly, responds to these charges in his 1986 essay “The
Truth Shall Make You Free” (chap. 3 in The Truth Shall Make You Free), within
the context of his comments on the Congregation’s two instructions on libcra-
tion theology. There, Gutiérrez devotes specific sections to “biblical truth” (pp.
94-95) and “the church of the Beatitudes” (pp. 161-64), where he also deals
with Matthew 25 in relation to the Beatitudes of Matthew s, showing how the
“truc meaning” of the Beatitudes can only be discovered in light of Christ’s
charge to Christians in Matthew 25 regarding “the least” of the world.®

Gutiérrez envisions the authority of Scripture, then, as authority from be-
low, in keeping with the character of Scripture itself. This authority enlivens the
Basic Christian Communitics of Latin America as they read and study Scripture
together for themselves in light of their experiences and their situations. In turn,
this liberating authority leads them to challenge oppressive authority structures
wherever they may be (in political, economice, social, and/or ecclesial structures)
and to envision new ways of living faithfully as the people of God.

In regard to ecclesial authority, Gutiérrez engages throughout his writings
in a fascinating cxegesis both of the Bible and of magisterial teachings, often
setting one against the other and clearly offering a constructive critique of magis-
terial teachings in light of his communal reflections on the significance of the
Christian vision presented in Scripture.

Gutiérrez’s Hermeneutics

“lesus Christ: Principal Hermeneutic of the Faith”

lior Gutiérrez, all biblical interpretation starts and ends with Jesus Christ.®* The
revelation of God in Jesus™ life, death, and resurrection in real history as experi-
enced by his carliest followers generated the biblical writings of the carly Chris-
tians, who believed in him as the fulfillment of prophecy and the substance of
the new covenant. And all interpretation and interpreters of Scripture are by
definition called back to the person of Jesus, since Scripture bears witness to
him. Thus, “Jesus Christ comes forward as the principle, the point of departure,
of the interpretation of Scripture.”**

The historicity of Jesus is an important component of his hermeneutical
significance, for what matters is not only that he is an expression of God’s revela-
tion in history but more how and what he shows us about God and ourselves. It
is crucial for Gutiérrez that Jesus was born as a poor peasant in a rural setting
among an oppressed people. There could be no more explicit link between
God and the poor. Indeed, “Jesus Christ is precisely God become poor.”® This
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identification between God and the poor is thus seen both in Jesus” own per-
sonal circumstances and in his message: “just as you did it to one of the least of
these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:40). The
historicity of those who are poor, then, becomes as significant as the historicity
of Jesus, who was poor, of God who has become poor.

This link between God and the poor in the person of Jesus is the interpre-
tive key for all of Gutiérrez’s biblical reflections and for his understanding of
the “hermenentical circle” As Gutiérrez puts it:

'The great hermeneutical principle of the faith, and hence the basis and founda-
tion of all theological rcasoning, is Jesus Christ. . . . For Jesus is the irruption
into history of the one by whom everything was made and cverything was saved.

.. This is the basic circle of all hermeneutics: from the human being to God
and from God to the human being, from history to faith and from faith to
history, from love of our brothers and sisters to the love of the Father and from
the love of the Father to the love of our brothers and sisters, from human
justice to God’s holiness and from God’s holiness to human justice, from the
poor person to God and from God to the poor person.®

In essence, when we look to God, God shows us Jesus, but not an abstracl
intellectualized Jesus, rather a Jesus born into a concrete historical situation of
poverty and oppression. God’s actions through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection
become the basis of Christian faith, which in turn leads to concrete historical
actions of love for one’s fellow human beings and love for God as an expression
of one’s faithful responsce to the person of Jesus. This love cstablishes huiman
justice and becomes an expression of God’s holiness, which justice/holiness is
most clearly seen in relation to those who are poor, among whom is Jesus, who
is but God become poor. This hermeneutical circle begins and ends with God’s
revelation in Christ. But along the way, this revelation and the response it
evokes reflect the transformation of human existence so that love and justice for
all people, and paradigmatically for the poor, becomes the foundation for a
human community of faith renewed by the grace and power of God.

Thus, for Gutiérrez, God’s choice to identify with the poor through the
incarnation in Jesus Christ forms the foundation for the poor to identify them-
sclves with Jesus Christ and so with God. 'There is a fimdamental closencss
between the believer and God in the Christ of Scriptures, and especially be-
tween the poor and Christ.

But there is also a significant distance between the believer and the Christ
of Scriptures. When he was asked by Jean Dclorme, “What biblical hermeneu-
tic do you follow?,”®” Gutiérrez responded by calling attention to both the close-
ness and the distance of the biblical text:

In my writings | try to do theology with a strong biblical basis, but not a work
of excgesis in the strict sense. . . . [ have always thought it very important to
be attentive to the role of challenger that scripture plays when read in the
church. . . . From my cxperience of reading the Bible with groups of the faith-
ful T have learned the nced of sceing the text as at once close and distant.
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When reading a particular passage in a Christian community, | have often
heard someone saying by way of commentary: “That is exactly what happened
to me yesterday.” . . . This feeling that the word of God is near is doubtless a
fine thing, but it does not therefore cease to have its dangers. It is also necessary
to sec that the text is distant, having been written in another age and another
culture; this means that in approaching the text onc must take this otherness
into account and one must have information about the Bible that is required
for putting texts in their context. . . . All this will only bring out more fully the
challenging aspect of the Bible *®

For Gutiérrez, appropriate interpretation of Scripture emphasizes both God’s
closeness to and identity with the believer in Christ, and yet at the same time
the otherness of God in Christ whose word calls and challenges the believer
ever again to renewed understanding and faithfulness. Thus, all authentic read-
ings of Scripture are first and foremost christological.®?

A Communitarian Hermeneutics

Gutiérrez also argues strongly for reading Scripture within the context of the
community of faith. This community has various dimensions. First, it refers pri-
marily to the immediate congregation to which one belongs, in terms of both
study groups and communal worship where the word of God is read and pro-
claimed. Second, it refers to the larger contemporary church in all its diversity.
Different readings of Scripture that arise in different settings serve both to cor-
roborate and to challenge the interpretations of each particular community of
believers. Third, it refers to the church across time, so that contemporary com-
munities of faith, individually and collectively, benefit from the interpretations
of Christian communities in the past, from the tradition of interpretation.

This focus on interpretation within the context of the communities of faith
reflects Gutiérrez’s emphasis that biblical interpretation is not principally an
individual activity, as it has become in most academic settings, but is the task of
the entire Christian community. The Bible itself reflects the faith of carlier
communities of believers, not isolated individuals, and so it is most appropriate
for Christians today to interpret the Bible in the same mode in which it was
written, communally.%

A Militant Hermeneutics

Another dimension of Gutiérrez’s hermencutics is what he terms a “militant”
reading of Scripture.”! This should not be misconstrued to mean a reading of
Scripture that condones violent protest. It is a reading that starts with the strug-
gles of the poor and emphasizes the active commitment of the interpreter to the
cause of the poor rather than some supposed “neutral,” “objective,” and unin-
volved reading of Scripture. Essentially, it is another way of expressing the over-
riding hermeneutic that characterizes liberation theology’s reading of Scripture:
the preferential option for the poor. As Gutiérrez puts it:



144  Scripture and Ethics

[O]ur reading of the Bible will be a militant reading. 'The great questions about
the word of the Tord arise out of Christian practice. It is time to reclaim this
militant reading of the word of God in faith. It is time to open the Bible and
read it from the perspective of “those who are persecuted in the cause of right”
(Matt. 5:10), from the perspective of the condemned human beings of this
earth —for, after all, theirs is the kingdom of heaven.%?

When asked what he meant by a “militant reading” of the Bible, Gutiérrez re-
sponded in the following way:

The phrase was a way of emphasizing something I regard as important—
namely, the part that our Christian militancy plays in our reading of the Bible.
As I said a moment ago, all of us approach the scriptures in the light of our
own situation and experience. If persons make a commitment in a perspective
springing from faith, this too Jeaves its mark on their approach; their commit-
ment conditions them as readers, for they want now to see their Christian soli-
darity aud activity in the light of the word. Their reading is made in the context
of a comunitted, active, militant Christian life.”?

A Historical Hermeneutics

Although the significance of history has come up several times already, it is
crucial to recognize that for Gutiérrez the concreteness of history, of real mate-
rial life, is of paramount significance in all readings of Scripture. 'There is no
such thing as discmbodied interpretation. The reader’s conerete historical situa-
tion has a direct impact on how he or she reads and interprets the Bible and on
what she or he finds there. Thus, all interpretation has a dual character: it
involves the reading of Scripture, but it also involves the rcading of the inter-
preter. One concercte set of historical experiences interacts with another; the
authors of Scripture with the interpreter of Scripture, past communities of faith
with present communities of faith, God’s real transforming word to others with
God’s real transforming word to us. As Gutiérrez puts it:

[O}ur reading will be historical. God reveals himself in the history of the people
that belicved and hoped in him—and this lcads us to rethink his word from
the viewpoint of our own history. But becausc ours is a truc history, crisscrossed
by confrontation and conflict, we can enter into it consciously and effectively

only by steeping ourselves in the popular struggles for liberation.”*
¥ Dy pmg 1 g

Gutiérrez and the Iithics of the Kingdom

For Gutiérrez, the hallmark of Christian identity is in action first and foremmost
and in words only sccondarily. What one does matters far more than what onc
simply says, though the two go hand in hand. Scripture points to this emphasis
on action, in Gutiérrez’s view. [t beging with one’s first response to the message
of the gospel. Guliéirer ciles Acts 2:37-38, the response to Peler’s Pentecost
sermon: “What are we to do, my brothers?’ Peter answers: ‘Repent.” . . . Conver-
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sion means a change of behavior, a different approach to life, the beginning of
a following of Jesus.”?* Being a Christian means acting and behaving differently.
[t is no accident, then, that James 2:14 (“What does it profit, my brethren, if a
man says he has faith but has not works?”) has a §1gnlﬁc¢1nt place in Gutiérrez’s
writings, though he would certainly not be a proponent of any kind of works-
righteousness.”

Central to the “ethics of the kingdom,””” and thus to Christian life, is the
interplay between the kingdom as gift but also as demand. This theme of gift
and demand is found throughout Gutiérrez’s writings.”® In a lengthy reflection
on the beatitudes, Gutiérrez devclops this dual character of Christian existence:
God’s grace and God’s call.” The acceptance of God’s graciousness is the begin-
ning of all discipleship, and it leads in turn to the development of spiritual
childhood in the believer, who lives “fully open to the will of God,” secking
creative ways to respond to God’s love. '™

'The Matthean Beatitudes find their climax in 516, “Let your light so shine
before people, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father
who is in heaven.” The emphasis is on the good works of the believer, his or
her deeds of justice.

97

The entire opening section of Matthew 5 is directed toward verse 16, and the
evangelist emphasizes the movement by connecting the verse with what has
gone before: “Just so” —marked by the identity and visibility of true disciples—
their conduct is to shine before others. “Good deeds” refer to concrete behavior
that is in accord with God’s will; they refer especially to works of mercy, a
classical list of which is given in Matthew 25:31-46,""

Finally, Gutiérrez appeals to Paul’s letter to Philemon in order to invoke
another aspect of this active Christian ethic of grace and demand, kingdom and
justice. After rchearsing the content and the context of the letter, Gutiérrez
points out verse 21, “I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than |
say,” which he calls “the most important statement in the entire document, a
statement that sums up the message of Paul to Philemon and his community,”
and which he uses as a section heading for his discussion of Philemon:'%?

Christian love must necessarily and inevitably lead to the elimination of slavery
and every other form of oppression, but love must go further than that. ‘The

call for gratuitousness is not added on to an alrcady existing Christian life that
is built on an almost exclusive basis of duties and rewards; rather it is at the
heart of the behavior of a follower of Jesus. It is not an addition but the founda-
tion. In Paul’s view, Christians must daily “invent” their life of love and com-

mitment.'®

This notion of “doing even more than I say” is in keeping with Jesus™ Ser-
mon on the Mount, where he tells his followers to do even more than they are
asked (Matt. 5:40-41). Works done out of gencrosity and grace are, then, but
extensions of the grace God has already given. Thus, the grace of God necessar-
ily leads the Christian to look to the needs of the other, to the m]usncu suffered
by onc’s ncighbor, and especially to the plight of the oppressed. This is the
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direction in which Scripture points. And so, “those who claim to find God while
being uninterested in their neighbor will not find the God of the Bible. . . . A
concern for where the poor are to slecp will make us realize that it is in fact
not possible to separate love of God and love of neighbor.” 1%*

Critical Evaluation

In evaluating Gutiérrez’s use of Scripture, perhaps the most obvious place to
start is with criticisms that have been made of his work in regard to Scripture.
The 1983 statement by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Ten
Observations on the Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez,” challenged his “selective
rereading of the Bible,” especially his focus on Matthew 25, his appeal to the
Exodus as a paradigmatic political event, his reading of Mary’s Magnificat (Luke
2) in terms of political liberation, and his “failure” to examine the true meaning
of the Beatitudes.!”” Similarly, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Taith’s
1984 statement, “Iustruction on Certain Aspects of the “Theology of Libera-
tion,” criticizes the “new hermeneutic inherent in the ‘theologies of libera-
tion, ” which “leads to an essentially political rereading of the scriptures.” 1%

How are we to evaluate these criticisins? The core criticism appears to be
that Gutiérrez interprels Scripture to have greater political significance than it
actually has. The most appropriate response to this charge, I would argue, is
simply to point out that all interpretations of Scripture have political signifi-
cance. ‘The difference is that some readings lead the interpreters to challenge
oppressive characteristics of political and social structures, whercas traditional
readings may ignore and thereby reinforce such oppressive structures. The dis-
agreement, then, has to do with how active or passive the church’s role should
be shaping political and social structures. Different modes of biblical interpreta-
tion are simply reflections of this disagreement between sectors of traditional
church hierarchies and liberationist egalitarian church communitics.

One criticism is worth further attention, however, because it figurcs so
prominently in discussions of Gutiérrez’s and other liberation theologians’ bibli-
cal interpretation, namcly, the significance of the Exodus story. Although Gutié-
rrez does downplay the significance of the Exodus story in his responsc to critics,
it is true that this story is important for him.!"” But its importance does not lie
in the belief that it can be repeated. Gutiérrez writes:

>

[Wlhen we remind ourselves of the fact that the exodus of the Jewish people
was also a social and political liberation, we arc not thereby laying greater
emphasis on this aspect than on the proper goal and ultimate meaning of the
entire movement. ‘I'he point of the reminder is rather to indicate the compre-
hensive character and broad scope of the covenant in the liberating cvent that
was the exodus.

It is because of this comprehensivencss that the cevent of the exodus can
be called paradigmatic for biblical faith. The term “paradigm” is often used in
the biblical sciences. The sense is not that the event must be repeated as such
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in the history of the Christian community but rather that the deeper meaning
of the event—the liberating intervention of God—is permanently valid.!%

Indced, I would argue that the greatest problem with appealing to the Fxodus
story as a political paradigm is not that it has a political dimension but that it
necessarily leads to the conguest tradition that follows in Joshua. This raises the
question of whether or not there can be an Exodus without a subsequent con-
quest, and if so, what would it look like?'% Gutiérrez seems to have the same
reservations about the Exodus traditions, because he does not use them to advo-
cate any kind of conquest of other people, as this would be but to perpetuate
the use of domination as a tool for social change, and in the end all that would
really change is who becomes the oppressed and who the oppressor.

Clearly, I disagrce with these criticisms of Gutiérrez’s biblical interpretation
and see them more as misreadings of Gutiérrez. But there is another issue [
would raise. Although I am largely sympathetic to Gutiérrez’s uses of Scripture,
I do think there is a problematic tension between two ways in which he ap-
proaches Scripture. On the one hand, Gutiérrez emphasizes over and over again
that all biblical interpretation is done from the perspective {experience) of the
interpreter, and so his is done in light of the experience of the poor, with the
result that poverty becomes the key to his reading of Scripture. Thus, there is a
relative subjectivity to biblical interpretation that must be taken into account.
On the other hand, however, Gutiérrez tends to use language of an overarching
objective interpretation on the basis of which he can evaluate other interpreta-
tions as less legitimate. For example, regarding the Preparatory Document (PD)
for Pucbla, Gutiérrez states, “It is particularly unfortunate that the PD does not
say, as was said in simple, clear, and biblical terms at Medellin, that material
poverty is evil.” """ In commenting on the 1986 Vatican instruction on liberation
theology, Libertatis Conscientia, Gutiérrez states that “it does not have any full
development of the idecas of communion as the ultimate purpose of liberation;
it would have been helped here, had it approached the matter from the view-
point of the Bible.” "' Thus, Gutiérrez appears to think that there is some rela-
tively clear biblical viewpoint, and that he knows what this is. He recognizes it
in the Medellin documents, less so in the Puebla documents, and even less so
in the various Vatican responses to liberation theology. Fssentially, then, Gutiér-
rez’s experience (of God’s empowerment from below in the face of oppression
from above) seems to be what authorizes his interpretation as being more in
keeping with “the meaning” of the Bible than other interpretations.

Another question has to do with how Cuti¢rrez handles biblical passages
that appear to have more of an otherworldly focus than would scem to fit with
his general, this-worldly interpretation of the Bible. We have already seen how
he approaches interpretations of the Beatitudes that he finds overly spiritualistic.
Another test case would be Jesus’ classic statement in response to Pilate that
“my kingdom is not from this world” (John 18:36), a statement that has often
been interpreted popularly to mean that Jesus’ kingdom is a heavenly kingdom,
not one that is to be established presently in this world. Regarding this passage,
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Gautiérrez writes: “Jesus had made the point that ‘my kingdom does not belong
to this world” (18:36); that is, the power exercised in it is used not to dominate,
as was the case with the Roman authorities, but to serve. Jesus is a king who
identifies with the least members of society, thosc whom society scorns.”''?
Thus, for Guti¢rrez, the passage addresses the kind of power that Jesus uses, not
whether Jesus” kingdom is heavenly or earthly. Indecd, Gutiérres’s interpretation
suggests that as jesus used his power to serve and not to dominate (and thus to
transforin life), so Christians arc to assume the task of transforming the world
through their scrvice, and not through any attempt to use the oppressive power
of the world. [t is also Interesting that in his interpretation of this passage, Gutié-
rrez links it dircctly to his reading of Matt. 25:31-46, which speaks of Jesus com-
ing as the Son of Man, who will sit on his kingly throne in judgment of the
world at the Last Day. In that story, Jesus commends those who have used their
power in service to the oppressed, and so for Jesus.

Is Gutiérrez blinded to other authentic ways of reading Scripture becausc
of his hermeneutics, his preferential reading for the poor? In the end, I would
argue, no. Rather, he welcomes a broad range of readings, trusting that the
Spirit of God will lead the community of faith in the process of discernment.
Thus, he is interested in the biblical interpretation offered in the context of the
basic Christian communitics of Latin America, in the cxegesis of the ofhcial
offices of the church (both in past tradition and in present statements), and in
what the guild of biblical scholarship has to contribute to a better understanding
of Scripture. That kind of openness can only lead to more faithful readings and
incamations of Scripture.



JAMES CONE

Scripture in Afn‘can American Liberation

ames Cone (b. 1938), a longtime professor of theology at Union Theological

Seminary in New York, is widely regarded as the most prominent and influ-
ential African American theologian of the twenticth century. His ground-
breaking writings in black liberation theology in the late 1960s and carly 1g70s,
and beyond, have been foundational for all subsequent work and reflection on
theology and ethics from African Amcrican perspectives.'

James Cone clearly sees himself as a theologian grounded in the Bible.
Reflecting on the social and political contexts that shaped the writing of his
first book, Black Theology and Black Power (1969), contexts of the suffering and
oppression of African Americans in such cities as Detroit, Watts, and Newark in
the middle to late 1960s, Cone writes:

What was needed was a new way of looking at theology that must emerge out
of the dialectic of black history and culture. Instinctively, I went to the Scrip-
tures as the primary source for this new approach and asked, “What has the
biblical message to do with the black power revolution?” My answer is found
in my first book, Black Theology and Black Power.*

Of significance here is that Cone views the Bible as the primary source for
theological reflection, and that he characterizes this view as instinctive or natu-
ral, a reflection of the prominent role the Bible has played in the African Ameri-
can church tradition in which Cone was reared.? Elsewhere, Cone refers to his
“assumption that Scripture is the primary source of theological speech.”* In-
deed, for Cone, “that Christian theology must begin with Scripture appears self-
evident. Without this basic witness Christianity would be meaningless. This
point seems so obvious to me that it is almost impossible to think otherwise.””

In reflecting on his task as a theologian, then, it is not surprising that Cone
should write:

The theologian is before all else an exegete, simultaneously of Scripture and of
existence. To be an exegete of Scripture means that the theologian recognizes
the Bible, the witness to God’s Word, as the primary source of theological
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discourse. To be an excgete of cxistence means that Scripture is not an abstract
word, not merely a rational idea. It is God’s Word to those who are oppressed
and humiliated in this world. The task of the theologian is to probe the depths
of Scripture excgetically for the purpose of relating that message to human
existence.®

With this vision of Conc’s task as a theologian, and the significance he attributes
to the Bible, we can turn our attention to the questions guiding this study as a
wholc.

Biblical 'lexts Used by Cone

First, reflections on particular biblical passages and themes figure prominently
in many of Conc’s writings. 'T'his is the casc far more in his earlier writings
(1969—75) than in his more recent work (1976~g1).” Cone’s most significant work
in terms of his usc of the Bible is God of the Oppressed (1975), which alone
accounts for about two-thirds of all references to the Bible in Cone’s books (229
out of the 370 I have counted). In his writings, Cone considers, for example,
“the biblical concept of the righteousness of God,” “I'he biblical view of Revela-
tion,” “the character of the New 'lestament Jesus,” “faith and suffering in the
Bible,” “suffering in the Bible,” and “biblical revelation and social existence,” in
addition to nore general treatments of the Bible.”®

Second, the shape of Cone’s working canon of Scripture cmerges clearly
from the biblical texts he cites. From the Hebrew Bible, Isaiah (31 citations),
Exodus (27 citations), the Psalms (16 citations), and Job (16 citations) figure most
prominently. Two sections from Isaiah stand out: Isa. 40:1~5, where God com-
forts an Israel suffering in exile and promises deliverance in a second Exodus,
this time from captivity in Babylon to homec in Palesting; and Isalah 53, the
famous Suffering Servant passage, which for Cone foreshadows God’s redemp-
tive suffering for God’s people in Christ.”

From the Book of Iixodus, with which Cone’s work is most often associated,
three sections stand out: Exod. 14:11-15, where just before crossing the Red Sea
the people complain to Moses that they would have been better off remaining
in Fgypt and Moscs tells them to “stand firm, and see the deliverance that the
Lord will accomplish for you today”; I'xod. 15:1-3, where Moses sings a song of
paise to God for powerfully defeating the Egyptians and delivering the Israclites
out of slavery; and, most significantly, Exod. 19:4-6, where God’s acts of salva-
tion in the Exodus become the basis for the covenant between God and Israel
at Sinai: 'Y

You have seen what [ did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on cagles’ wings
and brought you to mysclf. Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my
covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed,
the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy
nation.
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Cone often refers generically to the Exodus story and he clearly sees it as
the foundational event/story for Israel’s identity. It was through the Exodus that
“Israel as a people initially came to know God;” it is the Fxodus that is “the
most significant revelatory act in the Old 'lestament,” the Fxodus that called
“Israel into being as the people of the covenant,” the Fxodus that defines “the
meaning of Israel’s existence,” the Exodus that “was the decisive event in Israel’s
history, because through it Yahweh revealed himself as the Savior of an op-
pressed people.” The Exodus is for Cone “the great liberation event.” Indeed,
Cone often simply refers to “the God of the Fxodus.” It is hard to overstate the
significance of the Fxodus for Cone.!!

From the Psalms, Cone cites passages that stress God’s deliverance of the
poor and the suffering and that show God’s righteousness:

For he delivers the needy when they call,
the poor and those who have no helper.
He has pity on the weak and the ncedy,
and saves the lives of the needy.
From oppression and violence he redeems their life;
and precious is their blood in his sight. (Ps. 72:12-14)12
From Job, Cone emphasizes Job’s questioning of God’s righteousness in the facc
of innocent suffering. Through God’s self-disclosure, Job receives an answer:
“because the faithful can experience the reality of divine presence, they can
endure suffering and transform it into an event of redemption.” !?

From the New Testament, Cone refers most often to the synoptic Gospels
(Matthew, Mark, and Luke). From these Gospels, two passages stand out as the
most important for Cone in the entire Bible: Luke 4:18-19 (eleven citations)
and Matt. 25:31-46 (cight citations). Luke 41819 is, of course, the proclamation
from Isa. 611-2 and 58:6 which Jesus reads in the synagogue and pronounces

fulfilled:

"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind,

to let the oppressed go free,

to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” !

For Cone, this and other passages show “the heart of the matter, namely, Jesus’
rejection of any role that would separate him from the poor”” They show that
“Jesus understood his person and work as the inauguration of the new age,
which is identical with freedom for the oppressed and health for the sick.” '
Similarly, Matt. 25:31-46, the Last Judgment parable about how the separa-
tion of the sheep and the goats is based on one’s attentiveness to the suffering,
the poor, and the oppressed, and thus, ultimately, on one’s attentiveness to Cod,
figures prominently in Cone’s writings. Drawing on this parable, Cone con-
cludes that “God is not necessarily at work in those places where the Word is
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truly preached and the sacraments are duly administered (as Reformation theo-
logians defined the Church), but where the naked are clothed, the sick are
visited, and the hungry are fed.”!” Further, according to Cone, “the least in
America are literally and symbolically present in black people.” '

Along similar lines, Cone gives significant attention to two other passages
that show God valuing the lcast and the weak in the world: Mark 10:42—45 and
1 Cor. 1:26-28. Mark 10:42—45, where Jesus says that “whoever would be great
among you mnust be your scrvant, and whoever would be first among you must
be slave of all,” shows that Jesus” “presence in our midst requires that we subor-
dinate our personal interests to the coming liberation for all,”'? including libera-
tion for the oppressors. Indeed, states Cone, the oppressed must “hght against
the oppressors in order to fight for them. This is what Jesus meant when he
said, ‘the Son of man . . . came not to be scrved but to scrve, and to give his
life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45 RSV).”20

Cone cites 1 Cor. 1:26-28 to show God’s preferential option for the weak
and the foolish over against those deemed strong and wise by the world. When
Paul says that “God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong” (1 Cor. 1:27), for Cone
this clearly means that “God is found among the poor, the wretched, and the
sick.” 2! Further, it shows that black theology appropriately rejects white theology
as heresy and foolishness in God's sight, since it has not originated from among
the poor and the despised of the world.?

In general, then, Cone’s working canon consists of the following: from the
‘Torah, the Book of Exodus; from the Prophets, the prophet Isaiah, especially
Second Isaiah; from the Writings, the Psalms and Job; from the New ‘Testament,
the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, especially Matt. 25:31-46 and 1.uke 4:16-30,
along with selections from Mark and Paul that stress God’s election of those the
world dcems poor, weak, and foolish.

How Cone Uses Scripture

lelling the Story

First and foremost, Cone uses the Bible as the fundamental source for telling
the story about God and God’s people in the world. Telling the story means
showing the connections between Conc’s two pillars for theological reflection,
two pillars that have mutually and deeply impacted each other: the Bible and
African American experience. Reflecting on preaching in the black church tra-
dition, for example, Cone writes:

In the black tradition, preaching as prophecy is essentially telling God’s story.
“lelling the story” is the essence of black preaching. It means proclaiming with
appropriate rhythm and passion the connection between the Bible and the
history of black people. What has Seripture to do with our life in white society
and the struggle to be somebody in it? To answer that question, the preacher
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must be able to tell God’s story so that the people will experience its liberating
presence in their wmidst.” ??

Telling the story means using Scripture as testimony to the identity of God
through its narration of what God has donc in the past, which then makes
apparent what God is doing in the present. This use of Scripture has been
called “recital theology” or a “salvation history” approach, focusing as it does on
the mighty acts of God.** Cone states, for example, that the “Old Testament is
a history book. . . . we must think of the Old Testament as the drama of God’s
mighty acts in history.”*> That the identity of God can be known from what
God has done leads to an emphasis on the historicity and this-worldliness of
God’s actions. God is known in and through the specificity of human contexts
and human history.

"The mighty acts of God are plainly presented in Scripture. They begin with
the Exodus, where God’s actions of liberating the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt
identify God as one who sides with the weak and the poor, and so a God who
acts for the liberation of the oppressed. “Basing ourselves on the exodus and the
message of the prophets, we black theologians agreed with our neoorthodox
teachers that God is known by God’s acts in history and that these acts are
identical with the liberation of the weak and the poor.”?® God’s mighty acts
continued to be expressed in God’s covenant with Israel, the gift of the land,
the dynamic ministry of the prophets during the monarchy, the “second Exodus”
of the Israelites from captivity in Babylon to the return to the Promised Tand,
and above all in the incarnation in Christ, which reveals “God’s sclf-giving love
to oppressed humanity.” %’

By telling the story of God’s mighty acts on behalf of God’s people, the
identity of God and God’s people becomes clear. Who is God? Essentially, God
is a God of righteousness and justice, and not in the abstract but in concrete
human existence. God’s righteousness is shown in “the divine decision to vindi-
cate the poor, the needy, and the helpless in society.”*® The story of the Exodus
reveals the meaning of God’s righteousness, in that God “elected to be the
Helper and Saviour to people oppressed and powerless in contrast to the proud
and mighty nations.”?” The story of Jesus reveals the righteousness of God as
seeking justice for the poor and the oppressed. By contrast, “the rich, the secure,
the suburbanite can have no part of God’s righteousness because of their trust
and dependence on the things of this world.”*

Above all, God’s righteousness means that God identifies with and takes the
side of those disentranchised by the world. As Cone puts it in Black Theology
and Black Power:

What, then, is God’s Word of righteousness to the poor and the helpless? “I
became poor in Christ in order that man may not be poor. I am in the ghetto
where rats and diseasce threaten the very existence of my people, and they can
be assurcd that I have not forgotten my promise to them. My righteousness will
vindicate your suffering! Remember, | know the meaning of rejection because
in Christ I was rejected; the meaning of physical pain because T was crucified;
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the meaning of death because 1 died. But my resurrection in Christ means that
alien powers cannot keep you from the full meaning of life’s existence as found

in Christ.” . . . This is God’s Word. (p. 40)

God’s rightcousncess shows God as a personal God, a God who seeks right rela-
tionships betwcen people and, therefore, social justice, as Israel’s prophetic tradi-
tion so clearly demonslirates.

God’s rightcousness is also a necessary complement to God’s love. The righ-
teous judgment of God against all oppression is in fact an expression of God’s
love for the oppressors. 'The righteousness of God means standing up and saying
no to the injustice and inhumanity of oppressors. The righteousness of God
means calling people to account for their relationships to the poor and op-
pressed of the world, with whom God has sided and identified.*' T.ove without
righteousness is unacceptable. Cone has expressed this bluntly:

There is no use for a God who loves white oppressors the same as oppressed
blacks. We have had too much of whitc love, the love that tells blacks to turn
the other chieck and go the sccond mile. What we need is the divine love as
expressed in black power, which is the power of blacks to destroy their oppres-
sors, here and now, by any means at their disposal.??

Thus, the Bible is essential because it tells the story of what God has done,
which in turn tells us about the identity of God and the character of God’s
people. But it is crucial for Cone that we not stop there with the recounting of
what God has done in the past, for equally important is the concrete direction
in which the biblical rccord points for discerning God’s activity in the present
situation. As Cone eloquently puts it:

As long as we blacks located the liberating acts of God for the poor in ancient
Hebrew history, that was acceptable biblical excgesis from the viewpoint of
white scholars. But when we tried to do systematic theology on the basis of our
excegesis, applying God’s liberating acts to our contemporary situation in the
U.S.A,, focusing on the relations between blacks and whites, white scholars
vehemently rejected both the procedure and the message. They tried to get
around our contemporary application of the biblical message by saying that
there were other themes in the Bible besides liberation (which we never de-
nied). Our concern was to locate the dominant theme in scripture and to ask
what its message was for the black struggle for freedom today.

We black theologians contended that if Cod sided with the poor and the
weak in biblical times, then why not today? If salvation is a historical event of
rescue, a deliverance of slaves from Fgypt, why not a black power event today
and a deliverance of blacks from whitc American racial oppression? **

The dominant theme that emerges from Scripture, Conc argues, is clear: God’s
liberation of the poor and the oppressed, in the past, in the present, and as the
dircction for God’s people in the future.

It seems clear to me that whatever else we may say about Scripture, it is first
and foremost a story of Israclite people who believed that Yahweh was involved
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in their history. . . . [I'The import of the biblical message is clear on this point:
God’s salvation is revealed in the liberation of slaves from socio-political bond-
age. . . . [Tlhere arc other themes in the Old Testament, and they are im-
portant. But their importance is found in their illumination of the central
theme of divine liberation.**

'The story about God and God’s people of old related in the Bible serves,
then, as the starting point and partner in dialogue for reflecting on the continu-
ing story of God and God’s people today. The experiences of God’s people
recorded in Scripture function as the primary source for reflecting on what it
means to be God’s people today. One of Cone’s favorite examples of such re-
flection in the black church tradition comes from James Weldon Johnson’s

God’s 'Irombones. Conc writes:

The texts of the Bible served as starting points for an interpretation consistent
with the existence of the folk. James Weldon Johnson speaks of an occasion
when a preacher “who after reading a rather cryptic passage took off his specta-
cles, closed the Bible with a bang and by way of preface said, ‘Brothers and
sisters, this moming—1I intend to explain the unexplainable —find out the un-
definable —ponder over the imponderable —and unscrew the inscrutable. 7>

Although Secripture is an indispensable source for reflecting on Christian
existence, it is not the only indispensable source, for by definition, Scripture is
correlated with the experiences of God’s people who reflect on and interpret
Scripture. ‘Thus, the cxperience of God’s people—and particularly African
American people—is equally indispensable for Christian theology. Cone ham-
mers home over and over how both Scripture and African American experience
are the two pillars of his theology.*®

The Dialectic of Scripture and African American Experience

The biblical story only functions appropriately in conjunction with the story of
African Americans, who on account of their own long-standing experiences of
suffering and oppression so readily identify with the people of God from the
biblical story. The biblical story, then, is found not only in the Bible but also in
the story of African American people, especially in such traditions as the spiritu-
als, which primarily appropriated the biblical story to tell the African American
story, as Cone has so well documented in his study The Spirituals and the Blues.

One of Cone’s favorite ways of describing this relationship between the
biblical story and the African American story is in terms of dialectic, an aspect of
his Barthian heritage that has a prominent place in his theological construction,
cspecially in his earlier writings. Standing in dialectic relationship, Scripture
and African American experience are reciprocally essential for proper interpreta-
tion: Scripture for African American experience, history, and culture; African
American experience, history, and culture for Scripture. Cone states this ap-
proach in various ways, but most clearly in God of the Oppressed:
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[Blecause we blacks accept his {God’s] presence in Jesus as the true definition
of our humanity, blackness and divinity are dialectically bound together as one
reality. This is the theological meaning of the paradoxical assertion about the
primacy of the black experience and Jesus Chirist as witnessed in Seripture.’”
Since the Biblc is used not as an artifact but in real life as a living witness to
God'’s activity and character, the interpreter must take into account the social
context in which the Bible is read, for this is crucial to how the Bible is then
used. This is why Conc emphasizes the dialectical character of black experience
and Scripture over and over again as the point of departure for black theology.
To have one without the other leads to a distortion of both.*®

Cone’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Biblical Authority as Reliable Witness, Not Infallible Word

Cond’s vision of biblical authorily derives directly from his understanding of the
character of the Bible—namely, that the Bible is a reliable witness to God and
God’s revelalion/activity but is not revelation itsclf. Scripture is a collection of
faithful testimony to God’s doings in the world. Thus, regarding Scripture as an
authoritative source for theological reflection, Cone writes: “Ihere can be no
theology of the Christian gospel which does not take into account the biblical
witness. [t is true that the Bible is not the revelation of God; only Jesus is. But
it is an indispensable witness to God’s revelation and is thus a primary source
for Christian thinking about God.”*? As we have seen, for Cone the central
content of the biblical witness is God’s solidarity with the poor and the op-
pressed: “It is indeed the biblical witness that says that God is a God of libera-
tion, who speaks to the oppressed and abused, and assures them that divine
righteousness will vindicate their suffering.”

'The Bible is a witness, however, not just to what God has done in the past.
Rather, as the people of God, especially the oppressed people of God, reflect on
Scripture, they find that Scripture points also to what God is doing in the pres-
ent. This is crucial for Conc, because it indicates how the Bible functions as a
living witness in the African American church tradition, and not as a dead lctter
written centuries ago. (This stands in contrast to the approach of many whitc
churches which take a relatively antiquarian approach to the Bible which gives
tacit approval to the status quo.) Thus, Cone states:

The God who is present today in our midst is the same God who was revealed
in Jesus Christ as witnessed in the scriptures. By reading an account of God’s
activily in the world as recorded in seripture, it is possible for a community in
the twenticth century to experience the centemporary work of God in the
world. The meaning of scriplure is not to be found in the words of scripturc as
such but only in its power to point beyond itself to the reality of God’s revela-
tion—and in America, that means black liberation. Hercin lics the key to the
meaning of biblical inspiration. The Bible is inspired: by reading it a commu-
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nity can encounter the resurrected Jesus and thus be moved to risk everything
for earthly freedom.*!

The biblical witness thus engenders a conversation between the stories of
the faithful who wrote Scripture long ago and the stories of the faithful who
read and interpret Scripture here and now. For Cone, the authority of Scripture,
then, is its capacity to connect God’s liberating activity across time and space
and so to connect and empower God’s people across changing situations, while
at the same time recognizing the specificity and historical concreteness of God's

people. As he puts it in God of the Oppressed:

The authority of the Bible for Christology, therefore, does not lie in its objec-
tive status as the litcral Word of God. Rather, it is found in its power to point
to the Onc whom the people have met in the historical struggle of freedom.
Through the reading of Scripture, the people not only hear other stories about
Jesus that enable them to move beyond the privateness of their own story; but
through faith because of divine grace, they are taken from the present to the
past and then thrust back into their contemporary history with divine power to
transform the sociopolitical context. . . . Through the experience of moving
back and forth between the first and the twentieth centuries, the Bible is trans-
formed from just a report of what the disciples believed about Jesus to black
people’s personal story of God’s will to liberate the oppressed in their contem-
porary context. (pp. 112-13)

Cone notes that the rise of historical-critical approaches to the Bible has
not really shaken the confidence African Americans have placed in the Bible.
Unlike most white conservatives, African American Christians have been able
to draw a crucial distinction between the reliability of the Bible, on the one
hand, and the infallibility of the Bible, on the other. Unlike white fundamental-
ist and conservative Christians in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, for
whom the infallibility of the Bible has been crucial, African American Chris-
tians have focused on the reliability and truthfulness of the biblical story rather
than on the infallibility of biblical words. “TFor this reason there has been no
crisis of biblical authority in the black community.*”

Indeed, Cone regularly blasts those who would defend the doctrine of bibli-
cal infallibility:

[W]e should not conclude that the Bible is an infallible witness. God was not
the author of the Bible, nor were its writers mere sceretaries. Efforts to prove
verbal inspiration of the scriptures result from the failure to sce the real mean-
ing of the biblical message: human liberation! Unfortunately, emphasis on ver-
bal infallibility lcads to unimportant concerns. While churches are debating
whether a whale swallowed Jonah, the state is enacting inhuman laws against
the oppressed. 1t matters little to the oppressed who authored scripture; what is
important is whether it can serve as a weapon against oppressors.*”

If the basic truth of the gospel is that the Bible is the infallible word of God,
then it is inevitable that more emphasis will be placed upon “truc” propositions
about God than upon God as active in the liberation of the oppressed of the
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land. Blacks, struggling for survival, are not interested in abstract truth, “infalli-
ble” or otherwisc. Truth is concrete, ™

Cone believes that debates about the infallibility of Scripture essentially func-
tion as smoke screens put up by oppressors to avoid dealing directly with the
conteut of the biblical witness, namely, God’s liberating actions on behalf of the
poor and the oppressed and God’s call to God’s people to be actively engaged
in concrete liberation in this world here and now.

As an cssential and reliable witness, if not infallible, the Bible provides
guidance for faithful existence. But Christians are empowered by God'’s spirit in
freedom to decide what living in faith mecans here and now. The Bible thus
functions as an important guide but ultimately not in an authoritative and bind-
ing manner.

We must make decisions about where God is at work so we can join in the
fight against evil. But there is no perfect guide for discerning God’s movement
in the world. Contrary to what many conscrvatives would say, the Bible is not
a bluepriut on this matter. It is a valuable symbol for pointing to God’s revela-
tion in Jesus, but it is not self-interpreting. We are thus placed in an existential
situation of freedom in which the burden is on us to make decisions without a
guaranteed ethical guide

Similarly, the life and ministry of Jesus serves as a crucial guiding witness to
faithful existence but not as the authoritative model to be followed literally in
all times and places. As Cone puts it:

We cannot use Jesus” behavior in the first century as a literal guide for our
actions in the twenticth century. To do so is to fall into the same trap that
fundamentalists fall into. It destroys Christian freedom, the freedom to make
decisions patterned on, but not dictated by, the example of Jesus. Scripture,
then, does not make decisions for us. ¥

Authority as Authorized by African American Experience

For all the significance Cone assigns to the biblical witness, it is clearly not the
ultimate authority. ‘The ultimate authority is the experience of the oppressed,
which in the context of the United States means the experience of Alrican
Americans. In a section entitled “On Religious Authority” from his first book,
Black Theology and Black Power, Cone writes:

The discussion of authority must depart from the abstract dcbate among funda-
mentalist, liberalist, and nco-orthodox thinkers. . . . Black Theology sees a prior
authority that unites all black people and transcends these theological differ-
ences. It is this common cxperience among black people in America that Black
Theology clevates as the supreme test of truth. To put it simply, Black Theology
knows no authority more binding than the experience of oppression itself. 'T'his
alone must be the ultimate authority in religions matters.

Concretely, this means that Black Theology is not prepared to accept any
doctrine of God, man, Christ, or Scripture which contradicts the black demand
for freedom now. (p. 120)
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The supreme authority is the collective voice of oppressed African Ameri-
cans, as expressed in African American experience, history, and culture.*” Since
the Bible speaks not on its own but only through the voice of human interpreta-
tion, the ultimate measure of the adequacy of any interpretation is the experi-
ence of God’s oppressed people. Does an interpretation liberate or does it subju-
gate? As Cone notes, during slavery white masters interpreted the Bible to say
only two things: that slaves should obey their masters (Eph. 6:5, Col. 3:22, 1 Cor.
7:21) and that Africans were inferior because of the “curse of Ham” (Gen. g:18-
27).** Such interpretations do violence to Scripture because they do violence to
oppressed people.

But the experiences of African Americans have led them to see the lie in
such biblical interpretations, and instead, African Americans have found liberat-
ing voices in Scripture, especially the Exodus story, such passages as Ps. 68:31
(“Let bronze be brought from kgypt; let Ethiopia hasten to stretch out its hands
to God”), and the story of Jesus” ministry, death, and resurrection.*” Such pas-
sages have spoken to their experiences of suffering and oppression and have
spoken of a God who identifies with them, is on their side, and is secking their
liberation,”

Biblical authority, then, becomes a function of the overriding authority of
African American experience. When biblical texts and interpretations are experi-
enced by African Americans as liberating, they become authorizing; when bibli-
cal texts and interpretations arc experienced as enslaving, they are seen as de-
monic and not authoritative. Cone expresses this well when he states that:

the black experience requires that Scripture be a source of Black Theology. For
it was Scripture that enabled slaves to affirm a view of God that differed radi-
cally from that of the slave masters. 'The slave masters” intention was to present
a “Jesus” who would make the slave obedient and docile. Jesus was supposed
to make black people better slaves, that is, faithful servants of white masters.
But many blacks rejected that view of Jesus not only because it contradicted
their African heritage, but because it contradicted the witess of Scripture.”

Cone’s Hermeneutics

Cone articulates his hermeneutical approach to the Bible in a straightforward
manner.*? After describing the various sources for constructing a black theology
of liberation (black experience, history, and culture, revelation, Scripture, and
tradition), Cone proceeds to describe the norm of black theology, namely, “the
hermeneutical principle which is decisive in specifying how sources are to be
used by rating their importance and by distinguishing relevant data from irrele-
vant”** According to Cone, two crucial aspects of a single reality must shape
the hermeneutical norm —the liberation of black people and God’s revelation
of Jesus Christ—{for these two features reflect Cone’s essential understanding of
human beings and God, respectively. Cone states his hermeneutical principle
as follows: “The norm of all God-talk which seeks to be black-talk is the manifesta-
tion of Jesus as the black Christ who provides the necessary soul for black libera-
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tion. 'This is the hermencutical principle for black theology which guides its
interpretation of the meaning of contemporary Christianity.”>* In God of the
Oppressed, Cone expresses this hermeneutical principle with a focus on biblical
interpretation:

Black Theology’s answer to the question of hermeneutics can be stated briefly:
The hermeneutical principle for an exegesis of the Scriptures is the revelation of
God in Christ as the Liberator of the oppressed from social oppression and to
political struggle, wherein the poor recognize that their fight against poverty and
injustice is not only consistent with the gospel hut is the gospel of Jesus Christ.
(pp. 81-82)

Three aspects of Cone’s hermeneutics deserve special attention, the relation
of the historical Jesus with the Christ of Scripture, the notion of Jesus as the
black Christ, and, to use the language of Malcolm X, the poison Bible of white
mainstreamn biblical scholarship.

The Historical Jesus and the Biblical Christ

Since Cone stresses Scripture’s witness to God’s actions in conerete history and
the reliability of this witness (not to be confused with literal infallibility), the
general historical reliability of the biblical witness becomes important for Cone,
especially in regard to its portrait of Jesus. In a section from A Black Theology
of Liberation cnlitled “The Historical Jesus and Black Theology,” Cone writes:

Like the theologians of the new quest, black theology also takes scriously the
historical Jesus. We want to know who Jesus was because we believe that is the
only way to asscss who he is. If we have no historical information about the
character and behavior of that particular Galilean in the first century, then it is
impossible to determine the mode of his existence now. Without some continu-
ity between the historical Jesus and the kerygmatic Christ, the Christian gospel
becomes nothing but the subjective reflections of the early Christian commu-
nity. . . . 'The historical Jesus must be taken seriously if we intend to avoid
making Jesus into our own images. (Pp. 112-13)

The historical reliability of the general character of Jesus, then, Is para-
mount for Cone. What is this historical character of Jesus? Cone states it di-
rectly: “black theology believes that the historical kernel is the manifestation of
Jesus as the Oppressed One whose earthly existence was bound up with the
oppressed of the land.”*® The notion of historical kernel here is very important,
for it avoids two extremes. On the one hand it avoids the error of fundamentalist
literalism, for quite clearly Jesus did not say or do many of the things attributed
to him in the Gospel accounts. On the other hand, it avoids the crror of radical
skepticisn, which presumes that we have no real access to the historical Jesus.

By avoiding these two extremes, Cone is able to build his constructive theol-
ogy, which emphasizes concrete historical existence, upon the concrete histori-
cal character of Jesus as the oppressed one who identified with and sought the
liberation of the oppressed of the land. Thus, for Cone, there is no essential
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difference between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, since, as he
argucs, the essential kernel of both is the same. For this reason, Cone’s starting
point is “the assumption that there is no radical distinction between the Jesus of
history and the Christ of faith.”*®

The portrait of Jesus in the Gospels, then, is for Cone a reliable character-
ization of Jesus. What emerges is a picture of Jesus who is in every way aligned
with the poor and the oppressed. Jesus is bom among the humiliated and
abused. His baptism “defines his existence as one with sinners””” The public
ministry of Jesus shows him standing squarcly in the prophetic tradition on the
side of the poor and oppressed, both in his teaching and in his healing. And
regarding the death and resurrection of Jesus, Cone writes: “His death is the
revelation of the freedom of God, taking upon himself the totality of human
oppression; his resurrection is the disclosure that God is not defeated by oppres-
sion but transforms it into the possibility of freedom.””®

This historical gist of Jesus™ identity and its general historical accuracy as
presented in the Bible are absolutely essential to Cone’s understanding of Chris-
tian faith. “If it can be shown that the New Testament contains no reliable
historical information about Jesus of Nazareth or that the kerygma . . . bears no
relation to the historical Jesus, then Christian theology is an impossible enter-
prise.”*? Or as Cone further states, “Unless the biblical story is historically right
in its picture of the humanity of Jesus, then there is no reason to believe that
he shared our suffering and pain.” %

Jesus Is Black

The historical character of Jesus as inseparably bound with the poor and the
oppressed provides the basis for Cone’s identification of Jesus as the black
Christ. ssentially, if Jesus historically identified with those who were the poor
and oppressed in first-century Palestinian Jewish society, if that is who he was,
then when we ask who he is today, he must by definition be identihed with
the poor and oppressed in late-twentieth-century America, namely, with African
Americans.

"Taking our clue from the historical Jesus who is pictured in the New Testament
as the Oppressed One, what else, except blackness, could adequatcly tell us the
meaning of his presence today? Any statement about Jesus today that fails to
consider blackness as the decisive factor about his person is a denial of the New
Testament message.?

Put more sharply, Cone states that “whether whites want to hear it or not, Christ
is black, baby, with all of the features which are so detestable to white society.”%?
Unlike Albert Cleage in The Black Messiah, however, Cone does not argue that
Jesus was literally black, though he hastens to add that Jesus was not white. The
literal color of Jesus is ultimately irrelevant. Instead, the significance of the no-
tion of Jesus as the “black Christ” is that “it expresses the concreteness of Jesus’
continued presence today.”?
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For Cone, “black Christ” is simply a twentieth-century christological title
used to express the identity of Jesus, much as Son of David, Lord, Son of God,
and Son of Man were christological titles used by first-century Christians who
likewise employed various titles to express the identity and significance of Jesus.
Indeed, Cone concedes that “ ‘blackness’ as a christological title may not be
appropriate in the distant future or even in cvery human context in our pres-
ent.”® But the universality of the title is not the point, rather the particularity
of the title is crucial, namely, whether in a specific time and place, in a concrete
social and historical sctting, the title points to Jesus as God’s activity of identi-
fying with and liberating the poor and the oppressed of the land. Thus, in the
context of the late twentieth century, “if Christ is not truly black, then the histor-
ical Jesus lied. . . . if Christ is not black, the gospel is not good news to the
oppressed.”®

This emphasis on the particularity of God is crucial for Cone, who articu-
lates God’s particularity most clearly when he argues that God is not color-blind.
To suggest that God is color-blind is to suggest that God is concerned neither
with the concreteness of human existence nor with human oppression that arises
preciscly from the particularity of race. If God has chosen the oppressed, then
God has not chosen, and indeed has rejected, oppressors. To put it succinctly,
God takes sides.

In a racist society, God is never color-blind. To say God is color-blind is analo-
gous to saying that God is blind to justice and injustice, to right and wrong, to
good and cvil. . . . In the New 'lestament, Jesus is not for all, but for the
oppressed, the poor and unwanted of society, and against oppressors. . . . the
God of the oppressed takes sides with the black community. God is not color-
blind in the black-white struggle, but has made an unqualified identification
with blacks.%

Thus, to talk about Jesus as black is simply to translate the identity of Jesus in
the first century, who he was, into the identity of Jesus in the twentieth century,
who he is today.

'The only appropriate response to Jesus™ blackness, according to Cone, is for
followcers of Jesus to identify with his blackness just as Jesus has identified with
the poor and the disenfranchised of the land. In particular, this means that
whites must shed their whiteness and become black, no easy task. “To be black
means that your heart, your soul, your mind, and your body are where the
dispossessed are. . . . Thercfore, being reconciled to God does not mean that
one’s skin is physically black. It essentially depends on the color of your heart,
soul, and mind.” %

The Poison Bible

In his most recent book, Martin and Malcolm and America, Conc describes
Malcolm X’s critique of Christianity as white and the Christian Bible as a “poi-
son book.”®® This image of a poison Bible is a powerful one for describing an
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important aspect of Cone’s hermeneutics, namely, his critique of how whites
have used the Bible to enslave and to oppress African Americans, in essence to
poison and to kill them. During the time of slavery, the Bible became a poison
book when it was used to justify slavery. After slavery, the Bible continued to be
used by whites to offer pie-in-thesky theology to African Americans and so
falsely justified the active oppression of African Americans and the ignoring of
their plight as the disenfranchised of the land. Such interpretations of the Bible
offered a heavenly feast in some afterlife by and by at the price of serving mca-
ger meals laced with deadly poison day after day in the here and now.

A major contributor to this poisoning of the Bible has been the academic
guild of so-called professional biblical scholars, until recently an almost exclu-
sively white male club. Under the guise of “objective scholarship,” biblical
scholars have generally taken a distinctively antiquarian approach to the Bible,
emphasizing what it meant a long time ago but saying almost nothing about the
significance of the biblical witness for constructing theology today. As Cone put
it in his first book, Black Theology and Black Power, “I'he scholarly demand for
this kind of ‘objectivity’ has come to mean being uninvolved or not taking
sides.”® Indeed, when challenged by the rise of black liberation theology, the
initial response of most white scholars was to take a rather literalist approach to
the Bible, calling for African Americans to be nonviolent and to “turn the other
cheek,” which became simply another way of poisoning the words of Jesus in an
attempt to maintain white privilege at the expense of continued oppression of
African Americans.

One of the main ways that white biblical scholars have poisoned the Bible
is through the construction of an academic guild sitting on a white hill, a guild
emphasizing ideas and concepts to be exchanged at scholarly meetings rather
than a consideration of concrete social conditions of oppression and poverty.”"
By separating the Bible from social realities and from the communities of faith,
white biblical scholars have perpetuated an ideology that itself perpetuates the
status quo, namely, white privilege purchased at the expense of African Ameri-
cans.

Cone asserts that white scholars have also poisoned the Bible by masking
and shrouding its essential message of social and political liberation of the op-
pressed. For example, regarding Mark 1:14-15, the opening proclamation of Jesus
in Mark (“the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the Gospel”),
Cone writes: “New Testament scholars have spent many hours debating the
meaning of this passage, which sometimes gives the average person the impres-
sion that there is a hidden meaning discernible only by seminary graduates. But
the meaning is clear enough for those who are prepared for a radical decision
about their movement in the world.””!

By emphasizing the obscurity of the Bible and the difficulty of understand-
ing it, and so ensuring the sccurity of their/our/my own jobs, white biblical
scholars have poisoned the liberating witness of Scripture, according to Cone.
Cone puts it sharply, but, I believe, accurately, when he writes: “If white biblical
cxegetes think that the God of Jesus gave them a hermeneutical privilege in
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biblical interpretation, then they have not only misread scripture but have sub-
stituted their scientific kn()vxkdgc about the Bible for a genuine encounter with
biblical faith.””? In short, white biblical scholars have as a matter of course
misscd the forest for the trees, have studied the grammar and historical sctting
but have missed the message, have written learned commentaries on Paul’s
statement in 1 Cor. 1:26, that God has chosen the weak and the foolish of the
world rather than the strong and the wise, but have not heard, listened to, or
digested what Paul is saying. As Conc writes, most white biblical scholars in
essence “continue as in a vacuum, writing footnotes on the Aramaic substratum
of Mark’s Gospel” and hc like.”” In short, for Cone such biblical scholarship
by and large is garbage.”

Further, white biblical scholars have often poisoned the Bible by spiritualiz-
ing the biblical message so that it has no real significance for social existence.
For example, regarding Jesus” Scrmon on the Mount, white biblical scholars
have gencrally interpreted Matthew’s “poor in spirit” as a reference to onc’s
internal disposition alone, with no regard either for Luke’s version or for what
clse Matthew has to say regarding poverty, cspcuallv in Matt. 25:31+46, the para-
ble of the sheep and the goats. As Cone states, “It is this kind of false interpreta-
tion that lcads to the oppression of the poor. As long as oppressors can be sure
that the gospel does not threaten their soual, economic, and political security,
they can enslave others in the name of Jesus Christ.””

Cone and the Significance of Scripture for Ethics/Praxis

Cone’s hermeneutics yields a relatively clear cthic: to identify with the poor and
the oppressed and to seek their liberation in concrete terms. That is what Scrip-
ture is all about for Cone. The Christian tradition has gotten off track because
it has separated its theology from its ethics. As he puts it in a section entitled
“The Tnterdependence of Theology and [ithics,” from God of the Oppressed:

Theologians of the Christian Church have not interpreted Christian ethics as
an act for the liberation of the oppressed because their views of divine revela-
tion were defied by philosophy and other cultural values rather than by the
biblical theme of God as the Liberator of the oppressed. If American theolo-
gians and ethicists had read the Scripture through the cyes of black slaves and
their preachers, then they would have created a different set of ethical theories
of the “Good.” For it is impossible truly to hear the biblical story as told in the
songs and sermons of black people without also sceing God as the divine power
in the lives of the oppressed, moving them toward the fullness of their human-
ity. (pp. 199—200)7°

Cone offers a wholesale indictment of the most prominent Christian eth-
icists of the twenticth century, from Reinhold Niebuhr to Paul Ramsey to James
Gustafson, for their failure to hear the biblical witness and to sec ils implications
for Christian identity and action. When Niebuhr says that the founding fathers
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of the United States must not be considered immoral just because they were
slaveholders, Cone responds: “What else can this cthical judgment mean than
that Niebuhr derived his ethics from white culture and not biblical revela-
tion?””” For Cone, the underlying cause of problems in contemporary theology
“Is mot its separation from ethics but its separation from the Scripture and its
claim that God is the Liberator of the poor.” 7 The problem is that cthicists are
biblically illiterate, a situation that most biblical scholars have, ironically, only
made worse.

Cone saves his sharpest critique, however, for Preston Williams, an African
American ethicist who wrote an article entitled “James Cone and the Problem
of a Black Ethic.””” Cone finds it especially tragic that Williams has also failed
to ground his cthical analysis in the biblical story of divine liberation of the
oppressed, for in so doing, Williams has bought into the values of white oppres-
sive culture. When Williams calls for more by way of rational ethical discourse
from Cone, Cone responds that Williams has mistakenly relied upon white
theological irrationality, for when the oppressor defines the meaning of rational
discourse for the oppressed, then what is it but irrationality for the oppressed to
buy into such discourse? Cone writes:

Unlike Preston Williams, who begins with white rationality and American con-
stitutional principles, | contend that the black Christian ethic must start with
Scripture and the black experience. We must read each in the light of the
other, and then ask, “What am [ to do?” We cannot afford to let white people
interpret the meaning of Scripture for us. Incvitably they will interpret the
biblical story according to their racial interests. We black people must read the
Bible in the light of our story to survive and God’s promise to sct the captives
free. With the Bible in one hand and High John the Conqueror in the other,

we must investigate the cthical trust of our lives. [High John the Conqueror is

a trickster-hero in African American folklore, especially during and immediatley

after nineteenth-century slavery.] . . . James Gustafson and other white ethicists

cannot help us, for they are part of the reason that we are faced with the
problem. They would have us believe that black people’s ethical dilemmas

are similar to those of whites. But experientially, we know that that is not the

case.” 8

In moving beyond Williams toward defining a “black ethic of liberation,”
Cone writes: “the answer to the ethical question ‘What am I to do?” can be
stated simply: be a liberator of Christ, because that is what you are!”® But
being such a liberator means first locating oneself within the community of the
oppressed, as Jesus had done, for the criteria of ethical judgment can only be
worked out in the communal context of the poor and the oppressed.®?

"The difference between Christian and non-Christian cthics is not necessar-
ily to be found in particular actions but in the source from which actions arise.
“For Christians, Jesus is the source for what we do . . . Jesus is the eriterion of
our ethical judgment.”®® It is not that we ask what Jesus would do today if he
were here; rather, it is asking what is Jesus doing today, for he is here in the
communily of faith. Cone writes:
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We must carve out the answer for every new situation in dialogue with Scrip-
ture and tradition, as well as with other victims in our social cxistence. But
even this dialogue does not grant the certainty of the truth of our answer. The
only certainty we are permitted to know is that the Scripture claims that Jesus
will be with us in our struggles.®*

Crucial for Cone, however, is that the oppressor is not in a position to decide
for the oppressed what constitutes appropriate Christian behavior. In looking at
the history of African Americans, especially during the time of slavery, Cone
articulates various components of black ethics that have developed out of the
situation of oppression, for example, the distinction between stealing and taking
and the theme of deception in the face of white masters. In short, an appropriate
cthic arises out of the concrete struggle for freedom.®

Thus, Jesus is the primary source for developing an African American ethic
of liberation, but only in dialogue with the actual existence and experience of
African Americans in community. What Jesus did is important but is not to be
mindlessly imitated today. Rather, “we must regard his past activity as a pointer
to what he is doing now. His actions were not as much examples as signs of
God'’s eschatological future and the divine will to liberate all people from slavery
and oppression.” %

Critical Fvaluation

In this evaluative scction, I will raise three questions regarding Cone’s biblical
interpretation, followed by some questions about my own ideological approach
to the Bible.

My first question has to do with the Exodus traditions and their centrality
to Cone’s and most African American biblical interpretation. Clearly, the Exo-
dus event is scen as paradigmatic for our understanding of who God is, how
God acts, and who we are as followers of God. God is a God who liberates the
poor and the oppressed in concrete history and who calls us to be similarly
involved. My question stems from the biblical story that follows upon the Exo-
dus, namely, the narratives about the conquest of the land of Canaan. Cone
says very little in his writings about the conquest tradition, but clearly in the
biblical story there is no Fxodus from the land of Egypt without the conquest
of the land of Canaan. Indeed, since the Exodus from Egypt necessitates that
the Israelites go someplace, the conquest tradition seems inevitable. But what
about the Canaanites? Why arc they dispossessed of their land? How does Afri-
can American liberation theology deal with this dilemma of attaining a promised
land and freedom at the expense of other peoples, in particular the Canaanite
peasants? Would it not make more sense for the Israelites to get land from their
oppressors, the Egyptians? Regarding the Canaanites, Cone writes that “Yahweh
sides with Israel against the Canaanites in the occupancy of Palestine,” but he
does not articulate why this is s0.%” Is it possible to have a theology of the
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Exodus grounded in a historical event, which is important to Cone, without by
necessity also having a theology of conquest also grounded in concrete historical
events?

Perhaps an answer is found in the work of such biblical scholars as Norman
Gottwald, who argues that the most likely interpretation of the conquest narra-
tives is the “social revolution model,” in which disenfranchised Canaanites join
the loosely confederated Israelites in a series of revolts against Canaanite hierar-
chical overlords, even though on the surface the hiblical tradition presents the
situation in rather monolithic terms as Israelites versus Canaanites.® Such a
social revolution model of the conquest would fit well with Cone’s general read-
ing of the Exodus story as God’s liberation of an oppressed people. Still, Gott-
wald’s work is relatively recent and does not account for how Cone would ad-
dress the issuc of the conquest in terms of his books Black Theology and Black
Power, A Black Theology of Liberation, or God of the Oppressed, published in
1969, 1970, and 1975, respectively.

In private correspondence, Cone has called attention to an article by one
of his former students, Robert Allen Warrior, a Native American, who pointed
to similar problems with the use of the Exodus traditions in a 198¢ essay “Canaa-
nites, Cowboys, and Indians: Deliverance, Conquest, and Liberation Theology
Today.”® Warrior argues that even if not historically accurate, the biblical narra-
tive presents the conquest tradition as the necessary conclusion of the Exodus
story. “Yahweh the deliverer became Yahweh the conqueror. . . . it is the Canaa-
nite side of the story that has been overlooked by those secking to articulate
theologies of liberation. Especially ignored are those parts of the story that de-
scribe Yahwceh's command to mercilessly annihilate the indigenous population”
(p. 262). Warrior suggests that any truly liberative constructive use of the Exodus-
conquest tradition must make the Canaanites “the center of Christian theologi-
cal reflection and political action” (p. 264). In this way, the traditional values
inherent in the conquest tradition will be called into question, and people will
not be blind to the move too readily made from God the deliverer to God the
conqueror. Warrior states that “perhaps, if they are true to their struggle, people
will be able to achieve what Yahweh'’s chosen people in the past have not: a
society of people delivered from oppression who are not so afraid of becoming
victims again that they become oppressors themselves” (p. 264).

Reflecting on this essay and possible problems with constructive use of the
Exodus traditions, Cone writes:

I do not believe that there are any sacred documents which are free of ambigu-
ity. They should never be used in a literal sense, without regard to the religio-
cultural and socio-political contexts. The Fxodus is a powerful, liberating story
when seen through the eyes of black slaves and many poor blacks in the 20th
century, especially during the civil rights and black power movements during
the 1960s. But through the eyes of Native Americans whose land was confis-
cated by white Europcans [who] justified it by calling themselves the “new
Isracl,” the Fxodus story becomes depressive and even demonic. There is no
sacred writing free of possible misuse. The next time I write about the Fxodus,
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1 will explore these issues. I do not think that Gottwald’s work provides a satis-
factory answer. It is another scientific response —interesting but not liberating
for my people.”

My second question has to do with Cone’s depiction of Jesus. When Cone
tells the story of Jesus, he focuses on the prophetic image of Jesus presented, for
example, in Luke 41630, where Jesus clearly proclaims God’s inclusion of
those who have been excluded and cast out by the dominant society and cul-
ture. Strikingly absent from Cone’s depiction of Jesus is any significant reliance
on the Gospel of John, which has been used throughout Christian history to
present a rather heavenly and detached portrait of Jesus and to advocate similar
detachment in relation to the concrete world in which we live. Would Cone
sce the Johannine Jesus as a betrayal of the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels? What
does it mean to trcat the Gospel of John, or other biblical texts that might
subvert Conc’s interpretation, as part of Christian Scripture?”!

A third question is related to this. Cone emphasizes the historical character
of Jesus as onc who identified with the poor and the oppressed in the land and
sought their liberation. 'I'he general historical accuracy of this vision is crucial
to Cone. How does Cone deal with new interpretations of the historical Jesus
emerging in contemporary biblical scholarship, especially images of Jesus as a
cynic or sage who was a froublemaker but did not have a holistic vision of the
coming kingdom of God? My hunch is that Cone would simply dismiss such
historical reconstructions as reflections of whitc male university professors proj-
ecting their own idealized selves into their reconstructions of the historical Jesus.
Still, what does it mean to talk credibly about the historical Jesus as presented
in Scripture in relation to the concrete historical Jesus that biblical scholars seek
to reconstruct with critical methods? In response to this question, Conc has
written:

The historical Jesus issue as debated by critical biblical scholarship does not
affect the way blacks and other poor people talk about Jesus. The Jesus of the
black experience and of black liberation theology is not dependent on what
white biblical scholars say. . . . What white biblical scholars say is too much
determined by an academic guild that is oppressive to blacks.”

I'inally, it would be dishonest of me as an author if at this point [ did not
raisc some questions I have been asking of myselfl (and my guild) as a result of
reading and reflecting on Cone’s uses of the Bible. For me, the essential ques-
tion revolves around my identity as a white male Christian biblical scholar who
is largely sympathetic to Cone’s biblical interpretation and his challenge to the
white academy. It is perhaps a question about repentance and conversion. Sim-
ply put, if my own privilege and status as an educated and upper middle class
white academic has been purchased by my parents and grandparents at the
expense of oppression of African Americans, then what am 1 to do? What does
it mean for me as the son of an Lgyptian or Virginian slaveholder to embrace
the liberation of those whom my forebearers enslaved and oppressed?

In part, [ know that it means seeking to listen to and to understand as best
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I can what African Americans are saying, whether expressed in the writings of
James Cone, in the riots of Los Angeles, or in the voices of African American
colleagues and students where [ teach. In part, I know that it means challenging
my white suburban Presbyterian church where [ regularly preach to reflect on
and to act in ways that are faithful to a God who in the Ixodus and in Jesus
has chosen the poor and the oppressed. But [ would be lying if | said | had
much confidence beyond these things about what it means in concrete terms
for white male Christian biblical scholars to be engaged in the process of God’s
liberating activity among African American communities (or Asian American or
Latin American communitics). Perhaps to raise this question sounds like the
whining of a naive liberal Protestant Christian at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury. Nonetheless, it should not go unsaid that an encounter with Cone’s usc of
the Bible compels a great deal of soul-searching among white male members of
the establishment guild of traditional biblical scholarship.”
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Scripture in Feminist Perspective

oscmary Radford Ruether (b. 1936) is one of the foremost contemporary

feminist theologians. With some twenty-five books and over four-hundred
articles to her name, she is certainly one of the most prolific. And although she
is most widely known for her work in feminist theology, it should not be forgot-
ten that her writings cover a much broader range of subjects, all of which she
sees as closcly interrelated, including Jewish-Christian relations, race and class
rclations, environmental ethics, contemporary Palestinian-Israeli relations, and
various issues in contemporary Roman Catholicism.

Ruether’s professional training was in historical theology, with an emphasis
on classics and patristic theology. After she received her Ph.D. from Claremont
Graduate School in 1965 (her dissertation was “Gregory Naziansus: Rhetor and
Philosopher”), she taught church history, among other things, at Howard Divin-
ity School, a primarily African American seminary in Washington, D.C. During
the midaig6os she participated actively in the Civil Rights movement. In 1976
she moved to Garrett Evangelical Theological Seminary in Evanston, Hlinois
(outside Chicagop), where she became the Georgia Harkness Professor of Ap-
plied Theology, and where she still teaches today. She grew up and remains a
Roman Catholic, though she engages in constant critique of the church.

[ relate this brief account of her personal history because Ruether herself
sees clear relationships between one'’s personal story, the work one chooses to
do, and how one goes about doing it.! As we will see, her own experiences also
have a significant bearing upon how she makes use of the Bible in constructing
her theology.

Ruether’s first exposure to the Bible was, not surprisingly, growing up in
church, where she would hear the various lectionary readings. But as was the
case for most Roman Catholics growing up during the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s,
this exposure to the Bible made little impression. She first actually read and
studied the Bible in the context of college and graduate school, so that she
“learned the Bible through the medium of historical criticism.”? Thus, from the

170
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start she has seen the Bible very much as a product of human history, the record
of various human experiences seeking to articulate visions of faithfulness to God,
with some of these visions doing a more credible job than others.

Biblical Texts Used by Ruether

From the Hebrew Bible (357 references counted), Ruether makes significant
reference to four groups of texts: (1) the creation and “fall” stories from Genesis
1-3, {2) the traditions about Jubilee legislation in Leviticus 25, (3) various tradi-
tions from the wisdom writings (especially Prov. 8§ and Wisd. of Sol. 6-8), and
(4) the prophetic writings (especially Isa. 24, 61, and 65; Amos 5; and the tradi-
tions about Israel as the faithless bride of God from Hosea 2).> Ruether appeals
in a positive way most extensively to the prophetic writings, and to Isaiah in
particular.

From the New Testament (506 references counted), one can identify five
groups of texts from which Ruether draws: (1) traditions about Mary, the mother
of Jesus, particularly from the birth narratives of Matthew and Luke; (2) tradi-
tions which show the subordination of women to men, particularly from 1 Co-
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story of the lxodus from Fgypt, stressing how God saves the people. She then
tells the golden calf story, stressing the disobedience of God’s people. Only after
this does she relate the “fall” story of Adam and Eve along with Cain’s murdcr
of Abel as two other stories that illustratc human unfaithfulness to God. 'I'he
next section of the book presents the prophets, who “showed the people t hur
sins and called them back to the covenant with God” (p. 28). Here, she refers
to Micah and tells the story of the prophet Elijah and how he dealt with Ahab
in connection with Naboth’s vincyard. Thus, Ructher stresses the social dimen-
stons of the prophetic traditions.

She then turmns to the story of Jesus, and in the process she relates the Lord’s
Prayer, the Great Commandment, and the parable of the Good Samaritan. She
then briefly tells the story of Jesus™ death and resurrection, turning finally to

«

address the establishment of God’s kingdom, where she again picks up on re-
newal themes from the prophetic literature (Joel, Jer. 31, and Isa. 65). Ructher
draws the book 1o a close first by referring again to human sinfulness (high-
lighting anti-Semitism, slavery, warfare, and the abuse of the poor by the
wealthy) and sccond by making another appeal to the prophetic character of
authentic Christian existence. She concludes:

God has not changed. e still loves the people of the world.

He is still waiting for them to tum and hear his word. He is still working
to bring them into that good land which he promised them from the beginning.
God is still sending his prophets to show the people their sin and call them
back to his ways.

Whenever a man stands up against the crowd and says, “You arc thicves
and murderers. You do not love your brothers. The world is ugly and sad be-
cause you do not love your brothers,” that man is God’s prophet. We must learn
to hear God’s prophets. We must learn to follow God’s word. (p. 47)

This little first communion catechism is structive about Ructher’s vision
of the biblical story. She considers the creation good and not fallen in any
ultimate sense. Indeed, she tells the story of the disobedience of Adam and Fve
as simply another illustration of human sinfulness alongside the golden calf
story. God’s response to human disobedience, and especially societal sin, is to
send the prophets, who convict the people and call them back to covenant
faithfulness. (It is interesting that Ruether essentially leaves out all of Isracl’s
monarchy traditions.) Jesus was another prophet of God, who as God’s son had
a special authority. And although the people killed him, God raised him from
the dead.*

'To be sure, Ructher’s approach to the Bible has developed in some signifi-
cant ways since 1968, especially in terms of her feminist critique. Nonetheless,
her book on first communion does present clearly several themes that have
guided her constructive use of the Bible: creation, covenant, cxodus, disobedi-
ence, and the voice of God’s prophets.
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How Ruether Uses Scripture

What Is the Bible?

In order to get some handles on Ruether’s use of the Bible, it is helpful first to
have some sense of how Ructher envisions the character of the Bible. In com-
menting on her preference for what she calls a biblical worldview over the
worldview of classical humanism (though she is quick to add that this is not an
exclusive preference), Ruether writes:

If I feel relatively less betrayed by the biblical world, it is because [ happened

upon it with a morc realistic approach to what it is. T never assumed that it

dropped out of heaven undefiled by historical gestation. Rather, I understand

it as a product of a human quest for meaning that moved through many differ-

cent stages and contexts. It is certainly not all of a piece, and it is incomprehen-

sible to me why anyone would expect it to be. It is shaped by, dependent on,

and yet responding to, the religious world around it.”

Thus, for Ruether, the Bible is first and foremost a collection of historically
conditioned writings in which various Jews and Christians have spoken human
words about God. As she puts it in her first book, The Church Against Itself:
“Scripture, along with all other expressions of church tradition, occupies the
category of human words about God’s Word. They attempt to express God’s
Word within their finite cultural contexts, but they remain finite and historical”
(p. 220).

Since the Bible presents human words about God that are necessarily his-
torically conditioned, and since those who read the Bible also operate in specific
and limited historical contexts, all uses of the biblical traditions are by definition
finite. Any intcrpreter who uses the Bible thus must seek to gain relative clarity
both about the sociohistorical circumstances of the biblical traditions being uti-
lized and about the sociohistorical circumstances of the contemporary setting in
which such biblical traditions arc being used. For Ruether, then, all use of
the Bible, and indeed Christian existence itself, is by definition dialectical, a
conversation between people who sought to speak about God in a past historical
setting and people who seek to speak about God in the present historical setting.
The process of the conversation may, for Ruether, lead to hearing God’s word
in the midst of all the human words about God.®

One Bible, Two Religions
In a 198z article for the Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, cntitled
“Feminism and Patriarchal Religion: Principles of Ideological Critique of the
Bible,” Ruether articulates a twofold approach to the Bible:

Let us begin by saying that there are two religions within the biblical texts.
One religion provides what might be called the “sacred canopy” for the existing



174  Scripture and Ethics

social order. . . . Running as a central thread of biblical religion in both testa-
ments, however, is the denunciation of the religion of the sacred canopy. The
Word of God comes as a judgment against this religion. It is denounced as
idolatry and apostasy.”

For Ruether, what one finds in the Bible is the religion of the sacred canopy,
the status quo, along with the religion of the prophetic critique of the status
quo. The first must be identified for what it is and denounced; the second must
be lifted up and transformed ever anew in the face of new situations and new
experiences—it requires “constant disccrnment in changing contexts.”® ‘The Bi-
ble, then, contains both destructive and constructive traditions.

DESTRUCTIVE BIBLICAL TRADITIONS AND THE SACRED CANOPY

According to Ruether, the single most pernicious, pervasive, and destructive bib-
lical tradition is the sacralization of patriarchy. Essentially, patriarchy refers to
the elevation and consequent domination of men and the concomitant subordi-
nation and dehumanization of women, all backed up with divine warrant. In
the Hebrew scriptures patriarchy finds expression particularly in the legal codes
as divine revelation. The list of such patriarchal and androcentric laws is a long
one and has been well documented in various studics.” In general, the laws
present women as less valuable than men and only give women status in rela-
tion to men, primarily husbands and fathers.

The creation and fall stories from Genesis 1—3 also give prime evidence of
the sacralization of male dominion and female subordination. As Ruether points
out in several places, Genesis 1~3 shows man as first in creation and second in
sin, whereas woman is second in creation and first in sin.!® The Genesis story
has reversed the normal pattern of birth by having the man Adam give birth to
the woman Eve. And responsibility for human rebellion against God is squarely
placed upon the woman, who was both deceived and became the agent of the
deceiver. The ensuing curse, that the woman would cleave to her hushand and
be subordinate to him, came eventually to be seen, not as a curse, but as the
divine order of creation. This is cleatly the case in the notorious passage from
1 '1im. 2:13-14; “For Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not de-
ceived, but the woman was deceived and becaine a transgressor.”

In the New Testament, the sacralization of patriarchy can be scen in the
relatively later writings, cspecially in the deutero-Pauline traditions of Ephesians
5 and the pastoral Fpistles. As Ruether puts it: “In the New Testament there is
a shift from patriarchy as positive divine law to patriarchy as natural law. Male
lcadership is regarded as the order of nature”!" "I'he lordship of Christ over
man is wirrored in the lordship of man over woman. Woman has no direct
access to God; rather, the man is head of his wife and so mediates the woman’s
relationship with Christ, who in turn mediates human relationships with God.

The household codes reflected in Ephesians, Colossians, the pastoral Epis-
tles, and 1 Peter arc particularly effective in giving God’s blessing upon the
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traditional patriarchal social order. But already in 1 Corinthians 11, Ruether sees
an early tendency in Paul himself to buy into the natural-law hierarchical subor-
dination of woman to man, despite other traditions in Paul that stand in tension
with this patriarchal expression. Regarding the biblical materials, Ruether con-
cludes: “Divine patriarchy is seen as the original source and sanction for the
social patterns of patriarchy, instead of recognizing that it is the social patterns
of patriarchy that arc the models for the religious ones, i.c., that the religious
imagery is an ideological projection of the patriarchal social order.” 2

CONSTRUCTIVE BIBLICAL TRADITIONS AND PROPHETIC CRITIQUE

Ruether believes that all the biblical traditions have been mediated through
patriarchal ideology, and so one should expect to find in the Bible nothing other
than divine sanctions of patriarchy. And vet, there is a prophetic counterculture,
so to speak, that directly challenges the dualistic and hierarchical presupposi-
tions of patriarchal religion. This prophetic critique provides traditions with
which to debunk and denounce appropriations of biblical patriarchalism and to
construct new visions of authentic and redeemed human communities that truly
express God’s purposes for human existence. Indeed, as Ruether states, to ne-
glect this prophetic critique is “to miss the essential dynamisin and conflict of
biblical religion and the dialectic of its own internal self-critique and devclop-
ment. . . . the core dynamic of creative insight in biblical religion occurs pre-
cisely in the confrontation between the religion of the sacred canopy and pro-
phetic faith”!* The prophetic critique is so valuable to Ruether because it is
not concerned with the self-justification of the status quo; rather, its express
purpose s the internal self-critique of the status quo, to call into question and
to challenge the divinizing and the perpetuating of all human values in one’s
own tradition in light of renewed understandings of what it means to be faithful
here and now.

In her landmark 1983 book, Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether identifies four
themes from her reading of the Bible that are “essential to the prophetic-
liberating tradition of Biblical faith”:

(1) God’s defense and vindication of the oppressed; (2) the critique of the domi-
nant systems of power and their powerholders; (3) the vision of a new age to
come in which the present system of injustice is overcome and God’s intended
reign of peace and justice is installed in history; and {4) finally, the critique of
idcology, or of religion, since ideology in this context is primarily religious.
Prophetic faith denounces religious ideologies and systems that function to jus-
tify and sanctify the dominant, unjust social order. 'These traditions are central
to the Prophets and to the mission of Jesus. (p. 24)

As Ruether herself readily acknowledges, her description of this biblical pro-
phetic norm is closely aligned with similar notions in Latin American liberation
theology, especially with the “preferential option for the poor” so clearly articu-
lated at Medellin.™
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From the Hebrew Scriptures Ruether draws primarily from Isaiah, Amos,
and Jeremiah for critical prophetic voices that speak on behalf of the oppressed
and severely criticize the dominant powers of society who are responsible for
societal injustices. For example, Ruether cites Tsa. 10:1-2, which declares “woc
to those who decrec iniquitous decrees, and the writers who keep on writing
oppression, to turn aside the necedy from justice, and to rob the poor.”!® She
also appeals to the famous indictment from Amos 8:4-6, which attacks those
“who trample upon the needy and bring the poor of the land to an end, . . .
[and who| buy the poor for silver and the ncedy for a pair of sandals.” !¢

Similarly, Ruether makes significant use of Isa. 611—2 and its New Testa-
ment citation by Jesus in Luke 418-19: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me
to proclaim release to the captives, the recovering of sight to the blind.”'7 An-
other New Testament passage that figures prominently in Ruether’s vision of
prophctic texts that lift up the oppressed and critique the powers of domination
is the Magnificat of Mary from Luke 1:47-55: “My spirit rejoices in God my
savior, for he has regarded the low estate of his handmaiden. . . . He has scat-
tered the proud in the imagination of their heart, he has put down the mighty
from their thrones, and exalted those of low degree; he has filled the hungry
with good things, and the rich he has sent empty away” (Luke 1:48, 51-53).1%

Ior Ruether, the vision of a new age in which injustice is overcome and
God’s reign is realized in history also finds cxpression in these prophetic texts,
as well as in the rather striking passage from Jer. 31:22, where the prophet an-
nounces that “the Lord has created a new thing on the earth: a woman protects
a man” (RSV)."

But it is the usc of prophetic biblical traditions to critique the ideology of
the status quo, and especially religious ideology, that stands out most promi-
nently in Ruether’s writings. Again, from the Hebrew Scriptures she utilizes
Isaiah, Amos, and Jeremiah most often. For example, she frequently cites the
famous denunciation from Amos 5:21—24: “I hate, 1 despise your feasts, and 1
take no delight in your solemn assemblies. . . . Take away from e the noise of
your songs, to the melody of your harps I will not listen; but let justice roll
down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.”? Similarly, she
draws attention to Jer. 7:4-11, in which the prophet attacks the hypocrisy of the
people’s worship.?!

From the New ‘lestament, Ruether appeals repeatedly to fesus™ critique of
the Pharisecs and the priests, the established religious leaders of his day. The
basic lext here is Matt. 23:23: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites!
lor you tithe mint and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of
the Taw: justice, and merey and faith.”?? While Ruether is quick to point out
how Matthew 23 has been wrongly used to justify Christian anti-Judaism, she
sees it nevertheless as an important prophetic indictment of a religious ideology
that has forgotten its truc purpose.

Another significant aspect of Jesus’ critique of the religious ideology of his
day was his reinterpretation of messianism away from triumphalism and revenge
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theology to a radically new religious vision of servanthood. Here, Ruether draws
especially on Matt. 20117-28, where Jesus says that whoever would be great must
be a servant. Thus does Jesus renounce domination as a false power relation-
ship.2* As Ructher puts it:

People will no longer model political, social or familial relations, or relations to
God, after that sort of power which reduces others to servility, but rather after
that kind of power that empowecrs others and brings all to mmutuality and mutual
enhancement. This is the true relation of redemptive divine power to creation
which Jesus tricd to model in his interpretation of messianic servanthood.?*

It is important to note that in her initial presentation of the biblical pro-
phetic nornn, Ruether does not explicitly mention women. But women are
clearly implicit here, since it is largely women who have been victims of oppres-
sion, women who have been powerless, and women who have been excluded
by patriarchal ideology. Ruether is not content to leave the connection between
women and the prophetic tradition only implicit. Rather, she explicitly addresses
the need to develop a feminist radicalizing of the prophetic tradition, for the
prophets were not concerned in any significant way with the victimization and
exclusion of women per sc. Thus, Ruether states that “feminism goes beyond
the letter of the prophetic message to apply the prophetic-liberating principle to
women. Feminist theology makes explicit what was overlooked in male advocacy
of the poor and the oppressed: that liberation must start with the oppressed of
the oppressed, namely, women of the oppressed.”?®

In using the biblical traditions, then, Ruether argues that we mwust always
be aware that the Bible presents two traditions that stand in tension, the religion
of the status quo and the religion of prophetic critique. The biblical traditions
associated with the status quo cannot be used in any significant way because
they image God in the likeness of human and particularly patriarchal injustices,
emphasizing domination, hicrarchy, and dualism. Such traditions and images
call for radical critique. The biblical traditions associated with the internal pro-
phetic critique of religious ideology are the only traditions that can be used
positively in the construction of faithful visions of human existence that hear
the word of God and so seck to transform humanity into the iinage of God.

Significantly, Ruether does not conceive of the religion of the sacred canopy
and the religion of prophetic critique in static dualistic terms, for neither finds
expression in anything like a pure form. Rather, the religion of the sacred can-
opy can and most often does include some aspects of prophetic critique, just as
the religion of prophctic critique can and most often does include dimensions
of the status quo. Thus, for example, in the prophetic writings of the Hebrew
Bible one finds that “the spokesman for the transcendent stands simultaneously
within the social covenant and over against the ruling structures of king and
temple priesthood.”?® The dynamic relationship between the religion of the sa-
cred canopy and the religion of prophetic critique, then, is an cver-evolving
dialectic with ebbs and flows, sometimes reflecting greater faithfulness to God
and sometimes sacrificing authentic faithfulness to the gods of the status quo.?’
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Constructing and Renewing Prophetic Religion

Having identified the prophetic principle as the usable and evolving core of
authentic biblical religion, Ruether utilizes several traditions from the Hebrew
Bible and from the New 'lestament writings in a constructive effort to describe
a renewable and liberating prophetic Christian faith.

TRADITIONS FROM THE HEBREW BIBLE

Three traditions from the Hebrew writings recur in Ructher’s work: covenant,
Exodus, and Jubilee.

coviNanT  'lThe tradition of biblical covenant is a significant motif throughout
Ruether’s writings. Alrcady in her 1968 booklet Communion Is Life Together, she
stressed the importance of God’s covenant with Abraham.?® Ruether’s notion of
biblical covenant emphasizes reciprocity and partnership, mutual agreement to
a mutual commitment. But, of course, the people regularly broke their part of
the covenant agreement. The prophets then stepped in, for they “showed the
people their sins and called them back to the covenant with God.”?

Ten years later, Ruether coauthored a book with Wolfgang Roth entitled
The Liberating Bond: Covenants— Biblical and Contemporary.®® She uses the
notion of covenanted communities as a positive ideal. Indeed, the “strength of
the covenantal idea of the Church lies in its stress on active faith and commit-
ment of each member.”?! The weakness of such covenanted communities, how-
ever, is that they find it difficult to sustain themselves historically, for they stand
in need of continual renewal amid changing circumstances, new circumstances
that arc significantly different from those that provided the reasons for the com-
munities’ formation in the fust place. 'To speak of covenant, then, is always to
bear in mind how covenants get broken and renewed. Ruether is aware of how
covenant communities, from ancient Israel forward, can exploit their covenant
with God by sceing it as a birthright rather than as a commitment that stands
in nced of constant rencwal. Nonetheless, according to Ruether, the “covenant
is one of the great illuminating paradigms of existence that comes from scrip-
tural revelation. It illuminates life with God and cach other. It is valid for who-
ever adopts it and seeks to live truthfully out of its mandate.” *

Ruether’s notion of covenant comes to fruition for women in the creation
of Women-Church communities. In her 1985 book Women-Church, Ruether in-
cludes a section on “covenanting,” which addresses “foundational covenanting”
and “covenanting celcbration”*® The foundational covenanting involves a
group of people (especially women) who desire to “form an cxodus community
from patriarchy.” ** The group should discuss in detail what kind of community
they wish to form, how their group will or will not be related to the historical
church institution, and what kind of lifestyle commitments they wish to make
in common.*’

After deciding what kind of covenant community this particular group of
Women-Church will be, it is then appropriate for the covenanting community
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to have a celebration in which they create a “Book of the Covenant.” This
book would contain the basic credal statements and theological visions of the
community. The celebration might begin with a renewal of baptism and include
a commmunal recitation of the credal statement. 'The members would then enter
their names in the Book of the Covenant. Ruether stresses that community cove-
nants should last for specific periods of time, such as a year, so that “periodically
the community will renegotiate its covenant.” ** New decisions made during the
time of recovenanting would then be entered into the community’s Book of the
Covenant. Ruether also includes various other covenant celebrations that might
take place in the community (e.g., covenant celebrations for creating new fami-
lies, covenant celebrations for heterosexual couples, and covenant celebrations
for lesbian couples).”’

One hnal aspect of biblical covenant that Ruether develops involves ecolog-
ical covenanting, especially as it is articulated in a section entitled “Healing the
World” in her 1992 book Gaia and God.?® The covenant tradition “shapes our
relation to nature and each other in terms of law and cthical responsibility.”
Indeed, the Hebrew creation story with its emphasis on God’s resting on the
seventh day provides a basic vision for a covenant between humanity and nature
that leads to the restoration and reciprocal renewal of both. The biblical per-
spective on nature, according to Ruether, has been overly distorted as being a
“dominion theology” that legitimizes human destruction of the natural world. A
more appropriate interpretation of the biblical traditions shows a tradition with
“keen awareness of the limits of human power” and a concern for the renewal
of the natural world.*® Indeed, as Ruether states:

Hebrew thought knit the covenantal relation of God to Israel in a close relation
to the gift of the “land.” . . . The gift of the land is not a possession that can
be held apart from relation to God. If Israel “pollutes” the land with iniquity,
“the land will vomit you out for defiling it, as it vomited out the nation that
was before you” (Leviticus 18:28).

One of the major fruits of this Hebraic understanding of the covenantal
relationship betwecen justice and prosperity in the land is found in sabbatical
legislation. ™

Giving the land and animals rest every seventh day is a tradition from the
Hebraic covenant that provides a constructive vision for sustainable existence,
both for humans and for the natural world (with the realization that humans
are part of the natural world!). This Sabbath tradition and its culmination in the
Jubilee tradition, to which we will turn below, create a “covenantal vision of the
relation of humans to other life forms” that “acknowledges the special place of
humans in this relationship as caretakers, caretakers who did not create and do
not absolutely own the rest of life, but who are ultimately accountable for its
welfare to the true source of life, God.”*?

EXODUS  Ruether uses the story of the lixodus from Egypt as a model of libera-
tion that can be appropriated by women (and men) today who seek to be liber-
ated from the Pharaoh of patriarchy that enslaves and suffocates the living Spirit
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in the church. By way of commenting on part of a scrmon text that she wrote,
Ruether states: “The ancient vision of Church as an exodus community is re-
worked here, not only to include women but to name patriarchy as the key
symbol of the system of ‘rape, genocide, and war’ that oppresses women, chil-
dren, and the carth. Men too are called upon to identify with this exodus com-
munity and to flee from the idol of patriarchy.”*

Ructher’s vision of Women-Church closely resembles the base ecclesial
conmmunities prominent in Latin American liberation theology. Indeed, Ructher
even calls these Women-Church communities “feminist base communitics.” ¥
The purpose of such feminist Exodus communities is to provide free space in
which new possibilities of authentic Christian community can be envisioned
and enfleshed, which in turn can be communicated to the traditional institu-
tional church in the hope of transforming it into a more liberating community.
As she states in Women-Church, “We must think of Women-Church as a femi-
nist counterculture to the ecclesia of patriarchy that must continue for the fore-
sccable tuture as an cxodus both within and on the edges of existing church
institutions.” *

juBiLtk  The Jubilee tradition from Leviticus 25 provides Ructher with a pow-
erful vision of redemptive living in the here and now. To a degree, the Jubilee
tradition is simply a feature of the renewal of covenant faithfulness. It cpitomizes
what covenant community is all about. Tndeed, the “Jubilec teaches that therc
are certain basic elements that make for life as God intended it on carth. Every-
one has their own vine and fig tree. No one Is cuslaved to another. The land
and animals are not overworked.” *® For Ruether, the Jubilee tradition presents a
more appropriate model of messianic redemption than the “eschatological end-
point of history docs.”*’

It is no accident, therefore, that in a chapter entitled “The New Farth:
Visions of Redeemed Society and Nature,” in her book WomanGuides, what she
calls “the Biblical vision” includes three texts: the Jubilee laws from [eviticus
25 (2511014, 17, 23-28, 39—42), Isaial’s vision of the messianic age (Isa. 2114,
11:6-9, 40:3-5, 05:17-25), and Jesus’ proclamation of good news to the poor
(Luke 4:14-21)." The Jubilee tradition, which Ruether sces clearly reflected in
Jesus” own proclamation from Luke 4,% thus functions as a prophctic critique
of status quo mjustices.

While Ruether recognizes that the Jubilee legislation allows Jews to retain
Gentile slaves through the Jubilee year (Lev. 25:44-46), she would no doubt
reject this tradition as a betrayal of the Jubilee vision.* Similarly, though
Ructher acknowledges that it 1s doubtful whether the Jubilee laws were actually
ever fully enacted, the tradition reflects

a lime of periodic righting of unjust relations, undoing the enslavements of
human to humans, the losses and confiscations of land, that have created
classcs of rich and poor in ITsrael. . . . Their importance . . . lies in providing
a model of redemptive eco-justice. Unlike apocalyptic models of redemption,
the Jubilee vision does not promise a “once-for-all” destruction of evil. Humans
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will drift into unjust relations between each other, they will overwork animals
and exploit land. But this drift is not to be allowed to establish itself as a perma-
nent “order.” Rather, it is to be recognized as a disorder that must be corrected
periodically, so that human society regains its right cco-social relationships and
starts afresh.’!

In this sense, the Jubilee laws are an expression of the prophetic call to covenant
faithfulness as it was originally intended by God.

In Ruether’s use of all three of these traditions from the Hebrew Bible (cov-
enant, Fxodus, and Jubilee), she appropriates these traditions for motifs that she
believes can be liberating for faith communities but does not take over any of
the themes literally. She is interested in the general motif of covenant as a
reciprocal agreement of caring and not in the details of the Abrahamic, Mosaic,
and certainly not the Davidic covenants.”” She uses the Exodus theme as a
vision of liberation from oppression: the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt and
women (and men) of today from the oppression of patriarchy. She has no use
for the Exodus that leads to conquest of another people’s land. Similarly, the
Jubilee tradition provides a model for restoring right relationships between peo-
ple and between people and nature on a regular basis, recognizing that because
people regularly fall away from the mutual caring intended by God, they need
to regularly recommit themselves to such caring as reflected in genuine cove-
nant faithfulness.

TRADITIONS FROM THE NEW TESTAMENT

FROM MARY (MOTIIER OF JESUS) . . . One way in which Ruether further de-
velops a constructive vision of prophetic religion, particularly in relation to
women, is through her use of the biblical traditions about Mary the mother of
Jesus and Mary Magdalene.

In several places throughout her writings, Ruether addresses the figure of
Mary the mother of Jesus and the developments of Mariological doctrine
throughout church history.>®> Not surprisingly, Ruether rejects most aspects of
official Mariological doctrine in the church as simply co-optations of Mary in
patriarchal theology. Such doctrines include the perpetual virginity of Mary,
her divine maternity, her bodily assumption into heaven, and her inimaculate
conception.” As Ruether notes, the Mary of official church teachings has been
Mary the docile and obedient virgin, who in turn has become a patriarchal
model that the androcentric church has extolled as embodying (or disem-
bodying) the highest calling for women, namely, to be virgin, mother, and wife
(and preferably all three).”®

There is, for Ruether, an authentic Mariology, which focuses on Mary as
representative of pure humanity, humanity in its original goodness and anticipa-
tion of the eschatological humanity. In this sense Mary is

the concrete realization of the possibility of the final glorification of the human
community and the creation in that new heaven and new earth when all reality
is reconciled with God. In this scnse Mary is the persona ecclesiae, the new
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Israel, the hope of humankind. This is the authentic message of Mariology
which is obscured under the false naturalism of nominalism and the antisexu-
ality of the development of the doctrine of the immaculate conception.*®

In this way, Mary represents neither divine nor human femininity; rather, she
represents in concrete terms the “original wholeness of humanity destroyed by
sin.”>’

The most uscful biblical traditions about Mary come from Luke’s Gospel,
where in the infancy narrative, Mary appcars as an independent and active agent
who freely chooses to cooperate with God, rather than as the passive receptacle
of Matthew’s birth narrative. Indeed, in a section entitled “Liberation Mariol-
ogy” from Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether stresses how “Lucan Mariology sug-
gests a rcal co-creatorship between God and humanity,” which is an authentic
insight of genuine prophetic religion and which finds profound expression in
Mary’s Magnificat.*®

It is significant, however, that in her book WomanGuides, Ruether discusses
the Magnificat in the chapter “Redemptive Community,” with “Mary as liber-
ated Israel, representative of the oppressed,” whereas in the following chapter,
“Foremothers of WomanChurch,” Mary the mother of Jesus is absent. Instead,
one finds there Mary Magdalene, “apostle to the apostles” (John 201-18), in the
company of other “foremothers”: Miriam, Deborah, Huldah, Thecla, Perpetua
and Felicitas, and Maximilla and Priscilla.*” Ruether concludes her chapter on
Mariology in New Woman/New Earth with the following statemnent:

[T]he Mary whom we should venerate may not be Mother Mary, the woman
who represents the patriarchal view that woman’s only claim to fame is the
capacity to have babics, the rclationship which Jesus himself rejected. The
Mary who represents the Church, the liberated humanity, may, rather, be
the repressed and defamed Mary of the Christian tradition, Mary Magdalene,
friend and disciple of Jesus, the first witness of the resurrection, the revealer of
the Christian Good News. Blessed is the womb that bore thee, the paps that
gave thee suck? Nay, rather, blessed is she who heard the Word of God and
kept it {cf. Luke n:27-28). (p. 59)

JESUS THE ICONOCLASTIC TEACHER/HFALER Ructher’s emphasis on concrete
historical existence leads her to stress the historicity of Jesus as something neces-
sarily scparable from the exalted Christ of Christian dogma. Indeed, she states,
because “the centre of Christian theology is not an idea, but a person, a histori-
cal person, Jesus of Nazareth, what we can know about who this person was and
what he did is of vital importance”® Thus, already in her 1967 book, The
Church Against Itself, Ructher includes a scparate chapter entitled “The Jesus
of History and the Christ of Faith.” She surveys the various quests for the histori-
cal Jesus and seems sympathetic with what has been called the “new quest” for
the historical Jesus, which seeks “to recover the historical Jesus in the only way
possible through the sources; namely, to recover Jesus” historical action as keryg-
matic encounter with our own present existence.”® Thus, for Ruether, one
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should not jump too quickly from Jesus to Christ, for in so doing, one may
actually miss seeing Jesus for who he was (and is).%?

Who was Jesus? Essentially, Ruether sees Jesus as an iconoclastic and pro-
phetic teacher/healer.®® Ruether locates Jesus squarely within the critical pro-
phetic tradition of the Hebrew Bible. Indeed, she goes so far as to state that the
“Hebrew prophetic critique of religion reaches a climax in the ministry of Je-
sus.”®* His ministry can be characterized as “a climax” because he actively re-
jected popular attempts to cast him in the role of a kingly and triumphant
{Davidic) Messiah, even though church tradition succeeded in doing so fairly
soon after his death. Instead, the core of his messianic activity was opposition to
all systems of domination, especially that of religious hierarchy, not in order to
reverse the patterns of domination, so that the formerly poor became oppressors
of the formerly rich, but to overcome “the whole structure that sets people in
oppressive relationships to one another.” %

An example of Jesus’ transformation of systems of domination can be seen
in Ruether’s “The Kenosis of the Father: A Feminist Midrash on the Gospel in
‘Three Acts,” which begins her book Sexism and God-Talk, with act 2 cntitled
“The Iconoclastic Teacher.” She offers here a close paraphrasing of Matt. 20:25-
28, which shows Jesus as strongly opposed to the theology of glory and revenge
articulated by the sons of Zebedee in their request to sit beside Jesus in the
kingdom:

Jesus shook his head with that look of profound sorrow he often had when they
spoke to him of their expectations. “No,” he insisted, “we must have a different
view of the world to come. It must not be a world where one ruler replaces
another, but a world where rulers and ruled arc no more. Don’t you see how
much your ideas of power resemble those of the Gentiles? They have rulers
who lord it over them; their great men exercise authority over them. But it
shall not be so among you. Whoever wishes to be great among you must be as
a servant, and whoever would be first must be hrst in helping others. The
Messiah, the One who is to come for which you ook, will not come as king,
but as servant of all. He will not come to be served, but to serve, and to give
his life as ransom for many” (p. 5)%

This “annoying message,” as she calls it (p. 5), was the hallmark of Jesus™ pro-
phetic critique of the status quo powers, including the Jewish religious powers
of the day. Jesus call was for mutual servanthood, not competitive lordship.

A prime example of his iconoclastic message and practice, according to
Ructher, is his treatment of women, for he treated women as equals. Here
Ruether appeals most forcefully to the story of Mary and Martha in Luke 10:38~
42. The simple point of this story is that Jesus “supported their [women’s] right
to be members of the fellowship of disciples gathered around him, instead of
staying in the kitchen and preparing the food, like proper women of Israel.”%”
Regarding this passage, Ruether makes the further crucial observation that

although Jesus held up the image of service to overthrow a raling-class concept
of hierarchical power for men, he does not use this itnage of service to reinforce



184  Scripture and Ethics

the image of women as scrvants, On the contrary, the one person whom he
rebukes for being “much occupied with serving” is a woman, Martha. . . .
“Mary has chosen the better part which shall not be taken from her” (Luke
10:38—42). The principles of Christian community are founded upon a role
transformation between men and women, rulers and ruled. The ministry of the
Church is not to be modeled on hicrarchies of lordship, but on the diakonia
of women and scrvants, while women arc freed from exclusive identification
with the scrvice role and called to join the circle of disciples as equal mem-
bers. 08

This is why Jesus commended Mary for listening to his teaching as a disciple,
rather than rebuking her for stepping out of her expected servile role. In this
story, Mary cxemplifies through her actions the kind of iconoclastic message
Jesus was teaching. The irony, of course, is that it was not the other, male
disciples who asked Jesus to put Mary in her place (i.e., back in the kitchen)
but her own sister Martha whose very request for Jesus to rebuke Mary shows
that she did not understand the social impact of Jesus” teaching and praxis.
Rather, even as a “victim” of patriarchal domination, she bought into the system
and expected her sister Mary to toe the same line. Jesus, however, had a differ-
ent vision, onc of cquality between women and men.

Along with Jesus™ rejection of Davidic messianisn and his iconoclastic in-
clusion of women as equals, Ruether emphasizes that the historical Jesus was
not an apocalyptic eschatological preacher. Rather, “Jesus’s vision of the king-
dom was essentially this-worldly, social and political, and not eschatological.

. his sayings suggest that his view of the kingdom remains primarily in the
prophetic tradition, a vision of a this-worldly era of peace and justice.”® As
evidence of this characterization, Ruether points to Jesus” teaching of the Lord’s
Prayer, which she considers the saying of Jesus “that most probably comes down
to us close to its original form.” " According to Ruether, the petition “thy king-
dom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10), is a
request that God’s dwelling place be established on earth. The kingdom “is
defined quite simply as ‘God’s will done on earth,” which means “the fulfill-
ment of people’s basic human physical and social necds: daily bread, remission
of debts [the wronging of others and financial indebtedness], avoidance of the
temptations that lead us to oppress one another.” 7!

Thus, for Ruether, Jesus” vision of the kingdom is not pic in the heavenly
sky, nor is it the sudden apocalyptic inbreaking of God’s coming with an army
of angels to force the kingdom, but rather, it is primarily a this-worldly undoing
of the roots of oppression. Jesus saw these roots as being “the love of prestige,
power and wealth that causcs people to seek domination and to lord it over each
other””? Only with the overcoming of “this fundamental lust for domination”
can a new community emerge after the pattern set by Jesus” own praxis, one of
reciprocal service.”?

Because Ruether does not consider Jesus’ message fundamentally apocalyp-
tic or eschatological, she goes on to argue that “we cannot speak of Jesus as
having ‘fulfilled’ the hopes of Israel,” since these hopes were for a Davidic mes-
siah who would usher in God's apocalyptic kingdom and with it the defeat of
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Isracl’s cnemies.”* But such a kingdom did not come in any final or unambigu-
ous form. And so faith in Jesus as the Christ must be reformulated in two ways.
First, “Christians must formulate the faith in Jesus as the Christ in terms that
are proleptic and anticipatory rather than final and fulfilled. . . . Second, we
must sec Christology, not only as proleptic, but also as paradigmatic.””® Jesus
announced a new vision of messianic hope, and in his ministry he even gave
signs of its presence, but he died before it was fulfilled in any real sense.”

Jesus’ life is also paradigmatic, but this means that his life is also relative to
a particular people in a particular time in a particular place; that is, even Jesus’
life must be seen in a radically historical context. The model of Jesus may be as
full a paradigm for authentic humanity as we can find, but nonetheless “this
model must be seen as partial and fragmentary, disclosing from the perspective
of one person, circumnscribed in time, culture, and gender, something of the
fullness we seck.””” Thus, Jesus” praxis is paradigmatic but not exhaustive, since
his own historicity does not exhaust the concrete historicity of all human beings,
especially women. This does not mean that feminist theology cannot affirm the
historical Jesus as a “positive model of redemptive humanity,” but it does mcan
that “we need other clues and models as well, models drawn from women’s
experience, from many times and cultures.”

While Jesus may be a starting point for revisioning authentic human exis-
tence before God and between one another, especially as he exemplifies the
prophetic and redemptive activity of God in the present and the future, even he
is not the final word. To “encapsulate Jesus himself as God’s ‘last word’ and
‘once-for-all” disclosure of God, located in a remote past and institutionalized in
a cast of Christian teachers, is to repudiate the spirit of Jesus and to recapitulate
the position against which he himself protests.”” Thus, Jesus is an essential
starting point, especially the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels in contrast to the
Jesus of later orthodoxy, but he is not everything. Even so, Ruether is quick to
point out that this prophetic iconoclastic Jesus is “remarkably compatible with
ferninism,” because Jesus critique of religious and social hierarchy is quite paral-
lel to feminist critique of patriarchy and all that goes with it.5Y

Although Ruether is concerned to provide some limits to the significance
of Jesus, primarily limits of his own historicity in relation to the limits of our
own historicity, she does, nevertheless, characterize him as presenting a liberat-
ing image both of God’s self-emptying and of human relationality. It scems fit-
ting, then, that since Ruether thinks it important to begin with Jesus and the
vision of human existence he models, she paraphrases and maodels Jesus’ parting
words from the Gospel of Luke (“Father, into your hands 1 commend my spirit,”
Luke 23:46) as she meditates on what parting words might be appropriate before
our own death: “Our final gesture, as we surrender ourself into the Matrix of
life, then can become a prayer of ultimate trust: ‘Mother, into your hands [
commend my spirit. Use me as you will in your infinite creativity. ” %!

PAUL AND KENOTIC CHRISTOLOGY When it comes to Paul, Ruether clearly has
mixed feelings. Her ambivalence can be summed up in her observation that
Paul “was a theological radical, but, at least provisionally, a social conserva-
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tive.”%? His radical theology can best be seen (and appropriated) in two tradi-
tions that most scholars agree Paul adopted from Christian traditions before him,
namely, the hymn to Christ from Phil. 2:5-11 and the baptismal formula from
Gal. 3:28. Ruether uses these traditions in important ways in constructing her
theological vision.

For Ruether, the most useful image from Paul comes from the hymn to
Christ in Phil. 2:5-11. Indeed, as noted in connection with her portrait of Jesus,
Ruether stresses Jesus” identity as servant rather than lord. This can be scen
nowhere more clearly than in the hymn to Christ, which forms the core of
Ruether’s “The Kenosis of the Father: A Fenunist Midrash on the Gospel in
Three Acts,” of which act 1 is entitled “The Kenosis of the Father.” This particu-
lar act ends with God the bellowing Father coming to the following startling
realization (with the help of the Queen of Heaven [not Mary!], the Mother of
all gods and humans, the Creatrix of all things):

“Perhaps this hierarchy of earth and heaven is a facade, a delusion, concealing
other realities that we darc not know. The rebelliousness that I experience
among my Sons, the rebelliousness that the kings of the earth experience
among their menservants and, even worse, their maidservants, point to this
other reality. Perhaps it is She! There 1s another power outside Our rule that
still cludes Us!”

“In former times | have known other ways of being God,” God the Father
reflected. “To put the mighty down from their thrones, to vindicate the op-
pressed and release the captives from their prisons. I must call to mind these
ways of being God again, even extend them to others, to slaves, to Gentiles,
perhaps even to women.” A bolt of light flashed from one end of the skies to
the other, rending the closed fabric of the universe and opening a crack
through which poured a bearu of light from beyond. Like a shooting star this
light flew to earth. An echo arose from the comet like a whisper through the
heavens: “Being in the form of God, he did not count equality with God a
thing to be prized, but emptied himself and became a servant” [Phil. 2:6-7].%%

This kenosis, or self-emptying, of God the Father is the liberating Word of God
and so “manifests the kenosis of patriarchy.”®* This self-emptying of the mighty
thus becomes the paradigm for how humanity should deal with power; it should
be used on behalf of those in need, as Christ was emptied out in his service to
the poor and the suffering. But such self-emptying is not once for all but is an
ongoing process of transformation.®®

One interesting facet of Ruether’s usc of the hymn to Christ from Philippi-
ans 2 is that she really only appeals to the process of kenosis, to the self-ciptying
of the powerful that is the subject of the first half of the hymn (2:5-8). She does
not make constructive use of the sccond half of the hymn, which highlights
God’s exaltation of this Jesus who poured himself out on the cross. Perhaps the
exaltation language smacks too much of the triumphalism that is negated in
the first half of the hymn. Perhaps Ruether finds this transition from kenosis to
glorification dangerous, in that it makes self-emptying the means to a more
glorious end rather than focusing on the process of using power in service to
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those in need, as Jesus did. Thus, though Ruether does not specifically say as
much, perhaps the second half of the hymn can too easily be used to undermine
the first half of the hymn, when all the second half of the hymn really expresses
is that God is faithful to those who pour themselves out on behalf of others.

As for the famous baptismal formula from Gal. 3:28 (“There is no longer
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and
female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus”), Ruether refers to this passage
often but primarily to show the clear understanding at least in some quarters of
carliest Christianity that Jesus’ teachings and praxis were perceived to have pro-
found implications for male/female relationships, indeed for all hierarchical re-
lationships.®® The significance of the understanding was that God sought the
elimination of systems of domination and hierarchy, of one person or class lord-
ing it over another, because of their destructive and dehumanizing impact. Jesus
also showed that God sought the undermining of all attempts to justify such
patterns of domination.

While Paul could afhirm this theological vision in principle, and even to a
degree in practice, given the prominence of various women in the churches
with which he was associated, he had trouble realizing the full significance of
this vision in the face of the social values of hierarchy and domination which
confronted him on a daily basis in firsst-century Greco-Roman society. Thus, one
must be wary of Paul’s social conservatism, which was reinforced by his apoca-
lyptic eschatological expectations about the return of Christ in power and the
coming end of the age. His social conservatism finds expression especially in
such passages as 1 Cor. 11:3, which articulates a hierarchical vision of man over
woman; in Romans 5—7, where Paul expounds his dualistic, flesh-versus-spirit
vision of life; and in the deutero-Pauline traditions, especially the hierarchical
understanding of the church as the body under Christ’s head, analogous to the
relation of husband as head and woman as body, in Ephesians s5; and the social
conservatism of the household codes, with their clear subordination of women
in Colossians and in 1 Timothy.

The fundamental problem with Paul, according to Ruether, is his eschato-
logical dualism, which leads to the dualism of body and spirit. Since Paul ex-
pects the end to come soon, he counsels being prepared and being concerned
with the transformation of oneself in the context of the Christian community
rather than with God’s transformation of all human relations and their socictal
structures. For Paul, the dominating powers of the present age are soon to pass,
with the coming of Christ on the clouds in glory (1 Thess. 4). Thus, one’s
current transformation in Christ is but a foreshadowing of a greater transforma-
tion that awaits the Christian, the spiritual body of the resurrected life. And for
Ruether, this otherworldliness of Paul moves in the wrong direction. “T'he prob-
lem in Paul’s thought lies in the extent to which he identifies this evil condition
with natural or created life, and thus sees redeemed life as something funda-
mentally transcendent to our original, created potential.”®’

One place where Ruether spells out her understanding of Paul most clearly,
especially in relation to women, is in an article comparing Paul’s thought with
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that of Sarah Grimké (the ninetcenth-century American abolitionist). Paul and
Grimké represent two different paradigims of women’s equality in Christ. “Fach
paradigim relates nature, society and eschatology in different ways and comes up
with radically different conclusions about the social implications of women’s
place in both nature and in the new Christian order.”®® Though Paul can articu-
late a vision of the radical equality between men and women within the
churches, expressed most clcarl} in such passages as Gal. 3:28 and Phil. 4:3,
from Ruether’s perspective “Paul draws the line where these changed roles in
and for the church suggest a dissolution of male hierarchy in the family.”®’

Fven if one dismisses from consideration the deutero-Pauline Epistles of
Fphesians, Colossians, 1 l'imothy, and Titus, as well as the possible interpolation
of 1 Cor. 14:34, there are still at least two passages that show the limitations of
Paul’s approach: 1 Cor. 7:17—40 and 1 Cor. 11:2-16. In 1 Cor. 7170, Paul
cquatces slavery and marriage with the passing form of the present world. But, as
Ruether notes, as passing forms they cannot be altered. Ior Paul, “eschatology
gives the Christian no mandate to change slavery or sexism as worldly institu-
tions.”? Until the powers of the external world are dissolved by Christ’s return,
we simply must endure these fixed, though transient, forms of scrvitude.

Sinilarly, Paul’s arguments in 1 Cor. 11:2-16 for the veiling of women in the
assembly are grounded in a view of women’s subordination to men, both in the
created order and in social custom. Such subordination language clearly under-
cuts the theology of women’s equality with men in Christ. Ruether acknowl-
edges Paul’s own apparent uncasc with his justifications for the subordination of
women, and she notes Paul does try to preserve mutual interdependence be-
tween men and women in the created order, but ultimately in the context of
the subordination of women to men. When all is said and done, Paul sticks to
his requirement that women wear a veil when prophesying, and so he “brings
together in sharp relicf the contradiction between women'’s eschatological equal-
ity and their continued subordination in what Paul assumes to be the ‘order of
nature.”?! Fquality stops when it changes social roles. And so Paul sets the stage
for the continued subordination of women in the church for centuries to follow,
with new justifications and rationalizations cropping up along the way.

For Ructher, Sarah Grimké provides a preferable alterative paradigm to
that of Paul, for Grimké was 2 woman who advanced theological rationales for
ending slavery (and women’s subordination) here and now, rather than leaving
it to some cschatological by and by.”? She insisted that equality in Christ has
social and not just spiritual fmplications. The eschatological future now be-
comes the eschatological present, for life in Christ means the restoration of
God’s created order, the redemption of life in the present. As Ruether points
out, Sarah Grimké and her sister, Angelina Grimké, were among the first to
note the similarity and to develop parallel arguments for the rights of both slaves
and women.”

Obviously, Ruether prefers Grimké’s line of reasoning to Paul’s. And so from
Paul she adopts his language of kenosis and his occasional affirmations of equal-
ity of men and women in the churches. But she eschews his social conservatism,
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which was at least partly based on his future eschatology, and sides with
Grimké’s emphasis on wholesale transformation and renewal of human relation-
ships in Christ here and now.

.. TO MARY (MAGDALENE) The prominence of Mary Magdalene for Ructher
can be seen most clearly in her book Sexism and God-Talk, with its playful
beginning, “I'he Kenosis of the Father: A Feminist Midrash on the Gospel in
Three Acts.” After act 1 (“The Kenosis of the Father”) and act 2 (“The Icono-
clastic Teacher”), act 3 is entitled “Mary Magdalene’s Witness.” (Already in act
2 Ruether remarks that there was “a closeness between these two | Jesus and
Mary Magdalene] that was annoying to the men” [p.6]) In act 3, Mary Magda-
lene sits by the tomb of Jesus after his death and burial. The disciples have
scattered. Jesus then appears to her and tells her that he is risen. As the image
of Jesus fades, Mary sees “a taller and more majestic image, regal and yet some-
how familiar, a woman like herself,” who addresses Mary: “You, Mary, . . . are
now the continuing presence of Christ. Do not look backward to him, but for-
ward. He has gone ahead into your new future. It is for you to continue the
redemption of the world.” (p. 8).

With this vision, Mary Magdalene realizes why Jesus had to die, namely, to
teach his followcers that they must abandon the longing for power and revenge.
Mary then thinks what is so crucial to Ruether’s understanding of Christian
faith: “We must make our selves and our relationships with cach other anew.
This is the beginning of the new world. Only when we are no longer slaves, but
also no longer desire to be masters and to make our former masters into slaves,
can we lay the foundation for the world to come” (p. 9). Mary goes to Peter and
the (male) disciples and tells them of her experience of the risen Jesus, and she
trics to communicate to them this new understanding she has come to have
about his ministry and death, but they cannot believe that Jesus would appear
first to a woman and not to them. Peter then picks up on her testimony that
Jesus has risen but ignores the rest of what she has said. Peter tells the disci-
ples that their hopes of a powerful messianic king are not shattered but only
postponied for a short time. Jesus will return from heaven with an army of
angels. In the meantime, the men must take charge, lest they look too foolish
and weak.

Mary slips away from the founding of the (male) church. And as she looks
toward the sky, she wonders about what Peter has said. What is she to make of
God’s silence when Jesus cried out from the cross? What is she to make of
Peter’s trust in the coming of an avenging God? And so, Ruether has her think:

Perhaps it is this very idea of God as a great king, ruling over nations as His
scrvants, that has been done away with by Jesus’ death on the cross. With Jesus’
death, God, the heavenly Ruler, has left the heavens and has been poured out
upon the earth with his blood. A new God is being born in our hearts to teach
us to level the heavens and exalt the earth and create a new world without
masters and slaves, rulers and subjects.” (pp. 10-11)
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But Mary realizes that her message will not easily be received by Peter and the
others, who even now were busy filling the throne that Jesus had just emptied
on the cross. She can only hope that others will catch a glimpse of the true
vision she has had and so continue to create the world that Jesus had begun, a
world to which she would remain a faithful witness.

As Ruether relates this story about Mary Magdalene, it is clear that for her
Mary Magdalenc represents what it means to be a faithful disciple. Mary Magda-
lenc was at the cross of Jesus. Mary Magdalene was at the tomb of Jesus. Mary
Magdalene was witness to the risen Jesus. Mary Magdalence became apostle to
the apostles. As Ruether puts it i her book on Mary the mother of Jesus,
Mary—'The Feminine Face of the Church, Mary Magdalenc is “an unconven-
tional woman” who challenges the model for women articulated by the later
official church tradition, a tradition that suppresses the role of Mary Magdalenc
and groundlessly aligns her with the nameless prostitute of Luke 7:36—50. For
Ruether, she represents a positive “role model for women that later church lead-
ers probably preferred to neglect!” (p. 40).

By contrast, Mary the mother of Jesus represents “a conventional woman,”
a woman who even against the teaching of Jesus and the testimony of the earli-
est church (Mark 3:31-35; Matt. 12:46-50; Luke 8:19-21, 11:27-28) comes to repre-
sent the faithful woman at Jesus’ side. As Ructher puts it,

«

By replacing Mary Magdalene with Mary, the mother, as the “woman who
loved him,” the church replaced a dangerously unconventional role model with
a conventional role model and relationship. . . . It is the woman disciple, Mary
Magdalene, who puts to shame not only the family but also the male disciples
by her faith and her steadfastness at the final time of crisis. 'These facts must
make us put a question mark beside the tradition of Mary, Jesus’ mother, as the

woman who best represents “the church.” (p. 41)*

Ructher’s View of the Authority of Scripture

Women’s Experience as Normative

Given Ruether’s understanding of the character of Scripture as “human words
about God’s word,” it comes as no surprise that Ructher docs not locate any
final authority within the objective text of Scripture.”” Rather, we must see that
Scripture itself is merely a reflection of human experiences, experiences of peo-
ple seeking to hear and to enact God’s word.”® “Codified tradition both reaches
back to roots in experience and is constantly renewed or discarded through the
test of experience.””” Thus, Scripture has authority only when the experiences
it relates of God’s Spirit and God’s word resonate with the contemporary reader’s
experiences of God’s Spirit and God's word, especially in the context of the
community of believers. As Ruether puts it, the human words about God’s word
in Scripture
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attempt to express God’s Word within their finite cultural contexts, but they
remain finitc and historical. Their authority is relativised in relation to the
divine Word which is manifest in them, but not exhaustively manifest in them.
This inner or divine Word finds its primary communication in the living per-
sonal rclationship of man to God. This is revelation, this is the “inner word”;
and all “outer words,” whether of scripture, tradition, theology, or law, are as
tracks left in the sand by the passing of the living personal relationship of the
community with God.”®

Thus, human experience tests Scripture’s various human words about God’s
word, and we find Scripture’s words “are either authenticated or not through
their ability to illuminate and interpret our experience. . . . If a symbol does
not speak authentically to experience, it becomes dead or must be altered to
provide a new meaning.” "

Human experience, then, provides the ultimate norm of whether Scripture
speaks with authority or not, of how Scripture is normative or not in changing
contexts. For Ruether, this has always been the case, whether acknowledged or
not, though completely skewed in an androcentric direction. What is new in
her approach, then, is not its use of experience as normative “but rather in its
use of women’s cxperience. . . . The use of women’s experience in feminist the-
ology, therefore, explodes as a critical force, exposing classical theology, includ-
ing its codified traditions, as based on male experience rather than on universal
human experience.” %" Of course, this statement begs the question of what
counts as “universal human experience,” especially since all experience is, as
Ruether is quick to show, particular and limited by specific historical situations.
But I will return to this question at the end of the chapter.

Finally, Ruether points out that feminist theology does not rise out of ge-
neric women’s experience, as if there were such a thing, but from feminist wom-
en’s experience in particular:

[ suggest that feminism starts not with scripture or tradition but with the femi-
nist experience of women affirming themselves as autonomous persons, not
only in legal and political relations, but also in sexual relations. It is often said
that feminist hermeneutics starts with “experience,” but what is left unsaid in
this formula is that the experience that is assumed here is feminist experience.
By feminist expericnce is meant a consciousness-raising experience in which
women shake off their indoctrination into feeling themselves dependent and
inferior and claim themselves as fully capable of self-determination.!”!

An Open Canon

When starting with women’s experience, it is crucial to understand that many
(most) women have experienced (male) appeals to biblical authority as dehu-
manizing and oppressive, for the Bible has been used as a weapon against the
inclusion of women and against seeing women as fully human moral agents
time and again. The very development of the New Testament canon, for exam-
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ple, shows an increasing emphasis upon the subordination of women both in
the church and in the home (e.g., 1 Timothy, Ephesians),!"® as Christianity
adopted and lightly baptized the traditional patriarchal household codes of
Greco-Roman socicty as part of its bid for greater respectability and acceptance
in the Greco-Roman world of the first few centuries ¢.z. What began as an
egalitarian and countercultural vision of redeemed human communities in the
ministry of Jesus devolved into the continued sacralization of patriarchy and
dominating hicrarchies in the development of early Christianity. According to
Ructher, then, what was canonized in the New Testament in large part reflects
exactly the kind of traditions against which Jesus spoke. If this is the case, “then
the authority of the official canonical framework is overlumed. . . . In the New
Testament a suppressed tradition must be brought to the surface to criticize and
refute the dominant hermeneutical line established by those who shaped the
written canon,” 103

But Ruether’s notion is still more radical. Not only must Christians today
recover the morc authentic and often buried traditions of the liberating and
egalitarian message and praxis of Jesus and carliest Christianity, but Christians
today must not be content simply with a past collection of writings, for in princi-
ple we must never close the canon. This is because implicit in the Jesus move-
ment

is a challenge to religious authority embodied in past revelation and institution-
alized in the hands of a privileged group of interpreters. Jesus declares that
God has not just spoken in the past but is speaking now. Prophecy is not canon-
ized in past texts; the Spirit of God speaks today. . . . Jesus frees religious expe-
rience from the fossilization of past traditions,’

Jesus was not content merely to repeat and slightly reinterpret codified texts
from the past. Rather, he directly challenged traditions, even time-honored tradi-
tions, that were not in keeping with his understanding of God’s word as it was
breaking into the world through him. And so he can say, “You have heard it
said of old . . ., but [ say to you” (Matt. 5).

Thus, for Ruether, we are not bound and should not bind ourselves exclu-
sively to the canonized Scriptures. Rather, just as Jesus criticized some of the
central aspects embedded in the Scriptures that he inherited, so are Christians
today to be engaged in critical reading of the Scriptures that we have inherited.
To do otherwise is to risk missing the Spirit of God as it speaks today, both
through and against the canonical writings of Scripture. As Jesus did, “so femi-
nism, too, recognizing that patriarchal texts deform the liberating spirit for
women, tejects a theology confined to commentary on past texts.”'% It is no
accident, then, that in her book WomanGuides, Ruether is rather self-
consciously secking to offer readings toward a new working canon, for feminist

theology “must create a new textual base, a new canon” (p. ix).'%

Feminist theology cannot be done from the existing base of the Christian Bible.
The Old and New Testaments have been shaped in their formation, their trans-
mission, and, finally, their canonization to sacralize patriarchy. They may pre-
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serve, between the lines, memories of women'’s experience. But in their present
form and intention they are designed to erase women’s existence as subjects
and to mention women only as objects of male definition. In these texts the
norm for women is absence and silence. . . . 'Thus the doing of feminist theol-
ogy demands a new collection of texts to make women’s experience visible.
(pp. 1x—x)

How docs one select new texts for a working canon? There is no magic formula;
rather, one primarily discovers that a text speaks to and reflects onc’s experience,
in both individual and communal contexts. One discerns God’s Spirit, God’s
word, speaking in and through a text. Nor are we bound exclusively to past texts,
for “we arc also free to generate new stories from our own experience that may,
through community use, become more than personal or individual” (p. 247).

Such a process has its dangers, of course, for people are not likely to choose
texts that are challenging, with the result that even new working canons will
probably tend to sacralize the particular experiences and understandings of those
Choosing the texts. It is up to others in the community {men and women), then,
to criticize the sacralization of texts and experiences that are dehumanizing and
demeaning. 'This does not mean that one should necessarily literally throw out
such texts. Indeed, Ruether suggests that “Women-Church could also study texts
that consciously intend to repress womer, such as the story of Fve or | Timothy'’s
dictum that women should keep silence” (p. 136). 'The purpose of such study
would not be to give these texts any authority but to seek evidence of the liberat-
ing communities against which such texts speak.

Lixorcism of Patriarchal Texts

How then docs onc deal with oppressive patriarchal biblical traditions to which
an androcentric church has appealed to keep women in suberdinate roles? One
of the most remarkable sections concerning Scripture in Ruether’s writings is a
liturgy '%” she includes in her book Women-Church, in a chapter entitled “Creat-
ing Women-Church.” She comments:

Since patriarchal texts have exercised such cocrcive influence on our lives,
although perhaps more so among Protestants who give primary authority to
Scripture, it is useful as one Women-Church ritual to exorcise patriarchal texts
and thus to break their oppressive power over their lives. This does not mean
that one would never study biblical texts again, but rather that one can study
them in the full freedom of the Spirit, taking the goal of liberation from patriar-
chy as our norm. (p. 136)

Ructher then relates a sample exorcism rite, which has been used in various
feminist liturgics. Ruether gives the following guidelines on the setting and the
procedure: “A small table with a bell, a candle, and the Bible are assembled in
the center of the group. A series of texts with clearly oppressive intentions are
read. After each reading, the bell is rung as the reader raises up the book. The
. . . . 3 rn J :
community cries out in unison, ‘Out, demons, out!” ” {p. 137). She then provides
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a list of “suggested texts in need of exorcism.” They include Lev. 12:1—5 (unclean-
liness of women after childbirth); Exod. 19:1, 79, 1415 (shunning of women
during giving of the Law at Sinai); Judges 19 (rape, torture, and dismemberment
of the concubine); Eph. 5:21-23 (male headship over women compared to the
relation of Christ and the church); 1 Tim. 2:1115 (women to keep silent in
church and to be saved by bearing children because they are second in creation
and first in sin); 1 Pet. 2:18-20 (slaves exhorted to accept unjust suffering from
their masters as a way of sharing in Chuist’s crucifixion). Interestingly, Ruether
includes no sayings of Jesus among these texts, indeed no Gospel traditions at
all, and only includes Old Testament and deutero-Pauline materials, though we
might suspect that some of Paul’s own statements might be appropriate for exor-
cism from the perspective of Women-Church (c.g., 1 Cor. 11:2-10).

At the end of the exorcism rite, “someone says, ‘I'hese texts and all oppres-
sive texts have lost their power over our lives. We no longer need to apologize
for them or try to interpret them as words of truth, but we cast out their oppres-
sive message as expressions of evil and justifications of evil’” (p. 137). And so
ends this particular liturgy.

Imnediately following the rite of exorcism of patriarchal texts, Ruether in-
cludes a “Litany of Disaffiliation from Patriarchal Theology,” which includes
the rejection of various statements from such church figures as Tertullian, Au-
gustine, Aquinas, Luther, Barth, and the 1976 Vatican Declaration on Women’s
Ordination. After each reading of a patriarchal passage from the authors, those
assembled say, “From the cvil power of this tradition, O Holy Wisdom, deliver
us” (pp. 139—40). 'Thus, all patriarchal traditions, biblical or from church tradi-
tion, are lifted up for critique and rejection.

Scripture: One Foundation Among Several

Finally, for Ructher Scripture cannot stand alonc as a foundational source for
theological reflection and construction (and in practice it has never really stood
alone). Rather, Scripture provides onc source among several upon which Chris-
tians, and Women-Church in particular, can and should draw. In Sexism and
God-Talk, Ruether identifics five sources of “usable tradition”: (1) Scripture, (2)
marginalized or “heretical” Christian traditions (especially radical Christian
groups such as Gnostics, Montanists, Quakers, and Shakers), (3) the central
theological traditions of dominant/classical Christian theology (from orthodox,
Catholic, and Protestant traditions), (4) non-Christian Near Eastern and Greco-
Roman religious and philosophical traditions (which have given shape to many
aspects of Christianity), and (5) critical post-Christian worldviews (liberalism,
romanticism, Marxism) (pp. 21-22).

All these traditions are used in conjunction with the others, and cach of
them presents significant critiques of the others. The result is that one has access
to a dynamic collection of traditions where one tradition can act as a check or
a correclive on another tradition. Most important, however, none of these tradi-
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tions are taken over completely, but all are used in keeping with feminist critical
principles, namely, in light of feminist hermeneutics.

Ruether’s Hermeneutics

Correlating Critical Principles of Feminism and the Bible

In her book Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether articulates what she calls “the critical
principle of feminist theology.” '™ Simply put, the critical principle is that
women are and should be treated as fully human, as individual moral agents in
their own right. The critical principle is

the promotion of the full humanity of women. Whatever denies, diminishes, or
distorts the full humanity of women is, therefore, appraised as not redemptive.
Theologically speaking, whatever diminishes or denies the full humanity of
woren must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relation to
the divine. . . . This negative principle also implies the positive principle: what
does promote the full humanity of women is of the Holy, it does reflect true
relation to the divine. . . . But the meaning of this positive principle —namely,
the full humanity of women—is not fully known. It has not cxisted in history.
What we have known is the negative principle of the denigration and marginali-
zation of women’s humanity. (pp. 18-19)

When this critical principle is applied to Scripture, those traditions that promote
the full humanity of women are expressions of the divine and so are authentic
and authoritative traditions. But even these positive traditions were formulated
in highly androcentric contexts, and thercfore, they must be recontextualized to
reflect liberation from patriarchy.!®

For Ruether, the primary biblical texts that pass the basic test of feminist
theology’s critical principle can be characterized as “the prophetic-liberating tra-
dition,” a tradition examined above.''% Ructher sees this prophetic tradition not
simply as one among many themes in the Bible but as a “tradition that can be
fairly claimed, on the basis of generally accepted Biblical scholarship, to be the
central tradition, the tradition by which Biblical faith constantly criticizes and
renews itsclf and its own vision.” '!!

‘The primary reason she values the prophetic tradition above all others is
that it is self-consciously self-critical of the larger dominant tradition in which it
stands. Thus, the prophets often spoke on behalf of God against the very institu-
tions (temple, cult, king) that presented themselves as representing God to the
people, and the people to God. Prophetic critique, then, is the internal critical
principle of biblical faith itseif that is cver being renewed through its application
to new situations.!!?

The question, then, is how onc constructively links the critical principle of
biblical faith (the prophetic tradition) with the critical principle of feminist the-
ology (the full humanity of women). Ruether makes this link through what she
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terms “the feminist radicalizing of the prophetic tradition.” ! It
nist theology is nothing but a new and long overdue expression of the prophetic

tradition, with patriarchy and androcentrism as the sacralized targets in nced of
114
t.

ssentially, femi-

sharp and prolonged critique, even if Scripture itsclf forms part of the targe

When reading Scripture, we must be honest about when its traditions reflect
the dehumanization of women, and such texts must then be subjected to the
liberating norm of the prophetic tradition, critiqued, and rendered powerless. As
Ruether points out:

The answer of Christian tradition to the vital issucs of our times, then, turns
out to be double edged. On the one hand, we must confront the fact that
scripture and theology have contributed to these very evils that trouble us. They
have functioned as sanctions of evil. Yet we discover within the prophetic tradi-
tion and the gospels essential resources to unmask these very failures of reli-
gi()n.”;

Feminist biblical interpretation, then, is a necessary extension of the long estab-
lished hermencutical tradition of prophetic critique, and as such it continues
the process of the very hermencutic internal to Scripture itself, “whereby the
text Is reinterpreted in the context of new communities of critical conscious-
ness.” 110

The Hermeneutical Circle

Another dimension central to Ruether’s hermeneutic is the plain acknowledg-
ment that when we read the Bible, we do so with our own questions, concerns,
and presuppositions in mind.''” Thus, we are necessarily engaged in a herme-
neutical circle, a dialogue (sometimes monologue) between Scripture and con-
temporary concerns. “We tmust be questioned by but also be prepared to ques-
tion scripture.” % It is safe to say, however, that Ruether finds the Bible so
overtly androcentric and patriarchal that more often than not we find oursclves
in the position of questioning and challenging Seripture rather than the reverse.
But engaging in critique of Scripture in this way is both rooted in and simply
an cxpression of “the self-criticisim that goes on in and is basic to biblical faith
itsclf.” 19

Thus, onc cannot and should not escape the hermeneutical circle that
moves from experience to experience, from the experience reflected in the vari-
ous biblical writings to the expericnce of the contemporary reader/believer who
identifies with the tradition generated by the foundational experiences of the
biblical writings.'* One is never finished, cither individually or communally,
with reappropriating and resignifying the central themes of Scripture in new
and changing times. Such is the dynamic character of prophetic critique. Such
is the perpetual call of God.

How does onc test the new meanings given to Seripture in light of feminist
prophetic critique? The authenticity or validity of a new interpretation enters
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into the same hermeneutical circle that generated it in the first place. A new
interpretation will be experienced as either liberating or enslaving (or, of course,
somewhere in between). If it is liberating and so promotes the full humanity of
women, without at the same time dehumanizing others, it will legitimately be
affirmed by the authorizing community as a genuine interpretation, for it leads
to practices of mutuality and reciprocity and to advocacy on behalf of the disen-
franchised rather than to practices of oppressive hierarchical domination. Fssen-
tially, if it is authentic, it will be experienced as such. And so the cycle of
interpretation and reinterpretation in light of human (female and male) experi-
ence will continue.

Ruether and the Significance of Scripture for Ethics

What is the practical impact of Ruether’s approach to and usc of Scripture? Her
approach allows her to use parts of Christian tradition in constructing a liberat-
ing theological vision. It allows her to be honest about the relationship, often
conflicted, between the “tradition” of her own experiences as a woman and the
tradition of patriarchal, androcentric, American Roman Catholicism, along with
its authorizing Scriptures, a tradition into which she was born and within which
she grew up.

Her approach to Scripture means that she is not bound by traditions she
finds oppressive and that she does not have to hypocritically finesse such tradi-
tions (as much of Christian tradition does) but can call them by name, identify
them as demonic, reject their authority, and move on to liberating traditions. As
a historian, she can understand how and why patriarchal traditions developed as
they did, but such understanding does not mean that one is powerless to com-
ment on the problems with the traditions. She feels free, then, to look at the
entire biblical canon with noncanonical eyes and so to discern the themes and
texts which feed and nurture a vision of human community that she can live
with and see as coming from God and authenticated by experience.

When she takes over the themes of covenant, Exodus, and Jubilee from the
Hebrew Bible, she does so because these traditions help to establish and to
renew human communities in which people live in authentic and loving rela-
tionships with God, with one another, with the created world, and with them-
selves. She encourages people to enter into mutual covenants where all parties
to the covenant are equals, where reciprocal care is demonstrated.

She encourages people to “exodus” from exploitive and oppressive situa-
tions, relationships, and communities, and to do so as an act to which God
calls them. Thus, battered women should leave relationships of physical and
psychological abuse and enter into new relationships that provide sanctuary and
healing, relationships that lead to a new and liberating place.

On a regular basis, communities of people should look again at their comn-
munities and should undo oppressive relationships that have developed, whether
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cconomic, social, or religious in character. Covenanted communities should be
aware of the human propensity to acquire dominating power and should develop
structures to hold such propensities in check. The Jubilee traditions remind us,
as they reminded the Israclites, that both in principle and in practice just and
righteous relationships mean the empowering of the powerless, even when this
means rendering the powerful less powerful.

The usable traditions from the New 'festament help to articulate a vision
that Ruether closely identifics with the historical Jesus. As Jesus criticized and
rejected the hierarchical domination of religious and social elites over the peo-
ple, so does Ruether encourage a similar criticism and rejection of ceclesiastical
structures that creale a great divide between clergy and laity (Ruether also chal-
lenges the hierarchalism of the academic world). The status quo calls for con-
stant prophctic critique.

As Jesus renounced triumphalism and, from her perspeclive, a theology of
apocalyptic revenge, so does Ructher encourage the renunciation of power over
others as well as the rejection of a theology that makes permanent enemies of
those who have been oppressors. This is onc reason why Ruether is ultimately
uncomfortable with the approach of Mary Daly, for Ruether sees Daly’s theology
as simply replacing patriarchy with matriarchy, replacing onc oppressive system
with another.

As Jesus identified with the poor and the outcast, so does Ruether encour-
age Christians today to identify with the poor and the outeast of today’s world;
she cspecially lifts up the poorest of the poor, women. In this regard, Ruether
finds Paul’s kenotic Christology a helpful model. When the powerful empty
themselves of power in service to those who are powerless, then does reconcilia-
tion and renewed community take placce.

Finally, Ruether’s use of the traditions about Mary the mother of Jesus and
about Mary Magdalene has a rather direct and pragmatic consequence. Human-
ity is mot ultimately in a hopeless situation, forever and irreversibly doomed by
sin; rather, as llustrated by Mary the mother of Jesus, we have reason to be
hopeful that the full humanity of all people can be envisioned ever anew, for
God secks the restoration of authentic human relationships. As Mary actively
and independently chose to cooperate with God’s redemption of humanity, so
Ruether suggests that people today have the same capacity and the same choice.

And as Mary Magdalene broke out of the conventional patriarchal repres-
sion that had long bound women in powerless servitude to men and male cul-
ture, so Ruether challenges women {and men) today to iconoclastically break
the status quo conventions of repression which continuc to bind people in pow-
erless servitude. Ruether also sees Mary Magdalene as one who challenged
the early church’s deformation of Jesus™ prophetic message and praxis into a
new patriarchal and hicrarchical status quo. Therefore, she is a model for de-
bunking and challenging the processes by which the dynamic and liberating
ministry of Jesus is deformed into a fossilized religion which merely sacralizes
the past rather than giving birth to new expressions of a liberating community
of equals.
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Critical Evaluation

Ruether’s approach to and use of Scripture have been criticized on several
fronts, from traditional to more radical forms of Christianity. From the more
traditional side, for example, Elizabeth Achtemeier accuses Ruether and other
feminists of uncritically accepting all lifestyles. Referring to Ruether’s book
Women-Church, Achtemeier writes: “Thus, Ruether has written liturgies brim-
ming over with acceptance—of extra-marital sex, of lesbian ‘marriage, of any
divorce or abortion, even of female narcissistic examination of their bodies and
menstrual blood. Anything is acceptable if one has no standard of judgment.” 1!
It is incorrect to say that Ruether has no standard of judgment. Ruether’s stan-
dard is simply rather different from the one Achtemeier finds appropriate. "To
put it strongly, Achtemeier’s critique comes across as a rather prudish endorse-
ment of patriarchal values that ignores the standard of judgment that Ructher
articulates (reciprocity, mutuality, full humanity).!??

Most significant, however, are the critiques that other feminists have offered
of Ruether’s work. lilisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, for example, has criticized
Ruether for taking a neo-orthodox approach to the Bible that idealizes the pro-
phetic tradition and fails to see the androcentric elements of the traditions them-
selves:

In the last analysis, reduction of the Bible to the prophetic-miessianic tradition
on the one hand and the concomitant reduction of this tradition to an abstract
dehistoricized critical key on the other hand indicates that Ructher’s hermeneu-
tical proposal is more neo-orthodox than she perceives it to be. It serves more
to rescue biblical religion from its feminist critics than to develop a feminist
historical hermencutics that could incorporate . . . [a] feminist spiritual quest
for women’s power.!??
Ructher docs refer to the prophetic tradition in a collective sense, rarely differ-
entiating the various prophetic writings from one another in terms of social and
historical location, so it is possible to see why Schiissler Fiorenza characterizes
Ruether’s appeal to the prophetic tradition as overly idealized. And yet, Ructher
regularly emphasizes the centrality of historical concreteness and recognizes that
even the prophetic traditions can perpetuate androcentric values.'*

In her own review of Schiissler Fiorenza’s In Memory of IHer, Ruether re-
sponds directly to Schiissler Fiorenza’s critique of her own work:

First of all, I do not subscribe to a timeless essence versus historical accidents
model of truth. Rather what T have tried to describe 1s a certain liberating
“dynamic” which is expressed in the prophetic messianic tradition, and also, in
secular form, in modern liberation movements, which have unacknowledged
roots in biblical faith.'?

Indeed, Ruether sees Schiissler Fiorenza’s own approach to Scripturc as being
fairly similar to her own: “|Djoes not Fiorenza have a fairly similar ‘prophetic-
liberating norm’ by which she judges what is truth and falsehood, good and bad,
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in early Christian texts, once it is clear that what we are both talking about is
not ‘timeless truth,” but community-based cxperience in historical social con-
texts?” 126

Carol Christ is also critical of Ruether’s use of the prophetic tradition as
normative. Her central critique is that “even the traditions Ructher cites as liber-
ating are themselves part of an oppressive patriarchal theology and not them-
selves adequate models for feminist theology and spirituality.” 1?7 Like Schiissler
Fiorenza, Christ argues that Ruether has idealized the prophetic-messianic tradi-
tion to the point of ignoring significantly patriarchal and destructive aspects of
the tradition. For example, whereas Ruether claims that “the Bible for the most
part, is not written from the standpoint of world power, but from the standpoint
of people who take the side of the disadvantaged,”'?® Christ is not convinced
that the evidence is so straightforward or simple. Christ points out that much of
the Bible, and even the prophetic traditions, in fact reflect “a relatively comfort-
able, urban (and it should be added misogynist) priestly class. . . . Though I
too find some of the cthical injunctions of the prophets inspiring, 1 ind them
embedded in a patriarchal ‘Yahweh alone’ theology, which I find problem-
atic.” 12 Christ finds the prophetic traditions laced with a vindictive and intoler-
ant approach to other religious traditions.

Again, although onc can understand Christ’s reading of Ruether in this
regard, in later writings (1983) Ructher does state that we must be wary of “re-
venge theology,” and she wamns about the danger of “the deformation of pro-
phetic themes into ideology.” Ruether states: “It is important to see that the
prophetic-liberating tradition is not and cannot be made into a static set of
‘ideas.” Rather it is a plumb line of truth and untruth, justice and injustice, that
has to be constantly adapted to changing social contexts and circumstances.” '*

Finally, along similar lines as Christ and Schissler Fiorenza, Rebecca
Chopp criticizes Ruether’s use of the prophetic tradition:

[Wle can see the limitation of Ruether’s methodological construction in the
prophetic-liberating tradition of biblical faith, a molding of Christian theology
into an ideology critique that successfully raises consciousness, but s, itself,
problematic due to its failure of historical accuracy and its inability to identify
alrcady existing practices of subversion and transformation. . . . Is such a thing
as the prophetic-liberating tradition not an abstract formulation of Christianity,
a formulation that prevents a thick description of Christian practices showing
the relation of power, language, institutions, and subjectivity? *!

Fssentially, then, two eriticisms stand out in these various responses to Ruether’s
usc of prophetic traditions. First, although Ructher warns against the danger of
idcology, she herself seems to construct just such an ideology with the usc of
“the prophetic principle.” Second, although throughout her work Ruether em-
phasizes the need to deal with concrete history, and not abstract themes, she
herself does not deal with the prophetic traditions in a sufficiently historical
manner. Is her own historical reconstruction overly positivist and is it sufficiently
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critical? These two problems threaten to undermine her use of the Bible at its
very heart.

I would agree that these are problems in Ruether’s use of the Bible, though
Ruether does seem to be aware of how the cutting edge of prophetic critique
can be dulled into a rather flat ideology. 1 would pose the question, however,
from another side. First, when Ruether lifts up internal prophetic critique as a
dynamic constructive model, it begs the question: who critiques the prophets?
Other prophets? The community? How does one discern which prophets speak
on behalf of God? Ruether does lay down some guidelines, namely, that authen-
tic prophetic voices speak on behalf of the poor and the oppressed and against
dominating patriarchal hierarchies. But are these sufficient? When the prophetic
message of Jeremiah conflicts with the prophetic message of Hananiah (Jer. 27—
28), to whom should we listen? In counseling to surrender to the Babylonians,
could not Jeremiah be interpreted as giving in to the powerful empire and Ha-
naniah as speaking up for the poor, oppressed vassal remnant of Judah? Does
not Jeremiah say that it is better to live even in an oppressive situation than to
protest enslavement and risk death? Or would Ruether align herself against the
biblical tradition in this instance and side with Hananiah, who counseled hope
in deliverance from the Babylonians? So who critiques the prophets? When does
prophetic critique become inverted so that it too functions as yet another expres-
sion of the status quo? Is a prophet only iconoclastic, or can a prophet also offer
words of healing? (Or is iconoclasm the first step toward healing?) Is prophetic
critique of prophetic critique ever appropriate?

Second, Ructher asserts that the prophetic-liberating tradition “can be fairly
claimed, on the basis of generally accepted Biblical scholarship, to be the cen-
tral tradition” of the Bible.!*> And we must ask, is that really the case? Is it the
case that the prophetic tradition is the most central, and even if it is, do most
biblical scholars (to whom she makes a surprising and perhaps unnecessary ap-
peal in this regard) construe the prophetic tradition as Ruether has done? And
does not Ruether’s appeal to the prophetic tradition as “the central tradition”
lend credence to the claim that she is constructing an abstract ideal out of a
recurring theme? If one is looking for a central tradition, why not choose cove-
nant (as Paul Ramsey has done)? Or why not creation and salvation (so im-
portant for Gutiérrez)? And so again, we must ask if Ruether has sufficiently
taken into account the problems of claiming the prophetic tradition as the core
biblical principle.

A third problem has to do with Ruether’s characterization of Jesus. As she
herself comments, in agreement with Schweitzer’s analysis before her, interpret-
ers tend to portray Jesus after their own image. And so we must ask, has Ruether
constructed an iconoclastic Jesus after her own iconoclastic self? Is she overly
confident about her ability to locate the historical Jesus stripped of the doctrinal
accretions that have shaped his image already in the earliest layers of the New
Testament? | imagine that if Ruether were convinced that in fact Jesus was the
wild-eyed apocalyptic preacher that Schweitzer and others claimed he was,
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Ruether would simply reject this aspect of the historical Jesus as being useless
tradition and reiterate the traditions from and about Jesus that were usable.

In conclusion, although there arc problems with Ruether’s use of Scripture,
in the end [ find her approach to the Bible both challenging and refreshing.
Ruether forces one to think through how and why the Bible is used as it is in the
church. She does try to recover from all too often fossilized texts and fossilized
interpretations of the texts a living and enlivening tradition that enables us to
hear the Word of God anew.



CONCLUSION

]t is difhcult to draw neat conclusions at the end of this study. The temptation
is to look back on the uses and construals of Scripture by the different authors
surveyed and to derive various “lessons” from their respective uses of Scripture.
I intend to resist this temptation, however, as much as possible. One of my goals
in this book has been to provide thickly descriptive analyses of how Scripture
has been used and interpreted in the theology and cthics of some of the most
prominent and influential Christian theologians of the twentieth century. I
therefore want to avoid reductionistic characterizations, and I am concerned
that deriving certain lessons from this undertaking might undercut the larger
purpose of the project.

[ am convinced that we need to pay more attention to the actual practices
of biblical interpretation as these are carried out in constructive theology and
ethics. "lo this end, | have concentrated on concrete and specific uses of discrete
biblical materials. [ certainly hope that this study contributes to a better under-
standing of the constructive work of the eight figures that have been the subject
of the study. Beyond this, however, [ hope that this study points to some of the
larger questions and issues associated with appeals to the Bible in theology and
ethics. By way of summary, I will use one focal passage (the Sermon on the
Mount) to provide a brief comparative overview of the various approaches to
Scripture presented above.

The Sermon on the Mount

One place where different ways of relating Scripture to Christian ethics can be
readily seen is in the various appropriations of the Sermon on the Mount in the
constructive theology and ethics of the eight figures examined in this book. The
Sermon on the Mount from Matthew 5—7 is arguably the most significant block
of teaching material attributed to Jesus in the Gospel traditions, especially from
the vantage of theological ethics. A comparative summary of how the different

203
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authors have made use of the Sermon on the Mount will highlight some aspects
of their biblical interpretation as a whole.!

As we saw, Reinhold Niebuhr makes extensive use of the Sermon on the
Mount in his writings. For Niebuhr, the cthic of Jesus expressed in the Sermon
on the Mount is an impossible cthical ideal of love. As he puts it in his An
Interpretation of Christian Ethics, “Christ is thus the revelation of the very im-
possible possibility which the Sermon on the Mount elaborates in cthical terms”
(p- 73)-

Two proximate “pinnacles of love” lie at the heart of the ideal love ethic
Jesus embodies in his life and articulates in the Sermon on the Mount: sacrifi-
cial love and forgiving love.? The sacrificial love of Jesus is most clearly and
ultimately scen in Jesus’s acceptance of death on the cross for others. While
Jesus’ death was for humanity as a whole, individual Christians can practice
sacrificial love only in relation to other individuals. Forgiving love involves one
individual’s bearing with the sins and shortcomings of another individual. Both
expressions of love in the life of the Christian are but approximate expressions
of the full ideal embodicd in Jesus, but these approximations are as close as
Christians can reasonably get within historical existence. Nonetheless, the cthi-
cal ideals advanced by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount are absolutely indis-
pensable for expressing individual Christian ethical responsibilities in the world
in relation to God and neighbor.

H. Richard Nicbuhr sees in the Sermon on the Mount more than simply
implications for relations between individuals or between the single belicver and
God. In his essay “Biblical Ethics” from his sourcebook of Christian ethics, he
devotes a section to the Sermon on the Mount. For Niebuhr, the Sermon re-
veals Jesus” fundamental conviction that God rules in the present, in the here
and now, not mercly that God will rule sometime in the future.

The present rule of God expressed in the Sermon on the Mount shows
three distinctive aspects of Jesus’ view of God and his consequent ethics. First,
Jesus addresses the poor directly rather than addressing the powerful and influ-
ential in the community. Jesus adopts the viewpoint of the poor and the op-
pressed themselves. Second, Jesus cnvisions one’s enemy as among those to be
counted as neighbor in the eyes of God. And third, and most important, Jesus
emphasizes the type of attitude one should have toward one’s neighbor. Here,
Niebuhr clearly has in mind the “New Law” Jesus gives in the antithescs of the
Sermon on the Mount. For H. Richard Niebuhr, then, [esus” teachings in the
Sermon on the Mount are not merely ideal but actual and practical ethics to
be embodied by the community of Christian believers as they seek to show the
presence of God’s kingdom here and now.

'The Roman Catholic moral theologian Bernard Haring also makes signifi-
cant use of the Sermon on the Mount. Of particular relevance is his 1967 essay
“The Normative Value of the Sermon on the Mount.” Hiring emphasizes the
Sermon as new normative covenant law set over against the old covenant Mo-
saic law. In this new law, Hiring sces Christ stressing the inner law written on
the heart. The specific ideals and goals of this inner law find expression in the
Sermon on the Mount.
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God’s revelation of the law to Moses on Sinai took place at a distance from
the people of Israel, but God’s revelation of the new law through Jesus took
place in close proximity to the disciples and crowds of people. For Hiring, one
of the most important aspects of the Sermon on the Mount is the way in which
it shows the closeness of Jesus to the people, in contrast to the distance of God
from the Israelites of old. The combination of Jesus’ authority and his closeness
stands out. Authorily does not come from Jesus’ lording over the disciples but
from his approaching them as a compassionate servant. (Here the Jesus of John’s
Gospel functions as an important interpretive lens for Hiring’s reading of the
Sermon on the Mount.)

‘The central message of the Sermon on the Mount is found in Matt. 5:43—
48: “Love your enemies and pray for your persecutors; only so can you be chil-
dren of your heavenly Father, who makes his sun risc on good and bad alike.

. [Y]ou must therefore be all goodness [perfect], just as your heavenly Father
is all good.”? The new covenant in Christ demonstrates the closeness and loving
compassion of God in relation to God’s people.

The Sermon preserves a set of minimal moral limits and shows a new ap-
proach to the law. But it goes far beyond this, for it points toward the complete
inner renewal and transformation of the believer as the goal of Jesus™ teachings
in the Sermon. The goal commandment of perfection is at the very heart of the
Sermon on the Mount.

Paul Ramsey’s approach to the Sermon on the Mount, seen most clearly in
his book Basic Christian Ethics, is distinguished by an overall suspicion of Mat-
thew’s Gospel. As we have seen, for Ramsey Matthew’s Gospel says more about
“the rebirth of legalisim within early Christianity than it does about Jesus” (BCE,
p. 64). Nevertheless, Ramsey makes significant use of the material in Matthew
5—7. In the process, however, he highlights the apocalyptic and eschatological
character of Jesus’ understanding of covenant righteousness and obedience.
Some of Jesus™ teachings in the Sermon on the Mount are eschatological teach-
ings stressing urgency that can be stated in noneschatological terms without
changing their essential meanings (e.g., do not be angry, do not lust, be single-
minded). General ethical principles can be discerned from those teachings of
Jesus which do not have an essentially apocalyptic eschatological character.

Some of Jesus' teachings, however, are more essentially apocalyptic and
eschatological and so cannot be translated into noneschatological terms (e.g.,
nonresisting love, unlimited forgiveness, unconditional giving to every need).
Here “the radical content of Jesus” strenuous sayings depends . . . on his apoca-
lyptic expectation” (BCL, p. 35). Since we no longer share the apocalyptic es-
chatology of Jesus, this strenuous ethic must be limited to its appropriate sphere
of relations between individuals on a one-to-one basis. In a noneschatological
setting, a vigorous cschatological ethic is neither possible nor prudential beyond
one-on-one relationships. This is reminiscent of the approach taken by Reinhold
Niebuhr.

Stanley Hauerwas presents a significant contrast and challenge to the posi-
tions of Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Ramsey. According to Hauerwas, Christians
live “between the times” and must learn to look at the world precisely from
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Jesus” eschatological perspective. The Sermon on the Mount, then, is not an
unattainable individualistic ideal possible only at God’s final consummation of
history. Rather, Jesus” Sermon on the Mount “challenges our normal assump-
tions about what is possible, but that is exactly what it is meant to do. We are
not to accept the world with its hate and resentments as a given, but to recog-
nize that we live in a new age which makes possible a new way of life.”"

In the Sermon on the Mount, God does not call people to approximate love
by settling for justice; rather, God calls people to be perfect. Such perfection is
attainable because fesus demonstrated such a life and so inaugurated God’s
kingdom, in which imitating God’s perfection disclosed in Jesus is possible for
Christians in the continued presence of God’s powerful Spirit. “I'hus the Gos-
pels portray Jesus not only offering the possibility of achicving what were hereto-
fore thought to be impossible ethical ideals. He actually proclaims and embod-
ies a way of life that God has made possible here and now.”

Gustavo Gutiérrez makes significant use of the Sermon on the Mount, but
only in light of Matt. 25:31-40, the heart of Gutiérrez’s canon within the canon.
Here, among other passages, Gutiérrez finds a locus for “God’s preferential op-
tion for the poor” As we have seen, Gutiérrez uses Matt. 25:31—46 to combat
claims that Matthew gives a “spiritualized” interpretation of poverty in the Beati-
tudes of Matthew 5. The so-called spiritual poverty of Matthew’s Beatitudes
means “to be fotally at the disposition of the Lord.”® The teachings of Jesus
“begin with thic blessing of the poor (Matt. 5); they end with the assertion that
we meet Christ himscll when we go out to the poor with concrete acts (Matt.
25). So the teaching of Jesus is framed in a context that moves from the poor to
the poor.””

James Cone makes only a handful of references to the Sermon on the
Mount in all of his writings, and when he does, he has mostly critical comments
to make about traditional uses of it in relation to African Amecricans. For exam-
ple, in his classic book A Black ‘Theology of Liberation, Cone writes:

There is no use for a God who loves white oppressors the same as oppressed
blacks. We have had oo much of white love, the love that tells blacks to turn
the other check and go the second mile. What we need is the divine love as
expressed in black power, which is the power of blacks to destroy their oppres-
sors, here and now, by any means at their disposal. (p. 70)

Inn short, the Sermon on the Mount has traditionally been used in such a way
as to poison the Bible for African Americans. Here, as we have seen, Cone
appropriates language from Malcolm X, who criticized Christianity as white and
the Christian Bible as a “poison book.”

A major contributor to this poisoning of the Bible, according to Cone, has
been the academic guild of so-called professional biblical scholars. Under the
guise of “objective scholarship,” biblical scholars have emphasized what the Bi-
ble may have meant a long time ago and have given little or no attention to the
significance of the biblical witness for constructing a liberating theology for to-
day. “The scholarly demand for this kind of ‘objectivity’” has come to mean being
uninvolved or not taking sides.”® Most white scholars have responded to black
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liberation theology with a literal appeal to the Bible and a call for African
Americans to be nonviolent and to “turn the other cheek,” which has become
simply another way of poisoning the words of Jesus in an attempt to maintain
white privilege. For these reasons, Cone makes liltle constructive use of the
Scrmon on the Mount because it has such a long history of being spiritualized
in support of an accommodationist approach where African Americans make
all the sacrifices that it has ceased to have a liberating function for African
Americans in relation to white oppression. Therefore, it has lost much of its
authority.

Finally, Rosemary Radford Ruether makes virtually no use of the Sermon
on the Mount.” In the context of discussing “Mariology as symbolic ecclesiol-
ogy” in Sexism and God-Talk, Ructher does refer favorably to Luke’s version of
the Beatitudes (6:20-25) in contrast to Matthew’s: “Luke does not minimize the
socioeconomic dimension of redemption, as does Matthew with his spiritualiza-
tion of the Beatitudes; in fact he emphasizes it by adding the negative judg-
mental side of God’s redemption as judgiment on the rich” (p. 156). Thus, ar-
gues Ruether, “social iconoclasm plays a key role in Luke’s understanding of
God’s redemptive work” (p. 156). Here, Ruether discounts Matthew’s version of
the Beatitudes as overly spiritualized and hence minimizing the socioeconomic
impact of God’s redemption.

Perhaps another reason for Ruether’s relative disinterest in the Sermon on
the Mount is becausc there is little in it that resonates directly with feminist
experience, either positively or negatively. It may also be that Ruether is uncom-
fortable with lifting up meckness, mourning, and poverty of spirit as dispositions
that fit well with a critical feminist awareness and suspicion of patriarchy, which
has all too often coecrced women into positions of meekness, mourning, and
poverty (spiritual and otherwise). Thus, Ruether sces in Luke’s version of the
Beatitudes the liberating and iconoclastic Word of God, while in Matthew’s
Beatitudes, it appears that she sees, contrary to Gutiérrez, only spiritualization
and domestication of the radical transforming Word of God.

In surveying these various approaches to the Sermon on the Mount, we
find threc general interpretations. Iirst, in the writings of Reinhold Niebuhr,
Paul Ramsey, and Bernard Hiring, we encounter an understanding of the Ser-
mon in ideal terms. Jesus does not really offer here a prudential ethic. Rather,
he offers an ideal or goal toward which Christians can and should strive, but an
ideal that is not attainable in concrete human existence. Still, the goal is neces-
sary for providing an orientation for Christian bchavior in the world. This ap-
proach is the most traditional and conservative interpretation of the Sermon on
the Mount.

Second, in the writings of H. Richard Niebuhr, Stanley Haucrwas, and
Gustavo Guti¢rrez, we fd an understanding of the Sermon as presenting a
practical, prudential, and realizable —if radical —ethic for Christian existence in
the world. Jesus lived out this radical ethic of love, cspecially love of enemy,
and so provides not just an ideal but an example for Christians in real life.
Particularly noteworthy is Gutiérrez’s linkage between Matthew 5 and Matthew
25 and his consequent emphasis on God’s preferential option for the poor.!’
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Third, in the writings of James Cone and Rosemary Ruether we find in
many ways a cautionary warning about too quickly embracing the Sermon on
the Mount. African Americans and women have long experienced oppression at
the hands of white men, and so they should be suspicious of exhortations from
traditional oppressors to turn the other check or to trust in some heavenly re-
ward for a humble and servile life here and now. Cone and Ruether see a much
more iconoclastic gospel (to use Ruether’s term) that sharply calls into question
any attempt to undercut God’s empowerment of oppressed peoples with an ap-
peal to the traditional gospel of the status quo.

Patterns

An overview of hiterpretations of the Sermon on the Mount highlights some of
the differences between the various authors surveyed. Amid the differences, are
there also patterns that emerge from the disparate uses of Scripture that we have
encountered? I would highlight a few patterns that are not terribly surprising
but are worth noting nonetheless. First, it is apparent that the professional and
academic social contexts out of which people come significantly affect their
approach to the Bible. This can be seen, for cxample, in Reinhold Niebuhr’s
essentially liberal Protestant interpretation of the Bible; in Bernard Hiring’s in-
tentional move away from negative moral prohibition so dominant in pre-Vati-
can II moral theology to a more positive appreciation of the goal command-
ments of Jesus; in Paul Ramsey’s adoption of covenant theology, so much in
vogue in the 1950s, as the centerpiece of his biblical interpretation; and in Rosc-
mary Ructher’s strong skepticism regarding the biblical material inculcated by
historical-critical readings of the Bible. I have not encountered much significant
change in approach to the Bible over time in the respective writings of the
various authors examined (and this despite customary references, c.g., to the
“early” Niebuhr or to the “later” Ramsey).

Sccond, and perhaps | am especially aware of this as a biblical scholar, the
appeals to the Bible by theologians and ethicists show relatively little interaction
with the professional guild of biblical scholarship, though there are significant
exceptions to this generalization. 'The separation between biblical studies and
theology/ethics has, of course, long been a problem in theological education
and theological discourse in general. The lack of critical integration between
biblical scholarship and theology/ethics has resulted in the sceming irrelevance
of much academic (and antiquarian) biblical scholarship, on the one hand, and
in the seeming groundlessness of many appropriations of the Bible for theology
and ethics, on the other hand. (In the writings of many theologians and cthicists,
one not infrequently finds little to no awarencss of or attention to the concrete
historical and social contexts out of which the biblical documents arose.)

My own conviction is that paying more attention to the ethics of interpreta-
tion, from the perspectives of both theological ethicists and biblical scholars,
will serve as an integrating force between biblical scholarship and theological
cthics.!! Critical reflection and consciousness of the constituency one is ad-
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dressing and serving are of paramount importance in the ethics of biblical inter-
pretation. This perspective is certainly not new, but it is crucial to restate it.

In the closing comments of her presidential address to the Society of Bibli-
cal Literature, the main academic guild of biblical scholars in North America,
Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza advocated the following:

In short, if the Society [of Biblical Literature] were to engage in a disciplined
reflection on the public dimensions and ethical unplications of our scholarly
work, it would constitute a responsible scholarly citizenship that could be a
significant participant in the global discourse seeking justice and well-being for
all. The implications of such a repositioning of the task and aim of biblical
scholarship would be far-reaching and invigorating.'?

The ethics of reading and interpreting must be taken into account in the process
of interpreting and appropriating the Bible anew, by biblical scholars and theo-
logians alike. Indeed, in addition to the renewed public role of biblical interpre-
tation to which Schiissler Fiorenza calls attention, I would also stress the need
for a renewed awareness of the ecclesiastical dimensions and implications of
biblical interpretation. Theologians and ethicists are perhaps more practiced in
their discourse at identifying the communities they seek to shape. Biblical schol-
ars need to be much more self-conscious and forthright about the significance
of their work for constructive theological ethics.!® Of course, there is a signifi-
cant role for descriptive work here as well, as [ hope this book demonstrates.

Third, the issue of unity and diversity in the biblical materials is one that
finds too little constructive attention in the writings of the various authors exam-
ined. Although most of the authors are perfectly aware of the great diversity
represented in the biblical writings (reflected, e.g., in the various typologies de-
veloped in H. Richard Niebuhr's Christ and Culture) and have made some
observations about the rich variety of theological visions in Scripture, they tend
to stress the unity of the biblical witness notwithstanding. Perhaps this should
be expected from theologians who are, after all, attempting to build holistic
constructive visions of Christian faith and practice. Nevertheless, perhaps it is
the role of biblical scholars to cry out, “Not so fast!” in calling attention once
again to the great diversity (sometimes contradictory diversity) of theological and
ethical visions articulated by the different biblical writers.!* The ethics of bibli-
cal interpretation, in my view, means being honest about which biblical visions
one chooses and why these are seen as being the most appropriate ones to
emphasize. The liberation theologians have, from my perspective, done a better
job of this than most.

Appeals are often made to the need to use the whole of Scripture in arriving
at the most appropriate theological and ethical formulations for Christian faith
and practice. While it is important to be aware of the whole of Scripture in this
regard, more attention needs to be given to the articulation of criteria for author-
izing one set of canonical contours as opposed to another. The relation of unily
and diversity is certainly not something that can be “solved,” however, for the
very character of the question propels a continual conversation between rival
understandings of the gospel (and the Gospels) in changing times and places.
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Thus, the issuc of unity and diversity for Scripture and ethics in our day is in
principle no different than it was for the authors of our Scriptures in their day.
What has God shown in thesc writings? What does it mean to interpret them
faithfully? How and why do we make the interpretive decisions that we do?

Conversing with Scripture

There is a hermeneutical circle in approaching the Bible for constructive theol-
ogy and ethics. We come to these foundational Scriptures out of specific con-
texts, particular theological traditions, particular personal and communal experi-
ences, all of which profoundly shape which biblical texts we choose to read,
which texts we listen to, how we read and hear, what we discern when we read,
the implications for faith and practice that we derive from our interpretations.
In turn, to larger and lesser degrees, we find our worlds atfected and shaped by
the very Scriptures we scck to understand. 'I'he faith expressions of the various
formative communities that wrote and rewrote the biblical materials help us to
interpret our lives and our faith commitments in the contexts of the communi-
tics to which we belong,

We read and interpret the biblical writings because these writings have fash-
ioned the various traditional appropriations of Christian faith in which we stand
and move. In tum, we further shape and mold the interpretive tradition based
on our understandings and experiences of what it means to be faithful. As Chris-
tians, we believe that God is at work in this process, prodding and leading and
pulling us along, even if we are not in agrecment with one another about the
directions in which God is calling us.

Each of the authors examined in this book has a powerful vision of what it
is that God has done and is doing in our midst. Facl has brought to Scripture
commitments forged through years of active reflection and Churistian practice.
[lach has articulated a coherent and constructive holistic vision of what it means
to be a Christian in the world and to live faithfully with one another before
God. lhach has actively worked Scripture into the soil that nurtures his or her
understanding of a living faith. Despite the family resemblance of these expres-
sions, we have seen significant differences among these influential theologians.

[n reading and in writing about these authors, | have often found myself
both resonating with and rcacting against their respective understandings of
Christian life, especially as they have appealed to the foundational Scriptures of
the church in the process. As | indicated in the Introduction, I also, of course,
come to these authors and their interpretations of the Bible out of my own
specific set of contexts. Still, [ hope that this book has portrayed fairly and accu-
rately the various approaches to and uses of the Bible adopted by these eight
authors. I hope that these portraits of uses of the Bible in the twentieth century
will stimulate further engaged and vigorous conversation about what it means to
interpret faithfully the Christian Scriptures for Christian life and community in
the present and as we move Into the twenty-first century.
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1974), P- 4

9. See the original preface to volume 2 of Niebuht's The Nature and Destiny of
Man (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), p. v.

10. As Rasmussen notes, “Nicbulir was at his very best in his ability to render a
theological interpretation of events as a basis for common action for a wide audiencc.
But precisely because of the audience’s diverse beliefs, Niebuhr often cast his casc in
ways which left his Christian presuppositions and convictions unspoken” (Reinhold Nie-
buhr, p. 3).

1. R. Niebuhr, “The Conflict Between Nations and Nations and Between Nations
and God,” in Love and Justice: Selections from the Shorter Writings of Reinhold Niebuhr,
ed. . B. Robertson (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1976), pp. 161-02.

12. This essay can be found in How My Mind Has Changed, ed. H. [i. Fey (New
York: Meridian Books, 1961), pp. 116-32 (quotation from p. 117). In the same essay he also
defines what he sces as some of the enduring values of the liberal tradition: “frecdom to
subject all historical and dogmatic statements to rigorous inquiry, and the spirit of tolera-
tion in dealing with onc’s opponents” (p. 117). See also Niebuhr's “Intellectual Autobiog-
raphy,” where he states: “My early writings were all characterized by a critical attitude
toward the ‘liberal” world view, whether expressed in secular or in Christian terms. . . . [
note to my embarrassment that my eriticisms could not have been very thoroughgoing
because they revealed so many vestigial remnants of the culture which I ostensibly criti-
cized” (Kegley and Bretall, eds., Reinhold Niebuhr, pp. 7-8). On Niebuhr’s indebtedness
to the liberal tradition, as well as his criticism of it, scc Rasmussen, ed., Reinhold Nie-
buhr, pp. 21-26.

13. Nicbuhr makes constant reference to “prophetic religion” throughout his writ-
ings. Sec, ¢.g., Nature and Destiny of Man, 1:137—42, 21410, 223-27; 2:18~20, 23-34, 38~
53; An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (1935; reprint, New York: Crossroad and Seabury
Press, 1979), pp. 18, 19, 22, 44, 61, 62, 69, 94, 146 (page citations are to the reprint edition).

14. R. Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:25.

15. R. Nicbuhr, Interpretation of Christian Ethics, p. 63.

16. See, e.g., Niebuhr's discussion of “prophetic messianism” in Nature and Destiny
of Man, 2:23—24.

17. See, e.g., Niebuhr's cssays collected in Faith and Politics; ed. Stonc.

18. R Niebuhr, Interpretation of Christian Fithics, p. 22. As Larry Rasmussen has
observed, “For Niebuhr Jesus embodied and revealed a spiritual and moral ideal of an
absolute and transcendent nature, the very nature of God and God’s love” (Reinhold
Niebuhr, p. 21).

19. See, e.g.,, R Niebuhr’s scrmon “We Sec Through a Glass Darkly” (Justice and
Merey, pp. 35-37), where he devclops his interpretation of these two kinds of love, as
well as his “Love and Law in Protestantism and Catholicism” (in The Essential Reinhold
Niebuhr, ed. R. M. Brown [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986}, pp. 142-59). In this
latter article Niebuhr again presents love as universal and love as standing in the placce
of the other. In Nature and Destiny of Man, Niebuhr also discusses love, mostly in the
sccond volume, where he considers love as mutual, sacrificial, and suffering. In addition,
sec the final essay in Interpretation of Christian Ethics, which is entitled “Love as Forgive-
ness.”

20. The classic articulation of this position is Niebuhr's essay “The Relevance of an
Impossible Fthical Ideal,” from Interpretation of Christian Ethics (pp. 62-83). He begins
the essay by conflating his two constructs of prophetic religion and the love ethic of Jesus
into a single term, “Prophetic Christianity.” On Niebuhr's notion of love, sec also the
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introductory commments of R. M. Brown, who states that for Niebuhr, “love is the ultimate
norm for all human activity, hovering over every situation as a possibility of achievement,
and yet impossible in the sense that it can never be fully achieved in any human situa-
tion. Rather than destroying the relevance of love, siich a recognition cstablishes it cven
more fully, for love always remains both as a judgment on the adequacy of every partial
achievernent and as a challenge toward fuller approximation in the future” (The Essential
Reinhold Niebuhr, pp. xvi-xvii). Sec also McCann, who puts it well: “I'he ethic of Jesus
is possible insofar as we are free to aspire to il; it is impossible insofar as our finiteness
precludes its perfect realization” (“Hermeneutics and Fthics,” p. 42).

21. Sce David Kelsey’s discussion of the biblical concept approach to Scripture in
The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975). Kelsey notes
that “biblical concept theology” secks to lay out “the distinctively biblical concepts of
onc thing and another. These concepts then serve as the basis for proposals about how
Christians should think today” (pp. 24-25). Kelsey characterizes the approaches of H.-W.
Bartsch, O. Cullinann, and G. Is. Wright under the category of “biblical concept theol-
ogy.” T would largely place Reinhold Niebuhr’s use of the Bible in this category as well,
although he also fits in no small measure under the “symbolic” approach, for which
Kelsey uses Tillich as a main representative (pp. 131 ff.). 'Tillich was Niebuhr’s colleague
at Union Theological Seminary for several years, and Niebuhr regularly notes his indebt-
edness to discussions with Tillich.

22. 'lo an extent, Niebuhr's notions of prophetic religion and the love ethic of Jesus
can also be seen as biblical concepts. But these two notions were much more highly
abstracted and generalized in Niebuhr's thought, and they provided a macrostructure for
his thought to a degree that was not true of other “biblical concepts” that he sought and
cmployed.

23. See, e.g., the indexes to Niebuhr's Nature and Destiny of Man, vols. 1 and 2, for
references.

24. 11 A Burtl, “Some Questions About Nicbuhr’s Theology,” in Reinhold Niebuhr,
ed. Kegley and Bretall, p. 358.

25. R. Niebuhr, “Reply to Interpretation and Criticisin,” in Reinhold Niebuhr, ed.
Kegley and Bretall, p. 449.

26. See Rasmussen’s comments in Reinhold Niebuhr, pp. 21-22.

27. It is striking that Nicbuhr almost never begins by citing a biblical text followed
by an excgetical analysis of it. Indeed, only very rarely docs one find any real cxegesis of
biblical texts, with close attention given to literary form and context as well as to histori-
cal and social contexts.

28. R. Niebuhr, Justice and Mercy, p. 7. Niebuhr's illustrative use of Scripture also,
of course, permeated his preaching. See the analysis of P. Scherer, “Reinhold Niebuhr—
Preacher,” in Reinhold Niebuhr, ed. Kegley and Bretall, pp. 311—32, esp. pp. 327-28.

29. R. Niebuhr, Justice and Mercy, p. 7.

30. R. Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:89.

31. Ibid., p. 106.

32. Ibid,, p. 230.

33. Ibid,, p. 254.

34. 1bid., p. 305. Reference to this citation from 1 Cor. 1:28 is not included in the
Scripture index at the end of the volume.

35. R. Niebuhr, Children of Light and Children of Darkness (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1944), pp. 81, 84. See also, e.g., ibid., pp. 151, 169-70; R. Niebuhr, Inter-
pretation of Christian Vithics, pp. 71, 133. It must be noted that in appropriating thesc
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biblical “confessions,” Niebuhr rarely cites any reference for the biblical phrases used,
nor does he seem to be aware of or particularly care about a phrase’s original context.

36. R. Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:271.

37. R. Nicbuhr, Justice and Mercy, pp. 134-35.

38. R. Niebuhr, Interpretation of Christian Lithics, p. 37.

39. R. Niebhur, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:152 (emphasis mine}. See also vol. 2,
p- 202, where he refers to the “historical relativitics which are enshrined in a sacred
canon.”

40. R. Niebuhr, Interpretation of Christian Fithics, p. 37.

41. Ibid. Elsewhere, Niebuhr criticizes liberal Christianity for erroneously reducing
scriptural revelation to the “history of man’s quest for God or the record of man’s increas-
ingly adequate definitions of the person of God” (Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:136).

42. R. Nicbuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:152.

43. R. Niebuhr, Interpretation of Christian Lthics, p. 94. Against Rom. 13, Niebuhr
cites Luke 22:25, stating: “If it [Rom. 13] is compared with the words of Jesus, “The kings
of the Centiles excrcise lordship over them; and they that exercise authority upon them
are called benefactors. But ye shall not be so; but he that is greatest among you, let him
be as the younger; and he that is chief as he that doth serve, one may observe a signifi-
cant difference between the eritical attitude of a prophetic religion toward the perils of
power and the uncritical acceptance of the virtues of social power in a less prophetic
type of religious thought” (p. 94).

44. R Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:270 n. 1.

45. Ibid.

46. As Niebuhr puts it: “The fact that it [Rom. 13] became a vchicle for a too
uncritical devotion to government by its indiscriminate application in subsequent centu-
ries illustrates one of the perils of Biblicism. Biblical observations upon life are made in
a living relation to living history. When they are falsely given an eminence which ob-
scures this relation, they can become the source of error and confusion” (ibid.).

47. R Nicbuhr, “An Answer to Karl Barth,” in Essays in Applied Christianity: The
Church and the New World, ed. D. B. Robertson (New York: Meridian Books, 1959), p.
179.

48. Ibid.

49. Sce ibid. Niebuhr also quips regarding the status of women that Barth seems at
times “to deny the women in the name of St. Paul what he granted them in the name
of Moses” (ibid., p. 181).

so. 1bid., p. 181.

s1. R. Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, z:152 (emphasis mine).

52. As D. P. McCann has observed, Niebuhr’s “theoretical reflections consist in a
few occasional essays and a number of tantalizing aphorisms” (“Hermeneutics and Eth-
ics, p. 30). McCann argues that Niebuhr's hermencutics employed “the mythical
method,” using a passing phrase from Niebuhr’s Interpretation of Christian Ethics, p. 51.

53. Sce Tillich’s Systematic Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951),
1:177. Niebuhr reveals much of his indebtedness to Tillich as well as his differences with
Tillich in his essay “Biblical Thought and Ontological Speculation in Tillich’s Theol-
ogy, in The Theology of Paul Tillich, ed. Kegley and Bretall (New York: Macmillan,
1952), pp. 216-27.

54. R. Niebuhr, Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:28¢.

ss. Ibid,, p. 290.

56. Ibid., p. 296.
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57. Ibid., p. s0.

58. Ibid., p. 289.

59. Ibid., pp. 50, 289.

0o. Ibid., p. 136.

61. Ibid., pp. 50, 289.

62. Ibid., p. 94.

63. Ibid,, p. 47.

64. R. Nicbuhr, The Irony of American History (New York: Charles Seribner’s Sons,
1952), p. 162.

65. R. Nicbuhr, “As Deccivers, Yet True,” in Beyond Tragedy: Issays on the Chris-
tian Interpretation of History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1947), pp. 3-24. Nic-
buhr apparently relied on the King James Version of 2 Cor. 6:8.

66. Thid,, p. 3. Niebuhr also claims that “the relation of time and eternity cannot be
expressed in simple rational terms. [t can be expressed only in symbolic terms” (ibid., p.

4).

67. Ibid,, p. g.

68. R. Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:136.

6g. John Bennett, “Reinhold Niebuhr’s Contribution to Christian Social Ethics,” in
Reinhold Niebuhr, ed. Landon, p. 61. In the discussion following the presentation of
Bennett’s paper on Niebuhr, Wilhelm Pauck commented: “Niebuhr speaks as a Chris-
tan, a very pragmatic Christian, and as a Protestant. But what his relation to the institu-
tions of Protestantism, the ccclesiastical structure and the ecclesiastical procedures, is
doesn’t become plain, although he attacks . . . ceclesiastical monopolists and all the
pretensions of churchmen and priests, and is always out for the hypocrites of all sorts.
But what his own sensc of the church is is barely intimated, or am I wrong there?”
Bennett responded: “1 think that’s right” (p. 81).

70. Cartwright, “Practices, Politics, and Performance,” p. 40.

71. R. Niebuhr, Interpretation of Christian Inthics, p. 23.

72. 1bid,, p. 24.

73. Ibid., p. 28.

74. Ibid., p. 32.

75. R. Niebuhr, “The Problemn of a Protestant Social ithic,” Union Seminary Quar-
terly Review 15 (1959): 11

76. Robertson, ed., Love and Justice, p. 104.

77. R. M. Brown, ed., The Essential Reinhold Niebuhr, p. 228.

78. R. Niebuhr, “Literalism, Individualism, and Billy Graham,” in Essays in Applied
Christianity, cd. Robertson, p. 125 {from a subscction entitled “Barth’s Attitude Toward
Scripture,” pp. 125-26). Niebuhr goes on to complain against Barth that “we arc in danger
of sacrificing one of the great achievements of ‘liberal’ theology—namely, the absolute
honesty with which it encouraged the church to examine the Scriptural foundations of
its faith. . . . this honesty . . . was not only an act of loyalty to the whole enterprise of
modern culture; it was also a method of purifying the Christian faith” (pp. 125-26).

79. R. Nicbuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man, 2:202.

8o. Robertson, ed., Love and Justice, p. 164.

81. The determination of the criteria involved in Nicbuhr’s concept of best judg-
ment applics to the use not only of nonbiblical sources in Christian ethics but of biblical
material as well.

82. As Nichuhr puts it in Nature and Destiny of Man: “It is nccessary therefore to
apply the Biblical doctrine to the facts of experience in order to establish its relevance”
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{vol. 2, p. 107); and again, “our concern is . . . with the relevance of the Biblical doctrine
of grace to the experiences of life. Does experience validate this . . . conception?” (2:119).

83. This criticism is also voiced by A. J. Bumnstein, “Niebuhr, Scripture, and Norma-
tive fudaism,” in Reinhold Niebuhr, ed. Kegley and Bretall, pp. 411-28; see esp. pp. 416-
18.

84. H. N. Wieman, “A Religious Naturalist Looks at Reinhold Niebuhr,” in Rein-
hold Niebuhr, ed. Kegley and Bretall, p. 339; sce also pp. 34042

8s. See, e.g., Emil Brunner’s criticism of Niebuhr, where Brunner notes that “it
would be difficult to determine just what Reinhold Niebuhr means by his equally crucial
concept of the Biblical ‘eschatological symbol”™ (“Some Remarks on Reinhold Niebuhr's
Work as a ChristianThinker,” in Reinhold Niebuhr, ed. Kegley and Bretall, p. 31).

Chapter Three

1. See, c.g., R Thiemann, ed., The Legacy of H. Richard Niebuhr (Minncapolis:
Fortress Press, 19q1); C. Scriven, The Transformation of Culture: Christian Social Fithics
After H. Richard Niebuhr (Scottsdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1988); J. Dicfenthaler, H. Richard
Niehbuhr: A Lifetime of Reflections on the Church and the World (Macon, Ga.: Mercer
University Press, 1980); D. C. Grant, God the Center of Value: Value Theory in the Theol-
ogy of H. Richard Niebuhr (Fort Worth: Christian University Press, 1984); ]. Irish, 'The
Religous Thought of H. Richard Niebuhr (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1983); D. Ottati,
Meaning and Method in H. Richard Niebuhr’s Theology (Washington, D.C.: University
Press of America, 1982); L. Kliever, H. Richard Niebuhr (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1977);
D. E. Fadner, The Responsible God: A Study of the Christian Philosophy of H. Richard
Niebuhr (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1975); J. W. Fowler, To See the Kingdom: 'The
"Theological Vision of H. Richard Niebuhr (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974); J. Codsey,
The Promise of H. Richard Niebuhr (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1g70); L. Hocdemaker, The
Theology of H. Richard Niebuhr {Philadclphia: Pilgrim Press, 1970); and P. Ramsey, cd.,
Vaith and Ethics: The Theology of H. Richard Niebuhr (New York: Harper & Row, 1957).

2. See, e.g., 1. R. Niebuhr, “Reformation: Continuing Imperative,” Christian Cen-
tury 77 (1960): 248-51.

3. In examining Niebuhr's approaches to Scripture 1 have relied primarily upon six
of his eight books and on one essay. The books are Christ and Culture (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1951); The Meaning of Revelation (New York: Macmillan, 1941); The
Purpose of the Church and lts Ministry: Reflections on the Aims of Theological Education,
in collaboration with D. D. Williams and ]. M. Gustafson (New York: Harper & Row,
1956); Radical Monotheism and Western Culture (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1960);
'The Responsible Self: An Fssay in Christian Moral Philosophy (New York: Harper & Row,
1963); and the posthumous publication edited by his son R. Richard Nicbuhr, Faith on
Earth: An Inquiry into the Structure of Human Faith (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1989). 1 have also used his sociohistorical studies, The Social Sources of Denominational-
ism (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1929; reprint, 1957) and The Kingdom of God
in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1937), though reflections on or use of the Bible
in constructive theological cthics plays relatively little role in either study. The one essay
of which I have made significant use is Niebuhr’s “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,” the
first chapter of the sourccbook he edited with Waldo Beach, Christian Fthics: Sources of
the Living Tradition, 2d cd. (New York: Ronald Press, 1973) (1st cd., 1955). Of the fifteen
chapters in the 1955 edition of the book, H. R. Niebuhr wrote only four: chap. 1 {on
biblical ethics), chap. 8 and ¢ (on Luther and Calvin, respectively), and chap. 13 (on
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Jonathan Edwards). Only the chapter on biblical cthics does not contain a section of
primary sources, presumably because Nicbuhr felt it unnecessary to reprint the biblical
materials. (On p. 13, n. 4, Nicbuhr encourages the reader to read Exod. 20:22-23:33,
Amos, the Sermon on the Mount, and Paul’s letter to the Romans.) 1 have, of course,
made use of many other articles and essays Niebuhr wrote, but those listed here were
the most important primary sources for my examination of his uses of Scripture.

4. Eden Theological Seminary was his alina mater, from which he had graduated
in 1915, and was part of the German Evangelical Synod of North America, to which he
belonged. For the influence of the Fvangclical Synod on Nicbuhr, see esp. Diefenthaler,
H. Richard Niebuhr, pp. 1-25.

5. H. R. Niebuhr and D. D. Williams, eds., The Ministry in Historical Perspectives
{(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1956); 11. R, Nicbuhr, D. D. Williams, and J. M. Gustaf-
son, The Advancement of Theological Fducation (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1957).

6. I have found only two other cxaminations of Nicbuhr’s uses of Scripture: a see-
tion in W. C. Spohn’s popular book What Are They Saying About Scripture and Ethics?
(New York and Ramsay: Paulist Press, 1984), pp. 71-84; and the doctoral dissertation by
B. T. Jordan, “The Use of Scripture in the Fthics of H. Richard Niebuhr” (Ph.D. diss,,
Emory University, 1974). Jordan approaches Niebuhr from the perspective of methodol-
ogy in cthics. Though I have found his work of some help, | must confess some surprise
upon realizing that Jordan does not deal with any of Nicbuhr's concrete interpretations
of biblical texts. Finally, sce also E. L. Long’s “I'he Relational Motif and the Bible,” in
his A Survey of Christian Ethies (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 117-28.

7. H. R. Niebuhr, Iuith on Earth, p. 21 n. 22.

8. Scc, e.g., H. R. Nicbuhr’s citations of Job and Isaiah in his Radical Monotheism
and Western Culture, p. 51, the Psalms and Job on p. 124; Job in Christ and Culture, pp.
154, 199 (Gospel of John); the last chapter of Genesis in Responsible Self, p. 169, “Paul”
(Gal. 2:20) on p. 156; Jesus” words on the cross (from Luke) in Meaning of Revelation, p.
89, and the Gospel of John on p. 1s.

9. If we take a simple (and simplistic) look at Niebuhr’s references to Scripture, the
following information stands out. By my calcualtions, Niebuhr refers to the Bible 375
times in the cight books and one essay surveyed. Of these references, 146 are to Old
Testament texts and 229 are to New Testament texts. The totals are somewhat deceptive,
however, because 171 of the 375 references (some citations, some not) come from Nic-
buhr’s thirty-five-page essay “Introduction to Biblical Ethics” (110 of the 146 Old Testa-
ment references and 61 of the 229 New Testament references).

li.g., out of 34 references to Amos, all but 2 come from Niebuhr’s “Introduction to
Biblical Kthics.” Similarly, out of 31 references to Exodus, only 5 do not come from this
essay. The story is somewhat different with the New Testament. Of the 47 references to
Matthew, 21 come from this essay. Only 3 of the 47 references to John are from the essay,
while 18 of the 31 references to Romans are found in it. Excluding this essay, then,
Nicbuhr refers to the Old Testament 36 times and to the New Testament 168 times in
his eight books.

10. In H. R. Niebuhr’s Radical Monotheism and Western Culture, there are fourteen
references to lixodus, Deuteronomy, Job, Psalms, and Isaiah, emphasizing, not surpris-
ingly, radical monotheism and the sovereignty of God.

1. H. R. Nicbuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry, p. 102. Sce also
Niebuhr’s reference to Old Testament texts as fundamental witnesses to God and God’s
relationship to humanity in Meaning of Revelation, pp. 42-44 (in relation to God’s revela-
tion to Moses in the burning bush story in Fxod. 3).
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12. Responsible Self, pp. 16g-70.

13. Ibid,, p. 170.

14. Ibid., p. 66.

15. Ibid., pp. 120-30.

16. Niebuhr is also critical of the general movement of Jewish faith from the time
of Second Isaiah to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah. Indeed, he seems to see this move-
ment as a general decline of faith away from radical monotheism to henotheism. In
Radical Monotheism and Western Culfture, Niebuhr states: “Evolutionary theory saw in
the development of Israclite religion only upward movement from henotheism to mono-
theism; but the movement from Second Isaiah to Ezra and Nehemiah seems to run in
the opposite direction” (p. 57).

17. H. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,” pp. 31-36.

18. See, e.g., H. R. Niebuhr, Responsible Self, pp. 14, 60, 63, 66

19. H. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,” p. 22.

20. H. R. Niebuhr, “The Social Gospel and the Mind of Jesus,” ed. D. Yeager,
Journal of Religious Ethics 16 (1988): p. 120. This previously unpublished essay was origi-
nally a paper read before the American Theological Society, New York, in 1933.

21. . M. Gustafson, introduction to Responsible Self, pp. 6-41; esp. pp. 19-25.

22. Reflecting on the virtues of Jesus in Christ and Culture, Niebuhr writes rather
strongly against liberal construals of Jesus” “love ethic”: “The virtue of Christ which
religious liberalism has magnified beyond all others is love. . . . Yet when we examine

168.

»

the New Testament and study its portraits of Jesus we become dubious of the descriptive
value of such phrases as 'the absolutism and perfectionism of Jesus” love ethic” [with
reference to Reinhold Niebuhr's 1935 An Interpretation of Christian Lithics, p. 39]. . . .
Jesus nowhere commands love for its own sake, and nowhere exhibits that complete
dominance of the kindly over the aggressive sentiments and emotions which seems indi-
cated by the idea that in him and for him love ‘must completely fill the soul” . .. The
virtue of love in Jesus’ character and demand is the virtue of the love of God and of the
neighbor in God, not the virtue of the love of love” (pp. 15-16). Similarly, H. Richard
Niebuhr is critical of Reinhold Niebuhr's liberal portrait of Jesus in Moral Man and
Immoral Society (1932). See H. R. Niebuhr's “The Social Gospel and the Mind of Jesus,”
pp- 118-19.

23. H. R. Niebuhr, Purpose of the Church, 43.

24. See esp. H. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, pp. 44-66. Sce also L. A
Hoedemaker, “Revelation and the Duality of Internal and External History,” in Theology
of H. Richard Niebuhr, pp. 98-105 and H. Frei, “The Theology of H. Richard Niebuhr,”
in Faith and FEthics: The Theology of H. Richard Niebuhr, ed. P. Ramsey (New York:
Harper & Row, 1957), pp. 89-91.

25. H. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 48.

26. See ibid., pp. 61~6s. It is also important for Niebuhr to stress that persons do
not have singular internal histories, “because their faiths are various and the events of
life cannot be related to one continuing and abiding good” (p. 57).

27. Ibid., pp. 53-54. Similarly, Nicbuhr writes: “We cannot point to Scriptures saying
that what we mean can be known if men will but read what is there written. We must
read the law with the mind of the prophets and the prophets with the eyes of Jesus; we
must immerse ourselves with Paul in the story of the crucifixion, and read Paul with the
aid of the spirit in the church if we would find revelation in the Scriptures. A history
that was recorded forward, as it were, must be read backward through our history if it is
to be understood as revelation” (p. 37).
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28. T1. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Fthics,” pp. 11-13. See also Kingdom of
God in America, where Niebuhr states: “[1D]

espite all its diversity the Bible has a certain
unity—that not only of the Hebraic but also of the prophetic outlook on life. If its diver-
sity fostered freedom, its unity gave direction to that freedom” (p. 203 1. 24).

29. 11. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, pp. 65-66.

30. H. R Nicbuhr, Scc Responsible Self, p. 16g.

31. H. R. Nichbuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Fthics,” p. 22.

32. 1bid,, p. 20.

33. 1bid,, p. 33.

34. See H. R. Nicbuhr, Responsible Self, pp. 166-67; H. R. Nicbuhr, “Introduction
to Biblical Kthics,” p. 34.

35. H. R. Niebuhr, “Iutroduction to Biblical Fthics,” p. 35. In his essay “The Social
Gospel and the Mind of Jesus,” Niebuhr also states: “There was a social gospel in the
mind of this Jesus [in the synoptic Gospels]” (p. 125).

30. . R. Nicbuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 38.

37. H. R. Nicbuhr, Faith on Earth, p. 87.

38. Ibid., p. 93. Sec also pp. 91, 94.

39. See 1. R. Nichbuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 2g; for other allusions in Niebuhr
to the Christ hymn in Phil. 2:5-11, see Christ and Culture, pp. 23 n. 27, 26; and Radical
Monotheism and Western Culture, p. 59.

40. H. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,” p. 42. Similarly, Niebuhr
writes: “What Paul emphasizes is not . . . the fact that because God is the Creator of all
men thereforc all arc brothers but rather that since Christ dicd and rose again for all
men he has made all of them neighbors both by showing their common sinfulness and
by calling all to newness of life” (p. 43).

41. H. R Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 63.

42. H. R. Nicbuhr, Purpose of the Church, p. 87.

43. 1t R. Nicbuhr, Faith on Earth, p. 114.

44. Tbid,, p. 7.

45. M. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,” p. 10.

46. H. R. Niebuhr, Purpose of the Church, p. n9.

47. “In this communication between the Biblical and the modern communities the
movement is not all one way; it is not simply the Bible that speaks to the theological
student; hie also speaks to the men of the Bible. Nothing is more evident from the history
of Biblical interpretation in the Church and from the self-critical conversations of mod-
ern Biblical scholars than that the movement is reciprocal. New light does break forth
from Scriptures as inquirers learn from their social and personal expericnce to ask new
questions of the old communities and to read apparently familiar communications in a
new setting” (ibid., p. 120).

48. H. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 81. Niebuhr continucs: “Io be sure,
the labor of prophets and poets and priests who scarched the memories of Isracl and
ordered them with the aid of the revelatory image was necessary before a unified under-
standing could be achieved. 'they had to carry the light of revelation into their past;
revelation did not excuse the reasoning heart from toil but equipped it with the instru-
ment whereby it could understand what it remembered. So the Scriptures were written
not as the history of revelation only but as the history of Isracl understood and unified
by weans of revelation” (p. 81, see also p. 97).

49. H. R. Nicbuhr, Responsible Self, p. 143. Sec also p. 102, where he writes: “I'here
is, however, another way of changing the patterns of interpretation—a method more
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fitting to beings that have in every present an internal, remembered past which they
cannot forget or leave behind. It is the way of reinterpreting the past. It recalls, accepts,
understands, and reorganizes the past instead of abandoning it.”

5o. As Nicbuhr states in his “Introduction to Biblical Kthics”: “The Bible is the
book in which the story of the self-disclosure of Cod, his nature and will, to Israel and
to the world, is recorded” (p. 11).

5t. Niebuhr continues: “Here the clear distinction is made between the particular
intentions that guide a finite action and the divine intention that uses or lies behind such
actions” (Responsible Self, p. 169).

52. Niebuhr continues: “The chapter represents, it secms to me, the logic of Hebrew
ethics as that ethics runs through all the pages of Hebrew Scriptures and through the
tragic, yet wondertul story of this people of God” (Responsible Self, p. 170). On Isa. 10
clsewhere in Niebuhr, sce Christ and Culture, p. x; and “Introduction to Biblical Ethics,”
p. 28.

53. Niebuhr is quick to add, however: “As ethos of universal responsibility the cthos
exemplified in Jesus Christ is not unique. It has affinities to other forms of universal
cthics. Insistence on the absolute uniqueness of the Christian ethos has never been able
to meet cither the theoretical or the practical test” (Responsible Self, pp. 167-68).

54. Reflecting on a difference between Reinhold Niebuhr and H. Richard Niebuhr,
Liston Pope commented in a remark addressed to Paul Tillich: “T once went with Rich-
ard Nicbulir to hear Reinhold Niebuhr speak. 1 suppose | should not quote Richard in
his absence. But I amn sure he has said this to Reinhold many times. [ turned to him and
said, ‘What did you think of the lecture?” And he said, ‘I don't see how Reinic talks so
much about sin without talking more about grace’” (sec the “Discussion” of Paul 'Til-
lich’s essay “Sin and Grace in the Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr,” in Reinhold Niebuhr:
A Prophetic Voice in Our Time, ed. H. R Landon [Greenwich, Conn.: Seabury Press,
1962], p. 50).

55. In presenting his definition of “Christ,” Niebuhr emphasizes various virtues of
Christ (love, hope, obedience, faith, humility) but devotes most of this section to criticiz-
ing and qualifying how these virtues have been developed in contemporary theology
(Christ and Culture, pp. 11-29).

56. He also notes aspects of this approach in the book of Revelation.

57. I. R. Niebuhr, “Back to Benedict,” Christian Century 42 (1925): 860-61; 1. R.
Niebuhr, W. Pauck, and F. P. Miller, The Church Against the World (Chicago: Willett,
Clark & Co., 1935), esp. pp. 1-13 and 123-56. Sce also the discussion of Nicbuhr's separat-
ist approach in Kliever, H. Richard Niebuhr, pp. 48-s52. Sce also the celebrated exchange
between H. Richard Niebuhr and his brother Reinhold: H. Richard’s essay “The Grace
of Doing Nothing,” Christian Century 49 (1932): 378-80, and Reinhold’s response, “Must
We Do Nothing?” Christian Century 49 (1932): 415-17.

58. H. R. Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 68, 71.

59. Ibid., p. 69, with reference to C. H. Dodd’s The Johannine Epistles (London:
Hodder & Stoughton, 1946).

6o. Further, Nicbuhr criticizes the denigration of reason in relation to revelation
in this approach, which he sees as implicit in 1 John’s contrast between the world of
darkness and the realm of light, where Christians walk (Christ and Culture, pp. 76~
77)-

61. Niebuhr does note how the “Christ of Culture” type tends to distort the New
Testament witness: “the cultural answers to the Christ-culture problem show a consistent
tendency to distort the figure of the New Testament Jesus. . . . They take some fragment
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of the complex New Testament story and interpretation, call this the essential characteris-
tic of Jesus, elaborate upon it, and thus reconstruct their own mythical figure of the Lord.
Some choose the opening verses of the Fourth Gospel, some the Sermon on the Mount,
some the announcement of the kingdom, as the key to Christology. It is always some-
thing that seems to agree with the interests or the needs of their time. . . . Ultimately
these fanciful descriptions are destroyed by the force of the Biblical story. With or without
the official actions of bishops and councils, the New Testament witness maintains itself
against them. In the second century the formation of the New Testament canon, in the
nincteenth and twentieth the continuous work of Biblical scholars, make it evident that
Jesus Christ is not like this” (ibid., pp. 108—).

62. Ibid,, p. 123. He continues: “[Bjut there are many statements in gospels and
epistles which sound the motif or which can be interpreted, without violence to the text,
as containing this solution [synthesist] of the Christ-and-culture problem. Among them
arc the following: “Think not that T have come to abolish the Taw and the prophets [Matt.
5:17-19 (cf. 23:2), 22:21; Rom. 1331, 6—with citations of cach]’ ” (p. 123).

63. Regarding the inclusion of Paul under this type, Niebuhr writes: “Whether or
not Paul may be counted a member of such a group, it is evident that its later representa-
tives are his spiritual descendants, and that the motif is more pronouncedly present in
his thought than are synthetic or radical, not to spcak of cultural, tendencies” (ibid., p.
159)-

64. Niebuhr goes on to treat Marcion’s dualism as a distortion of Paul’s and pays

special attention to Luther as most represculative of the dualistic type (which, of course,
begs the question of whether Niebuhr too readily reads Paul through the eyes of Tuther).

65. Ibid., pp. 185-88. Nichuhr also criticizes Paul’s and Luther’s dualism for too
closcly linking temporality or finitencss to sin, “as to move creation and fall into very
close proximity, and in that connection to do less than justice to the creative work of

Sod” (p. 188).

66. Following C. H. Dodd and the general consensus of the 1940s and 1950s in New
"Testament scholarship, Niebuhr clearly sees the Fourth Gospel as more heavily Hellenis-
tic than Jewish.

67. Niebuhr concludes the chapter by considering Augustine and F. D. Maurice as
other examples of the Christ the Transformer of Culture type. Regarding Maurice, Nie-
buhr writes: “He is above all a Johannine thinker, who begins with the fact that the
Christ who comes into the world comes into his own, and that it is Christ himself who
exercises his kingship over men” (Christ and Culture, p. 220).

68. Klicver, I1. Richard Niebuhr, pp. 53-60.

6g. H. R. Nicbuhr, Kingdom of God in America, p. 109. It is interesting to note that
in responding to a question regarding which books most shaped his vocational attitude
and philosophy of life, Niebuhr listed ten titles, including Jonathan Edwards’s The Nature
of True Virtue (along with Bosanquet, Spinoza, Pascal, Otto, Barth, Calvin, Kant,
Troeltsch, and Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of English Songs and Lyrics) (“Fx Libris,”
Christian Century 79 [1962]: 754).

vo. K. S. Latourette, ed., The Gospel, the Church, and the World (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1946), pp. 111-33.

71. H. R. Niebuhr, “Introduction to Biblical Fthics,” pp. 10-11.

72. 1bid.,, p. 1.

73. H. R. Niebuhr, Faith on Earth, pp. 114-115.

74. Gustafson, introduction to Responsible Self, pp. 22—24.
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75. H. R. Nicbuhr, Faith on Earth, p. 1.

76. H. R. Niebuhr, “Reformation,” p. 250. In the same context, he warns against the
“deification of Scriptures and of the church.”

77. Niebuhr notes this as well in Kingdom of God in America: “T'he equation of the
Scriptures with the revealed will of God led to virtual denial of the living reality of God.
... Moreover, the Scriptures taught the immediate activity of God through his Holy
Spirit and criticized severely the worship of the letter” (p. 61).

78. H. R. Niebuhr, Faith on Earth, p. us.

79. 1bid., pp. 115-16.

8o. Ibid,, p. u6.

81. Tbid.

82. H. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. x.

83. H. R. Nicbuhr, Responsible Self, p. 46.

84. H. R. Nicbuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. x.

85. Nicbuhr further states: “The history of the inner life can only be confessed by
selves who speak of what happened to them in the community of other selves” (Meaning
of Revelation, p. 54).

86. See H. R. Niebuhr, Faith on Earth, p. 114. “For what are the Scriptures except
the confession of trust in God and loyalty to him and the report of what happened to
those who believed in him and were not put to shame?”

87. H. R. Niebuhr, Meaning of Revelation, p. 62.

88. Niebuhr clearly saw the limits even of his own approach to constructive Chris-
tian ethics: “It will not do to say that the analysis of all our moral life in general and of
Biblical cthics in particular by means of the idea of responsibility offers us an absolutely
new way of understanding man’s ethical life or of constructing a system of Christian
ethics. . . . But the approach to our moral existence as selves, and to our existence as
Christians in particular, with the aid of this idea makes some aspects of our life as agents
intelligible in a way that the teleology and deontology of traditional thought cannot do”
(Responsible Self, p. 67).

8g. Ibid., p. 162. Niebuhr also sees Isa. 10 as presenting a paradigm of the ethics of
response.

go. H. R. Niebuhr, “War as the Judgment of God,” Christian Century 59 (1942):
630-33; H. R. Nicbuhr, “Is God in the War?” Christian Century 59 (1942): 953-955; and
H. R. Niebuhr, “War as Crucifixion,” Christian Century 60 (1943): 513-15. In addition to
these essays, Niebuhr wrote two other war-related articles ten years earlier: “The Grace
of Doing Nothing,” Christian Century 49 (1932): 378-80; and “A Communication: The
Only Way info the Kingdom of God,” Christian Century 49 (1932): 447. On Niebuhr’s
war articles in particular, see R. B. Miller, “H. Richard Niebuhr's War Articles: A Trans-
valuation of Value,” Journal of Religion 68 (1988): 242-62; and W. Spohn, “H. Richard
Niebuhr: Interpreting Events,” in his What Are They Saying About Scripture and Ethics?
pp- 71-84.

o1. H. R. Nicbuhr, “War as the Judgment of God,” p. 630.

g2. Niebuhr clearly saw the war as God’s judgment upon the self-preoccupations of
the United States in particular: “Our nation . . . has demonstrated its profound preoccu-
pation with its own prosperity, safety and righteousness, so that in its withdrawal from
international responsibilities, in its tariff, monetary and neutrality legislation, it has acted
always with a single eye to its own interests rather than to those of its neighbors in the
commonwealth of nations” {ibid., p. 632).
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93. H. R. Nichuhr, “War as Crucifixion,” p. 513. Sce also his “War as the Judgment
of God,” where he writes “the suffering of innocence is used for the remaking of the
guilty” (p. 631).

94. As B. T. Jordan notes, “Niebuhr is concerned to illumine contemporary experi-
ence by an analogical use of Biblical images” (“I'he Use of Scripturc in the Ethies of H.
Richard Nicbuhr,” p. 188).

95. Il R. Niebuhr, “War as Crucifixion,” p. sts.

96. J. Cobb, Living Options in Prolestant 'Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1962), pp. 298-99.

¢7. H. R. Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 196-97.

98, H. R. Nicbuhr, Responsible Self, p. 172.

99. Ibid., p. 173.

100. I1. R. Nicbuhr, “War as Crucifixion,” p. 51s.

1o1. H. R. Nicbuhr, The Responsible Self, p. 177.

Chapter Iour

1. See, e.g, the comments of C. Curran: “Héring’s work stands as the most creative
and important accomplishment in moral theology in this century” (“Free and Fuithful in
Christ: A Critical Evaluation,” Studia Moralia 20 [1982] 145); or V. Macnamara, who
states that “it is doubtful if anyonc contributed more to the general spirit of rencwal
than Hiring” (Faith and Ethics: Recent Roman Catholicism [Dublin: Gill & MacMillan;
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1985], p. 33.

2. For a thorough overview of the development of moral theology, see esp. . Maho-
ney, The Making of Moral Theology: A Study of the Roman Catholic Tradition (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1987).

3. Curran notes that “no book of moral theology has been translated into more
languages and used by more people than Hiring's Law of Christ.” (“Free and l'aithful in
Christ,” p. 145). (It has been translated into cleven languages and has gone through eight
editions in German, with the eighth appearing in 1967.) Similarly, R. M. Gula states that
“the most significant work for the renewal movement was Bernard Hiring's The Law of
Christ . . . llew works were as popular as that one, and no onc contributed more to the
general spirit of renewal in moral theology than did Bernard Hiiring. This ‘charter docu-
ment’ of moral theology retained an interest in the concermns of the manuals but ap-
proached these interests with a new spirit. Hiring’s work shows, if cven at times in an
uncritical fashion, what a moral theology might look like which returns to its sources,
notably the Bible, and which is integrated with the great mysterics of faith” (Reason
Informed by Fuaith: Foundations of Catholic Morality [New York and Mahwah, N.J.: Pau-
list Press, 1989], p. 29).

4. It is no accident that Hiring was invited to scrve as a peritus, an expert, at Vatican
11, although moral theology was not high on the agenda of the Council and is referred
to in only onc briel passage from the docunents, Optatam totius (Decrce on Pricstly
Formation, promulgated on 28 October 196s), para. 16.

5. Sec, c.g., L. Abadamloora, “Some Modern Attempts Towards Biblical Renewal in
Moral Theology” (Dissertatio ad Doctoratum in Facultate Theologiae Pontificiac Univer-
sitatis Gregorianae, Rome, 1973).

6. W. M. Abbot, ed., The Documents of Vatican Il (New York: Crossroad, 198g), p.
452
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7. B. Hiring, My Witness for the Church, trans. L. Swidler (New York and Mahwakh,
N.J.: Paulist Press, 1992), p. 6o.

8. See, c.g., B. Hiring, “The Role of the Catholic Moral Theologian,” in Moral
Theology: Challenges for the Future, ed. C. E. Curran (New York and Mahwah, N J.:
Paulist Press, 1990), p. 32; and B. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 3 vols. (New York:
Seabury Press, 1978-81), 1:7, 57, 101.

9. B. Hiring, The Law of Christ, 3 vols., trans. E. Kaiser (Westminster, Md.: New-
man Press, 1961-66), viii. Along the same lines, he states elsewherer “Io present the
specific characteristics and the content of the New Testament law is the task of moral
theology as a whole” (ibid., 1:257).

1o. I have been able to find only three works that examine Hiring’s use of Scripture:
the doctoral dissertation of M. Clark, “The Use of Sacred Scripture in the Moral Theol-
ogy of Father Bernard Hiring, C.Ss.R.” (Gregorian, 1979; sec also now his short summary
“I'he Major Scriptural Themes in the Moral Theology of Father Bernard Hiring,” Studia
Moralia 30 {1992} 3-16); a section from the doctoral dissertation of Abadamloora, “Some
Modern Attempts Towards Biblical Renewal in Moral Theology,” pp. 218-36; and a few
pages in V. Macnamara’s Faith and Ethics (pp. 33-35). But these studies deal only with
Hiring’s Law of Christ and not with Iree and Faithful in Christ (Clark’s 1gg2 essay does
incorporate some material from Free and Faithful in Christ). Many authors refer in a
general way to Hiring’s biblical approach. See, e.g., R. Gula, What Are They Saying
About Moral Norms? (New York and Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist Press, 1082), p. 29; and
P. Lehmann, who from a Protestant pcrspcchvc comments on Hiring’s emphasis on
responsibility: “What impresses the reader is the conspicuously biblical way in which this
interpretation of responsibility is worked out” (Ethics in a Christian Context [London:
SCM Prcss, 1963], pp. 298-299).

1. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:8. In Hiring’s review of the history of moral theology,
he 1cgular]y praises or criticizes significant authors for their use or neglect of Scripture.
L.g., he commends Augustine and Gregory the Great for their attention to Scripture
(1])1(]., p- 9). In particular, Hiring praiscs the work of two nineteenth-century Gernian
moral theologians, John Michael Sailer and John Baptist Hirscher, for grounding their
moral theology in the biblical material on the Sermon on the Mount and on the king-
dom of God, respectively (ibid., pp. 23-26). He also commends F. Linsenmann as the
most important continuator of the work of Sailer and Hirscher, in part because “we sensc
a genuine Pauline spirit” (ibid,, p. 28). Linsemann receives even more attention in Free
and Faithful in Christ, 1:53-54. Similarly, Hiring praises the work of the twentieth-
century moral thco]ogian F. Tillmann, “whose moral teaching is based cntirely on the
inspired word,” and who “radically eliminated on Biblical grounds™ the false antithesis
between a momh’ry of minimal requirement and an asceticism for those secking perfec-
tion that had so dominated the field before him (Law of Christ, 1:31-32).

12. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:xi.

13. Bernard [liring, letter to author, 16, July 1991,

14. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:257.

15. kg, Hiring makes 71 references to Proverbs in Law of Christ but only 5 refer-
ences in Free and Faithful in Christ. Similarly, one finds 33 references to Sirach in Law
of Christ but only 3 in Free and Faithful in Christ.

16. Hiring makes the following comment in Iree and Faithful in Christ: “Moral
theology is interested not only in decisions and actions. It raises the question, ‘What
ought I to do?” but asks, first of all, ‘What ought T to be; what kind of person does the
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Lord want me to be?” " (1:85). Similarly, see “Role of the Catholic Moral Theologian,”
wherc Hiring warns against “the chaos of a thousand do’s and don’ts” {p. 42).

17. Hiring refers to this passage ten times, more than any other in the Old Testa-
ment. See Law of Christ, 1:208, 258, 397; 2ixxix; 316; Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:14,
186, 220, 237, 423.

18. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:340.

19. Ibid., p. 75. Hiring cites John 1512 sixteen times: Law of Christ, 1:3, 257; 2113,
85, 89, 170, 360, 377; Iree and Faithful in Christ, 116, 75, 126, 132, 237, 252, 305; 2:435.
Hiring refers nine times to Matt. 5:48: Law of Christ, 2:xxxii, 158, 418; Free and Faithful
in Christ, 1:35, 75, 250, 341 2:431, 454

20. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 2:542; 1:48.

z1. Hiring, “Role of the Catholic Moral Theologian,” p. 37.

22, Hiring refers to Rom. 8:2 seventeen times: Law of Christ, 1:xi, 238, 258, 259, 306;
2:xxxvil; 378, 194, 675; Free and Faithful in Christ, 1128, 141, 249, 292, 344, 371, 384; 3:79.
Hiring has a similar emphasis on Rom. 6:14, with its language of no longer living under
the law but under grace.

23. Hiring refers to Gal. 6:2 mine times: Law of Christ, 1:257, 262; 2:75; I'ree and
Faithful in Christ, 1:5, 17, 128, 386, 438; 2:456. He cxplicitly states that he derived the title
for Law of Christ from Gal. 6:2 in Iree and Iaithful in Christ, 1:5, contrary to Raymond
Colling’s claim that the title comes from Rom. 8:2 (Christian Morality: Biblical Founda-
tions [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986], p. 22). J. Gustafson makes
the same mistaken attribution in “The Changing Use of the Bible in Christian Ethics,”
in Readings in Moral Theology, no. 4, The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology, cd. C.
E. Curran and R. A. McCormick (New York and Ramscy: Paulist Press, 1984), p. 147.

24. Hiring cites John 1:14 thirteen times: Law of Christ, 1:63, 8¢; 2:xxix, xxx, xxxii, 8;
3189, 549, 587; I'ree and Faithful in Christ, 1:107, 115; 2:104, 203,

25. Hiring acknowledges that “to a great extent, the Bible is narrative theology, an
unsystematized account of great events in the history of creation and salvation” (“Role of
the Catholic Moral Theologian,” p. 42), but his own writing does not develop the narra-
tive character of the Bible.

26. Sce Hdring, Law of Christ, 2:xxxii, 427; Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:u5, 248,
422, 440; 21429, 560.

27. Hiring, I'ree and aithful in Christ, 2:560.

28. Given Hiring’s atlention to the nuances of translation, it is somewhat surprising
that he rather anachronistically condemns apparently all modern forms of homosexuality,
partly on the basis of Paul’s negative reference to “homosexuality,” without discussing
what Paul may have meant by “homosexuality” in his own historical context. See Hir-
ing’s bricf discussion of homosexuality in Free and Faithful in Christ, 2:563-04.

29. 1bid,, 1:7.

z0. Ibid,, p. 333.

31. Collins comments that prior to Vatican II, moral theologians would regularly
appeal “to a scriptural passage, taken out of its biblical context, in order to provide a
biblical warrant for or a scriptural confirmation in support of a moral judgment which
had been essentially claborated by means of a merely rational process” (Christian Moral-
ity, pp. 1-2). In a footnote to this observation Collins remarks: “Essentially this use of the
Seriptures is to be found in the work of Bernard Hiring, The Law of Christ. . . . it must
be acknowledged that, apart from some significant exceptions (c.g., on the love of neigh-
bor), the use of the Seriptures did not really enter the fabric of the exposition” (pp. 13-
14 n. 2). Similar comments may be found in Gula, Reason Informed by Faith, where he
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writes: “Even Bernard Hiring’s The Law of Christ, for example, which is monumental as
a breakthrough in the renewal of moral theology, largely uses the prooftext method” (p.
166). Gula’s comment even occurs in a section entitled “Pre-critical Use of Scripture.”

32. See Faith and Ethics, pp. 33-35, for Macnamara’s critical discussion of Hiring’s
use of Scripture in Law of Christ.

33. Macnamara, Faith and Ethics, p. 34.

34. Ihid. See Hiring, Law of Christ, 3:315, who in his use of Gen. 1:28 is citing a
portion of the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, art. 5o, which
Macnamara does not mention.

35. Sec the discussion in MacNamara, Faith and Ethics, p. 34. "The citation in Hir-
ing comes from Law of Christ, 3:316.

36. Bernard Hiring, letter to author, 16 July, 1991. The English is his own.

37. Hiring, Law of Christ, 2:xxxv.

38. See the comments of D. H. Kelsey on “biblical concept theology” in his The
Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), pp. 2429, al-
though Kelsey deals with Protestant theologians.

39. Vol. 3 of Law of Christ has no separate treatments of any biblical concept.

40. Indecd, it is interesting to note that of the journals and main works listed in the
abbreviations at the beginning of Law of Christ, the only work that has any real connec-
tion to biblical studies is Kittel's Theological Dictionary. One finds no references to peri-
odical literature in biblical studies.

41. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 2:380.

42. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:423.

43. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 3:225.

44. 1bid., 1:32-33.

45. Ibid,, p. 33.

46. Tbid,, 2:156.

47. Thid., 3:229.

48. 1bid., 1:307.

49. Sec, e.g., Law of Christ, 1:124, where Hiring cites 1 John 2:9 (“He who says that
he is in the light, and hates his brother, is in the darkness still”) and then comments:
“Obviously the word light means more than the simple light of reason; it means the total
splendor of grace proceeding from the light of knowledge in the Word.”

5o. There are hundreds of examples of cluster citations in Haring’s work. See, e.g.,
Law of Christ, 2:xxix, xxxi, xxxvii, 18, 73-75, 93, 128, 131, 392, 4067, 418-19, 500; 3:49,
145, 189-90, 229, 299, 316-18, 434~50, 483, 560, 577, 586, 617; Free and Faithful in Christ,
1:128-29, 131-32, 139, 148, 186-87, 226-27, 229, 237, 248, 250; 2:12, 42, 57, 78, 106, 154, 206,
219, 401, 412, 4545 3175, 393-94, 396.

s1. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:257.

52. Ibid., p. 251

53. Ibid., p. 244.

54. 1bid., p. 251.

55. Ibid., p. 252.

56. Ibid,, p. 257.

57. 1bid,, p. 263.

8. Ibid., p. 403.

59. Ibid., 3:124.

6o. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:8.

61. Ibid,, p. 1.
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62. Ibid., p. 13. Sec also 1:01, where Hiring cites Isa. 5o:4—5 to show how Jesus is
“the One who listens and can give the consoling and healing message.”

63. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 1:252.

04. Ibid., pp. 337-38. In the same place he writes: “Moral Theology is neither bibli-
cistic nor a mere philosophical endeavor. It is cither under the authority of the word of
God or il is not theology at all. But the way it is guided by the Bible needs to be
discovered by painstaking effort of research and reflection. The Bible offers much more
than a moral code, something quite different from a list of ready-made norms, but never-
theless, does offer binding norms.”

0s. 1bid., p. 330.

66. 1bid., p. 335.

67. Ibid., pp. 201-2.

68. B. Hiring, “The Normative Value of the Sermon on the Mount,” Catholic Bibli-
cal Quarterly 29 (1967): 69-79. Already in Law of Christ (1:26), Héring had criticized
most nineteenth-century works on moral theology for not according the Sermon on the
Mount its rightful and authoritative place in moral reflection.

69. Hiring, Law of Christ, 1:403. Sec also 3:78-79, where Hiring states: “Surcly
Christian moral teachings should be as richly positive as is the Sermon on the Mount
which holds forth the loftiest ideals for every Christian.”

70. MacNamara continues: “Once does not know how crucial Seripture is to his
system or whether, in the end, he needs it at all. One does not know whether it is meant
to give a general religious vision of life; or whether he sces himsclf as founding a moral
argument on it; or whether it provides a context which influences judgment in an indi-
rect way; or whether it is meant to give inspiration and motivation. This rather uncritical
appeal to biblical morality was typical of the first enthusiasin of the renewal and did
much to provoke a reaction. 'Iwenty-five years later, a great deal will have been learned
and we shall find Hiring adverting to all of these problems and advocating a morc
nuanced use of Scripture” (Faith and Ethics, p. 35).

71. Hiring, Free and Iaithful in Christ, 1:334.

72. 1bid., 3:398.

73. McCormick’s statement comes from his 1971 “Notes on Moral Theology” regard-
ing an article by Hiring on marriage. 'The citation is taken from McCormick’s Notes on
Moral Theology: 1965 Through 1980 (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America,
1981), p. 340. One of my colleagues in the Department of Theological Studies at Loyola
Marymount University, Dr. Maric Aunc Mayeski, remarked to me that this kind of fuzzi-
ness was experienced by many Roman Catholics as wonderfully frecing and liberating
after so many vears of moral pronouncements that allowed little to no flexibility.

74. “Finally, theological hermeneutics, using all the resources of philosophy and of
the anthropological sciences, should always take place within the faith community” (Hr-
ing, Free and l'aithful in Chrisi, 1:338).

75. Similarly, in the third volume of Law of Christ, ILiring states: “Our first interest
is the dialogical character of living fellowship with God and neighbor” (3:3).

76. The following two scctions are entitled “God’s Word and Man’s Response in the
OlId "lestament” and “God’s Word and Man’s Response in Christ” (Law of Christ, 2:xxi-
XXXV).

77. MHiring, I'ree and Faithful in Christ, 1:59.

78. lor iring’s comments on some specific interpretations and applications of
Scripture, see, c.g., his comments on Luke 6:34 ff. regarding lending with interest (Law
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of Christ, 3:452), his comments on Paul’s teachings about sexuality (Free and Faithful in
Christ, 2:503), and Jesus’ sayings about divorce (Free and Faithful in Christ, 2:540-42).

79. Hiring, Free and Faithful in Christ, 3:398. In this context Hiring is discussing
using the New Testament for deliberations about war and peace.

8o. Sec, e.g., Hiring's comments in Free and Faithful in Christ: “We cannot learn
from traditional moral theology unless we are fully aware of the different contexts in
which it served the Church and the consciences of the faithful” (2:28g).

81. Sce Hiring, Law of Christ, 3:561.

82. See, c.g., his references to biblical studies in Free and baithful in Christ, 2:503,
540—42. See also Hiring’s use of the work of R, Bultmann (1:68, 76-77; 2:129~30), O.
Cullmann (1:154), W. Eichrodt (1:362), E. Kisemann (1:24, 119, 123; 3:1157), and H. Schlier
(1133).

Chapter Five

1. Regarding Ramsey’s significance, Charles Curran writes: “The very fact that no
Christian ethicist today can discuss politics, medicine, and genetics without grappling
with the thought of Paul Ramsey indicates the importance that Ramsey has for his con-
temporaries” (Politics, Medicine, and Christian Ethics: A Dialogue with Paul Ramsey
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973), p. 222. And in the cditorial preface to the special-
focus issue of the Journal of Religious Ethics devoted to Paul Ranisey (vol. 19, no. 2; 1991,
p- i1} Jamnes Johnson refers to Ramscy as “one of the most creative and broadly influential
Christian theological ethicists of this century” See also J. Allen, “Paul Ramsey and Tis
Respondents Since The Patient As Person,” Religious Studies Review 5 (1979): 89~95.

2. See Curran, Politics, Medicine, and Christian Ethics; ]. T. Johnson and D. H.
Smith, cds., Love and Society: Essays in the Ethics of Paul Ramsey (Missoula, Mont.:
Scholars Press, 1974) (Ramsey responds to these essays in “Some Rejoinders,” Journal of
Religious Ethics 4 [1976]: 185-237). Sec also two recent books on Ramsey’s ethics: D.
Attwood, Paul Ramsey’s Political Fithics (I.anham, Md: Rowman & littleficld, 1992); and
D. S. Long, Tragedy, Tradition, Transformism: The Fthics of Paul Ramsey (Boulder, Colo.:
Westview Press, 1993).

3. James Gustafson has also written on Paul Ramsey’s work as a benchmark for
theological cthics in his Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984), 2:84-93. Here, Gustafson does make some helpful comments on
Ramsey’s use of the Bible. There is also a passing reference to Ramsey’s approach to the
Bible in F. L. Long’s article “I'he Use of the Bible in Christian Fthics: A Look at Basic
Options,” Interpretation 19 (1965): 149-62. Long appears to link Ramsey to Adolph von
Harnack’s and A. C. Knudson’s emphasis on love as a moral principle that permeates the
teachings of Jesus (see pp. 154, 160). Sece also A. Tambasco’s analysis of Ramsey’s use of
the Bible under the heading “Scriptural-Deontological Model” in The Bible for Iithics:
Juan Luis Segundo and First World Ethics (Washington, D.C.: University Press of
America, 1981), pp. 28-42; the brief discussion of Ramsey’s use of the Bible for social
ethics in J.ILIL. McDonald, Biblical Interpretation and Christian Tithics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 147-50; and the bricf section on Ramsey, “A Bibli-
cal Thinker,” in Attwood’s Paul Ramsey’s Political Ethics, pp. 16-17.

4. R McCormick, “A Commentary on the Commentarics,” in Doing Fvil to Achieve
Good: Moral Choice in Conflict Situations, ed. P. Ramsey and R. McCormnick (Chicago:
Loyola University Press, 1978), pp. 200~7. For an overview of the ongoing debate between
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Ramsey and McCormick, sce L. S. Cahill, “Within Shouting Distance: Paul Ramsey and
Richard McCormick on Method,” Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 4 (1979): 398—418.

5. Sec also Charles Curran: “There is another difficulty with Ramsey’s writings— bis
prose style. He has been criticized for his long, complicated sentences, his purple pas-
sages, and his thetoric which seems to get in the way of his meaning. There is no doubt
that Ramscy is more of a chore than reading many other writers in the field of ethics.
... Somctimes it is the comnplexity of the argument itself which requires careful serutiny,
but Ramsey docs add to the problems by the opaqueness of his prose” (Politics, Medicine,
and Christian Fthics, p. 8).

6. P. Ramsey, Basic Christian Ethics (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1950);
hereafter cited as BCE. See now the reissuc of this volume by Westminster/John Knox
Press (1993) with a new preface by Stanley Hauerwas. See also a collection of Ramsey’s
most significant writings: The Essential Paul Ramsey: A Collection, ed. W. Werpehowski
and 8.ID. Croceo, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994).

7. P. Ramsey, Deeds and Rules in Christian Fthics, Scottish Journal of Theology
Occasional Papers, no. 11 (Edinburgh and London: Oliver & Boyd; New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1967; P. Ramsey, The Patient as Person: Explorations in Medical Fithics
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970); P. Ramsey, Speak Up for Just War or Pacifism:
A Critique of the United Methodist Bishops’ Pastoral Letter “In Defense of Creation” (Uni-
versity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988; P. Ramsey, “Beyond the Confusion
of Tongues,” Theology Today 3, n0. 4 (1047): 446-58; P. Ramscy, “The Biblical Norm of
Righteousness,” Interpretation 24, no. 4 (1970): 41929,

8. Only BCl provides an index of biblical citations.

9. See BCE, pp. 16-17. 'This material can already be found in Ramsey’s article,
“Elements of a Biblical Political ‘Theory,” Journal of Religion 29 (1949): 258-83; esp. p.
280.

10. P. Ramsey, Fabricated Man: The Fthics of Genetic Control (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1970), p. 37.

11. Ramsey, Speak Up for Just War or Pacifism, p. 30.

12. Ramnsey does, however, refer more to Matthew than to any other New "lestament
writing (forty-five references).

13. Ramsey states that Luke’s version of the Last Supper is “the most ancient and
reliable account” (BCE, p. 29). Ramsey also states that “if ever any consistent account
fof Jesus ethics] is fo emerge, certain of the sayings attributed fo him must be decisively
rejected, at least as they are ordinarily understood. Only with bitter irony and indignation
could the Jesus whom we otherwise know in our gospels have said concerning the reli-
gious leaders of his day, “The seribes and the Pharisces sit on Moses™ seat; so practice
and obscrve whatever they tell you' 7 (Matt. 28:2—4) (BCL:, pp. 54-55).

14. See BCE, pp. 62-63. Throughout this scction of BCI, Ramsey draws on some
of the standard New ‘Testament studies of the day, e.g., T. W. Manson’s The Teachings of
Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1939), and E. F. Scott’s The Fthical
Teachings of Jesus (New York: Macmillan, 1948).

15. Sce Ramsey’s comments in “A Letter to James Gustafson,” Journal of Religious
Lithics 13 (1985): 71~100, esp. p. 75. Ramsey also published some popular articles on the
Bible. See “Paul and Some of His Letters,” a series of seven Sunday School lessons for
adult classes published in Crossroads (Board of Christian Education of the Presbyterian
Church of the U.S.A.), Apr—June 1953, pp. 77-79; together with the excgesis of Scripture
and instruction for tcachers in Westminster 'leacher, Apr—June 1953.

16. “[T]he interpretation given in this book concerning the ethics of obedient love
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docs not rest on any merely linguistic study of the New lestament. It rests rather on a
study of morality in the light of the religious thought of the New Testament” (BCE, p.
xvil). J. Gustafson also calls attention to this feature of Ramsey’s work: “In studying his
work one must take very seriously the commitment he makes to Christian ethics being
biblical ethics, and to obedient love as the central theme of biblical ethics” (Ethics from
a Theocentric Perspective, 2:85--80).

17. Sce the comments of S. Davis, who notes that Ramsey’s BCE responded to some
of the problems he had with Protestant ethics, especially with Reinhold Niebuhr's An
Interpretation of Christian Fthics {1935) (“Et Quod Vis Fac’: Paul Ramsey and Augustin-
ian Fthics,” Journal of Religious Ithics 19, no. z [19g1]: 33).

18. Sce, e.g., Ramscy’s statement in BCE, p. 147: “In the preceding chapter it was
suggested that more of the Neo-Platonic ingredients ought to be jettisoned from Au-
gustine’s doctrine of love by submitting it again to the judgment of the New Testament
norm of disinterested agape —love for neighbor.”

19. “Christian Ethics Today,” Rockford College Alumni Magazine, spring 1968, p. 3.
Perhaps because this essay was for a general audience, Ramsey articulates his understand-
ing of “biblical ethics” more clearly here than in many of his other essays addressed to a
more academic audience. The bulk of this essay is repeated in Ramscy’s article “The
Biblical Norm of Rightousness,” Interpretation 24 (1970): 419—29.

20. Ibid.

21. In this regard, Ramsey is very critical of Augustine’s interpretation of Paul. Au-
gustine saw “love of God” as humanity’s love for God, whereas Ramsey argues that for
Paul “love of God” refers to God’s love for humanity. God’s love is always the starting
point. Thus, God provides the paradigm for human existence (sce BCE, pp. 126-27).
“Nothing is more striking than the way St. Augustine has of wrenching St. Paul’s mean-
ing completely around to his own Neo-Platonic notion of man’s ycarning for God. . . .
For explicitly rejecting St. Paul’s real meaning Augustine is not to be excused simply
because of the ambiguity of the genitive ‘the love of God™ . . ., which modem transla-
tions of this verse uniformly render, ‘God’s love.” Paul’s point of view should have been
clear in any translation and in any language, for in Romans {5:5-8] he immediately gocs
on to spcak of God showing his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died
for us (5:8). Plainly, God’s love is shed abroad or poured into our hearts because he loves
us, not first of all because he makes us by infusion lovers of himself. Augustine is not to
be excused; he has to be explained, in that before coming to study the scriptures he
already had leamned too much of what love meant from the Platonists” (BCE, p. 127).
See also Ramsey’s critique of Augustine’s interpretation of Matt. 5:39 (“if anyone strikes
you on the right cheek . . 7} in BCE, pp. 166-67.

22. Throughout his writings, Ramsey speaks of obedient love as the mark of the
Christian approach to ethics. E.g., he states: “The central cthical notion or ‘category’ in
Christian ethics is ‘obedient love’ —the sort of love the gospels describe as love fulfilling
the law’ and St. Paul designates as ‘faith that works through love’” (BCE, p. xi). “In
place of rules for conduct, instead of ‘the law” which Christianity entirely finishes, comes
not irregularity but self-regulation, and not merely the sclf-regulation of free, autonomous
individuals but the selfregulation of persons unconditionally bound to their neighbors by
obedient ‘faith working through love’” (BCE, p. 78). Finally, on the last page of BCE,
Ramsey writes: “In this book, the basic norm for Christian cthics has been called
‘obedient-love” because of its intimate association with the idea of ‘covenant” and with the
‘reign” of God. . . . Rightly grasped, the biblical idea of justice or Christian love may
also be reduced to a simple corollary of the idea of covenant. And ‘consenting’ to the
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sovercignty of God manifestly means acknowledging his righteousness or justice to be the
sovereign rule of life. These two are, in fact, the samce thing: obeying the covenant and
doing justice, love for neighbor and fulfilling the law” (p. 388).

23. Ramsey, “Letter to James Gustafson,” p. 74. Ramsey’s quotation is from his own
BCE, p. 2.

24. In his article “Elements of a Biblical Political Theory,” Ramsey begins by stating:
“Never imagine that you have rightly grasped a biblical idea until you have succecded
in reducing it to a simple corollary of the idea of ‘covenant’” (p. 258). On Ramscy’s
use of the covenant theme, see e.g., Paul Nelson's “Fidelity to Covenant: Paul Rasey
Remembered,” Christian Century, 107, 5 Dec. 1990, pp. 1131-34. 'The most extensive
examination and critique of Ramsey’s notion and use of “covenant” is P. T. McConnick’s
dissertation, “Paul Ramscy’s Covenantal Fthics: An Investigation into His Medical Writ-
ings” (Rome, Gregorian University 1984), where McCormick places the covenant lan-
guage of Ramsey's medical ethics in the larger context of his general cthics.

25. Ramsey, Patient as Person, p. xit.

26. In a 1984 letter responding to James Gustafson’s portrayal of Ramsey’s work,
Ramsey states that Gustafson would have done better to characterize Ramsey'’s views as
“covenantridden” rather than as being permeated by “love monism” (“Letter to James
Gustafson,” p. 74). Ramsey is responding to Gustafson’s presentation of Ramsey’s ethics
in Gustafson’s Fthics from a 'Theocentric Perspective, 2:84-93. Elscwhere, in a 1979 article
commenting on the significance of biblical narrative for liturgy and ethics, Ramsey quips
that “not everyonc who today cries, ‘Story, Story” in theology, or ‘Covenant, Covenant’ in
ethics as 1 have, shall enter into the kingdom beyond the cclipse of Biblical narrative”
(“Liturgy and Ethics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 7 [1979]: 148). In his “Letter to James
Gustafson,” Ramsey states: “T'herc has been less change over the years in the centrality
of covenant and my understanding of it than developments in my understanding of
Churistian love” (p. 74).

27. P. Ramsey, “The Case of the Curious Exception,” in Norm and Context in Chris-
tian Ethics, ed. G. H. Outka and P. Ramsey (New York: Chiarles Scribner’s Sons, 1968),
p. 125.

28. Tor an examination of Ramsey’s covenant ethics as applied to his medical ethics,
sce . H. Smith, “On Paul Ramsey: A Covenant-Centered Fthic for Medicine,” in Theo-
logical Voices in Medical Fthics, ed. A. Verhey and S. I5. Lammers (Grand Rapids: Ferd-
mans, 1993), pp. 7-29. See also the dissertation by P. 'I. McCormick, “Paul Ramsey’s
Covenantal Ethics” McCormick is appreciative but fairly critical of Ramsey’s use of
“covenant” as a guiding theme. “Ramsey has not critically analyzed covenant’s ability or
inability to effectively gencrate all the principles necessary for a complete and coherent
Christian ethics. The superficial cfficiency of covenant in sceming to serve Ramsey’s
primary cthical concerns has led him to prescind from critically examining the limits
and problemns of a covenantal ethic” (p. 27 from the excerpta). “Covenant serves Ramsey’s
occasional and polemical style more as a banner than a bedrock” (pp. 165-66). See his
extensive substantive critique of Ramsey’s use of covenant on pp. 27-160.

29. Ramsey, Fabricated Man, p. 38.

30. Ramscey, Patient as Person, p. xii.

31. See, e.g., Ramsey’s statement that “throughout the Bible men are slanted in the
direction of redemptive love where no love is due” (BCE, p. 34).

32. D. Smith has ably summarized this aspect of Ramscy’s cthics. For Ramsey, the
early Christians “regarded Jesus as the ‘righteousness of God.” For them the center of the
covenant was Jesus who both embodied and taught the importance of love. . . . The love
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commandment, therefore, is the basic rule or principle of Christian morality” (“Paul
Ramsey, Love, and Killing,” in Love and Society, ed. Johnson and Smith, pp. 4-5).

33. F.g., regarding 1 Cor. 11114, where Paul admonishes women to cover their heads
in public worship, Ramsey writes: “Only when he [Paul] appeals in sub-Christian fashion
to what ‘nature itsclf teaches’ does Paul adopt parochial standards about women’s hair-
dress and such matters (I Cor. 11:14). The wonder is that Paul was so thoroughly emanci-
pated from his Jewish background as not to appeal to 'lorah, or that under pressure of
advising in church administration he did not lay down the law, his own law or that
which ‘nature itself teaches, more than he does. His exhortations generally have author-
ity only as love’s directions, and hold in view the needs and ‘edification” or ‘building up’
of others. Christian love will not be limited by any previously existing regulation drawn
from what society or ‘surely nature itself” teaches, it will not conform to preconceptions
about right and wrong or conventional codes of conduct with which authorities on good
and evil happen to be prepossessed” (BCL, p. 78).

34. Ramsey sees the cschatological dimension of Christian faith as a fundamental
orientation of Christian existence. He is particularly critical of theological cthics that
tends to dismiss or misconstrue the character of the eschatological language found in the
New Testament. F.g., Ramsey chides the Methodist bishops for sinoothing over biblical
eschatology and thus fundamentally confusing the cschatological peace spoken of in the
book of Revelation with a this-worldly peace that disarmament might bring about (Speak
Up for Just War or Pacifism, pp. 33-37).

35. In response to those who would dismiss Jesus™ cthical tecachings because of his
apocalyptic eschatological approach, Ramsey states: “Whoever considers it a fault that
the cthics of Jesus originated from connection with an apocalyptic view of the end of
human history which modern men no longer find plausible, whoever as a consequence
is tempted either to dismiss the ethic or to modernize Jesus™ other views, should reflect
that genesis has nothing to do with validity” (BCE, p. 41).

36. D. Smith, “Paul Ramsey, Love, and Killing,” in Love and Society, ed. Johnson
and Smith, p. 5.

37. See the discussion by Stanley Hauerwas in Ramsey’s Speak Up for Just War or
Pacifism, pp. 168-6g.

38. Ramsey further states that “neighbor-centered preferential love and a Christian
ethic of protection do have their beginning in him [Jesus], in spite of the effect of
apocalypticism in expelling concern for the permanent organization of justice and mak-
ing men well acquainted with the pure will of God in the case of a single neighbor”
(BCE, p. 166).

39. Regarding the use of physical force in defending oppressed against oppressor,
Ramsey is particularly critical of the biblical interpretation of the United Methodist bish-
ops in their pastoral letter “In Defense of Creation.” See esp. his discussion in “Biblical
and Theological Foundations,” in his Speak Up for Just War or Pacifism, pp. 19—39. In
this section, Ramscy states: “The ‘writer’ chosen to do exegesis for the Bishops did not
serve them well” (p. 28; also see p. 33).

40. ]. Gustafson, “The Changing Use of the Bible in Christian Ethics,” in Readings
in Moral 'Theology, no. 4, The Use of Scripture in Moral Theology, ed. C. F. Curran and
R. A. McConnick (New York and Ramsey: Paulist Press, 1984), p. 141.

41. Ramscy, “Beyond the Confusion of Tongues,” p. 456.

42. Tbid., p. 455. In Ramsey’s conclusion to this article, he states: “At best it may be
a forlorn hope, but it is the world’s last, that Biblical Christianity may again speak to
every man in his own tongue, with his own understanding and psychological condition-
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ing, so that men will say to cach other, ‘Are not all these who are speaking Galileans?
And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?” [Acts 2:7-8] Prerequi-
site to world understanding is that men should by personal appropriation of Christian
truth speak both in his own and in another’s language, and in the spirit of knowing they
arc known better than they know, bear witness no longer to themselves but to God in
Christ” (p. 458).

43. 'This emphasis on relations between persons, which I have briefly discussed, is
central to Ramsey’s entire understanding of the task of theological ethics. The seeds for
Ramscy’s later work in medical ethics, ¢.g., which emphasizes the patient as person and
the respect for personal rights and personal consent, can be traced dircetly back to his
understanding of the Bible as personal address and personal dialogue between God and
human beings. The authority of Scripture in medical ethics is also clearly stated in the
introduction to Ramscy’s Kthics at the Edges of Life (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1978): “l do nol hesitate to write as a Christian ethicist. No more did 1 hesitate in my
first major book on medical ethics to invoke ultimate appeal to scripture or theology” (p.
xiii).

44. Ramsey, “Letter to James Gustafson,” p. 78.

4s. Ibid,, p. 73.

In Ramsey’s view, Gustafson relegates Scripture to a sccondary status as a source for
theological ethics. Indeed, for precisely this reason, Ramsey charges that Gustafson’s Eth-
ics from a Theocentric Perspective is more anthropocentric than theocentric: “1 must say
that your account of theocentric ethics remains strangely anthropocentric. Must this not
necessarily be the casc if the revelation to which Scripture and tradition both testify is
less vital aud informative in Christian theological ethics than [scientific information and
human experience]? . . . Must this not necessarily be the case, if Scripture and tradition
are subordinate sources?” (“letter to James Gustafson,” p. 73).

40. P. Lehmann, Ethics in a Christian Context (London: SCM Press, 1963), pp. 26—
27 n. 1. In response to Lehmann’s critique and bis ethics in general, Ramsey wrote an
essay, “The Contextualism of Paul Lehunann,” in Deeds and Rules in Christian Ethics,
PP. 49-103; sec esp. pp. 51-32.

47. Gustafson, Ithics from a Theocentric Perspective, 2:86.

48. Ramsey, Deeds and Rules in Christian Ethics, pp. 51-52 11. 3.

49. 'This section of BCF was also published as “In 'This Is Love . . . )" Motive 1,
1n0. 1 (1950): 21.

so. Ramsey, “Letter to James Gustafson,” pp. 78-79.

51. See also Ramsey’s “The Morality of Abortion,” in Life or Death: Fthics and
Options, cd. D. Labby (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1908), pp. 60-93; “Refer-
ence Points in Deciding About Abortion,” in The Morality of Abortion: Legal and Histori-
cal Perspectives, ed. J. T. Noonan, Jr. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), pp.
60-100; “Abortion: A Review Article,” Thomist 37 (1973): 174-226; and “Abortion: Last
Resort,” in Ethics for Modern Life, ed. R. Abelson and M. Frequegnon (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1977), pp. 61-75. Ramsey says little regarding the Bible in thesc essays.

s52. Ramsey, “Liturgy and Fthics,” p. 150.

53. Ihid., p. 160.

s4. Ibid., p. 161.

55. Ibid., pp. 162-63.

56. Regarding Ramsey’s understanding of biblical ethics, James Gustafson com-
ments at length: “It is fair to raisc the question of whether Ramsey’s work is an accurate
depiction of biblical ethics. . . . Ramsey is correct to say that the biblical writers ‘view
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ethics theologically as rooted in the nature and activity of God’ [BCE, p. 1]. But two
questions can be asked about this to which I have given different answers than he does.
The first is internal to the Bible: Within the biblical accounts, is the nature and activity
of God as exclusively in focus on God’s love as Ramsey’s argument claims? [ believe that
it is not. The second question is: Does such knowledge as human beings can have of
God’s nature and activity depend so exclusively on the biblical material as Ramsey'’s
does?” “To establish that steadfast love is the central category of biblical cthics is an
exegetical task. T have indicated that a question can be raised about whether Ramsey’s
view of biblical ethics is fully defensible. Work on the ethics in the Bible by biblical
scholars could be adduced to show that the matter is more complex than Ramsey’s posi-
tion states.” “Ramiscy has stated that his way of working in ethics ‘endeavors to stand
within the way the Bible views morality” Is biblical morality deontological? . . . The
biblical writers werc not ethical theorists. In both the moral writings in the Bible and in
the theological backings that are given them there is a great variety. There are at least as
many biblical grounds for saying that Christian ethics is teleological or an ethics of
response as there are for saying that the biblical way of viewing morality is deontological
(Quotations from Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective, 2:86-87, 88, 89—go.)

57. BE.g., D. Smith observes: “It is important that Ramsey’s handling of conflict cases
procecds in great remove from his starting point, the Christian scriptures. Particular texts
which bear on the morality of killing are never seriously considered” (“Paul Ramsey,
Love, and Killing,” in Love and Society, ed. Johnson and Smith, p. 7).

58. J. Gustafson, “A Responsc to Critics,” Journal of Religious Ethics 13 (1985): 189.
This Biblicism also gets expressed in Ramsey’s somewhat uncritical reading of Scripture
through the cyes of Augustine and, especially, Luther, which Ramsey readily admits (sce,
e.g., BCE, pp. xiii-xiv).

»

Chapter Six

1. In the process of reading Haucrwas, [ have come largely to share an asscssment
voiced by Jeff Stout, an ethicist in the Department of Religion at Princeton University,
who wrote the following in a 1987 review of one of Hauerwas’s books. T cite him at
length: “No one writing on related topies reads more widely or brings learning to bear
on the moral life more creatively. Over the last decade, he has done more than anyonc
but the liberation theologians to set the agenda for Christian cthics. It is hard to imagine
what recent work on character, the virtues, narrative, and the relation between the
church and liberal society might look like in the absence of Hauerwas” influence. Indeed,
it is hard to know whether thesc topics would secm as central as they do had Haucrwas
not helped make them unavoidable. . . . Most distinguished ethicists polish gems. ‘They
take pride in well-rounded articles and precise lines of argument. They borrow technical
innovations from neighboring disciplines in hope of keeping the cutting edge of inquiry
sharp. Hauerwas, meantime, pans for gold. He often gives us the whole pan, sludge and
all, leaving us to do the sorting. Fach pan contains enough nuggets to attract a crowd of
prospectors—all of them eager to size up the latest find. By the time the crowd assembles,
Hauerwas is already working against the current farther upstream, following up a tip from
somebody named Maclntyre or Yoder, staking out a new claim.” See Stout’s review of
Hauerwas’s Suffering Presence: Theological Reflections on Medicine, the Mentally Handi-
capped, and the Church (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986), in Theol-
ogy loday 44 (1987): 125.

2. S. Hauerwas, A Community of Character: Toward a Constructive Christian Social
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Isthic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), p. 1. Similar statements can
also be found in his other writings. See, e.g., his preface to The Peaceable Kingdom: A
Primer in Christian Fithics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), p. xvi.

3. It is worth noting that Hauerwas’s approach to his own writing has a strong, sclf-
conscious communal dimension, to which his many collaborative writing projects and
his long lists of acknowledgments in each book attest. He writes out of community for
community, so that he can state: “I'he more 1 write the less I feel able to claim what 1
do as mine” (preface to Against the Nations: War and Survival in a Liberal Society [San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985], p. viii). I stress this communal aspect of his writing
because it so thoroughly permeates his approach to theological cthics and to the Bible
as the church’s Scripture.

4. lruthfulness and 'I'ragedy: Further Investigations in Christian Ethics (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1977) does include an essay that has a section “Charity
and the Gospel of Luke,” pp. 135-39.

5. 1t should be noted, however, that Hauerwas’s book After Christendom? How the
Church Is to Behave If Freedom, Justice, and ¢ Christian Nation Are Bad Ideas (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 19g1) has but two references to specific biblical texts: once to John 18:33-
38 (p. 91) and once to James 511416 (p. 110). Aside from these citations, there is also a
brief reference to Paul (p. 37). The lack of much reference to the Bible in this volume
lcads onc to suspeet that in his 1989 book Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), coauthored with William Willimon, the much greater
appeal to the Bible is perhaps duc to Willimon’s input. Willimon is, after all, the campus
minister at Duke University and is responsible for regular preaching.

6. Hauerwas himsclf makes a similar observation at the very beginning of his essay
“Salvation and Health: Why Medicine Needs the Churcl,” in Suffering Presence (pp.
63-83), under the heading “A "fext and a Story”: “While it is not unheard of for a theolo-
gian to begin an cssay with a text from the Scripture, it is relatively rare for those who are
addressing issues of medicine to do so. However 1 begin with a text, as almost everything 1
have to say is but a commentary on this passage from Job 2:11-137 (p. 63; followed by the
citation of the biblical passage). On the Bible and edical ethics, see further R. . Mouw,
“Biblical Revelation and Medical Decisions,” Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 4, no.
4 (1979): 367-82.

7. See Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. s4. CL. pp. 66, 68; Hauerwas,
Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 23-24.

8. Hauerwas refers to Ps. 13, 35, and 86 in this context (Naming the Silences: God,
Medicine, and the Problem of Suffering |Grand Rapids: Ferdmans, 1990, pp. 4243, 79—
80; see also Suffering Presence, p. 66, where Haucrwas draws on Ps. 32 and 38 in dis-
cussing illness and human sin). Sce also Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 54;
Ilaverwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 23.

9. “I really do not know the ‘text’ of the Bible well” (Hauerwas, Unleashing the
Scripture: I'reeing the Bible from Captivity to America [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993,
p- 9). See also his essay “I'he Church as God’s New Language,” in Christian Fixistence
Today: Essays on Church, World, and Living in Between (Durham, N.C.: Labyrinth Press,
1988), p. 55. In private correspondence, Hauerwas has written that “when I started T
sitpply did not know the Bible well enough to usc it onc way or the other” (letter to
author, 17 Mar. 1992).

10. See, ¢.g., Haucrwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and '[ragedy, p. 137; Hauer-
was, Community of Character, pp. 53, 65, 92, 95, 130, 150, 224; Hauerwas, Peaceable
Kingdom, pp. xviii, 27-28, 57, 62, 63, 81, 133; Hauerwas, Suffering Presence, p. g1; Hauer-
was, Christian Existence loday, p. 61, 75, 101.
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1. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 6.

1z. See, eg., ibid., pp. 69, 77; Hauerwas, Against the Nations, p. 58; Hauerwas,
Christian Existence Today, pp. 155, 157. Sec also his comments regarding seminary
courses on the “Old Testament” in Christian Existence Today, p. 124.

13. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 107. Hauerwas indicates (p. 168 n. ) that in
his thoughts on Israel he is borrowing from Paul van Buren’s A Theology of the Jewish-
Christian Reality, Part 1: Discerning the Way (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980). Else-
where, Hauerwas states: “Tronically ‘Orthodox christologics” and liberal Protestantism of-
ten attempt to give an account of Christianity that makes the continuation of the Jews
irrelevant. Christian universalism is bought at the expense of Israel, and as a result Chris-
tians become accommodated to those stories of high humanism that ironically end up
atheistic” (After Christendom? pp. 169—70 11. 24).

14. See esp. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, pp. 72-80.

15. See, e.g., Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 47 (Mark 8:27-¢:1); Hauerwas,
Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 8o-81 (Mark 8:34; 10:37-39, 42-45).

16. See esp. Haucrwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and 'Tragedy, pp. 135~40,
where Hauerwas draws on such texts as Luke 418, 5:31-32, 6:20, 7:22, and a full citation
of the parable of the Good Samaritan followed by the Mary and Martha story (10:25-42).

17. John 15:26-16:u occurs as one of the readings from the lectionary cycle for a
Pentecost sermon, a passage that receives little development in the sermon that follows.
In the sermon “On Having the Grace to Live Contingently,” from Hauerwas’s Unleashing
the Scripture (pp. 84-91), the lectionary reading is from John 3:4-21. Hauerwas uses the
sermon in large part to argue against the generic and formulaic usc of John 3:16.

18. Given all the charges that Hauerwas is “sectarian,” it is interesting that he makes
virtually no use of John, the Gospel that most biblical scholars identify as among the
most “sectarian” writings of the New Testament.

19. Sce Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 91~95 (a section subtitled “An Ethics of
Salvation and Faith”). See also his extended discussion of Rom. si—5 in his essay “On
Developing Hopetul Virtues,” Christian Scholar’s Review 18, no. 2 (1¢88) 107-17.

20. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 71. Sec also his comments on the house-
hold codes of Eph. 5:21-6:9; Col. 3:18—4:1; and 1 Pet. 2:13-3:7 in Community of Character,
PP 58, 70, 190, 283 n. 20; and (with Willimon) Resident Aliens, pp. 152-55. Haucrwas
notes his indebtedness to the interpretation of these passages offered by John Howard
Yoder in the chapter “Revolutionary Subordination,” The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids:
lierdmans, 1972), pp. 103—92. Haucrwas probably owes more of his thinking to John THow-
ard Yoder than to any other single person. Indeed, Hauerwas states that “the best recent
book that utilizes scripture for ethics is Yoder’s The Politics of Jesus” (from “The Moral
Authority of Scripture,” in Community of Character, p. 239 n. 2).

21. Hauerwas states that “for Christian ethies the Bible is not just a collection of texts
but scripture that makes normative claims on a community” (Community of Character, p.
56). Along similar lines, sec Michael Goldberg’s discussion of what he calls “master
storics,” stories that provide foundational community-shaping narratives, in Jews and
Christians, Getiing Our Stories Straight: The Ixodus and the Passion-Resurrection (Nash-
ville: Abingdom Press, 198s; reprint, Philadclphia: Trinity Press International, 19g1), and
also his Theology and Narrative: A Critical Intfoduction, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Trinity
Press International, 1gg1), p. 140. In the latter volume, Goldberg also discusses Haucrwas’s
work; see, e.g., pp. 173—78, 19o—91, 235-38.

22. Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, p. 24. Haunerwas makes a similar statement
in Resident Aliens: “The Bible is fundamentally a story of a people’s journey with Cod”
(p- 53)-
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23. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 64.

24. Hauerwas and Willumon, Resident Aliens, p. ¢7. Similarly, Haucrwas writes:
I'he role of the theological cthicist is to continually call us back to and seek a greater
understanding of our sustaining story and the moral skills it provides for those people
called Christian” (Haucrwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 105).

25. Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 137.

26. 1bid.

27. Already i his first book, Vision and Virtue: Essays in Christian Ethical Reflec-
tion (Notre Dame: Fides/Claretian, 1974), Haucerwas made the following comment on
the story of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10: “Contrary to many assumptions, the princi-

w«r

ple ‘love your neighbor as yourself” is not the moral “upshot” of that story, nor is the story
but an illustration of the principle, but the story is the moral meaning of the principle.
Universal ethical principles become ethically significant only as we learn their meaning
in stories” (pp. 115-16).

28. Sce, e.g., Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 224; Hauerwas, Peaceable King-
dom, p. xviil.

29. Scc, e.g., Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 29, 57, 81.

30. Ibid,, p. 77. In drawing on the motifs of prophet, king, and priest, Hauerwas
refers to I. ]. Tinslev’s book The Imitation of God in Christ (London: SCM Press, 1960).
Similarly, “We Christians must recognize, by the very fact that we are a people of a book,
that we are a community which lives through memory. . . . We test our memory with
Scripture as we are rightly forced time after time to seck out new implications of that
memiory by the very process of passing it on” (Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 69).

31. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 81.

32. Ll.g., Hauerwas is quite critical of Paul Ramscy’s cmphasis on covenant as a
controlling concept: “Ramsey is a classical example of an ethicist exploiting the assump-
tion that biblical theology is primarily a matter of locating the central ‘biblical’ concepts.
Thus Ramsey stresses the centrality of love and covenant on the assumption that by doing
so his cthic is thereby ‘biblical’ 7 (Community of Character, p. 241 n. 16).

33. Haucrwas, Naming the Silences, pp. 79-80. In this conncction, Hauerwas also
cites Job. See ibid., pp. 43—406; Hauerwas, Suffering Presence, pp. 63-82.

34. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 130.

35. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 29. In Jesus” life, death, and resurrection, the
early Christians had “found a continuation of Israel’s vocation to imitate God and thus
in a decisive way to depict God’s kingdom for the world. Jesus’ life was seen as a recapitu-
lation of the life of Israel and thus presented the very life of God in the world” (ibid,,
p- 78). Similarly, Hauerwas states that the “temptation narratives are but a particularly
concentrated cxample of how the carly church understood Jesus life as recapitulating
the life of the Lord with Israel” (ibid., p. 79).

36. As laucrwas puls it: “In effect the church is the extended argument over time
about the significance of [Christ's] story and liow best to understand it” (ibid., p. 107).
For another vantage on the moral significance of remembering, sec his essay “Remem-
bering as a Moral Task: The Challenge of the Holocaust,” reprinted in Against the Na-
tions, pp. 61-go.

37. Haucrwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 76.

38. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 47.

39. Ibid,, p. 48.

40. “It is in his cross that we learmn we live in a world that is based on the presupposi-
tion that man, not God, rules” (ibid., p. 50). Sec also Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, p.
17.

”»
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41. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. §7.

42. Hauerwas, “Epiloguc: A Pacifist Response to the Bishops,” in Speak Up for Just
War or Pacifism: A Critique of the United Methodist Bishops' Pastoral Letter “In Defense
of Creation,” by P. Ramsey (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988),
p- 177.

43. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 8o.

44. Here, Hauerwas refers to Mark 8:34 and 10:45 (Peaceable Kingdom, p. 8o).

45. Ibid., p. 76. As he states it in Resident Aliens: “The overriding political task of
the church is to be the community of the cross” (p. 47).

46. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. +6.

47. Ibid., Emphasis his.

48. See, e.g., “The Nonresistant Church: The Theological Tithics of John Howard
Yoder,” in Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, pp. 1g7-221; “Tragedy and Joy: The Spirituality
of Peaceableness,” in Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 135~51; “Peacemaking: The Vir-
tue of the Church,” in Hauerwas, Christian Existence loday, pp. 89~97; and “Taking
Time for Peace,” also in Christian Existence Today, pp. 253-66.

49. Hauerwas, Should War Be Eliminated? (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press,
198g), p. 67 n. 30 (this passage was reprinted in Against the Nations, p. 205 n. 30). Sce
also Hauerwas’s chapter “The Politics of Justice: Why Justice Is a Bad Idea for Chris-
tians,” in his After Christendom? pp. 4568, and esp. his critique of G. Gutiérrez’s notion
of liberation as justice (pp. 50-58). See also his article “Some Theological Reflections on
Gutiérrez’s Use of ‘Liberation” as a Theological Concept,” Modem Theology 3, no. 1
(1986): 67—76.

so. Regarding the Resurrection, Hauerwas states: “Only if our Lord is a risen Lord

. can we have the confidence and the power to be a community of forgiveness. For
on the basis of the resurrection we have the presumption to believe that God has made
us agents in the history of the kingdom. The resurrection is not a symbol or myth through
which we can interpret our individual and collective dyings and risings. Rather the resur-
rection of Jesus is the ultimate sign that our salvation comes only when we cease trying
to interpret Jesus' story in the light of our history, and instead we interpret ourselves in
the light of his. For this is no dead Lord we follow but the living God, who having dwelt
among us as an individual, is now ecternally present to us making possible our living as
forgiven agents of God’s new creation” (Peaceable Kingdom, p. go).

s1. Ibid., p. 82. Hauerwas secks to restore the cosmic drama of the apocalyptic writ-
ings in the Bible to a more significant place in Christian theological reflection. As he
puts it: “While T have no wish to underwrite every form of speculation in Christian
history inspired by apocalyptic, I do want to maintain that our faith—and in particular
our holding up the lives of the saints—cannot make sense without the apocalyptic drama
of the cosmos in conflict” (from one of Hauerwas’s sermons, “On the Production and
Reproduction of the Saints,” in Reformed Journal 40 [1990]: 12; reprinted in Unleashing
the Scripture, pp. g9—104).

52. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 88. Further, “We must learn to see the world
as Israel had learned to understand it—that is, eschatologically” (ibid., p. 82).

53. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, pp. 72--8c.

54. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 72-95.

55. As Hauerwas puts it elsewhere: “I'he Sermon on the Mount does not encourage
heroic individualism, it defeats it with its demands that we be perfect even as God is
perfect, that we deal with others as God has dealt with us” (Haucrwas and Willimon,
Resident Aliens, p. 77).

50. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 8s.
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57. Ibid., p. 8s. Illsewhere, Hauerwas states: “The Christian’s task to care for the
weak is but an aspect of his call to love God. Scrving the weak in the name of man is
not enough; God calls us to love and care for the weak just as He has loved and cared
for us. Surely this is the force of Jesus” admonition to be perfect as his Tather is perfect”
(Vision and Virtue, p. 19o).

58. “Thus, within a world of violence and injustice Christians can take the risk of
being forgiven and forgiving. 'They are able to break the circle of violence as they refuse
to become part of those iustitutions of fear that promise safety by the destruction of
others. As a result, some space, both psychological and physical, is created where we can
be at rest from a world that knows not who is its king” (Hauerwas, Against the Nations,
p. 117). Hauerwas hastens to add that such rest does not imply a withdrawal from the
world.

59. Haucrwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 83. “Put starkly, Jesus himself is the meaning
and content of the kingdom” (Hauerwas, Against the Nations, p. 113).

6o. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 83. Thus, for Hauerwas, “the cschatological
nature of the kingdom as embodicd in the ministry of Jesus does have immediate ethical
implications” (Ilaucrwas, Against the Nations, p. 117).

61. Hauerwas, “I'he Reality of the Kingdom,” in Against the Nations, p. 11. See also
Hauerwas’s essay “The Reality of the Church: Even a Democratic State Is Not the King-
dom,” in Against the Nations, pp. 122—31. For other evaluative comments Hauerwas makes
about Rauschenbusch (both positive and negative), sce his “Rauschenbusch on the
Prophets,” a subscction of the chapter “The Pastor as Prophet,” in Christian Ixistence
Today, pp. 152-57. Sce also the larger discussion of Rauschenbusch in Against the Na-
tions, 107-121. For a helpful analysis of Rauschenbuschs use of Scripture, sce the (unfor-
tunately unpublished) Ph.D. disscrtation of Allen Verhey, “The Use of Scripture in Moral
Discourse: A Case Study of Walter Rauschenbusch” (Yale University, 1975).

62. Hauerwas’s analysis of Luke’s Gospel is a subsection (pp. 135-39) of his essay
“T'he Politics of Charity,” in Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy (pp.
13243).

63. Ibid,, p. 135.

04. Ibid.

65. This obscrvation regarding Luke’s concern is a well-established consensus
among New 'lestament scholars. Sece, e.g., my own essay “ ‘First to the Gentiles™ A Liter-
ary Analysis of Luke 4:16-30,” Journal of Biblical Literature 111 (1992): 69-86.

66. Haucrwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 136.

67. Ibid., p. 137.

68. Ibid.

69. Ibid., p. 138. This argument is very similar to what Paul has to say in 1 Cor.
1:18-32 about God working through what is foolish and weak in the world.

7o. Ibid.

71. Hauverwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 87.

72. Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 138.

73. Thus, “Secripture makes sense only within the ongoing liturgical life of the
church. It is inseparable from the church yvear” (Haucrwas and Long, “Interpreting the
Bible as a Political Act,” Religion and Intellectual Life 6 [1989]: 142).

74. Hanerwas writes that “without the liturgy the text of Scripture remains just
that—text. . . . In cffect, the worship of the church created Scripture” (“T'he Church as
God’s New Language,” in Christian I'xistence Today, p. 64 n. 11).

75. 1bid., p. 55. Hauerwas prefaces the sermon with the following comments: “It is
a bit unusual to begin a putatively scholarly essay with a sermon . . . Too often many of
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us who have written about narrative end up using that emphasis to taltk about how we
should do theology if we ever get around to doing any. So I thought 1 would try to do a
little by writing a sermon. Of course, since I was trained at Yale 1 am too insecure to let
the sermon stand on its own, so it is followed by mecthodological commentary. Yet 1
believe if T have anythiing of value to say on these matters it is said in the sermon” (p.
47). Sce further Hauerwas’s comments on preaching in the introduction to S. Hauerwas
and W. H. Willimon, Preaching to Strangers (Nashville: Abingdon, 1992) (the intro-
duction is by Hauerwas), pp. 1-13; as well as his own sermons in Unleashing the Scrip-
ture.

70. See, c.g., his occasional published sermons: “Hating Mothers as the Way to
Peace,” Journal for Preachers 11, no. 4 (1988): 17—21 (with Kzek. 33:1-11, Philem. 1120,
and Luke 14:25-33 as the texts); “On Being Dispossessed: Or This Is a Hell of a Way to
Get Someplace,” Reformed Journal 39, no. 1 (1989): 14-16 (with Gen. 3:8-19; Heb. 413,
g—13; and Mark 101730 as the texts); “The August Partiality of God’s Love,” Reformed
Journal 39, no. 5 (198g): 10—12 (with Ruth 2:1-13 and Matt. 22:32-46 as the texts); “On the
Production and Reproduction of the Saints,” Reformed Journal 40 (1990): 1213 (with
Dan. 71-3, 15-18; Eph. 111-23; and Luke 6:20-36 as the texts). These sermons are now
reprinted in his Unleashing the Scripture. See also “A Pentecost Sermon,” in “The
Church as God’s New Language,” in his Christian Fxistence Today, pp. 47-54 (with Gen.
119, Acts 2:1-21, and John 15:26-16:11 as the texts). Finally, sec his “A Sermon on the
Sermon on the Mount” and “Discipleship as Interpretation: A Sermon” {with Isa. 25:6-
g and Luke 24:13-35 as the texts) in Unleashing the Scripture. In private correspondence,
Hauerwas has stated regarding these last two sermons that he is “increasingly inclined to
turn them into what 1 want to call Biblical Fssays rather than sermons. Yoder has a quite
wonderful account of what it means to do Biblical essays in that short book he wrote
called He Came Preaching Peace that I admire deeply” (letter to author, 17 Mar. 1992).

77. Hauerwas, Christian Existence Today, p. 61.

78. Hauerwas, “I'he Ministry of a Congregation: Rethinking Christian Ethics for a
Church-Centered Seminary,” in Christian I'xistence Today, p. 124.

79. Hauerwas suggests that “part of the reason for the misuse of the scripture in
matters dealing with morality is that the text was isolated from a liturgical context. . . .
the shape of the liturgy over a whole year prevents any one part of scripture from being
given undue emphasis in relation to the narrative line of scripture. The liturgy, in every
perforiance and over a whole year, rightly contextualizes individual passages when we
cannot read the whole” (Community of Character, p. 240 n. g).

8o. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 162.

81. Sce, e.g., Hauverwas, Community of Character, p. 6; and “The Testament of
Friends,” Christian Century 107, n. 7 (1990): 212-16,

82. S. Hauerwas, Character and the Christian Life: A Study in Theological Ethics
(San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1975}, p. 223.

83. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 11.

84. Tbid., p. 12.

85. Ihid., pp. 146—47.

86. On Hauerwas as a “scctarian,” sec esp. J. Gustafson, “The Sectarian 'Temptation:
Reflections on Theology, the Church, and the University,” in Proceedings of the Catholic
Theological Society of America 40 (1985): 83—94. See Hauerwas’s response in his introduc-
tion to his collection of essays Christian Existence Today, pp. 1-21. See also the comments
of M. Quirk, “Stanley Hauerwas” Against the Nations: Beyond Sectarianism,” Theology
Today 44, no. 1 (1987): 78-86; and Hauerwas’s response in the same issue, “Will the Real
Sectarian Stand Up?” Theology Today 44, no. 1 (1987): 87—94; as well as the appendix in
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Haucrwas’s After Christendom? (pp. 153-61) by David Toole, one of Hauerwas’s graduate
students at Duke, who in part addresses the issue of Hauerwas’s “tribalism.” Regarding
tribalism, Hauerwas states: “We reject the charge of tribalism, particularly from those
whose theologies serve to buttress the most nefarious brand of tribalism of all—the om-
nipotent state. The church is the one political entity in our culture that is global, transna-
tional, transcultural. Tribalism is not the church determined to serve God rather than
Caesar. Tribalism is the United States of America, which sets up artificial boundaries and
defends them with murderous intensity. And the tribalism of nations occurs most vi-
ciously in the abscuce of a church able to say and to show, in its life together, that God,
not nations, rules the world” (Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, pp. 42—43).

87. See Haucrwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, pp. 15-1g. Similarly, Haucrwas
writes that “first and foremost the community must know that it has a history and tradition
which scparate it from the world. Such scparation is required by the very fact that the
world knows not the God we find in the scripture” (Community of Character, p. 68).

88. Hauerwas, “T'he Moral Authority of Scripture: The Politics and Ethics of Re-
membering,” in Community of Character, pp. 68-69. 'T'his chapter has been reprinted in
C. E. Curran and R. A. McCormick, Readings in Moral Theology, no. 4, The Use of
Seripture in Moral Theology (New York and Ramsey: Paulist Press, 1984), pp. 242-75. My
page citations refer to the original publication.

89. Ibid., p. 69,

9o. See esp. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, pp. 17-18, 21-22, 24, 27, 29—
30, 37, 40, 42, 72, 70, 151,

g1. See 1bid,, p. 22. Later in the same book (p. 72) Hauerwas writes: “The habit of
Constantinian thinking is difficult to break. [t leads Christians to judge their cthical
positions, not on the basis of what is faithful to our peculiar tradition, but rather on the
basis of how much Christian cthics Cacsar can be induced to swallow without choking.
The tendency therefore is to water down Christian ethics, filtering them through basi-
cally secular criteria like ‘right to life” or ‘freedom of choice, pushing them on the whole
world as universally applicable common sense, and calling that Christian.

“How bland and unfaithful such cthics appear when set next to the practical de-
mands of the story” (followed by a citation of Jesus” Sermon on the Mount in Matt. 5).

gz2. [bid., pp. 19, 24. “So the theological task is not merely the interpretive matter of
translating Jesus into modern categories but rather to translate the world to him. The
theologian’s job is not to make the gospel credible to the modern world, but to make the
world credible to the gospel” (p. 24).

93. Hauerwas notes that “most modern cthics begin from the FEnlightenment pre-
supposition of the isolated, heroic self, the allegedly rational individual who stands alenc
and decides and chooses. The goal of this ethic is to detach the individual from his or
her tradition, parents, stories, communily, and history, and thereby allow him or her to
stand alone, to decide, to choose, and to act alonc” (ibid., p. 79; sce also pp. 19, 49, So-
81, 9g—100, 156). See also Hauerwas, After Christendom? pp. 83-84.

94. Maucrwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. so.

gs. Ibid., pp. 8o-81.

96. The quotation is taken from Hauerwass 1992 Sprunt Lecturcs, p. 36 of the
unpublished manuscript. For an example of how “liberals” and “conservatives” have both
approached the Bible in much the same manner, but with different ideologies to proof
text, see my essay “The Bible and Public Policy,” Christian Century 103, no. 6 (1g80):
171-73. See also the many responses to my arguments there in “The Bible’s Role in
Public Affairs: Readers Respond,” Christian Century 103, no. 13 (1986): 389-94.
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g7. 'This citation is from Hauerwas’s 1992 Sprunt Lectures, p. 37 of the unpublished
manuscript.

98. See Hauerwas, Against the Nations, p. 1.

99. On this point, see esp. Haucrwas’s cssay (with Steve Long), “Interpreting the
Bible as a Political Act.”

100. Hauerwas, “Moral Authority of Scripture,” pp. 53—71. Unless otherwise noted,
all references in this section come from “Moral Authority of Scripture.” For the sake of
convenience | have included the page references in the main body of the text after each
citation.

101, Hauerwas states: “Where such a community does not exist the most sophisti-
cated scholarly and hermeneutical skills cannot make scripture morally relevant” (“Moral
Authority of Scripture,” p. 54).

102. Hauerwas and Long, “Interpreting the Bible as a Political Act,” p. 135.

103. Hauerwas’s emphasis on the politics of Christian existence is evident in the
chapter titles of his 1991 book After Christendom? The six chapters have the following
tittes: “T'he Politics of Salvation,” “The Politics of Justice,” “The Politics of Freedom,”
“The Politics of Church,” “I'he Politics of Sex,” “The Politics of Witness.”

104. See Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. ¢8. In “Moral Authority of Scripture,” he
writes: “I'he authority of scripture derives its intelligibility from the existence of a com-
munity that knows its life depends on faithful remembering of God’s care of his creation
through the calling of Isracl and the life of Jesus” {p. 53).

105. See also Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 7o.

106. For Hauerwas’s extended eritique of historical-critical biblical scholarship, sce
esp. Resident Aliens, pp. 161-64; for his linking of the approaches taken by biblical literal-
ists and higher critics as two sides of the same coin, see Haucrwas and Long, “Interpre-
ting the Bible as a Political Act.” See also Hauerwas, Unleashing the Scripture, pp. 15~
44

107. Throughout “Moral Authority of Scripture,” Haucrwas makes significant use of
David Kelsey’s The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1975}, esp. pp. 198-201, on the distinction between the Bible as Scripture and as text.

108. Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 39.

109. See part 1 of Hauerwas’s Unleashing the Seripture, which is entitled “The Poli-
tics of the Bible: Sola Scriptura as Heresy?”

110. Hauerwas and Long, “Interpreting the Bible as a Political Act,” p. 130.

111, Hauerwas, Suffering Presence, p. 56 n. g.

nz. Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 140.

113. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 53 (emphasis mine). Hauerwas can
also personify Scripture by speaking of “the Bible’s concern,” of what “the Bible finds
uninteresting,” and of how “scripture wonders” about our preaching (ibid., pp. 22, 23,
164), though in private correspondence he states that “I wouldn’t do it today. The Bible
doesn’t do anything but people using the Bible do many things” (letter to author, 3 June,
1992).

114. Hauerwas and Long, “Interpreting the Bible as a Political Act,” p. 142.

5. Sec Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 7o.

116. Hauerwas states, “Obviously I am convinced that the most appropriate image
... for characterizing scripture, for the use of the church as well as morally, is that of a
narrative or a story” (“Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 66). See also his essays “The Self
as Story,” in Vision and Virtue, pp. 68-8g; “I'rom System to Story: An Alternative Pattern
for Rationality in Ethics” (with David Burrell) and “Story and Theology,” both in Truth-
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fulness and Tragedy (pp. 15-39 and 71-81, respectively); “A Story-Formed Community:
Reflcctions on Watership Down” and “Jesus: The Story of the Kingdom,” both in Com-
munity of Character (pp. 9-35 and 36-s2, respectively); and “A Qualified Ethic: The
Narrative Character of Christian Ethics,” in Peaceable Kingdom, pp. 17-34.

117. Hauerwas, introduction to Hauerwas, Bondi, and Burrell, Truthfulness and Trag-
edy, p. 8. Elsewhere, Hauerwas states that “it is a mistake to assume that my emphasis
on narrative is the central focus of my position —insofar as I can be said even to have a
position. Narrative is but a concept that helps clarify the interrelation between the various
themes [ have sought to devclop in the attempt to give a constructive account of the
Christian moral life” (Peaceable Kingdom, p. xxv). As for where his emphasis on narrative
comes from, Hauerwas answers: “I honestly do not know” (Peaceable Kingdom, p. xxv).

n8. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 24.

ug. Ibid,, pp. 24-=25. Hauerwas notes: “By emphasizing the narrative character of
our knowledge of God I mean to remind us that we do not know what it means to call
God creator or redecmer apart from the story of his activity with Israel and Jesus” (ibid.,
p. 62).

120. Hauerwas, “Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 67. As M. Goldberg has observed,
narrative is central for Hauerwas becausc it “provides a way of articulating the move-
ment—the development—of both character and vision through time” (Theology and Nar-
rative, p. 273 n. 63). See Goldberg’s extended discussion of Hauerwas on narative, pp.
173-78. Sce also the critique of Hauerwas’s narrative approach by J. W. Robbins, “Narra-
tive, Morality, and Religion,” Journal of Religious Lithics 8 (1980): 161—76; Haucrwas’s
response, “The Church in a Divided World: The Interpretive Power of the Christian
Story,” originally published in Journal of Religious Iithics § along with the essay by Rob-
bins and now reprinted in Community of Character, pp. 8yg-110; and G. Ontka’s critique,
“Character, Vision, and Narrative,” Religious Studies Review 6 (1980): 116-18.

121. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 28.

122, Ibid.

123. Ibid., pp. 28-29 (emphasis his). Here again, we see the issue of truth raised by
HHauerwas. As Goldberg has noted, Hauerwas has not sufficiently articulated his underly-
ing hermencutics in this regard: “Haucrwas is one of the few figures who has focused on
the issue of truth for a narrative-based theology in any kind of direct or sustained fashion.
Towever, he generally fails to spell out explicitly the hermencutic on whose basis he
makes his various theological and cthical claims” (Theology and Narrative, pp. 190-91).
See also W. C. Spohn’s bricf treatment of Hauerwas regarding the biblical story and truth
claims in What Are They Saying About Scripture and Ethics? (New York and Ramsey:
Paulist Press, 1984), pp. 97—99.

124. Hauerwas, “The Church as God’s New Language,” in Christian Fuxistence To-
day, p. 55. He states further that “the truth of the story we find in the gospels is finally
known only through the kind of lives it produces. If such lives are absent then no amount
of hermeneutical theory or manipulation can make those texts meaningful” (pp. 40-41).
Finally, Hauerwas also writes that “we could easily forget that a biblical ethic requires
the existence of a commuuity capable of reinembering in the present, no less than it did
in the past. Where such a community does not exist the most sophisticated scholarly and
hermeneutical skills cannot make scripture morally relevant” (Community of Character,
P- 54)-

125. Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, p. 120. Along the same lines Hauerwas writes: “No
doubt love has a central place in the Bible and the Christian life, but when it becomes
the primary locus of the biblical ethic it turns into an abstraction that cannot be biblically
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justified. Indeed when biblical ethics is so construed one wonders why appeals need be
made to scripturc at all, since one treats it as a source of general principles or images
that once in hand need no longer acknowledge their origins. In fact, once we construe
Christian ethics in such a way, we find it necessary to stress the ‘uniqueness’ of the
‘biblical concept of love covenant, or some other equally impressive sounding notion”
(Community of Character, p. 58).

126. Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, pp. 11516, Regarding social ethics, Hauerwas
writes: “Christian social ethics is not first of all principles or policies for social action but
rather the story of God’s calling of Isracl and of the life of Jesus. 'That story requires the
formation of a corresponding community which has learned to live in a way that makes
it possible for them to hear that story” (Christian Existence Today, p. 101).

127. See Hauerwas, “Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 58.

128. Sec, e.g., Hauerwas, “Epilogue: A Pacifist Response to the Bishops,” p. 164.

129. Haucrwas, “Jesus: The Story of the Kingdom,” in Community of Character, p.
42. Similarly, “Jesus’ identity is prior to the ‘meaning’ of the story” (p. 43).

130. Hauerwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 21.

131. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 52.

132. 1bid,, p. 190.

133. 1bid,, p. g2.

134. Hauerwas, “The Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 67. Hauerwas refers to “the
main story line” of Scripture in the following context: “One of the virtues of calling
attention to the narrative nature of scripture is the way it releases us from making unsup-
portable claims about the unity of scripture or the centrality of the ‘biblical view of X or
Y. Rather, the scripture must be seen as one long, loosely structured non-fiction novel’
that has subplots that at some points appear minor but later turn out to be central. What
is crucial, however, is that the scripture does not try to suppress those subplots or charac-
ters that may challenge, or at least qualify, the main story line, for without them the story
itself would be less than truthful” (p. 67).

135. Ibid., pp. 67-68. Of course, whether Jesus himself claimed to be the Messiah
or whether this claim originated with the earliest church remains an issue of much
debate.

136. Ibid,, p. 59. See also Hauerwas’s brief discussion of allegory as an attempt at
renarration in Unleashing the Scripture, pp. 39—41.

137. Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, p. ¢8.

138. Hauerwas, “On Keeping Theological Fthics Imaginative,” in Against the Na-
tions, p. 58.

139. Haucrwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. 71.

140. See, c.g., Haucrwas, Character and the Christian Life, pp. 196-g7; Hauerwas
and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 162; Hauerwas, Naming the Silences, p. s1. In Un-
leashing the Scripture, he writes that “all my theological formation took place in curricula
shaped by Protestant liberalism. Yet such formation was more ‘hiblical” than T suspected
because 1 now think it an advantage to learn Scripture through the work of Aquinas,
Luther, Calvin, Barth, and Yoder” (p. ¢).

141. 1t should be pointed out that in his discussion of Christian practical reasoning,
Hauerwas explicitly notes his reliance on J. H. Yoder’s essay “The Hermeneutics of Peo-
plehood: A Protestant Perspective,” from Yoder’s The Priestly Kingdom: Social Ethics as
Gospel (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), pp. 15-45.

142. The story of Olin 'Teague is taken from Hauerwas’s “Reconciling the Practice
of Reason: Casuistry in a Christian Context,” in Christian Existence Today, pp. 67-87;
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esp. pp- 74-82. Unless otherwise noted, all page references in this section arc to this
essay. 1 do not know where Hauerwas gets the story of Olin ‘Teague.

143. Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. 96.

144. Hauerwas, Peaceable Kingdom, p. ¢8.

145. Haucrwas and Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 129,

140. Hauerwas, “Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 66.

147. Sce in particular B. Metzger’s The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin,
Development, and Significance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), esp. pp. 271-75.
For one example of the dispute over the canon, scc my article “I'he Canonical Status of
the Catholic Fpistles in the Syrize New ‘lestament,” Journal of ‘Theological Studies 38
(1987): 311o0.

148. Tlauerwas, “Moral Authority of Scripture,” p. 68.

149. Sce, e.g., Hauerwas, Community of Character, p. g2.

150. In one essay he does offer “criteria for judging among storics.” These criteria,
which he qualifies as neither complete nor unambiguous, arc as follows: “Any story
which we adopt, or allow to adopt us, will have to display: (1) power to release us from

»or

destructive alternatives; (2) ways of sccing through current distortions; (3) room to keep
us from having to resort to violence; (4) a sense for the tragic: how neaning transcends
power” (“From System to Story,” with David Burrell, in Truthfulness and Tragedy, p. 35).
Hauerwas has received sharp criticism regarding these criteria. E.g., M. Goldberg remarks
that “other than the bare assertion of these criteria, he [Hauerwas] fails to support his
claim for their neccssity. Not only is it unclear why these criteria are ones that any
justifiable narrative theology must employ, but also it is equally unclear . . . how such
criteria are related to narrative in general” (Theology and Narrative, p. 237).

151. In private correspondence, Hauerwas responds: “You note that I give no ratio-
nale for choosing among the range when interpretations conflict. You arc right [that] I
don’t and I never will. 1 can’t imagine what such a rationale would look like capable of
determining future possibilities of interpretation. Since, however, all interpretation oceurs
within contexts that are constrained I think that the range will always be controlled.
Those that assume [that] this means there is no control at all fail to appreciate the fact
that all interpretation is working alrcady within some tradition that implies some con-
straints” (letter to author, 3 June 1992).

152, Hauerwas, “Reconciling the Practice of Reason,” in Christian Existence Today,
p. 82.

153. Hauerwas, “Character, Narrative, and Growth in the Christian Life,” in Com-
munity of Character, p. 151. As Haucrwas notes, Gustafson has criticized him for not
presenting “a way that the revelatory power of the hiblical material can be confirmed in
human experience (as the Niebuhrs do)” (Christian Existence Today, p. 6). In private
correspondence, Hauerwas responds: “to let Gustafson ask the question in that way is
already to have let him win the day. I do not think that kind of correlation makes any
sense since [ don’t know what human cxperience means characterized apart from the
gospel. T do talk about confirmations such as the Saints, the faithful churches, concrete
practices and so on. [What| I simply will not do is privilege something called human
experience that the Bible is supposed to confirm or illumine” (letter to author, 3 June
1992).

Chapter Seven

1. lor a gencral assessment of the significance of Gutiérrez’s work, sec esp. R. M.
Brown, Gustavo Gutiérrez: An Introduction to Liberation Theology (Marykuoll, N.Y.:
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Orbis Books, 19g0); M. Ellis and O. Maduro, eds., The Future of Liberation Theology:
issays in Honor of Gustavo Gutiérrez (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1989); and C. Ca-
dorelte, From the Heart of the People: The Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez (Oak Park, 111.:
Meyer Stone Books, 1988). Although Gutiérrez considers himself a theologian, he sees
himself first and foremost as a pastor engaged in ministty and only secondarily as a
“professional” theologian. This self-understanding hts with his conviction that pastoral
activity comes first, whereas theology is a second step (not sccondary) that reflects on
pastoral activity. See, e.g., G. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 2d ed. (Maryknoll,
N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1988}, pp. 9-10; G. Gutiérrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of
the Innocent (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1987), p. xiii.

2. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, pp. xxix, s.

3. For references to “the word of God” as a way of talking about the Bible, see, c.g.,
Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, pp. xxxiii, 32; G. Guti¢rrez, The Power of the Poor in
History (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), pp. 3-4, 102; G. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall
Make You Free (Marvknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1990), pp. 47, 88; G. Gutiérrez, We Drink
from Our Own Wells (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1984), pp. 34, 95; Gutiérrez, On Job,
p- xvii; and G. Gutiérrez, The God of Life (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1991), pp. 121,
189. [ have not found any references to “the word of God” where Gutiérrez seems to be
referring to something other than the Bible, although 1 would not conclude that Gutiér-
rez consciously restricts the term to the Bible exclusively.

4. For brief treatments of Gutiérrez’s use of the Bible, see esp. R M. Brown, Gus-
tavo Gutiérrez, pp. 107-8; L. Boisvert, “Les images bibliques de Dieu dans Focuvre de
Gustavo Gutiérrez,” Eglise et Théologie 19 (1989): 307-21; and T. L. Schubeck, Liberation
Ethics: Sources, Models, and Norms (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), pp. 15171, Even
the volume of essays in honor of Gutiérrez, Future of Liberation Theology, ed. Ellis and
Maduro, includes no real discussion of Gutiérrez’s biblical interpretation.

For discussions of biblical exegesis and Latin American liberation theology in gen-
eral, see, e.g., C. Rowland and M. Corner, Liberating Fixegesis: The Challenge of Libera-
tion Theology to Biblical Studies (Louisville: Westminster Press/John Knox Press, 1989);
L. Laberge, “Iéthique des théologiens de la libération et ses fondments bibliques,” Eglise
et Théologie 19 (1988): 373~400; A. F. McGovern, Liberation Theology and Its Critics:
Toward an Assessment (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1989), pp. 62-82; and A. Tambasco,
“First and Third World Fthics,” in Christian Biblical Ethics: From Biblical Revelation to
Contemporary Christian Praxis, Method and Content, ed. R.J. Daly (New York: Paulist
Press, 1984), pp. 139-55.

For responses to uscs of the Bible in Latin American liberation theology, sce C. L.
Nessan, Orthopraxis or Heresy: The North American Theological Response to Latin Ameri-
can Liberation Theology (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 198¢), pp. 283-91, 377-81; and J. A.
Kirk, Liberation Theology: An Evangelical View from the Third World (Atlanta: John Knox
Press, 1979), pp. 45-194-

5. Gutiérrez also studied at the Gregorian University in Rome (1959-60). See R. M.
Brown, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pp. 22-25.

6. Ibid., pp. 25-26.

7. This example shows that Gutiérrez can approach the Bible in terms of “biblical
concept” theology. See D. H. Kelsey’s discussion of this approach in his The Uses of
Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), pp. 24—29.

8. Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. 19. This comment occurs in the
context of specific reference to Pss. g and 33.

9. Sec Gutiérrez, On Job, as well as the chapter “My Eyes Have Seen You,” in
Gutiérrez, God of Life, pp. 145-63, which was written after the commentary on Job.
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Curiously, references to Job appear almost nowhere clse in his writings. [ have found
only three other references to Job, all in Theology of Liberation, pp. 166 (twice), 229 n.
27.

10. See, ¢.g., various Vatican statements, especially the Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith’s “Ten Observations on the Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez,” p. 349;
“Instruction on Certain Aspects of the “Iheology of Liberation, ” p. 397, and the more
nuanced “Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation,” p. 474, all found in A. 1"
Hennelly, ed., Liberation Theology: A Documentary History (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1990). In addition, sce, e.g., A. Thisclton, New Horizons in Hermeneutics: The
Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992),
pp. 416-17; D. P. McCann, Christian Realism and Liberation Theology: Practical Theolo-
gies in Creative Conflict (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1981), p. 196; Kirk, Liberation
Theology, pp. 63, 95104, 147-52; and the gencual criticism of J. 1. Yoder, “Probing the
Meaning of Liberation,” Sojourners s, no. 8 (Sept. 1976): 26—29.

11. Christine Gudorf has made a similar observation in her article
ology’s Usc of Scripture: A Response to First World Critics,” Interpretation 41 (1987): 16—
17.

“

Liberation The-

12. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 29. See also, e.g., Gutiérrez, Power
of the Poor in History, p. 219 1, 66: “Poverty is one of the carliest great biblical themes of
the theology of liberation—sce my Theology of Liberation, chap. 13, and the commentary
on Matthew 25 in chap. 10. | apologize for this and other refercnces to my own writings.
Here it would scarcely be worth the trouble, were it not for friends who, naively ‘buying’
a distortion propagated by persons with other interests, have begun to repeat what they
have heard to the effect that, in its beginnings, the theology of liberation was centered
exclusively on the Old 'lestament theme of the exodus. This is altogether in error. (On
the other hand, we are far from denying the central importance of the exodus theme
throughout the Bible, and hence throughout theology.)” Sce also The Truth Shall Make
You Free: “the exodus truly plays an important part in liberation thcol()gy Its importance
should not be exaggerated, however, since other themes and other passages of the Bible
also have a decisive role in this theological approach” (pp. 118-19).

13. Gutiérrez has also reflected on Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) 341822, a significant pas-
sage for Bartolomé de las Casas (who has been a powerful model for Cuti¢irer), the
sixtcenth-century defender of a peaceful wission among the Indians amid the idolatry of
gold and the oppression and massacre of Indian populations. This text was the seripture
for de las Casas’s 1514 Pentecost sermon in Cuba, which indicated his own conversion to
the cause of the impoverished and oppressed peoples of the Indics. It is no accident that
the center out of which Gutiérrez works in Lima is named after de las Casas, nor that
Gutiérrez’s personal heritage is itself partly Indian. See Gutiérrez’s Dios o el oro en las
Indias (Lima: CEP, 198¢), pp. 126 {f.,, and his magnum opus on de las Casas, I'n busca
de los pobres de Cristo (Lima: CEP, 19g92). Elsewhere in his writings, Gutiérrez refers to
Ecclus. 3418-22 in God of Life, pp. 43, 130.

14. For another liberation approach to Matt. 25:31-46 comparable to that of Gutiér-
rez, sce R. M. Brown, “Jesus’” Vision: A Task for the Nations,” in Unexpected News:
Reading the Bible with Third World Eyes (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), pp.
12741

15. Sce, c.g., the following works by Gutiérrez: Theology of Liberation, pp. 85, 8,
12-13, 132, 177 0. 30; Power of the Poor in History, pp. 21, 33, 52, 96, 142, 102, 202; We
Drink from Our Own Wells, pp. 38, 100, 104, 112; On Job, p. 40; The Iruth Shall Make
You Free, pp. 3, 5, 12, 36, 157, 100, 163-04, 171, 186; God of Life, pp. 74, 86-87, 114, ug,

122, 124, 128, 131-32.
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16. Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. 104.

17. See, e.g., the following works by Gutiérrez: Theology of Liberation, p. 160; The
Truth Shall Make You Iree, pp. 156, 160, 166; On Job, p. 94; God of Life, pp. xv, 116, 122,
185, and esp. 132.

18. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 169. See csp. Gutiérrez’s discussion of Matt.
5 in relation to Matt. 25 in The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 160.

19. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 160.

20. Ibid., p. 163. See also his God of Life, pp. 118-28.

21. Gutiérrez makes use of the Luke 4 passage seventeen times. Sec, e.g., Theology
of Liberation, pp. 96-97, 254 1. 43; Power of the Poor in History, pp. 14, 143, 149, 157, 207;
We Drink from Our Own Wells, pp. 43, 100; The Truth Shall Make You Free, pp. 17, 173;
God of Life, pp. 7, 103, 109.

22. See esp. Gutiérrez’s comments on Mark 8:27-35 in We Drink from Our Own
Wells, pp. 45-51; God of Life, p. 88. Guti¢rrez clearly sces Mark 8:27-33 as a ceniral
passage in Mark’s Gospel (e.g., Theology of Liberation, p. xxiv), but more as a witness to
life in the face of suffering and death than a call to imitate Jesus” suffering and death as
if this were the goal. Suffering and death is never an end in itself but only a consequence
of being condemned by unjust powers for secking the fullness of life which God promises
here and now to God’s people (see We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. 51).

23. The texts from the Passion narratives referred to are Matt. 26:73 (Theology of
Liberation, p. xxxv; God of Life, p. 9g); Matt. 27:49 (On Job, p. 97); Mark 14:9 (God of
Life, p. 170); Mark 15:34 (We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. 131; On Job, p. 97); Lake
22:44—45 (Theology of Liberation, p. xxxi; God of Life, p. 47); John 18—19 (The Truth Shall
Make You Free, p. 12); John 18:20 (Theology of Liberation, p. 133); John 18:36-37 and 19:5
{God of Life, p. 87); and John 19:19 (God of Life, p. 100).

24. See also the comments of R. M. Brown, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pp. 4-5, in a subsce-
tion entitled “lransition: 'Two Views of the Crucifix.” For Gutiérrez’s reflections on the
resurrection of Jesus, scc esp. his comments on 1 Cor. 15 in We Drink from Our Own
Wells, pp. 56, 66608, 121.

25. Interestingly, Gutiérrez makes only three references to Rom. g—11 in all his writ-
ings. Gutiérrez has a significant discussion of Philemon in his God of Life, pp. 132-36.
See also his essay “Haz mds de lo que te pido: La Carta a Filemén,” Paginas g, no. 6o
(Apr. 1984): 2, 43.

20. For James 2, sce, e.g., Theology of Liberation, pp. 113, 116, 167; Power of the Poor
in History, pp. 17, 19; We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. g1. For 1 John 314, sce, e.g.,
Theology of Liberation, pp. 98, 113; and Power of the Poor in History, pp. 17, 37, 60, 105.

27. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 48. Similarly, Gutiérrez asserts
“that we approach the Bible from our experience as believers and members of the
church. It is in the light of that experience that we ask our questions” (We Drink from
Our Own Wells, p. 34).

28. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. xxxiii; see also p. xiii.

29. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 4.

30. On the centrality of experience for Gutiérrez, both that of the biblical authors
and that of contemporary readers, sce Boisvert, “Les images bibliques de Dieu dans I'ocu-
vre de Gustavo Gutiérrez,” pp. 318-20.

31. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 88.

32. Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. xix.

33. Gutiérrez, On Job, p. xviii.

34. Ibid., pp. 13, 16, 27, 47, 73.

35. Ibid., p. 31
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36. Ibid., p. 94.

37. See also the comments of L. Laberge on Gutiérrez’s use of Job in “I’éthique
des théologiens de la libération,” pp. 397-99.

38. See, e.g., Gutiérrez, “Toward a Theology of Liberation,” written in 1968 (in
Liberation Theology, ed. Hennelly, pp. 62—76, esp. 71~72); Gutiérrez, “Notes for a Theol-
ogy of Liberation,” Theological Studies 31 (1970): 255-57; Gutiérrez, Theology of Libera-
tion, pp. 86-101; Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, pp. 112, 31-33.

39. On John 1, sce, e.g., Theology of Liberation, pp. xvii, 108; Power of the Poor in
History, pp. 13, 20, 32, 209; and God of Life, pp. 69, 81-84, 172. On Col. 1:15-20, see, e.g.,
Theology of Liberation, p. go; Power of the Poor in History, p. 32; “Toward a Theology of
Liberation,” p. 72; and “Notes for a Theology of Liberation,” p. 256.

40. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. ¢3; also see Gutiérrez, “Notes for a Theol-
ogy of Liberation,” p. 257.

41. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 8.

42. Ibid,, p. 13.

43. Ibid,, p. 122.

44. Ibid., p. 135.

45. Ibid., p. 136.

46. 1bid., p. 93.

47. Ibid,, p. 96.

48. Thid,, p. 97.

49. Gutiérrez, “Notes for a Theology of Liberation,” p. 257.

so. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 88.

51 Gutiérrez, “Notes for a Theology of Liberation,” p. 256.

52. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 167.

53. Ibid., p. 168.

54. Gutiérrez discusses “spiritual childhood” throughout his writings. See, e.g.,
Power of the Poor in History, p. 89; The Truth Shall Make You Free, pp. 160-64; We Drink
from Our Own Wells, pp. 122-27 (part of a chapter entitled “Spiritual Childhood: A
Requirement for Commitment to the Poor”); and God of Life, pp. 120-28.

s5. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 171.

56. See, e.g., Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 89.

57. Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, p. 171.

58. Ibid., p. 169.

59. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 161.

6o. Gutiérrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. 127.

61. See ibid,, pp. 126-27.

62. G. Gutiérrez, “The Irruption of the Poor in Latin America and the Christian
Communities of the Common People,” in The Challenge of Basic Christian Communi-
ties, ed. S. Torres and J. Eagleson (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1981), p. 121.

63. See, e.g., Truth Shall Make You Free, pp. 46—47; We Drink from Our Own Wells,
p- 34; On Job, p. xvii; and God of Life, p. xvii.

64. Gutiérrez, God of Life, pp. xvi—xvii.

65. The notion of the Bible “reading us” and interrogating the reader can also be
found, c.g., in S. E, I'owl and L. G. Jones, Reading in Communion: Scripture and Lithics
in Christian Life (Grand Rapids: Ferdmans, 1991), pp. 4243, 96-99, 140.

66. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 47.

67. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 22.

68. Ibid., p. 204.
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69. Gutiérrez, God of Life, pp. 57-58. Tronically, although in Luke 16 the rich man
is nameless, church tradition quickly gave him the name Dives,

70. G. Gutiérrez, “Freedom and Salvation,” in Liberation and Change, cd. R. .
Stone (Atlanta: John Kuox Press, 1977), p. go; almost exactly the same language can also
be found in Power of the Poor in History, p. 18. Scc also C. Mesters’s seminal essay “The
Use of the Bible in Christian Communities of the Common People,” in Challenge of
Basic Christian Communities, ed. "Torres and Eagleson, pp. 197-210; reprinted in Hen-
nclly, ed., Liberation Theology, pp. 14-28. Mesters writes that: “the common pcople have
entered the precincts of biblical interpretation and they are causing much shifting and
dislocation. . . . the Bible itself has shifted its place and moved to the side of the poor.
One could almost say that it has changed its class status” (p. 24).

71. Gutiérrez, “God’s Revelation and Proclamation in History,
Poor in History, pp. 3—4.

72. Gutiérrez, “I'hcology from the Underside of History,” in his Power of the Poor in
History, p. 208. Gutiérrez sees the direction taken by E. Cardenal in his four-volune The
Gospel in Solentiname (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1g76-82) as “a most fertile area for
further investigation.” He feels the same way about various materialist readings of the
Bible, as long as they do not become mere intellectual readings (Power of the Poor in
History, p. 220 n. 78). Elsewhere, Gutiérrez notes that the participation of the theologian
in the plight of the poor is not just a theological fad, because “whatever the meaning of
the ‘death of theology’ may be, a much more important and striking phenomenon has
been the death of the theologian. 1 am not playing with words here. I am not speaking
figuratively. I mean real deaths. The prophets, then Job, Paul, and so many others who
attempted to interpret and proclaim the word of God, were theologians—and as theolo-
gians they were put to death. . . . But there is another meaning of the ‘death of the
theologian.” Tt is the onc implied in the celebrated text of Paul [1 Cor. 118-19] . . . What
is to be donc away with is the intellectualizing of the intellectual who has no ties with
the life and struggle of the poor—the theology of the theologian who reflects upon the
faith precisely from the point of view of those from whom the Father has hidden his
revelation” (Power of the Poor in History, pp. 102-3).

73. A recurring motif throughout Gutiérrez’s writings is that in the Latin American
setting, the primary contrast is between the wealthy and the poor, those who are treated
as persons and those treated as nonpersons, whereas in the European and North Ameri-
can settings, the contrast has often been envisioned as being between the believer and
the nonbelicver (esp. in the writings of such authors as Pascal and Bonhocffer). Sec, e.g.,
Power of the Poor in History, pp. 57, 92, 193, 213; The Truth Shall Make You Free, pp. 7,
24—25; and On Job, p. 16. See also Cadorette, From the Heart of the People, pp. 8-g; and
R. M. Brown, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pp. 85-93.

74. For Gutiérrez’s views on violence, sce The Truth Shall Make You Free, pp. 83—
84 1. 21; and his comments on the violence of Camilo Torres in R. M. Brown, Gustavo
Gutiérrez, p. 34.

75. See Cutiérrez’s 1984 essay “Theology and the Social Sciences,” in The Truth
Shall Make You Free, pp. 52-84, esp. 60~63. For further analysis of Gutiérrez and Marx-
ism, sce Cadorette, From the Heart of the People, esp. chap. 4, “Marxisin, Social Science,
and Class Struggle,” pp. 83-114. On dependency theory versus development theory, see
Gutiérrez, Theology of Liberation, pp. 13-25, 49~57; Cadorette, Irom the Heart of the
People, pp. 18-29; and R. M. Brown, Gustave Gutiérrez, pp. 93-98.

76. On the comunidades cristianas de base, the “basic Christian communities,” scc
esp. 'lTorres and Fagleson, eds., Challenge of Basic Christian Communities, and particu-

y

in his Power of the
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larly Gutiérrez’s essay in that volume, “The Irruption of the Poor in Latin America and
the Christian Communities of the Comnion People,” pp. 107-23.

77. Sce R. M. Brown, Gustavo Gutiérrez, pp. 38-39; and J. Eagleson and P. Sharper,
eds., Puebla and Beyond (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1979), pp. 35-30.

78. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 142.

79. Ibid., p. 1s.

80. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You I'ree, p. 139.

§1. “len Observations on the Theology of Gustavo Gutiérrez” is reprinted in En-
glish translation in Hennelly, cd., Liberation Theology, pp. 348~s0. For the quotations,
see pp. 349 and 350.

82. In God of Life, Guti¢rrez calls the Beatitudes “the Magna Carta of the congrega-
tion (the church) that is made up of the disciples of Jesus” (p. 118).

83. On Latin American liberation theology hermeneutics in geueral, see, e.g., Kirk,
Liberation Theology, pp. 61-6s, 175—77, 185—94; M. L. Branson and C. R. Padilla, eds.,
Conflict and Context: Hermeneutics in the Americas (Grand Rapids: Ferdmans, 1986);
and more recently Thiselton, New [orizons in Hermeneutics, pp. 4u-70. I'rom a Latin
American perspective, see also, e.g., J. T.. Segundo, The Liberation of Theology (Mary-
knoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1976), pp. 7-38; S. Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of ¥reedom
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1981); S. Croatlo, Biblical Hermeneutics: Towards a Theory
of Reading as the Production of Meaning (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1987); C. Boff,
Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations (Marykuoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1987);
as well as a critique of Croatto in J. 1. Segundo’s “Faith and Ideologies in Biblical
Revelation,” in The Bible and Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneutics, ed. N. Gott-
wald (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), pp. 482-90, esp. 486-87. On Gutiérrez’s focus
on Jesus in his hermencutics, sce Gutiérrez, “Freedom and Salvation,” p. 83. Sec also
his Power of the Poor in History, pp. 15, 61; and The Truth Shall Make You I'ree, p. 3.

84. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 15.

8s. Ibid., p. 13.

86. Ibid., pp. 61 . . . 15. This formula of the hermeneutical circle is found several
times in slightly different form in Gutliérrez’s writings. Sec also his “I'recdom and Salva-
tion,” p. 3.

87. “A Discussion of Gustavo Gutidsrez’s Work (Iyons, 1985),” in The Truth Shall
Make You Free, pp. 46-47. 1he question was poscd in the context of a 1985 discussion of
Gutiérrez’s work before the theological faculty of the Catholic Institute of Lyons, where
he had carlier done his theological studies.

§8. 1bid., pp. 47-48.

89. As Gutiérrez puts it in his essay “God’s Revelation and Proclamation in History,”
in Power of the Poor in History: “For some, the effort to read the Bible may be directed
toward simply adapting its message and language to men and women of today. For others,
however, it is a matler of reinterpretation. We reinterpret the Bible, from the viewpoint
of our own world—from our personal expericnce as human beings, as believers, and as
church. This approach is more radical. Tt goes more to the roots of what the Bible
actually is, more to the essence of God’s revelation in history and of God’s judgment on
it.

“Tet us try to understand the Bible . . . in the following pages using this sccond
approach. And let us start out with Christ, the fulfillment of the promise of the Father,
for this is the only way to grasp the profound unity of the Old and New Testaments. Our
reading, then, will be christological” (p. 4).
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go. Gutiérrez writes that authentic reading of the Bible “will also be a rcading in
faith. 1t will not be a reading done by trained specialists, but by a community that knows
itself to be the subject of the word’s intercession, that recognizes Christ as Tord both of
history and its own life” (ibid.). See also God of Life, pp. xvi-xvii.

o1. See, e.g., Power of the Poor in History, pp. 4, 18, 21, 101, 208; The Truth Shall
Make You I'ree, p. 48. Scc also R. M. Brown, “The Bible—and a ‘Militant Reading, ” in
his Gustavo Gutiérrez, pp. 107—9. It should be noted that the original Spanish word used,
“militante,” has a less confrontational connotation than the English word “militant.” It
might be more appropriate to translate the term as “activist.”

92. Gutiérrez, Power of the Poor in History, p. 4. lLater in the same volume, he
writes, “The social appropriation of the gospel is a reading of the gospel in solidarity with
the struggles of the poor. It is a militant reading of the Bible. The interpretation that the
poor give their life situations opens a rich vein for the understanding of the gift of God’s
kingdom. A point of departure in that life situation will enable the theologian to take
into account the data of modem scientific exegesis and give it a new, radical dimension”
(p. 101). Sec also The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 48.

93. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 48.

94. Gutiérrer, Power of the Poor in History, p. 4. See also Gutiérrez’s comments on
the dialogue between past history and present history in all biblical interpretation in God
of Life, pp. xvi-xvii.

95. Gutiérrez, God of Life, p. u8.

g0. For Gutidrrez’s use of James 214206, see Theology of Liberation, pp. 13, 150;
Liberation and Change, p. 89; Power of the Poor in History, p. 17; The Truth Shall Make
You Free, p. 9g9; and We Drink from Our Own Wells, p. o1. Interestingly, Gutiérrez makes
no reference to Paul’s statements in Rom. 4 and Gal. 3 that Abraham was reckoned
rightcous on the basis of his faith and not his works.

g7. 'This is the title of chap. 7 in God of Life (pp. 18-39), onc of the places where
Gutiérrez most clearly articulates the significance of his reading of the Bible for Christian
praxis.

98. See, e.g., Theology of Liberation, pp. 18-1g; We Drink from Our Own Wells, pp.
107-13; On Job, pp. xi~xiv, 16, 82, 87, g4, 103; God of Life, pp. 154, 161; and The Truth
Shall Make You Free, p. 1064 and p. 36, where Guiiérrer states: “in the Bible as a whole,
two approaches are taken to the mystery of God: gratuitousness and resultant obligation.
'The saving love of God is a gift, but its acceptance entails a commitment to onc’s neigh-
bor. Christian life is located between the gratuitous gift and the obligation.” See similarly
Gutiérrez’s usc of Matt. 510 in The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 162.

g9. Gutiérrez, God of Life, pp. 118-28. See further Gutiérrez’s article, “Ser discipulo
scgin Matco,” Pdginas 11, no. 76 (Apr. 1986): 2, 46—47. Regarding the contrast between
the Lukan and the Matthean Beatitudes, Gutiérrez comments: “The Beatitudes in Luke
put the emphasis on the gratuitousness of the love of God, who has a predilection for
the poor. The Beatitudes in Matthew fill out the picture by specifying the ethical require-
ments that flow from this loving initiative of God” (The Truth Shall Make You Free, p.
104).

100. Gutiérrez, God of Life, p. 121.

1. Ibid,, p. 131.

102. Ibid., p. 135. Sec further Gutiérrez’s article “Haz mds de lo que te pido,” pp. 2,

43
103. Gutiérrez, God of Life, pp. 135-36.
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104. Ibid., pp. 137-38.

105. Hennelly, ed., Liberation Theology, pp. 349-50. See Schubeck’s positive evalua-
tion of Gutiérrez’s usc of Scripture in Liberation Ethics, pp. 167-71.

100. Heunelly, ed., Liberation Theology, p. 407.

107. For Gutiérrez’s comnments on the Fxodus, sce, e.g., Theology of Liberation, pp.
09, 86-93, 101; Power of the Poor in History, pp. 59, 219 n. 66; The Truth Shall Make
You Free, pp. 27-29, u8-19; We Drink from Our Own Wells, pp. n, 73; and God of Life,
PP- 4, 50.

108. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Iree, pp. n8-19.

109. N, Gottwald’s “social revolution model” of the Fxodus and conquest traditions
would be very helpful here, because in this model, the Canaanites are not conquered
but participate in social and political liberation along with the “Israclites” Sce, e.g.,
Gottwald's The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250~
1050 B.c.E. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1979) and The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-literary
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), pp. 261-76; as well as his essay “The
Exodus as Fvent and Process: A Test Case in the Biblical Grounding of Liberation Theol-
ogy,” in Future of Liberation Theology, ed. Ellis and Maduro, pp. 250-60.

no. Gutiérrer, Power of the Poor in History, p. ns. On p. 120, Gutiérrez speaks about
maintaining “faithfulness to Medellin,” clearly showing that the documents from this
General Conference of Latin Amnerican Bishops are paradigmatic for his view of appro-
priate biblical interpretation.

m. Gutiérrez, The Truth Shall Make You Free, p. 139.

nz. Gutiérrez, God of Life, p. 87.

Chapter Fight

1. I should state at the outset that I have have felt more of an outsider in relation to
the traditions and experiences that have shaped Conc’s life and work than in relation to
those of any of the other theologians examined in this book. I can safely say that I have
never felt so “while” as when reading through James Cone’s writings! T am then also
mindful of some of Cone’s words that bear directly on my goal as a white scholar to
understand and to critically discuss Cone’s work: “The time has come for white Ameri-
cans to be silent and listen to black people. . . . Whatever blacks feel toward whites or
whatever their response to white racism, it cannot be submitted to the judgments of
white society” (Black Theology and Black Power [New York: Scabury Press, 1969], p. 21).
Cone also states that “no white person who is halfway sensitive to black sclf-
determination should have the audacity to speak for blacks. That is the problem! Too
many whites think they know how we feel about them. If whites were really serious about
their radicalism in regard to the black revolution and its theological implications in
America, they would keep silent and take instructions from blacks” (ibid., p. 62).

2. J. H. Cone, God of the Oppressed (San Francisco: Harper, 1975), p. 0.

3. On the significance of the Bible in the black church in general, see, c.g., M. G.
Cartwright, “Ideology and the Interpretation of the Bible in the African-American Chris-
tian Tradition,” Modern Theology 9, no. 2 (1993): 141—58; P. J. Paris, “The Bible and the
Black Churches,” in The Bible and Social Reform, ed. E. Sandeen (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press; Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1982), pp. 133-54; R. A. Bennett, Jr., “Black Experi-
ence and the Bible,” Theology loday 27 (1971): 422-33.

4. J. H. Cone, “Christian Theology and Scripture as the Expression of God’s Liber-



Notes to Pages 149—151 247

ating Activity for the Poor,” in Speaking the Truth: Ecumenism, Liberation, and Black
Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), p. 4. This essay has been published with slight
variations in four different places. It was originally presented in 1975 at the annual meet-
ing of the Society for the Study of Black Religion and later appeared as “What Is Chris-
tian Theology?” in Encounter 43 (1982): 117-28. It was published under the title “Chris-
tian Theology and Scripture as the Expression of God’s Liberating Activity for the Poor,”
in Speaking the ‘lruth (1986), pp. 4-16; and in Bangalore Theological Forum 22, no. 2
(June 1990): 26-39. Most recently, it has appeared as “Theology, the Bible, and the Poor,”
in Standing with the Poor, ed. P. Parker (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1992), pp. 82-92.

5. Ihid,, p. s.

6. Conce, God of the Oppressed, p. 8. Emphasis his.

7. Nearly all of Conc’s reflections on the Bible occur in his first four books (Black
Theology and Black Power; A Black Theology of Liberation [Philadelphia and New York:
Lippincoit, 1970; reprint, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 19qgo); The Spirituals and the
Blues [New York: Seabury Press, 1972; reprint, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 19g1]; and

sod of the Oppressed). His last four books (My Soul Looks Back, {Nashville: Abingdon

Press, 1982; reprint, Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1986}; For My People: Black Theology
and the Black Church [Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1984]; Speaking the ‘Truth; and
Martin and Malcolm and America: A Dream or a Nightmare [Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1901]) refer very rarely to discrete biblical texts. This is illustrated in part by tabu-
lating references to biblical texts. In his first four books, Cone refers to biblical texts 336
times, whereas in his last four books, Cone refers to biblical texts 34 times. It is important
to note in this connection that his first four books are much more constructive in scope,
whereas his last four books are more reflections on and analytical descriptions of the
course of black theology.

8. For these topics, see the following works by Cone: Black Theology and Black
Power, p. 44 {within a general section entitled “The Righteousness of God and Black
Power,” pp. 43-47), A Black Theology of Liberation, pp. 4648, 14-19; Spirituals and the
Blues, pp. 54—56; God of the Oppressed, pp. 164~77, 62-83 (this essay also appeared sepa-
rately as “Biblical Revelation and Social Existence” in Interpretation 28, no. 4 [1974]:
422-40); For My People, pp. 63-068; A Black Theology of Liberation, pp. 31-33. Cone has
also offered significant reflections on the Bible in his essay “Christian Theology and
Scripture as the Expression of God’s I.iberating Activity for the Poor.”

9. For Isa. 40i1-5, sce Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 71-72, 109, 171, 173; for Isa.
53, see ibid., pp. 170-77. Cone also uses Isaiah to show Cod'’s righteousness, e.g., Isa. 421
(ibid., pp. 7475, 172-73). Cone refers several times to Amos, stressing God’s call to
justice and rightcousncss. Sec, e.g., ibid., pp. 66-67, 154; and Cone, Speaking the Truth,
PP- 4142

10. On Exod. 14:11-15, sce Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 93, 161; Cone, Spirituals
and the Blues, pp. 34, 92; and Cone, Speaking the 'Iruth, p. 34. On Exod. 15:1-3, see God
of the Oppressed, pp. 63, 164; Cone, A Black 'Theology of Liberation, p. 47; and Spirituals
and the Blues, p. 92. On Exod. 19:4-6, see God of the Oppressed, pp. 64, 119, 233; Cone,
Black Theology and Black Power, p. 44; A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 2; and Speaking
the Truth, p. 41.

1. For the quotations, sec the following works by Cone: Black Theology and Black
Power, pp. 44, 04, 68, 104; God of the Oppressed, p. 63; Martin and Malcolm and America,
p. 165. On his references to “the God of Exodus,” see, e.g., Spirituals and the Blues, p.
go; God of the Oppressed, pp. 62, 64, 82, 100; and Speaking the Truth, p. 12. For other

examples of the imporatance of the Exodus to Cone, sce, ¢.g., Black Theology and Black
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Power, pp. 44, 63-04; A Black Theology of Liberation, pp. 1-2, 29, 47-48, 53, 08, 104~5,
128; Spirituals and the Blues, pp. 60, go; God of the Oppressed, pp. 60-06, 68, 73, 8o, 82,
02, 100, 104; My Soul 1.ooks Back, pp. 24, 104; For My People, pp. 62, 6s; Speaking the
Truth, pp. s, 12, 91, 94, 100, 102; Martin and Malcolm and America, pp. 12526, 164-0s5.

1z. See Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 45; Cone, God of the Oppressed,
p. 6g; and Cone, Spirituals and the Blues, p. 2.

13. Cone, Spirituals and the Blues, p. 56. Cone also links Habakkuk closcly to Job.
On Job and Habakkuk, scc God of the Oppressed, pp. 166—70; Black Theology and Black
Power, p. g7; A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 79; Spirituals and the Blues, pp. 54~56,
62, 04.

14. See the following works by Cone: God of the Oppressed, pp. 47, 75, 136, 173; A
Black Theology of Liberation, p. 3; Black Theology and Black Power, p. 35; For My People,
Pp- 32, 80; Speaking the Truth, pp. vii, 123; Martin and Malcolm and America, p. 143.
See also the related passage from Tuke 7:22: “And he [ Jesus| answered them, ‘Go and
tell John what you have seen and heard; the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the poor have good news brought
to them.” (Scec God of the Oppressed, pp. 76, 173; Black Theology and Black Power, p.
36.)

15. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 75. bmphasis his.

16, Ibid., p. 76. Similarly, Cone links Luke 418-19 to the “primary definition of the
church,” which is “not its confessional affirmations but rather its political commitiment
on behalf of the poor” (Speaking the Truth, p. 123).

17. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 59.

18. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 136.

19. Ibid,, p. 150.

20. Ibid., p. 151. On Mark 10:42-45, sce also ibid., pp. 8o, 173; and Cone, Speaking
the Truth, p. 124.

21. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 224.

22. See, e.g.,, Cone, Speaking the Truth, p. 1o (also pp. 14, 120); Cone, God of the
Oppressed, p. 225; and Cone, My Soul Looks Back, p. 105. In addition to 1 Cor. 1:26-28,
Cone also cites Gal. si1 in several places: God of the Oppressed, pp. 170, 233; A Black
‘Theology of Liberation, p. 128; and Black Theology and Black Power, p. 39.

23. Cone, Speaking the Truth, p. 24.

24. Sec, e.g., T. Hoyt, “Black Theology’s Roots in Scriplure,” Ecumenical Trends 16
{1987): 172—70; R. A. Bennett, “Biblical 'Theology and Black Theology,” Journal of the
Interdenominational Theological Center 3 (1976): 116,

25. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 63.

26. Cone, For My People, p. 65.

27. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 68.

28. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 43.

29. Ibid., p. 44.

30. Ibid., p. 4s.

31. See, e.g., Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, pp. 66—74.

32. Ibid,, p. yo.

33. Cone, I'or My People, p. 6s5. Similarly, in God of the Oppressed, Cone states:
“The biblical emphasis on God’s continuing act of liberation in the present and future
means that theology cannot merely repeat what the Bible says or what is found in a
particular theological tradition. Theology inust be prophetic, recognizing the relativity of
human speech, but also that God can use human speech at a particular time for the
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proclamation of his Word to the suffering poor. As theologians, therefore, we must take
the risk to be prophetic by doing theology in the light of those who are helpless and
voiceless in the society” (p. 82).

34. Cone, Speaking the Truth, p. s.

35. Cone, Spirituals and the Blues, p. 37; see also Cone, God of the Oppressed, p.
18.

36. Sec, e.g., the following works by Cone: A Bluck Theology of Liberation, pp. xix,
22-33, 30, 38, 60, 114; Spirituals and the Blues, p. 37; God of the Oppressed, pp. 6, 8-,
1718, 3032, 11, My Soul Looks Back, p. 59; For My People, pp. 28, 152, 165; Speaking
the Truth, pp. 4, 7, 138; Martin and Malcolm and America, p. 250.

37. Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 35-36. See also Cone’s essay, “Black Theology
and Black Liberation,” originally published in Christian Century in 1970 and reprinted
in J. Cone and G. Wilmore, Black Theology: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 1966-1979
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993), pp. 106-13, esp. uo-12. Responding to critics who
have called into question Conc’s einphasis on Scripture, Cone responds: “At this writing,
I cannot change my emphasis on Jesus Christ and Scripture, because the emphasis seeins
to be a decisive ingredient of the black experience as I and others have lived it in North
America” (God of the Oppressed, p. 253 n. 38).

38. As Cone puts it in a discussion of the identity of Jesus, in God of the Oppressed:
“Who Jesus is for us today is not decided by focusing our attention exclusively on cither
the social context alone or the Bible alone but by seeing them in dialectical relation.
The true interpretation of one is dependent upon viewing it in the light of the other. We
must say uncquivocally that who Jesus Christ is for black people today is found through
an encounter with him in the social context of black existence. But as soon as that point
is made, the other side of this paradox must be affirmed; otherwise the truth of the black
experience is distorted. The Jesus of the black experience is the Jesus of Scripture. The
dialectic relationship of the black experience and Scripture is the point of departure of
Black Theology’s Christology” (p. 113).

Or again: “To summarize: the dialectic between the social situation of the believer
and Scripture and the traditions of the Church is the place to begin the investigation of
the question, Who is Jesus Christ for us today? Social context, Seripture, and tradition
operate together to enable the people of God to move actively and reflectively with
Christ in the struggle of freedom™ (p. 115).

39. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 31.

40. Ibid., p. 31. Eamphasis his.

41. Ibid., pp. 32-33.

42. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 112.

43. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 31; sce also p. 45; and Cone, Spirituals
and the Blues, p. 37; Cone, God of the Oppressed, pp. 58, 110-12.

44. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 83.

45. Ibid,, p. 7.

46. Ibid., p. 32. Emphasis his. Similarly, Cone states that “it is most difficult to make
first-century New ‘Testament language relevant to a contemporary ‘world come of age’
Jesus did not give us a blueprint for identifying God and his work or for relevant human
involvement in the world. But this is the never-ending task of theology and the Church”
(Black Theology and Black Power, p. 49).

47. Conce articulates six sources of black theology: black experience, black history,
black culture, revelation, Scripture, and tradition. See A Black Theology of Liberation,

PP- 23-35-
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48. Ibid., p. 32. Sce also Cartwright, “Ideclogy and the Interpretation of the Bible
in the African-American Christian Tradition,” pp. 141~58.

49. See Conce, Speaking the Truth, p. 94. On Ps. 68:31, see A. Raboteau, “ ‘Ethiopia
Shall Soon Stretch Forth Her Hands: Black Destiny in Nineteenth Century America,”
University Lecture in Religion, Arizona State University, 27 Jan. 1983. (In the 1930s this
passage was even used as the headline of a newspaper spotts story on Joe Louis’s boxing
victory over a much ballyhooed Italian fighter (sce Rabotcau). On this and other signifi-
cant Old ‘lestament texts, see, e.g., C. B. Copher, “The Black Presence in the Old
Testament,” and R. C. Bailey, “Beyond Identification: The Use of Africans in Old Testa-
ment Poetry and Narratives,” both in Stony the Road We 'Irod: African American Biblical
Interpretation, ed. C. Felder (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), pp. 146-64, 1605-84.

50. Such an interpretation can be seen, e.g., in the comments of exsslave John
Bates: “My uncle, Ben, he could read de Bible, and he allus tell us some day us be frec.
And Massa Henry laugh, ‘Haw, haw, haw.” And he say, ‘Hell, no, yous never be free. Yous
ain't got sense nuf to make de livin', if yous was free” Den, he takes de Bible "way from
Uncle Ben and say it put de bad ideas in he head, but Uncle gits nother Bible and
hides it, and Massa ncver finds out.” Cited in D. N. Hopkins, “Slave Theology in the
‘Tnvisible Tnstitution,” in D.N. Hopkins & G. Cummings, eds., Cut Loose Your Stam-
mering Tongue: Black Theology in the Slave Narratives, cd. . N. Hopkins and G. Cum-
mings (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1991), p. 1; also sce D. N. Hopkins, Shoes That I'it
Our Feet: Sources for a Constructive Black "I'heology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993)
p. 13

s1. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 31.

52. For treatments of Conc’s hermeneutics, sce A. Thiselton, New Horizons in Her-
meneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1992), pp. 419-23; and J. L. Segundo, “The Hermeneutic Circle,” in his
Liberation of 'Theology (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1976), pp. 25-38. For an overall
analysis of Cone, sce R. Burrow, Jr., James H. Cone and Black Liberation Theology (Jef-
ferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1994).

53. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 35.

s4. Ibid., p. 38. Emphasis his.

55. 1bid., p. 113.

56. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 258 n. 4, where he also states, “T contend that
the Jesus of the Gospels cannot be separated from the ‘real’ Jesus.”

57. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 115.

58. Ibid., p. u18.

59. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 15. He continues: “If we do not take the histori-
cal Jesus scriously as the key to locating the meaning of Christ’s presence today, there is
no way to avoid the charge of subjectivism, the identification of Christ today with a
momentary political persuasion. Although it cannot ‘prove;’ by historical study alone, that
Jesus is the Christ, the historical record provides the essential datum without which faith
in Christ is impossible” (p. 116).

60. Ibid., p. 120. And again: “The truth of Jesus Christ stands or falls on the histori-
cal validity of the biblical claim that Jesus identifies with the poor and the outcasts. That
historical fact alone does not provide the evidence that Jesus is the Christ, for the same
could be said of other people in history; but without this historical fact, the claim that
God has come to liberate the weak in Jesus is sheer illusion” (p. 261 n. 5).

61. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 1zo. Emphasis his.

62. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 68. He continues: “To suggest that
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Christ has taken on a black skin is not theological emotionalism. If the Church is a
continuation of the Incarnation, and if the Church and Christ are where the oppressed
are, then Christ and his Church must identify totally with the oppressed to the extent
that they too suffer for the same reasons persons are enslaved. . . . Therefore Christ is
black because he is oppressed, and oppressed because he is black. And if the Church is
to join Christ by following his opening, it too must go where suffering is and become
black also” (p. 6g).

63. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 123. Scc also A. Cleage, The Black
Messiah (New York: Shced & Ward, 1968). For an important analysis of Cone, Cleage,
and Joseph Washington, see William R. Jones, “Theodicy and Methodology in Black
‘Theology: A Critique of Washington, Cone, and Cleage,” Harvard Theological Review 64
(1971): 541~57 (also reprinted in Cone and Wilmore, Black Theology, 1:141~52).

64. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 133.

6s. Ibid., p. 136.

66. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 6. In the same volume Cone states:
“White theologians would prefer to do theology without reference to color, but this only
reveals how deeply racism is embedded in the thought forms of their culture. 'lo be sure,
they would probably concede that the concept of liberation is essential to the biblical
view of God. But it is still impossible for them to translate the biblical cinphasis on
liberation to the black-white struggle today” (p. 64).

67. Cone, Black 'Theology and Black Power, p. 151. Sce also pp. 147—48. In his book
For My People, Cone reflects as follows on the claim that Jesus is black: “In place of the
white Jesus, we insisted that ‘Jesus Christ is black, baby!” . . . Whites thought that blacks
had lost their religious sanity. It was one thing to identify liberation as the central message
of the Bible, but something else to introduce color into christology.

“ ... The vehement rejection of the black Jesus by whites merely reinforced the
determination of black clergy radicals to develop a christology that took seriously Jesus’
blackness—both literally and symbolically. The literal significance of Jesus” blackness
meant that he was not white! He was a Palestinian Jew. . . . By making this point, black
clergy radicals wanted to show that the so-called scientific biblical excgesis of white schol-
ars frequently was not scientific at all.

“. .. The major importance of the claim that Jesus is black’ rested on the symbolic
meaning of that affirmation. . . . The blackness of Jesus had definite political implica-
tions that we derived from the New Testament witness. Tt was our way of saying that his
cross and resurrection represented God's solidarity with the oppressed in their struggle
for liberation” (pp. 66-67).

68. Cone, Martin and Malcolm and America, pp. 166-68.

6g. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 2.

70. Reflecting on the development of African American theology in the 1970s and
early 1980s Cone laments that “today we black theologians scem to have forgotten our
own theological history. Black theology is in danger of becoming respectable in a corrupt
church and in seminaries that favor the privileged. . . . We have not remained on the
cutting edge of history but have turned the revolution we started into a church social
and cocktail party among black and white academic clites” (For My People, pp. 198-99).
And in My Soul Looks Back, hc writes: “Black theology’s chief task is not to be an
academic discipline, as white theology has largely become. Black theology must be a
church discipline, true to itself only when validated in the context of people struggling
for the freedom of the oppressed” (p. 77).

71. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 116.
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7z2. Cone, For My People, p. 67.

73. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power, p. 88.

74. “It is so easy to make his | Jesus’] name mean intellectual analysis, and we al-
ready have too much of that garbage in seminary libraries. What is needed is an applica-
tion of the name to concrete human affairs” (Cone, A Black Theology of 1iberation, p.
38).

75. Ibid,, p. n7. Flsewhere, Cone comments: “Because most biblical scholars are
the descendants of the advantaged class, it is to be expected that they would minimize
Jesus’ gospel of liberation for the poor by interpreting poverty as a spiritual condition
unrclated to social and political phenomena” (God of the Oppressed, p. 78).

76. Cone continues: “to hear the message of Scripture is 1o hear and see the truth
of God’s liberating presence in history for those who are oppressed by unjust social struc-
tures” (God of the Oppressed, p. 200).

77. 1bid., p. zo1.

%8. Ibid., p. 203.

79. P. Williams, “James Cone and the Problem of a Black Fthic,” Harvard Theologi-
cal Review 65 (1972): 483-94.

8o. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 20s. Sce also Conc’s critique of Major Jones’s
Christian Ethics for Black Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974) in God of the Op-
pressed, pp. 27071 11. 14.

81. Cone, God of the Oppressed, p. 207.

8z2. Ibid..

83. Ibid., p. 208.

84. Thid.

8s. Ibid., pp. 206-17.

86. 1bid., p. 224. Similarly, “the question is not what Jesus did, as if his behavior in
first-century Palestine were the infallible ethical guide for our actions today. We must ask
not what he did, but what is he doing—and what he did becomes important only insofar
as it poinls to his activity today. 'To usc the Jesus of history as an absolute ethical guide
for people today is to become enslaved to the past, foreclosing God’s eschatological future
and its judgment on the present. It removes the element of risk in ethical decisions and
makes people slaves to principles” (p. 222).

§7. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, p. 6.

88. Sce N. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-literary Introduction (Philadclphia:
Fortress Press, 1985), pp. 261-76.

89. Robert Allen Warrior, “Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians: Deliverance, Con-
quest, and Liberation Theology Today,” Christianity and Crisis 49 (1989~9o): 261~05.

go. James Cone, letter to author, 13 Dece. 1993. Cone continues: “I have also been
influenced by Delores Williams, my colleague at Union, who also points out the limita-
tions of the Exodus as the only key for understanding the black religious experience,
especially black women. Sec esp. her Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Wom-
anist Godtalk (Orbis, 1993}

g1. In private correspondence (letter to author, 13 Dec. 1993), Cone has responded
as follows: “T do not reject John, especially thosc parts that show Jesus™ identity with the
poor. But T do prefer the other three gospels for many of the reasons you suggested. Any
passage of scripture that is not life-giving is rejected. Blacks have always been very selec-
tive in their use of seripture. Sce Howard Thurnman’s well-known reference to his grand-
mother’s rejection of Paul as one of many such instances. (H. Thurman, “Jesus—An
Interpretation” in Jesus and the Disinherited, p. 30f).”
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g2. James Cone, lctter to author, 13 Dec. 1993.

93. Conc’s response to this question is fairly straightforward: “I think your role is to
take sides with the voiceless people of the world. It is time for all scholars in religion to
expose the conservative nature of their disciplines and the roles they play in reinforcing
the status quo that oppresses the poor. Scientific research that does not empower the
poor people is pointless and often oppressive. When you begin to take sides for the poor
and against those who ignore them in biblical scholarship, you will begin to express a
solidarity that empowers poor blacks and others” (letter to author 13 Dec. 1993).

Chapter Nine

1. Already in her first book, The Church Against Iiself (New York: Herder & Herder,
1967), Ruether poses the question: “does one ever meaningfully investigate any historical
problem unless onc has in it something at stake?” (p. 33). For her most complete state-
ment regarding the relationship between her own experience and the development of
her theology, sce Disputed Questions: On Being a Christian (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1989). For a genceral overview of Ruether’s theology, see W. M. Ramsay, Four
Modern Prophets (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1986), pp. 71-87. For a thorough treatment
of her christology in particular, sec M. H. Snyder, The Christology of Rosemary Radford
Ruether: A Critical Introduction (Mystic, Conn.: Twenty-Third Publications, 1988).

2. I Clarke-Sayer, “The Bible and the Religious Left: An Interview with Rosemary
Radford Ruether,” Witness 66, no. 3 (1983): 8. Iilsewhere, Ruether has commented that
“when 1 read the Bible for the first time T did so with the apparatus of historical-critical
thought. After certain initial shocks to my inherited model of Christ, this came to seem
the natural way to decipher the Bible. T had relatively little baggage of a precritical
biblical schooling to discard” (Disputed Questions, p. 30).

3. | have relied principally on fourteen books and three articles by Ruether as the
basis for my research on her use of the Bible. They arc as follows:

The Church Against Itself (New York: Herder & Herder, 1967)

Communion Is Life Together (New York: Herder & Herder, 1968)

Disputed Questions: On Being a Christian (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 198g; repr.
Nashville: Abingdon, 1982)

“Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experience: The
Case of the Imago Dei and Gender Fquality,” in Radical Pluralism and Truth,
cd. W. G. Jeanrond and J. L. Rike (New York: Crossroad, 1991), pp. 95-106

“Feminist Interpretation: A Method of Correlation,” in Feminist Interpretaion of
the Bible, ed. L. Russel (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), pp. 11124

From Machismo to Mutuality, with Eugene Bianchi (New York: Paulist Press,
1970)

“Feminism and Patriarchal Religion: Principles of Ideological Critique of the Bi-
ble,” in Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 22 (1982): 54-66

Caia and God (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1992)

The Liberating Bond, with Wolfgang Roth (New York: Friendship Press, 1978)

Liberation Theology (New York: Paulist Press, 1972)

Mary—The Feminine Face of the Church (Philadelphia: Westminsier, 1977

New Woman/New Earth (New York: Scabury Press, 1975)

The Radical Kingdom (New York: Harper & Row, 1970)
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Sexism and God-Talk (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983)
To Change the World (New York: Crossroad, 1981)
Women-Church (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985)
WomanGuides (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983)

4. One striking feature of Ruether’s Communion Is Life logether is the inclusion of
various songs for the children to sing at the end of each lesson (e.g., “He’s Got the
Whole World in His Hands,” “This Land Is Your Land,” “Go Down Moses,” “O Free-
dom,” “Where IHave All the Flowers Gone?” “If I Had a Hammer,” “Were You There?”
“We Gonna Sit at the Welcome 'Iable,” and “Come by Here” (“Kum bah yah”). It is no
accident that Ructher includes various spirituals and folk songs associated with the Civil
Rights movement, given her own involvement in the movement and her experience of
teaching at Howard Divinity School. (When the book was published, it came with a
record of the various songs, so that the students could hear the music and sing along.)

5. Ruether, Disputed Questions, p. 31.

6. 'The notion of dialectic is crucial to Ructher’s understanding of Christian exis-
tence and to her theology. She begins Church Against ltself by stating: “The theological
tradition in which thesc cssays stand is that of modern dialectical theology or crisis theol-
ogy” (p. 1). Similarly, she characterizes her ecclesiology as dialectical (p. 13). Ruether
also characterizes the relationship of church to sociely as “dialectical” (Liberation Theol-
0gy, pp. 154-55) and speaks of “the prophetic dialectic of judgment and promise” (Dis-
puted Questions, p. 32). She states: “I would regard my own mode of thinking as dialec-
tical” (Disputed Questions, p. 141). Ructher also emphasizes the dialectic of the church
as historical institution and the church as spirit-illed community, especially in devel-
oping how women should relate to the historic church. See Women-Church, pp. 31-32,
37-

Ruether is also critical of some expressions of dialectical theology. E.g., she sees
James Cone’s “formal dialectic between white and black” as failing to “satisfy the Biblical
concept of Election and Fxodus. . . . Cone’s oppressor/oppressed dialectic offers no com-
parable concept of fidelity of the elect people to an intrinsic standard of righteousness,
which would judge themselves, and not merely judge others” (Liberation Theology, p.
138).

7. R. R. Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion: Principles of Ideological Cri-
tique of the Bible,” pp. 55~56. Sce also her article, “Religion and Society: Sacred Canopy
vs. Prophetic Critique,” in The Future of Liberation Theology: Essays in Honor of Gustavo
Gutiérrez, ed. M. Ellis and O. Maduro (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 198¢), pp. 172—70.

8. Ructher, “Religion and Society,” p. 59.

9. Sec, e.g., Phyllis Bird, “Images of Women in the Old lestament,” in Religion
and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed. R. Ruether
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974), pp. 41-88.

10. Seg, e.g., R. R Ruether and E. C. Bianchi, From Machismo to Mutuality: Essays
on Sexism and Woman-Man Liberation (New York: Paulist Press, 1976): “However much
women may now chuckle over the fact that Adam appears somcething of a passive person-
ality, in the fall the mythology that made man first in creation but woman first inn sin
was not intended to praise woman’s wit” (p. 13). Scc also Ruether, Women-Church, p.
137.

11. Ruether, “Feminisin and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 57.

12. Ibid., pp. 58-59.

13. Ibid,, p. 59.
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4. See, e.g., Ructher, Disputed Questions, p. 93; Ructher, Sexism and God-Talk, p.
157.

15. Ructher, “Feminisin and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 60; Ruether, Sexism and God-
Talk, p. 24.

16. Ructher, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 60; Ruether, Sexism and God-
Talk, p. 25.

17. See, e.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 61; Ructher, Sexism
and God-Talk, p. 25; Ruether, WomanGuides, p. 196; Ruether, Gaia and God, p. 300, n.
12; Ruether, Disputed Questions, p. 93; Ruether, To Change the World, p. 20; Ruether,
“Feminist Interpretation: A Method of Correlation,” p. 121

18. Sec, c.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 61; Ruether, Mary —
The Feminine Face of the Church, pp. 33, 87; Ructher, Sexism and God-Talk, pp. 25, 153.

19. See, c.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 61; Ruether, Sexism
and God-Talk, p. 26; and Ruether, New Woman/New Larth, pp. 45, 58.

20. Sce, e.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 62; Ruether, Sexism
and God-Talk, p. 26; Ruether, Disputed Questions, pp. 34, 62; Ruether, To Change the
World, p. 35; Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation,” p. u8; Ruether, Gaia and God, p. 120.

21. Ruether, “IFeminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 62; Ruether, Sexism and God-
Talk, pp. 26-27.

22. See, c.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion, p. 63; Ruether, Sexism
and God-Talk, p. 27; Ructher, New Woman/New Earth, p. 66; Ruether, To Change the
World, p. 35; and Ruether, Disputed Questions, p. 62.

23. See, c.g., Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” pp. 63-64; Ruether,
Sexism and God-Talk, p. 29; Ructher, Mary, p. 83; Ructher, To Change the World, p. 54;
and Ruether, New Woman/New Earth, p. Gs.

24. Ruether, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” p. 6s.

25. Ructher, Sexism and God-lalk, p. 32.

26. Ructher, Liberation Theology, p. 33.

27. On Christianity and the status quo, see Ruether, To Change the World, p. 20.

28. Ruether, Communion Is Life Together, p. 14.

29. 1bid., p. 28.

30. Ruether and Roth, Liberating Bond. Roth, a professor of Old Testament interpre-
tation at Garrett Fivangelical Theological Seminary, where Ruether also teaches, wrote
the first six chapters under the heading “Covenant—The Biblical Story.” Ructher wrote
the second six chapters under the heading “Covenant—The Impact of a Motif.”

31. Ruether and Roth, Liberating Bond, p. 49.

32. Ibid., p. g1. This emphasis on covenant communities explains Ructher’s interest
in various radical Christian communities throughout church history, most of which had
a strong sensc of communal covenant (e.g., the Fcological New Covenanters, the Shak-
ers, the Anabaptist tradition). On the Ecological New Covenanters, who emphasize the
covenant not only between humanity and God but also between humanity and nature,
see ibid., p. so.

33. Ructher, Women-Church, pp. 122-25.

34. Ibid., p. 122.

35. Ruether commends the Shakertown Pledge as a good starting point for dis-
cussing specific commitments (ibid., p. 123).

36. Ibid., p. 124.

37. Ibid., pp. 192-200.

38. Ructher, Gaia and God, pp. 205—28. Sce also Ruether’s article “The Biblical
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Vision of the Feological Crisis,” Christian Century 95 (1978): 129-32, where she articu-
lates “a covenantal vision” in keeping with the prophetic vision of the Hebrew Bible (p.
131). In this connection, she cites Isa. 24 at length as an expression of the broken cove-
nant between humanity and the natural world. She concludes: “In the biblical view, the
raping of nature and the exploitation of people in society are profoundly understood as
part of one reality, creating disaster in both. We lock not to the past but to a new future,
brought about by social repentance and conversion to divine commnandments, so that the
covenant of creation can be rectified and Cod’s Shalom brought to nature and society”
(p. 1132).

39. Ructher, Gaia and God, p. 9.

40. Ibid., p. 210.

41. Ibid,, p. 211,

42. Ibid., p. 227.

43. Ructher, WomanGuides, pp. 161-62. The sermon (“WomanChurch as a Feminist
Exodus Community”) was originally given at the WomanChurch Speaks conference in
Chicago in November 1983.

44. Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, p. zos. See also her article “Basic Communities’:
Renewal at the Roots,” Christianity and Crisis 41 (1981): 234-37. Ruether particularly
notes the rediscovery of Scripture in the basic Christian communities, looking at such
communities in Latin America, Italy, and Holland.

45. Ruether, Women-Church, p. 62.

46. Ruether, 1o Change the World, p. 69. Ructher makes much the same point in
Sexism and God-Talk, pp. 254-506.

47. Ruether, 'lo Change the World, p. 68. Ruether notes (p. 8o n. 32) that J. H.
Yoder has also argued for the Jubilee messianic vision as more representative of Jesus’
teaching than the apocalyptic vision. See Yoder, “The Implications of the Jubilee,” in his
The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Ferdmans, 1972), pp. 64—77.

48. Ructher, WomanGuides, pp. 195~97, 2025, 204.

49. As Ruether states: “Jesus” own vision of the Kingdom of God as relcase of cap-
tives, remissions of debts, and provision of daily bread may have had more to do with the
Jubilec pattern than with the apocalyptic doctrine of the end point of history later incor-
porated into the Gospels” (Sexism and God-Talk, p. 256). See also Ruether, Gaia and
God, p. 214.

50. See Ruether, Gaia and God, pp. 20, 270 nn. g-10.

1. Ibid,, p. 213.

52. Regarding the carly Christian portrayals of Jesus as the Davidic Messiah, Ruether
writes: “Although these visions of the Davidic Messiah, as well as the Apocalyptic Mces-
siah, came to be attached to the figure of Jesus, the first-century prophet from Nazareth,
it would scem that his own vision was far from these ways of thinking” (WomanGuides,
p. 108). Sce also Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, pp. 19—20.

53. See, c.g., Ructher, “Mistress of Heaven: The Meaning of Mariology,” in New
Woman/New Earth, pp. 36-62; Ruether, “Mariology as Symbolic Ecclesiology: Repres-
sion or Liberation?” in Sexism and God-Talk, pp. 139~58; and, of course, her book Mary.

54. See Ruether, New Woman/New Earth, p. 40.

55. This kind of doctrine can be seen, c.g., in Pope John Paul If’s encyclical “Muli-
eris Dignitatern” (On the Vocation and Dignity of Women), Origins 18, no. 17 (1988):
262-83.

56. New Woman/New Earth, p. s5.

57. Ibid., p. 58.

>
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58. Ruether, Sexism and God-Tulk, p. 154. As Ruether puts it elsewhere, “The Mag-
nificat at least opens up the possibility of a Christian interpretation of redemptive com-
munity as a community of liberation for all, starting with women of the poorest and most
despised classes” (WomanGuides, p. 159).

59. Ructher, WomanGuides, pp. 165-66, 18s.

6o. Ruether, To Change the World, p. 1. See, e.g., Ruether’s review of E. Schille-
beeckx’s Christ: The Experience of Jesus as Lord (New York: Crossroad, 1980) in Religious
Studies Review ¢ (1983): 42-44.

61. Ruether, Church Against ltself, p. 40. Of course, in the 19gos there is yet another
new quest pressing on in search of the historical Jesus. See, e.g., M. Borg, Jesus in Con-
temporary Scholarship (Valley Yorge, Pa: Trinity Press International, 1994).

62. As Ruether puts it, “It is crucial that the Jesus who points beyond himself to the
coming one should not be overlooked and obliterated in our moving on to proclaim him
as the Christ, for his statemnent of his own selfunderstanding is both necessarily different
from and a necessary precondition of our understanding of him and thus our new self-
understanding in him” (Church Against Itself, pp. 40-47).

63. 'The notion of “iconoclasm” is very important for Ructher and runs throughout
her writings. E.g., the “biblical God is a God who, by nature, speaks through the icono-
clastic prophet,” and Christianity’s problem “lies in its forfeiting of its iconoclastic respon-
sibility” (Church Against Itself, p. 202). The synoptic Gospels show “a startling clement
of iconoclasm toward the traditional subordination of women in Jewish life” (New
Woman/New Earth, p. 63). As for Jesus, his “vision of the kingdom is one of radical social
iconoclasm” (To Change the World, p. 17), and he is “the prophetic iconoclastic Christ”
rather than an imperial or androgynous Christ (To Change the World, pp. 47, 53). Fur-
ther, “Jesus proclaims an iconoclastic reversal of the system of religious status,” and the
role played by women in carliest Christianity “Is an intrinsic part of the iconoclastic,
messianic vision” (Sexism and God-Talk, pp. 135-30). And, fnally, the image of the
church as spirit-filled community leads to an egalitarianisin that “can, at times, be set in
an iconoclastic relation to the hierarchies of established religious and civil institutions”
(Women-Church, p. 22).

64. Ructher, “Feminism and Patriarchal Religion,” pp. 62-63.

65. Ruether, fo Change the World, p. 17.

66. For Ruether’s use of Matt. 20:25-28 elsewhere, see, e.g., Mary, p. 83; To Change
the World, p. 54; Sexism and God-lalk, p. 29; New Woman/New Earth, p. 65; and “Femi-
nism and Patriarchal Religion,” pp. 63-04.

67. Ruether, Sexism and God-lalk, p. 5. Elsewhere, Ruether states: “Instead of the
concept of God as Father providing a pattern for setting up a group of ‘fathers’ in the
church who lord it over the laity, the way husbands lorded over wives in Jesus™ society,
the God whom Jesus is speaking about is One who creates a community of equals, a
community of brothers and sisters” (Mary, p. 84).

68. Ruether, New Woman/New Earth, p. 66.

69. Ruether, To Change the World, p. 14. In the same place, she continues: “There
is little trace in the more clearly historical sayings of Jesus of a predominant concern
with eschatological features of resurrection, life after death and a transcendent world
beyond history.”

70. Ibid. On the centrality of the Lord’s Prayer in Ruether’s theology, see also her
Communion Is Life 'logether, p. 35; and Gaia and God, p. 214.

71. Ruether, To Change the World, p. 15.

72. 1bid.
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73. Ibid.

74. 1bid., p. 23.

75. Ructher, Disputed Questions, p. 72. Sce also Ructher, To Change the World, pp.
42743-

76. Ruether notes that this “proleptic understanding of Jesus” messianic identity . . .
has been particularly renewed in liberation theologies. It is the excgesis that best trans-
lated the New Testament experience” (1o Change the World, pp. 42-43).

77. Ruether, Sexism and God-lalk, p. n14.

78. 1bid.

79. Ibid., p. 122.

8o. Ibid., p. 135.

81. Ruether, Gaia and God, p. 253,

82. Ruether, New Woman/New Larth, p. 67.

83. Ruether, Sexism and God-lalk, p. 3.

84. Thid., p. 137.

85. Ruether comments that “what we sec here is an ongoing process of kenosis and
transformation. God’s power no longer remains in Heaven where it can be used as a
model of the ‘thrones of the mighty” In the iconoclastic and messianic prophet, it has
been emptied out into the human situation of suffering and hope” (ibid., p. 157). See
also WomanCGuides, pp. 1089, 120, where Ructher contrasts “Kenosis Christology: Christ
as Servant” with “Logos Christology: Christ as Cosmic Lord.”

86. lor Ructher’s use of Gal. 3:28, sec, c.g., Mary, p. 86; New Woman/New Farth,
pp. 67-68; Sexism and Cod-lalk, pp. 20, 33, 127, 199; Women-Church, p. 46; Disputed
Questions, p. 123; 1o Change the World, p. 47; Ruether and Bianchi, From Machismo to
Mutuality, p. 135; Ructher and Roth, Liberating Bond, p. 8s.

87. Ruether, Gaia and God, p. 127.

88. R. R. Ructher, “The Subordination and Liberation of Women in Christian The-
ology: St. Paul and Sarah Grimké,” Soundings 61 (1978): 168.

8g. Ibid., p. 170.

go. Ibid., p. 171

ot Ibid., p. 173.

92. Sce Sarah Grimké’s “Epistle to the Clergy of the Southern States” (1836), in The
Public Years of Sarah and Angelina Grimké, ed. 1.. Ceplair (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1989), pp. go-115.

93. Sce Sarah Grimké’s “Letters on the Equality of the Sexes and the Condition of
Women” (1838), in S. Grimké, Letters on the Fquality of the Sexes, cd. E. A. Bartlett
(New IHaven: Yale Universily Press, 1988), pp. 31-103.

94. See further Ruether’s comments on Mary the mother of Jesus and on Mary
Magdalene in her article “What Do the Synoptics Say? The Sexuality of Jesus,” Chris-
tianity and Crisis 38 (1978): 134-37.

95. Ructher, The Church Against Itself, p. 220.

96. “What have been called the objective sources of theology, Scripture and tradi-
tion, are themselves codificd collective human experience” (Ruether, Sexism and God-
Talk, p. 12).

97. Ibid.

98. Ructher, Church Against lItself, p. 226.

99. Ructher, Sexism and God-lalk, pp. 12-13. Similarly, sce Ruether’s article “Femi-
wist Interpretation,” pp. 111-10.

100. Ruether, Sexism and God-Tulk, p. 13.
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101. Ruether, “Feminist Hermeneutics, Scriptural Authority, and Religious Experi-
ence,” p. 10L

102. “Although the New Testament prescrves remmnants of this earlier [egalitarian]
role of women, the authority of these stories as the basis for gender cquality has been
erased or marginalized. Instead, the canon is shaped to direct us to read the understand-
ing of the church from texts such as Ephesians 5 and I Timothy. Here the patriarchal
hierarchy of men over women is set forth as the model for interpreting the relationship
of Christ and the church” (Ruether, Women-Church, p. 48).

103. Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, p. 34.

104. Religion and Sexism, p. 121. Elsewhere, Ruether states: “There are two ways of
making the Bible into a tool of the status quo. One is the fundamentalist way of picking
out a certain series of things in the Bible, excluding all the prophetic material, and then
using it in a very literalistic way to support patriarchy or creationism or whatever. The
other way is the historical-critical method, which is the academic establishment’s way of
making the Bible something that ordinary people are not equipped to read accurately”
(“The Bible and the Religious Left,” p. 8).

105. Ruether, WomanGuides, p. 247. In the same place, she comments: “Every new
upsurge of the liberating spirit must challenge the efforts of fossilized religious authority
to ‘close the canon,’ to declare that God has spoken once and for all in a past time and
‘his” words are cnshrined in a final and definite form in a past collection of texts, and
therefore, that all true theology is confined to circumscribed commentaries on these past
texts. It is ironic that Christianity particularly has attempted to cut off all further revela-
tory experience and declare that God’s final word is spoken in Jesus, even to the exclu-
sion of any word from God spoken before Jesus. Jesus alone becomes the one word from
God. This is ironic because it was key to Jesus” own message that revelation was not
closed and that he spoke ‘with authority, as a prophet, and not ‘as the scribes and the
Pharisees,” those who were confined merely to commentary on past texts” (p. 247).

100. See also Ructher, Women-Church, p. 135.

107. This rite is from ibid., p. 137.

108. On feminist hermeneutics in general, sce, e.g., P. Trible, “Teminist Hermeneu-
tics and Biblical Studics,” Christian Century 99 (1982): 116-18; E. Schiissler Fiorenza, “A
Feminist Critical Hermeneuties of Liberation,” in In Memory of Her (New York: Cross-
road, 1983), pp. 26-36; M. A. Tolbert, ed., The Bible and Feminist Hermeneutics, Semeia
28 (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983) (esp. Tolbert’s article “Defining the Problem: The
Bible and Feminist Hermeneutics,” pp. 113-26); C. Osick, “The Feminist and the Bible:
Hermencutical Alternatives,” in Feminist Perspectives on Biblical Scholarship, ed. A. Yar-
bro Collins (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1985), pp. 93-106; A. Thiselton, New Horizons
in Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Transforming Biblical Reading (Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1992), pp. 430-62; E. Schiissler Fiorenza, “The Hermeneutical Space of
a Feminist Rhetoric of Liberation,” part 2 of But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical
Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), pp. 77-163.

109. See Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, p. 135.

no. Ibid,, p. 24.

ut. Ibid., p. 24 (emphasis mine).

112. “The renewal of the prophetic meaning of religious language from its ideologi-
cal deformations is the creative dynamic of Biblical faith. This rediscovery of prophetic
content, and its disccrning reapplication to new social situations, is precisely what the
Bible calls “I'he Word of God.” This, in other words, is the critical principle that Biblical
faith applies to itself. It is the hermeneutical principle for discerning prophetic faith
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within Scripture as well as for the ongoing interpretation of Scripture as critique of
tradition” (ibid., p. 31},

u3. Ibid. Elsewhere, Ruether states: “The Bible can be appropriated as a source of
liberating paradigms only if it can be scen that there is a correlation between the feminist
critical principle and that critical principle by which biblical thought critiques itself and
renews its vision as the authentic Word of God over against corrupting and sinful defor-
mations. It is my contention here that there is such a corrclation between biblical and
feminist critical principles. This biblical critical principle is that of the prophetic-
messianic tradition” (“Feminist Interpretation,” p. 117).

114, “Feminist theology is not asserting unprecedented ideas; rather it is redis-
covering the prophetic context and content of Biblical faith itself when it defines the
prophetic-liberating tradition as norm” (Ructher, Sexism and God-1alk, p. 31).

u1s. Ructher, To Change the World, p. 5.

u6. Ruether, “Feminist Interpretation,” p. 122.

u7. “Clarified hermeneutics lies in being conscious of the questions one brings
from onc’s own situation and the response that one reads from the scripture, either nega-
tively or positively, about these concemns” (Ruether, 1o Change the World, p. 3).

u8. 1bid,, p. 4.

119. Ibid., p. 5. Similarly, “There is a hermeneutic circle with our own past experi-
ences and thoughls, just as with the historical past. What our past means at any given
time 1s always conditioned by the present questions that we bring to it” (Ruether, Dis-
puted Questions, p. 12).

rzo. “The circle from experience to experience, mediated through instruments of
tradition, is thus completed when the contemporary community appropriates the founda-
tional paradigm as the continuing story of its own redemption in relation to God, self,
and onc another” (Ructher, Sexism and God-Talk, p. 16).

21, . Achtemcier, “I'he Impossible Possibility: Fvaluating the Feminist Approach
to Bible and Theology,” Interpretation 52, no. 1 (1988): s4.

122. For an even more reactionary approach to Ruether, and other feminists, see the
rather frightful book by Donna Steichen, Ungodly Rage: 'I'he Hidden Face of Catholic
Feminism (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991).

123. Schissler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, p. 19.

124. In Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether writes: “But even when biblical texts are most
clearly in this prophetic mode, not all dimensions of unjust relations may be discerned.
The prophet may sce clearly the injustice of masterslave relations, of male-female rela-
tions in patriarchal, slave-holding socicty, or clse ameliorate thesc relations in more con-
ventional ways that still take the basic system for granted.

“The vision of the world rectified may also degenerate into a vision of world reversal,
or ‘revenge theology, that merely makes of the presently poor and weak new imperial
powers triumphing over their former enemies. In significant parts of the Scriptures, both
Old and New Testament, the prophetic vision evaporates, allowing God again to become
simply the sanctifier of the existing social order, as in much of the law codes and the
New ‘Testamment household codes. Fven at its best, prophetic insight has some limitations
of the sociology of consciousness of its spokesmen {(generic not intended)” (pp. 33-34).

125. “Review Symposium,” Horizons 1, no. z (1984): 148.

126, Ibid,, p. 140.

127. C. Christ, “A Spirituality for Women,” in Laughter of Aphrodite: Reflections on
a Journey to the Goddess (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987): 63. This entire chapter
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from Christ's book is a response to an article by Ruether, “A Religion for Women:
Sources and Strategics,” Christianity and Crisis 39 (1979): 307-11.

128. Ruether, “Religion for Women,” p. 309.

129. Christ, Laughter of Aphrodite, p. 6z.

130. Ructher, Sexism and God-Talk, p. 27.

131. R. Chopp, “Seeing and Naming the World Anew: The Works of Rosemary Rad-
ford Ruether,” Religious Studies Review 15, no. 1 (1989): 1.

132. Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, p. 24.

Chapter Ten

1. On the Sermon on the Mount in general, see L. Cahill, “The Ethical Tmplica-
tions of the Sermon on the Mount,” Interpretation 41 (1987): 144-56; W. Carter, What
Are They Saying About Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount? (New York: Paulist Press, 1994);
and esp. H. D. Betz's exhaustive The Sermon on the Mouni (Minncapolis: Fortress Press,
1995).

2. Sce chapter 2, n. 19 above.

3. B. Miring, “I'he Normative Value of the Sermon on the Mount,” Catholic Bibli-
cal Quarterly 29 (1967): 72.

4. S. Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Fthics (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), p. 8s.

5. Ibid,, p. 83.

6. G. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 2d ed. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books,
1988), p. 109.

7. G. Gutiérrez, “The lrruption of the Poor in Latin America and the Christian
Communities of the Common People,” in The Challenge of Basic Christian Communi-
ties, ed. S. Torres and J. Fagleson (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1981), p. 121.

8. J. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (New York: Seabury Press, 1969), p. 2.

9. I have found only one reference to the Sermon on the Mount in all of the
writings of Ruether that [ have examined: a reference to Matt. 6:9-13 (the Lord’s Praycer)
in Gaia and God (San Irancisco: HarperCollins, 1992), p. 214 (in the chapter “Healiug
the World: The Covenantal Tradition”).

10, It is Important to note that Hauerwas is quite critical of Guticrrez’s theological
approach. Sce esp. After Christendom? How the Church Is to Behave If Ireedom, Justice,
and a Christian Nation Are Bad Ideas (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), pp. 50-58.

11. See csp. K. Schiissler Fiorenza’s 1987 Society of Biblical Literature presidential
address: “I'he Fithics of Biblical Interpretation: Decentering Biblical Scholarship,” Jour-
nal of Bibilical l.iterature 107 (1988): 3-17; and part 3 (“Participation in Meaning”} of
J. I H. McDonald’s Biblical Interpretation and Christian Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), pp. 163-246.

12. Schiissler Fiorenza, “Ethics of Biblical Interpretation,” p. 17.

13. 'fo be sure, many biblical scholars have sclf-consciously taken on this task. See,
for but one example, the popular but very useful book by V. P. Furnish, The Moral
‘Teaching of Paul: Selected Issues, 2d cd. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985). One place
where 1 bave sought to usc the Bible in constructive theological ethics is in my article
“How to Decide? Homosexual Christians, the Bible, and Gentile Inclusion,” Theology
Today 51 (1994): 219~34.

14. On the “polyphonic” character of the biblical witness, sce, e.g., W. Meceks, “The
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Polyphonic Ethics of the Apostle Paul,” Annual of the Society of Christian Lthics (1988):
17-29; and the reflections of P. Ricouer, “Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revela-
tion,” in Fssays on Biblical Interpretation, ¢d. L. S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,

1980), pp. 73-1i8.
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