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ABSTRACT

This thesis takes a new approach to the interpretation of Reinhold
Niebuhr’s thought by arguing that the category of "redemption" is a key
o hermeneutical concept for understanding his theology. It is argued that
his ethics can best be interpreted as flowing out his understanding of
human destiny in the light of the Christian doctrine of the Atonement.

The thesis argues that the worldviews that Niebuhr was constantly
debating with and criticizing are inadequate from the perspective of
" human destiny, i.e. the relationship between redemption and history. .
‘ These worldviews, including Marxism, Liberalism, Protestant Orthodbxy,
Roman Catholicism and Established Communism, fail to understand the
"facts of history", and so conceive of human destiny as the search for
"liberation." In a new typology which helps understand Niebuhr'’s
, thought, they are categorized as three false soteriologies: the denial |
i‘ ~- of history, the worship of history, and the completing of history.

The thesis then lays out Niebuhr’s understanding of the "facts of
e history" against which a coherent understanding of human destiny needs
to be established. These are that the self is a unity of body and
spirit; that history is a compound of freedom and necessity; and that
o the historical self is the sinful self.
RS
Niebuhr believed that his reworking of the doctrine of the
Atonement dealt with these "facts", and provided the best grounding for
human destiny. We argue that Niebuhr held to an objective theory of the
Atonement framed by the questions and concerns of the subjective theory.
b We examine his doctrine in greater depth through a discussion on the
Cross of Christ as "wisdom and truth", and "power and grace."

Niebuhr argued that the ethical challenge of the Cross is love, and
the relationship of redemption to history, arising out of the doctrine
of the Atonement, is conceived of as the practice of justice. The
relationship of love to justice is analyzed. The thesis affirms
Niebuhr‘s basic contention that not liberation but justice best
articulates the relationship of redemption to history in the light of
the Cross of Christ. 1In the evaluation and critique, it is argued that-—""r
the strength of Niebuhr’s understanding of human destiny is that it
provides a safeguard against both the divinization and demonization of
politics.

However, three significant weaknesses are identified in Niebuhr'’s
understanding of justice. These have to do with hope, solidarity and
reconciliation. It is argued that the doctrine of the Atonement can
integrate these three facets of justice by relating the Cross of Christ
to the full story of Easter, the full story of the Gospels, and the full
story of the New Testament respectively. This discussion is the basis
for the development of a politically responsible soteriology.

Included at the end, in the form of an excursus that is not part of
the argument of the thesis, is a case study on Niebuhr’s (brief)
® writings on South Africa. This is a new addition to Niebuhr studies.

\
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PREFACE

In my last year at high school, Peter Moll and Richard
Steele were incarcerated as the first conscientious
objectors to military service in the South African Defence
Force. Knowing both of them, and knowing their commitment
to the Christian faith, I spent many hours struggling with
what this meant for me. I was privileged to grow in this
struggle with family, church community, and friends.

This pattern of faith-induced struggle and community
support has not diminished in the ensuing twelve years.
Indeed this thesis is a momentary "resting-place" in the
search for a faith that would nourish and empower- in the
face of South African reality. There are many events and
many people who have shaped that reality and that search,
and I thank all who have been part Qf my Jjourney over those
years, especially my parents John and Isobel de Gruchy, my
wife Marian, Douglas Bax, the people of Rondebosch and
Gleemoor Congregational Churches, and members of SUCA
(Student Union for Christian Action) in the years 1982-5.

A big thank you to teachers, colleagues and friends with
whom I’ve been privileged to study at the University of Cape
Town, Union Theological Seminary ih New York, and the
University of the Western Cape and who have shared part of
the journey and contributed to what clarity of thought I

have, especially Martin Forrest, Paul Germond, Robin

P

Petersen, Des van der Water, Wilma Jakobsen, Scott MatheneyT -

and Charles Villa-Vicencio. The stimulation and
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resourcefulness of my Doctoral supervisor, Professor Dirkie
Smit, has been a great inspiration.
Dick Manzelmann, a good friend, one-time student of

Niebuhr’s, and recently retired from the Presbyterian

-

ministry in New York State was a tremendous help in finding'r e
and mailing books and articles, and encouraging my study.

My sister, Jeanelle, graciously interrupted a visit to New
York City to visit the Union Seminary library and dig out
valuable articles. A particular thanks to Professors Larry
Rasmussen, Roger Shinn and John Bennett with whom I
corresponded about aspects of Niebuhr’s thought.

As with the struggle with conscientious objection, the
search for faith and meaning represented by this thesis has 
thankfully always involved community support, (evén‘from
people who have no idea of what the thesié ié all about!)

My wife Marian has been a, constant source of encouragement,
proof-read the thesis, and took' on a host of extra duties to
support my efforts; and the birth of Thea in the final
months of writing was a reminder both that life is more
important than theology, and that theology must always be in
service to life.

My parents have once again been very supportive, as have
a number of friends, especially the members of our
fortnightiy "support group", Wilma and John, Don and
Suellen, and Andre and Karen. To them, to the people of

Gleemoor Congregational Church, and to all oﬁhers who have

shared in the process of this thesis I owe much thanks.
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INTRODUCTION.

This thesis deals with three themes: political ethics, the
doctrine of the Atonement, and Reinhold Niebuhr, and this is
the order in which they receive attention in my own
theological reflections. In the first place I am persuaded
that the search for a coherent and responsible political
ethic is a priority for any theologian and pastor in South
Africa at present. It is my conviction, secondly, that this
ethic needs to be in dialogue with the heart of the
Christian faith, salvation through the Cross of Christ (the
Atonement). Thirdly, Reinhold Niebuhr provides a helpful
and instructive case-study because he sought to relate
political ethics to the doctriﬁe of the Atonement.

While that is the order of priority in my own
theological thinking, it is not the order in which I have
undertaken to write this thesis. Here the order is
reversed. The thesis therefore focuses on Reinhold Niebuhr,
and in particular his use of the doctrine of the Atonement.
The third theme emerges only slightly yet it remains my
priority: the search for a coherent and responsible
political ethic in South Africa.

To further understand the background for this thesis we

turn briefly to explore each of these themes.



1. Reinhold Niebuhr.

The immediate focus of this thesis is upon the theology.of
Reinhold Niebuhr. I first became interested in his thought
when I studied for a year at Union Theological Seminary in
1986/7. Fresh from Christian involvement and reflection in -
the politicél struggles of South Africa, I found his ideas
in Moral Man and Immoral Society very exciting. However, I
found his later praxis as described in the (then recently

1 and undergirded by his

publishéd) biography by Richard Fox,
mature thought in The Nature and Destiny of Man, reactionary
and unhelpful. My STM Fhesis at Union Seminary reflects
this feeling.2 I argued that he was weak on the details and
wrong on the central issue.

In the past six years I have continued to thihkrabout
and wrestle with the thought of Reinhold Niebuhr. In that
time I have discovered and, re-discovered insights and -
perceptions in his thought that havé illumined contemporary
political ethics through Christian discourse, (even from the
pulpit: perhaps the most difficult place of all to talk
about "politics"!). My earlier disdain has turned to
respect, and I have learnt to appreciate the depth of his

writings and reflections. I now think he is right on the

central issue, but still weak on some crucial details.

1 Richard Fox, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Biography. (New York: Pantheon,
1985).

2 vp South African Interpretation and Critique of Reinhold Niebuhr’s
Doctrine of the Atonement as it Informs his Political Ethics". It needs
to be noted that my supervisor, Larry Rasmussen, Reinhold Niebuhr
Professor of Social Ethics, while understanding the passion of my
"youth", nevertheless took me to task for using the term "reactionary"
about Niebuhr. His comments were most helpful in stimulating further
reflection on Niebuhr as described below. ‘




As indicated, Niebuhr provides a case-study for a
broader question about political ethics, and the framing of:;;w
my broader question certainly influences the way I "read"
Niebuhr. But I am not apologetic for that. First, he of
all people would appreciate that I can only interpret him
out of my own "finite" perspective. And second, we read
Niebuhr not so much to understand Niebuhr as to understand
life, and the questions of life must always frame our
reading.

Nevertheless, the thesis treats his thought with the
integrity it deserves, and seeks to contribute to the
ongoing dialogue with Niebuhr'’s theology and his
interpreters. As part of that dialogue, I have mgintained
the generic use of male terms in direct quotes frombNiebuhr

and other scholars, while seeking to make my own language

more inclusive.

2. The Doctrine of the Atonement.

In our struggle for an adequate political ethic from a
Christian point of view, the various Christian activist
groups in which I participated tried many different options.
There was never consensus. In those discussions, I was led
more and more to ask the question as to the relationship of
political ethics to salvation.

It seemed to me then, as it still does now, that unless
our politics was integrated at a fundamental level with the
central theme of our faith, the Cross of Christ, then it 4

would always be the poorer cousin of "spirituality". The



apathy and conservatism of so many Christians made me seek

to show that our involvement in politics in order to rejectﬁf*ﬁp
the injustice and oppression of the apartheid system stemmed
from the centre and was not just an optional extra.

The journey therefore took me to reflect upon the
relationship of the doctrine of the Atonement to political
ethics. I was excited by Martin Luther’s Theologia crucis,?
and enjoyed Jiirgen Moltmann’s reworking of that tradition in
The Crucified God.* Nevertheless, I struggled with the
relationship between the Cross and liberation.

While it is easy to say that on the cross Jesus sets us
free or "liberates" us from sin, injustice, exploitation and
oppression, I kept on wondering exactly bow we were so
liberated. There does not seem to me to be too mﬁcg
political liberation in the death of a singlé person on
Golgotha, even if that person is the Son of God. To my mind
the relationship between political éthics and the doctrine
of the Atonement needed some deeper reflection.

This was the central issue on which I first believed

Niebuhr wrong, and on which I now believe he was right. It

is the substance of this thesis.

3. Political Ethics for South Africa.

Any attempt to seek a political ethics for South Africa is
guaranteed to be full of speculations, subjective

interpretations and uncertain predictions. Events are

3 see Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther, (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, ET. 1966). See especially pp.25ff."
4 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God. (London: SCM, 1974).



moving so fast, that even a daily reading of the newspaper
sometimes does not suffice to keep abreast of our "history
in the making."

Nevertheless, it does seem to me that one of the issues
that we have to deal with now is whether there is any
helpful meaning to the word or concept "liberation". What
does liberation mean in South Africa? What does it mean in
any other country? Is a change in government liberation?
Is a change in economic systems liberation? Is a change in
education and health and housing policy liberation?

In a concrete sense there might be "liberation" from a
foreign aggressor such as the "liberation" of Namibia from
South Africa’s military control, or "liberation" grqm an
oppressive system, such as the collapse of apartheid;s
various land Acts. But after the aggressor ér the system
has been defeated, does the experience of liberation lead
necessarily to a coherént and responsible political ethic?
So the question is repeated: what does liberation mean? And
further: is it the basis for a political ethics for
Christians in South Africa?

Niebuhr would say no. He would definitely agree to
liberation in the sense of defeating an aggressive foe
(Hitler), and in the sense of overthrowing an oppressive
system (prohibition of Trade Unions). But the notion that
hopes of liberation alone can contribute to an adequate
political ethic was severely criticized by him. He would
argue that not liberation but justice should be the guiding
idea of political ethics. The thesis sets out to explore

this contention.
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It seems to me that this is a significant point to make
at the present in South Africa, as there is a constant
clamouring about the New South Africa, and about continuing
liberation struggles. Let there rather be a focus upon
justice. Let justice rather than liberation guide our
thoughts about health, housing, and education, about the law
and the economy. This much we can learn from Reinhold
Niebuhr.

Yet there is a need to go beyond Niebuhr. His vision of
justice had some significant gaps that gave rise to his
"jdeological drift".®> Justice is a disputed term, and we
therefore need to reach deeper than Niebuhr did into the
doctrine of the Atonement to ground our political ethics in 
a justice that really is justice for the victims‘ofuour

land.

4. Outline of the Thesis.

In the first chapter we examine Niebuhr’s theological task
and method, and establish the importance of soteriology and
particularly the doctrine of the Atonement in his ethical
thought.

In the second chapter we examine Niebuhr’s polemical
critique of a number of worldviews, arguing that in so far
as they conceive of human destiny as "liberation" they are

best understood as false soteriologies. .The third chapter

then focuses on Niebuhr’s own understanding of human destiny’

through the Atonement of Christ as the practice of justice.

-

5 The phrase comes from Dennis McCann, Christian Realism and Liberation
Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1981). See for example p.237.

il

]

|
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The fourth chapter evaluates the relationship between
the Atonement and justice. We argue that while Niebuhr’s
position is fundamentaily correct, his understanding of
justice could be better informed by the Atonement. We argue
that we need to go beyond Niebuhr in reflecting upon the
relationship of justice to hope, solidarity, and
reconciliation in the light of the Atonement. These themes
provide the contours for a politically responsible doctrine
of the Atonement.

We have added at the end, in the form of an excursus, a
case-study dealing with Niebuhr’s reflections upon South

Africa.



CHAPTER ONE: HUMAN DESTINY AND SOTERIOLOGY.

It is commonplace to begin to understand the theology of
Reinhold Niebuhr from his analysis of human nature. That
this has been done with good results is plain to see. We
are convinced, however, that there is a great deal to be
achieved by beginning with Niebuhr’s analysis of human
destiny. From this perspective soteriology rather than !
anthropology becomes the determinative hermeneutical key for
interpreting his theology.

In this first chapter, "Human Destiny and Soteriology”,
we shall gain an overview of the theologian at work. After
a brief biographical overview (1.1.), a discussion on the
"publics" with whom he interacted (1.2.) leads to a
consideration of the importance of responsibility in
Niebuhr’s ethic (1.3.). This in turn helps us discern the
place of human destiny and soteriology in his theology and
ethics (1.4.), and we argue the case for the importance gf
the doctrine of the Atonement (1.5). Clarity is reached on
Niebuhr’s theological method (1.6.), and on the terms

"liberation" and "justice" (1.7.).

1.1. A Short Biographical Overview.

Karl Paul Reinhold was born in Wright City, Missouri in the
United States of America, on June 21 1892, the third child .
to Gustav and Lydia Niebuhr. Gustav was a pastor of the

German Evangelical Synod. The family moved to Lincoln,

Illinois and Niebuhr completed his schooling and then



attended Eden Theological Seminary (of the German
Evangelical Synod) near St. Louis.

Gustav Niebuhr died in 1913, the year that Reinhold
graduated from seminary, and he was duly ordained and
installed as pastor of his father’s church. The mantle of

the father was laid upon the son.?

After a year in this
church, Reinhold Niebuhr went to Yale’s School of Religion
and graduated in 1915 with a B.D. and M.A.
In August 1915 Niebuhr was inducted to the ministry of .
the Bethel Evangelical Church in Detroit. He was to serve
this church for 13 years until his departure for Union
Theological Seminary in 1928. "The Detroit experience",
writes Larry Rasmussen, "was theologically decisive":
On the anvil of harsh industrial reality in
Detroit, the trauma of the First World War, and
the onset of the worldwide Depression, Niebuhr
tested the alternatives he would find wanting - -
religious and secular liberalism and Marxism -
even when he remained a sobered and reformed
liberal and a socialist... Detroit kindled the
Christian indignation that would always fire
Niebuhr, as well as the restless quest to

theologically illumine the events of the day and
thereby render them meaningful.2

Niebuhr made Union Seminary his home from 1928 until his -
retirement in 1960. During this period he preached in many
different pulpits, taught generations of students, wrote a
number of full-length books, edited various journals and
contributed hundreds of articles to them and to other

journals, and participated in numerous political

1 The rite of installation concluded with the words: "We are about to
lay the mantle of a father upon the son". See Richard Fox, op. cit.,
p-20.

2 Larry Rasmussen (Ed.), Reinhold Niebuhr: Theologian of Public Life.
(London: Collins, 1988), p.7.
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organizations. In the 1940’s and 50’s he was one of the

most prominent intellectuals in the United States.?

Reinhold Niebuhr did not consider himself a theologian.’
By common consensus, however, he was not only a theologian,
but one of the great Protestant theologians of the twentieth
century. Perhaps Niebuhr was thinking of theology as a
science of pure intellectual abstraction. But if Gustavo
Gutierrez is correct in his assessment of the task of
theology, then Niebuhr, who reflected upon history in the
light of Scripture and the tradition of the church (Paul,
Augustine, Luther, Kierkegaard, amongst others) clearly
deserves the title theologian:

The function of theology as critical reflection on

praxis has gradually become more clearly defined

in recent years, but it has its roots in the first

centuries of the Church’s life. The Augustinian

theology of history which we find in The City of

God, for example is based on a true analysis of

the signs of the times and the demands with which

they challenge the Christian community.

After the first of a number of strokes in 1952,

Niebuhr’s energy and output began to lag. He began to rely

more and more upon the support of his wife, Ursula whom he — ~-r

3 We shall examine these involvements in more detail below.

4 For example, Time magazine featured him on the cover of the 25th
Anniversary edition, 1948. See Rasmussen (Ed.), op. cit., p.l4.

5 »I cannot and do not claim to be a theologian”. See the opening
paragraph of "Intellectual Autobiography" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.), Reinhold
Niebuhr: His Religious, Social and Political Thought. (New York:
Pilgrim Press, Second Edition, 1984), p.3. The first edition was edited
by C.W. Kegley and R. W. Bretall (New York: MacMillan, 1956). Due to
additions to the essays, the page numbering in the first and second
editions is different.

6 a Theology of Liberation. (London: SCM, 1974), p.6. The irony of this ’
similarity of purpose and the affirmation of Augustine should not be
lost on anyone who has followed the debate between Niebuhr’s "Christian
Realism" and "Liberation Theology". See the debate between Thomas
Sanders and Rubem Alves in Christianity and Crisis, Vol 33 No. 15, 1973,
and the responses from John Bennett et al., Vol.33 No.1l7. See also
Dennis McCann, op. cit.,
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had married in 1932 and who was now the professor of
religion at Barnard College in New York City.
The couple retired to Stockbridge Massachusetts and
Reinhold Niebuhr died at home here on June 1, 1971 at the
age of 78. At the funeral Rabbi Abraham Heschel summed up
his life: T
He appeared among us like a sublime figure out of
the Hebrew Bible.... Niebuhr’s life was a song in

the form of deeds, a song that will go on for
ever.

1.2. Theologian of the Three Publics.

In his study of Christian theology and pluralistic culture
David Tracy suggests that "each theologian addres;eS.three
distinct and related social realities: the wider éo;iety,
the academy and the church" .8 Tracy also Cails these the
three "publics" of theology. This is a helpful way of

reflecting upon Niebuhr’s self-understanding and life task.

A. The Church. Very clearly Niebuhr addressed the public of
the church. This is undoubtedly the case in the period up
until 1928 when he was a pastor. Yet speaking of his life
as a whole McAfee Brown reminds us that "Niebuhr was active
in the church to a degree often overlooked by both

supporters and critics".? We must recall that Niebuhr

7 Quoted in Fox, op. cit., p.293.

8 pavid Tracy, The Analogical Imagination, (London: SCM, 1981), p.5.
Interestingly in his footnote Tracy notes that this is a reflection upon ~
some of Martin Marty’s work including his essay: "Reinhold Niebuhr:
Public Theology and the American Experience" in The Journal of Religion
(1974) pp.332-360, reprinted in N.A. Scott, Jr. (Ed.), The Legacy of
Reinhold Niebuhr. (Chicago: University Press, 1975).

9 Robert McAfee Brown in the "Introduction" to The Essential Reinhold
Niebuhr. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), p.xviii.



continued throughout his life to teach at a seminary whose
primary task was to train ministers for the church.19
Also, Niebuhr continued to preach and to lead worship at
Union Seminary as well as in many other university settings,
and at various churches including the little church at Heath
in Massachusetts where he had his summer holiday home before
moving to Stockbridge. 1Indeed, Niebuhr is often best
remembered as a preacher by those who knew him well.1l John
Bennett writes:
Niebuhr was one the most brilliant and persuasive
preachers of this century, After his pastorate in
Detroit, he spoke most naturally to academic
congregations. His sermons in the Union Seminary
chapel were important events.1?
Many of Niebuhr’s contributions to jqurnals over the
years were of course directed towards this public: he wrote
for Christianity and Society, and edited Cbristianity and

Crisis. He was in constant dialogue with the reading

membership of the American churches, and he saw part of his

role to convince them on issues of ethical importance. -

Niebuhr also had opportunity to address the church at a
national and international level. He served the Federal
Council of Churches in the U.S.A. in a number of capacities,
as well as the World Council of Churches. He addressed the

Life and Work Conference at Oxford in 1937, and was one of

10 stone has commented: "When asked about the social location of
Reinhold Niebuhr, it is necessary to recall what he did. He taught
ministers. This vocation is more important than class analysis in

explaining his position." Ronald Stone, "The Contribution of Reinhold
Niebuhr to the Late Twentieth Century" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.), op. cit.,
p.45.

11 gee for example, Robert McAfee Brown, "Reinhold Niebuhr: A Study in
Humanity and Humility" in N.A. Scott, Jr. (Ed.), The Legacy of Reinhold
Niebuhr. (Chicago: University Press, 1975), p.2.

12 1n "The Greatness of Reinhold Niebuhr", Union Seminary Quarterly
Review, Vol 27, No.l., 1971, pp.3f. '

12

3



the key-note speakers at the First Assembly of the World
Council of Churches in Amsterdam in 1948 where he addressed
the world church on "God’s Design and the Present Disorder

of civilization".13

B. The Academy. Second, Niebuhr addressed the public of the
academy. OQuite obviously he was in dialogue with other
academic theologians in the many seminaries and universities
of the United States and beyond. Further, in his many
preaching engagements, he more often than not addressed

university audiences giving him a chance to dialogue with

other academics.14

Nathan Scott Jr. sums up his influence amongst American
intellectuals: ‘ : EEY

... the pressure of Reinhold Niebuhr’s legacy is
widely felt today as that of a towering figure in
American intellectual life of the past half
century... it was amongst this very numerous
constituency [of intellectuals] that Niebuhr was
accorded an esteem quite as notable as that
wherewith he was re?arded in the theological
community itself...

13 published in The Church and the Disorder of Society, Vol III of the
Amsterdam Studies. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1948), pp.13-28.
Another contribution by Niebuhr, "The Situation in the USA" is in the
same volume, pp.80-82.

14 john Bennett writes: "His preaching in colleges and universities for
four decades has been one of the factors of his very persuasive
influence. Students and professors who usually stayed away from chapel
would flock to hear him." "Reinhold Niebuhr‘s Contribution to Christian
Social Ethics" in H.R. Landon (Ed.), Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Voice
in our Time. (New York: Seabury Press, 1962). p.59.

15 1n his "Introduction” to N. A. Scott, Jr. (Ed.), op. cit., p.ix.

Scott goes on to list some of those who were influenced by Niebuhr: "by
their own testimony, so diverse and representative a group of his
contemporaries as the critic F.O. Matthiessen, the diplomat George —
Kennan, the poet W.H. Auden, the Jewish theologian Abraham Heschel, the — 7
political theorist Hans Morgenthau, the psychiatrist Robert Coles, the
historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and the great martyr of the Negro

freedom movement, Martin Luther King, found in him a vision of the human
endeavour .. that was profoundly quickening."

-
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And at a deeper level, so much of Niebuhr’s work is
written in debate with the scholars of the ages. 1In his.
books one will find a discussion of Greek philosophefs,
thinkers of the Renaissance, Enlightenment philosophers such
as Thomas Hobbes and David Hume, radical thinkers such as
Marx and Freud, and United States intellectuals such as John
Dewey and Aldous Huxley. Indeed, it is one of the
characteristic marks of Niebuhr that he sought to address
theological issues in dialogue with great thinkers.

While most of his earlier books were addressed to
Christians and the church, it would be true to say that many

of his later books on American history and international

!

!

affairs were written mainly with the public of the academy
' AEEE i
in mind, and indeed Niebuhr had a profound influence here.
Bennett writes:
Another remarkable aspect of Niebuhr’s role among :
scholars is that he has been a formative influence T
on a diverse group of scholars and practitioners
in the field of international relations...
With mention of "practitioners" we are ready to turn to

the third "public".

C. The Wider Society. Finally, Niebuhr’s theological self-
understanding was addressed to the public of the wider
society. Right from his Detroit days as a pastor, Niebuhr
was deeply involved in speaking to the issues and problems
of society. His ground-breaking book, Moral Man and Immoral
Society (1932) is illustrative here for he speaks to the

issues of class struggle, racism, injustice, war,

16 gohn Bennett, "Reinhold Niebuhr's Contribution to Christian Social
Ethics" in H.R. Landon (Ed.), op. cit., p.58.
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imperialism and the like. These issues continued to be the
focus of his theological concerns throughout his life, and
he self-consciously sought to address society on these
issues.

Arguing that, apart from Martin Luther King Jr., Niebuhr
had the greatest influence of any theologian and pastor on
the public of the United States, Larry Rasmussen writes:

Niebuhr was a public intellectual and enjoyed it,
an activist-scholar held in high respect in his
culture who nonetheless cultivated a stand of
sharp, independent criticism. He was, in fact, a
prophet heard in the king’s chapel and the king’s
court, chastising the certitudes of a confident
culture and exposing its fault lines with
rhetorical power and the sheer force of his
personality.

More than just speaking to these issues, Niebuhr was

: : PR
also involved personally in numerous organizations that saw
his voice directed towards society.l® These included,
firstly, direct political action such as membership of the
Socialist Party, the Liberal Party and then the Democratic
Party, and involvement at leadership level in the Union for
Democratic Action and its successor, the Americans for \
Democratic Action.

Secondly, he was involved in various social welfare and
public pressure groups such as the Delta Cooperative Farm in
Hillhouse, Mississippi and the Southern Tenant Farmer’s
Union, the American Association for Exiled Professionals and

the American Palestine Committee, and in later years he lent

his voice to the Civil Rights and Anti-Vietnam campaigns.

17 1n the "Introduction", Larry Rasmussenb(Ed.), op cit. p.l.
18 Nathan Scott, Jr., gives a good list of all Niebuhr’s political
activities, in The Legacy of Reinhold Niebuhr. (Chicago: University

Press, 1975). p.xx., as does Rasmussen (Ed.), op. cit., pp.llf.
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A third area of involvement was in holding responsible

o

public positions. He was a member of the U.S. Council on -~
Foreign Relations, served as a member of the U.S. delegation
to the UNESCO conference in Paris, and was a consultant for

the U.S. State Department’s Policy Planning Staff.

In his discussion on the three publics, Tracy has written
that

Whatever the social location of a particular

theology, that common commitment [to genuine

public discourse] demands a commitment to

authentic publicness, the attempt to speak from a

particular social locus in such a manner that one

also speaks across the range of all three

publics.!®

This, says Tracy, is so both in principle and in fact.
Niebuhr is a good example of Tracy’s thesis, for heiself-
consciously strove to speak to the three publics in terms
that would help them dialogue with each other and be
informed by the concerns and insights of the other. This
was so much the case that Bennett notes, "I doubt if we can
make a very clear distinction between the substance of what
he says explicitly as a theologian and churchman, and what
he says when he speaks to the public".20
Paul Ramsey concurs when he claims that Reinhold Niebuhr

was the last theologian in this country who did

and could speak in the public forum unembarrassed

by pluralism, while addressing moral and political

issues in an unembarrassed way from a theological
and biblical point of view.

19 pavid Tracy, op. cit., p.5.

20 john Bennett, "Reinhold Niebuhr’s Contribution to Christian Social
Ethics" in H.R. Landon (Ed.), op. cit., pp.61f. Bennett does note,
however that this was not always an easy task, and was "a problem raised
by Niebuhr’s thought”.

21 1h paul T. Stallsworth, "The Story of an Encounter" in R.J. Neuhaus
(Ed.), Reinhold Niebuhr Today. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), p.83.

In immediate response to Ramsey, John Cuddihy strongly disagrees:
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In this dialogue between the "publics", Niebuhr also
self-consciously sought an integrity of purpose, the
"authentic publicness" that Tracy talks about. He sought to
speak to the church in dialogue with the best insights of
the academy about the society. He sought to bring the
pressing issues of the society as a challenge to the academy
so that the insights of the church would be appreciated
anew. And he sought to minister to society with the help of
the insights of both the academy and the church.

In this regard, the assessments of Niebuhr’s work are of
one accord. Bob Patterson notes that "he restored words
like sin, grace, judgement, conscience, obligation, and
mercy to the American vocabulary",22 and~Larry Rasmussen
writes: "

Probably more than any other U.S. théblégian,
Niebuhr moved with utter ease between the language
of Zion and that of regnant secular culture, and
he made his choices as the occasion suggested.

The historian Arthur Séhlesinger, Jr. has written, "No
man has had as much influence as a preacher in this
generation; no preacher has had as much influence in the
secular world",24 and the theologian Emil Brunner comments:

Reinhold Niebuhr has realized, as no one else has,
what I have been postulating for decades but could
not accomplish to any degree in an atmosphere
ruled by abstract dogmatism: namely, theology in

conversation with the leading intellects of the
age.

"Niebuhr was one of the first to be totally embarrassed by pluralism"”.
The thrust of my argument, as presented below, agrees with Ramsey.

22 Bob E. Patterson. Reinhold Niebuhr. (Waco, Texas: Word Books,
1977), pp.l6f.
Larry Rasmussen (Ed.), op. cit., p.3.

24 arthur Schlesinger, Jr. "Reinhold Niebuhr‘s R&le in American
Political Thought and Life" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.213.

25 Emil Brunner, "Some Remarks on Reinhold Niebuhr‘’s Work as a Christian
Thinker" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.83.
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That it was not always an easy task to move between
these three publics is not surprising. Something of this
struggle to bridge the publics is illustrated by Niebuhr’s
comment in 1963 upon his major work of the early 1940’s, The
Nature and Destiny of Man:

I used the traditional religious symbols of the
"Fall" and of "original sin" to counter these
conceptions [of evil]. My only regret is that I
did not realize that the legendary character of
the one and the dubious connotations of the other
would prove so offensive to the modern mind, that
my use of them obscured my essential thesis and my
"realistic" rather than "idealistic"
interpretation of human nature.

A second problem with this search for "authentic
publicness", was that in so modifying the language of Zion
to speak to secular culture, Niebuhr’s theological concern
and Christian commitment was obscured.?2” However, there is
no doubt that Paul Merkley is correct in rejecting the
possibility of appropriating Niebuhr’s political theory
without his theology (the "Atheists for Niebuhr" suggested
by Morton White). '"Niebuhr’s own politics cannot at any
point be disengaged ... from his theoclogy", he writes.

Reinhold Niebuhr’s unmatched influence upon the
imagination of the liberal-intellectual generation

of the middle decades of this century is owing to
the theological ground of his work, and reflects

26 wpreface for the Scribner Library Edition" of The Nature and Destiny
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of Man, Vols I and II. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1941 and —
1943). A year before this Niebuhr referred to a conversation with Paul~ ¢

Tillich in which he made the same point: "I confessed that I had made a
mistake in hurling the traditional symbols of Christian realism - the
fall and original sin - in the teeth of modern culture when I sought to
criticize the undue optimism of the culture. Both these symbols, though
historically significant, are subject to misunderstanding in a secular
culture." in "The Response of Reinhold Niebuhr" in H.R. Landon (Ed.),
op. cit., p.120.

27 see for example, Larry Rasmussen (Ed.), op. cit., P-3.

”



the continuing dependence of political discussion
upon ethics, and of ethics upon theology.?28

Language aside, there is another difficulty in the
search for "authentic publicness" for Niebuhr, and it is
perhaps the most awkward tension of all. Niebuhr'’s
theological vision emphasized the need for society and
culture to be grounded upon the Christian faith, and yet his
political vision emphasized the need for pluralism and
tolerance. Niebuhr’s biographer, Richard Fox calls this
idea of an open society founded upon a prior religious
consensus, "the fundamental ambiguity in Niebuhr’s public
theology".

Niebuhr wriggles out of the inconsistency by
avoiding the question of how a religious consensus
could be_constructed in a culturally heterogeneous
society.? cr

Fox goes on to suggest that while he avoided this
question, he nevertheless assumed for himself the right to
subject the secular world to a Christian prophetic critique.

Niebuhr’s own identity as Christian man-of-the-
world, as religious-secular leader par excellence,
was a brilliant enactment, at the personal level,
of his own public theology. The secular world was
a realm of value, but its reserves of virtue were
limited and had to be replenished by religion -
not the religion of the churches, which Niebuhr
always regarded as tepid and complacent, but the
religion of the prophets.

What Fox is suggesting here is that Niebuhr’s manner of
uniting the two realms of theology and secular society was

not in some intellectual synthesis, but in and through his

personal capacity as prophet and preacher. We have already

28 paul Merkley, Reinhold Niebuhr: A Political Account. (Montreal:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1975), p.viii.

29 Richard Wightman Fox, "Niebuhr’s World and Ours" in R.J. Neuhaus
(EAd.), op. cit., pp.14f.

30 rpid., pp.14f.
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noted the importance of Niebuhr as a preacher in the church,
but we need to remind ourselves that this was the role in
which Niebuhr confronted not only the public of the church,
but also the public of the academy and of the wider society.
Harold Landon notes this:
Reinhold Niebuhr’s primary vocation, it should
never be forgotten, has been to preach the gospel
in such a way as to make it credible to modern
men. He found meaning and coherence in all that
his mind explored. He brought new areas of
knowledge in anthropology, psychology, sociology
and history into the context of Christian thought.
This is the first basic element in his life and
thought.31
And it is this concern to speak to the three publics out
of the passion and prior faith commitment of a prophet and
preacher which leads Niebuhr to his embarrassment with being
.~ L]
called a theologian. He speaks of himself as "as a kind of
circuit rider in the colleges and universities" with a
strong pragmatic interest and who has "never been very
competent in the nice points of pure theology":
I have been frequently challenged by the stricter
sects of theologians in Europe to prove that my
interests were theological rather than practical
or "apologetic," but I have always refused to
enter a defense, partly because I thought the
point was well taken and partly because the
distinction did not interest me.32
From this perspective we can begin to identify Niebuhr'’s

theological task.

-
-

pa— ‘1h'
31 wgditor‘’s Introduction" in H.R. Landon (Ed.), op. cit., p.1l4.

32 Reinhold Niebuhr, "Intellectual Biography" in.C.W. Kegley (Ed.), op.
cit., p.3.




1.3. The Preacher’s Message: Human Responsibility.

If it is in Niebuhr’s role as preacher to the church, to the
academy and to wider society that we find a clue to the
integration of these three in his self-understanding as a
theologian, then it is.clear that the message that he
charges each with has to do with human responsibility. This
was so much the case that James Gustafson can say of
Niebuhr’s thought: "Theology is more in the service of
ethics, I believe than ethics is in the service of
theology".33

Indeed, the question that dominates Niebuhr’s writings
and actions is not so much the question as to "What is
true?", but rather, the question: "How shall I live my
life?", and further "How shall we live our llves°" This is
borne out by the well-known evaluation from Paul Tillich:

Niebuhr does not ask, "How can I know?"; he starts

knowing. And he does not ask afterward, "How

could I know?", but leaves the convincing power of

hlS tHought without epistemological support. 4

Niebuhr’s response to this bears out our
characterization of him as a preacher, but also underlines
his impatience with epistemology:

The point at issue between us is the old and yet

ever new problem of the relation of faith to

reason. I think that is what he means by saying

that I have 1nadequate eplstemology. I can find

no way of proving by any epistemological method

that God, the creator, is revealed as forgiving
love 1n the drama of Christ’s life, death, and

33 This is in fact the title of his essay: James Gustafson, "Theology in
the Service of Ethics: An Interpretation of Reinhold Niebuhr’s
Theological Ethics" in R. Harries (Ed.), Reinhold Niebuhr and the Issues
of our Time. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), p.38.

34 paul Tillich, "Reinhold Niebuhr'’s Doctrine of Knowledge" in C.W.
Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.90.
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resurrection. Upon that faith the Christian
Church is founded.

Yet, while he clearly affirms the faith of the Chrisfian
Church, Niebuhr is not satisfied with the simple answer to
the question "How shall we live our lives?", that "we must
live as a Christian", for he is aware of the ambiguity
contained in such a response. He was highly critical, for
example, of the type of Christianity preached by Billy
Graham, because it did not really get to the heart of the
matter.

Billy Graham thinks that the problem of atomic
warfare could be solved if one could convert "bad"

people to become "good" so that they would not use
atomic weapons. But he cannot have anything to

say to good people who are increasingly concerned -

about the undue reliance of our nation upon
nuclear weapons but who do not find it possible to
be responsible for the security of our S
civilization and simply renounce nuclear

weapons. 3° .

The type of Christian faith represented by Graham then
has nothing to say to those who seek "to be responsible".
And, in the end, that is the answer that Niebuhr gives to
the question "How shall we live our lives". For him the
answer is, "We must live in the most responsible manner",
and this meant a passion for love and for justice, inspired
by the prophetic tradition of the Christian faith.

Identifying Niebuhr with Christian pragmatism, Ruurd
Veldhuis has written:

Christian pragmatism advocates an ethic of
responsibility. "Life has no meaning except in
terms of responsibility"; responsibility means a
willingness to respond both to the facts and to

the law of love. It asks: what is the real
situation, what are the possibilities, and how

35 Reinhold Niebuhr, "Reply to Interpretation and Criticism" in C.W.
Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.508.
6 "Editorial Notes", Christianity and Crisis, Vol 26 No.3, 1956.
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can we preserve "what is relatively good against
what is explicitly evil?n37
James Gustafson discerns the same thrust in Niebuhr:
If one takes the Weberian distinction between an
ethic of conscience and an ethic of cultural or
social responsibility, it is clear that Niebuhr’s
work fits the latter type.3%

The search for human responsibility thus dominates
Niebuhr’s thinking. It rises midst the questions he asks to
Henry Ford about charity and exploitation; it dominates the
questions about U.S. isolationism and imperialism; it
underlies his thinking about world government and the atomic
bomb; it forments within his economic thinking causing a
movement from socialism to social welfare free-market
economics; and it looms large over his discussion about
racism in the U.S. both in terms of white exploitation and
black responses.

In dialogue with other theologians, Paul Ramsey can
therefore say:

I haven’t the slightest notion that Niebuhr

thought we could make history come out right. But

he did think that people could take significant

action in a particular time, that responsible

action was possible. Niebuhr was no survivalist,

nor was he a utilitarian calculator. He was a
responsibilist. "And now we come," he would have
thought, "in the rise and fall of nations and [
empires, to another time. And in this particular

hour a call is issued." And that call is a call to
responsibility.?3°

37 Ruurd Veldhuis, Realism versus Utopianism, (RAssen, the Netherlands:
Van- Gorcum, 1975), p.117. 1In this comment, the first quotation is from
June Bingham, Courage to Change; and the second from Davis and Good
(Eds.) Reinhold Niebuhr on Politics. See Veldhuis for the specific
references.

38 james Gustafson, "Theology in the Service of Ethics: An
Interpretation of Reinhold Niebuhr’s Theological Ethics" in R. Harries
(Ed.), op. cit., p.30. -
39 paul Ramsey in dialogue in "The Story of an Encounter" in R.J. -
Neuhaus (Ed.), op. cit., p.114. Emphasis mine. In this specific
dialogue, Stanley Hauerwas agreed that Niebuhr was calling the world to
be responsible although he felt it was ‘Constantinian’ to do so. This
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In sum, then, We could say that Niebuhr’s underlying
theological self-understanding that cuts across the threé
publics and that calls them into dialogue with each other is
the demand to be ethically responsible. It is a demand he
makes as prophet and preacher to the church, to the academy,

and in the end where it matters most, to the wider society.

1.4. Human Destiny, Salvation and Ethics.

There is a conflict of interpretation as to the influence of
human nature on the one hand and human destiny on the other
upon Niebuhr’s ethical system. To grasp this we need to
first make clear what we understand by these two terms. In
a number of places Dennis McCann has contrasted them as
theological anthropology and theology of history. We can
see this by his addition of parenthesis to this note by
Niebuhr on his task in The Nature and Destiny of Man:
This work is "devoted to the thesis that the two
main emphases of Western culture, namely, the
sense of individuality (I: Human Nature) and the
sense of meaningful history (II: Human Destiny),
were rooted in the faith of the Bible and had
primarily Hebraic roots."40
It is our contention that this is a misunderstanding of
Niebuhr’s use of the terms. Human nature certainly refers

to anthropology, but never in a way divorced from history.

The whole point of his anthropology has to do with the

is very similar to a critique from John Howard Yoder on Niebuhr’s use of
responsibility in Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian Pacifism. (Scottdale,
Pa.: Herald Press, 1968), p.18.

40 penis McCann, "Reinhold Niebuhr and Jacques Maritain on Marxism: A
Comparison of Two Tradition Models of Practical Theology" in The Journal
of Religion. Vol 58, No.2, April 1978. p.147. The additions by McCann
are emphasized. This is also the interpretation he gives in Christian
Realism and Liberation Theology, op. cit., pp.52-76.
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implications for humans in the light of historical

4l a theology of history is therefore part of

existence.
human nature. Human destiny, on the other hand, is tied to
soteriology, and the effects of salvation upon both the
individual and history. ‘

|

Niebuhr’s understanding of the human situation prior to

We shall therefore use human nature to refer to

salvation, and human destiny as the possibilities for

humanity as a result of salvation.%?

We noted above, that a number of interpreters have placed
Niebuhr’s ethics within the framework of his understanding
of human nature. Bob Patterson writes:

His system finds its beginning in the doctrine‘of
man, and other doctrines are dealt with by
indirection. This doctrine, his chief -
contribution to theology, is determinative for his
ethics, his view of history, his Christology, his
doctrine of the Atonement and his eschatology.

This position is also taken by Judith Vaughn:
For Niebuhr, the doctrine of human nature plays

the determining role in the development of an ., .
ethical system.

41 we agree with Gordon Harland who comments on Niebuhr‘’s thought:
"First, in order to comprehend the distinctively human, we must
understand its history. Man is that being who has a history. 1If we are
to understand the human, in either its personal or collective

dimensions, we must know its history". The Thought of Reinhold Niebuhr.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1960), p.91.

42 Although he does not use the terms nature and destiny, something of
our understanding of the two terms is captured by Ronald Stone in this
conclusion to his book: "A contrast which appears throughout his work is
the relationship of the ideal to the real. The relationship of man’s
hopes for community [i.e. human destiny] to the real communities in
which is lives [i.e. human nature] is the central problem in political
philosophy for Niebuhr". Op. cit., p.242. The emphasized additions are ‘
ours. .

43 Bob E. Paterson, op. cit., p.63. Emphasis mine.

44 Judith Vaughn, Sociality, Ethics and Social Change: A Critical
Appraisal of Reinhold Niebuhr'’'s Ethics in the Light of Rosemary Radford
Ruether’s Works. (Lanham, MD.: University Press of America, 1983), p.17.
Emphasis mine. -
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It is also argued by William Wolf:
Niebuhr makes one doctrine, brilliantly plumbed to
its depths, the basis of his whole thought.
Articulated in terms of man’s relations with his
fellow men, the doctrine of man is determinative
for his social ethics and for his interpretation
of the meaningfulness of history.%°

And again by James Gustafson:
Reinhold Niebuhr is little occupied with salvation
from sin; he is much occupied with the development
of a theological anthropology that accounts for
the deception and the possibilities of moral and
political action in history.4®

John Howard Yoder argues the same position, and adds his

cutting critique:

For Niebuhr derives his ethics from the fact of
mans predicament, and the Bible derives not only

ethics, but everything from the fact of God’s
redemption.

Yet, if we are correct in understanding Niebﬁhris
message as one of responsibility, then we néed to ask
whether a contemplation of human nature alone can lead to an
ethic of responsibility. To call péople to be responsible
needs a vision of what is possible and what can be hoped
for. This is a vision of human destiny. It is our
contention that as preacher, Niebuhr’s demand for
responsibility was fundamentally located within the
framework of the limits and possibilities of human destiny

as understood and informed by the Cross of Christ, in other

words, the doctrine of salvation.

45 william John Wolf, "Reinhold Niebuhr’s Doctrine of Man" in C.W.
Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.230. Emphasis mine.

James Gustafson, "Theology in the Service of Ethics: An
Interpretation of Reinhold Niebuhr‘’s Theological Ethics" in R. Harries
(Ed.), op. cit., pp.39f.

John Howard Yoder, op. cit., p.20. Emphasis mine.

T
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For Niebuhr therefore, ethics flows from soteriology.
rather than from anthropology. This interpretation would of
course be rejected by those who see his anthropology as
determinative, such as Yoder:

Those Christian doctrines which relate to the
redemption are consistently slighted by Niebuhr,

{

transferred to another realm of being, or read as -
mythological exgressions of mans capacities for
transcendence.

Nevertheless we would therefore concur with those
interpreters who see the significance of human destiny for
his ethics. D.R. Davies writes:

We have now to examine how Niebuhr solved the
problem of making revolution significant, of the
relation between historic frustration and
spiritual fulfilment. This involves the whole
problem of the destiny of man both as 1nd1v1dual
and society, which presents itself as the
question: What is the final purpose of the whole
historic process"49

Douglas Hall identifies that the answer to Davies’
question about human destiny has to do with soteriology, and
this then is central for Niebuhr'’s ethics:

A very good case could be made, I think, for
claiming that Reinhold Niebuhr was driven to his
abiding vocational concern for Christian ethics
because his understanding of the nature of
salvation was what it was.>°

This is also argued by Theodore Minnema:

The theological framework in which Niebuhr’s
social ethics are formulated finds its focal point
in the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. And it
is from this point that the specific content of
the ethical norm proceeds.

48 rpid., p.20. _
49 p.Rr. Davies, Reinhold Niebuhr: Prophet from America. (London: James
Clarke, undated) p.50. Emphasis mine.
50 Douglas Hall, "The Cross and Contemporary Culture” in R. Harries
(Ed.), op. cit., p.198.

Theodore Minnema, The Social Ethics of Reinhold Niebuhr, A Structural
Analysis. (Amsterdam: J.H. Kok N.V. Kampen, 1958), p.55.
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Minnema points us to the content of salvation: the work
of Christ on the Cross understood through the doctrine 6f
the Atonement as justification by faith. So Paul Lehmann
identifies Christology - understood in relationship to
soteriology®? - as "the leitmotiv of Reinhold Niebuhr’s

w 53

theology". And turning other interpretations on their

head, he comments:
Plainly, if unobtrusively, Niebuhr’s account of
Jesus Christ is the presupposition of his
anthropology.54

Lehmann’s interpretation is specifically affirmed by
Niebuhr himself in a response to Lehmann:

The situation is that I have come gradually to
realize that it is not possible to look at the
human situation without illusion and without
despair only from the standpoint of the Christ-
revelation. It has come to be more and more the
ultimate truth. .

It is clear then that there are two ways of
understanding Niebuhr’s ethics. In the first instance it is
seen to arise out of his understanding of human nature, and
in the second, from his understanding of human destiny.

Perhaps John Bennett is right in seeing the influence of

both:

Closely related in Niebuhr’s thought to the

doctrine of man is the doctrine of justification. .
The former is the source of our idea of the limits :
and the direction of our social purposes. The

latter is the source of motive and morale for

»

52 In this essay Lehmann shows the significance of the saving work of
Christ to Niebuhr’s Christology. See "The Christology of Reinhold
Niebuhr" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., pp.252-280.

53 rbid., p.253.

54 rpid., p.254.

55 Relnhold Niebuhr, "Reply to Interpretation and Criticism", in C.W.
Kegley (Ed.), op. cit., p.515.
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ethical living amidst_the moral ambiguities of
historical existence.

Yet, even from Bennett’s comment it is clear that the
driving force, in his words, the "motive and morale for
ethical living", comes from the doctrine of justification,
in other words from soteriology. 1If, as we have argued, the
call to responsibility is the key theme of Niebuhr’s ethics,
then we are correct in seeing this as best interpreted in
the framework of human destiny or soteriology.

Mindful of the significance of his thought on human
nature and anthropology for ethics, this thesis therefore
stands with those interpreters who see the fundamental
significance of soteriology for Niebuhr’s ethics, and then
seeks to develop this as a hermeneutical key that opens up

]

Niebuhr’s thought in new and creative ways.

1.5. The Centrality of Soterioloqgy.

To clarify our position, we need to argue the case for the
centrality of soteriology in his thought as a whole. We
shall organize our thought around three themes: (a)

redemption; (B) the Atonement; and (C) the Cross.

A. The concern with redemption. Niebuhr returns time and

again to the theme of redemption (which we take to be
synonymous with salvation.) This theme already has a

central place as early as in Moral Man and Immoral Society R
(1932). The book is a rebuke by Niebuhr of Christian

liberalism, particularly its stress upon education and

56 John Bennett, Reinhold Niebuhr‘s Social Ethics" in C.W. Kegley (Ed.),
op. cit., p.104.




religio-moral resources in the search for a just and
democratic society. What is important for us to note is how
Niebuhr utilizes the theme of redemption in his critique:

The undoubted moral resources of religion seem to
justify the religious moralists in their hope for
the redemption of society through the increase of
religio-moral resources. In their most
unqualified form, these hopes are vain.

—

and again:

While this hope of the educators, which in America
finds its most telling presentation in the
educational philosophy of Professor John Dewey,
has some justification, political redemption
through education_ is not as easily achieved as the
educators assume.

In his discussion on the contribution of other
worldviews in the search for ethical responsibility, Niebuhr
also talks about the "redemptive mission" of the working
class to modern society,59 and the potential."redemptive
social consequences" of pure religious idealism.?®°

Redemption is thus a central underlying theme which
Niebuhr uses in his argument and thesis of Moral Man and
Immoral Society (although the word itself is not frequently
used). Serving to emphasize my point is the fact that in
the last two paragraphs of the book, Niebuhr makes use of
the theme to drive home his thesis:

... Yet there is beauty in our tragedy. We are,
at least, rid of some of our illusions. We can no
longer buy the highest satisfactions of the
individual life at the expense of social
injustice. We cannot build our individual ladders
to heaven and leave the total human enterprise

unredeemed of its excesses and corruptions.
In the task of that redemption the most

57 Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society. (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1932), p.63. Emphasis mine.

58 Moral Man and Immoral Society. p.212. Emphasis mine.

59  Moral Man and Immoral Society. p.229.

60 Moral Man and Immoral Society. p.264.
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effective agents will be men who have substituted
some new illusions for the abandoned ones. The
most important of these illusions is that the
collective life of mankind can achieve perfect
justice....

That Niebuhr continued to characterize other worldviews
under the theme of redemption is illustrated by his passing
comment in Christianity and Power Politics that he has "a
file which already containes eighty-two different recipes
for world salvation".®? Niebuhr returns to a more formal
critique of other worldviews on the basis of the theme of
redemption in The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol I, where
again he criticizes the "hopes for redemption" of modern
society. Later, as if recognizing the centrality of this
theme, Niebuhr began in fact to characterize and critique
these worldviews precisely as "secular religions of ‘world = ™

redemption", 63

and then in Faith and History-he calls them
"creeds of world redemption":
There is a grim irony in the fact that mankind is
at the moment in the toils of the terrible fate of
a division between two great centres of power, one
of which is informed by the communist and the
other by the bourgeois liberal creed of world
redemption.

In his address to the World Council of Churches assembly
in Amsterdam in 1948, Niebuhr chose this important
opportunity to deal with these creeds of world redemption,
criticizing the "liberal idea of redemption through growth

and development" and the "Marxist ideal of redemption

61 Moral Man and Immoral Society. p.277. Emphasis mine.
Christianity and Power Politics, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1940), p.168. Emphasis mine.
"Two Forms of Utopianism", Christianity and Society, Vol 12, No.4.
1947, p.6.
Niebuhr, Faith and History, (New York: Charles Scribner'’s sons,
1949), p.84. Emphasis mine. '
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through the death of our foes and the socialization of
property".65

In the midst of the 1950’s Cold War, Niebuhr’s criticism

!
\

of Liberalism began to wane, and he focussed more and more
upon what he saw as the great danger of Communism. 1In
keeping with the centrality of the theme of redemption, it
is crucial to note that for Niebuhr the key "fault" with
Communism was not to do with any specific political or
economic act, but rather in its pretension to having
achieved redemption in society:

It is not surprising that this version of Hegelian

logic should have become plausible enough to

become the basis of a new world religion: and one

which fills the world with cruelty and with
pretensions of world dominion in the name of world

redemption.®® S

Niebuhr believed that the fault with these "creeds of
world redemption", as in the false redemption offered by
other worldviews lay in their misunderstanding of the
relationship between redemption and history. Here again we
can see in this debate on the meaning of history - a matter
of absolute importance to Niebuhr’s whole theological
enterprise - the centrality of the theme of redemption.

Nowhere is this clearer than in Niebuhr’s book Faith and
History, sub-titled "A comparison of Christian and Modern
Views of History". 1In his preface to the book Niebuhr
captures the thesis he wishes to present:

The real alternative to the Christian faith
elaborated by modern secular culture was the idea

65 wThe Christian Witness in the Social and National Order" in

Christian Realism and Political Problems (New York: Charles Scribner’s

Sons, 1953), pp.106f. o
Niebuhr, The Self and the Dramas of History. (New York: Charles e

Scribner’s Sons, 1955), p.124.
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that history is itself Christ, which is to say
that historical development is redemptive.
Typical modern theology accommodated itself to
this secular scheme of redemption much too
readily. Meanwhile the experiences of
contemporary man have refuted the modern faith in
the redemptive character of history itself. This
refutation has given the Christian faithé as
presented in the Bible, a new relevance.

Again and again, Niebuhr makes a central point in his
discussion of history the fact that history is not in itself [
redemptive. "We have learned", he writes in The Nature and
Destiny of Man "that history is not its own redeemer. The -
long run’ of it is no more redemptive in the ultimate sense
than the ’short run’v, 68 Again, in The Children of Light
and the Children of Darkness he writes, "modern history is

/
an almost perfect refutation of modern faith in a redemptive/
history. History is creative but not redemptive".%% we
shall have occasion to look in more detail at the meaning of
and reasons for this statement, but at this stage we need
only note its significance - that this basic statement of
Niebuhr’s ideas on history, (which is repeated regular1y7°),
establishes again the centrality of the theme of
"redemption" in the thought of Reinhold Niebuhr. Hans [
Hoffmann is thus surely correct when he points out that

Niebuhr has examined various worldviews

from the point of view of the gospel, not in order
to cast them easily aside but that he may
understand them in their historical setting and so
evaluate their immanent and temporal significance.
But precisely thereby he is enabled to repudiate

67 raith and History, p.viii. Emphasis mine.

68 The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol.2. (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1943), p.206.

69 The children of Light and the Children of Darkness. (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1944), p.132.

70 see for example, Christian Realism and Political Problems. p.143;
"Faith for a Hazardous Future" in Larry Rasmussen (Ed.), op. cit.,
p.276.
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their hidden or open claims to be ways of faith
which provide the possibility of redemption from
our historical enslavement, and so to be rivals of
the gospel.71

We can see the centfal place that the theme of
redemption (or salvation) holds in Niebuhr’s theology. We
have argued above that his ethics flows from his
soteriology, and we can close this section with this oft
quoted, profound statement of faith from Niebuhr, which
holds together the central themes and relationships of
ethics and soteriology:

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our Y,
lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope. AL
Nothing which is true or beautiful or good makes
complete sense in any immediate context of

history; therefore we must be saved by faith.

Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be

accomplished alone; therefore we are saved by

love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous .from

the standpoint of our friend or foe as it is from

our standpoint. Therefore we must be saved by the
final form of love which is forgiveness.’

14

) g

B. The centrality of the Atonement. Having established that
the theme of "redemption" is a central one for Niebuhr, we
need to go further and note how a specifically Christian
understanding of redemption - the doctrine of the Atonement
grounded in the Cross of Christ - plays an even more central
role in his theology and understanding of the world and
history. Comparing Niebuhr’s theology of history with that
of the "theology of hope", Langdon Gilkey writes:

Atonement rather than the Resurrection represents

the centre of the Gospel and is for Niebuhr - as

the Resurrection with its promise of a new,
gqualitatively different future is for the

71 Hans Hoffmann, The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr, (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1956), p.14. Emphasis mine.

72 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Irony of American History, (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1952), p.63.
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e§chatolggists - the key to the interpretation of
history.

This focus is echoed by John Flynn:
Niebuhr’s primary interest is not with the
resurrection nor with the incarnation. He
concerns himself almost exclusively with the
Atonement, the Cross of Christ.’4
In the introduction to a book of Niebuhr’s sermons and
prayers that she edited after his death, Niebuhr’s wife,
Ursula comments: "In his pfayers, the same theme appears as
in his sermons; the mystery of creation and redemption."’®
Here in the "public" of the church, Niebuhr could be
expected to speak forcefully on redemption through the Cross
of Christ. What is most enlightening, however, is how
Niebuhr strives for that "authentic publicness" that Tracy
speaks of.’® He draws the doctrine of the Atonement into
the centre of his thought addressed not just to the public
of the church, but also to the publics of fhe academy and
society. "Niebuhr’s theology", writes Rasmussen with
reference to the meaning of the Atonement for Niebuhr,
"begins and ends in grace, and justification by grace

through faith is the heart of both his theology and his

piety".77

73 Langdon Gilkey, "Reinhold Niebuhr'’s Theology of History" in N.S.

Scott, Jr. (Ed.), op. cit., p.52.

74 John L. Flynn, Justification: A Comparison of the doctrine of “lm;’
Reinhold Niebuhr with the Doctrine of the Council of Trent, (Rome:
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