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Introduction


Robin Lovin and Joshua Mauldin




Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) was a religious leader who preached, taught, and wrote during an important time of transition for Protestantism in the US. Though they began the twentieth century in a confident position at the centre of the nation’s cultural and spiritual life, the denominations that had brought the Protestant Reformation from Europe and transformed it on the American frontier found themselves facing problems that required a more realistic account of politics with deeper theological roots. Niebuhr detailed what was missing in Moral Man and Immoral Society, and he sought to provide a relevant theology in Beyond Tragedy and above all in his most important work, The Nature and Destiny of Man.

Niebuhr was a public figure whose lectures and writings moved nimbly ahead of events, shaping responses and spotting important developments. He was an early observer of political upheavals in Russia and Germany, and his essays in Christianity and Crisis, Radical Religion, and The New Leader alerted his readers that politics in the US could not escape the consequences of the worldwide economic depression of the 1930s. In The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, he rooted the defence of democracy deeply in a theological understanding of human nature, and when his country found itself unprepared for its new role in global politics, The Irony of American History saw its past in a new way that uncovered political truths that had gone unnoticed.

He was also a journalist and commentator who sought a platform in daily newspapers and weekly news magazines at a time when these media shaped public perceptions. He delighted in calling attention to movements that had been overlooked or taking a new view of events that everyone was following. But over the decades, he also grasped the historical origins of his ideas, and he shared these thoughts in his classroom lectures and in Faith and History and The Self and the Dramas of History, books that, alongside The Nature and Destiny of Man, set out his theological account of history and human nature. He could explore the past in depth and detail without losing his sense of responsibility to the present.

Reinhold Niebuhr might appreciate the ironic distance that we today have on his fifty-year career and the further fifty years that have elapsed since his death. There are still many people who remember sitting in his classes or passing him in the halls at Union Theological Seminary in New York, and two or three generations of students have wrestled with his texts and absorbed his ideas as they tried to form a theological understanding of their own times. But the world we live in is very different from the one he observed and analysed. Both the era of Marxist revolutions and the era of American hegemony seem to have passed, leaving us with a global order less ideological and more fragmented than the one he knew. Ideas that seemed radical when he first articulated them now seem inadequate to the demands of racial and gender justice, and new problems of climate change and pandemic disease complicate the already complicated global politics he was attempting to comprehend in late works such as The Structure of Nations and Empires.

Today, we need to place Reinhold Niebuhr in his historical context in order to appreciate his insights as they came to him and as they were received by his contemporaries. But we also need to summarize his legacy and apply his thought to the problems we now face, as we understand them. The insights that carried Niebuhr through the middle decades of the twentieth century will often need to be corrected, if they are to bring our times into focus; and Niebuhr himself was sceptical of universal, rational principles that claimed a relevance that did not need that kind of correction. The chapters in this Oxford Handbook of Reinhold Niebuhr attempt these twin tasks of setting Niebuhr in his own context and considering the relevance of his thought for our world today.

Niebuhr and His Times
It is difficult to calculate the distance between Lincoln, Illinois, where Reinhold Niebuhr lived for much of his childhood, and Riverside Drive in New York, where the distinguished theologian enjoyed walks with his friend, Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972), decades later. Lincoln was a prosperous agricultural centre, not unlike Freeport, Illinois, where his father, Gustav, worked briefly as a farm labourer when he arrived as an immigrant from Germany in 1880. The parsonage where the Niebuhr family lived in Lincoln was still part of an immigrant community, and German seems to have been the primary language in the home. But there was nothing provincial about the Niebuhr household. Gustav had acquired a formidable education on his way to becoming a successful pastor and community leader, and his children were prepared to take advantage of the best educational resources of the Evangelical Synod, which meant they knew important sources in theology and biblical studies in both German and English (Chrystal 1982). Reinhold and his brother, Helmut Richard, completed their studies at Yale Divinity School, and both of them would be near the centre of American theological discussions for the rest of their lives. Their older sister, Hulda, became a well-known religious educator and a member of the faculty at McCormick Theological Seminary in Chicago. Through more than a decade of pastoral ministry in Detroit, Reinhold honed his skills as an observer of race relations, local politics, and the labour union movement, and he laid the theological groundwork for a more critical, politically active, and realist Christianity that would mature in reflection and dialogue at Union Theological Seminary, where he joined the faculty in 1928.

New York provided a personal and professional home for the rest of Niebuhr’s career, but his world changed in ways that took him even further than the distance he had travelled from Lincoln, Illinois. He married Ursula Keppel-Compton (1909–1997) at the end of 1931, and she became an important theological collaborator, offering Reinhold encouragement and criticism while developing her own career as a professor at Barnard College. By the end of the decade, Niebuhr had expanded his American career as a writer, lecturer, and preacher to include a significant transatlantic role in the emerging Protestant ecumenical movement. By 1939–40, just as the Second World War began, he was delivering the prestigious Gifford Lectures at the University of Edinburgh, which became the basis for The Nature and Destiny of Man.

That most theological of Niebuhr’s works concluded with just a footnote about the crisis through which the world was passing, noting that ‘Christian faith makes it impossible either to view the trials and tumults of a civilization with detached and irresponsible equanimity nor yet to identify the meaning of life with the preservation of our culture and civilization’ (1964, II: 307 n10). But throughout the Second World War, Niebuhr was deeply involved in discerning connections between his theological account of human nature, the possibilities of democracy, and the pursuit of justice. This intellectual project was joined to increasing activity in American politics and in global ecumenism. After the war and into the 1960s, his activity was so continuous, diverse, and at times unpredictable that he appeared on the cover of Time magazine, served as a keynote speaker at the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches, served on a policy planning group in the US State Department, received the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and ended up on an FBI watchlist as a suspected communist sympathizer.

Niebuhr was slowed by serious illness after 1952, though he continued to teach and to produce books and articles at a pace few could match. Nevertheless, he experienced a gradual physical decline that limited his public appearances and perhaps left him less able to appreciate the changes that were happening in major US cities and on college campuses during the 1960s. In contrast to other religious leaders, he had no prominent public role in the civil rights movement launched by Martin Luther King Jr, though King acknowledged the importance of Niebuhr’s suggestion, three decades earlier, that Gandhi’s strategy of non-violent resistance could be applied to race relations in the United States (Niebuhr 1932, 249–254; Dorrien 2018, 179–180).

Niebuhr continued to argue for what he regarded as a realistic assessment of global politics, and he opposed the expanding role of the US in South East Asia (Niebuhr 1968a). His death on 1 June 1971 came at an uncertain point in American religious and political history, and his students, admirers, and critics were left with multiple perspectives from which to assess his legacy.

In this Handbook, Healan Gaston provides an introduction to the Niebuhr family and to the faith that shaped their home and launched three of the children into careers in ministry and teaching. Jeremy Sabella, Graeme Smith, Andrew Finstuen, and Gary Dorrien lead us decade by decade through the events of Niebuhr’s life and the appearance of his major works. Their scholarship covers the broad range of theological questions, ecumenical organizations, historical events, and social ethics in which Niebuhr was involved. Gary Dorrien also teaches at Union Theological Seminary, where Niebuhr spent most of his long career. Through their chapters, we can trace the continuities that hold Niebuhr’s work together and the new ways that he responded to new developments. With this perspective, we can begin to measure the distance, not only from Lincoln, Illinois to Riverside Drive, but from the paths that Niebuhr walked to the places where we find ourselves today.

Allies and Adversaries
Following the course of events is an important guide to Niebuhr’s thought, but it is also important to become acquainted with his conversation partners. Niebuhr was a dialogical thinker who defined his position by identifying points of agreement and, especially, disagreement with others. Whether he was formulating a comprehensive Christian understanding of human nature by contrasting it to the whole sweep of classical and modern views (1964, I: 1–122) or comparing Marxist views of class struggle with economic relations in American democracy (1952, 109–129), he did not proceed from first principles to conclusions. He needed to see alternatives in relation to one another to define his own position.

What Martin Halliwell calls ‘the constant dialogue’ characterized Niebuhr’s personal life as well as his intellectual explorations. From his early days in Detroit through his long career at Union, he worked out programmes with religious and political leaders in the US and Europe, and he sought out relationships with a wide variety of literary figures and social critics, including W. H. Auden and James Baldwin (Rice 2013; Halliwell 2005; Brown 1992). His views on human nature were shaped by Augustine, but also, later in life, by encounters with Erik Erikson and Robert Coles (Fox 1985, 260).

Characteristically, his theological understanding of human nature and human religion proceeded from criticisms of John Dewey (1859–1952), whom he regarded as too optimistic about human nature and too vague on religion, and Karl Barth (1886–1968), whose ‘positivism of revelation’ he deemed ‘as absurd as it is unscriptural’ (1964, II: 254). Many of the dialogue partners who shaped his work were colleagues and personal friends, such as Paul Tillich (1886–1965) and Abraham Joshua Heschel. Others were people he rarely met in person, but they shaped his thought as he adopted their ideas, as with George Kennan (1904–2005), or as he resisted them, as with Barth.

The chapters in the ‘Allies and Adversaries’ section of this Handbook provide a sampling of these important influences in different kinds of relationships at different points in Niebuhr’s life. William Stacy Johnson explores Niebuhr’s relationship with his brother, H. Richard Niebuhr, who was perhaps his first colleague and certainly one of his best critics. Joshua Mauldin and Adam Pryor trace the connections and tensions between Niebuhr and Karl Barth and Niebuhr and Paul Tillich. As Daniel Rice explains, Niebuhr was linked to John Dewey by political ties and separated from him by philosophical differences, while William Inboden explores the connection between Niebuhr’s Christian Realism during the Cold War years and the foreign policy Realism of George Kennan. Susannah Heschel explores the religious, political, and personal relationships that Niebuhr shared with her father, Abraham Heschel. Her chapter also illuminates the common background in German philosophy that the two shared. Francesca Cadeddu reminds us of an opportunity that was largely missed. John Courtney Murray (1904–1967) became a major interpreter of American politics in relation to Catholic social thought in the 1960s, but Niebuhr’s standing resistance to Catholic natural law tradition as he understood it kept him from fully appreciating Murray’s influence on the Second Vatican Council, and his poor health limited the conversations the two might have had at the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions during those years. Finally, Peter Paris studies the mutual respect between Niebuhr and Martin Luther King Jr (1929–1968), together with the ambiguous legacy of their relationship in politics and theology. That theme is also pursued later in the Handbook in Traci West’s chapter on racial justice.

Theological Starting Points
Niebuhr insisted that his field was ‘Christian social ethics’ and that he was not a theologian (1956, 3). Nevertheless, a theology of sin and a theological account of human possibilities and limitations clearly shapes his political and social thinking from the beginning. He became more aware of his own theological ideas as he responded to critics of Moral Man and Immoral Society and then as he prepared for the Gifford Lectures that became The Nature and Destiny of Man. In this Handbook, the theological points of reference emerge clearly in the decade-by-decade survey of his work in the section ‘Niebuhr and His Times’, but theology receives the systematic attention it deserves in the section on ‘Theological Starting Points’. These chapters isolate key concepts and explore them across Niebuhr’s work, providing an important contrast to the chronological or topical references to his theology in other chapters of the Handbook. While Niebuhr’s critics insist that his work lacks crucial theological elements, such as a doctrine of the Church, or see the work as a whole as ‘theology in the service of ethics’ (Gustafson 1986), the chapters here suggest that Niebuhr’s writings might also be seen as ethics shaped by theology.

To be sure, extended discussions of doctrinal issues are rare in Niebuhr’s writings, apart from The Nature and Destiny of Man. Midway through the first volume of that work, he turns from contrasting Christian views to classical and modern understandings of human nature, and devotes the remaining chapters to the concepts of revelation, imago Dei, sin, original sin, ‘original righteousness’ (justitia originalis), and the theological virtues (1964, I: 123–300). This provides the framework in which he interprets Christian ideas of human destiny in the second volume, though he returns to his dialogical method to explicate this theology by contrasting Renaissance and Reformation views of modern culture (1964, II: 157–243). The work concludes with an account of the struggle for justice in modern society in which that struggle is both affirmed and limited by a biblical eschatology (1964, II: 244–321).

In The Nature and Destiny of Man, then, we learn what Niebuhr himself discovered as he followed the implications of his criticism of previous theology in Moral Man and Immoral Society and An Interpretation of Christian Ethics. His critical observations on modern society and the role of religion in it depend on a theology of God the creator and an understanding of humanity as both created in God’s image and susceptible to sin. The thoughtful exploration of historical possibilities that he later undertakes in The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness and The Irony of American History likewise turn on the theological premise that the fulfilment of history depends on God and cannot be accomplished by human initiative.

Niebuhr may have been right to declare that he was not a theologian. Certainly, he was not a systematic theologian. But Christian ideas about God, creation, sin, love, judgement, and redemption run through his writings, even those that are aimed at a more secular audience. Each of these theological concepts provides an angle of vision on his work as a whole, and precisely because theology itself is systematic, even when theologians are not, the loci that receive less attention—such as ecclesiology and Christology—can be inferred from the ways that the more prominent themes are handled.

In this section of the Handbook, chapters by Douglas Ottati, Richard Crouter, and Frederick Simmons summarize the theological understandings of God, sin, and love that shape Niebuhr’s approach to social and political problems. D. Stephen Long and David True follow the ideas that theologians have organized as Christology and ecclesiology through the ways that Niebuhr, sometimes implicitly, traces God’s action in history and the historical role of God’s people. Jodie Lyon develops a detailed analysis of Niebuhr’s texts to show how God’s transcendence of history gives meaning to life within history.

Ethics
Reinhold Niebuhr’s ideas about how we ought to live and how our societies ought to be organized are firmly rooted in his theological account of human nature, which sets the possibilities and limits for human achievements. Deciding what we ought to do makes use of a capacity for self-transcendence that leads us beyond immediate interests to a deeper knowledge of ourselves and a wider knowledge of the world, though what we learn about our own limitations also warns us not to be too certain about our choices and not to project our actions too far into the future. Responsible action leaves room for self-correction and for new discoveries. History may mock us with the ironic reversal of our noble expectations, but that irony is better than the tragedies that result when individuals and nations pursue ideals without stopping to consider their limits (Niebuhr 1937).

Niebuhr’s ethics thus presupposes moral realism. Propositions about what we ought to do, the goals we should pursue, and the sorts of persons we ought to become are grounded in a reality independent of our ideas about it. That is why no rule of reason nor any theological tradition provides an infallible guide to moral choice. Nevertheless, there are truths about this moral reality, and our imperfect knowledge of them can be refined through ‘experiences of prophetic history’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 127).

Niebuhr thus rejects any claim that ethics depends entirely on revelation, but he is ambiguous about exactly how and how much Christian faith contributes to moral knowledge. Some understanding of human nature is available to everyone, but he doubts that this general knowledge can be elaborated into a complete system of ethics in the way that some concepts of natural law suggest (1964, I: 296–300). The human freedom and self-transcendence that make moral aspiration possible can only be fully understood as the ‘image of God’, the Christian view of humanity ‘which is sharply distinguished from all alternative views’ (I: 150), but this does not mean that some of its important implications cannot be grasped by those who are not open to the biblical view in its entirety.

What is clear in Niebuhr’s account is that biblical truth and human experience can converge on the practical requirements of specific historical situations. Determining those requirements and wielding power effectively to put them into practice is the task of social ethics. In those negotiations, the biblical view may have an advantage in its accountability to a transcendent righteousness rooted in divine judgement, but human experience may feel present wrongs more acutely than the righteous faithful, particularly when their transcendent righteousness fades into a self-righteousness assumed from a position of social privilege. Social ethics thus arrives by approximation at ‘the most rational possible social goal’, which is ‘equal justice’ (Niebuhr 1960, 171). This is a reliable basis on which society can make its decisions and order its common life, but it is quite different from either divine law or ideological certainty. This negotiated search for justice seems particularly suited to constitutional democracy, with its division of powers and responsibilities, broad base of political participation, and responsiveness to changing conditions. Niebuhr made that case for democracy in global terms, especially in The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, but also in Pious and Secular America, a series of studies of how particular problems were worked out through the course of American history, in which practice often proved wiser than theory (Niebuhr 1960, xiii; 1958, 77).

In this section of the Handbook, chapters by Kevin Carnahan, Gerald McKenny, Robin Lovin, William Schweiker, Daniel Morris, Elizabeth Hinson-Hasty, and Eric Gregory set Reinhold Niebuhr’s social ethics in context with other schools of moral thought, both historical and contemporary. Kevin Carnahan explains moral realism in relation to Aristotelian ethics, contemporary forms of moral idealism, and philosophical accounts of ethics based on divine command. Gerald McKenny takes a closer look at human nature, both in Niebuhr’s ethics and in ethics based on natural law, and he provides a detailed analysis of Niebuhr’s relation to the natural law tradition in Catholic theology. Robin Lovin and William Schweiker develop systematic accounts of the meaning of justice and of moral responsibility in Niebuhr’s ethics, while Daniel Morris explores the concepts of tragedy and irony that Niebuhr found particularly illuminating for understand moral choices in history. Elizabeth Hinson-Hasty reviews the ways that feminist ethics has both criticized and collaborated with Niebuhr’s Christian Realism. Eric Gregory explores Niebuhr’s understanding of democracy as both a form of government and a moral commitment.

Politics and Policy
Niebuhr’s understanding of ethics requires close engagement with specific issues. There is room, certainly, for book-length studies with large scope that articulate how human sin and self-transcendence find expression in society and how human destiny, theologically understood, shapes and limits historical possibilities. Niebuhr’s most enduring books, including The Irony of American History (1952), speak of current political problems in those broad terms. But the general statements do not result from applying first principles to specific problems. His accounts of history and society as a whole are compelling because they develop out of Niebuhr’s grappling with the details of particular issues, whether in the books themselves or in the steady stream of articles, editorials, and lectures he produced, especially in the years just after the end of the Second World War. The chapters in the section on ‘Politics and Policy’ look at how Niebuhr dealt with a sampling of important social and political issues and explore the possibilities and limitations of his thought for dealing with the problems we face today.

Some of these are enduring questions that Niebuhr dealt with during the unsettled decade of the 1930s, through the Second World War, and on into the 1960s. Pacifism and the use of force are perennial issues in Christian ethics. Problems of economic justice, too, return decade by decade. The grievances that prompted the growth of labour unions when Niebuhr was a pastor in Detroit in the 1920s are repeated by factory workers today, now on a global scale. The problem of economic inequality and the damage done by poverty runs through the pages of Moral Man and Immoral Society and still prompts moral concern among economic analysts today (Case and Deaton, 2020). Niebuhr’s most active decades as a writer and his most influential role as a public intellectual coincided with the emergence of a new global order after the Second World War, when hopes for international organization were quickly tempered by the emergence of superpower rivalries and new nationalisms. Niebuhr’s realistic assessments of these competing forces remain relevant, even as the superpowers change, especially in his sober assessment of America’s new global responsibilities and his warnings against expecting too much from the exercise of American power (Bacevich 2008, xviii–xx).

In relation to other issues, the specificity of Niebuhr’s analysis reminds us of the limits of his vision and some of the prejudices of the times in which he lived. His attitude towards Roman Catholicism, and particularly towards Catholic doctrine on Church and state, was typical of mid-century Protestants in the era before the Second Vatican Council. His application of Gandhi’s strategies of resistance to American racial inequality inspired King and other leaders of the Civil Rights Movement, but his own attitude when legal challenges to segregation emerged was more cautious. He feared massive resistance, and he tended to regard racial discrimination as a regional, Southern problem, turning only near the end of his life towards explicit condemnation of the depth of racism in the country as a whole (Niebuhr 1968b). He gave little explicit attention to questions about the family and the social role of women, and his occasional remarks on these subjects often reflect traditional attitudes at a time when these were increasingly coming into question.

Nevertheless, those who today take a second look at Niebuhr’s work sometimes find a method or an attitude that warrants further examination, even on issues where they sharply disagree with him. His own politics reflect the conditions of his times, and he has little to say directly about the issues of gender identity and equality, climate change, or pandemic diseases. But how he approached the problems he did consider still offers direction for our times and problems. The trajectory of his work over the course of his career was towards increasingly focused, carefully crafted political solutions to the ‘insoluble problems’ of inequality, discrimination, and misuse of power (Niebuhr 1960, 118). He was still guided by large ideas about faith, hope, and love (1952, 63), but his confidence that faith gives meaning to life within history did not inspire a false certainty that he knew where history was going. Irony, rather than ideology, shaped his expectations. This allowed him to listen to his opponents and craft compromises with those who came closer to his own position, and it meant that even when the disagreements were deep and lasting, he did not write other positions off as mere expressions of an opponent’s ‘false consciousness’. He was polemical precisely because he believed that the ideas of others deserved to be answered, not dismissed without further consideration.

Niebuhr’s political practice was sustained by his belief in a judgement and mercy that applied equally to him, to his allies, and to his opponents. Gordon Harland, one of the early interpreters of Niebuhr’s social thought, summarized the attitude in these terms:

The content of the truth to which we testify must shape the manner in which we witness to it. It can be truth in us only as we know it to be truth over us in judgment and mercy. To be shaped in the springs of our being by this affirmation is to learn that deep conviction and an open, generous spirit have the same root; they are fed by the same source. (Harland 2003, 12)

To temper the urgency of judgement with an awareness that we are ourselves judged is the central problem of the prophetic tradition on which Niebuhr’s interpretation of Christian ethics was built (Niebuhr 2013, 37–42).

In this section of the Handbook, G. Scott Davis discusses Niebuhr’s approach to the problems of violence, pacifism, and the use of force. Melissa Snarr considers his treatment of economic justice. Heather Warren, Richard Hoskins, and Scott Paeth survey the forces and ideas that shaped the world order that emerged during the course of Niebuhr’s career. Traci West and Rebekah Miles offer reviews of Niebuhr’s work on racial relations and on his ideas about the family that are both critical and appreciative. Traci West also notes that racial justice issues were a theme in Niebuhr’s work throughout his career, and she provides a comprehensive bibliography of his occasional writings on the subject at the conclusion of her chapter. Alda Balthrop-Lewis assesses the relevance of Niebuhr’s realism for the environmental issues that are becoming central in our own time.

Niebuhr’s Legacy
Much more could be said about the implications of Niebuhr’s work for contemporary politics. In fact, his thought may receive more attention today among political thinkers than it does among theologians (Bacevich 2020; Beinart 2010). Scholars in Korea, Japan, and China are rethinking Niebuhr’s legacy with an eye to their own politics and culture (Takahashi 2014; Huang 2018). Still others are tracing the effect of Niebuhr’s work through his ongoing influence on political leaders and social activists who are shaping politics and policy today (Sabella 2017, 115–142). All of these lines of inquiry deserve further development, but this Handbook focuses on Niebuhr’s own life and work, and we cannot pursue those questions very far in these pages. We hope that the chapters contributed by the authors in this volume will be useful to others who will take Christian Realism in new directions.

Instead, this Handbook concludes with four reflections on Reinhold Niebuhr’s legacy and continuing importance. Three are chapters by distinguished scholars who, though not Niebuhr specialists, have an appreciation for his work and allow us to see it in a larger context. Stanley Hauerwas is a theologian who has by his own account differed with Niebuhr on almost every important question in theology and ethics, but here he offers another view of what Niebuhr accomplished. Jeffrey Stout is a professor of religious ethics who sometimes questions the relevance of Niebuhr’s theology and challenges the limits of Niebuhr’s ‘proximate’ solutions, but he understands the importance of Niebuhr’s contribution to the twentieth-century discussions of justice. John Bew is a professor of history and foreign policy who, like Niebuhr, has played an active role as advisor to political leaders. His work on the history of Realpolitik (Bew 2015) gives him a new perspective on Niebuhr’s version of political realism.

Finally, the Handbook concludes with a brief reminder of the importance of Niebuhr’s influence on generations of students by recalling two of them in particular. The life of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) is well known, as is the story of his year spent at Union Theological Seminary in 1930–1931 and his brief meeting with Niebuhr in England in 1939. Less familiar to most readers of Niebuhr is the story of Kiyoko Takeda (1917–2018), who studied with Niebuhr at Union until Pearl Harbor forced her to choose between returning to Japan or staying in the US, where Niebuhr offered to be her sponsor. She returned to Japan, experienced the difficulties of life there during the Second World War, and subsequently had a distinguished career as a scholar and ecumenist (Ward 2008).

Bibliographical Note
Reinhold Niebuhr’s writings form an impressive collection, from brief opinion pieces to major books. His most important books, including several volumes of sermons and essays that he compiled himself, would include the following, listed with their original dates of publication.


Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics [1932].

An Interpretation of Christian Ethics [1935].

Beyond Tragedy: Essays on the Christian Interpretation of History [1937].

The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, 2 vols [1941, 1943].

The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness [1944].

Faith and History: A Comparison of Christian and Modern Views of History [1949].

The Irony of American History [1952].

The Self and the Dramas of History [1955].

The Structure of Nations and Empires [1959].

Man’s Nature and His Communities [1965].


There is no standard edition of Niebuhr’s works. All of these titles have remained in print, sometimes with different publishers, with the result that readers will find references to different editions in use by the authors of different chapters in this Handbook. The exception is The Nature and Destiny of Man, for which citations throughout the Handbook refer to the two-volume edition published in 1964 by Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York. Fortunately, many of the different editions of Niebuhr’s works, including those currently published by Westminster John Knox Press in its Library of Theological Ethics, preserve in the body of the text the pagination of the original editions, although there may be different page numbers for introductions and other editorial matter. As a result, readers may find that often, though not in every case, the citations in this Handbook will direct them to the right page number, even though they are using a different edition. Throughout the Handbook, the dates in citations are the date when the edition being cited was published. In the Bibliography within each chapter, dates in square brackets refer to the date of original publication of that title.

Some of Niebuhr’s major works and a selection of his most important occasional writings are collected in Reinhold Niebuhr: Major Works on Religion and Politics, ed. Elisabeth Sifton (New York: Library of America, 2015). The most comprehensive bibliography of Niebuhr’s writings is Reinhold Niebuhr’s Works: A Bibliography, ed. D. B. Robertson (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1979). This listing runs to some 268 pages, including an index. Niebuhr’s many essays, articles, and occasional writings are listed chronologically by year of publication. Traci West provides an extensive bibliography of Niebuhr’s occasional writings on race in the Suggested Reading at the end of her chapter on Racial Justice in this Handbook.
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The first four decades of Reinhold Niebuhr’s life offer many clues as to why his work has remained relevant up to the present day. Whereas some scholars tend to divide Niebuhr’s development into stages—a Social Gospel phase, a Marxist or Christian socialist phase, and a final period of liberal realism—this chapter identifies several lines of continuity from Niebuhr’s early life onwards that help to explain the distinctive contours and continued appeal of his work. In the years before penning his iconic Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932), Niebuhr came to believe that a Christian conception of human nature offered the needed corrective to the complacent, self-satisfied bourgeois culture on display in the United States. At the same time, he described that ethical stance as a mode of self-critique embodied in the virtue of humility, not as a set of theological doctrines. Niebuhr sought a middle path between the supernaturalism of traditional faith and what he considered the bland, blinkered optimism of the liberal churches. The latter, he believed, had traded critical distance, moral efficacy, and spiritual inspiration for metaphysical compromises with scientific naturalism and thus could only foster the self-congratulation of the powerful. By merging theological and sociological arguments, Niebuhr developed a novel view of the modern predicament that many find as prescient today as when he first articulated it in the late 1920s and early 1930s.

A Public Intellectual in the Making
Karl Paul Reinhold Niebuhr was born 29 June 1892, six months after Ellis Island began to receive European immigrants and less than a year before the panic of 1893 brought economic conflict to the forefront of American politics. As the son of a German-born pastor, Niebuhr would spend his first forty years grappling with how Christians should respond to the demographic, cultural, religious, and political changes associated with rapid industrialization, which transformed the United States into an ethnically and religiously diverse manufacturing power and then a consumption-driven society. Niebuhr’s ruminations on these issues would take him from an immigrant community in rural Missouri to Yale Divinity School to a high-profile Detroit pastorate to the august halls of New York’s Union Theological Seminary. His evolving thought would also introduce innumerable readers, listeners, and students to new understandings of religion and new conceptions of social relations.

Like other members of immigrant communities, Niebuhr possessed a minority consciousness even though German Americans counted as ‘old stock’—indeed, the original Anglo-Saxons—in the nativist discourses of his time. His childhood coincided with a series of intensifying challenges to the Protestant establishment of the nineteenth century, which had retained its dominance over Irish Catholic immigrants, breakaway Mormons, and other religious outsiders but now faced tens of millions of newer arrivals, increasingly Catholics and Jews from southern and eastern Europe. Although big cities such as New York and Chicago drew most of the new immigrants, scholars have recently noted that the more rural areas of the Midwest also featured remarkable ethnic diversity and helped to nourish the philosopher Horace Kallen’s pioneering formulation of cultural pluralism in the 1910s (Kaufman 2019; Steiner 2020).

Meanwhile, changing intellectual and ethical sensibilities had driven a turn towards theological liberalism among American Protestant leaders. Following German innovators, they increasingly read the Bible historically and metaphorically as a human product that offered universal moral principles in the form of parables, not a divinely inscribed guidebook to natural history and the human past. However, fewer congregants followed the liberal path than did ministers and theologians, creating a growing intellectual divide between Protestant intellectuals and the laity that laid the groundwork for the ‘fundamentalist’ revolt of the First World War era. Theological liberalism also underpinned a vigorous ‘Social Gospel’ movement that promised to resolve labour strife by replacing cut-throat competition with Christian cooperation, charity, and love in all domains, including politics and economics. The Social Gospel wing of liberal Protestantism worked towards the moral regeneration of society: the kingdom of God on earth.

Though intimately familiar with the Social Gospel and theological liberalism, the young Niebuhr would later become the most famous American critic of those movements from within. In this regard, he followed a number of his father’s leads. Gustav Niebuhr arrived from Germany in 1881 at the age of eighteen, and in 1885 was ordained in the German Evangelical Synod of North America, a small, German-speaking denomination. Sent first to New Orleans and then to northern California, Gustav met and married Lydia Hosto, a missionary’s daughter. After establishing a thriving parish in San Francisco, they trekked east in 1891 to heavily German Wright City, Missouri, with their young children Hulda and Walter in tow. There, Reinhold was born in 1892 and Helmut Richard—later a renowned theologian himself, and Reinhold’s most important interlocutor—in 1894. In 1902, when Reinhold was ten, the family relocated to Lincoln, Illinois, where he attended public schools for the next five years (Bingham 1961, 50).

By all accounts, Gustav Niebuhr played a central role in young Reinhold’s life. Father and son shared the charisma and loquaciousness common to bright extroverts—a fact not lost on H. Richard, who was quieter and more introspective. Devoted to his adopted country, Gustav pushed his congregation to switch from German to English and encouraged his sons to venture beyond their insular community (Stone 1992, 7). At the tender age of ten, Reinhold declared his intention to follow his father into the ministry, a decision from which he never wavered. Gustav possessed a lively intellect and read widely, from the Greek and Hebrew scriptures to contemporary German theology to secular histories (Merkley 1975; Bingham 1961, 58). Politically, he supported temperance, defended property rights, and deemed feminism a threat to the sanctity of the family (Fox 1996, 7–8). Theologically, Gustav welcomed attempts to adapt Christianity to present needs but resisted tendencies to defer to science and reason, insisting on God’s omnipotence and other supernatural aspects of Christian faith (Fox 1996, 7, 23, 31). Meanwhile, Lydia Niebuhr instilled a deep respect for the vocation of teaching. Devoted to religious education, she had worked tirelessly to support her father’s ministry and did the same for her husband Gustav and eventually her children as well. Hulda Niebuhr, like Reinhold and H. Richard, followed in her mother’s footsteps, blazing a trail of her own as a prominent religious educator. The fact that three of the four Niebuhr children took up teaching (the fourth, Walter, was a businessman) attests to the power of Lydia’s example (Stone 1992, 3–4).

Reinhold’s education eventually took him to Yale, but first he received a firm grounding in his denominational tradition and a brief taste of the joys and pains of a preaching career. Matriculating at Elmhurst Proseminary (now Elmhurst College) at the age of fifteen, he spent three years there and then three additional years at Eden Theological Seminary, Gustav’s alma mater, before applying to Yale for the advanced coursework his father had recommended. When Gustav died unexpectedly in April 1913, a devastated Reinhold returned to Lincoln and took over his father’s pastorate for the summer to support the family. He then decamped to Yale for two years as his brother Walter took up the financial slack. There, Reinhold earned a bachelor’s degree in divinity in 1914 and a master’s in 1915 (Fox 1996, 14–24).

As a second-generation immigrant from the hinterlands, Reinhold felt academically underprepared and somewhat socially isolated—‘naked’, he said—at Yale and struggled to keep his grades up. Yet those two years worked to his great advantage. In many ways, Yale dramatically widened his intellectual horizons. But his German language skills and familiarity with German theology also gave him an advantage over many of his classmates (Fox 1996, 28; Stone 1992, 12; Niebuhr 1977, 53–58). During the 1920s and 1930s, Reinhold and H. Richard would take up German theorists such as Max Weber (1864–1920), Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923), Karl Barth (1886–1968), and Paul Tillich (1886–1965) long before English translations appeared. The brothers combined sociological and theological insights in a manner reminiscent of Weber and especially Troeltsch, on whom H. Richard wrote his PhD dissertation at Yale in 1924. (The fact that Reinhold never earned a PhD like his younger brother would prove to be a significant difference between the two as time wore on.)

The Yale theses offer glimpses into Reinhold’s mind as a young adult and reveal many of his lifelong preoccupations. Both texts, for example, reflected Niebuhr’s strongly dialectical style and his lifelong attraction to ideal types. Time and again, he would identify two poles in a debate, find truths and falsehoods on each side, and then seek a synthetic middle way (Stone 1992, 14; Fox 1996, 37). He wrote in 1916 that ‘almost every undertaking’ featured ‘a Scylla and Charybdis’, ‘two extremes between which one must sail and both of which one must avoid’ (Niebuhr 1977, 74). Thus, his Bachelor of Divinity (BD) thesis, ‘The Validity and Certainty of Religious Knowledge’, aimed to chart a path between naturalism and idealism. Naturalism, in his portrayal, ignored immaterial, spiritual realities that eluded the empirical gaze—God, personality, the moral order (Stone 1992, 14)—while idealism collapsed into pantheism, failing to grasp that God was ‘at once transcendent and immanent’ (Fox 1996, 29–33).

Niebuhr’s synthetic middle way in his BD thesis was a theistic reformulation of William James’ pragmatic defence of religious faith, which Niebuhr called ‘realism’. He echoed Kant’s insistence that only religious ideas could make sense of the moral order (Stone 1992, 13–14). At the time, most liberal Christians—including Niebuhr’s advisor D. C. Macintosh, a prominent modernist whose work Niebuhr found rather tedious (Stone 1992, 19–20)—allied themselves closely with scientific naturalists or philosophical idealists. By contrast, Niebuhr framed Christianity as an alternative to both schools. In his view, religion offered a form of knowledge that was neither empirical nor metaphysical but was still validated through experience. Only such a view, he contended, could adequately challenge ‘modern skepticism’ on its own terms, without invoking the absolute authority of revelation (Fox 1996, 29–33). Niebuhr would hone this apologetic argument over the next four decades, carving out with growing precision his synthetic path between secular philosophies and traditional supernaturalism.

Niebuhr’s master’s thesis applied his dialectical approach to Christian doctrine. He lauded Paul’s synthesis of the Hebraic view of immortality as a miraculous, physical resurrection with the superior, yet still flawed, Greek conception of immortality as a state continuous with earthly life. Niebuhr identified the concept of personality as the core of the Pauline synthesis, and of Christianity overall (Stone 1992, 16–17; Fox 1996, 37–38). For Niebuhr and his generation, personality meant something more than a set of traits; it referred to the fact of subjective freedom and the search for dignity and moral relations. In many regards, his master’s thesis extended his earlier argument, insofar as it asserted forms of knowledge and existence that were accessible through human experience but non-materialistic. Niebuhr would later call religion ‘poetry’ (Niebuhr 1957, 32–33) and then adopt Paul Tillich’s category of ‘myth’ (Tillich 1932) to characterize the realities that empirical methods could not discern. For the time being, the concept of personality did much of that work by indicating the non-empirical dimensions of the human person that religion alone captured.

Drawn to political journalism but once again obliged to support his family as Walter’s fortunes soured, Niebuhr took up a post at Detroit’s Bethel Evangelical Church in August 1915 and spent the next thirteen years balancing scholarly analysis and popular writing with preaching and community service. Under his watch, Bethel grew from a small, immigrant-serving, German-speaking church into a hub of religious and civic life in a booming industrial metropolis. All the while, Niebuhr kept abreast of national and global affairs, seeing in them vital clues to deeper shifts. An inveterate social theorist as well as political commentator, he shared with Weber a tendency to construct ideal types—composite portraits of particular kinds of persons, institutional and cultural systems, and ways of thinking—and explore their possible relations, trajectories, and alternatives. Again and again, he would work to combine elements from seemingly incompatible poles, seeking to avoid both Scylla and Charybdis in an increasingly dangerous world.

Niebuhr began his preaching career just as the European war muted economic conflict and foregrounded another key issue facing early-twentieth-century Americans: religious, ethnic, and racial differences. As an immigrant’s son with one foot in the insular culture of the German Evangelical Synod and another in the hallowed—and WASP-dominated—halls of the Ivy League, Niebuhr was drawn to the complex questions about diversity and national identity that the First World War raised. Arriving at Bethel in August 1915, he faced a wave of pro-German sentiment among his congregants, in reaction to the popular Anglophilia the Lusitania’s sinking had stoked in May (Fox 1996, 43). Like his father, Niebuhr urged his flock to shift to an English-language service, which they eventually did in 1919. Meanwhile, he called for unity amid diversity in both Church and nation. Neither the United States nor Christianity sought total conformity, Niebuhr contended in an October 1915 sermon. Each found its unity in ‘common purpose alone’—for Christians, ‘to bring about the coming of the kingdom of God’—even as ‘individuals of many kinds with many ideals, with different temperaments, with various powers, all lay their particular gifts upon the altar’ of the country or Church (Niebuhr 1977, 68).

Niebuhr’s earliest popular writings found him considering the relations between individuals, ethnic communities, and nations. In the July 1916 Atlantic Monthly, which also featured the classic formulation of a cosmopolitan sensibility in Randolph Bourne’s ‘Trans-National America’, Niebuhr explored the ‘problem of the “hyphen”’. He lamented the ethical individualism of German Americans, who in his view exemplified middle-class complacency rather than the social idealism spearheaded by Germany itself. As in the economic sphere, Niebuhr habitually thought of society in terms of discrete groups standing in tension or outright conflict, though a strong note of Christian universalism still persisted in his thinking during the war years (Niebuhr 1916a). A second Atlantic Monthly piece in November deplored the influence of modern nationalism, which activated individuals’ intense desire to serve a cause higher than the self but used that sacrificial energy to fatten the purses of merchants, rather than to promote spiritual progress (Niebuhr 1916b). As Niebuhr developed his understanding of social relations over the years, he would grapple with numerous forms of difference, from the status of black Americans and Jews and the issue of Zionism to Church–state relations and the stand- off between Catholics and secularists during the early Cold War years. Throughout his life, Niebuhr would work to sustain solidarity with a diverse cadre of allies and to combine his activist efforts for religious tolerance with his calls for ethnic harmony and racial justice.

Though Niebuhr remained sympathetic to the practical goals of the Social Gospel as a young pastor, during his years in Detroit he also launched the twin critiques of theological and political liberalism that he would press throughout his lifetime. For instance, in a 1916 essay, Niebuhr deemed the popular evangelist Billy Sunday (1862–1935), whose preaching methods he found crass and manipulative, nonetheless superior to the tepid rationalism and overblown optimism of theological liberals and modernists. Sunday, Niebuhr explained, recognized not only the emotional power of a compelling preacher but also the need to account for human sin and divine judgement in the affairs of the world (Fox 1996, 48–49). A few years later, Niebuhr extended this critique to politics in a letter to the New Republic, writing that the First World War marked the death throes of a morally bankrupt liberalism: a ‘philosophy of the middle aged’, vitiated by a ‘gray spirit of compromise’ that left it ‘too intellectual and too little emotional to be an efficient force in history’. The post-war generation, Niebuhr declared, would need ‘something less circumspect than liberalism to save the world’ (Niebuhr 1919).

Into the Fray
By 1920, Niebuhr had settled into his Bethel post and was actively seeking to define the needed alternatives to both theological and political liberalism. While working to integrate his roles as preacher, social theorist, and active organizer and speaker for local and national organizations such as the Student Volunteer Movement, he turned from ‘the intellectual problems of religion’ towards ‘its ethical problems’, as he later recalled. Indeed, Niebuhr’s sermons and increasingly steady stream of writings for public audiences detailed the many shortcomings of American society. Yet theology always loomed in the background, informing Niebuhr’s sense of the ethical stakes of the industrial moment and the roles that religious ideas and actors might play in shaping it. Emphasizing the interplay of the Church and the world, Niebuhr assumed that faulty theologies, themselves reflecting the powerful influence of social interests, produced further economic and political woes (Niebuhr 1957, 27, 29). As his congregation grew in the 1920s, he worried especially about the conventional, respectable cast of mainstream Protestantism—the contrast between its stated commitment to a ‘minority ethics’ and its quest for ‘the support of the majority’ (Niebuhr 1923).

Indeed, questions about intergroup relations, whether economic, international, or racial, drew much of Niebuhr’s attention during the 1920s, even as he also worried about secularization and consumerism. He spelled out his views in Sunday evening lectures on current events at Bethel and a flood of signed and unsigned contributions to the Christian Century, among other outlets (Fox 1996, 66, 74). The leading issues confronting Niebuhr in Detroit centred on labour relations in the area’s booming automobile factories. As the 1920s opened, Niebuhr foresaw ‘some kind of democratization in industry and some degree of socialization of property’, though he still believed ‘the power of altruism’ would be sufficient and sought to mobilize the ‘unselfish instincts of the holding classes’, so that they would ‘sacrifice not merely surpluses of wealth but the very economic power by which inequitable surpluses have been created’ (Fox 1996, 71). By December 1922, Niebuhr had enlisted more firmly on the side of labour, arguing that the everyday operation of the industrial system was just as violent as strikes. Niebuhr grew increasingly alarmed by the moral complacency of the emerging consumer culture as well, even as his own congregation expanded to include members of the burgeoning professional class. Indeed, Niebuhr’s thinking about class relations was the primary site at which he worked out his understanding of power in the 1920s—a fact that would shape, for better and for worse, his witness on behalf of black Americans. By late 1926, Niebuhr had concluded that the managerial class would never share power willingly; he called for an end to economic exploitation and the abolition of private property in the industrial sector, though he resisted the label ‘socialist’ for a few more years (Fox 1996, 67–99; McKanan 2010, 759).

Niebuhr eventually spoke out on racial issues as well. He blasted a Ku Klux Klan-backed mayoral candidate in the autumn of 1925 and threw his support behind the Catholic incumbent John W. Smith, who had mobilized the African American vote. Shortly thereafter, Smith gave Niebuhr his first non-ecclesiastical leadership position, as the head of an Interracial Committee surveying racial tensions in the city. Niebuhr summarized the committee’s report on residential and workplace discrimination, mistreatment by the police, and other issues in a lecture series for his congregation and a Christian Century article. He struggled to accommodate racial dynamics in his class-based conception of modern industrial society and was slow to address the unique challenges facing black migrants from the southern states. But despite these shortcomings, Niebuhr’s decision to leave Detroit for Union in 1928 inspired letters of admiration from local black leaders and ‘genuine regret’ from the wider black community. (Fox 1996, 91–106).

Niebuhr always saw larger dynamics behind the events and conflicts of the day, and he worked to describe them in his social-theoretical works. By the mid-1930s, he would settle into a lifelong pattern of writing books that delineated broad tendencies and numerous short articles that connected those tendencies to specific situations and policies. As the 1920s progressed, Niebuhr took interpretive resources from Europe’s post-war tribunes of disillusionment, especially Oswald Spengler (1880–1936). Yet he also echoed pre-war German sociological interpreters of ‘modernization’. Niebuhr drew on Troeltsch and Weber and shared key themes with Ferdinand Tönnies and Georg Simmel. Like so many pioneering social scientists of his age, both in Germany and the United States, he had experienced during his own lifetime a transition from the communal, organic Gemeinschaft of small-town existence to the impersonal Gesellschaft of the commercial metropolis.

Niebuhr’s misgivings about modernity deepened steadily throughout the 1920s, as unprecedented forms of mass production and consumption took shape. Urban conditions, he wrote, systematically detached individuals from the social matrix that produced mature personalities (Niebuhr 1926a, 168). A city, he explained, ‘is not a society at all’, but simply a ‘mass’ of ‘spiritually isolated’ individuals ‘held together by a productive process’. Yet ‘moral standards are formed only in societies and through the sense of mutual obligation which neighbors feel for one another’. City life, in Niebuhr’s view, profoundly threatened ‘the moral and cultural traditions which each individual needs to save his life from anarchy’, prominently including ‘churches, Protestant, Catholic and Jewish’ (Niebuhr 1957, 138–139). Arguing that ‘the real battle of the day is the fight against an impersonal civilization’, Niebuhr allowed that moderns could not recapture bygone social forms. Their only hope lay in forging ‘some substitute for the social values that existed in the old neighborhood’ (Niebuhr 1929a, 51–52). The deep communitarian strain that ran through all of Niebuhr’s work was already well developed in his writings of the 1920s.

At the same time, Niebuhr found the churches’ ‘ethical idealism’ utterly ‘irrelevant’ to an industrial society that rested on impersonal group dynamics, not moral relations. (Niebuhr 1957, 139). As the fundamentalist challenge to liberal theology engulfed the Protestant denominations in a series of escalating conflicts known as the fundamentalist-modernist controversy, Niebuhr sought a synthesis of old and new that avoided both factions’ lack of social realism—their shared, utopian hope for the total Christianization of social relations. European forays in 1923 and 1924 introduced Niebuhr to the pessimistic, even apocalyptic mood of many continental Europeans (Niebuhr 1957, 132) but also a potential path between that bleak outlook and American optimism: the British model (Niebuhr 1924a).

At a time when most Americans had just begun to see the ‘West’ as a cohesive entity, Niebuhr never doubted that Europe and the United States constituted a single cultural unit—one that would perish together if it failed to address the inner crisis wrought by the massive dislocations of industrialization, which in the United States of the roaring 1920s presaged today’s voracious consumer capitalism (Niebuhr 1957, 141). But the Western countries had responded differently to their shared predicament. Setting up a system of ideal types, Niebuhr identified England’s realism as the needed middle way between German pessimism and American optimism. Despite dramatic shifts on the world scene, Niebuhr would repeatedly equate countries, movements, and social groups with philosophical positions—usually errors—and assume that their historical fortunes reflected the adequacy of the underlying ideas. In this case, post-war England inspired Niebuhr to imagine the ‘Christian political party’ that might emerge if the churches followed their own teachings, backing ‘every cause which seeks to free man from the forces which enslave his life and debase his worth’ (Niebuhr 1924a, 501). He called for ‘a Christian humanism’ that ‘appreciates the human personality as the end of all political effort and as the source of all political power’ (1924a, 498), and he predicted that Christianity and democracy, properly understood, would prove uniquely compatible. In this project, Niebuhr hoped to raise religion’s profile as a resource for democracy, much as the philosopher John Dewey had theorized science and democracy in tandem (Jewett 2012).

Niebuhr developed his ideal-typical understanding of England in dialogue with the writings of German scholars. Despite Niebuhr’s attraction to Spengler’s portrait of a Western civilization plagued by moral rot, most of his categories echoed earlier figures such as Troeltsch and Weber, whose thought some historians credit Niebuhr with introducing to Americans (Fox 1996; Stone 1992). He used Weber’s prophet-priest distinction as early as 1920, although it remains unclear whether he took that distinction directly from Weber or from Troeltsch’s writings (Niebuhr 1920). Niebuhr certainly knew Weber’s work; he explicitly challenged Weber’s ‘Protestant ethic’ thesis—namely, that Protestantism served as the engine of capitalism—in 1924, in a manner inspired by the work of the British socialist R. H. Tawney (1880–1962). England, Niebuhr wrote, exemplified a very different pattern: the Protestant middle class had rallied to the cause of labour. By contrast, the inaction of the German and American churches threatened to cede the field of social reform to secular Marxists. Tracing these national styles of Christianity back to individual founders—John Wyclif, Martin Luther, and Jonathan Edwards—Niebuhr argued that the English Church’s distinctive ‘social idealism’ and ‘sensitivity to social sin’ had led it to champion the masses (Niebuhr 1924a). Still, Niebuhr praised Weber for recognizing both the impact of economic life on religion and the converse fact ‘that religion is as much cause as it is effect in the economic and social organization of nations’ (Niebuhr 1925b, 600).

At a time when the interfaith movement was still in its infancy, Niebuhr attributed much of the English Church’s moral superiority to its preservation of Catholic elements. Indeed, he increasingly identified Catholicism as the needed foil to Protestant individualism in the mid-1920s (Edwards 2012). Setting up another bipolar framework, Niebuhr sought a middle way between the individualistic, personal, and libertarian stance of American Protestantism—which epitomized Puritan faith, as Weber had argued—and Catholicism’s communal, impersonal, and authoritarian tendencies. The Reformers had rightly emphasized ‘religion as a vital personal experience’ against the Church’s ‘vast ecclesiastical mechanism’, Niebuhr wrote in 1924, but wrongly jettisoned ‘sacramentalism’ and other expressions of communal belonging and authority (1924b). Against Protestant champions of liberty, Catholics recognized that ‘many men are too weak and their minds too vagrant to embark upon the adventure of finding God unaided’. Indeed, Niebuhr argued, the Reformation had laid the groundwork for the ‘complete secularization of society’ by ‘remov[ing] every spiritual restraint from social groups’ (1925a). Protestantism’s overly expansive understanding of freedom allowed every individual to ‘invest his private opinions with sacrosanct authority’ (1924b) and absolved ‘groups and nations…from obedience to every law except the will to power’ (1925a). Presenting England as the needed middle ground, Niebuhr urged American Protestants to ditch their excessive individualism and move partway back towards the Catholic model. He warned that middle-class Protestants would discredit religion and open the door to secularization, in the form of working-class Marxism, if they failed to recognize that Christianity demanded extensive social reforms to aid the masses. Only in England, with its unique Church-labour alliance, had class struggle not fuelled secularization (1925a).

Niebuhr worried far less than many of his Protestant contemporaries about Catholic political influence. When Al Smith, New York’s Catholic governor, ran for president in 1928, Niebuhr astutely predicted that the waning acceptability of outright bigotry would lead many of Smith’s critics to ‘hide anti-Catholic sentiment behind their opposition to his prohibition views’. Niebuhr did not see such bigotry in the Christian Century’s more reasoned opposition to Smith, but he thought its editors had missed the fundamental ‘change in temper and policy which the atmosphere of a Protestant country forces upon papal politics’. Arguing that the German Centre Party’s Catholic leaders were unsurpassed in their desire to ‘preserve the unity and the republican government of the state’, Niebuhr observed that ‘[a]n organization is never as uniform or as united as its official pronouncements would lead one to suppose’. Meanwhile, Prohibition at home indicated to Niebuhr that the American Church embodied ‘an anachronistic Puritanism which sees the sins of individuals but never the sins of society’ (Niebuhr 1928d, 1107–1108).

Niebuhr was hardly sanguine about the possibility of an easy Catholic–Protestant rapprochement, in the United States or anywhere else. Indeed, he thought intergroup conflict was becoming increasingly central in modern societies, complicating economic tensions. And it was far harder, he wrote in 1927—previewing his famous argument in Moral Man and Immoral Society—to bring ethical principles to bear among groups rather than individuals (1927a, 2013). But liberal Protestants, he contended, missed that fact, ignoring the human frailties that made group relations especially charged and dangerous. So, too, did social scientists, whom Niebuhr increasingly targeted alongside the churches. Like the typical liberal Protestant, he wrote, the ‘unhappy intellectual’ obsessively sought freedom from all authority, both intellectual and social (1929c). ‘What strange fanatics these moderns are!’ Niebuhr exclaimed. Far from being tolerant, as they professed, the unhappy intellectuals were actually ‘bigoted protagonists of the one value of freedom’ over all other principles and goods (1957, 177–179). In truth, Niebuhr argued, genuine freedom emerged only within a community, with its web of social relationships and corresponding obligations. The proper question was not ‘how free we can be’, he stressed, but rather ‘how free we can be in our several bondages’. Although a ‘necessary consultant’ in shaping human action, the social scientist lacked ‘the sublime madness of the poet’ and thus the capacity to compel action in the first place (1929b, 1929c). No amount of science could produce ‘the moral achievement of a social order in which men may live together in peace in spite of the conflict of their interests, and in which men will learn to trust one another in spite of the wrong which they have inflicted upon each other’ (1925c). Indeed, scientific worldviews could only aid ‘an arrogantly secular industrialism’ determined ‘to enslave human beings as tools of its avarice’ (1925a). A society armed with potent scientific means needed religion more than ever, in order to define its ethical ends (1929a).

Niebuhr summed up his thinking to date in his first book, Does Civilization Need Religion? (Niebuhr 1927b). The quest for an ethical existence, he wrote, faced two ‘foes’ created by science: the ‘impersonal universe’ portrayed by scientists and the ‘impersonal civilization’ generated by the application of scientific knowledge (1927b, 20, 5–7). Liberal theologians had wrongly focused on the first issue, seeking to accommodate the teachings of modern knowledge. But in fact, Niebuhr insisted, religion’s appeal was plummeting because it neglected the much more dangerous foe: ‘For every person who disavows religion because some ancient and unrevised dogma outrages his intelligence, several become irreligious because the social impotence of religion outrages their conscience’ (1927b, 12). Indeed, only those who benefited from the existing social arrangements could take the churches seriously (1927b, 16). Meanwhile, civilization itself was becoming less amenable to moral control by the minute. Technological advances ‘have increased the extent of social cooperation while they have decreased personal contacts’ (1927b, 127), Niebuhr explained. This caused endemic, unrestrained conflict because ‘men have not yet learned to treat individuals in other groups with confidence, respect and honesty’, and struggled to act ethically even within their groups (1927b, 128). Technology had created other problems as well. ‘The instruments of personality’s victory over nature have become the chains for a new kind of thraldom’, wrote Niebuhr, leaving the West ‘enslaved to its machines and the things which the machines produce’ (1927b, 172). Overall, the ‘plight of the West’ reflected ‘the complete bankruptcy of religious forces and the unchallenged dominion of science’ (1927b, 184).

Niebuhr again traced modern religion’s weakness back to the Reformers, who in his view had not recaptured the original, untainted Christianity but instead sacralized ‘secular nationalism’ and, as Weber and R. H. Tawney noted, the capitalist pursuit of wealth (1927b, 64, 92–93). ‘Everywhere in Western civilization, and nowhere more than in America’, he summarized, ‘Protestantism with its individualism became a kind of spiritual sanctification of the peculiar interests and prejudices of the races and classes which dominate the industrial and commercial expansion of Western civilization’ (1927b, 67). Niebuhr argued that the Anglican Church was less ‘compliant’ than its Lutheran counterparts, having ‘never quite renounced the old Catholic ambitions of partnership with the state’ (1927b, 118). But a civilization founded on greed—including ‘the imperialism of nations’—and dominated by ruthless clashes between ‘Nietzschian and Marxian cynics’ demanded a very different form of faith (1927b, 226, 230, 192). ‘The final test of any religion must be its ability to prompt ethical action’, Niebuhr insisted, and that required a ‘movement of detachment’ from the prevailing values (1927b, 31, 228). Both to retain its appeal and to fulfil its vocation, he elaborated, religion ‘must find its social function in criticizing present realities from some ideal perspective, and in presenting the ideal without corruption, so that it may sharpen the conscience and strengthen the faith of each generation’ (1927b, 163–164). Given its centrality to Western civilization, Christianity bore the weight of this task, although Niebuhr predicted that Christianity and Judaism, ‘the religions of the prophetic ideal’, would gradually overcome their mutual suspicion and join in challenging a depersonalized civilization (1927b, 236).

Niebuhr was certainly not alone in insisting on religion’s social importance or warning of science’s insufficiency. But few in cosmopolitan circles combined those claims with a relentless critique of theological liberalism—and, after his 1928 call to Union, did so from within the fortress of the Protestant establishment. Niebuhr agreed that civilization needed religion, but not that of the liberal churches. ‘Spiritually’, he had concluded as early as 1925, ‘the orthodox pessimism which thinks the world too evil to be saved, and waits for redemption upon a divine receivership for a bankrupt civilization, has many advantages over the fatuous optimism of most current religious liberalism’ (1925a, 88). It is little wonder that Niebuhr’s position, like that of Karl Barth and his interlocutors in Europe, was dubbed ‘neo-orthodoxy’, although he stood apart from his European contemporaries in many regards and ‘Christian Realism’ better captures his stance.

Again and again in the 1920s, Niebuhr described mainstream Protestantism as a reflection of ‘the unethical prejudices and moral limitations of our commercial civilization’—including the racism of the ‘Nordic majority’ (Niebuhr 1928b). Reviewing Spengler’s The Decline of the West in 1926, Niebuhr identified that foreboding account as ‘a wholesome antidote for that optimism which delights in the assumption that the kingdom of God is manifested in a civilization of automobiles, radios, bath tubs, power machines and dollar diplomacy’ (1926b). Niebuhr staked his hopes for social change on ‘the resources of religion’, but not ‘the present church’ (1928b). Above all, Niebuhr lamented what he considered Protestantism’s comprehensive failure to address economic questions; it neither fostered social realism among the middle class nor offered spiritual sustenance to the workers (1928b). In reconciling Christianity with science by describing God as immanent in natural processes, the middle-class churches had simply ignored the social world and its pressing problems. Contemporary Protestantism, being ‘sophisticated’ rather than ‘simple in heart’, also left unmet the ‘intellectual and moral needs of the average man’, so that the masses either clung to orthodoxy or succumbed to atheism. There was too much philosophy in liberal Protestantism, Niebuhr concluded, and hardly any reality (1925d, 1095; 1926a).

In calling for realism about a society racked with group conflict, Niebuhr did not believe that mere tolerance of difference would cure all ills. Indeed, he warned Christians that their expressions of tolerance were shot through with individual and collective interests. In his view, the loftiest moral ambitions often concealed the greatest arrogance and thus impeded the creation of more harmonious group relations. Niebuhr came close to arguing that anyone who championed high ideals or urged moral improvement did so for selfish reasons, at least subconsciously. He recoiled at professions of altruism or tolerance by middle-class Protestants, urging frank self-criticism instead. In August 1928, just as the Christian Century came out against Al Smith, Niebuhr declared himself ‘fed up with liberals’, and especially ‘their habit of confessing the sins of their group from which they imagine themselves emancipated’ (1928a). Such performances, he contended, simply asserted the speakers’ exemption from collective guilt. They offered the most ‘seductive’ of all temptations: ‘to be humble and proud at the same time’. Imagining himself as ‘a Nordic Protestant’ facing a group of ‘Jews, Negroes, Catholics, and what not’, Niebuhr wrote that ‘my very confession is supposed to impress my hearers with the fact that I do not really belong to my group, that I am superior to it’. Niebuhr also argued that bigotry had structural rather than cultural sources, even as he decried the tendency of Christian thought to rationalize power relations. Thus, he denied that Christians’ anti-Semitism rested on theological grounds. Rather, it reflected their power over a culturally different population: ‘The majority group is intolerant of minorities whether their culture is inferior, superior or equal’ (1928a). Human nature was such that any group in the majority would justify its domination of others in the same fashion. Individual professions of tolerance, however sincere, could hardly touch these structural dynamics.

Niebuhr extended his analysis of intergroup conflict to international relations in 1927, issuing the first of many blasts against pacifism. At a time when many American activists sought to ‘outlaw’ war through international treaties and organizations, Niebuhr interpreted that position as an outgrowth of religious perfectionism, ‘weak psychologically’ and ‘typically American’. Pacifism, in Niebuhr’s view, reflected a quest for moral purity that other peoples could not replicate because they did not possess America’s wealth and privilege. It was in the country’s interest, Niebuhr noted, to preserve the existing order—and to couch that impulse as a sacrifice—because it was already on top (1927a). In a follow-up article of 1928, Niebuhr added what was becoming a constant refrain in his writings: that pacifists and other moral idealists turned a blind eye to the centrality of power and force in all human affairs. Social conflicts did not stem from mere ethical lapses or misunderstandings. Rather, they reflected ‘the brutality of human nature’, which constantly tempted the strong to prey upon the weak simply because they could (1928c), It was a simple fact, Niebuhr contended, ‘that if we are not helped to repress our desires we will live at somebody else’s expense and make other people the tools of our desires’ (1929a). That tendency could not be met by appeals to conscience; only the threat of material or physical penalties could check it.

Even as he excoriated liberal tolerance, however, Niebuhr saw great promise in the personal virtue of humility (1920). Through the late 1920s, he framed humility in intellectual terms, as a matter of self-knowledge. ‘What we know as truth is determined by peculiar and individual perspectives’, he wrote in 1927. ‘Pressures of environment, influences of heredity, and excellencies and deficiencies of teachers help to determine our life philosophies.’ But there was a viable intellectual response: not to succumb to total scepticism or relativism, but rather to cultivate awareness of the fact of self-interest. Civilization, Niebuhr explained, ‘depends upon the vigorous pursuit of the highest values by people who are intelligent enough to know that their values are qualified by their interests and corrupted by their prejudices’ (Niebuhr 1957, 152) Leaders, especially, needed to account for what Niebuhr would later call simply ‘sin’: the constant temptation to rationalize self-interest that shaped all of their beliefs and actions. Only ruthless, clear-sighted analysis of the faults in one’s own behaviour could mitigate the inevitable clashes between groups that constituted so much of social existence. And only religion, Niebuhr argued, could inspire such self-awareness and humility.

Yet religion could perform that indispensable social function only if its practitioners recognized the need for a higher source of judgement and authority, above all existing institutions and practices. Humility demanded ‘loyalty to standards, values, truths, and ideals rather than to any group that is supposed to incorporate them’, he wrote (1928a). Niebuhr thus sought a form of Christianity that would meet the personal needs of its adherents, thereby assuring its continued vitality and social influence, but also challenge the institutional and cultural forms under which they lived—and from which they benefited. ‘The war’, he recalled in 1928, ‘convinced me that religion can be effective only if it resists the embraces of civilization’ (1928e). For the rest of his life, Niebuhr would urge Protestant leaders to situate the Church both in and against the world.

After 1928, he would do so from the very pinnacle of the Protestant establishment. Niebuhr had become a massive draw among Christian students and other audiences by the mid-1920s, and the publication of his book propelled him further in the national conversation. At Union, President Henry Sloane Coffin wanted to reorient the seminary towards its original goal of preparing ministers, and an offer by the independently wealthy YMCA leader Sherwood Eddy to cover the salary for a half-time position smoothed tensions among the faculty over Niebuhr’s lack of academic credentials (Fox 1996, 104–106). Soon, he had become Union’s Dodge Professor in Applied Christianity. Niebuhr’s immense energy, rhetorical flair, and trenchant social criticism made him an instant hit among Union’s students, who would flock to his courses for the next thirty-two years.

One of those students in 1930–1931 was a brilliant young British woman, Ursula Keppel-Compton, whom Niebuhr married soon after. Ursula served as a lay Anglican minister through the 1930s, then moved on in 1940 to various teaching and administrative responsibilities at Barnard College. Along the way, she worked closely with Reinhold on his writings and theological formulations and raised the couple’s children, Christopher (1934–2018) and Elisabeth (the future Elisabeth Sifton, 1939–2019). With a stable academic perch and a supportive, inspiring partner, Niebuhr would increasingly turn to the question that dominated social thought in the 1930s: the future of capitalism.

Looking Ahead
Niebuhr’s early development has much to teach us about his later trajectory. His canonical writings, spanning the two decades from Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932) to The Irony of American History (1952), offered influential interpretations of ethics, theology, secularism, religious pluralism, democracy, history, and international relations. They made him a towering figure in American public life. But Niebuhr was already forty years old when he published the first of those works. His personal life, career, and writings over the previous four decades reveal a great deal about his characteristic style and preoccupations. During the 1920s, Niebuhr first developed his views on a host of themes that would continue to resonate through his mature work, including the power of dialectical thinking, the nature of groups and institutions, the characters of science and secularization, the economic and political impact of theological sensibilities, and the broad Western context for American developments. These writings of the 1920s, in turn, reflected Niebuhr’s personal background as a second-generation immigrant and an outsider to the Protestant mainstream, as well as the thirteen-year pastorate in ethnically and racially diverse Detroit that preceded his ascension to Union Theological Seminary in New York. Throughout his extraordinarily productive life, Niebuhr would continue to bear the twin marks of the rural, Midwestern German American and the preacher to a bustling commercial metropolis. That background would shape the many roles he played in American history—as a minister and counsellor, a Christian ethicist and theologian, a Protestant ecumenist, a teacher and mentor, a political activist, and a leading public intellectual (Finstuen 2009; Smith 2014)—and the manner in which he sought to make the transfer of world leadership from Europe to the United States morally intelligible during an era of hot and cold wars.

For the time being, however, the industrial struggle still provided the main context for Niebuhr’s work. As the 1920s drew to a close and the Depression set in, Niebuhr decried the human costs of industrial capitalism and defended the rights of workers. It was thus the economic situation that inspired his famous ruminations in Moral Man and Immoral Society on sin as the great equalizer and exertions of collective power as a key site for the operation of sin. Even as that book summed up the fruits of a decade and a half of thinking about the relations of religion, culture, economics, and politics, it also widened Niebuhr’s audience. He sought to demonstrate, through his nuanced analyses of power, subjectivity, and history, how one could retain the essential elements of Christianity while speaking with conviction to non-Christians about the human predicament in the round. Niebuhr thus took up one of the key roles he would play in the coming decades: as a translator of Christian insights for a broader public (Crouter 2010; Diggins 2011). As the Depression deepened and Nazism emerged, Niebuhr sharpened his appeal to Christians and non-Christians alike.

Moral Man and Immoral Society encapsulated three themes that had become central to Niebuhr’s work in the 1920s. The first was his belief, as the unprecedented new forms of consumer capitalism collapsed, that power, not love or intelligence, represented the lifeblood of social relations. The 1932 book framed that insight in a particularly influential way, holding that groups were less capable of acting morally than were individuals. But the broader point, about the centrality of group conflict, proved more important in Niebuhr’s work over the decades. He focused with particular intensity on economic classes during the early Depression years (Sabella 2017). ‘Capitalism is dying’, Niebuhr wrote in a March 1933 article, and ‘it ought to die’, being neither economically sustainable nor morally just. Even after Niebuhr’s emphasis on socialism waned, however, he would apply the same perspective that he articulated in the 1920s and 1930s to race relations, interest groups, and international affairs: ‘There is nothing in history to support the thesis that a dominant class ever yields its position or privileges in society because its rule has been convicted of ineptness or injustices’ (Niebuhr 1933).

Niebuhr’s second main point carried forward as well. Those seeking genuine, structural change, he argued, would need to look beyond liberalism as he defined it: namely, the belief that some combination of Christian love and scientific enlightenment would inspire the powerful to share their resources with the downtrodden. Niebuhr described modern America as awash in optimistic modes of theology and political thought in which religion and science each assuaged the consciences of the privileged without demanding substantive social change. Neither love nor intelligence, he insisted, could touch the substrate of individual and collective self-seeking that structured all human behaviour. Both religious and secular liberals fatally overestimated the influence of ‘idealistic and unselfish’ factors in the world (1933).

Finally, Niebuhr had reoriented his understanding of the differences between science and religion since writing Does Civilization Need Religion? There, he contended that science, because it spoke in the voice of reason, could not provide a source of motive power that goaded individuals to action. Indeed, that book reassured readers that science did not ultimately threaten religion; philosophers incorporating its insights into broader worldviews would soon puncture its naïve determinism. But by 1932, Niebuhr had adopted the critique he would levy until the mid-1950s: that religion contrasted favourably with science on cognitive grounds, offering a superior understanding of the human person. As he grappled with the works of Paul Tillich and other European thinkers in the early 1930s, Niebuhr came to argue that the social sciences and authentic Christianity embodied competing understandings of human nature, not just the poles of reason and emotion (Fox 1996, 160–162; Stone 2012). In his view, science and its theologically liberal and modernist champions denied the reality of both sin and freedom, leading them to assume that advances in knowledge would foster moral progress.

In Niebuhr’s mature view, genuine Christianity mattered because it offered a uniquely realistic portrait of the human person as a subjective being prone to self-aggrandizement but also capable of self-transcendence in the best moments. During the years leading up to the publication of his theological opus The Nature and Destiny of Man (1941/1943), Niebuhr would adjust his language, identifying religion as a mythological form of knowledge and describing the needed faith as ‘prophetic’ or ‘Hebraic’ (Niebuhr 1935, 11–14, 22–31, 82–84; 1964, II: 16–34; Fox 1996, 161–164; Inboden 2014). But despite this shift in terminology, the framework he laid out in Moral Man and Immoral Society—centred on the stubborn reality of group conflict and the inability of both science and liberal faith to recognize that fact—would remain remarkably stable into the late 1950s, when the outrages of the McCarthy era finally led him to reconsider his long-time dismissal of secular thinking and his flirtations with Christian nationalism (Niebuhr 1958; Gaston 2013, 2019).

Thus, the central themes that would run through Niebuhr’s best-known writings and continue to inspire readers of so many theological and political persuasions—the ubiquity of power and sin, the influence and inadequacy of science and its liberal champions—first emerged as he sought to gauge capitalism’s prospects in the United States. Niebuhr worked out these ideas in his capacity as a Christian socialist, as part of his search for a form of Christianity that could sustain a fervent commitment and critical social analysis akin to that of Marxism. He pursued that project in dialogue with his brother H. Richard and an array of European and émigré ‘crisis theologians’. Karl Barth’s work began to shape American theology in the late 1920s, and as usual the German-speaking Niebuhr brothers had a front-row seat. Their engagement with European thinkers deepened further after a 1930 sojourn to Germany, where Reinhold welcomed the ‘general feeling that liberalism runs into the sand of relativism’ but remained suspicious of Barth’s counterproposal of ‘a new dogmatism’ (Fox 1996, 123).

Indeed, the frequent description of Niebuhr as a ‘neo-orthodox’ thinker belies major differences between Barth’s work and that of his American interlocutors, who often labelled Barth a ‘neo-fundamentalist’ or ‘neo-supernaturalist’. American theologians, facing a burgeoning consumer culture in the 1920s rather than the economic devastation racking Europe, tended to view the contemporary crisis in ethical terms. Seeking practical relevance, they often questioned Barth’s radical separation of God from human history, as well as his particular applications of the dialectical method and his anti-historicist recourse to biblical texts. American ‘neo-orthodoxy’ differed most clearly from its continental counterpart in its preoccupation with questions of human nature and social ethics. Niebuhr, especially, remained centrally concerned with the practical relevance—mainly the economic relevance in the 1930s, but later the political and geopolitical relevance—of the rejuvenated Christianity he sought. Niebuhr’s major interpreters have countered the ‘neo-orthodox’ label in numerous ways, flagging the distinctive tenor of Niebuhr’s thought by calling him a ‘Christian pragmatist’ (West 1989), a ‘Christian realist’ (Lovin 1995), or a ‘neo-liberal’ who challenged the tradition of theological liberalism from within the fold (Dorrien 2000, 2003).

In the early 1930s, the Niebuhr brothers found a mediating figure in Paul Tillich, whom they had met in Germany. H. Richard Niebuhr translated Tillich’s The Religious Situation in 1932, while Reinhold, in tandem with Union Theological Seminary colleagues and Columbia University figures such as Horace Friess, helped Tillich escape Hitler’s Germany and relocate to Union in 1933. A committed socialist who was steeped in both Barthian theology and the heterodox Marxism of the Frankfurt School, Tillich sought to transcend the emphasis on ethics that Reinhold still shared with theological liberals and to craft a genuinely religious philosophy of the world, grounded in a biblical form of metaphysics yet still attuned to the practical problems of the world (Stone 2012; Fox 1996, 161). As they discussed the promise and fate of Christian socialism in Germany and elsewhere, Reinhold and Tillich worked out their intellectual projects in tandem, as the Niebuhr brothers did throughout their ‘constant dialogue’ with one another (Stone 2012; Halliwell 2005). The differences would come to the fore in subsequent decades, but during the 1930s, when Tillich was particularly dependent on fellow German speakers, the Niebuhr brothers became highly valued conversation partners. Tillich profoundly influenced their thought, not least by encouraging them to reframe their critique of Barth’s emphasis on God’s transcendence in Barth’s own terms by describing his view of the relationship between God and man as insufficiently dialectical (Fox 1996, 164–165). Reinhold also built on Tillich in developing his argument that religion offered the needed complement to the detached, objective findings of the natural sciences because it represented a form of genuine, though non-empirical, knowledge about human persons and social relations. This move sharpened Reinhold’s sense of the danger posed by naturalistic philosophies such as that of John Dewey (Rice 1993; Jewett 2020).

The idea that religion offered its own form of knowledge did important work for Niebuhr at a time of tremendous political and cultural change. Through the 1920s, Niebuhr had chafed at the stand-off between fundamentalists and modernists over questions concerning biblical literalism and the claims of the natural sciences. The inroads of theological modernism, coupled with key features of the post-war American scene—especially the rise of consumer culture, popular entertainment, and modern psychology—led Niebuhr to seek new ways of answering the question that preoccupied him: namely, Does Civilization Need Religion? As we have seen, this question highlighted the apologetic dimension of Niebuhr’s intellectual project. By the time Niebuhr began to engage with Tillich’s work, the stock-market crash had sent the world spiralling into the Great Depression. In this context, viewing religion as a distinctive sphere of knowledge helped Niebuhr carve out a space for a reinvigorated engagement with traditional Christianity.

At the same time, however, Niebuhr’s deeply engrained tendency to defend the faith led him to cast many of his potential allies in the countervailing role of religion’s ‘cultured despisers’. Like many rising intellectuals, Niebuhr entered the field in a combative posture that made it easier for him to find enemies than friends. With his new sense of religion as a source of authentic and irreplaceable, albeit partial, knowledge, he caricatured not only the religious liberals of his day, including many of his former liberal Protestant and pacifist allies, but also secular thinkers. He thus lambasted social scientists and the naturalistic philosopher John Dewey in Moral Man and Immoral Society. H. Richard, who possessed a much more cautious and reserved temperament than his brother, tried to warn Reinhold against such stark dichotomizing. But in the end, Reinhold was too preoccupied with defending his own position—and too unaware of his growing power—to anticipate the difficulties that his straw-man portrait of modern thought might cause in the future. This was one of many key moments in Niebuhr’s life when his nuanced understanding of power in general could not save him from the foibles associated with human sinfulness in particular instances (Gaston 2014).

Questions about science and secularity would remain sticking points between the Niebuhr brothers throughout their long careers, as would their divergent views of the relationship between religion and democracy. Despite sharing many other concerns, the two differed on these matters in subtle but deeply consequential ways. Indeed, while the brothers’ 1931 disagreement over the Manchuria crisis was their only publicly aired dispute, they sparred with one another throughout their lifetimes, not only in private letters but also in a number of their articles (Fox 1996; Gaston 2014). Their differences concerning the character and role of religion could already be seen in the early 1930s, not only in the Manchuria exchange but also in H. Richard’s private response to Moral Man and Immoral Society. ‘You think of religion as a power—dangerous sometimes, helpful sometimes’, he wrote. ‘That’s liberal’ (Fox 1996, 145).

The brothers’ disagreements on science and its champions—especially the naturalistic philosopher John Dewey—are also striking and proved especially consequential over the years. H. Richard rejected Niebuhr’s acerbic attacks on Dewey in Moral Man and Immoral Society and elsewhere. In the final instalment of the Manchuria exchange, a letter to the Christian Century, H. Richard aligned his own view of God’s action in the world with Dewey’s ‘war on ideals’ and used biological images to illustrate the relationship between human will and divine agency. Like natural history, which had ‘created fellowship in atoms and organisms, at bitter cost to electrons and cells’, he explained, human history was ‘creating something better than human selfhood but at bitter cost to that selfhood’. Just as the cell could not adopt as its ideal the creation of a multicellular organism that would eradicate its autonomy, so too the creation of what H. Richard called ‘[t]he society of love’ was ‘not an ideal toward which we can strive’, but rather ‘an “emergent,” a potentiality in our situation’—and one that would elude concrete realization ‘so long as we try to impose our pattern, our wishes upon the divine creative process’. Rejecting Reinhold’s conception of history as ‘a perennial tragedy’, H. Richard called history ‘a road to fulfillment’ and aligned his conception of the Christian’s vocation with the scientist’s quest for detachment and objectivity (H. Richard Niebuhr 1932b).

Indeed, just before the Manchuria debate appeared in the Christian Century, H. Richard issued a public plea for Reinhold to moderate his position on Dewey. In the journal of the brothers’ synod—a publication Reinhold had once edited—H. Richard explained that Dewey was ‘the representative American philosopher of the past quarter of a century’ and had ‘much in common with Barth and Brunner in their antagonism to a teleological and spiritualistic idealism’. Dewey, he underscored, was ‘not the antagonist but the ally of a faith based on apocalyptic Jewish thinking’. Unlike his brother, H. Richard believed that his own attempts to draw out ‘the implications of the Jewish gospel’ would make their mark only if they resonated with existing tendencies in American thought—above all, with ‘that American spirit which is represented in philosophy by pragmatism and instrumentalism’. He sought to combine Christian insights with a ‘native American radicalism in political ethics’ that Dewey represented at its purest (H. Richard Niebuhr 1932a).

The fact that H. Richard’s challenge to Reinhold went unheeded would inform numerous future points of disagreement between the brothers. Reinhold’s assumption that Dewey and other secular thinkers could not account for the self-interested character of human behaviour would anchor his apologetic defence of religion’s relevance for democracy until the mid-1950s. Only then, as Christian and Judaeo-Christian forms of religious nationalism surged in the era of McCarthy, would Reinhold come to see the import of his brother’s critique and seek belatedly to address his misreading of secular outlooks (Gaston 2014, 2019). Although Dewey’s thought certainly sanctioned its own exclusions (McGreevy 2003), Niebuhr’s defence of religion’s political value dovetailed with a potent mid-twentieth century sensibility that redefined American democracy as the product of relatively traditional forms of Judaeo-Christian faith, setting the stage for the culture wars that have gradually immobilized American democracy since the 1970s (Gaston 2019).

Despite such significant flaws, Niebuhr’s thought on matters great and small has continued to challenge and inspire myriad theorists, activists, politicians, and pundits in the intervening decades. Yet while commentators continue to debate whether or not Niebuhr got it right (e.g. Zubovich 2017), and if so, when in his career, his relevance actually lies in how he dramatized fundamental insights about humanity that he sometimes applied wrongly in his own life but to which both followers and critics have responded in highly productive ways. Indeed, Niebuhr’s writings have enabled a whole host of subsequent figures to think through such insights about the self-interested character of human behavior. The question of whether he was an establishment theologian or a potent social critic will never be answered once and for all. Rather, Niebuhr was a student of human nature and history whose thought continues to engage those who care about religion, politics, and the quest for earthly justice.

A case in point is Niebuhr’s double-edged legacy on civil rights for black Americans. In The Cross and the Lynching Tree, James H. Cone excoriated Niebuhr for his relative inattention to the brutal lynching and dehumanization of black Americans, as compared with the plight of his native Germany and European Jews. Yet Cone’s bitter disappointment reflected his underlying sense of the promise of Niebuhr’s work, on which he repeatedly taught a course at Union (Cone 2011). Martin Luther King Jr likewise faulted Niebuhr for being slow to see the practical implications of his own thought for race relations. In his ‘Letter from Birmingham City Jail’, King conveyed both his respect for Niebuhr’s deep insights about the intransigence of racism and his rejection of Niebuhr’s gradualism, which King considered a clear perversion of Niebuhr’s own principles (King 1963). Yet despite this profound ambivalence, King never wavered in his sense of indebtedness to Niebuhr, whose Moral Man and Immoral Society decisively shaped King’s understanding of non-violence as a ‘Niebuhrian stratagem of power’ (Fox 1996, 283). As Cone and King understood and a host of others have affirmed, Niebuhr was a flawed but provocative philosopher of power who can still inspire those seeking social change today (West 2013, xii).

Throughout Niebuhr’s life, his prophetic vision impelled him to criticize all concrete groups, institutions, and values from the standpoint of a higher ideal. This stance ensured that at any point in time, Niebuhr’s take on an issue would strongly reflect the adequacy of his perceptions of what was going on in the world around him. As Niebuhr came to identify liberal Protestantism and the social sciences as his two main foils, he traded heavily in caricatures of both. Against his brother’s advice, Niebuhr charged that neither group was capable of genuine humility, due to the fatal insufficiency of their naïve philosophical presuppositions about human nature. This approach foreshadowed in many respects the Manichean, black-and-white culture wars of our own day.

To fully apprehend the meaning of Niebuhr’s corpus, we must resist the temptation to stark dichotomizing, an occupational hazard of dialectical thinking that too often gets reproduced uncritically by his interpreters. When approached with care, Niebuhr’s thought retains the power to illuminate much in our troubled world. Yet we cannot fully access the promise of Niebuhr’s vision without learning from his mistakes and attempting to anticipate our own. It is a fiction to believe that the middle ways we chart will always be superior to the poles we caricature. It is a dangerous conceit to think that compromise inevitably secures democracy by enacting the virtue of humility. As we chart new paths forwards, in a world more similar to Niebuhr’s own than we would like to admit, his legacy can remind us of the beguiling mixture of sin and grace, of truth and falsehood, in all things touched by human hands.
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chapter 2


The 1930s: Economic Crisis and the ‘End of an Era’



Jeremy Sabella







In 1939, the Christian Century published a series of articles by prominent religious leaders and thinkers entitled ‘How My Mind Has Changed in This Decade’. Reinhold Niebuhr’s entry, aptly titled ‘Ten Years that Shook My World’, notes, ‘I wrote a book, my first, in 1927 which when now consulted is proved to contain almost all the theological windmills against which today I tilt my sword’. He continues, ‘These windmills must have tumbled shortly thereafter for every succeeding volume expresses a more and more explicit revolt against what is usually known as liberal culture’ (1939, 542).

That Niebuhr is not able to give a more precise account of when this sea change occurred in his thought is telling. It attests to the disorienting nature of the 1930s, beginning as they did with economic collapse and ending with global war. It is tempting to inaugurate Niebuhr’s status as a strident critic of early twentieth-century liberalism with the publication of Moral Man and Immoral Society in 1932. Yet such thoroughgoing critique does not emerge overnight. As the decade got underway, we begin to see evidence of the windmills toppling.

Niebuhr was many things: a pastor, ethicist, political philosopher, activist, social critic, theologian—the list goes on. But particularly in the 1930s he was also a journalist, exercising editorial influence at the Christian Century and the World Tomorrow and founding Radical Religion. In this journalistic capacity, he engaged relentlessly with current events. It is in this engagement that pivotal shifts in his thought take shape—not in any one piece, but over a series of articles.

Major events, however, have a way of crystallizing these shifts. The stock market crash of November 1929 was one such event, touching off the devastating economic crisis that would come to be known as the Great Depression. In his first published piece of 1930, Niebuhr offered a scathing Marxist assessment of the capitalistic excesses that the crash exposed. His revolt against liberal culture had begun in earnest and would continue unabated for the rest of the decade. Though Niebuhr is rightly associated with religion and politics, it was economic collapse that pushed him to reimagine how to bring theological insights to bear on social issues throughout the 1930s as he transitioned from his earlier Marxism to the Christian Realism for which he would become known.

Niebuhr’s retrospective goes on to note, ‘While my critics accuse me of inconstancy, in my own biased judgment there is no inconstancy in the development in my thought’. Instead, he espies a ‘gradual theological elaboration of what was at first merely socio-ethical criticism’ (1939, 542). The charge of inconstancy is not without cause. Niebuhr’s major books of the decade—Moral Man and Immoral Society, Reflections on the End of an Era, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, and Beyond Tragedy—are at times startlingly different from one another in tone and method. Yet as Niebuhr suggests, they also become gradually more theological in orientation while retaining their socio-ethical focus. Holding these elements of continuity and change in tension is key to understanding the significance of Niebuhr’s work throughout the decade.

From the start of his career, Niebuhr grasped the importance of deploying multiple approaches and perspectives to address complex social issues. In the 1930s Niebuhr was at his most experimental as he adopted different modes of expressing his animating concerns. Each of his monographs from this period reconfigures the way he relates the key facets of his thought to one another. Underlying this diversity of method and tone, however, is a consistent preoccupation with the limits of human capacity and ethical action. As he grapples with economic crisis, race relations, the rise of Fascism, and the increasing brutality of the Soviet regime, his sense of these limits deepens, pushing him to reconsider which approach best describes and responds to them. By decade’s end, he has settled into his characteristic blend of theological and political realism that would come to be known as Christian Realism. Though typically associated with his later work, this approach was forged in the 1930s.

This chapter traces Niebuhr’s expanding sense of limits as they relate to liberalism, utopia, human nature, and tragedy. In the process he applies realist sensibilities to a widening range of issues. Each successive monograph builds on earlier insights, lending credence to Niebuhr’s sense that his framework underwent ‘gradual elaboration’. Yet with each new project he adjusted his approach in fundamental ways, prompting him to revise earlier conclusions. That Niebuhr’s politics underwent considerable shifts in this period is undeniable, and whether they follow coherently from his theological development or reflect an underlying inconstancy will continue to be debated. What cannot be denied, however, is that he emerged from the 1930s as one of the towering theological and ethical figures of the twentieth century.

The Limits of Liberalism
In late October of 1929, the US stock market plummeted, marking the beginning of the decade-long Great Depression. In characteristic fashion, Niebuhr wasted no time mounting ‘socio-ethical criticism’. In a January 1930 article entitled, ‘The Speculation Mania’, Niebuhr called out the wild-eyed greed that fuelled the stock market bubble and the lack of political will to help those who had been so deeply harmed by its collapse. Those who purchased stock became obsessed with increasing its value to the exclusion of all else, including the basic well-being of their fellow human beings: ‘No matter how speculative the price at which a man has bought stock, he immediately regards the stock at that price as his “property” and every claim upon industry for unemployment insurance, old age pensions, or adequate wages becomes a claim against his property’ (1930a, 25). The incentive structures driving the stock market encouraged callous disregard for others. American society had so internalized these structures that it refused to hold accountable those most responsible for the collapse even as it punished minor offenders: ‘Small men are placed behind bars for obtaining money under false pretenses. But the leaders of the nation may by the very same method create fictitious values to the extent of twenty-five billion dollars and still remain honored and envied leaders in our society’ (1930a, 25).

This warped approach was no mere case of a few rotten apples spoiling the bushel. It signalled serious issues at the very heart of the capitalist economic system. With titles such as, ‘Mechanical Men in a Mechanical Age’ (1930b), ‘Property and the Ethical Life’ (1931a), and ‘Economic Perils to World Peace’ (1931b), Niebuhr’s articles offered sharp, Marxist-influenced critiques of the inability of liberal capitalist social orders to address basic economic issues such of poverty, unemployment, and abusive workplace practices that had taken on renewed urgency amid the deepening depression.

During the summer of 1930, Niebuhr also got a first-hand look at the international economic impact of the Great Depression and how alternate social orders operated in practice. While visiting Berlin, Niebuhr observed how the crippling economic sanctions imposed at the Treaty of Versailles prompted Germans to refer to the reparations as ‘tribute’—a telling shift that hinted at the depth of German resentment, not only towards France and England, but towards America, which it viewed as the ‘ultimate beneficiary of all this “tribute money”’ (1930c, 936). This provided him with a reference point for understanding the deeply coercive nature of economic sanctions more generally, which he came to regard as a ‘modified form of warfare’ (Fox 1996, 132). It also sensitized him to the political dynamics that would eventually give rise to the Nazi Party, prompting him to become one of the earliest and most strident American critics of Fascism.

That same trip he also toured the Soviet Union, during which he wrote a pair of articles for the Christian Century. On the one hand, he admired the selflessness with which Russian peasants endured food rations for the greater good of the revolutionary cause. On the other hand, he critiqued the way that Soviet society seemed to ‘make the machine its god’. He noted that he saw ‘little difference between the American and Russian naïve enthusiasm for the machine’, although this enthusiasm sprang from different sources. Whereas the American love affair with the machine was based on greed, in Russia it appeared to be rooted in a ‘lust for power which is appalling to the observer’ (1930d, 1081). As to which attitude towards the machine Niebuhr viewed as more dangerous, the reader can only guess.

Niebuhr was more pointed in his assessment of the anti-religious streak in communism. On the one hand, it was ‘merely an accentuation of the irreligion of an industrial age’. On the other hand, Soviet eagerness to undermine religious expression could have dire consequences in the future. Niebuhr concluded on an ominous note: ‘It may be terrible to live in Russia twenty years from now, when what is fine in its revolutionary ardor will have cooled and a whole nation will worship the God of efficiency’ (1930e, 1146).

This assessment of the Soviet Union clues us in to the state of Niebuhr’s approach to Marxism. Even as he sharpened his ability to wield Marxist thought categories with reference to capitalism, class struggle, and the means of production, Niebuhr remained critical of Marxism’s anti-religious attitudes and utopian expectations. For Niebuhr, Marx had rightly identified the economic underpinnings of social injustice and the propensity of religious structures to become instruments of promoting and maintaining bourgeois interests. But the Soviet experiment revealed the folly in viewing the abolition of religion as a necessary step in creating a more just social order. This was simply another manifestation of Enlightenment-era anticlericalism, rooted in the same naïve appraisal of human nature and society that had dogged the Enlightenment legacy. For all its keen insight, Marxism remained a variant of the liberalism it critiqued so stridently. Yet Niebuhr remained committed to the notion that addressing social injustice required basic shifts in the economic foundations of society.

Finally, Niebuhr broadened his exposure on the home front. As a sought-after preacher and lecturer, he had become well acquainted with the American northeast and midwest. However, he hadn’t spent much time in the south until the early 1930s, during which he lectured at black colleges throughout the region. An article reflecting on the experience of attending a retreat organized by a group of clergy from a Mississippi mill town offered a stinging rebuke of Jim Crow:

It does not require much psychological astuteness to realize that segregation is a breeder of race hatred and that no amount of education can eradicate what is implanted in the mind by the fact of segregation. I make bold to predict that the most heroic educational efforts will not eliminate lynching in the south as long as Jim Crowism continues. You can’t breed contempt of one group for another in such systematic fashion and not have an occasional mob push the logic implied to its rigorously consistent conclusion. (1930f, 894)

His insistence that education was a woefully inadequate means of contending with racial violence and that only structural interventions produce lasting change anticipates the sustained reflections on race issues in Moral Man and Immoral Society. More specifically, these interventions needed to be economic in nature. In this same piece, Niebuhr noted that as long as local churches remain under the thumb of local mill owners, they would be unable to intervene on behalf of social justice. Niebuhr would put his views on the need to address economic and race issues in tandem into practice through his support of the Delta Cooperative Farm in Mississippi in the mid-1930s.

However incisive their analysis, these brief pieces offered little more than tantalizing glimpses into Niebuhr’s rapidly evolving critique, not only of capitalism, but of the liberal intellectual and religious tradition from whence it sprang. Reinhold’s brother H. Richard Niebuhr famously compared his brother’s thought to an iceberg where three fourths or more remained underwater (H. R. Niebuhr 1996, 97). Focused as they were on current events, the articles provided little opportunity to explore the bulk of the iceberg. The book format, however, allowed Niebuhr to bring his readers beneath the surface; and in the case of Moral Man and Immoral Society in particular, they were shocked by the apparent incongruity between what lay below the surface and what rose above it, between Niebuhr’s witheringly critical assessment of liberalism and his prominence among liberal mainstream Christians. But with the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that the incongruity is not nearly as stark as it might have seemed. Moral Man marked not a rupture but a culmination of Niebuhr’s thought following the stock market crash. Fellow liberals who had tolerated and even welcomed his criticism in small doses found themselves dismayed when they encountered it in full.

Moral Man and Immoral Society
The US stock market plunged to its lowest point of the Great Depression in July of 1932, just as Niebuhr was writing Moral Man and Immoral Society. He finished it in a single summer, prompting biographer Richard Fox to note, ‘The book was literally in his head waiting to be released’ (1996, 135). The arc of Niebuhr’s argument is well known: while individuals are capable of moral behaviour, group behaviour tends towards selfishness. The larger the group, the less amenable its selfish impulses are to the goodwill of individual members. Indeed, individuals who are personally moral often find vicarious satisfaction in the triumphs of the group and thus enforce its selfish tendencies. As a consequence, conflicts between groups cannot be dissolved through moral suasion, well-conceived educational programmes, or sound religious formation. They can at best be mitigated by means of coercive measures in which power is checked by power.

Niebuhr took aim at ‘moralists, both religious and secular, who imagine that the egoism of individuals is being progressively checked by the development of rationality or the growth of a religiously inspired goodwill and that nothing but the continuance of this process is necessary to establish social harmony between all human societies and collectives’. On Niebuhr’s reading this included two liberal camps: secular progressives who seek to improve society through education, and religious proponents of the Social Gospel, who understand themselves to be engaged in the task of bringing the Kingdom of God to earth. They do not recognize that ‘reason is always, to some degree, the servant of interest in a social situation’, making conflict unavoidable. ‘If conscience and reason can be insinuated into the resulting struggle’, he notes, ‘they can only qualify but not abolish it’ (1960, xii–xiii).

To qualify this struggle effectively, one must accept the responsibility of wielding coercion, using conscience and reason to determine which forms of coercion cause the least amount of harm. Where possible, this meant choosing non-violent over violent forms of coercion. Niebuhr referenced Mahatma Gandhi to illustrate the point. In Niebuhr’s estimation Gandhi’s movement generated results, not because it was non-violent, but because it successfully implemented an economic boycott on British goods. However, the fact that the boycott was carried out through non-violent means earned Gandhi the respect and goodwill among the British people that helped advance his cause. Non-violence helped smooth out the negotiation process, but it was economic coercion that brought Britain to the negotiating table.

The Gandhi example convinced Niebuhr that ‘non-violence is a particularly strategic instrument for an oppressed group which is hopelessly in the minority and has no possibility of developing sufficient power to set against its oppressors’ (1960, 252). In his view this was especially applicable to the black community in the United States, over whom whites held a staggering amount of power. Niebuhr feared that violent insurrection by black Americans would trigger a backlash that would result in a ‘terrible social catastrophe’ (254). Instead, he suggested wielding the power of the boycott, which had the potential to force change without catastrophic reprisal. That said, Niebuhr would not rule out violence in all situations. Under the right circumstances, violent tactics may well provide the least destructive path towards a more just arrangement.

One might wonder what role this view on social struggle left for religion. For Niebuhr, religion provided resources for acknowledging that the ‘evil in the foe is also in the self’, and nurturing the ‘spirit of love which claims kinship with all men’ (1960, 255). The vision of universal brotherhood was vital, as ‘justice cannot be approximated if the hope of its perfect realization does not generate a sublime madness in the soul’ (277). Religion supplied the vision of justice and softened the harshest edges of the struggle by which justice is enacted in society. It mitigated but did not eliminate group conflict.

Critical reactions were swift and negative. That pacifists took issue with Niebuhr’s argument is hardly surprising. Niebuhr had been drifting away from his pacifist stance of the mid-1920s, although this was his most sustained treatment of coercion, and perhaps even violence, as unavoidable means of social change. Moral Man also exposed the extent to which Niebuhr’s fellow travellers still clung to key aspects of the liberal dream. Yet he must have been caught off guard by the critical response of even his most vocal admirers. They reacted as much to the tone of Niebuhr’s argument as to its content. Niebuhr’s withering critique belied the extent to which he had been a true believer in the liberalism that he so eloquently eviscerated. As the Great Depression gave way to the rise of Fascism later in the decade, Moral Man would receive a more favourable hearing as what had seemed unduly cynical began to read as realistic. Ironically, Moral Man also revealed the extent to which Niebuhr remained tethered to the liberalism from which he had struggled so mightily to break free. At the time, however, only Reinhold’s most perceptive critic picked up on this dynamic: his brother, H. Richard Niebuhr.

The Limits of Utopia
As reviews of Moral Man and Immoral Society piled up, expressing emotions ranging from bewilderment to betrayal, H. Richard Niebuhr offered a different perspective. In a personal letter he wrote, ‘You are free from the liberal interpretation of morality—but not quite—and from the liberal interpretation of religion—but not quite. And in that not quite your conflict is based’. For one, the very title of the book suggests that Reinhold remained ‘too romantic about human nature in the individual’. A careful look at interpersonal dealings would reveal how one’s intimate relationships manifest the same tendencies towards hypocrisy and selfishness—and the same reliance on coercive tactics—which Reinhold imputes to the group. H. Richard suggested revisiting the work of Augustine, Luther, Calvin, and the Apostle Paul to envision what a perspective freed of romantic assumptions regarding the individual as well as the group might look like. As devastating as Reinhold’s criticism was of the group, he held out romantic expectations for one group in particular: the proletariat. ‘You expect the proletarian ideal to be effective even when the industrial workers seek power, because somehow it must. I don’t believe it. You are skeptical, but hope against hope’ (H. R. Niebuhr 1933). For all his efforts to be realistic, Reinhold clung to the illusions about the efficacy of social change that spurred Social Gospel efforts to bring the Kingdom of God to earth and nurtured ‘sublime madness’ in the heart of the revolutionary. Consequently, the argument of Moral Man lurched towards a utopian horizon. Reinhold disagreed sharply with liberal thought about the means by which this movement would be achieved. But in the final analysis, his brother insisted, he still harboured repressed dreams of earthly utopia. Until he awoke, he would remain unable to break from that which he criticized so fervently.

In February 1933, Niebuhr published a response to critics of Moral Man tellingly titled, ‘Optimism and Utopianism’. He drew a distinction between ideological and theological commitments that hearkened back to his exchange with H. Richard and hinted at the argument of his next book:

As a Marxian I have no illusions about the collective behavior of man in a capitalistic civilization. I believe that interest dominates his conduct to a larger degree than contemporary liberal idealism is willing to admit. As a Christian I go a step beyond Marxism and have no illusions about mankind in general in any age or under any social system. (1933a, 180)

Niebuhr described his closing reference in Moral Man to the need for utopian illusions as the ‘greatest mistake in my book’ (180). Vital though these illusions were to sustaining social energy towards a common goal, they were also dangerous, and thus, required qualifications that he had neglected to include.

Niebuhr would spend the rest of the year fleshing out both his Marxist critique and Christian qualifications. In articles with titles such as ‘After Capitalism—What?’, ‘Marxism and Religion’, and ‘A Christian Philosophy of Compromise’, he articulated what he would later describe as moving leftwards politically and rightwards theologically (1933b; 1933c; 1933d). He continued to assert the value of Marxist analysis for exposing the exploitative economic dynamics underlying social struggle and discerning the directions that struggle would take. Yet he also explored how theological insights into human nature and history called into question the utopian strain in Marxism. Niebuhr also sounded the alarm on the rise of Fascism, observing how it preyed on the insecurities and fears wrought by capitalistic collapse and noting how it had proven more effective than Marxism at galvanizing different social groups behind a common goal. This deployment of Marxist modes of critique from a more explicitly theological perspective is on full display in Reflections on the End of An Era (1934).

Reflections on the End of An Era
His next book, Reflections on the End of an Era, has been described as Niebuhr’s most radical work, and with good reason. It presupposes the collapse of Western civilization, and unlike Moral Man, it refuses even an implied utopian horizon that might soften its pessimism. Instead, Niebuhr discerns an ineluctable moral pattern at work in history. Justice demands advocacy on behalf of the dispossessed. Yet human nature is such that ‘judgment upon evil cannot be executed without stiffening the spirit of justice with an alloy of the spirit of vengeance’ (1934, 139). If human beings cannot even seek justice without being compromised, they prove utterly unable to fend off the corrupting effects of power. Thus, those who seize power from the oppressor will succumb to the temptation to use it to their inordinate benefit, spurring those that they have exploited to seek justice against them. Just as the industrial order sprang from the remnants of feudalism, a new order will spring from the demise of capitalism. Whatever this new order is, however, it will not be a utopia. It too will flourish, and like all civilizations, its architects will eventually be ‘slain by those whose enmity they have deserved by their ruthlessness’ (1934, 31).

The shift in tone from Moral Man to Reflections is striking. In the former, Niebuhr wrote as a participant in the social struggle; in the latter, he wrote as an observer. In the former, he championed the just cause of the proletariat; in the latter, he pointed out how even justice-seeking becomes corrupted. Nearly everyone found Reflections disconcerting, as it unsettled the ground under all ideologies and social groups while denying his readers the comforts of a utopian horizon. And while Niebuhr’s more religiously inclined readers were pleased with his forays into theology, his meditations on the relationship between God’s grace and human history seemed too partial to lend stability and structure to his analysis.

Yet this destabilizing quality was the by-product of taking his brother’s critique to heart. If ulterior motives seep in to even our most intimate relations, then no social movement can avoid being compromised. But if we allow the ‘transcendent perspective’ of a righteous and all-knowing God to shape our perception of human events, this is hardly a cause for despair. For Niebuhr, trusting in a God above and beyond history tempers our estimate of the good and ill that we do within history. While this requires us to relinquish our dreams of utopia, it also helps us face down catastrophe with the knowledge that the human drama plays out before a God who is merciful as well as just. Niebuhr described Reflections as a collection of ‘tracts for the times,’ and in its more explicitly political moments that is precisely what it was (1934, ix). But it also limned the theological realist frame that he would fill out over the course of his career.

The Limits of Human Nature
Even as his estimate of what individuals and social movements could accomplish narrowed, Niebuhr remained as socially engaged as ever. In the spring of 1934, Niebuhr helped implement a mandatory tax on members of the Fellowship of Socialist Christians (FSC), an organization he helped found earlier in the decade. Revenue from this rigorous system of taxation went to FSC-approved organizations. The FSC lost 80 per cent of its membership as a result of the tax, but Niebuhr and his allies deemed this sort of action necessary to embodying early Church ideals in the context of severe economic depression. Also in 1934, Niebuhr helped begin the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union and spearheaded the Conference on Economic and Racial Justice, both of which worked on economic advocacy and supported integrated farming efforts in the South (Fox 1996, 157). This set the stage for the formation of the Delta Cooperative Farm in 1936, an FSC-backed interracial effort that Niebuhr described as ‘the most significant experiment in social Christianity now being conducted in America’ (Fox 1996, 176), and for which he did extensive work as chair of the board of trustees (Fox 1996, 187). Niebuhr continued to believe that economic power held primacy in capitalist orders, and that social problems required economically radical responses. He retained a keen Marxist eye for the economic factor in social situations even as he critiqued Marx from a theological standpoint and drifted from his viewpoint politically. Despite shedding his utopian aspirations, his zeal for social activism remained unchanged.

In addition to his activism during this period, Niebuhr’s scholarship also continued to develop. By the mid-1930s, he had been on the faculty at Union Theological Seminary for several years. Among his colleagues he now counted Paul Tillich, the renowned European scholar whose position at Union Niebuhr helped secure after Tillich had been forced out of Germany in 1933 for resisting the rise of Fascism. Once Tillich had arrived in America, Niebuhr was able to draw on his own German background to help ease Tillich’s transition to his new surroundings (Fox 1996, 160). In their many exchanges during this period, Tillich familiarized Niebuhr with his meticulous, philosophically grounded approach to theology and ethics. Tillich’s approach stuck with Niebuhr as he worked out the structure of his next book, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics. Richard Fox reports that while Niebuhr hammered out the manuscript in the summer of 1934, he had Tillich’s major works close at hand. Little wonder, then, that, ‘Tillich’s vocabulary shone from virtually every page’ (1996, 161).

Given the extent to which Niebuhr had already demonstrated such a keen sense of human fallibility, it may seem strange to designate An Interpretation of Christian Ethics as the work in which he comes to terms with the limits of human nature. However, An Interpretation is the first book where Niebuhr gives sustained attention to the notion with which his name has become practically synonymous: the concept of original sin. Moral Man had chastised liberalism for its failure to fathom the power of group egoism, and Reflections had purged Niebuhr’s thought of its implied utopianism. But Niebuhr did not fully develop his concept of sin until he focused squarely on theological ethics in An Interpretation. This focus helped Niebuhr articulate the possibilities and limits of human action in a broken world with particular clarity.

Niebuhr first developed the themes of An Interpretation while delivering the Rauschenbusch Lectures in 1934. By this point, he had cultivated enough distance from his stinging rebuke of liberalism in Moral Man to appreciate the ways that he continued to draw on that tradition. In a 1956 preface, Niebuhr describes how in these lectures he set out to describe his ‘general adhesion to the purposes of the “Social Gospel”…and to spell out some of the growing differences between the original Social Gospel and the newer form of social Christianity’ (2013, xxxi). Broadly speaking, Niebuhr agreed with the Social Gospel about the content of the ethics of Jesus as expressed in the Sermon on the Mount; but he disagreed about what it meant to apply these ethics. Sinful actors in a broken world must modify this conception of ethics to make it relevant and practicable. To figure out how to modify it, we must grasp the effects of sin on human nature and human action.

Human beings, Niebuhr asserts, are hybrids of nature and spirit. Consequently, the finite and the infinite, freedom and necessity are constantly at play in human life. Original sin is an act of rebellion against God whereby the human being makes ‘absolute claims for his partial and finite values’ (2013, 85). In effect, we refuse to observe the limits of what we can know and accomplish as finite beings. We perpetually attempt to secure more for ourselves and our groups than we ought—and use reason, morality, and religion to justify rather than rein in this self-seeking. Contra Augustine, Niebuhr does not see this tendency as inherited (2013, 90). However, he does think that we inevitably attempt to give absolute sanction to partial values. Thus, we all are complicit in, and must deal with the consequences of, original sin. This is not to deny the human capacity for good. Precisely because of our spiritual dimension, we are able to envision and enact great things. Yet due to our sinful nature we are self-sabotaging: we routinely neglect to do the good we know we ought. A sound ethics must take this reality and its implications into account.

Establishing the limits of human nature is crucial to formulating an ethics that avoids the characteristic errors of liberalism and orthodoxy. These are, to use a favourite image of Niebuhr’s, the Scylla and Charybdis between which a viable Christian ethics must navigate. After devoting a chapter to the doctrine of sin, Niebuhr spends a quarter of the book critiquing how liberalism and orthodoxy approach the realm of politics and economics. Whereas liberalism had overestimated the power of reason to rein in self-interest, orthodoxy had given up too quickly on what human beings could accomplish, and thus, abandoned the world to its own devices. The former recapitulates the Pelagian error of placing too much trust in human agency, whereas the latter manifests a Manichean tendency to view the world as evil to the point of being irredeemable. The key to avoiding either error is to take the perfectionist love ethic of Jesus seriously as the ideal for which we aim and the criterion by which we judge human actions. As an ideal, the love ethic keeps us striving for the good; as a criterion, it helps us grasp the chasm that exists between the ideal and the reality. This combination gives us the clarity of moral vision as sinful actors to nudge a broken world incrementally in the direction of justice. Niebuhr would elaborate on this interplay between love and justice throughout his career, and as Edmund Santurri notes, it ‘runs throughout An Interpretation as the work’s dominant ethical theme’ (Santurri 2013, xiii).

For Niebuhr, then, a keen sense of the limits of human nature frees us to be more effective ethical actors in the world. It also reconfigures our relationship to the notion of utopia. Utopia is neither an achievable historical reality nor a childish daydream, but rather an ‘impossible possibility’ that hovers over all human endeavour:

The Kingdom of God is always at hand in the sense that impossibilities are really possible, and lead to new actualities in given moments of history. Nevertheless, every actuality of history reveals itself, after the event, as only an approximation of the ideal; and the Kingdom of God is therefore not here. It is in fact always coming but never here. (Niebuhr 2013, 58)

Establishing the limits of human nature, then, clears conceptual space for Niebuhr to account for human capacity in more explicit terms than he was able to in previous works. Moral Man masterfully exposed the flimsy foundations of liberal optimism, but its concessions to political realism left it vulnerable to being critiqued as overly cynical. Reflections purged Niebuhr’s thought of its implied utopianism and unfounded confidence in the morality of the individual, but this left it vulnerable to a sense of despair which his theological explorations of grace remained too incomplete to counter. An Interpretation, by contrast, shows Niebuhr at his most explicitly constructive as he filled in the parameters set by his earlier works to articulate an ‘independent Christian ethic’ (2013, 21).

Yet An Interpretation was not without its difficulties. Before its reissue in 1956, Niebuhr confessed to the ‘impulse to subject it to a thorough revision before letting it see the light of day’ (Niebuhr 2013, xxxi). He does not elaborate on why he thought such a ‘thorough revision’ to be warranted, although it may have to do with the book’s underlying premise. Robin W. Lovin observes that by the end of the decade:

[Niebuhr] no longer thinks, as he did briefly around the time of An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, that the judgment that gives meaning to history provides us with the starting point for an independent Christian ethic. Indeed, he now questions whether such independence of our contemporaries, our circumstances, and the thinking of those who have gone before us is possible. (Lovin 2010, 15)

Describing the tone of An Interpretation, Richard Fox notes that Niebuhr’s ‘blaring trumpet had become a melodious flute’. That Niebuhr would write in such a ‘measured and irenic’ way in the midst of the 1930s is indeed striking (Fox 1996, 161). It also clues us in to the fact that An Interpretation was an outlier. The conceptually tidy approach of this book required a kind of academic detachment to which Niebuhr was temperamentally ill-suited. The work on original sin and on the relationship between love and justice filled conceptual gaps in Niebuhr’s thought. But by 1939, as Scottish audiences marvelled at the spectacle of a speaker delivering the prestigious Gifford Lectures with the fiery passion of an inspired preacher, it was clear that the blaring trumpet had returned.

The Limits of Tragedy
In a 1936 article entitled ‘Sunday Morning Debate’, Reinhold relates a lively conversation with his wife Ursula as they walked to church. He opens by noting, ‘To compensate her for the number of times she has to hear me preach, I accompany her on my two free Sundays of the year to the cathedral’ (1936, 595). Niebuhr’s matter-of-fact tone belies the startling nature of the admission. For a full-time pastor to only have two free Sundays in a given year would be noteworthy. But for a professor whose weekends were ostensibly open, this was extraordinary.

To those who knew Niebuhr, this was not surprising. Chapels and churches filled when he came to speak. Both Ursula and their daughter Elisabeth agreed that, as good a writer as he was, Niebuhr was most in his element wielding the spoken word from the pulpit. It was here that his abilities as a ‘dramatist of ideas in the public arena’ were on full display (Rasmussen 1991, 1).

It was only a matter of time before Niebuhr’s sermons would find their way into book form. In 1937, he published a collection of what he termed ‘sermonic essays’, which originated as sermons he had delivered on the university chapel circuit. The title, Beyond Tragedy, conveyed the central theme of the essays. ‘Christianity’s view of history’, he notes in the preface, ‘is tragic insofar as it recognizes evil as an inevitable concomitant of even the highest spiritual enterprises. It is beyond tragedy inasfar as it does not regard evil as inherent in existence itself but finally under the dominion of a good God’ (1937, xi). Each essay begins with a biblical passage that serves as a point of departure for his analysis. In classic Niebuhrian fashion he wastes no time in applying these passages to contemporary issues and concerns. The story of the Tower of Babel forms the basis for analysing the civilizational decay on vivid display in current events. Parables about judgement form the backdrop for drawing attention to the Confessing Church opposing Hitler in Germany (1937, 259). The symbol of the Kingdom of God provides the pretext for praising Marxist attentiveness to the dispossessed while pointing out Marxism’s shortcomings on questions of life’s meaning (1937, 128). Gone is any attempt to shoehorn his ethical approach into a conceptually tidy framework. As Fox points out, ‘More than any of his other books, Beyond Tragedy captures the play of his mind: unsystematic, restless, eruptive. It also reveals the character of his faith: acquainted with suffering and absurdity yet built on an ultimate trust in the meaningfulness of life and the goodness of God’ (Fox 1996, 182).

Of his previous works, Beyond Tragedy is most like Reflections, albeit more rooted in a theological idiom that transports the reader beyond the disquiet of the present. As he prepared his Gifford Lectures, Niebuhr would fuse the latter’s method of situating current events within the vast sweep of history with the former’s theological and rhetorical sensibilities. While Moral Man and Immoral Society has become a classic and An Interpretation of Christian Ethics has helped shape theological ethics, it was Reflections on the End of an Era—incidentally the only major book in Niebuhr’s corpus never reprinted—that best presaged the trajectory of his thought.

Niebuhr’s preoccupation with the tragic and how to move beyond it is hardly surprising in context. He had been monitoring the rise of Fascism in Europe and the ascendancy of the Nazi party in Germany since 1933. Like others, he sensed the approach of another world war that would be even more terrible than the first. Because of his extensive European contacts, he had no illusions that the US would be able to stay out of it. It was against this backdrop that Niebuhr participated in the Oxford Conference on Church and State in 1937. This was one of multiple transatlantic trips during the decade, soon to be followed by an extended stay in Scotland as he delivered the Gifford Lectures in the spring and autumn of 1939. He was therefore well acquainted with the European scene as the war loomed and then engulfed the continent and British Isles. These events shaped his political and theological outlook in basic ways, prompting Union Seminary colleague John Bennett to describe him as the ‘Soul of Europe hovering over American thought’ (Brown 2002, 66). Yet at the Oxford Conference, he brought his American activist sensibilities, refusing to let his largely European audience be paralyzed by a sense of foreboding. In remarks delivered at the conference, he reminded his listeners of the power of the Gospel to help us ‘understand life in all its beauty and its terror, without being beguiled by its beauty or driven to despair by its terror’ (2015, 736). As gifted as he was at discomfiting a complacent audience, he also knew how to speak words of comfort in dark times.

The End of an Era
In the spring of 1939, as Niebuhr departed for the UK with his family to deliver the Gifford Lectures, much had changed since his transatlantic voyage of 1930. From his beginnings as a relatively obscure member of Union’s ethics faculty fresh from his Detroit pastorate, he had become an internationally renowned religious leader and social critic. Ideologically, he had shifted from vocal pacifist to acknowledging that war might be inevitable, and the US would be compelled to join. Now there was no denying how much the world had changed. As he had feared, the economic crisis with which the decade began had set the stage for catastrophic political upheaval. Moribund capitalist orders had spawned Fascist movements that unleashed genocidal fury against European Jewry, and the Soviet revolution about which Niebuhr had been guardedly optimistic in 1930 had grown repressive and tyrannical. And here was Reinhold Niebuhr, the self-proclaimed ‘yahoo from Missouri’, on the cusp of delivering arguably the most prestigious religion lectures in the English-speaking world.

Those familiar with Niebuhr knew he was not the typical staid academic. But even they must have been surprised to see Niebuhr take to the lectern with an outline rather than a transcript. In content, Niebuhr’s spring lectures fit the Gifford mould well enough as he peppered his exposition on the ‘Nature of Man’ with references to Augustine, Pascale, Nietzsche, and other fixtures in the Western intellectual canon. In delivery, however, these weren’t lectures; they were sermons. Niebuhr had transformed the Gifford lectern into a pulpit. For the duration of his career, Niebuhr would blur distinctions between lectern and pulpit, sacred and profane, the economic and political on the one hand, and the ethical and theological on the other. By the end of the 1930s, it was clear that for Niebuhr, one had to work out one’s faith within the welter of human affairs. Human beings had no other choice, as a world in upheaval left little space for detached assessment.

By the time Niebuhr began his autumn lectures, the Second World War had begun. One day, as the low rumble of distant bombs filled Rainy Hall in Edinburgh, the audience stirred. Niebuhr later admitted that he had been so absorbed in his delivery that he thought they were responding to something he had said (Fox 1996, 191). In fairness, their reaction may have been indistinguishable from the way audiences had been reacting to the disconcerting power of his words all decade long. Archbishop William Temple expressed a widely held sentiment when upon meeting Niebuhr at the Oxford Conference of 1937 he quipped, ‘At last I have met the disturber of my peace’ (Fox 1996, 180).

The distant rumble also underscored the end of an era. Its collapse looked different from what Niebuhr had anticipated earlier in the decade, and he would later marvel at the ironies and incongruities of the world that would emerge in the war’s wake. But few had managed to capture the zeitgeist of a tumultuous decade and offer guidance through its twist and turns like Niebuhr. In our own era of economic turmoil, political gridlock, and looming humanitarian and environmental catastrophes, it is hardly surprising that the Niebuhr of the 1930s continues to resonate.
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chapter 3


The 1940s: Global War and Global Responsibility



Graeme Smith







The 1940s were an extraordinarily active and productive decade in the life of Reinhold Niebuhr. It was during this period that his most famous and important books were published, in particular, the two-volume classic, The Nature and Destiny of Man, based on his Gifford Lectures, and his fullest, systematic reflection on political theory, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness. Also published were the collection of sermons entitled Discerning the Signs of the Times and the book Faith and History. In addition, Niebuhr was involved in an endless round of political organizing and campaigning. It was during the 1940s that he founded, with others, the Union for Democratic Action (UDA) and then later, Americans for Democratic Action (ADA). His involvement in these groups was, in part, a consequence of his final break with the Socialist Party and a movement towards the Roosevelt New Dealers. As if all this were not enough, Niebuhr maintained his Union Seminary academic responsibilities, as well as preaching regularly around the country, writing for popular publications, and establishing a new magazine, entitled Christianity and Crisis. By the end of the decade Niebuhr was a globally significant figure, illustrated by the fact that in 1948 he appeared on the twenty-fifth anniversary cover of Time magazine and was a keynote speaker at the inaugural Amsterdam Assembly of the World Council of Churches. The 1940s was the decade that consolidated Reinhold Niebuhr’s identity as the leading US theologian of his day, an influential political theorist and campaigning activist, popular preacher, and inspirational teacher. In other words, the Niebuhr most people think of when they hear his name was the Niebuhr who emerged during this period.

Politics and Publications
In this chapter we examine the formation of this identity in two major sections. In the first section an overview of Niebuhr’s most important activity is provided, including both his political campaigning and a history of his major publications. However it is not the author’s intention to examine the key ideas in the books in any detail as these will be discussed in more depth by others in this volume. Rather, what might be thought of as an orientating overview will be offered. Then, in the second part of the chapter, Niebuhr’s less well-known contributions to the nascent ecumenical movement will be discussed, especially his contributions to the Life and Work Movement’s Oxford Conference of 1937 and then the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in Amsterdam in 1948. Although Oxford 1937 is a little before our period, one thing we show is that the work of this conference and the First Assembly of the WCC were intimately related. In particular the question of how to respond to the rise of secularism occupied both Oxford 1937 and Amsterdam 1948, shaping the theological response of the churches to the crises of the Second World War and the developing hostilities with Soviet Russia. Niebuhr understood the emergence of secularism as a key factor in the political success of both Nazism and Soviet Communism, meaning that the global crises of the 1940s were essentially theological crises, to which Christianity provided the only possible response.

Political Activity
The 1940s saw a change of direction in Niebuhr’s politics, away from the left-wing position of the 1930s, to one closer to the political centre, or what Arthur Schlesinger later called the ‘Vital Centre’ (Schlesinger 1949), albeit on the left of the Democratic Party. Throughout the 1930s Niebuhr had been the leading figure on the Christian Left (Fox 1985, 168). However, in June of 1940 Niebuhr announced that he had resigned from the Socialist Party, overtly because of a clash over foreign policy. Niebuhr could not support the pacifism and non-interventionism of the socialists, especially Norman Thomas (Brown 2002, 100). However, it was not only foreign policy that was causing Niebuhr to move towards the Democrats as, despite his initial scepticism, he was increasingly coming to admire Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. Niebuhr was not politically homeless for long. In May 1941 he joined with other former socialists and those liberals who supported US involvement in the war to form the Union for Democratic Action (UDA). Niebuhr was appointed the first chair (Brown 2002, 102). The UDA’s priority was to make the case to help supply Britain as it sought to withstand the enormous German blockade. Niebuhr used his position as chair to promote US support for Britain, for example appearing on NBC Radio’s ‘Town Meeting of the Air’ to debate the issue with the isolationist John T. Flynn. The UDA appointed an executive secretary to run the office, James Loeb, while Niebuhr worked endlessly to raise funds, recruit supporters, and deliver speeches (Fox 1985, 199). The UDA was never big, in the sense of having a mass membership, but it was able to lobby on some very important issues. It campaigned to allow persecuted European Jewish people into the US. Niebuhr’s advocacy on behalf of Jewish refugees stands out amidst a more general apathy amongst politicians, church leaders, and intellectuals, and won him lifelong friends in the Jewish community. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 and the German declaration of war ended the interventionist, and to a large extent, the pacifist debate. During the war Niebuhr used his position to support the Allies with ethical arguments while continuing to campaign for Jewish immigration.

The UDA tended to be a New York-based operation, despite efforts to reach a national audience. With dwindling finances, and with a desire to exert greater influence in the Democratic Party nationally, Niebuhr and Loeb decided to disband the UDA and establish a broader-based, and better-financed, organization (Fox 1985, 229). This was the ADA, formed in early 1947 and including figures such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr and Hubert Humphrey, who were to be leading figures in the Democratic Party and lifelong friends of Niebuhr (Brown 2002, 128). Niebuhr was involved in the ADA’s work, but it was not at the same level as his UDA activity, not least because while the ADA focused on nationwide Democratic Party politics Niebuhr remained more concerned with New York politics (Fox 1985, 231). But this is not to say that in the late 1940s Niebuhr stood idle or ended his political activity. He remained busy, one example being his appointment to the Council on Foreign Relations (Brown 2002, 129). He was also a deeply contextual commentator who understood the importance of day-to-day politics and the significance of specific, individual policies, about which he wrote continually and relentlessly. This inevitably leads people to view Niebuhr as a thinker whose value is limited to the particularities of his times. Such a view, however, fails to recognize the immense importance of his major published works, which were thought through and written amidst these same political challenges. Further, while it would be wrong to suggest history repeats itself, it is fair to say that frequently what look like a new set of challenges in fact have a remarkably familiar feel to them.

Major Publications
During the 1940s Niebuhr’s most famous, influential, and significant books were published: The Nature and Destiny of Man (Niebuhr 1964), followed by the highly influential, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (Niebuhr 2011). In addition Niebuhr published other works, although these tended to be collections of articles and sermons which he produced at a relentless pace throughout the decade.

The decade began with the publication of Christianity and Power Politics, a collection of articles and addresses from the 1930s, predominantly later in the decade (Brown 2002, 98). Then in 1941 Niebuhr published the first volume of his magnum opus, The Nature and Destiny of Man. The lectures which served as the foundation for the published volume were the prestigious Gifford Lectures, delivered in Edinburgh in 1939 (Sabella 2017, 50). The first series of ten lectures, on human nature, were delivered between 24 April and 15 May 1939, three per week. In contrast to some of his predecessors and successors, Niebuhr’s energetic and engaging rhetorical style maintained excellent levels of attendance (Fox 1985, 188). The second series, on human destiny, were delivered between 11 October and 1 November, after Britain had declared war on Germany. They are famous for the fact that the German Luftwaffe bombed the nearby naval base during one lecture, causing understandable consternation amongst the audience, but not for Niebuhr, who was too engrossed in his text (Fox 1985, 191). Niebuhr’s habit was to speak from notes, rather than read a carefully crafted text, and so the published edition of the lectures would need some editing. The first volume was published in March of 1941 and was received with much critical acclaim (Fox 1985, 201). The second volume was published in January 1943, again after much revision, including by Niebuhr’s wife, Ursula, herself a well-respected theologian (Fox 1985, 213).

The two-volume work stands as a landmark text of twentieth century theology, rivalling works by contemporaries such as Karl Barth and Paul Tillich, as well as later, if in some cases very different, theologians. Volume one on human nature makes Niebuhr’s argument that compared with the historic range of philosophical and political alternatives, it is Christianity that has the most insightful and significant interpretation of human beings. Niebuhr’s case is both historically and philosophically comprehensive and deep, while also being mindful of the contemporary political crises and especially the rise of Fascism and Soviet Communism. What these totalitarian ideologies miss, as does liberalism, is that human beings are capable of both remarkable self-transcendence, so they can imagine a better future, and also fundamental selfishness, whereby they pursue a future geared to their own needs and the neglect of others. It is Christianity that possesses this insight, which is why it has the most realistic understanding of human nature, and why political alternatives can so easily lead to the horrors of the 1940s international conflict. The second volume repeats the confident assertion of the unique insightfulness of Christianity, but this time in relation to the broad sweep of history, and humanity’s specific ethical and political challenges. It is Christianity which offers the genuine fulfilment of human history, not the false idols of race, nation, or class. In a pithy phrase which captures so much of the argument, Niebuhr writes that, ‘It is a good thing to seek for the Kingdom of God on earth; but it is very dubious to claim to have found it’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 178). The problem with Fascism, liberalism, and Marxism is that in some key sense each claims to have found the final answer to human history. This is not within human grasp because, as was argued in the first volume, human beings are sinful, even if they can simultaneously conceive of utopian futures.

The two volumes received widespread praise for their insight and depth of learning (Brown 2002, 89–91). Richard Fox, in his major biography of Niebuhr, cites the only significant contemporary criticism of the first volume by the theologian Robert Calhoun, who suggested Niebuhr had been more prophetic than scholarly, there being ‘no cautious weigher of evidence here’ (Fox 1985, 203). Fox tended to agree with Calhoun, but they are very much in the minority; fans of Niebuhr such as Charles C. Brown judged Calhoun’s review to be overly pedantic (Brown 2002, 90). In this instance it is probably the case that the majority view was correct. To judge Niebuhr for his lack of detailed and specific analysis of texts was to misread the purpose of the volume and restrict the notion of what constitutes a scholarly work to a very limited field. As Robin W. Lovin notes in his introduction to the 1996 edition of the lectures, what Niebuhr is offering is a Christian interpretation of humanity and its history, the sort of project which requires both the broad canvas as well as considerable knowledge (Lovin 1996, xv).

In February 1941 Niebuhr, together with Henry P. Van Dusen and Francis Miller, published a new journal entitled Christianity and Crisis. Niebuhr wrote the lead article of the first issue which, like Christianity and Power Politics, heavily criticized the isolationism and pacifism of liberals such as Charles Clayton Morrison, who edited the new journal’s rival The Christian Century (Fox 1985, 196). The new journal was never able to dislodge The Christian Century as the leading Protestant magazine in the US, but it did significantly dent its hegemony.

The second important book from this period is Niebuhr’s The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (2011). The book is a revised version of his January 1944 Raymond F. West Lectures at Stanford University (Dorrien 2011, x–xi). They were intended to be, as the subtitle suggests, a thorough and effective defence of democracy in the face of its many existential threats. The book has been described as Niebuhr’s ‘most comprehensive statement of his political philosophy’ (Dorrien 2011, x). It was a deeply contextual work. Globally democracy looked like one fragile option amongst others, its vulnerability only recently exposed by the rise of Fascism, especially in Germany but also in Spain, Italy, and Japan, and, perhaps more importantly and contemporaneously, by the challenge of the emerging Soviet Communist empire. Niebuhr’s review of the political alternatives to democracy, and other, mainly liberal, defences of democracy, was again both wide-ranging and erudite. His breadth of knowledge is very impressive, while those searching for detailed textual analyses would again be disappointed. Perhaps the most famous sentence from the book appears in the Foreword to the first edition when Niebuhr writes that, ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (2011, xxxii). Niebuhr was applying his theological critique to the contemporary situation, capturing again what heights humanity is capable of while simultaneously recognizing the depths to which it can plummet.

The foundational analytical tool of the book was the distinction between ‘children of light’ and ‘children of darkness’; the former being those who believe that ‘self-interest should be brought under the discipline of a higher law’, whereas the latter are those who are ‘the moral cynics, who know no law beyond their own will and interest’ (Niebuhr 2011, 9). Again, what is so important and impressive is that Niebuhr employed theological categories to analyse political history, theory, and contemporary issues. This contrasts with those who employ sociological tools to analyse contemporary phenomena and then seek to apply theological ideas to the results of their analysis. In many ways Niebuhr was more confident in the ability of the theologian to offer new and exceptional insights because it was Christianity that properly understood humanity and its history.

At the end of the decade (1949) Niebuhr published the volume Faith and History, which was a revised version of the 1945 Beecher Lectures (Fox 1985, 231). Fox cites and agrees with criticism that this was not a good book (237), and that many of the ideas would have been very familiar to readers of The Nature and Destiny of Man and The Children of Light and Children of Darkness. This he makes as part of a broader argument that Niebuhr was exhausted by the end of the decade and in need of recuperation and reinvigoration. There is a question as to whether Fox makes a strong case here, while still recognizing that Niebuhr worked at an incredible rate combining political organizing and campaigning with lecturing, preaching, popular writing, and the production of scholarly books.

The limitations of space mean it is only possible to identify some of the highlights of this immense activity and productivity. What is without question is that Niebuhr was the leading theologian of the day, at a time when there were many other worthy claimants to that title, and that there is a case for saying he was one of the most influential public figures in the West. It is difficult to think of another theologian who had such a high public profile, playing a role in mainstream politics in a way that influenced those in power. Niebuhr’s status was such that he was bound to be involved in the formation of the nascent ecumenical movement. He was a figure who could command the world stage.

Niebuhr and the Ecumenical Movement
Niebuhr was one of the keynote speakers at the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches held in Amsterdam in 1948. He had first become involved in the global ecumenical movement when he contributed a paper to the preparatory material for the Oxford Conference of 1937. Oxford 1937 was the second major conference of the Universal Christian Council for Life and Work, the first being held in Stockholm in 1925. The second meeting was very different from the first, both in terms of social and political context and in terms of its theological approach. Whereas Stockholm 1925 addressed the social problems caused by high levels of unemployment, and theologically was shaped predominantly by the Social Gospel movement, Oxford 1937 was focused on the rise of Nazism and how the churches could respond to what they analysed as a religious threat (Rouse and Neil 1993). The change in theological direction came with the appointment of Bishop George Bell as chair of the Life and Work Movement, and then his appointment of Joseph Oldham to lead the preparations for the conference (Smith 2004, 113). Oldham set in place a three-year preparatory process in which he sought to harness the greatest minds of the day to address the global political crisis. Oldham had been a missionary and then secretary of the International Missionary Council (IMC). He had been significantly influenced by an address given by the Quaker Rufus Jones at the IMC’s meeting at Jerusalem 1928 on the subject of secularism. Oldham believed that secularism was the underlying cause of the problems confronting the West. In fact, W. A. Visser ‘t Hooft, the first general secretary of the WCC, was later to call Oxford 1937 Oldham’s ‘post-Jerusalem crusade’ (Smith 2004, 120). Oldham thought that Nazism, and also Soviet Communism, were political, and false, religions. They looked and behaved like religions, with the painful exception that they were far more successful at gaining adherents. For Oldham the response to this was missionary, to promote Christianity as the one true religion, thereby drawing people away from these political religions to a faith that was not leading to global catastrophe. As war loomed and as the Nazi threat grew ever more sinister, Oldham was determined to use Oxford 1937 as a vehicle to educate the churches to challenge secularism. He set in place an enormous intellectual exercise, seeking to gather papers from leading academics and church figures on a range of topics crucial to the global future, which he then hoped would be discussed and critiqued by other leading thinkers (Smith 2004, 136–137). The results were mixed. Some of the original authors of the preparatory papers took on board the academic comments of their peers and sought to discuss them, including Niebuhr as we shall see later on, while others were less welcoming of criticisms and merely reiterated their original points. The final papers resulting from the process were published in the ‘Church, Community, and State’ series comprising seven volumes examining topics such as the Church, human nature, history, social ethics, community life, education and international affairs. Details of the series and the results of the conference were published in the final conference report (Oldham 1937).

Henry ‘Pit’ Van Dusen, assisted by John Bennett, was responsible for attracting leading thinkers from America, and it was they who insisted that Niebuhr be invited not only to contribute a preparatory paper but also speak at the conference itself. Before progressing to Niebuhr’s contributions it is important to note the link between Oxford 1937 and the first assembly at Amsterdam 1948. The preparatory process for Oxford 1937 was long, complex, and thorough. Falling as it did so soon after the war, Amsterdam 1948 was not in a position to replicate these preparations, and in some ways its preparatory process was a pale imitation of what was achieved before Oxford 1937. Niebuhr recognizes that Oxford 1937 was more thorough in a footnote at the end of his main contribution to the Amsterdam 1948 preparatory volumes when he states that, ‘Most of the problems with which we deal are considered more fully in the reports and findings of the Oxford Conference on Church, Community and State held in 1937’ (Niebuhr 1948a, 28 n1). When he reflected later in life on the development of a social ethic in the ecumenical movement it is Oxford 1937 which receives the most significant attention (Niebuhr 1963). All of which means that if we are to understand Niebuhr’s contributions to Amsterdam 1948 fully, then it is very helpful to understand first Niebuhr’s contributions at Oxford 1937.

Christian Faith and Common Life
Niebuhr made two contributions to the Oxford Conference of 1937. The first was a chapter entitled ‘Christian Faith and the Common Life’, which was part of volume four of the Church, Community, and State series, with the same title, and concerned with the question of social ethics. In many ways this chapter was unremarkable for those familiar with Niebuhr’s ideas. The purpose of the chapter was to ‘relate the moral ultimate of Christian faith, the law of love, to the facts and necessities of daily existence’ (Niebuhr 1938, 69). The chapter was divided into three sections, with the first looking at ‘The Law of Love’, the second at ‘The Fact of Sin’, and the third, and largest, examining ‘Problems of Common Life’. The first section begins with a familiar Niebuhr paradox, namely that the law of love both is, and is not, a law. It is a law in the sense that it ‘states the basic requirement of the aggregate existence of humankind’, that is, ‘the law of love is really the law of life’. But it is not a law because it cannot be enforced and remain true to itself: ‘Every effort to enforce it negates it’ because enforcing love presupposes that there is a ‘conflict between the self and society, or the self and its higher self which real love would overcome’ (1938, 69–71). At the heart of the paradox is human sinfulness. Human sin means that no person is able to live fully according to the law of love. But this does not mean either it, or human efforts to achieve a better society, are futile because of the ‘laws of justice’ (1938, 72). Niebuhr does not develop his point explicitly here, which comes instead in the third section of the chapter, but he is arguing that the law of love finds expression in fallen human society through the implementation of justice while also acting as a judge on these inevitably flawed human efforts. Implicit in the argument is that those political ideologies which make religious-like claims for the redeeming effect of human constructs, such as class or race, must ultimately be judged by the Christian law of love, which will reveal the inadequacy of their claims.

The second section then explores the ‘fact of sin’ in more detail. It is the law of love which reveals human sinfulness because, ‘In every human moral act there is either an element of positive rebellion against God and against life in its total requirements, or a falling short of the highest possibility’ (Niebuhr 1938, 73). Niebuhr then illustrates human sinfulness in relation to the emerging problem of globalization. He argues that the basis of ‘moral life’ is found in the sense of obligation that we feel towards those nearest to us, beginning with family and then extending out towards local community and then the wider community and nation (1938, 74). Technological advance means that international networks have been formed generating economic interdependence while not simultaneously creating the morality to sustain a global community: he writes that globalization, ‘has reached its climax, and probably a tragic climax, in modern civilization, in which the material needs of men are involved in a vast system of international communications but which fails to create the social mutuality necessary to support such a system’. Such sin is not simply human ‘ego-centricity’, but rather a form of ‘spiritual pride’ which puts human beings in the place of God, making the self not the ‘centre of the self’ but rather making the self ‘the centre of the world’. Such sinfulness is recognized in social and political life through ‘imperialism and injustice’ because ‘all spiritual pride leads to ‘oppression and injustice’ (1938, 75–77). This fact of sin is what liberals miss when they hope humanity can be reformed through the application of reason. But, that said, just at the point at which it looks like Niebuhr is adopting something akin to a more pietist or Barthian type position, he then returns to the paradoxical point that while human sinfulness means human actions ‘fall short of love’, still the law of love can function as ‘a guide for the approximations of justice and love which make up the woof and warp of everyday existence’ (1938, 79). Niebuhr condemns those Christians who advocate either withdrawal from the world or who settle for proclaiming ‘eschatological judgments’ (1938, 79).

The third section is the longest, and it is in this section that Niebuhr replies to the critics of the earlier draft of his paper. In this Niebuhr is unusual, as many of the contributors changed little or nothing in response to the comments they received. Niebuhr begins the section by asking how the law of love can be made relevant in a world tainted by human sinfulness, something realized in divided communities and loyalties. He considers first the idea of the orders of creation, which contain within them the danger of inspiring a loyalty which ignores their sinful nature (Niebuhr 1938, 80). He then spends longer discussing the idea of love and natural law, beginning with the argument that love is applicable to social and political problems, stating that, ‘There is no moral and social situation in which the love commandment does not present new possibilities of conduct’ (1938, 81). However, this is no charter for liberal idealism, in the sense that people can be taught to ignore their own needs in favour of others; he writes that the idea that the Sermon on the Mount can be applied to political problems is an ‘illusion’ (1938, 82). Instead, he writes that orthodox Christianity was correct ‘in establishing a more relative moral ideal than the law of love; the ideal of justice as the guiding criterion of political relations’ (1938, 82). What then follows is an essentially pragmatic outworking of this idea; namely that people can work together to make society better, including global society, but as they do so their efforts will be undermined by their sinfulness, and so in need of correction. What is to be avoided is both utopian idealism and pessimistic withdrawal. In the third part of this final section Niebuhr writes about ‘the natural law and the ideal of equality’. He begins by arguing that justice is a relative concept, using the example of ‘the Negro and “poor white” tenant farmers of the southern American States’ who, if they received a dollar a day wages would celebrate a triumph of justice even though they would still be poorer than many ‘unemployed living on the dole’ (1938, 85). The question is then whether there is a principle by which relative achievements of justice can be judged, the answer being that there is, and this is the ‘principle of equality’ (1938, 85). However, ‘Perfect equality is never possible’ (1938, 86). So, the principle of equality functions as a tool for assessing the implementation of justice in particular and local contexts, while itself being judged by the final law which is the law of love. Equality suggests ‘the actual possibilities of justice in every social situation’ while needing ‘the higher principle of love’ to ensure it does not become ‘a form of legalism in which a relative equilibrium in society is mistaken for the perfect harmony of life with life’ (1938, 86–87). Niebuhr then contrasts his theology with that of a ‘German Lutheran theologian’ who critiqued his paper. Utterly refuting the German Lutheran theologian, he writes that if the Lutheran is correct then ‘I would prefer not to be a Christian’ (1938, 89). But of course, he thinks the critic far from correct, viewing the Lutheran notion of ‘Christian eschatology’ to be morally complacent because it excuses the Christian from being involved in politics. The problem is that all human and temporal justice and injustice is relativized by such a strong concept of divine judgement, so that even though ‘the lives and welfare of millions may depend upon these relative distinctions and achievements’ such good is ignored by some in the Church (1938, 91). In other words, Niebuhr argues, it is necessary for Christians to be involved in both the big questions of political life and also the day-to-day details which shape people’s actual experiences. The final part examines ‘the Kingdom of God and natural law’. It is a shorter section which repeats much of what has gone before. Its purpose seems to be to refute a liberal version of Christianity which Niebuhr suggests is widespread in America. Niebuhr rejects the idea that there can be ‘perfect redemption in purely moral terms’ as ‘the American critic assumes’, because of the doctrine of ‘original sin’ which ‘is either explicitly rejected or implicitly denied in wide circles in American Christianity’ (1938, 97).

Facing a Secular Culture
Niebuhr’s second contribution to Oxford 1937 was far more important than his first. Niebuhr delivered one of the thirteen plenary addresses given throughout the thirteen days of the conference (Oldham 1937, 28). He spoke on the first Tuesday (13 July) in the late afternoon session, sharing the slot with Dr T. Z. Koo, on the subject of ‘The Church Faces a Secular Culture’ (Oldham 1937, 283). The text was revised for publication, subsequently entitled, ‘The Christian Church in a Secular Age’ (Niebuhr 1986a). In his introduction to the conference report Oldham described Niebuhr’s address as a ‘brilliant analysis of the present situation’ (Oldham 1937, 35). This fails to capture the full extent of Niebuhr’s impact. Not only was the analysis and theology striking, Niebuhr’s rhetorical style was electric, contrasting dramatically with the more conservative lectures of his peers (Fox 1985, 180). What is also interesting and important to note is that in his address Niebuhr focuses in much more depth and detail on the problem of secularism. Without being able to show conclusively any causal link between Oldham’s concern with secularism and Niebuhr’s address, it is clear that the two thinkers, alongside others, including Emil Brunner, who had influenced Oldham, were addressing the rise of totalitarianism in very similar ways (Smith 2004, 122–127).

Niebuhr’s address begins by stating that for the ‘past two hundred years’ the West ‘has come increasingly under the sway of what has been called a secular culture’ (1986a, 79). But, Niebuhr argues, it would be wrong to think of secularism as an absence, because it is an impossibility for human beings to affirm nothing. So secularism has a positive content, which Niebuhr spells out:

(T)he avowedly secular culture of today turns out upon close examination to be either a pantheistic religion which identifies existence in its totality with holiness, or a rationalistic humanism for which human reason is essentially god, or a vitalistic humanism which worships some unique or particular vital force in the individual or the community as its god, that is, as the object of its unconditional loyalty.
(Niebuhr 1986a, 80)

In other words, the culture which Christianity seeks to address, and convert, is not without religion. Rather, it has a ‘very old religion’, one Niebuhr argues St Paul resisted, namely that of human idolatry whereby humans make divine claims for their flawed political projects and pretensions (1986a, 80–81). Niebuhr then employs the parable of the Prodigal Son as an analogy for the plight of the West, the rebellion of the son being a metaphor for the autonomy claimed by humanity when they throw off Christianity in the name of ‘rationalistic humanism’. The famine of the parable has not yet arrived but, Niebuhr assures his audience, it is on its way (1986a, 82). In the second part of the address Niebuhr asks how the Christian Church should respond to a culture currently engaged in ‘riotous living’. His answer is two-fold: first the Church must preach a ‘message of repentance’, asking people to recognize their sinfulness and turn to God for salvation; and she must preach a ‘message of hope’, the hope that Christianity ‘takes us through tragedy to beyond tragedy, by way of the cross to a victory in the cross’ (1986a, 83–85).

Niebuhr then turns to the implications of these Gospel messages in a section entitled ‘Not Of the World but In the World’ (1986a, 85). The title is important because Niebuhr’s point is that Christians have a duty, under the law of love, to be involved in the day-to-day social and political problems and concerns of all people. Niebuhr warns against ‘radical Protestantism’ and the danger of a ‘Christian pessimism which becomes a temptation to irresponsibility toward all those social tasks which constantly confront the life of men and nations’ (1986a, 86). Niebuhr then uses the next part of his address to critique the Church. Extending the Prodigal Son analogy, he argues that there is a danger that the Church plays the part of the elder brother when it ‘falsely identifies its relative and partial human insights with God’s wisdom, and its partial and relative human achievements with God’s justice’ (1986a, 87). Furthermore, Niebuhr argues, the emergence of the pseudo-religions of secularism, by which he means Marxism, liberalism, and Nazism, are in part the fault of the Church, both Protestant and Catholic, which have simultaneously, albeit in different ways, claimed divine authority while neglecting the injustices and oppressions suffered by so many people (1986a, 90). In a manner that did not hold back against the sensitivities of his audience, Niebuhr accuses the assembled churches of the sins of political neglect which have led to the contemporary global crisis. All of which means, as the title of the final section suggests, that ‘Judgment Must Begin at the House of God’ (1986a, 91). In this last section Niebuhr makes clear that the message of repentance must be preached to members of the Church as much as to those outside the churches; only in this way can the Church ‘speak to the conscience of this generation, rebuking its sins without assuming a role of self-righteousness and overcoming its despair without finding satisfaction in the sad disillusionment into which the high hopes of modernity have issued’ (1986a, 92).

Amsterdam 1948
Niebuhr made three contributions to the WCC Assembly in Amsterdam 1948. Understandably, given the proximity of the war, preparations for the assembly were not as comprehensive as they had been for Oxford 1937. As was noted earlier, Niebuhr, and others, argued that Amsterdam 1948 built upon the work done for Oxford 1937. That said, a preparatory volume on social ethics was produced in advance of Amsterdam 1948, entitled, The Church and the Disorder of Society. Niebuhr wrote the first chapter, ‘God’s Design and the Present Disorder of Civilisation’ along with one of the regional reports entitled, ‘The Situation in the U.S.A.’. The latter document is barely three pages, Niebuhr stating that because the US is so similar ‘in terms of both its culture and the economic and political institutions of its civilisations’ to Europe there is no need of a ‘separate full discussion’ (Niebuhr 1948b, 80). The situations were not quite identical, however, and Niebuhr briefly mentions that ‘classical liberalism’ is more prevalent in the US political and economic life, and that Marxist beliefs are more apparent in Europe (1948b, 80). Niebuhr’s prognosis is that American prosperity provides it with an advantage over Europe for the time being, but that the major problems and issues of globalization, which are manifest in Europe, will also come to impact on the US in due course.

Niebuhr’s major contribution is the first chapter of the preparatory volume. In the chapter Niebuhr develops some of the points and themes previously discussed in his address to Oxford 1937. For example, he begins by cautioning against an easy analysis which attributes the cause of the war to secularism; as at Oxford 1937 he argues that the Church, through its historic support of unjust political orders, was partly responsible for the rise of secularism, making reference again to the parable of the Prodigal Son (1948a, 14). Likewise, Niebuhr argues that Christians are required to be involved in local social and political projects, but that they must be aware of the prevalence of sin, which means that ‘all such structures and schemes of justice must be regarded as relative’ (1948a, 15). In the second section of the chapter Niebuhr develops his analysis. He argues that European civilization is in decline because, in the face of technological advance, such as the Industrial Revolution, it was unable to achieve ‘a tolerable justice or to give to the masses, involved in modern industry, a basic security’ (1948a, 17). This analysis is developed in the third section when he attributes the contemporary crisis to ‘three broad forces’: first, ‘the old power of the landlord who dominated agrarian society’; second, ‘newer commercial and industrial owners’; and third, ‘the rising industrial classes’ (1948a, 18). The churches, both Protestant and Catholic, have frequently enhanced the strength of these forces by either failing to critique unjust institutions or by not campaigning sufficiently for justice. This results in the emergence of political religions which seek the justice that the churches have neglected. In a section which then echoes The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness Niebuhr argues that there are two ‘forms of political religion’, the one ‘morally cynical’ and the other ‘morally sentimental and utopian’, which in different ways aggravate the current crisis (1948a, 21). Although these two political religions have many similarities Niebuhr chooses to emphasize the differences, suggesting that some sort of socialist solution to contemporary problems is preferable. This is not, however, in the form of some grand ideological gesture, but rather involves applying Christian awareness of hope and sin to each problem, ‘pragmatically from case to case and point to point’ (1948a, 22–23). In the final sections Niebuhr again repeats some of the arguments made at Oxford 1937. It is the task of the Christian Church to ‘mediate divine judgment and grace upon all men and nations and upon itself’, aware that sinfulness pervades its own life as much as the secular ideologies it wishes to condemn (1948a, 25). This results in the familiar paradox, that the churches should on the ‘one hand strive to reform and reconstruct our historic communities so that they will achieve a tolerable peace and justice’ while on the other hand knowing that ‘sinful corruptions will be found in even the highest human achievements’ (1948a, 26). What is interesting is that it is in the following chapter, by J. H. Oldham, that a much more detailed analysis of technological advance and its impact on society and politics is developed. While Niebuhr was aware of the technology issue, his heart did not seem to be in it in the same way as it was concerned with matters of justice and equality.

Niebuhr’s third contribution to the assembly was an address he gave towards the end of the proceedings. This address has been described as part of a ‘Clash of the “Supertheologians”’ because it is seen as a response to Karl Barth’s opening lecture and because Barth’s lecture, and a response from Niebuhr, were later published in The Christian Century (Sabella 2017, 81–84). That Barth and Niebuhr differed fundamentally is not in doubt. Niebuhr emphasized the need for Christians to be involved in proximate social and political projects, attributing the rise of secular ideologies to the historic failures of the Church to tackle injustice and inequality. Barth emphasized more absolutely the judgement of God on human endeavours. However, this fundamental difference was not new to Amsterdam 1948. It had pervaded and shaped Niebuhr’s ecumenical contributions from the preparations for Oxford 1937 onwards. What was new was that as a result of Visser ‘t Hooft’s hard work, Barth attended Amsterdam 1948, having previously rejected invitations to the pre-war gatherings. In that sense it might be correct to say the assembly crystallized the difference between the two theologians in the minds of many attendees, but really the battle lines and respective positions had been outlined many years earlier.

Niebuhr’s address began with his broad historical narrative in which he criticized liberalism for its failure to understand human sinfulness and then attributed the rise of Marxism to this liberal failure (Niebuhr 1986b, 94). He analysed the Cold War as ‘a bitter civil war’ between these two erroneous secular illusions (1986b, 94). But, as he did at Oxford 1937, Niebuhr moves quickly to ensure the churches do not forget their part in this tragic situation. It is because the churches supported unjust political systems that people have rebelled. The answer, again as at Oxford 1937, is for the churches to preach a message of redemption, to peoples, nations, and itself. This is a message of hope and judgement which has immediate and local social and political implications. Again, Niebuhr holds in tension the paradox of pointing out to both the rich and the poor that their politics is sinful while inspiring them to new life and new action to right wrongs (1986b, 97–99). Agreeing with Barth, Niebuhr can say that the ‘final victory over man’s disorder is God’s and not ours’ but, in contrast to Barth, ‘we do have a responsibility for the proximate victories’. He goes on, ‘Christian life without a high sense of responsibility for the health of our communities, our nations, and our cultures degenerates into an intolerable other-worldliness’ (1986b, 100). Barth feared that such a position would lead to a too-close identification of Christianity with a political order or ideology. Niebuhr shared the fear, just as he shared an understanding of the importance of the doctrine of sin, but he equally feared that God would judge the Church for its neglect of immediate and temporal injustice and inequality.

Niebuhr’s contribution to Amsterdam 1948 came towards the end of a remarkably busy decade. He had published two of his most important books, been heavily involved in establishing a new journal as well as founding two campaigning political organizations. He lectured, preached, and wrote at an incredible rate. In many ways the Reinhold Niebuhr of the end of the decade is the Reinhold Niebuhr most people think of when they hear his name. Niebuhr’s contribution to the nascent ecumenical movement was a fitting recognition of his stature and importance as the leading Protestant theologian internationally. It was also an opportunity for Niebuhr to share his ideas on a global stage, something that was especially the case at Oxford 1937. Niebuhr used the opportunities well, galvanizing the churches through the force of his rhetoric as much as the quality of his analysis and the wisdom of his ideas. He made the churches aware of the dangers of secular ideologies, Nazism, and also liberalism and Marxism, while simultaneously chiding the churches for those times when they have ignored injustices. His was a paradoxical message of sin and judgement, of redemption and new hope.
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chapter 4


The 1950s: The Ironies of American Power



Andrew Finstuen







Theologian and pastor Reinhold Niebuhr refused to approach history as a contest of clear winners and losers. Instead he preached that all civilizations, groups, and individuals won and lost, sowed goodness and evil in life and history and were in need of redemption. Throughout the mid-twentieth century, Niebuhr framed this view of history—really a theology of history—by his interpretation of the doctrine of original sin and what he called the ‘logic of the Cross’. This chapter explores how Niebuhr’s theology of the Cross anchored and animated his analysis of history and demonstrates its centrality to his Christian realist vision of the intricacies and ambiguities of the ‘vexing problem of our togetherness’ (Niebuhr 1953b, 143).

Following the sixteenth-century reformer Martin Luther, Niebuhr stressed the paradox of the Cross (Hall 2009; Markham 2010). In one event, the crucifixion of Jesus revealed both the judgement and mercy of God. It was not that half the Cross judged and the other half saved humanity and history; the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus were interdependent and simultaneous. God’s judgement and grace rendered human judgement provisional, a humbled position that inspired the possibility of graciousness among competing persons and interests. Humans were not privy to the exact nature of God’s judgements or mercies; therefore, Niebuhr warned against persons, groups, or nations that pretended to know the contours of good and evil absolutely.

Niebuhr’s mid-century sermon on the parable of the wheat and the tares captured the essence of this historical approach. The parable taught the opposite of good farming. The householder refused to separate the wheat (good) from the tares (evil), suggesting that ‘perhaps more evil may come from the premature judgements of men about themselves and each other’. The mixture of creativity and destruction, love and self-love in history complicated ‘final distinctions’ in history. But ‘moralists, whether they be Christian or secular’ thought themselves master farmers and relished ‘playing God to the universe’. Their pretension to strength ‘was a strategy of weakness’. History did not cooperate. The incongruous twists and turns of life, the ‘sinful conditions of history’, mystified those who wanted and told a linear story of history (Niebuhr 1986b, 43–45; Niebuhr 1946, 190).

Niebuhr told a labyrinthine story of history, not a linear one. The Irony of American History provided his most accessible summary of that theology of history. The category of irony followed from his ‘logic of the Cross’. The Cross was, of course, ironic. The humiliation and weakness of Jesus on the Cross ultimately signalled the triumph and power of God. The ironies Niebuhr observed in 1950s America stemmed from estimations of greatness, not weakness. America, Niebuhr observed, was ‘less potent to do what it wants in the hour of its greatest strength than it was in the days of its infancy’ (Niebuhr 1952, 3). The impotence originated in American pretensions to that very strength. The overestimation of the nation’s power, wisdom, virtue, and way of life exposed weakness, foolishness, vice, and kinship with America’s communist enemy (Niebuhr 1952, 3, 154).

Niebuhr understood these ironies as predictable symptoms of faith in humanity rather than God. During the Cold War, the stakes of such human pretension were high. The historic contest of power between the United States and the Soviet Union tempted both empires, in Niebuhr’s eyes, to treat their respective ways of life as God, as the redeemer of humanity. Such messianism ensured neither redemption nor a winner, but rather threatened nuclear annihilation. For Niebuhr, combating that moralism called for a theology of history premised on the theology of the Cross—the final, loving gesture of God towards the human saga.

Reinhold Niebuhr in Context
Niebuhr combined his theology of history with a theology of action. As America’s war machine slowed after the Second World War, Niebuhr’s career and influence accelerated. He was active in the labour movement, Americans for Democratic Action, the World Council of Churches, the State Department, and he founded and edited the journal Christianity and Crisis while publishing widely elsewhere. Then it all came to a standstill. The release of Irony of American History in 1952 coincided with a devastating series of strokes. After months of recovery his writing continued but his public theological activity waned.

Niebuhr’s cultural rise and his confrontation with physical weakness paralleled America’s experience of both ascendency and limitation after the Second World War. With Europe and Japan in rubble, the United States stood alone as the pre-eminent power on the globe. Events challenged America’s global position almost immediately. Russian efforts to secure its interests from Moscow to Berlin stressed the European recovery. The communist triumph in China (1949) and the Soviet Union’s successful test of an atomic bomb (1949) signalled a new rival to a democratic way of life. By 1950, bullets flew between American forces and Chinese-backed Koreans, adding a hot war to the entrenched cold one posed by duelling nuclear powers. Cold War stand-offs and proxy conflicts continued throughout the 1950s including, but not limited to, the coup d’état in Guatemala (1954), the Suez Canal crisis in Egypt (1956), and the Soviet repression of the Hungarian Uprising (1956).

At home, Americans experienced dizzying abundance. After nearly two decades of depression and war rationing, a consumer economy roared to life. New suburban homes, automobiles, televisions, washing machines, holidays, and the disposable income to purchase them filled the imaginations and the reality of citizens across the country. By comparison to earlier generations, Americans after the Second world War had won the lottery. Yet cultural commentators simultaneously documented the consequences of that surge in wealth and comfort. Concerns about rampant consumerism, bored suburban housewives, listless teenagers, and white-collar emasculation preoccupied media accounts of the new-found prosperity.

The economic whipsaw joined other powerful domestic forces including a red scare, a revival of religion, an ‘age of psychology’, a space race, and an accelerating Civil Rights Movement. These forces, among others, shaped Americans in dramatic ways. The ‘red menace’ catalyzed patriotic narratives of American exceptionalism blessed by a pro-United States God. Psychological balm and positive thinking added to the self-congratulation and became requisite in religious, business, and pop culture circles. After Sputnik’s launch in 1957, self-congratulation turned to self-flagellation. American leaders, educators, and everyday citizens faced the public embarrassment of falling behind the Soviet Union in scientific and technological advances.

Meanwhile African Americans experienced a different America, one exceptional for its discrimination. Generations of resistance against that disenfranchisement coalesced in the late 1940s and 1950s, sparked by the desegregation of the military in 1948 and the historic Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision that struck down segregation in public schools. One year after Brown, Martin Luther King Jr led the incredible Montgomery bus boycott of 1955–56. For thirteen months, determined African Americans walked and car-pooled in an effort to stop the Jim Crow practice of privileging whites on the buses. The boycott catapulted King and the Civil Rights Movement to the forefront of American consciousness. King led subsequent desegregation campaigns until his assassination in 1968.

A host of novelists and cultural critics chronicled and scrutinized both the placid surface and tormented depth of the post-war moment. They included, but were not limited to: Hannah Arendt, Saul Bellow, William F. Buckley, Ralph Ellison, John Kenneth Galbraith, Mary McCarthy, Arthur Schlesinger Jr, Lionel Trilling, and John Updike. These authors’ books, articles, and, for some, Time magazine cover stories made the era one of hyperawareness of the promising and perilous historical moment. They contributed to a cultural mood poet W. H. Auden characterized as the ‘age of anxiety’.

Niebuhr’s theological criticism joined and influenced many of these public intellectuals, particularly Arthur Schlesinger Jr. Yet scholars have since labelled this era not an ‘age of anxiety’ but an age of consensus. In these accounts, the chastened temper of the post-war era, excepting African American activism, was a safe one. It dissected but never truly challenged the conventions of individualism, consumer capitalism, and democracy. From this dominant perspective, Niebuhr appears as an establishment figure, arguing within the confines of agreed-upon institutions and social mores (Pells 1985; McCarraher 2000; Craig 2003; Greif 2015).

Charges that Niebuhr belonged to an establishment tradition have several variations. On issues of race and gender, scholars rate him as a gradualist supporter of African American equality and, for some feminist scholars, a near chauvinist for what they understand as his male-centric interpretation of sin (Cone 2011; Miles 2001). Liberal and conservative thinkers, Christian or not, appreciate his thought, but typically appropriate it too easily for their left or right perspectives (Crouter 2010; Diggins 2011; Elie 2007; Fox 1986). Often these interpretations insinuate or outright argue that his theories of human nature, power, and justice do not stand or fall on the basis of Christianity (Marsden 2013; Hollinger 2013; Hauerwas 2001). Sometimes Niebuhr appeared to agree. Taken together, these perspectives view Niebuhr as a toughened moderate whose ideas pushed mid-century boundaries, but often not far enough. This view of Niebuhr presents a legacy both celebrated and lamented, whose supposed inconsistency of thought allows right and left to cherry-pick his ideas to suit their disparate causes.

Niebuhr’s fallibility—something he readily acknowledged—and his unsystematic, paradoxical theology invite these criticisms and estimations of his work. They also demonstrate his core methodology. Niebuhr treated history and the big sociopolitical issues of his day in both/and (not either/or), synthetic, and Christian terms. This focus on the majesty of history interpreted through the majesty of God kept him suspicious of human articulations of meaning and purpose, justice and injustice. Human truths, however laudable, were always fragmentary and self-regarding, unable to muster the humility, charity, and love necessary for greater approximations of human flourishing and community.

That was Niebuhr’s sermon, the medium of his pastoral vocation. Too often the vast body of work on his writings forgets Ursula Niebuhr’s reminder: ‘Reinhold Niebuhr was a preacher and a pastor’ (U. Niebuhr 1976, 1). Viewing Niebuhr as perpetually speaking from the pulpit roots his suspicions of humanity in the basic homiletic formula of Law and Gospel. He objected to what he understood to be the idolatries of politics, economics, reason-science-technology, and progress because of their legalism and the ironic contraventions of these four organizations of life: political idealism turned evil; rational economics turned irrational; the promise of science, technology, and reason turned perilous; belief in progress turned to despair. Instead he read history through the lens of the Cross because for him it revealed those false gods and yet answered history in love. In other words, as Paul, Augustine, Luther, and Kierkegaard had done before him, Niebuhr proclaimed the foolishness of humanity in sore need of redemption by the foolishness of the Cross (Niebuhr 1949, 139–50).

The Idolatries of Cold War Politics
Niebuhr entered the Cold War atmosphere with fervent warnings about communism, especially Soviet communism. At his most strident, he called it a ‘demonic religio-political creed’, and authored the essay ‘Why Is Communism So Evil?’ (1952, 3; Niebuhr 1953b, 33–42). Such language has invited interpreters of Niebuhr’s thought to characterize him as a typical representative of 1950s hawkish anti-communism (Stevens 2010, 16, 62–63; Mattson 2004; Craig 2003, 81, 86–89; Fox 1996, 247). This view fails to recognize that Soviet communism under Stalin had perpetrated real evil. It also fails to recognize that with few exceptions, and in contrast to his contemporaries, Niebuhr portrayed American democratic capitalism as the lesser evil, not the greater good (Inboden 2008; Thompson 2007). America was less ‘city on a hill’ and more modern-day Babylon (Niebuhr, 1953b, 144–145; 160). He summarized his suspicion of democratic capitalism and communism by calling it a ‘debate between errors, or between half-truth and half-truth’ (Niebuhr 1952, 91).

For Niebuhr, their half-truths fuelled delusions of grandeur reminiscent of Cervantes’ classic literary figure, Don Quixote. Like Quixote, both civilizations operated as knights errant. Their chivalrous quests to save history differed in degree, but not in kind. Liberalism prescribed social harmony through economic, educational, social, and technological reform, while communism focused singly on the abolition of private property as the answer to social-political cohesion. To Niebuhr, the many errands of America distributed its power and made it less prone to the tyranny of communism’s single errand (1952, 19, 22). In the end, Niebuhr damned America by faint praise: America was ‘brought to judgement’ by the greater, ‘demonic fool’ of the Soviet Union (1952, 12).

Niebuhr credited the lesser evil of America to the negative political genius of James Madison. America’s democratic stability had less to do with the Jeffersonian vision of the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Instead Niebuhr cited Madison’s ‘Christian realism’ and corresponding ‘shrewd awareness of the potential conflicts of power and passion in every community’ (1952, 96, 98) as the reason for American democratic stability. That was an irony of theological importance: pessimism about human goodness, not fabled American optimism, underpinned the structure of the United States government. Madison’s suspicion of human nature and faction explained the Constitution’s checks and balances, mechanisms that blocked runaway power. The founding father’s contention that humans were ‘more disposed to vex and oppress each other than to co-operate for their common good’ (Madison 2013) expressed Niebuhr’s concerns about rampant illusions of sociopolitical harmony. Rather, for Niebuhr, Madison planned the frustrations and logjams of American politics to diffuse the power individuals and groups craved.

Niebuhr’s appreciation of Madison was second only to his appreciation of Lincoln. Madison diagnosed history. Lincoln, for Niebuhr, modelled a Christian politics that could save it. Niebuhr regularly invoked Lincoln’s second inaugural address as the archetype of a Christian politics (Erwin 2013). Niebuhr signalled Lincoln’s importance to his theology of history by closing The Irony of American History with an analysis of the famous speech.

According to Niebuhr, Lincoln in his second inaugural address asserted the guilt of both the North and South for the bloody Civil War, a conflict sparked by their mutual unwillingness to end slavery. Southern defence of slavery was more conspicuous, and Niebuhr quoted Lincoln’s moral condemnation of it: ‘It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces’ (Niebuhr 1952, 172). Yet Niebuhr admired that Lincoln finished the sentence ‘but let us judge not, that we be not judged’. The speech represented for Niebuhr ‘almost a perfect model’ of the importance of moral resoluteness—slavery was wrong—and the recognition that final judgement remained with God: ‘The Almighty has His own purposes’. Lincoln’s deferral to the Almighty and his ‘double attitude’ of judgement and grace, Niebuhr observed, was the only source for the ‘true charity’ that prompted the president’s magnanimous phrase, ‘with malice toward none, with charity for all’ (Niebuhr 1952, 171–172).

Niebuhr saw Lincoln’s theology as emblematic of his ‘logic of the Cross’, and he advanced it as the standard for negotiating the Cold War. Lincoln’s insistence on the culpability of North and South ruled out America’s ‘effort to establish the righteousness of our cause by a monotonous reiteration of the virtues of freedom compared with the evils of tyranny’. It provided a vivid reminder that America, facing a supposedly ‘godless’ enemy, was ‘never safe against the temptation of claiming God too simply as the sanctifier of whatever we most fervently desire’ (1952, 173; Niebuhr 1959, 340–341).

In this way, Niebuhr’s Christian, lesser-of-two-evils anti-communism differed from the dominant anti-communist expressions of the early 1950s. Niebuhr’s views of course contrasted with McCarthyism’s hysteria, but also with the zero-sum religious opposition to communism from popular evangelical and Catholic leaders such as Billy Graham and Bishop Fulton Sheen. Neither did his Christian Realism fit comfortably into the liberal, often atheist anti-communism of the likes of Lionel Trilling, Arthur Schlesinger Jr, Thurgood Marshall, Walter Lippmann, and Hans Morgenthau.

The Idolatries of Economics
The Cold War pitched two rival economic systems against one another. The irony of the rivalry, however, was that they were not truly opposites. Niebuhr linked communism and capitalism through their mutual overestimation of economics as the prime mover of humans and human relations. ‘Our orators profess abhorrence of the communist creed of “materialism”’, Niebuhr observed, but American capitalism demonstrated that ‘we are rather more successful practitioners of materialism as a working creed than the communists’ (1952, 7). Their shared materialist fixations led to false confidence about the harmonies possible by management of the economic sphere.

Communists, Niebuhr repeatedly warned, offered a single source resolution for the complexity of history. Abolition of private property ‘guarantee[d] the return of mankind to the state of original innocency’ (1952, 19). This economic idealism intended for the betterment of the working class instead created a capricious party elite vested with oligarchic control over economic and political power.

While communists pressed for the elimination of unequal distribution of wealth as the means towards harmony, capitalists asserted that wealth accumulation resolved conflicts in history. Proponents of capitalism understood self-interest in primarily economic terms, equating ‘interest with rationality’. That is, Niebuhr contended, capitalists naively presumed self-interest to be ‘inherently harmless’ (1952, 33).

Niebuhr faulted both ideologies for neglecting other expressions of power. Glory, honour, ambition, envy, hatred, love, and other cravings also shaped human behaviour. The concept of ‘economic man’ simply could not account for the ‘mystery of human incentives’ such as the ‘desire for security, for social prestige and approval, and the desire for power’ (1953b, 88). Economic power, moreover, was not equilibrated through enlightened self-interest or by the absence of property. Capitalist hierarchy and conspicuous consumption wreaked havoc within such societies while the power of the bureaucrat, the ‘manager and manipulator’, bred its own dysfunction and conflict within communist organization (1952, 31, 33, 93–94, 95, 104).

Niebuhr’s certainty about communism’s error on the issue of private property allowed him to analyse capitalism in more detail. Capitalism’s principal virtue was, not unlike democratic checks and balances, the diffusion of economic power. Niebuhr found a partial truth in Adam Smith’s vision of an everybody-wins-theory of capitalism where self-interest, not benevolence, motivated butchers, brewers, and bakers to specialize, produce good products, and exchange them for a profit (1952, 92–93). With so many economic actors producing and buying goods, economic power levelled without excessive regulation or coercion.

Niebuhr’s recognition of the virtue of diffuse economic power prefaced his two objections to the standard capitalist narrative. First, Niebuhr reminded Americans of the fact that the vast economic production of the United States owed a significant debt to the rich, untapped natural resources of the continent. By comparison to Europe, Africa, or Asia, America had been relatively uninhabited, which preserved pristine tracks of land for settlement, farming, logging, mining, and drilling for fossil fuels. The economic opportunity in these arenas expanded as the United States consolidated its borders through the Louisiana Purchase and by nearly ‘wiping out the native peoples in the way’, and using force to acquire Texas and California after the Mexican-American war. Against these realities, Niebuhr refused to credit American prosperity on self-congratulatory terms of pluck and ingenuity. Rather luck, aggression, and historical accident contributed to the fortunes of the nation (Niebuhr 1952, 45–46, 48–49, 54; 1957, 143).

Second, Niebuhr argued, the nation’s indisputable material abundance, however accidental its origins and management, shackled Americans’ sense of meaning and purpose to acquisition. This veneration of things ‘created a culture which makes “living standards” the final norm of the good life and which regards the perfection of techniques as the guarantor of every cultural as well as every social-moral value’ (Niebuhr 1952, 57). Embarrassing ironies of American ‘fixation with the gadgets and goods of life’ (1953b, 102–103) confused the culture. Americans, Niebuhr averred, discovered that it bred decay as much as virtue, unhappiness as much as happiness, and global suspicion as much as global respect (Niebuhr 1952, 43–64).

These ambiguities demonstrated once again that finite gods—in this case the god of prosperity and the cult of happiness—produced incomplete effects. As he closed his chapter in Irony considering ‘Prosperity and Virtue’, Niebuhr offered instead a pessimistic and hopeful Christian orientation that accepted the incongruities while reaching ‘serenity within and above’ them. The change of perspective necessary for achieving that serenity has become among his most famous articulations of the faith.

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore we must be saved by hope. 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. (Niebuhr 1952, 63)

Niebuhr placed this sweeping statement relatively early in the book, and yet it reads more like a possible conclusion to his analysis. The odd placement of the sentiment may have reflected how seriously he understood the threat posed by the conflation of happiness and virtue with prosperity. It may have also reflected an oversight of the editing process given his tendency to draw material for his books from stand-alone sermons or essays where a conclusion like this one would not have been out of place. Regardless, faith in comfort introduced ‘larger incongruities’ and, Niebuhr warned, prompted the ‘derisive’ laughter of God (1952, 63).

The Idolatries of Reason, Science, and Technology
The threat of nuclear war supplied Niebuhr with an incredible example of the irony of the American post-war moment. Flush with cash and opportunity, Americans were yet ‘suspended in a hell of global insecurity’ (1952, 7). The ‘hell’ confounded because the development of the atomic bomb hinged upon the best of human ingenuity, organization, technology, and economic production. It was, Niebuhr maintained, a marvel of human ability, but it launched an arms race capable of ending human existence.

Niebuhr understood the mushroom cloud as both cause and consequence of American faith in reason, science, and technology. The possibility of nuclear conflagration epitomized his broader worries about overconfidence in the tools and techniques typical of the ‘dogmas of the Enlightenment’ (Niebuhr 1955, 138). For Niebuhr, scientists and technocrats treated reason as their god and forecasted that its increase promised a benevolent and objective direction for history.

Niebuhr fiercely challenged this orientation. He warned that scientific and technological knowledge was power, and power was never merely or mostly beneficent or objective. Individuals and groups were ‘notoriously interested and unobjective’ (1953b, 75). Drawing on Marx’s notion of ‘ideological taint’, Niebuhr pressed America’s Enlightenment culture to recognize ‘the conscious dishonesty’ of ideology (Niebuhr 1953b, 90, 78; 1953a, 239). Just as Marx criticized capitalists for arguing their interests on the assumption of capitalism’s truth, Niebuhr resisted rationalists arguing their interests on the assumption of rationality and scientists arguing on the assumptions of science. ‘Actually the logical process’ evinced bias: ‘we readily see how the premises determine the conclusions and how interest determines the adoption of the premises’ (1955, 151). Scientists and technocrats no less than social scientists lived as ‘creatures and creators’ within the governing assumptions of a given time and place (1953b, 4). In sum, for Niebuhr, ideologies—whether capitalist or scientific—as well as their practitioners were hardly neutral.

Yet advocates of reason, science, and technology often claimed impartiality, and worse still, ‘claimed to know too much’ (Niebuhr 1986a, 237). Such overconfidence bred dogmatism in religious circles to be sure, but also characterized much of secular, scientific thought. ‘The prestige’ and unquestioned ‘scientific method’ mirrored the ‘priestly incantations’ that established religious authority (Niebuhr 1953b, 4).

These pursuits were not without authority, however. On the contrary, Niebuhr defended the value of what he called the ‘cultural disciplines’ and technological advance. Natural science and social science discovered coherences about the world and human behaviour unknown and unspecified by biblical revelation. To doubt these contributions belittled human freedom and creativity, which, in Niebuhr’s view, contradicted God’s creation of those capacities within humanity. The cumulative knowledge and wisdom of culture allowed humans to see the world, just not as clearly as they supposed. Therefore Niebuhr counselled humanity to follow Paul’s admonition and admit, ‘we see through a glass darkly’. Paul’s perspective critiqued the rationalists’ tendency to equate sight with clairvoyance without eliminating the fact that humans could see.

Apart from the irony of reason and science creating the atomic bomb, fostering ideological taints, and claiming perfect vision, Niebuhr argued that individuals, groups, and nations did not live on the plane of reason alone. The experience of life involved passions, emotions, and incongruities not captured by the purported ‘known causes and consequences’, of science; moreover, such knowledge still fell short of being self-explanatory. The ‘known causes and consequences’ rang hollow as explanation for the experience of ‘ethnic loyalties, cultural traditions, social hopes, envies and fears’ (Niebuhr 1952, 41). The aspiration of reason to overcome or manage what Niebuhr called the ‘organic’ features of human life missed the ‘fact that human communities are never purely artefacts of the human mind and will’. Life, in short, is lived in a dimension of value, and not merely at the level of technical and quantitative efficiencies (1952, 142).

These multivalent ‘irrational’ allegiances of self and group interest frustrated and surprised those who saw resolution in history through increased reason, science, and technology. Human vitality made history unpredictable. ‘We feel’, Niebuhr observed, ‘that history has tricked us’. The deception came from the worship of reason: ‘Mind was to not just be king; it was to be Messiah’ (1957, 136). But for Niebuhr humans were both more and less magnificent than mind; they were mind, body, and spirit. History, furthermore, proved that the worship of mind was a false god that sowed evil as easily as it might contribute to the common good.

The Idolatry of Progress
These confidences in humanity produced a comprehensive idolatry of American culture: belief in a doctrine of progress. Ever alert to this presumption, Niebuhr summarized his long-standing objections to it under the title ‘From Progress to Perplexity’ in 1957. In this vision of history, ‘the present is the culmination of the past and the steppingstone to a brighter future’. It was as if history moved ‘as an escalator carrying man to perfection’ (Niebuhr 1957, 135, 136; 1949, 1–13).

Niebuhr argued that this progressive eschatology rested on four truths. Science could control nature by discovery of the laws of nature; reason could control human nature by expunging the irrational, especially religion; technology could control lived environments by providing tools to expand freedom; and capitalism could control economic activity by the laws of the marketplace (1957, 136–137). Together these four truths or faiths, as he saw them, would protect humanity from the caprice of life and allow humans to manage, even master, history and human destiny.

Niebuhr countered that history and humanity were not so predictable. The ambiguity of both meant ‘belief in the perfectibility of man has had to make rolling readjustments to fact’ (1957, 137). The litany of twentieth-century readjustments especially embarrassed the notion of progress. During the First World War, nations harnessed technology for an unprecedented scale of human destruction; the staggering loss of life belied the idea that technology led ‘automatically to human betterment’. A decade later, the global economic depression challenged the ‘benevolent working out of economic self-interest’. In the 1930s, Nazism, a party emerging from ‘one of history’s most lettered nations’, perpetrated ‘technically ingenious cruelties’, which disproved ‘the notion that universal education would raise men to rational virtue’. The Cold War highlighted the irony of ‘rival bands of world savers’ intent on the uplift of society, who ‘now threaten each other with weapons’ capable of ending history (1957, 138, 140–141).

These histories, indeed all of history, animated Niebuhr’s rejection of past as prologue to progress. They affirmed instead a conclusion he quoted from the Times Literary Supplement: ‘the doctrine of original sin is the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian church’ (Niebuhr 1965, 24). The modern world, however, denied this doctrine in favour of the self-justifying doctrine of historical progress. For Niebuhr this meant that the managers and masters of history forgot that they were as much creatures of history as they were creators of it. They forgot they were unreasonable and reasonable, warmongers and peacemakers, blind and far-seeing. They forgot, in short, that the ‘progress of history arms the evil, as well as the good, with greater potency’ (Niebuhr 1986a, 246).

These unreal expectations of historical mastery always disappointed, created confusion, and tempted humans towards two dangerous responses. On the one hand, Niebuhr warned that frustration at unrealized progress might encourage redoubled efforts to control history, including waging ‘preventive war’. On the other hand, Niebuhr cautioned that the same frustration might propel them ‘into the lethargy of despair’ (1957, 144–145).

Niebuhr refused to be trapped by such either/or logic. He argued instead that human beings have always been ‘neither masters of our fate nor pawns relieved of the burden of responsibility’. While the tragedies and trials of history undermined easy notions of progress, recognition of that strife did not preclude action or abolish motivation for improving the world. ‘Men’, he wrote, ‘do not have to believe they are permanently or progressively resolving their problems in order to take them seriously’. On the contrary:

Men have always, with a true spiritual instinct, reserved their highest admiration for those heroes who resisted evil at the risk or price of fortune and life without too much hope of success. Sometimes their very indifference to the issue of success or failure provided the stamina which made success possible.
(Niebuhr 1957, 145)

Niebuhr’s insight overturned the simple and disingenuous winner-loser dichotomy that has prevailed in American culture. Positive interventions in history were possible but the outcomes were not absolute, linear, or innocent. To think otherwise cast the problem too simply and too dangerously. ‘Progress or despair’, he concluded, ‘is a choice between two poles of foolishness’. Overestimation or underestimation of progress all but guaranteed retrogression (Niebuhr 1957, 145; 1949, 1–13).

The Love of God in History
The sting of Niebuhr’s prophetic criticism has led to his reputation as an intellectual ‘counter puncher’. Critics and champions alike admire the brilliance of his critical capacities, but Niebuhr’s defensive posture has raised questions about his positive contribution to social and political organization. They wonder, to follow the metaphor, whether Niebuhr entered the ring of history with more than feints, slides, and counters. In other words, did he have a concrete, offensive strategy for navigating the dangers of the world’s pugilistic realities?

Niebuhr regularly asked this question of himself. Amid the ‘the fact that we ought to love one another, but do not’, he inquired, ‘how do we establish tolerable community in view of the fact that all men, including Christians, are inclined to take advantage of each other?’. He believed Christianity, for all its sinful expressions, spoke constructively to that dilemma. The task was straightforward: ‘to present the Gospel of redemption in Christ to nations as well as to individuals’. The task was also daunting because it called on modern people and nations to lose their life in order to save it through a radical apprehension of divine love at the Cross (Niebuhr 1953b, 109, 111, 159).

This was the work of a preacher, and Reinhold Niebuhr had never really left the pulpit. Like all good parsons and without fail, he proclaimed ‘the ageless Gospel to the special problems of each age’ (1949, vii). As he saw it, the ‘various economic and social evils’ of history called for ‘the full testimony of a gospel of judgement and grace to bear upon all of human life’ (1953a, 242). No one doubts the power and legacy of Niebuhr’s articulation of ‘the full testimony of a gospel of judgement’. Few appreciate his ‘full testimony’ of grace, his insistence that ‘the suffering divine love’ of God was ‘the final coherence of life’ (1953b, 184). This was a view that made the ‘law of love…not something extra to be added to whatever morality we establish in our social relations’ but ‘the guiding principle of them’ (1953a, 238).

Augustine shaped Niebuhr’s view that love is a central force in human history. The universality of ‘man’ using ‘his freedom to make himself falsely the center of his existence does not change the fact that love rather than self-love is the law of his existence’. The power of love over self-love, while no simple possibility, nevertheless creates possibilities for ‘the most tolerable form of peace and justice under conditions set by sin’ (Niebuhr 1953b, 130, 131). That understanding prompted a well-known refrain of Niebuhr’s: ‘Love may be the motive of social action but…justice must be the instrument of love’ (Niebuhr 2013, xxxii).

Yet Niebuhr thought Augustine’s interpretation missed just how radical the motive of love is. The love of God inspires ‘answering love’ towards God and neighbour—not just a love of neighbour—as a sign of the love of God (Niebuhr 1953b, 153, 165). The motive of love is a sacrificial one modelled after the Cross and the ‘insistence that the self must sacrifice itself for the other’ (1953b, 140). The sacrifice of the Cross beckons individuals and nations to forgive, to follow the paradoxical message of the Cross: ‘self-realization through self-giving’. The humbled position of being forgiven—whether as individual or nation—creates ‘the only possible peace within and between human communities’ (Niebuhr 1946, 187).

Niebuhr’s understanding of the resolution of history through love offended modern sensibilities as much as his diagnosis of history in light of original sin. The revelation of God’s love at the Cross scandalized human pride. It forced a double humility on the part of humanity. First, it positioned human beings as constitutionally sinful. Second, it positioned them as constitutionally loved. And the word of love could be just as assaulting as the diagnosis of sin. To be worthy of love despite known unworthiness flattens self-justifying pride or self-justifying despair. It frees human beings to express their glory and misery without being seduced by either their greatness or weakness. The Cross, then, renders individuals and communities as ultimately dependent, not independent, and saved, rather than self-saving. Released from the perfectionism of justification by achievement and power, and its consequent messianic illusion, Niebuhr preached the hope of a humanity ‘baptized into Christ’s death’, so that they ‘may rise with him to newness of life’ (1953b, 201; 1955, 238; 1949, 143–144, 240).

Conclusion
Niebuhr affirmed this scandalous truth and defended its capacity for working out the problems of history. It provided an alternative to the regnant idealistic or cynical approaches to politics, economics, technology, and progress. Idealism supplied the pretensions and vanities of these endeavours that invite God’s judgement while cynicism proved hostile to human aspirations, with its vision of a dog-eat-dog world of self-interest (Niebuhr 1953a, 241). Niebuhr also avoided a mid-century absurdist posture towards history that understood existence as ‘basically tragic’ or ‘basically pathetic’ (1952, 167). Idealists, cynics, and absurdists evangelized a false heaven and hell whereas the drama of Christ preserved the promise and peril of every life and historical moment (Niebuhr 1955, 154–155).

During his career and after his death, Niebuhr’s thoroughly Christian presuppositions have provoked the ire of his critics, some of them fellow Christians, and the ardent but ultimately disingenuous embrace of many of his admirers. Morton White challenged Niebuhr on grounds of his belief: ‘One thing is perfectly clear, and that is that Niebuhr without theology is a pale Niebuhr indeed’ (White 1976, 259). Nearly seventy years later historian David Hollinger repeated that objection, censuring Niebuhr for privileging Christianity as the ultimate source of truth (Hollinger 2013, 213). These curious analyses invite the question: would White or Hollinger fault a secularist for privileging secular thought? His Christian critics, conservative and liberal, faulted him for not privileging the elements of the faith that most aligned with their own perspective. Many of Niebuhr’s admirers likewise refused the Christian dimension of his perspective. On both counts, Niebuhr ‘lost’ them because he employed the ‘irrationalities’ of Christianity to expose the limitations of reason. He therefore disturbed generations of interpreters because he measured history by the paradoxes of faith, rather than by the certitudes of human technique (Crouter 2010, 3–18).

Yet Niebuhr’s theology of history was neither a blind nor otherworldly walk by faith. He offered a practical theology for realization in history. Three of the world’s most important historical figures, one analysed by Niebuhr and the other two influenced by him, demonstrate the applicability of his Christian perspective. Abraham Lincoln’s theologically rich second inaugural address, has become uniformly recognized as one of the greatest speeches ever delivered on American soil. Its greatness, as Niebuhr argued, owes to Lincoln’s insistence on shared guilt, shared consequence, and shared charity. These traits animated Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King Jr as well, and Niebuhr figured prominently in their respective defiance of Nazism and American apartheid.

Finally, Niebuhr’s own life witnessed to the power of a public intellectual guided by the judgement and mercy of God. Like Lincoln’s second inaugural address, Niebuhr’s writings—from the Serenity Prayer, to his statement that human nature made democracy both possible and necessary, to the Irony quotation ‘Nothing worth doing…’—have achieved a timeless quality. His public activities as an intrepid participant and founder of civic organizations; a prolific author and speaker; an editor of leading Christian journals; and a policy advisor to the State Department placed him in the thick of the perplexities of his moment. In particular, he became a leading voice against the either-or Cold War logic that positioned America as an innocent in a world threatened by communism. He exposed both overt and covert expressions of racism that typified post-Second World War America. And he disputed 1950s unqualified faith in capitalism, science, and reason, especially the tendency to view these endeavours as leading automatically towards progress. These contributions place Niebuhr in the pantheon of the nation’s best and most critical minds and distinguish him as the most important American intellectual of the twentieth-century.

His distinction is beautifully ironic. Like the prophet-heroes Lincoln, Bonhoeffer, and King, it rested on Christian humility. Niebuhr saw the Cross as the source of that humility. It found all individuals and nations wanting and justified. This levelled human distinctions on the basis of shared guilt and on the basis of a final, divine love. This orientation challenged theories of history that presumed to save history ‘by a victory over our foe or by the triumph of our scheme of wisdom’. Such winner-loser ideologies ‘only [brought] the final evil into history by the claim of a final righteousness’. Christianity asserted instead ‘we are saved, not by what we can do, but by the hope that the Lord of history will bring this mysterious drama to a conclusion, that the suffering Christ will in the end be the triumphant Lord’ (Niebuhr 1959, 341). Niebuhr’s theology of history was finally the illogic of divine love at the Cross, a vision that doubted the calculated political economic, social, and scientific approaches to history in favour of a vision of love active in history.
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chapter 5


The 1960s: The Struggle for Justice and the ‘View from the Sidelines’



Gary Dorrien







Reinhold Niebuhr was so ill in his last years that it is remarkable that important aspects of his career and legacy belong to this period. His stroke in February 1952 rendered him a semi-invalid for the rest of his life, ending his lecture touring. He struggled with exhaustion, depression, and headaches during his last eight years of teaching at Union and had bouts of serious depression in 1954–1955 and 1958. He was too ill in 1959 to attend the funeral of his sister Hulda and too ill in 1960 to attend the funeral of his mother Lydia. He wept at his retirement dinner in 1960, grieving the loss of his vocational home at Union. Then his poor health left him bedridden for much of the eleven years that remained to him. Yet Niebuhr taught at Union, Princeton, Harvard, and Barnard during his early retirement. He followed national and global politics with his customary zeal, changing his position on crucial issues. And the positions that he took substantially changed his legacy and how we remember him.

He adjusted his perspective on the nature of the Cold War, the terms of the West’s coexistence with the Soviet Union, and the politics of democracy and global order. He changed his mind about John F. Kennedy’s fitness for the presidency and never changed his mind about Robert Kennedy’s unfitness for it. He stopped contending that the only way to make progress on racial justice was through moderate, patient, gradual reforms. He acknowledged that he had always been theologically liberal and wished that his polemics against liberal theology had been more discriminating. Above all, he changed his position on the Vietnam War, shocking many Niebuhrians for whom the war was the acid test of Niebuhrian realism.

Niebuhr and Politics in the Kennedy Years
Retiring from Union cut Niebuhr deeply. For twenty-four years he had gone to the last class of the week with suitcase packed, heading to the college chapel circuit. Then for eight years his sole audience was the one he had always treasured most, at Union. There he enjoyed the adulation of the students, who were more like him than his secular political friends and faculty colleagues. Union students were open, friendly, earnest, anxious, and religious, like Niebuhr, combining church piety, social ethical commitment, and pragmatic intellectualism. Niebuhr thrived on his opportunity to chasten their idealism without snuffing it out; the trick was to channel Union’s Social Gospel idealism into forms of ministry and political activism that actually worked. In his later career Niebuhr acquired disciples who had no experience of the Social Gospel and had never been anything but Niebuhrians. Some called themselves ‘atheists for Niebuhr’, and others later called themselves ‘neoconservatives’. Both groups identified with aspects of Niebuhr’s personality and work that were really there, but Niebuhr exuded the distinct Social Gospel passion for social justice throughout his career. His realism was a chastened neo-Augustinian form of it.

Union announced at Niebuhr’s retirement dinner that a Reinhold Niebuhr Chair of Social Ethics had been established and its founding contribution came from eighty-nine-year-old Sherwood Eddy. Union and Niebuhr had long concealed that Eddy paid for his first two years at Union, back when the faculty did not want him. But Eddy was proud that he brought Niebuhr to Union, so the origin story came out after Niebuhr retired. Other contributors to the Niebuhr chair included Niebuhr’s friends W. H. Auden, Chester Bowles, T. S. Eliot, Hubert Humphrey, Walter Lippmann, Jacques Maritain, Adlai Stevenson, Norman Thomas, Paul Tillich, and Arnold Toynbee. No American theologian, even counting Tillich as an American, ever befriended such an august cast of literary and political figures; the first holder of the Niebuhr chair was Niebuhr’s comrade John C. Bennett. Ursula Niebuhr deeply resented that Union raised money for a chair off her husband’s name while paying him a paltry pension of $300 per month. She said that Niebuhr’s last few months at Union nearly killed him and that Union president Henry Van Dusen cruelly exploited him. She was happy to move from seminary housing to an apartment on Riverside Drive, where Niebuhr suffered from miserable colon pain that baffled his physicians. In 1963 Union belatedly raised his annuity from $3,500 to $6,000—just after Niebuhr quit teaching as a distinguished guest at other places (Fox 1996, 270).

His chief concern in his later career and retirement was US foreign policy. Niebuhr believed that the Eisenhower Administration was too passive and accommodating, reflecting the lazy self-satisfaction of President Eisenhower himself, plus too reliant on nuclear deterrence, which was dangerous. The US needed a tough-minded president who exuded the right blend of democratic idealism and political realism—believing in America’s global leadership role, championing the cause of Western democracy, and willing to pay the price of moral and political leadership. In 1960 Niebuhr wanted it to be Adlai Stevenson, the Democratic Party’s presidential nominee in 1952 and 1956. His second choice, if the party bosses demanded a fresh face, was Humphrey, then a US Senator representing Minnesota. Both were Niebuhr’s long-time allies in Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), and both came to the 1960 Democratic Convention in Los Angeles with a chance of winning the nomination. Stevenson was eloquent and high-minded, and Humphrey was an ebullient fighter for civil rights and other liberal causes. In 1956 Stevenson had said as little as possible about civil rights, exactly as Niebuhr advised him to do, carefully not outflanking Eisenhower, who offered only banalities on this issue (Niebuhr 1956b). Thus, Stevenson and Niebuhr sold out civil rights as a liberal and moral issue in 1956, and the following year Niebuhr refused a request from Martin Luther King Jr to sign a petition asking Eisenhower to enforce the Brown decision in the South. Humphrey’s key backers at the 1960 convention wanted to atone for that sorry record.

Niebuhr spent the summer of 1960 in nearby Santa Barbara as a guest of the Center for the Study of Democratic Institutions, where he enjoyed the traffic of political players and the convention intrigue. He switched to Humphrey after Stevenson dropped out, and was repulsed when John Kennedy won the nomination, telling friends that Kennedy and his brother Robert Kennedy were ruthless, dishonest, and shallow. Realism lacking a moral compass was cynical and dangerous, he warned. On that count, Niebuhr groused about the prospect of voting for nobody, until the Republicans nominated Richard Nixon and Niebuhr resolved to hold his nose, vote for Kennedy, and hope for the best.

Niebuhr’s friend Arthur Schlesinger Jr, a fellow Stevenson supporter, implored Niebuhr that holding his nose should not be necessary; Kennedy was smart enough to be a good president—maybe really good. Though Niebuhr no longer played a leadership role in ADA, Schlesinger and ADA chair Joseph Rauh Jr coveted his active support for the Democratic candidate. Rauh, a lawyer and dedicated civil rights activist, had to overlook that Kennedy had no record of caring about racial justice. All the ADA bigwigs knew that Kennedy was sexually promiscuous. It bothered Niebuhr that his secular political friends dismissed Kennedy’s chronic adultery as a personal foible that didn’t matter as long as it remained a secret. Niebuhr had never believed that personal morality doesn’t matter in politics, notwithstanding that many readers read him that way. But Niebuhr warmed to Kennedy’s charisma and aggressive rhetoric. He bought Kennedy’s bogus claim that the Soviets were achieving nuclear military superiority over the United States. He cheered Kennedy’s inaugural speech pledge to fight communism and other foes of America and democracy. He lauded Kennedy’s commanding presidential press conferences, which won him over. Niebuhr stressed that America’s weirdly divided political parties made it possible for Kennedy to achieve early victories on foreign policy and not very much on domestic policy (Niebuhr 1962d, 133–134). It would have been nice, Niebuhr said, if liberal Republicans became Democrats and hardcore segregationist Democrats became Republicans, but political reality wasn’t like that.

For over a decade Niebuhr had provided the ADA’s signature version of anti-communist ideology. Communism, he taught, though tactically flexible, was inherently fanatical because it rested on a simple distinction between oppressors and oppressed, simplistic concepts of class and exploitation, and a simplistic vision of world revolution. Contrary to classic realists, there was a ‘noxious demonry’ in communism that made it much worse than merely a new form of Russian imperialism (Niebuhr 1953, 34). At the same time, in the name of realism, Niebuhr counselled against a crusading hot war. Communism was an evil religion bent on conquering the planet, and it had to be contained through diplomatic pressure and military force. The US needed to walk a fine, patient, vigilant line between treating the Soviet state as a geopolitical great power rival and as an implacable Nazi-like enemy.

To Niebuhr and the ADA, it was terribly important in the early 1950s to prevent Joseph McCarthy from monopolizing the anti-communist issue. Niebuhr and his friend George Kennan assumed that communism was unsustainable, plus incapable of internal reforms. By 1958, however, Niebuhr doubted both assumptions, because the Soviets were advancing in science and technology, and Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev had a reform agenda. Niebuhr and Bennett argued that American policy needed to adjust to these developments. They no longer believed that Soviet communism was an immutable monolith, a world-threatening conspiracy, or an implacable enemy. Bennett said the US should relinquish its ‘perpetual official moral diatribe’ against communism and work out terms of coexistence with the Soviet Union (Bennett 1958, 53). Niebuhr surprised many by agreeing with Bennett (Niebuhr 1958, 54). The following year Niebuhr said that realism demanded ‘a less rigid and self-righteous attitude toward the power realities of the world and a more hopeful attitude toward the possibilities of internal development in the Russian despotism’ (Niebuhr 1959, 282).

Niebuhrian realists had spent the 1950s defending America’s vaunted foreign policy consensus, including support for the Korean War and the overthrows of the Iranian and Guatemalan governments. Now Niebuhr and Bennett disrupted the consensus, just before Kennedy took office. Kennedy appointed Schlesinger as special assistant, Niebuhrian Paul Nitze as Assistant Secretary of Defense, and asked Schlesinger to find a job for Niebuhr’s daughter Elisabeth Niebuhr, a 1960 graduate of Radcliffe who landed at the State Department. National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy epitomized the overconfident Harvard professors who flocked to the Kennedy Administration. A scion of Boston’s upper class who earned tenure at Harvard despite lacking a graduate degree, Bundy declared that Niebuhr had shown officials like himself how to combine moral purpose with realistic politics.

Niebuhr eagerly absorbed inside information about the new administration and fretted that Kennedy officials gave short shrift to moral purposes. He lauded Kennedy for energizing the government, criticized Kennedy’s botched overthrow of the Castro government in Cuba, opposed Kennedy’s embargo on Cuban products, lamented Kennedy’s defeat on Medicare, and was disgusted in 1962 when Ted Kennedy ran for the Senate. On Cuba, Niebuhr said that Kennedy’s foiled CIA coup and clueless defence of the Monroe Doctrine inflamed anti-Yankee resentment throughout Latin America: ‘The fact that Cuba may become a springboard for communism in Latin America is a great peril. But it does not excuse an error that aggravates the peril’ (Niebuhr 1961a, 69). On Kennedy morality, he told friends that the Kennedys needed a lesson in humility, because public officials must be trustworthy to be effective. Cynicism, power-grabbing, and chronic adultery were politically corrosive, not just morally toxic. Niebuhr chafed when realists defined realism as amoral, failing to distinguish between moral ambiguity and amorality. Even his friend Hans Morgenthau described realism in this fashion. Morgenthau told a conference of Niebuhrians in 1962 that it was probably impossible to be a faithful Christian and a successful politician simultaneously. Niebuhr replied: ‘I do not think we will sacrifice any value in the realist approach to the political order’ (Niebuhr 1962c, 102). To Niebuhr, Christian ethics and political hardball came together in the struggle for justice.

Nuclear Confrontation and Political Realism
In June 1961 the Soviets walled off East Berlin, Kennedy officials debated whether they should destroy the wall, and Niebuhr reconsidered his position on nuclear warfare. Niebuhr and Bennett had argued in the early 1950s that using nuclear weapons in a first strike to destroy invading Russian tanks would be morally legitimate. Now they reconsidered, no longer assuming that moral questions must be subordinate to strategic questions during war. Bennett took the lead in contending that Christian realism had to address the moral dilemmas of nuclear policy and retaliation. Assuming the moral legitimacy of nuclear deterrence did not legitimize any particular doctrine about retaliation, first use, countervalue warfare, or the use of tactical weapons. Bennett implored that to ‘attack the cities of Russia would be a great atrocity. No moral commitment can oblige us to perpetrate such an atrocity’ (Bennett 1961). Niebuhr commended Bennett for starting this discussion and agreed with him, adding that the development of tactical nuclear weapons dangerously eroded the distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons. He and Bennett came out against the first use of nuclear weapons, with Niebuhr declaring that a first strike would be ‘morally abhorrent and must be resisted’. Niebuhr doubted that a democratic society would survive a nuclear triumph: ‘Could a civilization loaded with this monstrous guilt have enough moral health to survive?’ (Niebuhr 1961d). Typical of the time, Niebuhr ignored that American democracy had already ‘survived’ Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

This shift on nuclear policy evoked an outcry from Cold War Niebuhrians. Kenneth W. Thompson warned:

If we declare we shall not use thermonuclear weapons except in the ultimate defense, we have assisted the Soviet Union in plotting a campaign of expansion and imperialism. I would prefer the moralist to master a strategy of restraint, silence where policy dictates, and self discipline rather than merely to protest with all right-thinking men the grave hazards of the nuclear age. (Thompson 1961)

Carl Mayer said the danger of a nuclear war would increase if the US came out against first use and the targeting of cities. The only way to attain peace is to prepare for war. All Niebuhrians once knew this, so what had changed? Mayer lamented: ‘It seems that the days of what came to be known as Christian realism are about over in America’. Christianity and Crisis had begun to feel alien to him, just when it was needed ‘on the most crucial political problem of the age’ (Mayer 1962).

Niebuhr replied that he still supported nuclear deterrence and that Christian Realism still existed. But he conceded to Mayer that he had undermined his case for deterrence. What mattered was to find an acceptable ‘nuclear agreement with the Russians’, not to be logically consistent. The balance of terror was unsustainable, and that drove Niebuhr to an inconsistent position in which he recommended taking ‘some risks for peace’ (Niebuhr 1962a). Meanwhile Niebuhr served as a consultant to the Ford Foundation and the Fund for the Republic, holding forth at seminars on world affairs. Ford impressed him as an important force for democratic pluralism. Niebuhr argued that an open society generates two defining virtues—self-government and the pluralistic dispersal of power—and that pluralism is more important than self-government: ‘The political virtue of a free society is that it makes power responsible, disperses power into as many centers as possible, thereby creating a system of checks and balances’ (Niebuhr 1961b, 132). He planned to write a book that waxed long on this theme.

H. Richard Niebuhr died in July 1962 at the age of 68, Yale Divinity School scheduled a funeral service, and a deeply shaken Reinhold Niebuhr despaired upon learning that Yale scheduled his brother’s funeral for the same day as Elisabeth Niebuhr’s wedding in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Niebuhr could not attend both events, so he missed the funeral, and faded precipitously. He taught at Princeton in the autumn and Barnard in the spring, but he accepted no more teaching posts afterwards except occasional seminars at Union. His colon affliction made it impossible to sit for more than a few minutes, hypnosis didn’t help, and he suffered bouts of depression, confiding to friends that anxiety and depression folded together in his case.

He tried to write a book on his seminar theme that creating an open society is prior to, and more important than, achieving self-government. Niebuhr sketched this argument in several articles, contending that Western liberal democracy was politically and culturally alien to much of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. It took decades or centuries, he said, to create the preconditions for two-party or multiparty systems; meanwhile the crucial thing was to create spheres of openness and freedom. Niebuhr argued that authoritarian regimes in Indonesia, Pakistan, Iraq, Egypt, and Ghana needed gains for openness more than they needed parliamentary governments: ‘Democratic self-government is indeed an ultimate ideal of political community. But it is of the greatest importance that we realize that the resources for its effective functioning are not available to many nations’ (Niebuhr 1961c, 12–13). Sometimes he put it with sweeping harshness, claiming that all Latin American nations suffered ‘from a horrendous form of moribund feudalism, accentuated by a Spanish–Indian factor. They obviously do not have the resources for correcting their own faults’ (Niebuhr 1962b, 43). On the other hand, Niebuhr acknowledged that Latin American nations had ample reasons to resent Yankee imperialism.

Civil Rights
In the summer of 1963, he tried to fashion his articles and seminar talks on this theme into a book; in August he gave up. Niebuhr told his closest friend, Episcopal Bishop Will Scarlett, that he was no longer capable of writing a good book. Later the same week he told Scarlett that he wanted to die. September 1963 marked his first autumn in thirty-five years that Niebuhr lacked an academic appointment. Being weak and ill, lacking enough money, and being dependent on Ursula tortured him. He sank ever deeper into depression until 22 November 1963, when Kennedy was assassinated. Niebuhr comforted Schlesinger by praising the fallen president and told Scarlett that the great national mourning for Kennedy was so intense, it compelled explanation. He judged that Kennedy’s charisma and talent were key factors, but the main thing was that the American presidency had grown into an elected monarchy; thus, the whole nation was traumatized by the slaying of its leader. Niebuhr anticipated that Lyndon Johnson would invoke the memory of the fallen president to win the Civil Rights Act (Fox 1996, 281).

Niebuhr was like Kennedy and Johnson in giving belated high priority to racial justice. The Supreme Court’s Brown decision of 1954 declared segregated schools inherently unequal, and Niebuhr lauded the Court for putting America on the path of gradual reform, but he disliked the subsequent Brown II decision that demanded more immediate action against de jure segregation in the South, warning that the Court had wrongly elevated the morally right thing over the political and ‘pedagogical’ right things. On Niebuhr’s telling, doing the morally right thing extinguished the prospect for gradual moderate progress in the South—a political and pedagogical disaster. Thus, he refused to sign King’s petition in 1957 asking Eisenhower to intervene. Niebuhr told Felix Frankfurter that pressuring the South would do more harm than good. What mattered was to nurture patiently the germinating forces for openness in the South (Niebuhr 1957a; 1957b).

The sit-ins and demonstrations of the early 1960s brought white America’s racial hostility to the surface and changed the moral calculus for white liberals such as Kennedy, Johnson, and Niebuhr. King’s ‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’ of 1963, summarizing his rally speeches at the great demonstrations in Albany, Georgia and Birmingham, Alabama, pointedly refuted the demands of white moderate clergy for patient moderation. Niebuhr began to warn in 1962 that the ‘steady Negro migration to the Northern states is bound to increase racial tensions there’, since ‘race prejudice is a universal human ailment’ (Niebuhr 1962e). It took him two more years to acknowledge that racism in the North was as vicious and pervasive as in the South. The Harlem school boycott compelled Niebuhr to see the despair of nearby black neighbours. His first reaction was defensive and skewed: the schools were bad, but Northern cities were zones of opportunity, and the school protesters overplayed their hand. On further reflection, he concluded reluctantly that structural racism was terribly real in the North and he should have seen it much earlier. Now Niebuhr warned that Americans were in for ‘decades of social revolution’ because of the ‘despair and hopelessness’ of Northern blacks (Niebuhr 1964, 10). It saddened him to consider that he had been naïve about racism.

Vietnam
In 1964 President Johnson awarded Niebuhr the Medal of Freedom, though he was unable to attend the award ceremony. Later that year Niebuhr supported Johnson and his running mate, Humphrey, in the presidential election, which featured Johnson’s promise not to escalate the war in Vietnam. Shortly afterwards Johnson massively escalated the war. Niebuhr had opposed US intervention in Asian civil wars ever since the Chinese revolution, not counting Korea as an exception because he blamed the Soviets for it. Vietnam struck him as a hard case because it was both a civil war and a Soviet proxy war. Niebuhr supported Kennedy’s intervention on the grounds that losing South Vietnam to communism would be a colossal strategic loss and a terrible blow to American prestige. He took for granted the domino theory that communists would conquer Southeast Asia if the US pulled out of South Vietnam, warning in 1963, ‘If we withdraw the Communists will overrun the whole of Southeast Asia, including Thailand’ (Niebuhr 1963). On the other hand, he recognized that the Diem regime in South Vietnam was a repressive dictatorship. Had the South Vietnamese government been less thuggish, Niebuhr would have felt better about Kennedy’s lesser-evil choice. As it was, he anguished over the lesser evil, not sure that Kennedy found it. Then Johnson dramatically escalated the bombing and troop deployments.

Repeatedly Niebuhr said that Vietnam was an impossible problem, so Johnson should not be faulted for lacking an answer. Vietnam was impossible because ‘our hegemonous position and military strategy force us to create a “democracy” in a peasant culture’ (Niebuhr 1965a, 14). By the summer of 1965, the US had tried every conceivable military strategy in Vietnam except using atomic weapons. Counter-insurgency failed and bombing North Vietnam merely strengthened the determination of the insurgents. Niebuhr believed that winning the war was impossible and losing South Vietnam to communism was intolerable. Thus, he concocted a bizarre third option, urging Johnson to persuade Thailand to offer asylum to the region’s anti-communist warriors ‘and then defend this asylum with massive military power’ (Niebuhr 1965c, 20). Niebuhr said that America needed to stand tall, reminding other nations of its superior might and will. If the US failed in Vietnam, it would be a devastating blow to American prestige, the cause of democracy, and anti-communism.

He clung to this proposal for five months. Niebuhr told the New Republic that if Johnson kept escalating, there would be no alternative to making South Vietnam an American colony. Taking a stand in Thailand would be much better, and if that failed, the Philippines would be second best (Niebuhr 1966a). Elsewhere he stressed that escalating further was pointless: ‘By escalating the war we are physically ruining an unhappy nation in the process of “saving” it’ (Reinhold Niebuhr and Ursula Niebuhr 1966, 301).

But the Thailand-fortress resort was too ridiculous to keep pushing and Niebuhr began to reconsider the lesser evil, just as Humphrey conducted a showy tour of Vietnam. On 25 February 1966, at Riverside Church, Christianity and Crisis celebrated its twenty-fifth anniversary. Humphrey and Morgenthau were the keynote speakers, the programme centred on Niebuhr, but Niebuhr’s health prevented him from attending. Humphrey visited Niebuhr before heading to the banquet, which yielded an awkward conversation. Humphrey was duty-bound to support the president, and then his trip to Vietnam persuaded him that America was winning the war. Niebuhr cringed at realizing that Humphrey had become a true-believing war-booster. At the banquet Humphrey lionized Niebuhr as a ‘realist without despair, an idealist without illusion’. He said he admired the new burst of idealism by students and clerics, but he urged them ‘to sit at the feet of this great human being as many of us certainly did in the Thirties and Forties and Fifties’ (Humphrey 1966, 121, 122). On Humphrey’s telling, Niebuhr’s anti-Nazi heroism of 1940 applied directly to 1966.

Niebuhr was embarrassed for his friend and piqued to be invoked in this way. He told Scarlett that Humphrey was too honest to hold a public opinion that contradicted his private opinion, unlike war architects Robert McNamara and George Ball. To shill for the war, Humphrey had to convince himself. Humphrey lost many friends at the banquet, while Niebuhr turned against the war, feeling acutely the irony of doing so. To him, opposing his nation felt deeply wrong, a betrayal. He told Scarlett that it frightened him to cheer against his country: ‘I am scared by my own lack of patriotism…For the first time I fear I am ashamed of our beloved nation’ (Niebuhr 1966b). Thus, he stressed that no vital American security or economic interest was at stake in Vietnam. His articles noted that the Vietcong guerrillas were more popular in South Vietnam than the government, bombing the North did not stop the flow of fighters and supplies to the South, and the anti-war movement was growing (Niebuhr 1966c; 1966e).

In February 1967 Niebuhr called the US to withdraw from Vietnam. Two things kept the American war going, he said. American citizens and politicians cared about ‘the pride and prestige of their imperial nation’, and they retained a simplistic fear of a supposedly devouring communist threat (Niebuhr 1967a, 8). Niebuhr said the first factor was more powerful because it reflected America’s favourite myths about itself. The following month he commended the rising public outcry ‘against these horrendous policies’ (Niebuhr 1967b). In April 1967, Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam (CALCAV) published a compendium of anti-war addresses by King, Bennett, historian Henry Steele Commager, and theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel. CALCAV was an anti-war stronghold centred at Union and led by Bennett, King, Heschel, Union theologian Robert McAfee Brown, and Yale chaplain William Sloane Coffin Jr. Niebuhr wrote the foreword, observing that many Americans supported the war out of a sense of responsibility, ‘but we are among those who regard it as an example of the “illusion of American omnipotence”’ (Niebuhr 1967c, 3).

By the spring of 1967, two years of saturation bombing had done nothing to turn the war and US Commander William Westmoreland called for 200,000 additional troops, upping the total to 670,000. He told a joint session of Congress in April 1967 that winning in Vietnam was solely a question of resolve; Congress boisterously agreed with nineteen rounds of applause. Meanwhile Defense Secretary McNamara, famous for escalating the war and issuing cocksure pronouncements about it, told a different story to Johnson. What good was it to win every battle when the enemy persevered? McNamara annoyed Johnson (and Niebuhr) by sustaining contradictory opinions until November 1967, when Johnson either fired McNamara or persuaded him to resign, shortly after McNamara advised Johnson to freeze troop levels, stop bombing in the North, and turn the ground war over to South Vietnam.

Niebuhr and the Niebuhrians
The spectacle of Niebuhr opposing an anti-communist war and joining an increasingly radical anti-war movement was galling and incredible to many Niebuhrians. Princeton social ethicist Paul Ramsey put it quotably, protesting that in the bizarre 1960s, ‘even Reinhold Niebuhr signs petitions and editorials as if Reinhold Niebuhr never existed’ (Ramsey 1983, 458). The real Niebuhr, Ramsey suggested, would never have paraded emotional rhetoric against his country at war. Then as later, Niebuhrian neoconservatives said the real Niebuhr was the Cold Warrior of the late 1940s and early 1950s who inspired them to become anti-communist realists. The later Niebuhr was somebody they had to overcome or explain away.

Others similarly misconstrued Niebuhr’s theology as anti-liberal, failing to grasp that so-called Niebuhrian ‘neo-orthodoxy’ was a form of liberal theology chastened by Augustinian realism. Liberal theology in Europe and North America had five defining principles. It refused to establish or compel religious beliefs on the basis of a bare authority claim, carved a third way between orthodox over-belief and secular disbelief, accepted biblical criticism, allowed science to explain the physical world, and looked beyond the Church for answers. Niebuhr was quintessentially liberal on all five counts; in fact, he was very liberal, describing biblical narratives and the doctrines of Christ and the Trinity as mythical. American liberal theology was distinct for adding the Social Gospel as a sixth defining feature. Here again, Niebuhr’s connection to the liberal tradition was essential. The Social Gospel taught that entering the political struggle for justice is imperative for Christians. Niebuhr’s entire career was based on this conviction.

The later Niebuhr acknowledged that his mid-career attacks on liberal theology were too sweeping and polemical. Liberal Christianity was a richer and more complex tradition than he had acknowledged, and his own thinking was obviously a type of liberal theology. In 1956 theologian Daniel Day Williams challenged Niebuhr to explain how his attacks on liberalism could possibly apply to Hegel, Albrecht Ritschl, Walter Rauschenbusch, Josiah Royce, W. E. Hocking, Robert Calhoun, or Eugene Lyman (Williams 1956, 196–197). Niebuhr pled guilty to polemic exaggeration, explaining that he held in mind American Church liberals of a superficial kind and had never dreamed of impugning someone like Hocking. He had spent most of his career fighting for a kind of liberalism that did not view the world entirely through its idealism. In his zeal for polemical victories he had not put it that way, providing cover and quotes for anti-liberals, which he regretted (Niebuhr 1956a, 441).

In 1960 he put it ruefully:

When I find neo-orthodoxy turning into a sterile orthodoxy or a new Scholasticism, I find that I am a liberal at heart, and that many of my broadsides against liberalism were indiscriminate. On the whole I regret the polemical animus of my theological and political activities and am now inclined to become much more empirical, judging each situation and movement in terms of its actual fruits.
(Niebuhr 1960, 568)

Niebuhr never relinquished the classic liberal mission of navigating between over-belief and disbelief, arguing that all serious religious affirmations are mythical or symbolic. In 1966 a handful of young theologians made a media splash by proclaiming the death of God; Niebuhr replied: ‘The human story is too grand and awful to be told without reverence for the mystery and the majesty that transcend all human knowledge’ (Niebuhr 1966d, 131). In his last single-authored book, Man’s Nature and His Communities (1965), Niebuhr said he should not have described humanity’s universal selfishness as ‘original sin’, because that way of putting it confused all manner of allies, potential allies, opponents, and onlookers, distorting his legacy. He added that Ursula probably should have been listed as the book’s co-author, but alas (Niebuhr 1965b, 23, 29). Elsewhere he regretted having approached theology as a polemical tournament: ‘There is no need for polemics today, and there was no need for them when I wrote. My polemics were of an impatient young man who had certain things to say and wanted to get them said clearly and forcefully’ (Granfield 1967, 55).

By 1964 the editors of Christianity and Crisis felt obligated to inform readers that Niebuhr’s poor health prevented him from doing anything except write, ‘which he does under great handicaps’ (Editors 1964, 248). Five years later, the same year that Niebuhr and Ursula Niebuhr left New York for Stockbridge, he reconsidered the harsh things he had said against Barth’s anti-anti-communism. Niebuhr still disliked Barth’s sneers about spoiled Americans, but ‘I must admit that our wealth makes our religious anti-Communism particularly odious. Perhaps there is not so much to choose between Communist and anti-Communist fanaticism, particularly when the latter, combined with our wealth, has caused us to stumble into the most pointless, costly, and bloody war in our history’ (Niebuhr 1969, 1662–1663).

His last presidential campaign, in 1968, vexed and disappointed him to the end. Humphrey asked for Niebuhr’s endorsement, but Niebuhr wrote gently that their long friendship did not surmount the obvious problem. Eugene McCarthy also asked, but he was an effete liberal who conveyed no passion for racial justice, so Niebuhr declined, despite McCarthy’s anti-war position. Niebuhr did not buy that a new, caring, moral Robert Kennedy had replaced the famously ruthless one, so supporting Kennedy was out of the question, at least during primary season. On the Republican side, Niebuhr liked Nelson Rockefeller and loathed Richard Nixon. Had Rockefeller won the Republican nomination, Niebuhr might have voted for a Republican president for the first time in his life. As it was, Niebuhr quietly voted for Humphrey in the choice between Nixon and Humphrey. Later he said it was just as well that Nixon won—perhaps a Republican could get America out of Vietnam (Fox 1996, 288).

Niebuhr’s best biographers caught his complexity and complex legacy. His few attempts to write about himself were brief, opaque, and unreliable, so biographers had to fill the gaps. Richard Wightman Fox’s Reinhold Niebuhr was the most stylish and interesting of the Niebuhr biographies. Fox emphasized Niebuhr’s buoyant ambition, overplayed a few foibles, caught his connection to Social Gospel liberalism, and mined Niebuhr’s letters more than his books. Charles C. Brown’s Niebuhr and His Age countered Fox by extensively describing Niebuhr’s books, minimizing psychological explanation, and emphasizing the politically conservative aspects of Niebuhr’s thought. Niebuhr’s friend June Bingham vividly described the Niebuhr that she knew in the ADA and at Union, making her chief argument in the title, Courage to Change. Ronald Stone’s Professor Reinhold Niebuhr luminously described Niebuhr’s teaching career at Union and the centrality of his course on the history of Christian ethics to his thought and teaching.

Two contrasting reactions to the exotic turbulence of the 1960s had special pertinence for the fate of Niebuhrian theology: liberation theology and neoconservatism. Brazilian liberation theologian Rubem Alves said that Niebuhrian realism was essentially a tool of nationalistic and capitalist domination, providing ‘ideological and theological justification’ for US military and economic interests (Alves 1973, 176). Liberationist philosopher Cornel West described Niebuhrian realism as a ‘form of Europeanist ideology that promoted and legitimated US hegemony in the world’ (West 1988, 148). To Niebuhr, West explained, Western Europe and the USA comprised a superior civilization, a prejudice that underwrote Niebuhr’s support of US domination of Latin America, European colonialism in Africa, and an Israeli state led by European Jews that oppressed the Palestinians. West said there were two streams of Niebuhrian realism. Liberal Niebuhrians sought to shore up a declining Democratic Party establishment, and neoconservative Niebuhrians turned Niebuhr’s Euro-American supremacism and Cold War militarism into an ideology of American empire.

Neoconservatism was a backlash against the 1960s, and especially, the inroads that progressives made in the Democratic Party during the early 1970s. Many of the original neocons had backgrounds in the socialist Old Left; others came straight from Niebuhr’s circle, notably Ramsey, Mayer, and Ernst Lefever; and others lionized Niebuhr after they became neoconservatives, notably Michael Novak and Richard Neuhaus. One year after Niebuhr died in 1971, Novak said it felt like ten (Novak 1972, 52). He wrote that America desperately needed the Niebuhr of 1952, who would not have tolerated the feminists, Black Power radicals, and progressive idealists of 1972. The new liberals, Novak protested, paraded unbearable guilt over white racism and imperialism, mouthed stupid feminist slogans, and recycled the old conceit that progressives could make the world better through their idealism. The real Niebuhr was the indispensable corrective to all that. To the early neoconservatives, the watershed event was the Democratic Party’s nomination of George McGovern for president in 1972. McGovern’s nomination propelled the neoconservatives to build new organizations and eventually stream into the Republican Party, where they rose high.

John Bennett was scarred by his clashes with neoconservative Niebuhrians. In The Neoconservative Mind (1993), I argued that the movement was far from dead, despite falling out of power, because it played a major role in the culture war and was developing a newfangled ideology of global empire. Bennett told me, ‘I certainly hope you’re wrong. I think that neoconservatism is one of the worst movements in this country in my time. These people are from my point of view wrong about everything.’ He elaborated concerning Niebuhr:

The only thing that Reinhold Niebuhr and the neoconservatives have in common is the word realism. The way they go on against feminism and environmentalism and gay rights—it’s unbelievable. Their anti-feminism, especially, is horrible. This has nothing to do with Reinie or with how we understood Christian realism. I try not to take their meanness personally, but when they bring Reinie into it, that’s more than I can take. (Dorrien 1995, 206)

That showed the scars and his anger. Bennett spent much of his career cleaning up Niebuhr’s sweeping generalizations and polemical blasts. He patiently delineated Niebuhr’s relationships to persons and positions that Niebuhr skewered. But the neocons exhausted Bennett’s legendary fair-mindedness; these people were wrong about everything that mattered.

I believe that Niebuhr was at his best in the early 1940s, when he pushed hard to get the Union for Democratic Action (UDA) off the ground, stopped attacking the New Deal, synthesized his mature theological position, and still pressed for economic democracy. The Niebuhr of The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness would have had a very different legacy had he stuck with the politics of that book. As it was, he became more and more like the ADA Cold War liberals who pulled him into the Democratic Party, until he became one of them. Yet the smoothest transition that Niebuhr ever made was the one in which he folded UDA into the ADA. All his other changes involved an emotional drama of some kind. The one by which he joined the Democratic establishment was sleek and unruffled by comparison. Afterward he never took an ethical position that conflicted with a US American national interest. Realism was a bulwark against doing so, or even raising the possibility of it.

The Social Gospel tried to moralize the public square, but Niebuhr said that politics is a struggle for power driven by interest and will-to-power. The Social Gospel taught that a cooperative commonwealth is achievable; Niebuhr said the very idea of a good society ideal must be given up. He got the first thing right and the second thing wrong, which left social ethicists ever since to struggle with both sides of his legacy.
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On 16 January 1929, the United States Senate ratified the Kellogg-Briand Pact, a treaty in which the leading nations of the world agreed to outlaw war. Many mainstream Protestants were jubilant, for this is what they had been advocating for years. However, on 18 September 1931, this ban against war was put to the test when the Japanese army invaded Manchuria in northern China. What would the international community do?

As Reinhold Niebuhr and others had predicted, the pact created a worthy aspiration but no effective enforcement mechanism. On top of that, the American President Herbert Hoover, a Quaker with pacifist and isolationist leanings, was unwilling to resort to armed intervention where no clear American interest was at stake. In response to Japan’s violation of Manchuria, then, the options left to world leaders were these: either adopt economic sanctions, or simply do nothing. Beyond symbolic denunciations, it was clear by January 1932 that the American position was to do nothing.

A few months later, on 23 March 1932, H. Richard Niebuhr published ‘The Grace of Doing Nothing’. It essentially provided a theological rationale for America’s non-interventionist position, grounded in Richard’s radical reliance on God’s ultimate redemptive activity in the world (H. R. Niebuhr 1932a). Acknowledging America’s sinful complicity in past aggressions against other nations, Richard concluded that China was being ‘crucified’ as a result of a new set of sins recapitulated by America and by the entire international community.

Reinhold Niebuhr responded with an emphatic counter-argument in favour of intervention: ‘Must We Do Nothing?’. According to Reinhold, it is better for nations to use ethically directed coercion than to allow evil to triumph. Although expressing respect for Richard’s work, and agreeing that America’s hands were not clean, Reinhold declared Richard’s idealistic ‘pure love ethic’ an inadequate guide for responsible political leadership. Those who appeal to the Cross to govern public policy will die on that same Cross. The gap between ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’ will never be bridged with an ethic of moral purity (Niebuhr 1932).

In ‘A Communication: The Only Way Into the Kingdom of God,’ Richard issued a stern rebuttal: the real issue was not action or inaction but which action and—more importantly—which view of God’s action provided the more illuminating view of human history. Even when human agency seems futile, Christians must still trust that God is at work in the world. ‘God…is always in history’, Richard lectured his older brother. ‘[God] is the structure of things, the source of all meaning, the “I am that I am”, that which is that it is. [God] is the rock against which we beat in vain, that which bruises and overwhelms us when we seek to impose our wishes…upon [God]’ (H. R. Niebuhr 1932b, 447).

In contrast to Reinhold, for whom God stands ‘outside’ the world, and for whom history is a ‘perennial tragedy’, Richard describes history as an arena of ‘fulfilment’ in which ‘the kingdom of God comes inevitably’. God’s kingdom is not some ‘ideal’ towards which we strive but an ‘emergent’ possibility in our present circumstances. The issue is not whether the kingdom will come but ‘whether we shall see it or not’. The path to its recognition is a ‘life of repentance and forgiveness’.

The brothers’ arguments tracked the larger global discussion concerning war at the time. Supporters of outlawing war were ‘internationalists’ who saw war as a barbaric way to solve disputes, favoured international tribunals, and were eager to support the new legal regime the movement to outlaw war promised. Critics were ‘interventionists’ focusing on the power dynamics always in play among nations and insisting that coercion is a realistic fact of life (Hathaway and Shapiro 2017, xx–xxii). While the argument between the brothers was framed in theological terms, the case Richard made for a new global Christian movement, both here and in other early writings, mirrors the concerns of the internationalists. Though Reinhold was no opponent of international law, his emphasis on responsible use of power and coercion placed him closer to the interventionists.

In the years following their brief eruption over Manchuria, Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr entered into their own personal ‘Kellogg-Briand Pact’, refraining from criticizing each other explicitly in print again. Nevertheless, they engaged one another’s ideas–often in private, sometimes obliquely in public. This chapter explores their ongoing dialogue, framing it primarily from Richard’s perspective. As will become clear, Reinhold had no greater ally, and no more perceptive critic, than his brother, Richard.

Lives and Legacies Intertwined
Helmut Richard Niebuhr was born in Wright City, Missouri on 3 September 1894. He followed Reinhold’s educational path, graduating from Elmhurst College in 1912, Eden Theological Seminary in 1915, and receiving his Bachelor of Divinity from Yale in 1923. Unlike Reinhold, Richard earned a PhD from Yale in 1924, writing a dissertation on ‘Ernst Troeltsch’s Philosophy of Religion’. After teaching at Eden (1919–1922), serving as president of Elmhurst (1924–1927), and dean of Eden (1927–1931), he joined the faculty of Yale Divinity School in 1931, where he taught for thirty years.

Richard’s first book, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (1929), is crucial to understanding what had been going on behind the scenes of the brothers’ Manchurian debate. Social Sources offered an analysis of the various forces shaping American religion. The book’s main thesis is a ‘realistic’ one that Reinhold appreciated: namely, that while American denominational divisions may seem to have arisen from disputes over doctrine, they actually reflect hidden (or not so hidden) differences of class, race, ethnicity, geography, social location, and political self-interest. The book shared Reinhold’s emphasis on the pervasiveness of sin and self-interest as drivers of human behaviour. It also expressed an array of social concerns Richard shared with his brother, including: support for the labour movement; concern for alleviating poverty and mitigating social inequality; and a firm repudiation of slavery, together with a desire to eliminate ongoing consequences of racism.

Nevertheless, the book sketches an alternative to Reinhold, but one that shared Reinhold’s critique against both the ‘sentimentalism’ (a sugar-coated view of religious belief) and the ‘moralism’ (a simplistic view of moral action) that pervaded American religious life. The first ‘ism’, sentimentalism, turns authentic religious sentiments into superficial platitudes, such as the naïve liberal belief in inevitable progress. The second ‘ism’, moralism, makes a similar mistake by oversimplifying what the genuinely moral life demands. Social Sources sought to avoid sentimentalism by thoroughly examining the social conditions underlying religious beliefs, and to avoid moralism by eschewing abstract moral ideals in favour of a concrete form of life (H. R. Niebuhr 1929, 278–284). Throughout his life, Richard understood Christianity not as an edifice to be defended but a set of practices to be lived.

Interestingly, a central inspiration in Social Sources is St Francis of Assisi, the Christian saint known for his radical obedience to God, his imitation of Christ, and his affirmation of the created goodness of the world, themes to which Richard would repeatedly return. Richard was drawn to Francis not as the founder of an organized sect, but as the instigator of a dynamic movement of sacrifice, repentance, and forgiveness, embracing the goodness of life. At the very time Richard was writing Social Sources, Reinhold published his essay, ‘A Critique of Pacifism’, in which he dismissed St Francis as a model for contemporary Christian living. To follow St Francis, Reinhold quipped, would be like the village banker opening his vaults to everyone in the community who wanted a mortgage, irrespective of ability to pay (Niebuhr 1992a, 243).

Yet Richard’s ‘Franciscan’ vision was aimed not at governing the world but at something he thought more radical: constructing a different version of Christianity. Accordingly, he spoke of a ‘loyalty’ and ‘self-sacrificing devotion to the Beloved Community of the Father and all the brethren’; of an interracial ‘communism of love’; and of the ‘formation of a divine society’, international in scope, operating not just within denominations but across them (H. R. Niebuhr 1929, 279, 280–281, 278). This fellowship would devote itself to loving the enemy as well as the neighbour; erasing the distinctions between rich and poor; emphasizing non-violent non-resistance; and discerning ‘a Kingdom of God that is among us’ (284). In these early years, Richard called it a ‘radical faith’; later he would call this expansive vision of Christianity ‘radical monotheism’. Reinhold was not totally against Richard’s design for a radical religious mode of social action. For a brief period Richard’s plan, with Reinhold’s blessing, actually became the official policy of the Fellowship of Socialist Christians, inspiring the creation of the journal, Radical Religion (Fox 1987, 146).

A radical generosity was also a way of life within the Niebuhr family. Soon after the publication of Social Sources, Reinhold sent Richard a sizeable cheque to partly fund Richard’s eight-month sabbatical in Germany (Fox 1987, 122). In interpreting the differences between Richard’s ‘radicalism’ and Reinhold’s ‘realism’, one must keep the personal solidarity between them always in mind.

Reinhold Niebuhr’s Political Realism: Moral Man and Immoral Society
On the heels of the Manchurian debate, in 1932 Reinhold published Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, his most hard-hitting and game-changing book (Niebuhr 2013). It made a definitive break with pacifism, ridiculed efforts such as the Kellogg-Briand pact to outlaw war, repudiated the liberal belief in inevitable progress, and eschewed naïve expectations that Christian activism would hasten the kingdom of God on earth. Instead, the Church needed a new brand of social critic, wise in the ways of politics, just as the world needed a new breed of politician, practically minded but amenable to social critique (Niebuhr 2013, 257ff.). Reinhold aspired to be just such a social critic, and to bend the ear of any such attentive politician.

The book’s title alludes to the inescapable conflict between the ethical values held by well-meaning individuals (‘moral man’) and the brutal dynamics of the real world (‘immoral society’). Individuals have the capacity of self-transcendence; they are able to rise above ego and self-interest and to act out of compassion and love. Such love, argues Reinhold, flows from losing and finding oneself in something greater than oneself. Group relations have fewer mechanisms for self-transcendence, and so are never as ethical as individual relations. Therefore, it is impossible to transfer the demands of individual ethics onto group relations. Groups, whether nations, regional factions, or economic classes, are driven mostly by self-interest. They defend their actions with high-minded rationales, but these mask hidden motives and not-so-hidden hypocrisy. The only effective remedy against the ‘push’ of group self-assertion is the countervailing ‘pull’ of others with differing interests. Consequently, intergroup coercion becomes a defining tool of politics.

Notwithstanding his endorsement of coercion, Reinhold specifically disavowed the consequentialism by which ‘might makes right’ in politics (Niebuhr 2013, 231–256). Politics must be governed by justice. Justice must protect the interests of the weak against the strong. Though perfect justice eludes us, the quest for justice is informed by love. To be just is to be guided rationally by what the other would be entitled to if we loved them. To put it another way, politicians burdened with enacting justice cannot do without social critics to remind them of the higher standard that love demands. As Reinhold sums it up memorably, ‘Any justice which is only justice soon degenerates into something less than justice. It must be saved by something which is more than justice’ (2013, 258).

As evidence that Moral Man was not just a pretext for ‘anything goes’ in domestic or foreign policy, and that Reinhold’s resolutely Christian realism remained firmly linked to moral ideals, we should remember the many prophetic stands Reinhold took which, though unpopular at the time, in hindsight were clearly prescient, principled, and morally courageous. For example, in the wake of Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066 (19 February 1942) which authorized the internment of 112,000 Japanese, including 79,000 US citizens, Reinhold joined Norman Thomas, John Dewey, Harry Emerson Fosdick, and others in a 30 April letter to FDR demanding immediate rescinding of this notorious action, comparing it to the Nazi treatment of the Jews (Robinson 2001, 153). On 18 May, amid the blowback of many letters to Christianity and Crisis supporting the internment of the Japanese, Reinhold reiterated his rejection of the policy as a racist violation of ‘the political principles transcending the boundaries of race, color and nation’ for which the Allies were fighting (Niebuhr 1942, 4). Similarly, in 1943 Reinhold expressed regret over the bombing of the German industrial infrastructure (Niebuhr 2015), and later in 1944 voiced pointed moral objections to the newly adopted Allied practice of obliteration bombing of cities (Niebuhr 1944). In addition, Reinhold was one of the first to raise questions concerning the dropping of the atom bomb on the civilian populations of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 (Niebuhr 1992b). He also favoured the renunciation of any first use of nuclear weapons (Niebuhr 1992c). Though a supporter of America’s Cold War ‘containment’ policy against communism in the 1950s, including the nuclear arms build-up and the conflict in Korea, Reinhold was also a fierce critic of American ‘exceptionalism’ (Niebuhr 2008) and sounded warnings about the covert activities of the CIA (Niebuhr 1963). Regarding Vietnam, Reinhold raised perceptive warnings from the earliest weeks of American involvement in 1954 (Niebuhr 1954); in 1965, he would become a critic of the American military escalation (Niebuhr 1965); and in 1967, he condemned the Vietnam War outright as a moral and military catastrophe (Niebuhr 1967). The problem with Reinhold’s ethical inquiry after Moral Man is not that he refuses to take principled moral stands; it is that he so often paints the world in shades of grey that one can easily miss the complex moral threads that are woven throughout his analysis.

In a letter to Reinhold, Richard offered praise for Moral Man, but also raised two major criticisms (Fox 1987, 144–147). First, he challenged Reinhold’s central claim that individuals are less immoral than groups. Wasn’t Reinhold ignoring his own convictions concerning the pervasiveness of personal sin? Also, coercion operates not only between groups but between individuals as well. Richard’s second critique was that by elevating the moral standing of the individual and by evaluating religion primarily in terms of its power, or effectiveness in transforming society, Reinhold (despite his claims to the contrary) remained captive to typical liberal assumptions, specifically believing that what is ‘good’ could be known and defined apart from God. In short, from Richard’s perspective, Reinhold’s realism was of a merely political sort; it was not a realism concerning God (cf. H. Richard Niebuhr 1931, 424–428).

When Moral Man appeared, the world was in the throes of the Great Depression. One of the moral passions the brothers shared was a zeal for building a just society. Like many of their fellow intellectuals in the 1930s, the Niebuhrs considered themselves socialists, believing dramatic socio-economic change was called for. Later on, both brothers ended up supporting the policies of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. But in Moral Man Reinhold was searching for a way to avoid both the ‘inertia’ of the privileged classes as they guarded the status quo as well as the ‘fanaticism’ of the working classes as they hoped to alleviate economic inequality through revolution (Niebuhr 2013, 113–230). To that end, he weighed the merits of revolutionary versus incremental change; violent versus non-violent change; working class hopes versus privileged class fears. The current system, he believed, favoured the privileged. Neither secular reason nor socially conscious religion alone would persuade the privileged to give up their social advantages voluntarily. On the other hand, every effort to force justice upon these groups ran the risk of inadvertent injustice. The self-interest and moral blindness of the new winners would create fresh grievances suffered by the new losers. All of which rendered naïve, in Reinhold’s view, the hope people like Richard held out for some sort of divinely instituted change. Even if revolutionary change were to suddenly emerge, the ambiguities and unintended consequences of history would render any hope of pure justice an ever-elusive goal.

H. Richard Niebuhr’s Theocentric Realism: The Kingdom of God in America
In Moral Man, Reinhold had disparaged the expectation of God’s kingdom coming here and now. In The Kingdom of God in America (published in 1937), Richard defended this very expectation and its social value (H. Richard Niebuhr 1988). Richard admitted that the hope for the Kingdom had lost its way in its later liberal and secularized versions. Nevertheless, early American society and government structures were grounded in hope in God. ‘Constructive Protestantism’, as Richard called it, was a dynamic movement articulating a ‘fresh insistence on the present sovereignty and initiative of God’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1988, 17). In this book, Richard reiterates his admiration for the ‘Franciscan revolution’ (xxiv, 25, 67, 88). As Richard saw it, the medieval Franciscans shared with the American Puritans a conviction concerning the ‘reality’ and ‘nearness’ of the Kingdom. The Kingdom of God in America, then, is more than just a theological history of American Protestantism, though it is that. The book also constitutes a response to Reinhold with its thick description of what it looks like to see and respond to the Kingdom’s ‘emergent’ power for social transformation.

To make his case, Richard identifies three phases of American religious history, dominated by three religious themes: the sovereignty of God (the early Puritans); the kingdom of Christ (the Great Awakening); and the ‘coming of the Kingdom’ (the Social Gospel). By elevating God’s power over unbridled human power, the seventeenth-century Puritans planted seeds that later came to secular expression in America’s constitutional form of government, including separation of Church and state and the balance of powers. The eighteenth-century Great Awakening, with its unleashing of spiritual freedom, supported later notions of political freedom.

The third theme, the unfolding power of the Kingdom in the here and now, was the one over which Richard and Reinhold had clashed in their Manchuria debate. This theme, Richard observed, gave rise to hopes concerning transformation of the social order, including campaigns to eliminate slavery, to empower women, to alleviate poverty, all culminating in the hopes of the Social Gospel movement. At its best, American Christianity has continually reinvented itself in movements as diverse as the evangelicalism of Jonathan Edwards and the transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson. At its worst, as Reinhold could appreciate, American Christianity has tended towards naïve optimism and a simplistic trust in the moralistic strivings of people of good will. Most recently, too, it has devolved into a form of wish fulfilment, or ‘utilitarian religion’, in which ‘a God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministration of a Christ without a cross’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1988, 193).

In The Kingdom of God in America central elements of Richard’s mature social ethic were being forged, particularly his moral psychology, as a result of his deep engagement with the American theologian, Jonathan Edwards. First, Richard increasingly framed the moral life primarily as a matter of vision. To truly see the excellency of God, as he put it (echoing Edwards), is to love God, and to do so ‘with all [one’s] heart and for [God’s] own sake’ (112). It is to see the world no longer from a narrow or parochial perspective but to ‘see that the universal, the eternal, the fountain and centre of all being is [one’s] true good’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1988, 115). Second, Richard viewed God as the source of one’s understanding of value. To understand one’s own being as belonging to God leads one to affirm that all things exist in relationship to God, and to say, with Augustine, that ‘whatever is, is good’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1937; 1993, 100–113). Third, a theocentric configuration of vision and value comes to fruition in virtue, or, to employ Richard’s later preferred vocabulary, ‘responsible selfhood’ (cf. H. Richard Niebuhr 1999). In comparison to Reinhold, Richard’s view of selfhood is less centred in actions of ‘the will’ and more grounded in the transformation of the heart.

As noted earlier, Reinhold had accused Richard of ‘perfectionism’, a charge Richard rejected if it meant perfectibility, or reaching a state of perfect moral attainment. If we follow Stanley Cavell, however, and take perfectionism to be aspirational, then Richard’s understanding of the moral life aspires to a modest perfectionism, or as he would prefer to put it, an ongoing transformation of self and society in relationship to God (Cavell 1990; Daniel 2013).

Richard’s vision of theocentric selfhood also led him to view love in a somewhat different way from Reinhold. On the one hand, Reinhold understood the highest form of love to be ‘sacrificial love’, as epitomized in Jesus’ death on the Cross. Reinhold also speaks of ‘mutual love’, but it requires the grace of sacrificial love to keep it from degenerating into a calculation of ‘what’s in it for me’. Sacrificial love for Reinhold is a rarity, an ‘impossible possibility’, that cannot maintain itself consistently in history. Nevertheless, it judges history and calls us to higher acts of love. For Richard, on the other hand, love is not an impossible ideal, it is not divided into different types, nor is its highest form viewed negatively as sacrifice. Instead, love is ‘rejoicing in the presence of the beloved’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1956, 35). It includes: gratitude for the beloved’s gifts without jealousy; a reverence that seeks neither to absorb the other nor to be absorbed; and loyalty to the other and the other’s cause. If this loyalty leads to one’s death, it is closer to self-giving than self-sacrifice. For Reinhold, love judges the political community but does not guide it. For Richard, especially in his later writings, love as loyalty has a communitarian goal, to become embodied in the social and political order.

In short, in Moral Man Reinhold had articulated a form of Christian political realism focused on human events, which are inherently ambiguous. In The Kingdom of God in America Richard was developing a form of Christian theocentric realism focused on responsible selfhood before the God who acts in these same events, whose purposes may be discerned amid the ambiguity.

Versions of Christian Realism: The Meaning of Revelation and The Nature and Destiny of Man
As the Niebuhr brothers approached mid-life, they published works now considered American theological classics. Each moved closer to the other’s position, but Richard continued to differ from Reinhold on fundamental questions, a central one being the nature of Christian faith and its relationship to politics. In The Meaning of Revelation (published in 1941), Richard expanded his reflections on God’s presence in history (H. Richard Niebuhr 2006). Our knowledge of God is limited by historical relativity, so we have no choice but to interpret our faith through the narratives, symbols, and images of our particular point of view. Yet what we see from that point of view, namely, the reality of God as mediated in Jesus Christ, is reliable. It is also a ‘permanent revolution’, a transforming power, calling us into question, shaping us anew, and resituating our lives within the unfolding story of God’s own creative and redeeming work in the world. Rather than defend, we can only confess revelation as the ‘intelligible event which makes all other events intelligible’ and live more deeply into its moral imperatives.

Richard’s understanding differs from theological liberalism, which treated Christian faith as something to be rendered intelligible and translated into a non-Christian idiom. Instead, Richard claims that Christian revelation provides its own intelligibility. Reinhold’s approach is closer to classical liberalism. In addition, Richard distinguishes an ‘internal’ versus an ‘external’ account of Christian faith. The former is a communication from within lived experience; the latter offers an explanation about that experience.

Reinhold’s crowning achievement was his 1939 Gifford Lectures, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation (volume one published in 1941, volume two in 1943). For years he had been urged by Richard to pay more attention to classical theologians such as Augustine, Luther, and Calvin, a recommendation Reinhold now brought to stunning fruition. Whereas Richard thought Christian revelation should be lived practically rather than intellectually defended, Reinhold defended Christian revelation vigorously as able to explain human experience more persuasively than secular alternatives. Human nature (volume one) is poised at the intersection of nature and spirit, bound by finitude, but also capable of freedom. In pushing this freedom too far through pride or squandering it in sensuality, we sin, not of divine necessity, but of tragic, all-too-human inevitability. This interplay between good and evil in the exercise of freedom is visible on a grand scale in human history. Human destiny (volume two) contains both ‘indeterminate possibilities for good’ (as emphasized in Renaissance humanism) and ‘indeterminate possibilities for evil’ (as emphasized in the Protestant Reformation). In facing the limits and possibilities of our lives, we experience God’s grace as mercy to console us, and God’s grace as power to enable us to become more than we already are. Reinhold’s ‘Serenity Prayer’ sums it up: grace enables us to accept what we cannot change, to change what we can, and to become wise in knowing the difference.

In Richard’s assessment of The Nature and Destiny of Man (Niebuhr 1964) and also of Faith and History (Niebuhr 1949) his tone is softer, yet he continues to think Reinhold undervalues the redemptive goodness of God in history. Reinhold speaks as though we are still living in an ‘interim’ between Cross as past event and Resurrection as future event; whereas for Richard both Cross and Resurrection are past, with the power of Resurrection being unleashed in the present. Still, Richard tempers all this with one of his most insightful observations: Reinhold’s thought, he suggests, is like a great ‘iceberg’ in which seventy-five per cent remains beneath the surface. What Reinhold says explicitly depends implicitly on various aspects of Christian proclamation he does not mention but nevertheless holds to be true. Reinhold operates in this way, Richard believes, because of his unique vocation, which is to speak prophetically to the secular world (H. Richard Niebuhr 1949b).

Differences Over Democracy and War
In the late 1930s and early 1940s Reinhold argued vigorously for American intervention in the Second World War as necessary to defend democracy. Richard, too, advocated democracy, but bristled at equating Christian faith with any particular political cause, even democracy (H. Richard Niebuhr 1940). Such ‘utilitarian religion’ distorts Christian faith and contributes to tribalism and nationalism (H. Richard Niebuhr 1946). K. Healan Gaston sums it up well: ‘H. Richard consistently trained his eye on the dangers of politics for religion, whereas Reinhold always focused more squarely on the resources of religion for politics’ (Gaston 2014, 29).

Reinhold sometimes modified his views in Richard’s direction. He declared in The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness that ‘no society, not even a democratic one, is great enough or good enough to make itself the final end of human existence’ (Niebuhr 2011, 133). His advocacy of democracy, moreover, was grounded in his Christian faith: ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (Niebuhr 2011, xxxii). With the advent of nuclear weapons, he spoke more favourably of building world community and the need for international tribunals (Niebuhr 2011, 153–189; 1992b, 234). In The Irony of American History (1952), he criticized American exceptionalism, imperialism, and colonialism.

Richard concurred that human capacity for goodness and for corruption demonstrates the need for egalitarian, democratic politics. To this argument he added another: the biblical idea of covenant. Unlike contractual political arrangements, freely entered into but just as freely abandoned, covenant imagines human beings as relational, interdependent, bound by common needs, and able to subordinate political advantage for the sake of larger humanitarian goals (H. Richard Niebuhr 1949a).

When it came to America’s entry into the Second World War, the realism that prompted them both to reject pacifism could not be dissevered from Christian moral principles. For his part, Richard declared the real choice was not between pacifism and just war but ‘between internationalism and nationalism’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1941, 16). In the end, it was Richard’s internationalism, his desire to defend foreign neighbours being abused, that led him to accept the coercive power of war (1942a, 632). Just as Richard had invoked crucifixion to mourn the suffering victims of Manchuria, he used a similar lens to understand the horrors of the Second World War. First, since God is the primary actor in all things, war expresses God’s corrective judgement, calling not only democracy’s opponents but democratic nations themselves to account (1942a; 1942b; 1944). Second, amid all the pain being borne by the innocent, the Cross helps us see human suffering as also the suffering of God, the ultimate victim of war. Third, just as the Cross of Christ points towards redemption, so too in war Christians must hope to see the goodness and redemptive power of God at work (1943). We glimpse this goodness in the self-sacrifice, selflessness, and faithfulness shown by people on all sides of the conflict (H. Richard Niebuhr 1944).

Reinhold Niebuhr and H. Richard Niebuhr Compared: Christ and Culture
Richard’s Christ and Culture (published in 1951) remains one of the most important twentieth-century interpretations of Christian social ethics. His dedication reads, ‘to Reinie’. The overall topic of Christ and Culture is the ‘enduring problem’ of Christianity’s relationship to civilization. It identifies five ways of characterizing this relationship. Richard’s first two types stand in virtual opposition to one another: ‘Christ against culture’ and ‘Christ of culture’. The former withdraws from aspects of culture; the latter accommodates to what it considers most attractive in secular culture. Between these two opposing types, Richard situates three further types: ‘Christ above culture’ (e.g. the Roman Catholicism of Thomas Aquinas); ‘Christ and culture in paradox’ (e.g. Martin Luther); and ‘Christ the transformer of culture’ (e.g. Augustine, John Calvin, F. D. Maurice).

Though seldom mentioning Reinhold explicitly, the book’s chapter on ‘Christ and culture in paradox’ contains a footnote identifying Reinhold’s Moral Man and Immoral Society with this more ‘dualistic’ position. Richard’s own position is the ‘transformationist’. One way to read the book is simply as a roadmap, an ‘internal’ history, so to speak, of the lifelong theological journey of Richard and Reinhold themselves. During the 1920s they experimented with pacifism, the ‘against culture’ type. Then in the 1930s they rebelled against the cultural Protestantism and Social Gospel liberalism capsulized in the ‘of culture’ type. In Social Sources, Richard longed for a ‘synthesis’ of the ‘above culture’ sort, with St Francis, rather than Thomas Aquinas, as a possible model. Over time, in developing and testing their own theological positions—Reinhold his ‘paradox’ type (at least in his early works), and Richard his ‘transformationist’ type—they considered many technical theological issues, including: nature/grace; reason/revelation; law/gospel; Church/world; God/history; creation/redemption, the very same polarities Richard uses to analyse the five types in Christ and Culture (Ottati 2003; Yeager 2005). Therefore, if we compare how ‘dualism/paradox’ and ‘transformation’ treat these polarities, we will acquire a snapshot of the brothers’ contrasting positions, at least as seen from Richard’s point of view.

Dualism, as Reinhold’s Moral Man underscores, emphasizes the gulf between God’s righteousness and humanity’s unrighteousness. The dualist agrees with the ‘Christ against culture’ position that the Gospel makes radical demands. Yet governing civil society, especially protecting the just from the unjust, poses an equally pressing demand, sometimes requiring the principled use of force to protect others (H. Richard Niebuhr 1951, 175–176, 178). Balancing two sets of mandates, the dualist occasionally must compromise the demands of the moral law when it comes to personal ethics, or prioritize social order over social change in political ethics (187).

Among Richard’s five types, the transformationist is ‘most closely akin to dualism’ (190), but it differs from dualism in its ‘more positive and hopeful attitude toward culture’ (191). This optimism arises from three theological convictions, all of which follow Augustine in emphasizing the ‘creative activity of God’ and affirming that ‘whatever is, is good’. First, whereas the dualist stresses the atoning death of Christ (bridging the gap between divine holiness and human sinfulness), the transformationist emphasizes the incarnation (God’s commitment to redeem the created order). Second, sin is not ‘total depravity’ for the transformationist but a ‘corruption’ of the good. Third, the transformationist views history not as tragic, but rather as a dramatic divine–human interaction in which redemption is already happening. Consequently, the dualist views the function of institutions negatively, to order the unruly, sinful world (cf. Reinhold’s Moral Man), while the transformationist expects institutions to have a positive role in redeeming the world (cf. Richard’s The Kingdom of God in America). In keeping with this more hopeful stance, the transformationist expects revelation to modify reason, Gospel to reshape law, and Church to bear faithful and fruitful witness in the social and political world.

Towards a More Radical Realism: Radical Monotheism and Western Culture
Richard planned to devote his retirement to a comprehensive volume on Christian ethics, pulling together the fruits of his thirty-year career at Yale. Unfortunately, he died suddenly of a heart attack on 5 July 1962, just shy of his sixty-eighth birthday. Before he died, he had published Radical Monotheism and Western Culture in 1960, and had given various lectures in the late 1940s and early 1950s thematically connected to Radical Monotheism, which were published posthumously in 1989 as: Faith on Earth: An Inquiry into the Structure of Human Faith. In 1961 he delivered the Cole Lectures at Vanderbilt University, entitled ‘Next Steps in Theology’, in which he spoke of the dramatic changes he foresaw on the theological scene. The comprehensive volume on ethics was never written, but he did complete portions of that projected work, The Responsible Self, published posthumously in 1963.

Taken together, not only do these works express Richard’s mature theological vision, but they also demonstrate that his interest in politics was just as fervent as Reinhold’s. Richard shared with Reinhold a commitment to the liberal democratic project, but more so than Reinhold, he developed a set of communitarian critiques of that liberalism.

Radical Monotheism distinguishes three kinds of religious faith: ‘henotheism’ (faith in a nationalistic god); ‘polytheism’ (faith in many gods); and the more self-critical, universalistic faith Richard called ‘radical monotheism’. The first type, henotheism, elevates the concerns of one’s own ethnic group, tribe, or nation above all others. Henotheism demands a patriotic loyalty, couched in quasi-religious terms, to a single parochial but idolatrous centre of value. Fascism was an obvious example, white supremacy another (H. Richard Niebuhr 1993, 76).

When such narrow allegiances prove unsatisfying, the pendulum swings towards an open-ended polytheism, or pluralism, where individuals selfishly protect their own interests oblivious to the larger good. At first glance, this kind of self-interested pluralism may seem to characterize the essence of democracy and capitalism, but not in Richard’s mind. In his view, without some commitment to social solidarity, true democracies wither. Unfettered capitalism generates inequalities so severe people are forced to rebel. Though the terms were not in vogue at the time, the ‘closed society’ of henotheism (e.g. McCarthyism) veers towards what some today call ‘illiberal’ democracy (democracy of the mob without individual rights), while ‘polytheism’ understood as each individual pursuing economic gain without regard for social consequences risks an ‘undemocratic’ liberalism (economic rights for elites without democratic concern for ordinary people) (cf. Mounk 2018).

The third type of faith is radical monotheism, which looks beyond the parochial concerns of the tribe and the narrow concerns of isolated individuals in order to embrace the one, universal God who is above all and in all. Faith in this all-encompassing God, Richard maintains, underwrites a universal connection to others. This in turn argues for a relational, covenantal, and interdependent view of politics, one that looks beyond the self, the party, or even the nation. Such a politics appeals to the goodness of its people, and attaches a new sacredness to all persons and all things in relationship to God. To that end, a vision of radical monotheism rises above the rhetoric of all those (including Reinhold?) who think ‘the only real interest of the nations is self-interest’, who allege that ‘all reference to great causes is hypocrisy’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1993, 66), or who construct their understanding of humanity ‘with the use of the idea of sin only, without reference to that good nature which sin presupposes and of which it is the corrupted expression’ (67).

Elaborating on this in Faith on Earth, Richard argues that faith, the human faith visible in all aspects of life, and not just religious faith, is interpersonal in character. Our trust in others implies loyalty to higher values we hold in common. When this common trust is violated, however, we react defensively and retreat into our enclaves, demonstrating that the principal dynamic of life is not faith versus no-faith, but faith versus broken faith. Sin plays a central role in Richard’s reflections, but the turning point is not so much sin itself as the transformation of self and society. Our personal, social, and political dilemma is how to ‘reconstruct’, or re-establish, that lost trust in the goodness of our companions, now turned competitors, and ultimately in the goodness of God. It requires a transformation by which we put aside all that is partial and therefore distorted, in order to embrace the broadest, most comprehensive perspective. Theologically speaking, this means trusting that the divine source of life is powerful enough to engender confidence and good enough to merit loyalty. Or, in the formula Richard frequently quoted from Alfred North Whitehead, one must move spiritually from God the void, to God the enemy, to God the companion (Whitehead 1926, 16). Politically speaking, it means reimagining politics as more than merely the power to dominate. Political action must become an exercise of the sort of power that cultivates communal trust even as it seeks to inspire individual acts of faithfulness. Just as religious faith for Richard, starting in Social Sources and moving forwards, was never merely about doctrine, so now political faith was not about advancing a narrow ideology. True faith expresses itself in faithful action, which is itself the beginning of a recreated politics.

Christian Humanism and Beyond: The Responsible Self: An Essay in Christian Moral Philosophy
By the end of his career, Richard’s writings adopted an increasingly expansive tone, something akin to, but pushing well beyond, a Christian humanism. In Faith on Earth he wrote not just of Christian faith, but more broadly of human faithfulness; in The Responsible Self, not just of Christian ethics, but of moral philosophy; in his 1961 Cole Lectures, not just of Christian symbols, but of the need for new symbols (H. Richard Niebuhr 1961). Yet in keeping with ‘radical monotheism’, Richard’s reflections exceeded the boundaries of humanism. As with humanism, Richard’s radical faith affirmed the entire human community, but it also pushed further to embrace what he called the fellowship ‘of all being’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1993, 88–89).

In ‘Next Steps in Theology’, Richard reflected upon how the West was becoming a ‘post-Christian’ society (1961). Jesus Christ was still present in this world, but relegated now to a more distant memory. In this new cultural context, old categories, such as Church and world, were no longer sufficient. Theology in the future must return to the wellsprings of religious experience, and engage in a ‘resymbolization’ of older religious meanings.

Throughout his career, and especially in his debates with Reinhold, Richard insisted the focus of Christian ethics is not human action per se but faithful response to divine action. To substantiate this view, The Responsible Self (H. Richard Niebuhr 1999) distinguishes three metaphors for conceiving the ethical life: the human being as ‘citizen’; as ‘maker’; and as ‘responsible self’. The metaphor of ‘citizen’ comes from the realm of politics, focuses on duty, and is marked by obedience to law. The ‘citizen’ cares about doing what is right (cf. the duty ethics of Immanuel Kant), as in the patriot whose life is devoted to the nation and its cause. The metaphor of ‘maker’ arises from the marketplace, measures itself by achievable results, and is concerned with fashioning ends or goals. The ‘maker’ also seeks to maximize the good (cf. the utilitarianism of John Stuart Mill) in the manner of buyers and sellers bargaining in the marketplace.

In contrast to these two types, Richard favours the multidimensional ethics of ‘responsibility’. Whereas citizens may have a certain fixed view of what is ‘right’, and business leaders a certain practical notion of what would be ‘good’, the responsible self weighs many contexts and circumstances to discover what action is the most ‘fitting’. For an ethics of responsibility, the primary question is neither, ‘What is the law to be obeyed?’ nor ‘What is the end to be pursued?’ but a more situationally oriented discernment of ‘What is going on?’.

For a Christian ethics of responsibility, the most important thing ‘going on’ is the redemptive activity of God, and the most ‘fitting’ response is one that strives to live into that redemption. According to Richard: ‘God is acting in all actions upon you. So respond to all actions upon you as to respond to [God’s] action’ (1999, 126). An ethics of responsibility shifts the focus away from a politically determined set of rules, away from market-oriented calculations concerning a projected future, and towards a many-sided dialogue with others—the community of the religiously faithful, the broader democratic community, the human community as a whole, and ultimately the community of all being (84–89).

Naturally the question arises: into which of the three ethical approaches does Reinhold fit? Richard does not tell us. The Responsible Self makes reference to a broad range of ethical figures, but Reinhold’s name is conspicuously absent. Many of Reinhold’s critics, of course, have accused him of falling into a certain type of consequentialism, which would make him a prime example of the goal-oriented ‘maker’ of history, conceiving the human agent as more of an actor than one being acted upon. But it is also possible to see Reinhold’s life and writings as a remarkable example of the responsible self at work.

Conclusion
Towards the end of his life, H. Richard Niebuhr characterized himself as a reformer of the Church, and his brother, Reinhold, as a reformer of culture (H. Richard Niebuhr 1960, 249). Considering Reinhold’s ceaseless activism and greater fame as a public intellectual, this comparison rings true. Viewed from another angle, however, it was Richard who fostered the greater hope for actual ‘reform’: of the Church, by searching for a more dynamic and ‘radical’ version of Christianity; and of political society, by advocating for the underlying trust that holds a free society together. Reinhold’s liberal ‘realism’ grappled more with the world ‘as it is’, Richard’s ‘civic’ version of liberalism nurtured hope for the world ‘as it ought to be’ (cf. Gregory 2008).

Still, if one wishes to effect reform in politics, one must sometimes take bold public stands–and this Reinhold did in abundance. In thought and in action, Reinhold insisted the gap between ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’ was best bridged by a morally infused political realism. Richard agreed that a realistic assessment of social forces was necessary; yet he countered that the gap between ‘is’ and ‘ought’ was already being bridged by God. Divine grace provides the inescapable indicative from which all authentic ethical and political imperatives must arise.

Richard once summed up his form of theological realism in three commitments: the sovereignty of God, the pervasiveness of human sin, and trust in God’s gracious goodness (H. Richard Niebuhr 1960, 248–49). In principle, Reinhold affirmed all three, which is why he always listened so attentively to his younger brother’s critiques. If Richard was right that Reinhold’s thought was like a great ‘iceberg’, then perhaps Richard was the theological muse who helped his older brother plumb the depths of Christian conviction that lay beneath the surface. In any case, the subtle differences in how they parsed their theological commitments, together with their ongoing debates regarding religion’s role in society, provide a nuanced and complex model for our own reflections on what it means to be a Christian realist today.
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Karl Barth



Joshua Mauldin







Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth lived remarkably parallel lives. They were born around the same time, Barth in 1886 and Niebuhr in 1892. Both were sons of pastors who would follow in their fathers’ footsteps. Both excelled in their education; neither earned a PhD. Both began their careers with long stints in the pastorate: Niebuhr for thirteen years from 1915 to 1928 in the industrial city of Detroit, and Barth for ten years, 1911 to 1921, in the alpine village of Safenwil in his native Switzerland.

Following these pastorates both Niebuhr and Barth would become professors, Niebuhr at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, and Barth initially in Germany at the universities of Göttingen, Münster, and Bonn, and after 1935 at the University of Basel in Switzerland. Both initially entered the professoriate under somewhat unusual circumstances. Niebuhr’s initial position at Union was made possible through outside funds provided by Sherwood Eddy, an independently wealthy YMCA evangelist. Niebuhr’s position at Union initially included a joint appointment as editor of the magazine The World Tomorrow (Fox 1985, 75, 105–106). Barth’s appointment in Göttingen was also made possible through funding from outside the university (Busch 1976, 123). Both Niebuhr and Barth would eventually accept regular faculty appointments and ensconce themselves as leading theologians in the United States and Europe.

Early in their careers both Niebuhr and Barth became disillusioned by the nineteenth-century Protestant liberalism they had inherited. As Robin W. Lovin has written, what initially linked Niebuhr and Barth was ‘skepticism about prospects for “Christianizing the social order”’ (Lovin 1995, 43). It was in the wake of the First World War that Barth made his famous break with theological liberalism, manifest in his theological commentary on the Epistle to the Romans. Titled simply Der Römerbrief, Barth’s commentary was published initially in 1919 and in an important second edition in 1922 (Barth 1968). Niebuhr’s break with liberalism was marked by the publication of his 1932 book Moral Man and Immoral Society, which led one liberal Social Gospel minister to exclaim ‘Reinnie’s gone crazy!’ (Gilkey 2001, 4). Such was the stark break Niebuhr had made with the hopes of the Social Gospel.

Niebuhr’s and Barth’s similar break with nineteenth-century liberalism led some to speak of a movement of ‘neo-orthodoxy’ that included them as well as other prominent theologians such as Emil Brunner and Paul Tillich. But the designation began to break down as each of these theologians took their departure from liberalism in different directions. After seeing where Barth was going in his conception of ‘Church Dogmatics’, Niebuhr wondered if he himself had left liberalism behind at all: ‘When I find neo-orthodoxy turning into sterile orthodoxy or a new Scholasticism, I find that I am a liberal at heart, and that many of my broadsides against liberalism were indiscriminate’ (Niebuhr 1960, 117). More typically, however, Niebuhr saw himself charting a middle course between two errors. On the one hand was Protestant liberalism, which too neatly identified the Christian Gospel with contemporary culture and its needs. On the other hand was Karl Barth, who drew such a radical distinction between theological truth and human understanding that theology had nothing to say to the ordinary moral choices human beings faced. Thus, as early as Reflections on the End of an Era, a productive critique of ‘Christian liberalism’ and ‘Christian orthodoxy’ (with Barth as the example) allows Niebuhr to argue that with both liberalism and orthodoxy, ‘rationalism has destroyed the original mythological profundity of the Christian religion which sought to express the idea that the conflict between spirit and nature is a real conflict, that no complete victory of spirit in history is possible, but that defeat is turned into victory when the unachieved perfection is discovered to be a forgiving love which justifies (understands) man’s imperfection’ (Niebuhr 1934, 290).

Niebuhr would later depict his differences with Barth in terms of the historical traditions of the Renaissance and the Reformation (Niebuhr 1964, II: 159). Where Barth rejected the modernizing influence of the Renaissance and went in entirely with the Reformation, Niebuhr argued the proper course was to adopt the strengths of the Renaissance alongside the strengths of the Reformation, while rejecting the weaknesses of each. This was Niebuhr’s way of saying that certain achievements of modern liberalism should be retained even while its utopian errors are rejected. Whether Barth would have disagreed is difficult to say, as he would not have agreed to the terms of discussion as Niebuhr set them out. If Niebuhr saw Barth’s theology as an extreme form of ‘obscurantism’, Barth came to see Niebuhr as characteristic of a distinctly American way of thinking to be avoided. More to the point, if Niebuhr saw Barth rejecting liberalism and retreating to a reactionary dogmatism, Barth saw Niebuhr continuing to exhibit liberalism’s errors.

Niebuhr’s Early Interpretations of Barth
Niebuhr’s proficiency in German gave him the opportunity to introduce Barth’s theology to an English-language readership in the United States. As early as 1928, Niebuhr interpreted Barth for an American audience with a piece in The Christian Century entitled ‘Barth—Apostle of the Absolute’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 141–147). Niebuhr began by noting that the claim that Barth’s theology is a kind of fundamentalism is ‘erroneous and misleading’. Writing three years after the famous ‘Scopes Trial’ in Tennessee, it was important for Niebuhr to explain to his American readers that Barth had ‘no quarrel with the physical sciences and evolution’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 141). Still, insofar as Barth’s thought ‘is an effort to escape relativism through dogmatism it is a new kind of fundamentalism or an old kind of orthodoxy’ (141). More to the point, Barth’s theology is a ‘revival of the theology of the Reformation, Calvinistic in its conception of God and Lutheran in its emphasis upon the experience of justification by faith’ (141–142). Niebuhr would regularly associate Barth’s theology with that of Luther in a way that would have likely baffled the Reformed Swiss theologian.

Many years later Barth would complain in a letter to his son that Niebuhr thought of Barth ‘as though I had been asleep since 1920’ (Busch 1976, 437). Indeed, even at this early stage, Niebuhr’s view on both the strengths and the weaknesses of Barth’s theology had begun to take shape. The danger with Barth’s understanding of sin, and presumably with Barth’s theology more generally, is that ‘such a religious consciousness of sin has the moral limitation that it preoccupies the soul with an ultimate problem of life to such a degree that it loses interest in specific moral problems and struggles which must be faced day by day’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 143). That is the weakness of Barth’s theology, a weakness Niebuhr would later characterize in terms of its failure to account for the distinctions between the ‘nicely calculated less and more’ of everyday human moral choices. But there is also a strength to Barth’s theology. ‘In so far as Barthian theology reintroduces the note of tragedy in religion, it is a wholesome antidote to the superficial optimism of most current theology’. Nevertheless, Niebuhr added, ‘we may also question whether [Barthian theology] does not pay too high a moral price for whatever religious advantage it arrives at’ (144).

Even at this early stage in the late 1920s a key difference between Niebuhr and Barth had emerged. Both criticized aspects of liberal Protestantism. But from the beginning Niebuhr and Barth rejected different things under the mantle of ‘liberal Protestantism’. What Niebuhr rejected was the sentimental moralism of the Social Gospel, which was particularly influential in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Niebuhr’s rejection of Protestant liberalism was thus narrowly focused on its social teachings. Niebuhr did not replace the Social Gospel with a new theological method, such as one grounded in the ‘Word of God’ in the mode of Barth. As is clear from Moral Man and Immoral Society, which marked Niebuhr’s break with sentimental Protestant moralism, he continued to use liberal theological methods in his battle against the errors of Protestant moralism and utopianism. Moral Man contains relatively little discussion of theology and where it speaks of religion it tends to focus on a range of religious traditions and their societal influence. Even where Niebuhr would later mine the Christian tradition for important concepts related to sin and salvation, notably in The Nature and Destiny of Man, he continued to operate with liberal theological methods. The Christian tradition is one among many historical resources with which we can avail ourselves in our moral endeavours. If sentimental moralism is wrong, the shared experience of human history proves this, even apart from what we learn from religious traditions.

While Niebuhr’s rejection of liberal Protestantism centred on the sentimental moralism of its social ethics, Barth’s rejection of liberal Protestantism focused on its fundamental theological presuppositions, on its conceptions of knowledge, authority, and revelation. In terms of politics, Barth was less pessimistic than Niebuhr, especially as they entered the latter decades of life and Barth maintained his commitments to socialism while Niebuhr became increasingly influenced by the Cold War ideologies of anti-communism. While Barth was no utopian, his rejection of liberal Protestantism could be paired with more optimistic hopes for human society, though not on the terms set by liberal Protestantism and the Social Gospel. Barth’s theology marked a radical reversal of how Reformed Protestantism conceived of everything we know about God and the world, and thus of everything we know about ethics and politics. On this basis there was nothing to stop Barth from reconstituting an optimistic politics on this new theological basis, one that began with God’s word to humanity rather than beginning with humanity.

Something else emerged in Niebuhr’s early engagement with Barth that would endure throughout his life, which is that Niebuhr tended to address his theological criticisms to ‘Barthianism’ rather than to Karl Barth himself. Barth famously said that he himself was no ‘Barthian’, and Niebuhr’s critique suggests he may have been right. Returning to the pages of The Christian Century in 1934 with an article on ‘Barthianism and Political Reaction’, Niebuhr noted that Barth (and Brunner) began as religious socialists, and conceded that given his radically transcendent conception of God, Barth’s theology can no more be used to support conservative reactionary thought than it can support liberal utopianism. In any case, Niebuhr noted, Barth had maintained his socialist commitments alongside his orthodox theology. But the same was not true of other ‘Barthians’, especially Frederick Gogarten, who ‘has developed a political ethic from the Barthian theology which finally ends in the bog of a reactionary feudalism’. Niebuhr then associates Barth, via ‘Barthian orthodoxy’ with ‘reaction’ in its ‘revival of the Lutheran theory of the Schöpfungsordnung—the “order of creation”’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 151). The problem is that this way of thinking is more representative of Emil Brunner and Frederick Gogarten than of Barth. Niebuhr speaks of ‘Barthian theology’, holding Barth accountable for the errors of others whom Niebuhr considers ‘Barthians’, regardless of whether they would have agreed to such a designation. Just one month after Christians in Germany adopted the Barmen Declaration, with Barth as its principal author, Niebuhr writes: ‘All the epigones of Barthianism are using that doctrine [i.e. the necessity of coercion] to justify the efforts to establish a state absolutism in Germany under Hitler’ (155).

For Niebuhr, ‘Barthianism’ names a theological tendency which vitiates human moral and political responsibility. What was important to Niebuhr were the practical implications of a theological framework. While Barth might have been able to walk a tightrope and despite his conception of transcendence avoid political reaction, those who followed in his footsteps would not be so nimble. Barth thus creates the context for a politically reactionary, quietist religion, regardless of Barth’s own personal political commitments. This is clear in a 1935 essay in The Christian Century titled ‘Marx, Barth, and Israel’s Prophets’, where Niebuhr concludes with his standard criticism of Barth: ‘Any religion which, in its perfection…destroys all criteria for the religious evaluation of political movements will become, for all its talk of perfection, an instrument of the classes which are afraid of social change’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 162).

Christianity is constantly in danger of oscillating between a ‘dualistic otherworldliness’ (as exemplified by Barth) and a naturalistic utopianism which identifies a political project with the will of God. Even in his criticisms of Barth’s alleged dualism, Niebuhr remained concerned about the opposing danger of liberal utopianism. He closes this essay on that note:

Utopianism is the perennial disease of all naturalism. In one moment naturalism protests against God and in the next it exalts some movement in history into its God. It is thus not only subject to perpetual disillusionment but tempted to perennial self-righteousness and to the cruelty which flows from all self-righteousness.
(Niebuhr 1959b, 163)

Niebuhr concluded with the need for a third way, promising that it is possible without explicitly delineating its contours: ‘But it is still possible to create and, above all, to reclaim a prophetic religion which will influence the destiny of our era and fall into neither defeatism nor into the illusions which ultimately beget despair’ (163). Fulfilling this promissory note of reclaiming a prophetic religion for the twentieth century would be the central project of Niebuhr’s career.

Niebuhr’s criticism of Barth can be understood in three acts. Beginning in the late 1920s and continuing into the 1930s, Niebuhr argues that Barth shirked his political responsibilities by conceiving of God as ‘wholly other’, driving a wedge between divine transcendence and the ‘nicely calculated less and more’ of human moral choices. Act II begins in 1938, when Niebuhr accuses Barth of suddenly reversing himself, by arguing in a letter to Josef Hromádka that in the face of the Nazi threat ‘Every Czech soldier who will then fight and suffer will fight and suffer for all of us and—I say this without reserve—also for the church of Jesus Christ which in the midst of such Hitlers and Mussolinis will either decline into ridicule or will be wiped out’ (quoted in Niebuhr 1959b, 163–164). Niebuhr’s contention is that ‘Nothing discredits Barth’s major theological emphasis more than his complete abandonment of his primary thesis in the hour of crisis’. Niebuhr agrees with Barth’s rejection of Nazism, but he contends that this political resistance does not cohere with the theology Barth professes. What is more, Niebuhr suggests Barth has overcorrected, in identifying those who resist Nazism with the ‘church of Jesus Christ’. Niebuhr wants to maintain space between the divine and the realm of human moral choices. Barth has gone from an infinite gap to a complete identity. Act III concludes the story. Here Niebuhr in the late 1940s and 1950s accuses Barth of failing to bring the political resistance he mounted against Nazism to bear in a similar way against communism. In the latter two acts, Niebuhr accuses Barth of failing to remain consistent with the position he staked out at an earlier stage.

Engagements with Barth in Niebuhr’s Major Works
Stanley Hauerwas notes that ‘Niebuhr seems to have had an almost unlimited animus against Barth’ (Hauerwas 2001, 128 n. 33). While this is overstated, it is true that Niebuhr often clarified his own position by contrasting it with that of Barth, and his criticisms of Barth became increasingly heated over the years. Niebuhr’s most detailed engagements with Barth’s thought took place in his occasional essays written for magazines and journals such as The Christian Century and Radical Religion. His major works are peppered with references to Barth, where Barth is often found on one side of a dialectic pairing liberalism and Barthianism as opposing errors, in distinction with which Niebuhr provides a third alternative.

Central to Niebuhr’s criticism of Barth’s theology is that it fails to account for the careful distinctions that comprise everyday moral choices. Barth conceives of God as the ‘wholly other’ before whom human beings are judged sinful. Niebuhr agrees that human beings are sinful but objects to a theology which cannot make discriminating judgements between various levels of human sin and goodness. He makes the point explicitly as early as Moral Man and Immoral Society, published in 1932.

In the modern Barthian revival of Lutheran orthodoxy the religious experience is practically exhausted in the sense of contrition. The emphasis upon the difference between the holiness of God and the sinfulness of man is so absolute that man is convicted, not of any particular breaches against the life of the humanity [sic] community, but of being human and not divine. Thus, to all intents and purposes, creation and the fall are practically identified and, everything in human history being identified with evil, the ‘nicely calculated less and more’ of social morality lose all significance. (Niebuhr 1932, 68)

This framework, Niebuhr concludes, leads to the separation of ‘religion and morality’, since the theological vision of a wholly other God cannot be made relevant to the practical moral choices human beings face (Niebuhr 1932, 68–69). Writing in a later essay, Niebuhr would declare: ‘Barth’s view makes no provision for discriminating judgments, both because of its strong eschatological emphasis and because of the absence of principles and structures of value’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 187).

Niebuhr reprises the point in The Nature and Destiny of Man, vol. 1. Here he notes that the problem is more basic to ‘Orthodox Christianity’, with its emphasis on the Pauline claim: ‘For there is no difference: for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God’ (Rom. 3:22–23). Niebuhr contends this claim is an ‘indispensable expression of the Christian understanding of sin’. Nevertheless, it ‘imperils and seems to weaken all moral judgments which deal with the “nicely calculated less and more” of justice and goodness as revealed in the relativities of history’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 219–220). As Niebuhr would write years later, criticizing Barth’s theology, ‘Not being a theologian, I can only observe that if one reaches a very high altitude, in either an eschatological or a real airplane, all the distinctions which seem momentous on the “earthly” level are dwarfed into insignificance’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 186).

Niebuhr sees himself mediating between the certitude of the Catholic natural law tradition and the relativism of Barth’s ‘radical Protestantism’. Niebuhr contends that ‘There are of course certain permanent norms, such as monogamy, which, contrary to the relativism of such Protestant skeptics as Karl Barth, are maintained not purely by Scriptural authority but by the cumulative experience of the race’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 282–283). Niebuhr’s critical understanding of the natural law tradition and his conception of moral norms are discussed in other chapters in this Handbook. Here it is important to note that while Niebuhr was critical of natural law, he wanted to maintain an understanding of moral norms developing within human experience and culture in such a way that distinguished him from the ethics of Karl Barth. Niebuhr suggests his own position is closer to natural law than to the ethics of Barth. ‘The Catholic theory is infinitely superior to the Lutheran relativism and moral skepticism which finally leaves the Christian without any standards by which he might judge the relative justice of his nation’s cause’ (I: 269).

The idea of a ‘point of contact’ was important for Niebuhr, as it was necessary to make sense of how a transcendent God could relate to our human moral choices, Niebuhr’s central concern. Discussing conceptions of grace in vol. 2 of Nature and Destiny, Niebuhr notes:

The finite mind has some understanding of its own finiteness; and therefore it cannot escape an uneasy conscience over its sinful effort to complete its own life about ‘itself and its own’ (Luther). This is the ‘point of contact’ between grace and the natural endowments of the soul, which even Luther, despite his doctrine of total depravity, admits and which Karl Barth seeks desperately to deny. As long as there is such a point of contact there is something in man to which appeal can be made; though it must be admitted that men may be driven to despair, rather than repentance, either by the events or the appeals which shake the self-confidence of the sinful self. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 117)

On Niebuhr’s reading, Barth’s denial of this point of contact entails that there is nothing ‘in man to which appeal can be made’. Barth’s theology thus makes ordinary ethics impossible. At best Barth’s theology encourages a kind of special pleading, where one defends one’s actions by appeal to a divine command. But there is no area of shared human experience that can ground a reasoned exchange on public moral choices (Lovin 1984).

Niebuhr will later criticize Barth for not bringing the strong critique he levelled against Nazism in the 1930s to bear on communism in the 1950s. Why this did not happen Niebuhr himself had predicted in The Nature and Destiny of Man: ‘Nevertheless the influence of Reformation perspectives is so powerful in [Barth’s] thought that his doctrinal justification for his opposition to Nazi tyranny is hardly sufficient to explain that opposition’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 278–279). Here we see that even in the early 1940s, Niebuhr believed that the grounds for Barth’s brave opposition to Nazi tyranny were inadequate, even if the practice itself was praiseworthy. For Niebuhr, it was predictable that given these inadequate grounds for political resistance, Barth’s attitude towards subsequent political injustice would come up short. And indeed, on Niebuhr’s view at least, that is exactly what happened.

Niebuhr and Barth in Critical Debate
This section highlights two moments when disagreements between Niebuhr and Barth spilled out into the public sphere. The first is their public debate in the wake of the World Council of Churches assembly in Amsterdam in 1948. The debate began with Barth’s keynote address, ‘No Christian Marshall Plan’. Niebuhr responded with a piece titled ‘We Are Men and Not God’ that was subsequently published in The Christian Century. Shortly thereafter, The Christian Century published Barth’s original lecture, his response to Niebuhr’s ‘We are Men and Not God,’ and a final rejoinder by Niebuhr. The second moment examined in this section is Niebuhr’s criticism of Barth’s silence during the 1956 Hungarian Revolution.

The Amsterdam Conference of 1948 was historically important as the moment when the World Council of Churches was officially founded. Barth gave a keynote address, in which he criticized the overall theme of the conference, which was ‘Man’s Disorder and God’s Design’. Under the title ‘No Christian Marshall Plan’, Barth lambasted the entire proceedings as wrongheaded, arguing that the delegates arrogated activities and responsibilities that should be left in the hands of God. We must not begin with ‘Man’s disorder’ and then move on to ‘God’s Design’, Barth argued. Instead we should begin with God’s design and from that starting point examine human disorder (Barth 1948). As Barth would later put it, given the formulations of the preparatory documents of the Amsterdam Assembly ‘there appeared to be no assurance against identifying God’s plan of salvation with one’s own opinions regarding the disorder of society and one’s own recommendations for overcoming it’ (Barth 1949, 201).

Niebuhr responded to Barth’s opening address with a piece entitled ‘We Are Men and Not God’. As we see in this piece, originally published in The Christian Century, Niebuhr had by 1948 reframed his view of Barth’s resistance to Nazism. In 1938 Niebuhr had suggested that Barth’s own theology could not account for his political resistance, which was little more than a political opinion he held in uneasy juxtaposition with his theological commitments. Niebuhr had even accused Barth of forsaking his earlier theology in order to take a stand against National Socialism. By 1948 Niebuhr has changed his tune. ‘It is only fair to Barth and to those for whom he speaks to acknowledge gratefully the great contributions which this theology made to the struggle against tyranny in recent decades’. This theology created an ‘heroic heedlessness’ of considerable value in times of crisis. Niebuhr continues:

But perhaps this theology is constructed too much for the great crises of history. It seems to have no guidance for a Christian statesman for our day. It can fight the devil if he shows both horns and both cloven feet. But it refuses to make discriminating judgments about good and evil if the evil shows only one horn or the half of a cloven foot. (Niebuhr 1959b, 172)

If Niebuhr in 1938 saw Barth’s call for armed struggle against Nazism as out of kilter with Barth’s theology, by 1948 Niebuhr has begun to argue that Barth’s theology can provide political guidance in times of great crisis, but not in more ordinary times, when our everyday political choices can still have impact on people’s lives. As Niebuhr declared in the gendered language typical of the time: ‘We are men and not God’. Barth asks us to adopt the perspective of eternity. Niebuhr implores us to adopt the perspective of finite human beings, who must make fine-grained choices between lesser evils and greater goods.

Even in the midst of heated debate, Niebuhr hinted at a qualified appreciation of Barth’s theology. It is not that Barth is entirely lost in error, but rather that ‘this is not the whole gospel’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 174). Barth gets some things right, and his theology can even be seen as a kind of leaven that enriches forms of Christianity tempted by liberal sentimental moralism. But Barth’s theology needs to be corrected and complemented by attention to Christian resources which encourage believers to attend to the political gardens where they find themselves. Barth’s theology highlights the ‘pinnacle’ of Christian faith, but it has ‘obscured the foothills where human life must be lived’ (174–175). Niebuhr focused on these foothills.

Barth’s reply to Niebuhr’s response to Barth’s Amsterdam address was then also published in The Christian Century, under the title ‘Continental vs. Anglo-Saxon Theology: A Preliminary Reply to Reinhold Niebuhr’. Here Barth explains how he found in the preparatory volumes for the Amsterdam Assembly ‘the impression of striking overburdenedness’, as well as an ‘equivocal way of proceeding from below upwards’ (Barth 1949, 202). By ‘overburdenedness’ he refers to the human temptation to take on the burden of solving the world’s problems, rather than looking to God. Likewise, beginning from ‘below’ and going ‘upwards’ tempts us to begin with human problems and then move to God, which leads us to identify God’s will uncritically with our political opinions. Barth wants instead a mode in which one moves from God ‘downwards’, beginning with God and only then diagnosing the ‘disorder of the world’.

This essay is a key place where we see how Barth thought about Niebuhr, under the rubric of ‘Anglo-Saxon theology’ (a designation Niebuhr himself had suggested). Barth writes:

I seemed to detect at Amsterdam in the thinking of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ the absence of a whole dimension. Two dimensions were obviously present; e.g. the contrasts of good and evil, freedom and necessity, love and self-centeredness, spirit and matter, person and mechanism, progress and stagnation—and in this sense, God and the world or God and man. (Barth 1949, 203)

But a third dimension is missing in the Anglo-Saxon theology represented not only by Niebuhr but by the Amsterdam proceedings more generally.

I am encouraged, however, by the fact that it is precisely the Bible that knows not only these two dimensions but also a third that is decisive—the word of God, the Holy Spirit, God’s free choice, God’s grace and judgment, the Creation, the Reconciliation, the Kingdom, the Sanctification, the Congregation; and all these not as principles to be interpreted in the same sense as the first two dimensions but as the indication of events, of concrete, once-for-all, unique divine actions, of the majestic mysteries of God that cannot be resolved into any pragmatism.
(Barth 1949, 203)

On 23 February 1949, The Christian Century published Niebuhr’s response to Barth’s reply to Niebuhr’s response to Barth’s Amsterdam lecture. Barth did not respond to this piece, so Niebuhr enjoyed the last word. Niebuhr subjects Barth’s thought to two criticisms, one internal and one external. Niebuhr suggests that in his interpretation of Scripture Barth fails to adhere to his own announced standards. Barth wants to make Scripture the norm for all of our theological and moral knowledge. But he also wants to read into Scripture certain modern norms, such as democracy and gender equality, which are not obviously derived from Scripture. Rather than acknowledge that he is the inheritor of modern ethical ideas, which he brings to the reading of Scripture, Barth insists that he finds in Scripture the basis for these ideas. Niebuhr thinks this is dishonest or self-deceptive. He would rather admit that he is the inheritor of a long Western tradition that includes not only Christianity but also a modern secular revolt against religion, and that his ethical views and thus his readings of Scripture cannot be extricated from this entire tradition, religious and modern.

But Niebuhr’s critique goes further, and here again he raises the issue of ‘responsibility’, which is how he most typically portrays the difference between Barth and himself. He concludes the essay by claiming that Barth’s approach ‘fails to provide sufficient criteria of judgment and impulses to decisive action in moments of life when a historic evil, not yet full-blown and not yet requiring some heroic witness, sneaks into the world upon the back of some unobtrusive error which when fully conceived may produce a monstrous evil’ (Niebuhr 1959b, 182). The claim is connected, if ambiguously, to the previous point about the interpretation of Scripture. For Niebuhr’s criticism of Barth, at its basis, is that Barth fails to provide the necessary principles of distinction needed for political and moral debate. Barth’s approach to Scripture, as well as his approach to theology and politics more broadly, refuses to name general principles which can guide human behaviour. It instead seeks to read Scripture in a kind of ‘occasionalist’ way, just as his moral theory of the divine command has an occasionalist tendency, on Niebuhr’s view. Barth has something to say when the evil is obvious and monstrous, but when it is a distinction between a ‘nicely calculated less and more’, Barth is silent. Niebuhr sees this as a shirking of one’s responsibility. Barth, by contrast, sees it as the only way to avoid reading one’s self-chosen preferences and biases into the biblical text, projecting onto God one’s political opinions.

The exchange between Barth and Niebuhr would flare up again in the late 1950s, when Niebuhr published a January 1957 piece in The Christian Century entitled ‘Why is Karl Barth Silent on Hungary?’ Following the Hungarian Revolution, which broke out on 23 October 1956, Niebuhr thought Barth should take a public stand in the way he had taken a stand against National Socialism in 1933. The ‘No’ that Barth had pronounced against Fascism in 1933 should now be directed against the evil of communism (Niebuhr 1959b, 183–190). Barth did not respond publicly to Niebuhr’s essay at the time, but two years later, in an August 1958 ‘Letter to a Pastor in the German Democratic Republic’, Barth explained his silence. Barth compares the letter the pastor from the GDR had sent him to the question:

which was posed to me publicly by a well-known American theologian just two years ago, when the East-West storm was raging fiercely for us here. ‘Why is Karl Barth Silent about Hungary?’ At that time I didn’t say a single world in answer, for obviously it was not an honest question. It was not inspired by the real distress of a Christian seeking genuine conversation and fellowship with another, but it was addressed to me by a hard-boiled politician safe in his castle. (Barth 1959, 45–46)

In an earlier essay from 1949, ‘The Church Between East and West’, Barth had explained why his ‘No’ could not simply be repeated against communism (Barth 1954, 125–146). For one thing, it had to do with the ideology of communism versus its actual practice. The goal of communism is social justice, which is not inherently evil, as the goal of Nazism was. Communism has fallen short of achieving its goals, and has committed evil deeds, but the same can be said of Western capitalist countries. What right do Western countries have to highlight the failures of communism, when they have themselves failed in countless ways? Secondly, communism does not attempt to co-opt the Christian message for its own purposes. National Socialism attempted to utilize Christianity and the churches to propagate its message. It committed heresy, as opposed to mere atheism.

The content of Barth’s ‘Letter to a Pastor in the German Democratic Republic’ can be summarized under a refrain Barth repeats many times: ‘God above all things!’ (Barth 1959, 58). The point, which Barth doubles down on and which would confirm Niebuhr’s greatest suspicions regarding Barth’s theology, was that God’s sovereignty is more important than the various political systems under which Christians and the Church find themselves. The Church goes about its business in the faith that ‘God is above all things’, and therefore can do its work under the conditions of capitalism, or under communism, and or indeed under any number of political systems. The atheism of the communists is of little matter, for it is God’s being for man that is decisive, not human belief in God. God is not ‘a-human’ simply because some humans are ‘atheist’ (Barth 1959, 57). What is more, we should not take ‘atheism’ too seriously. It is merely a kind of pretension, a kind of posturing (57). Finally, the loss of a privileged position on the part of the Church in the East probably foreshadows a similar loss of prestige that the Church in the West will soon face. We are moving beyond the ‘Constantinian’ period, Barth suggests, foreshadowing a thesis that Stanley Hauerwas would develop in a later generation (64).

Niebuhr responded to Barth’s letter in a 11 February 1959 piece in The Christian Century. He concedes that Barth is neither pro-communist nor a ‘primitive anti-communist’. He is instead an eminent theologian who is trying to remain neutral at the price of becoming irrelevant. Niebuhr begins the article with a shot across the bow, lamenting that Barth’s letter will surely ‘receive more attention than it deserves’. Somewhat reluctantly, he adds his own voice to that unwarranted attention. Niebuhr ends the piece by saying that while Barth is a genius, even a genius ‘cannot escape the dilemma that the price of absolute purity is irrelevance and that the price of relevance is the possible betrayal of capricious human loves and hates even in the heart of a man of God’ (Niebuhr 1959a, 168).

In 1962, during his one and only trip to the United States, Karl Barth was asked by a reporter at a press conference about Niebuhr’s criticism of Barth’s attitude toward communism. The reporter asked: ‘Niebuhr criticized your not speaking out against Communism (in Hungary), but you took a stand against Hitlerism. Could you explain?’ Barth replied:

That was another case. I was directly involved. I was up against the Nazis. I lived in Germany and in Switzerland. Hitler was an adversary to fight. I could help by fighting, and I fought. It was a practical issue where I had to take my stand, and I did…In the case of the Eastern world, the Communist world as such, crying [out] does not help. (Busch 2017, 195)

Barth made a similar point when asked about Niebuhr’s criticism of him for his silence during the Hungarian suppression and uprising of 1956:

I was silent because there was such an uproar in the whole world. I don’t need to join in this general uproar. I have good friends in Hungary, also among those who have joined in the revolution. What could I do for them? Certainly nothing by crying out. But if I have been silent, I have been able to free two of my friends from prison. The Hungarian authorities listened to me, just because I had not cried out against them. In my opinion, it was more important that I could help save two lives than join in the general outcry. (Busch 2017, 195)

The clash between Niebuhr and Barth over the response to communism was emblematic of their agreements and disagreements over the relationship between Christian theology and the ethical and political choices human beings face. It is not always easy to disentangle exactly where they agree and disagree, as their conflict was affected by some level of misunderstanding, and even of Niebuhr’s determination to show how Barth’s position differed from his own. Barth’s concern was to emphasize that Christians can survive and even flourish under various political systems, even if we might prefer some of these systems over others. So far, Niebuhr would agree. But Niebuhr wanted Barth to go further, and to publicly denounce communism as inherently evil or at least inferior to democracy. Niebuhr himself agreed that one should not identify the Christian Gospel with democracy. Barth was unable to understand how Niebuhr expected him to endorse democracy over communism on theological grounds without identifying Christianity with democratic politics, an identification that Niebuhr himself recognized as problematic.

Perhaps the best way to explain where Barth and Niebuhr disagreed is that Niebuhr wanted Barth to think beyond a framework internal to the Christian ecclesial community. Niebuhr wanted Barth to consider the broad sweep of human reflection, across religious and secular traditions, and to consider the value of democracy from this vantage point. But for Barth, this would be to cease doing Christian theology. Barth’s goal was to reflect on and test the proclamation of the Christian Church. Niebuhr, by contrast, was focused on the question of how power should be exercised responsibly. Christian ideas shed light on this question, but other sources of knowledge need to be consulted as well. Niebuhr’s way of framing the debate has led interpreters to think Niebuhr was pushing Barth to provide a different answer to a single question the two thinkers were asking. In fact, Niebuhr was pushing Barth to answer a different question entirely, to engage in a different enterprise from the one he had set for himself. This confusion regarding what separates Niebuhr and Barth has continued in the reception of their thought up to the present day.

Conclusion
Niebuhr had more to say about Barth than Barth did about Niebuhr. This basic fact points to an asymmetrical aspect of their work. As a social ethicist, Niebuhr was interested in examining the social implications of religious ideas and systems, and thus he took an interest in Barth’s theology, which he thought led to negative implications for ethics and society. Barth’s project of unpacking the various layers of the Christian message in the Church Dogmatics did not lead him to take an analogous interest in Niebuhr’s work. But the fact that Niebuhr’s approach to social ethics led him to treat Barth as an object of study can mislead us into thinking that Niebuhr and Barth were seeking to provide different answers to some overarching question which they shared. In fact, despite Niebuhr’s interest in the practical implications of Barth’s thought, the two thinkers were engaged in very different intellectual projects.

As early as Moral Man and Immoral Society it was clear that Niebuhr’s focus was on the social implications of religious beliefs and practices. Niebuhr laments that in Barthian theology, ‘creation and fall are practically identified and, everything in human history being identified with evil, the “nicely calculated less and more” of social morality lose all significance’ (Niebuhr 1932, 68). Niebuhr contends that this tendency of Barth is ironically also found in Schleiermacher, the ‘bête noir of the modern Barthians’ (68). Schleiermacher no less than Barth points to a divine being before whom the moral choices human beings make are of little significance. While on their face the theologies of Schleiermacher and Barth seem quite different, ‘both result in an identical separation of religion and morality’ (69). This was key for Niebuhr. The fine distinctions between theologians were of less interest to him, compared to what he saw as the ethical ‘fruits’ of their theology. Any theology which failed to account for the importance of human moral choices was by definition a failure (Niebuhr 1959b, 184).

Niebuhr and Barth addressed different audiences. In the volumes of the Church Dogmatics that poured forth from Barth’s pen for much of the twentieth century, Barth addressed himself, even at his most abstruse moments, to those engaged in Church proclamation. The Church Dogmatics is written for preachers. While others might take an interest, the purpose of dogmatics in Barth’s view was to serve as a kind of test of the Church’s proclamation. It holds proclamation accountable, even while being a resource for that very proclamation. One can debate whether Barth succeeded in this goal, of course. But can one judge Barth’s dogmatics according to the standards of some other project in which Barth was not engaged?

As biographer Richard Fox has written, Niebuhr ‘had little patience with a theology based squarely on biblical revelation, or with a theologian who wrote in dry, erudite prose’ (Fox 1985, 117). Niebuhr knew that Barth’s dogmatic work was aimed at the Church, and presumably he accepted that dogmatic inquiry was a worthwhile pursuit even if it did not excite his interests, which lay elsewhere. Niebuhr’s 1956 ‘Intellectual Autobiography’ illuminates how he thought about his own intended audience: ‘My avocational interest as a kind of circuit rider in the colleges and universities has prompted an interest in the defense and justification of the Christian faith in a secular age, particularly among what Schleiermacher called Christianity’s “intellectual despisers”’ (Kegley and Bretall 1956, 3). Niebuhr goes on to say that he concedes the point of the ‘stricter sects of theologians in Europe’ who have claimed that his interests are more pragmatic and apologetic than theological. He is willing to concede the point, not only because he thought ‘it was well taken’ but also ‘partly because the distinction did not interest me’ (Kegley and Bretall 1956, 3).

We have focused on Niebuhr’s interest in social ethics, but we should also recall the apologetic aspect of his work. Niebuhr engaged in a kind of immanent criticism of the dogmas of a secular age, showing that these ways of thinking could not sufficiently account for the challenges and aspirations of human nature and destiny. Facing Christianity’s ‘intellectual despisers’, Niebuhr sought to convince outsiders that the Christian tradition contains unique resources to answer the challenges of human life. Whether Niebuhr succeeded in this endeavour surely cannot be answered by examining the extent to which Niebuhr’s thought compares to Barth’s Church Dogmatics, which had an entirely different goal. Niebuhr’s apologetic works would probably be no more appropriate to proclaim from a pulpit than Barth’s theology would be convincing to the intellectual despisers of Christianity who garnered Niebuhr’s attention.

Niebuhr’s overriding concern was how the Christian faith could be made intelligible to ‘modern man’, and thus how Christianity and culture might be correlated. Barth suggests that this goal is best achieved, ironically, when it is not pursued. Preoccupation with apologetics leads theologians astray, Barth thought, so that we:

miss a certain carefree and joyful confidence in the self-validation of the basic concerns of theology, a trust that the most honest commerce with the world might best be assured when the theologians, unheeding the favors or disfavors of this world, confronted it with the results of theological research carried out for its own sake…Man in the 19th century might have taken the theologians more seriously if they themselves had not taken him so seriously. (Barth 1996, 20)

Niebuhr and Barth were doing different things. While this makes it difficult to adjudicate their disagreements, it also means that we can learn from both of them. We can draw on their work at different times and places, depending on what we are trying to accomplish. Of course, Niebuhr and Barth did not merely ask different questions. They also believed that the questions the other asked were wrong-headed, confused, or even immoral. Their conflicts have led us to think we must choose between them, but such a choice is a missed opportunity to learn from two of the most important thinkers the Christian tradition produced in the twentieth century.
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In a tribute to Reinhold Niebuhr delivered to the American Academy of Arts and Letters shortly after his death in 1971, the American diplomat and author George Kennan (1904–2005) noted that ‘I did not know him really well. I could count on the fingers of one hand, I suppose, the times I have talked with him in anything more than a casual way’. This is borne out by the documentary record; Niebuhr receives not even one mention in Kennan’s two-volume memoirs, and the two men only exchanged a handful of letters during their lifetimes.

Yet these infrequent contacts belie a deep mutual respect and abiding reciprocal influence. Having acknowledged their sparse personal contacts, Kennan continued his tribute to Niebuhr thus:

For I regarded him during his lifetime, and continue to do so, as the greatest of my own teachers—as the man whose thought and example have exerted the greatest influence on my own view of life; and it is not unjust that a pupil conscious of such a debt should be asked to speak to the qualities of his teacher. (Kennan 1971)

The statesman’s tribute was not mere exaggerated nostalgia but reflected the enduring esteem he held for Niebuhr. In a conversation with the scholar Kenneth Thompson shortly after Niebuhr’s death, Kennan famously described Niebuhr as ‘the father of all of us’, no mean sentiment from a diplomat who was otherwise so sparing in the dispensing of praise (Thompson 2009, 139). Bonded by their shared geopolitical concerns, Christian faith, and sense of the tragic, they became two of the most influential intellectual architects of realism. For Niebuhr this became the theology of ‘Christian Realism’, while Kennan became one of the early proponents of policy Realism in international relations. Together with Hans Morgenthau, they are the most influential American architects of Realism at mid-century and continue to loom over Realist thought and practice today.

As influential as each man was in his own right, they also influenced each other and together developed an abiding intellectual partnership and mutual admiration. Initially brought together by the crisis atmosphere of the mid-twentieth century, they found common intellectual cause in their shared Christian Realism and abiding patriotism leavened with an appreciation of irony and a belief in their nation’s limits. Both did much to shape the United States’ opposition to the twentieth century’s twin totalitarianisms of German Nazism and Soviet communism, even as both also became trenchant critics of America’s excesses and errors in those same conflicts, especially the Cold War.

Origins of a Relationship
The affinities between Niebuhr and Kennan ran to their roots. At first glance their familial origins would appear quite different, with Niebuhr being the son of German immigrants in contrast to Kennan’s ancestral roots that traced back to Puritan settlers in New England in the seventeenth century. But both men were sons of the Midwest, Kennan from Wisconsin and Niebuhr from Missouri. Lured by the Ivy League, both travelled east for their education, Kennan to Princeton and Niebuhr to Yale. Both in turn spent the predominance of their adult years and did their major intellectual work on the East Coast, Niebuhr primarily between New York City and Massachusetts, and Kennan in Princeton and Washington, DC. Theologically Niebuhr and Kennan both stood in the Reformed tradition, Niebuhr with his roots in the German Evangelical Church and Kennan as a lifelong Presbyterian.

Another common affinity they shared was Germany, a nation that did much to shape Niebuhr’s and Kennan’s respective world views. For Niebuhr it was the land of his ancestors and the nation that, as he observed with alarm in 1930 the growing appeal of Hitler and the Nazi movement, strongly influenced his abandonment of pacifism and his embrace of a more assertive foreign policy (Inboden 2014). For Kennan, Germany marked the beginnings of his lifelong fascination with Russia when in 1928 the State Department sent him to Berlin to study Russian language and history. He returned to Berlin a decade later as a diplomat where from his perch at the American Embassy he witnessed with horror how German society had descended into Nazi barbarism and posed a growing threat to the United States. Both men in turn would devote much of their intellectual careers to wrestling with the vexing geopolitical challenge of how the United States should address Germany and Russia’s seemingly perennial competition to dominate the Eurasian landmass.

For all of their commonalities, the two men also had pronounced differences. In temperament Kennan was a brooding introvert, drawn to a life of introspection and the solitary pursuits of research and writing, and often preferring contemplation alone to conversation with others. Niebuhr in contrast was an energetic extrovert, perpetually in the company of others, whether his students, colleagues, parishioners at churches where he preached, or the many friends he cultivated over his lifetime. He was as much a man of action as of thought, a constant ferment of activity who seemed to be at the centre of almost every large political cause and religious controversy. Perhaps consistent with their varying temperaments, Kennan was a gifted and elegant writer, a stylist of uncommon eloquence whose prose is a joy to read. Niebuhr, in contrast, may have occasionally composed an arresting phrase, but for the most part he was a workmanlike writer whose ideas sparkled more than his frequently turgid essays and books. And vocationally, it bears remembering that while the two men overlapped in many of their convictions and concerns, Niebuhr nonetheless was always a churchman, and Kennan was always a layman.

For Niebuhr, theology needed to be constantly interpreted through the prism of lived history and prevailing events. As varied and sometimes elusive as his body of thought can be, one way to encapsulate it is as an unceasing effort to navigate the imperatives of seeking proximate justice in a fallen world while living under both divine judgement and eschatological hope. A passage from his 1942 article ‘In the Battle and Above It’, written shortly after America’s entry into the Second World War, embodies this tension:

To be in the battle means to defend a cause against its peril, to protect a nation against its enemies, to strive for truth against error, to defend justice against injustice. To be above the battle means that we understand how imperfect the cause is which we defend, that we contritely acknowledge the sins of our own nations, that we recognize the common humanity which binds us to even the most terrible of foes, and that we know also of our common need of grace and forgiveness.
(Niebuhr 1942, 3–4)

This was a passage that Kennan himself could also have written. Thus, while Niebuhr and Kennan in their own respective domains of theological ethics and statecraft tried to forge a via media amidst unpalatable alternatives, they soon found themselves kindred spirits. Their concerns overlapped even more into each other’s fields, in that Niebuhr himself was a sophisticated thinker on international politics, while Kennan displayed considerable theological insight. These were not mere abstractions. Throughout his career, Niebuhr consulted regularly with policymakers while Kennan occasionally ascended the pulpit of his Presbyterian Church in Princeton to deliver sermons as a layman.

The crisis decade of the 1930s marked Niebuhr’s emergence as a public intellectual to great renown on both sides of the Atlantic, a prominence that continued to grow during the Second World War. Kennan during this same period was largely anonymous. He laboured quietly as an American diplomat serving primarily in Europe, well respected by his State Department colleagues but otherwise unknown to the broader public. Given his prodigious reading and intellectual interests, Kennan likely encountered Niebuhr in these years through the theologian’s writing, whether books such as Moral Man and Immoral Society or Niebuhr’s many articles in periodicals such as Christian Century, The Nation, and eventually Christianity and Crisis. It was not until the immediate aftermath of the Second World War brought an unprecedented new series of challenges for American foreign policy that these same vexations brought Niebuhr and Kennan together.

To appreciate the nativity of the relationship between Niebuhr and Kennan, one must appreciate the fraught global situation in the aftermath of the Second World War. The optimistic glow of the Allied triumph over Nazi Germany soon gave way to the ominous foreboding of a new threat. The Soviet Union under Josef Stalin may have been the American ally that paid by far the highest cost in lives to defeat Adolf Hitler, but even before Germany’s formal surrender Stalin had been angling to expand Soviet control across large swathes of Eastern Europe and Central Asia. His designs were motivated in part by a desire for a sphere of influence to enhance Russian territorial security, and in part by the revolutionary ambitions of communist ideology. By March of 1946, less than a year after the war’s end, Winston Churchill warned in his iconic formulation at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri that: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the Continent’ (Churchill 1946).

The Dilemmas of the Cold War
The perilous geopolitical situation posed by the growing Soviet threat seemed to offer American policymakers led by President Harry Truman only two strategic options that could be distilled as ‘fight or flight’. In other words, the dilemma that Truman and the United States faced seemed to be either trying to stop Soviet aggression by leveraging the American monopoly on atomic weapons and launching a war against the USSR, or alternatively offering no resistance and merely acquiescing in Stalin’s seemingly insatiable territorial claims and Marxist expansionism. The former option of war appealed to a few marginal militarists but was otherwise dismissed as both immoral and imprudent, an act of aggression that could cost countless lives for a nation already bleeding and exhausted from the Second World War. Yet the latter option, avoiding confrontation and supinely permitting Stalin to acquire by force or subterfuge places such as Iran, Azerbaijan, Turkey, Greece, Austria, West Berlin, South Korea, perhaps even Italy and France, seemed both unwise and unprincipled.

In the midst of this strategic dilemma, which John Gaddis describes as ‘the despair of 1946 when war or appeasement appeared to be the only alternatives open to the United States’, Kennan developed a third strategic option of containment (Gaddis 2011, 275). The main innovation that containment offered was avoiding the volatility of war and the passivity of surrender while establishing a strategic framework for preventing further Soviet aggression. In Kennan’s memorable phrasing, ‘the main element of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be that of a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies’ (Kennan 1947, 575). For diplomats and national security strategists, Kennan’s defining legacy came with this doctrine. While he originally developed it as a way to respond to the Soviet Union, it eventually became a concept central to the toolkit of statecraft, applied in the decades since in countless policy debates towards nations engaged in unsavoury international behaviour that defies easy policy remedies.

One reason that Niebuhr and Kennan developed a mutual affinity is that Niebuhr found himself playing the type of mediating role for American Protestantism that Kennan played in American diplomacy. For American Protestants, their theological situation amidst the post-war ferment of the United States posed a similar dichotomy that seemed in its own way equally stark as the foreign policy dilemma. Amidst the geopolitical crisis of the era, American Protestantism itself had been rent asunder as denominations and seminaries underwent acrimonious splits. The primary poles that emerged appeared to be fundamentalism, complete with its anti-intellectualism and withdrawal from all worldly involvements, and a liberal Protestantism that with its optimism and idealism somehow seemed unrealistic and ill-equipped to reckon with the human depravity unleashed by Nazi Germany or the existential peril of the atomic age and Soviet totalitarianism. For many American Christians, it was an unpalatable choice.

For rather self-evident reasons, fundamentalism seemed to have little to offer in the way of public theology, which was almost by definition inimical to fundamentalism’s cultural and political separatism as well as its suspicion towards a theological concept such as general revelation. (Out of this milieu in the early 1940s emerged neo-evangelicalism, which combined theological conservatism with intellectual engagement into a consequential movement that is nevertheless beyond the scope of this chapter). Yet mainstream Protestantism experienced its own theological crisis of confidence over whether, after many of its leaders had idealistically embraced pacifism and other optimistic hopes for international cooperation in the 1920s and 1930s, it could now reckon with the unvarnished evil represented by Buchenwald and the gulag. Niebuhr stepped into this theological gap. Developing ‘Christian Realism’ based in part on a recovery and adaptation of the doctrine of original sin for the mid-century’s multiple crises, he gave liberal Protestantism a more chastened theology appropriate to the challenges of the age. In this way Niebuhr and Kennan stood as mirror images of each other, charting a new third way for their respective professional communities of anguished leaders in the realms of ecclesiology and national security.

Policy, Strategy, and the Sources of Soviet Conduct
The historical record is unclear on when Niebuhr and Kennan first met in person. The earliest certain instance came in 1949, when Kennan invited Niebuhr to participate in a three-day strategy session conducted with the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department. This elite office, led by Kennan as its inaugural director, had been established by Secretary of State George Marshall at the outset of the Cold War to provide long-range planning and develop policy ideas for the uncertain and historically unprecedented new moment. Marshall delivered an iconic and terse charge to Kennan for the Policy Planning Staff’s mission: ‘Avoid Trivia!’, which Kennan embraced with relish. Under his leadership the Policy Planning Staff served as the intellectual incubator for many of the policy initiatives and new institutions of post-war American policy such as the Marshall Plan and NATO.

During the strategy retreat, the occasionally abstruse social ethicist and the ostensibly pragmatic diplomat experienced a humorous role reversal. Niebuhr related that at one point Kennan suggested to the assembled group the thought experiment: ‘Let us proceed as if there was no Russian threat’. As John Lewis Gaddis notes in his magisterial biography of Kennan, ‘That struck Niebuhr as like saying: “Let us proceed as though there were not sex in the world”—but did at least stimulate discussion’ (Gaddis 2011, 360).

One likely reason for Kennan’s solicitation of Niebuhr’s views is that by this point they had both written extensively of their assessments of the Cold War, and they had arrived at similar conclusions about the nature of the conflict and the needful American posture in response. Kennan’s first effort at making sense of the emerging post-war environment and Soviet intentions had come just two weeks before Churchill’s landmark ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in his venerable ‘Long Telegram’ of February 1946. It is no exaggeration to say that this cable stands as the most influential missive in the history of the State Department and one of the most consequential documents in the annals of American diplomacy. Composed from a Moscow hospital bed while he recovered from a litany of infirmities during his service as Deputy Chief of Mission at the US Embassy, Kennan took the occasion of a recent bellicose speech by Stalin to inform a bewildered and divided American government with a searching inquiry into Russian history, the Soviet world view, and the recommended American posture in response. Devout Presbyterian that he was, Kennan later likened his composition to ‘an eighteenth-century Protestant sermon’, and in both structure and content it was indeed more of a scriptural homily than a bureaucratic memo. Even though writing from Moscow, Kennan’s abiding concern remained for the soul of his own native country. Hence his analysis of Russian behaviour concluded with the Niebuhrian exhortation that ‘the greatest danger that can befall us in coping with this problem of Soviet communism is that we shall allow ourselves to become like those with whom we are coping’ (Kennan 1967, 293, 559).

For Kennan and Niebuhr both, while the Soviet Union posed the greatest threat to the United States, part of the Cold War’s tragedy lay in the perils that America could inflict on itself through overreaction, lack of wisdom, and myopic self-righteousness. As Niebuhr concluded a few years later in his probing analysis into the American character in the Cold War, The Irony of American History, ‘For if we should perish, the ruthlessness of the foe would be only the secondary cause of the disaster. The primary cause would be that the strength of a giant nation was directed by eyes too blind to see all the hazards of the struggle; and the blindness would be induced not by some accident of nature or history but by hatred and vainglory’ (Niebuhr 1952, 174). Such concerns resonated with Kennan, who shared Niebuhr’s anxiety that America’s militant Cold War posture, necessary though it might be, could also prove their beloved nation’s harm or even undoing.

In 1947 Kennan returned to Washington DC and expanded the Long Telegram’s analysis in his seminal Foreign Affairs article ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’. In particular he probed further into the role of Marxist ideology in the Soviet system, finding it both a key to understanding Soviet behaviour and the source of Moscow’s greatest vulnerability. As he wrote of the Soviet communists:

They doubtless believed—and found it easy to believe—that they alone knew what was good for society and that they would accomplish that good once their power was secure and unchallengeable. But in seeking that security of their own rule they were prepared to recognize no restrictions, either of God or man, on the character of their methods. (Kennan 1947, 569)

Again Kennan also sounded a religious theme, concluding his grim assessment of the unprecedented strategic challenge by expressing ‘a certain gratitude to a Providence which, by providing the American people with this implacable challenge, has made their entire security as a nation dependent on their pulling themselves together and accepting the responsibilities of moral and political leadership that history plainly intended them to bear’ (Kennan 1947, 582). Like the God of Old Testament Israel, God for Kennan was both orchestrating history and also subjecting the United States to a test of its covenantal resolve. Again, it was a theme that Niebuhr could appreciate, especially considering his own affinity for the tradition of the Hebrew prophets.

Meanwhile Niebuhr also watched developments in Eurasia with growing alarm. Just as he had been an early and often lonely voice warning his fellow Americans about the threat posed by Hitler and a Nazified Germany as early as 1931, two years before Hitler formally took power, so now he took up the prophet’s mantle again to warn his nation against slipping back into the seductive posture of interwar isolationism. Western Europe caused him particular consternation. After visiting Germany in 1946 on a State Department-sponsored mission, he wrote an article for Life magazine titled ‘The Fight for Germany’ that served as a summons-to-arms (Inboden 2008, 39–40). Refuting Secretary of Commerce (and former vice president) Henry Wallace’s notorious speech earlier that summer urging an American accommodation with the Soviets, Niebuhr declaimed that ‘the Wallace line of criticism is dangerous because it is based upon illusions similar to those held by the conservatives of another decade in regard to Nazism. It involves us in the same fateful procedure: that of hastening war by a too desperate effort to avoid it’ (Niebuhr 1946, 65). Niebuhr then anticipated the Marshall Plan two years later in urging a vigorous programme of reconstruction aid to Germany and called for the United States to resist further Soviet expansion while recognizing ‘where the limits of our power are’. Niebuhr, too, rejected the fight-or-flight dichotomy of options and instead contended that war ‘is neither imminent nor inevitable if we have a creative policy. Let us therefore avoid hysteria even while we abjure sentimental illusions’ (Niebuhr 1946, 72).

Ideas, Power, and History
Fundamental to the strategic outlook of Niebuhr and Kennan is that both men believed that ideas were as important as power in the currency of international politics. They saw the Soviet Union not just as a great power rival but also as a competing system of thought. Accordingly, they subjected communist ideology to probing analysis, and both identified its atheism as one of its fundamental tenets and key vulnerabilities. In a 1953 sermon that Kennan preached at Princeton’s First Presbyterian Church, he warned against the Soviet Union’s ‘totalitarian outlooks that go the whole hog on the path of Godlessness; that deny the Christian truth and values; deny the existence of any supreme being, deny all individual salvation; and deny all individual moral law’ (Kennan 1954, 51). On learning of the sermon, Niebuhr wrote to Kennan that he was ‘very much thrilled’ by it and requested permission to publish it in his journal Christianity and Crisis, to which Kennan happily assented (Niebuhr 1954).

Niebuhr took his analysis a step further and described communism as a false religion that makes an idol out of the historical dialectic. In Niebuhr’s theological anthropology, idolatry loomed as perhaps the gravest sin, the ultimate form of pride. He was unsparing in his condemnation, lamenting ‘the horrible evils generated by the Communist alternative to our civilization. Hell knows no fury like that of a prophet of a secular religion, become the priest-king of a Utopian State’ (Inboden 2008, 47). Elaborating on this critique in another essay, Niebuhr observed that in the communist system human beings become the authors of history. In his words, ‘Man is no longer both creature and creator of history, but purely the creator…this tendency of playing God to human history is the cause for a great deal of communist malignancy’ (Niebuhr 1953, 39–40).

This reveals another shared intellectual affinity binding Kennan and Niebuhr: both drew extensively on history as a source of their world views and interpretive key for the human condition. Following his diplomatic career, Kennan himself became an accomplished historian, writing many notable books on both Russian history and various dimensions of the American past. History also looms large in his statecraft. For example, his ‘Long Telegram’ and Foreign Affairs article referenced earlier are as much an analysis of Russian history as of Soviet ideology. In the cable he wrote:

at the bottom of the Kremlin’s neurotic view of world affairs is traditional and instinctive Russian sense of insecurity. Originally, this was insecurity of peaceful agricultural people trying to live on vast exposed plain in neighborhood of fierce nomadic peoples. To this was added, as Russia came into contact with economically advanced West, fear of more competent, more powerful, more highly organized societies in that area. (Kennan 1967, 549–550)

Kennan also frequently cited history from other nations and eras for the insights that it offered for the present moment. Edward Gibbon’s six-volume Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1789) and the statecraft of Bismarck were two in particular that shaped his historical sensibility and his prescriptions for American Cold War policy.

Niebuhr saw history as not just a source of insight but as the canvas on which God displayed his mysterious handiwork and exposed the follies and pretensions of humanity’s hubris. He explores its meaning in his 1949 book Faith and History, where he traces the optimism of previous centuries that history was synonymous with human progress. In his words, ‘Then came the deluge. Since 1914 one tragic experience has followed another, as if history had been designed to refute the vain delusions of modern man’ (Niebuhr 1949, 5). Niebuhr continued this inquiry into the meaning of the past in his next book, The Irony of American History. In it he treats the United States’ past as simultaneously a source of inspiration and of errors, of ironic outcomes where hubris at times enhanced the common good, and where noble intentions on occasion led to catastrophic suffering. Published in 1952 during an apex of Cold War tensions, Niebuhr used his innovative interpretation of the American past to provide a series of exhortations and warnings about the present and future. Part of America’s challenge, he believed, lay in reconciling its aspirational ideals with the realities of the global crisis. He wrote:

Our age is involved in irony because so many dreams of our nation have been so cruelly refuted by history. Our dreams of a pure virtue are dissolved in a situation in which it is possible to exercise the virtue of responsibility toward a community of nations only by courting the prospective guilt of the atomic bomb…Our own nation…is less potent to do what it wants in the hour of its greatest strength than it was in the days of its infancy. (Niebuhr 1952, 22–23)

In this book Niebuhr also engaged directly with Kennan’s work on foundational principles for American foreign policy—and one of their sharpest disagreements in print. While lauding Kennan as ‘one of our most eminent specialists in foreign policy’ who had tendered ‘the most rigorous and searching criticism of the weaknesses in our foreign policy’, Niebuhr nonetheless took exception with his friend’s approach in one critical area. In the core argument in American Diplomacy, Kennan contended that the United States’ penchant for ‘legalistic-moralistic’ misadventures led its foreign policy astray into foolish messianic crusades, and he called instead for a return to prudent statecraft based on the national interest. In his words, ‘our own national interest is all that we are really capable of knowing and understanding’ (Kennan 1951, 103). For Kennan, a focus on the national interest was a matter of epistemic humility rather than crass national self-centredness.

Niebuhr summarized Kennan’s view as ‘…we may know what is good for us but should be less certain that we know what is good for others’. Though appreciative of epistemic humility in principle, Niebuhr delivered an unsparing verdict on Kennan’s argument: ‘…his solution is wrong. For egotism is not the proper cure for a pretentious and abstract idealism’. Rather, Niebuhr argued:

since the lives and interests of other men and communities always impinge upon our own, a preoccupation with our own interests must lead to an illegitimate indifference towards the interests of others…The cure for a pretentious idealism…is not egotism. It is a concern for both the self and the other in which the self, whether individual or collective, preserves a ‘decent respect for the opinions of mankind’, derived from a modest awareness of the limits of its own knowledge and power.
(Niebuhr 1952, 147–148)

What Kennan may have thought of Niebuhr’s critique he did not commit to print, but he presumably would have remonstrated that an attentiveness to the interests of others may sound appealing in the abstract but is too ethereal and indeterminate to guide a great power’s foreign policy.

Changing Perspectives on the Cold War
Niebuhr’s reflections in Irony on the atomic bomb also anticipated a profound evolution in both his thought and that of his friend Kennan. While both men did much to shape the intellectual and theological framework of America’s Cold War posture, by the mid-1950s both also came to doubt and fear much of what the Cold War was becoming, for their nation and the world. While each had been an early supporter of nuclear weapons as a needful element in the American strategic arsenal, both also came to be terrified at the prospect of nuclear destruction and fearful of what nuclear weapons might mean for the soul of their nation. For example, in 1958 Niebuhr wrote an anguished article about the escalating arms race. His plea was that ‘we ought to seek to reduce the hazards of the arms race by recognizing that, whatever weighty differences in political principles between us and the Russians, both sides are involved in a common predicament’ (Niebuhr 1958). That common predicament was of course the very survival of the human race as a species.

During this decade Kennan began devoting more attention and worry to the dilemmas of the nuclear age as well. As Gaddis describes from Kennan’s diary entries in 1958, ‘he was reading Henry Kissinger and Reinhold Niebuhr on nuclear weapons, finding the former unconvincing and the latter prophetic’ (Gaddis 2011, 543). Illustrative of this concern and Niebuhr’s influence was another sermon that Kennan preached at Princeton’s First Presbyterian Church in 1959, which the Atlantic Monthly published that same year. While making clear that he still regarded Soviet atheism as a grave moral and strategic threat, he also warned:

the truly apocalyptic dangers of our time, the ones that threaten to put an end to the very continuity of history…represent for us not only political questions but stupendous moral problems, to which we cannot deny the courageous Christian answer. Here our main concern must be to see that man, whose own folly once drove him from the Garden of Eden, does not now commit the blasphemous act of destroying, whether in fear or in anger or in greed, the great and lovely world in which, even in his fallen state, he has been permitted by the grace of God to live. (Kennan 1959)

Around this same time Kennan had invited Niebuhr, weakened and in a slow recovery from a stroke, to spend a year as a visiting scholar at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study where Kennan himself was based for the several decades of the second half of his life. Kennan, also afflicted with various physical ailments throughout his life, empathized with Niebuhr’s infirmities and even offered the use of his Princeton office as a place of hospitable repose for his friend.

During this year at Princeton, Niebuhr wrote a new book, The Structures of Nations and Empires, which sought to put the Cold War in a broader theoretical context of the forces that had shaped human society and international politics over centuries. At Niebuhr’s request, Kennan offered much input and advice on the draft manuscript, and the diplomat’s influence is evident throughout the book. Consistent with their shared affinity for history, Niebuhr begins the book by puzzling over whether the present moment was in fact unprecedented or not: ‘our generation, which faced the seemingly novel perplexities of the nuclear stalemate and of our encounter with the new secular religion of communism, might be tempted to forget the lessons which the past history of man offers every new generation’. Finding comparatively little new under the nuclear sun, he worries that ‘the temptation to overestimate the novelty of the present situation was particularly great in a young nation, suddenly flung to a position of world responsibility by its great power’ (Niebuhr 1959, ix). With this cautionary note, in the rest of the book Niebuhr explored the perennial themes and ‘recurring patterns in the political order’ of human history. His concluding reflections struck a note of cautious optimism that mirrored Kennan’s analysis a decade earlier in the Long Telegram and ‘Sources of Soviet Conduct’. As Niebuhr put it, the singularities of the nuclear age and Soviet ideology notwithstanding, ‘…historical developments finally will reduce the communist system to more or less the same dimensions which are universally manifest in the traditional communities of history’ (Niebuhr 1959, 286).

If concern about nationalistic hubris and an apocalyptic arms race characterized Niebuhr and Kennan’s initial reservations about the Cold War in the 1950s, by the next decade it was the growing American involvement in Vietnam that alarmed them even more. It is largely forgotten today but the early years of America’s intervention enjoyed widespread support from the American public. Nonetheless, Niebuhr came out against the war at the beginning of 1965, and sustained his opposition through a series of editorials and conferences calling attention to what he believed, rather prophetically, would be a disastrous misadventure. Kennan, for his part, captured national attention with his testimony in February 1966 before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee famous hearings chaired by Senator William Fulbright. He urged that the United States withdraw its military forces from Vietnam ‘as soon as this could be done without inordinate damage to our prestige or stability in the area’. After all, Kennan noted, ‘There is more respect to be won in the opinion of this world by a resolute and courageous liquidation of unsound positions than by the most stubborn pursuit of extravagant or unpromising objectives’ (Gaddis 2011, 593). Kennan’s objections to the war, expressed with conviction yet in a measured and modulated tone, tormented President Lyndon Johnson who knew they represented the diminishing support of elite opinion and also seemed to be influencing the broader American public.

His sentiments resonated with Niebuhr, who afterwards wrote appreciatively to Kennan that ‘our whole family was so pleased by your testimony before the Foreign Relations Committee’ (Niebuhr 1966). Kennan responded with a reciprocal tribute of his own, telling Niebuhr ‘how greatly indebted I feel myself to you…I don’t think I have ever learned from anyone things more important to the understanding of our predicament, as individuals and as a society, than those I have learned, so to speak, at your feet’ (Kennan 1966). Here it seems that Niebuhr and Kennan came to their respective opposition to the Vietnam War not through direct dialogue with each other, but out of a common world view. Both possessed a strong sense of the tragic. Both saw irony as an enduring feature of international politics and ironic outcomes as a recurring theme in American history. Both rejected utopianism as not just unrealistic but dangerous. Both retained their fierce moral objections to communism while rejecting moralistic interventions that deviated from America’s strategic interests. In the words of Daniel Rice, drawing on an observation originally made by Arthur Schlesinger Jr, ‘both Niebuhr and Kennan were moralists who eschewed moralism’ (Rice 2013, 196).

Because of their Christian faith, even though Niebuhr and Kennan despaired over the American misadventure in Vietnam, they did not succumb to despair over the human condition itself. Gaddis records that on the Sunday following his Vietnam testimony, Kennan delivered the homily at the Princeton University chapel titled ‘Why Do I Hope?’. With a tone of endearing humility that Niebuhr would have appreciated, he confessed ‘on those occasions when I have tried to be very clever and far-sighted in my own interests, and to calculate nicely the best approach to the gratification of this or that ambition or desire, a wise and beneficent hand has seemingly intervened in the current of events to frustrate these puny, silly efforts, and to make of me the fool that deserved to be made’. Ultimately, Kennan said, he grounded his hope in love, because no act of love ‘will not ultimately be given its true value in the settlement of the affairs of the human spirit—in ways, perhaps, that defy our powers of imagination, but fully and in such a way to make it a thousand times worthwhile’ (Gaddis 2011, 594).

Key Differences and Ultimate Agreements
For all of their shared affinities, Niebuhr and Kennan differed in some key aspects of their thought, whether in analysis, emphasis, or convictions. In their assessments of the Soviet Union, Kennan as an expert on Russian history and culture focused more on the distinctively Russian aspects of the USSR, whereas Niebuhr the social ethicist emphasized the Marxist-Leninist dimensions of the Soviet system. While Kennan became critical of what he viewed as the crass materialism and consumerism fostered by capitalism in the West, he never parted ways with the fundamental tenets of a market economy. In contrast Niebuhr, the erstwhile socialist turned New Deal Democrat, maintained a wary posture at best towards capitalism and frequently included economic critiques of free enterprise in his social analysis. On civil rights Kennan became dismissive of the protests and disruptions engendered in the 1960s without speaking forcefully for human equality, whereas Niebuhr was an early prophetic voice on behalf of Jews, black Americans, and other marginalized groups, and became a favourable influence on Martin Luther King Jr.

Perhaps the most profound area of substantive disagreement between Niebuhr and Kennan came over democracy itself. For all of his fulminations against human imperfection and folly, Niebuhr maintained a steadfast commitment to defending democracy and self-governance, despite—and in many ways because of—human sinfulness. Democracy for Niebuhr represented one of the singular achievements of Western civilization and was most consonant with a Judaeo-Christian anthropology. Indeed, much of his lifetime intellectual project can be understood as an effort to protect democracy from both the illusions of liberal idealism and the depredations of totalitarianism. Not for nothing did he subtitle ‘A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense’ his classic book The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (Niebuhr 1944).

Kennan, in contrast, always maintained a scepticism towards democracy in the realm of foreign policy, which over time became an almost embittered contempt for the very possibility of self-government. His distaste stemmed more from experience than philosophical conviction. It began with his conviction that foreign policy statecraft is properly reserved to experts and should not be sullied by the ill-informed passions and prejudices of mass public opinion. As he wrote in American Diplomacy, the populace ‘can easily be led astray into areas of emotionalism and subjectivity which make it a poor and inadequate guide for national action’ (Kennan 1951, 100). He looked with disdain at the rise of consumer culture and mass media, and found it both cause and symptom of democracy’s endemic decadence. As an unapologetic elitist he regarded the mass of citizens as too ill-informed and captivated by popular frenzies to be capable of effective self-government at home or enlightened statecraft abroad.

Yet even Kennan, with his suspicion of ordinary citizens, came to appreciate Niebuhr’s faith in democracy as an antidote to utopianism. Here we return to Kennan’s memorial tribute to Niebuhr cited at the outset of this chapter. In it Kennan also observed:

Like Tolstoy [Niebuhr] had more confidence—and he said this many times—in the common sense outlook of simple people, where the congenital foibles of human nature were always given their due, than in all the ambitious schemes of social or political change which in some way promised heaven on earth and served as pretexts for the exercise, and sometimes even the seizure, of political power.
(Kennan 1971)

Concluding his eulogy for Niebuhr, Kennan then captured the essence of his friend’s faith:

Is there any love great enough to give meaning to the life of the innocent victims of the cruelties and contumelies of proud men and nations? This was of course the ultimate question—the most terrible one that could be asked, but it never went for long unanswered in the great affirmative power of [Niebuhr’s] faith. There was such a love…It had once been demonstrated, to his satisfaction and to that of millions of other men. In that love, as he saw it and believed in it and as he shared, I am sure, in the bestowal of it, he saw the means of reconciliation with the human condition he perceived so clearly. (Kennan 1971)
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Reinhold Niebuhr and John Dewey (1859–1952), a generation apart in age, were early allies politically but enduring adversaries during the period when their views on liberalism were aired in print. Niebuhr joined the faculty at Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1928 when he was thirty-six years old—the year before John Dewey, at age sixty-nine, retired from Columbia University’s philosophy department across the street. The initial relationship between them, although never truly personal, was congenial enough. Their involvement was based on participation in various political activities beginning soon after Niebuhr had arrived in New York. Serving together on occasional forums, they were both active participants in political causes, along with the socialist Norman Thomas (1884–1968), and they wrote for some of the same publications including Thomas’s World Tomorrow (Dorrien 2009, 36). Dewey and Niebuhr also shared membership in organizations such as Paul Douglas’s League for Independent Political Action, and the League for Industrial Democracy, in which each served as president.

Foremost, Dewey and Niebuhr were allies in the resurgence of an earlier social liberalism that, during the 1920s, had succumbed to the rampant laissez-faire ideology that occupied centre stage during the administrations of Warren Harding and Herbert Hoover—a form of classical liberalism that Niebuhr correctly saw as America’s conservatism (Niebuhr 1953, 55) and Dewey termed ‘pseudo-liberalism’ (Dewey 1935b, 226). According to historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr, Dewey was prominent among members of social liberalism’s ‘ideological residue’ to whom fell the task of ‘reorganizing the liberal mind and reconstructing the liberal tradition’ (Schlesinger 1957, 130). For both Dewey and Niebuhr, the central issue was the crisis of democracy itself, occasioning a desperate need for a social-democratic liberal response to the requirements of justice in a complex industrial society.

Within a year of his arrival at Union, Niebuhr wrote a brief review of Dewey’s occasional papers—Characters and Events—in the journal World Tomorrow. This was 1929, the year Dewey’s book The Quest for Certainty, based on his Gifford Lectures, was also published. Niebuhr lauded Dewey for being among that rare breed of philosophers willing to ‘descend from their ant-hill of scholastic hair-splitting to help the world of men regulate its common life and discipline its ambitions and ideals’. Niebuhr praised Dewey as ‘a statesman for the reason that, though he has not had actual political responsibility, he has helped to form political thought and guide political conduct’, and cited Dewey and Bertrand Russell as a party of two whose ‘extraordinary contemporary influence’ moulded ‘the political and social thought of their people’. Being the year of Dewey’s seventieth birthday, Niebuhr saw the celebration as an event that ‘gave his friends an opportunity to rejoice in the triumphs of his spirit and purpose in philosophy, in education and in social reform’ (Niebuhr 1929).

Three years later, on 2 October 1932, Dewey, among others, spoke at a banquet in Niebuhr’s honour (Fox 1985, 135). This was on the very eve of the appearance of Niebuhr’s book Moral Man and Immoral Society, which launched a decade-long attack against Dewey in which Niebuhr instigated a scathing, multifaceted assault on a range of convictions central to Dewey’s liberal political vision. With the publication of this book Dewey would become acutely aware of Niebuhr, and whatever congeniality that existed between them would end. Subsequently Niebuhr became America’s most trenchant ‘in-house’ critic of liberalism. As America’s pre-eminent philosopher and most prominent voice of social liberalism in the United States, Dewey became the logical target for Niebuhr’s assault on what he believed to be the illusions of liberalism.

The Core Issue: Liberalism under Attack
In a 1936 article Niebuhr sought to distinguish between the ‘spirit’ and the ‘creed’ of liberalism. He fully subscribed to the ‘spirit’ of liberalism, regarding the virtues of tolerance, fairness, love, justice, and brotherhood to be crucial for a humane human community. Niebuhr, however, rejected liberalism’s ‘creed’ which included such beliefs:

that injustice is caused by ignorance and will yield to education and greater intelligence; that civilization is becoming more moral, that the character of individuals rather than social systems and arrangements is the guarantee of justice in society; that appeals to love, justice, good-will and brotherhood are bound to be efficacious in the end. (Niebuhr 1936, 4)

For Niebuhr the ideas central to the spirit of liberalism required jettisoning the naïve idealism of its ‘creed’ to achieve a far more realistic assessment of the harsh realities of social and political life.

John Dewey was the elder statesman within America’s liberal intellectual circles at the time Niebuhr was only beginning to gain his identity at Union Seminary. Indeed, as historian Henry Steele Commager noted, ‘it is scarcely an exaggeration to say that for a generation no major issue was clarified until Dewey had spoken’ (Commager 1950, 100). By 1932 Niebuhr had come to the opinion that Dewey’s attempt at reformulating a socially responsible liberalism was fundamentally flawed in that it perpetuated many of the elements of liberalism’s creed—over-optimism, sentimentality, and an overestimation of reason. What was ironic was that Dewey, who, along with Niebuhr, had been assailed from both laissez-faire liberals as well as from the radical anti-reform left, now found himself attacked by Niebuhr—a bona fide member of his own liberal household. The gravity of this fact is that Niebuhr’s assault against Dewey, commencing in 1932 and gaining momentum throughout the 1930s, was, as Ronald Stone put it, largely ‘an intramural affair’ (Stone 1981, 151). An intramural affair perhaps, but as Sidney Hook chose to stress, for Niebuhr ‘John Dewey served as a Pelagius to his Augustine’ (Hook 1974, 187). Sadly, as Niebuhr was involved in attacking Dewey, Dewey was lamenting that ‘the liberal movement is divided within itself at a most critical period’ and attempted to plead the case that ‘the future depends to a large extent upon its unification’ (Dewey 1937, 9).

In the most general terms Niebuhr’s attack on liberalism indicted:

the moralists, both religious and secular, who imagine that the egoism of individuals is being progressively checked by the development of rationality or the growth of a religiously inspired goodwill and that nothing but the continuance of this process is necessary to establish social harmony between all the human societies and collectives. (Niebuhr 1960, xii)

Niebuhr repudiated both the love-perfectionism of the religious liberalism so prevalent in American Protestantism, and the rational-perfectionism endemic to American secular liberalism. Niebuhr had struck so forcefully at the very heart of social and political liberalism that its erstwhile defenders, who were legion in both secular and religious circles, were so shocked and dismayed that many went on the offensive. Niebuhr, indisputably liberal, was seen as the wolf inside the liberal establishment creating havoc among his own kin. Niebuhr’s specific criticism of Dewey focused on his alleged inordinate confidence in rational solutions to political problems, his penchant for overestimating social science engineering in addressing social ills and providing direction for social solutions, and his optimism in the possibility of a ‘common faith’, that is, in the establishment of a rationally based cooperative democratic community.

Recognizing Dewey’s major role in educational theory, Niebuhr found the hopes of socially minded educators of effecting much needed social and political reforms to be utterly incredible. He wrote that while this hope, which 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’. At issue for Niebuhr was that such a view of reform was oblivious to the fact that ‘the interests of the powerful and dominant groups, who profit from the present system of society, are the real hindrance to the establishment of a rational and just society’ (Niebuhr 1960, 212–213).

Niebuhr was convinced that moral conscience and the rational faculty could, at best, only ameliorate conflicts between social groups in society. He saw Dewey’s type of liberal wisdom plagued by an inordinate emphasis upon either ‘higher intelligence’ or ‘sincere morality’ offered up as panaceas for resolving social conflict. Political justice, Niebuhr insisted, demanded setting power against power because the entrenched self-interest of privileged and powerful groups would not yield to rational or moral persuasion. Thus, only when power is set against power can the injustices caused by both the dominant classes and the unavoidable imperial impulse of all men be contested. For Niebuhr, Dewey failed to see the complexity of the human problem, which was largely due to forces and factors that defied the rational expectations of an idealized ‘scientific’ intelligence. Considerable moral and political confusion thus resulted for liberals like Dewey whose rationalistic views found the presence of power in social relationships an embarrassment. While Dewey had some recognition of the problem, he totally ignored it when it came to his social analysis since for him ‘the real cause of social inertia, “our predatory self-interest” is mentioned only in passing without influencing his reasoning, and with no indication that he understands how much social conservatism is due to the economic interest of the owning classes’ (Niebuhr 1960, xiv).

Niebuhr found ludicrous Dewey’s appeal to the notion of ‘cultural lag’ as a prime culprit in accounting for social defects and differences. He cited as an example Dewey’s statement in his book Philosophy and Civilization where Dewey wrote:

it is incredible that men who have brought the technique of physical discovery, invention and use to such a pitch of perfection will abdicate in the face of the infinitely more important human problem.…We shall then take the road which leads to the assured building up of social science just as men built up physical science when they actively used techniques and tools and numbers in physical experimentation. (Dewey, as cited in Niebuhr 1960, xiii)

Niebuhr criticized Dewey’s use of a cultural lag as functioning as an indictment of the past and as an explanation for the delay in Dewey’s much desired future—a future in which the natural sciences will finally be accepted and applied in the social sciences.

In the spring of 1933, both Dewey and Niebuhr responded to a request from World Tomorrow that they contribute to an assessment of the American scene. Niebuhr’s essay, ‘After Capitalism—What?’ inaugurated the series. Dewey’s essay, ‘Unity and Progress’, came a week later. Niebuhr took the occasion not only to declare liberalism a ‘spent force’, but also to proclaim the death knell of capitalism—stating that his essay was ‘written on the assumption that capitalism is dying and with the conviction that it ought to die’ (Niebuhr 1933, 203). Niebuhr’s most radical stage began here and reached its zenith in his 1934 book, Reflections on the End of an Era (Niebuhr 1934a). In ‘After Capitalism—What?’ Niebuhr indulged in rather sweeping generalizations and even apocalyptic prognostications. Apart from predicting the death of capitalism and the futility of liberalism, he also saw the inevitability of Fascism.

Dewey was obviously stung by Niebuhr’s onslaught. In ‘Unity and Progress’, he chided Niebuhr for making long-range predictions as to history’s outcome by suggesting that Niebuhr seems to predicate political policies for the present upon a conception of what the future is practically sure to be and for having virtually no doubt as to what the dominant forces are and what is to be their certain outcome (Dewey 1933, 232).

Dewey offered as the reason he was giving attention to Niebuhr in his article that he wanted to show continuity with the theme of the series. Suggesting that his intent was ‘not to write negatively, as would be the case if my article’s main purpose was criticism of Dr. Niebuhr’s view’, Dewey proceeded to react to Niebuhr by name in all but two paragraphs of the essay (Dewey 1933, 232). Ostensibly, Dewey’s criticism of Niebuhr’s article was that Niebuhr seemed to be basing political policies for the present upon a notion of what he sees the future holding. He accused Niebuhr of ‘deplorable vagueness about what needs to be done and how to do it’ and criticized him for demanding ‘a general philosophy of history as a prerequisite of political analysis which will direct political action’ (Dewey 1933, 232). Although Dewey expressed agreement with considerable portions of Niebuhr’s basic political outlook, he viewed himself as forming ‘a conception of what future society might become on the basis of actualities in the present’, and then, by determining ‘the urgent needs of the present…[trying] to shape policies which meet those needs’ (Dewey 1933, 232).

‘Unity and Progress’ was Dewey’s initial, but circuitous, reply to the Niebuhr of Moral Man and Immoral Society. It is only beneath the surface of Dewey’s criticisms that we discern the hint of a sharp repudiation of Niebuhr’s blistering attack on the entire edifice of the liberal tradition Dewey personified. At the surface we find Dewey willing to openly respond to Niebuhr’s claim that:

educational and religious idealists shrink from the conclusions to which a realistic analysis of history forces the careful student, partly because they believe that the impulses of nature in man can be sublimated by mind and conscience to a larger degree than is actually possible, and partly because their own personal idealism shrinks from the ‘brutalities’ of the social struggle which a realistic theory envisages. (Niebuhr 1960, 205)

Dewey took offence at being included among those who represent such sentimentality. He insisted that his method ‘is very different from that which Dr. Niebuhr criticizes under the name of “liberalism”…I am not questioning either the existence or the futility of what Dr. Niebuhr calls liberalism. I am concerned only to point out the irrelevancy of his description and condemnation of the kind of procedure which I am proposing’ (Dewey 1933, 233). Dewey wanted it to be known that, in his estimation, Niebuhr’s polemical salvos in no way applied to John Dewey’s particular species of liberalism or to the methods of social reform derived from it.

Dewey had made it clear more than a decade earlier in his book Reconstruction in Philosophy that his understanding of ‘rational’ social intelligence diverged sharply from ‘reason’ as employed by historic rationalism—a version of reason that ‘tended’ toward ‘absolutism’ (Dewey 1948, 97). Twenty-five years later in an introduction to an expanded edition of his book, Dewey insisted that if the term intelligence:

were used as a synonym for what [once was] called ‘reason’ or ‘pure intellect’, the criticism would be more than justified. But the word names something very different from what is regarded as the highest organ or ‘faculty’ for laying hold of ultimate truths. It is a shorthand designation for great and ever-growing methods of observation, experiment and reflective reasoning which have in a very short time revolutionized the physical and, to a considerable degree, the physiological conditions of life, but which have not as yet been worked out for application to what is itself instinctively and basically human. (Dewey 1948, viii)

Niebuhr had no difficulty in concurring with Dewey that Dewey’s view of intelligence was at odds with the conception of ‘Reason’ at the heart of absolutistic ‘Rationalism’. Nonetheless, he consistently held that Dewey’s use of intelligence, however modest and pragmatic in appearance, remained deeply embedded in over-optimistic views of both science and society. Niebuhr saw no reason to change his mind about Dewey’s place among those whose liberalism was too rationalistic and too optimistic.

If ‘Unity and Purpose’ was circuitous in its criticism of Niebuhr, Dewey soon found Niebuhr’s criticism disturbing enough to reply to him openly and directly in the 1934 article ‘Intelligence and Power’ published in the New Republic. With an indirect reference to the type of religious orientation Niebuhr represented, Dewey cited ‘habit, custom and tradition’ as prime examples of the obstruction intelligence had to overcome. He chided Niebuhr by suggesting that ‘at critical times, widespread illusions, generated by intense emotions, have played a role in comparison with which the influence of intelligence is negligible’ (Dewey 1934b, 306). Dewey criticized Niebuhr for assuming that Dewey’s advocacy of social intelligence was oblivious to the inertial forces of self-interest, and that he was ignorant of class interest and conflict in social life. He accused Niebuhr of charging him with ‘a great exaggeration of the possibilities of education in spite of the fact that I have spent a good deal of energy in urging that no genuine education is possible without active participation in actual conditions, and have pointed out that economic interests are the chief cause why this change in education is retarded and deflected’ (Dewey 1934b, 307).

Dewey acknowledged the ‘power’ of dominant and often unjust interests in society and that ‘intelligence becomes a power only when it is brought into the operation of other forces than itself’ (Dewey 1934b, 307). He felt it was quite unfair, however, to represent him as advocating a form of intelligence separate from, or oblivious to, the interplay of interests in the social arena. For Dewey the central issue was whether or not interests could be sufficiently enlightened so as to come to rely on methods of experimental intelligence, rather than on traditional methods that had brought us to our present sorry state of affairs. He reproved Niebuhr for his rhetorical flair in appealing to the function of ‘illusion’ as a transrational wellspring of motivation, responding sarcastically that ‘in view of the influence of collective illusion in the past, some case might be made out for the contention that even if it be an illusion, exaltation of intelligence and experimental method is worth a trial. Illusion for illusion, this particular one may be better than those upon which humanity has usually depended’ (Dewey 1934b, 306).

It is precisely here that a basic difference between Dewey and Niebuhr comes into focus. For Niebuhr, Dewey’s disparagement of older methods was based on both a romanticizing of experimental intelligence, and a failure to appreciate the wisdom of the past. Niebuhr regarded the past as often superior in political wisdom to the kind of nonsense advanced by those touting experimental intelligence as if it were a panacea in human affairs. Indeed, much of what Dewey labelled ‘traditional methods’ Niebuhr saw as legitimate responses to certain perennial aspects of individual and collective life—methods with which any realistic political intelligence must forever contend. A decade later Niebuhr returned to the point, writing:

According to Dewey the divisive elements in human culture are vestigial remnants of outmoded religious prejudices which will yield to the universal perspectives which modern education will inculcate. This education will create practical unanimity among men of good will. Modern culture was generating new and fierce ideological conflicts, not remotely connected with traditional religious concepts, while Professor Dewey was writing this book [A Common Faith]. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 237 n23)

While Niebuhr held that the ‘experimental intelligence’ Dewey recommended had, at best, a marginal application to the domain of politics, he steadfastly denied the possibility of ‘detached’, ‘disinterested’, or ‘freed’ intelligence. Intelligence, for Niebuhr, was always tainted by self-interest and therefore no ‘interests’ were as rationally enlightened as rationalists proclaimed them to be. For Niebuhr, the ‘counsels of the wise men…were forever attributing to disinterested intelligence what ought to be ascribed to interested intelligence’ (Niebuhr 1934a, 45). History has always been infected with the taint of ideology.

Moreover, in addition to misgauging the power of self-interest, the liberal tradition was also ‘unconscious of the corruption of self-interest in all ideal achievements and pretensions of human culture’ (Niebuhr 1944, 15). This was most especially true of the liberal idealists themselves. Given this fact, Niebuhr could ironically point out ‘how much more plausible and dangerous the corruption of the good can be in human history than explicit evil’ (Niebuhr 1952, 128).

The conflict over liberalism was taken up again in September 1935 when, in an extended book review entitled ‘The Pathos of Liberalism’, Niebuhr responded to Dewey’s recent book Liberalism and Social Action—an eloquent defence of liberalism that grew out of a series of lectures delivered at the University of Virginia (Dewey 1935a). Niebuhr, stating unequivocally that ‘no one in America has a more generally conceded right to speak in the name of liberalism than John Dewey’, felt that Dewey’s ‘courageous willingness to extend both his theory and his practice beyond the limits set by traditional liberalism’ offers us an ‘excellent opportunity to assess the resources of liberalism in the present social scene’ (Niebuhr 1935, 303). Niebuhr found agreement with Dewey’s realistic awareness that liberty often functioned as the ideological refuge of power and privilege in capitalistic social systems, but he once again found Dewey’s vision of making ‘freed intelligence’ socially effective little more than a tedious continuation of the liberal penchant for romantic rationalism:

Every argument used in developing his theme of the function of ‘freed intelligence’ in social change betrays a constitutional weakness in the liberal approach to politics. It does not recognize the relation of social and economic interest in the play of intelligence upon social problems. It does not perceive the perennial and inevitable interest in the social struggle. Its ideal of a ‘freed intelligence’ expects a degree of rational freedom from the particular interests and perspectives of those who think about social problems which is incompatible with the very constitution of human nature. (Niebuhr 1935, 303)

Over against Dewey’s hope for a rational strategy to bring conflicting interests under the control of an experimental intelligence, Niebuhr insisted that conflicts could yield, in part, to rational suasion only ‘when the contrast between them is not too sharp and when the contending parties do not absorb the total community and therefore destroy the last remnant of impartiality and neutrality in the community with reference to a particular dispute’ (Niebuhr 1935, 304). The liberalism Dewey espouses is both politically naïve and irrelevant. Because of the inclination of the self to serve its own ends, the only realistic expectation was that individual and collective self-interest were constant features of human life. Consequently, for Niebuhr the fact of conflict was the starting point for any realistic assessment of political existence. A policy of balancing power against power and interest against interest, therefore, remains central to any meaningful hope of achieving a tolerable justice in society.

Science, Naturalism, and Democracy
In the early 1940s Sidney Hook, Dewey’s self-appointed ‘bulldog’, precipitated renewed conflict between Niebuhr and Dewey. The occasion was Dewey’s peripheral, and Hook’s central role, in what was called the Conference on Science, Philosophy and Religion in their Relation to the Democratic Way of Life—sponsored by Jewish Theological Seminary’s Louis Finkelstein (Rice 1993, 71–79). Because Dewey believed that common ground was impossible and that the agenda was stacked in favour of Dewey-hating Catholic dogmatists like Mortimer Adler, he chose not to attend. However, Hook, who played a major part in the affairs of the conference, cajoled Dewey into participating indirectly.

Hook had seen clear evidence of what he called a ‘new failure of nerve’ in both the conference and in the resurgence of religion afoot in the 1940s. He thus instituted a series of articles published in successive issues of the Partisan Review between January and April 1943, challenging what he saw as a wave of religious irrationalism. Hook’s article bore the title of the entire series, ‘The New Failure of Nerve’, and he took on the religious revival as an expression of wholesale intellectual panic—a revival in which obscurantism was running rampant. Hook found Niebuhr’s book The Nature and Destiny of Man troublesome, coming from a man he respected and who was even admired in secular circles. What unsettled Hook was that Niebuhr’s religious convictions were lending credibility to this resurgence of religious nonsense.

While Hook took on Niebuhr, he encouraged Dewey to take on conservative Catholics by way of an article Dewey titled ‘Anti-Naturalism in Extremis’. Dewey did not directly identify Niebuhr as a source of concern, but surely having read Hook’s article, Niebuhr could not see himself totally outside Dewey’s purview. Dewey, no doubt aware of Niebuhr’s persistent attack on naturalism, spoke of ‘the chorus of voices now proclaiming that naturalism is committed to a dangerously romantic, optimistic, utopian view of human nature’ (Dewey 1943, 37). While writing a forceful attack on supernaturalistic and rationalistic anti-naturalisms, Dewey made an impassioned plea for a humanistic naturalism that would further the human quest for both rational understanding and a democratic form of life. He insisted:

democracy cannot obtain either adequate recognition of its own meaning or coherent practical realization as long as anti-naturalism operates to delay and frustrate the use of methods by which alone understanding of, and consequent ability to guide, social relationships can be attained. (Dewey 1943, 26–27)

In the mid-1940s both Niebuhr and Dewey published articles for the journal Commentary. Although they did not specifically address each other, the issues that divided them over the years once again came into focus. The issue here was the impact of traditional theism. Dewey’s article, ‘The Crisis of History’, saw the crisis as avoiding a retreat into individualism by overcoming the split between the ‘individual’ and the ‘social’—a split ‘having been initiated when man, because of metaphysical and religious dualisms, was linked to “the next world” instead of to his fellows in this world’ (Dewey 1946, 3). Niebuhr’s article, ‘Will Civilization Survive Technics?’, published for the series in Commentary four months earlier, found Niebuhr appealing to the same religious tradition as pointing to self-transcendence as a barrier against all forms of naturalistic reductionism. Here we have Dewey reading history in such a way as to require that history be released from its religious past, whereas Niebuhr argues that without the resources of an older religious culture the disastrous oversimplifications of the present would remain with us.

Niebuhr and Dewey shared many views regarding the value and importance of democracy, although Niebuhr emphasized democratic forms in a way that distinguished him from John Dewey. Viewing Dewey’s confidence in the rationality of human beings as naïve, Niebuhr chose to emphasize the hard-won forms of government embedded in democracies that advance human creativity as well as constrain human destructiveness. Dewey viewed democracy as a ‘personal way of individual life’ and sought to ‘get rid of the habit of thinking of democracy as something institutional and external’, thus enabling us to see ‘democracy’ as ‘a moral ideal’ (Dewey 1940, 222, 226). He spoke these lines at the celebration for his eightieth birthday where he sought to counter criticisms that he was naïve in his views of human nature—a criticism Niebuhr had consistently made. Dewey went on to claim that ‘Democracy is a way of personal life controlled not merely by faith in human nature in general but by faith in the capacity of human beings for intelligent judgment and action if proper conditions are furnished’. Dewey’s democratic faith rested in ‘the intelligence of the common man to respect with common sense, the free play of facts and ideas which are secured by effective guarantees of free inquiry, free assembly, and free communication’ (Dewey 1940, 224).

What disturbed Niebuhr, along with his friend University of Chicago political theorist Hans Morgenthau, was that Dewey overemphasized the applicability of scientific rationality in politics. Niebuhr saw the ever-present reality of power politics as a fact of life, requiring a more serpentine understanding of reason than Dewey’s view of scientific rationality provided. According to Niebuhr, ‘political life is a semirational way of manipulating collective irrationalities’ (Niebuhr 1969, 6). Or as Morgenthau put it, while ‘politics must be understood through reason, yet it is not in reason that it finds its model’. What is required for the mastery of politics ‘is not the rationality of the engineer but the wisdom and the moral strength of the statesman’ (Morgenthau 1946, 10).

Naturalism and the ‘Human Studies’
Dewey’s 1943 defence of naturalism indicted anti-naturalists for persisting in identifying ‘naturalism’ with ‘materialism’. Such individuals then used this identification ‘to charge naturalists with reduction of all distinctive human values, moral, esthetic, logical, to blind mechanistic conjunctions of material entities—a reduction which is in effect their complete destruction’. This view ‘permits anti-naturalists to substitute name-calling for a discussion of specific issues in their proper terms in connection with concrete evidence’ (Dewey 1943, 25, 26). Dewey’s primary aim was the restoration of human nature to ‘nature’. According to Columbia University philosopher John Herman Randall Jr, this meant that for Dewey, any ‘antithesis between Nature and the Supernatural or the Transcendental’ was untenable and thus ‘the gulf between the nature of the “natural scientist” and human life’ is obliterated (Randall 1944, 356). In line with this view, Dewey lamented the fact that ‘social subjects…are in much the same state as physical subjects three hundred years ago’ (Dewey 1968, 17). He thought it ‘incredible that men who have brought the technique of physical discovery, invention, and use to such a pitch of perfection will abdicate in the face of the infinitely more important human problem’ (Dewey 1963, 330).

Niebuhr certainly agreed with Dewey that the reduction of naturalism to materialism was unfair. He also shared in Dewey’s opposition to the tradition of empirical naturalism whose sensationist theory of knowledge divorced experience from nature, and whose mechanistic and reductionist tendencies undermined the complexity and uniqueness of human existence. Niebuhr, however, was of the conviction that all forms of naturalism were both restrictive and inadequate for explicating the complexities and richness of human nature. In Richard Fox’s summation, Niebuhr saw naturalism as ‘insufficiently empirical, too bound by absolutist views about man as a rational being, [and] too zealous in limiting the realm of truth to the scientifically verifiable’ (Fox 1985, 222). He repeatedly criticized Dewey for his relentless claim that the method of the natural sciences was adequate for understanding what was distinctively human. ‘Scientism’ was the term Niebuhr used to describe the unwarranted belief in the scientific method as the exclusive approach for understanding human nature and what Dewey called the ‘problems of men’.

The fundamental error of modern naturalism, Niebuhr held, was believing that the methods so productive in regard to the physical sciences could be equally fruitful in what Vico had called the ‘new science’ and Dilthey later labelled Geisteswissenschaften—the ‘human studies’. He saw as a basic error of the scientific view of man that the difference been human and animal forms of life is only one of degree and not kind. Niebuhr’s position was that while it is certainly true ‘man is undoubtedly a creature of nature, subject to its necessities and limitations…an excessive emphasis upon this aspect of man’s existence obscures the full dimension of human personality. It is by man’s freedom over natural process and limitation that he is able to make history’ (Niebuhr 1945, 6).

Niebuhr accused Dewey of naïveté in his view of the translatability of method from the natural to the social sciences and of failing to seriously entertain a wisdom in human affairs at odds with the scientific model to which he made incessant appeals. He was convinced that the attempt at translation ends up falsifying the very experience it seeks to clarify and interpret. He saw irony at the point where ‘the “spirit of science” as “humility before the fact” is transmuted into a denial of obvious “facts” so that the inconvenient facts will not seem to invalidate the “methods of science”’ (Niebuhr 1954b, 469).

Clearly convinced that aspects of experience were either ignored or distorted through the lens of naturalism, Niebuhr pointed to ‘two errors which characterize all merely naturalistic approaches to the problems of human behavior’—summarized as a failure to understand ‘that the “nature” which is to be mastered and manipulated contains the self, with all of its guile of spirit; and the mind which is supposed to master nature, is also involved in this same self, with all of the capacities of self-deception’ (Niebuhr 1953, 70–71). For Niebuhr, the self as an object in nature—in the manner Dewey tended to place it—missed the self as one whose ‘nature’ defies such simple placement. The anthropological elements that social scientist naturalists such as Dewey miss, elements Niebuhr developed from his 1939 Gifford Lectures through the publication of The Self and the Dramas of History (Niebuhr 1955), include the self’s freedom, the self-corruption of the self in self-concern, and the self’s historical character.

For Niebuhr it was ‘history’ as the theatre of human activity that disclosed what it was about human nature that was fundamentally different from the ‘nature’ that scientific method so ably understood. Indeed, his major criticism of the Darwinian biology that so enamoured Dewey was its claim ‘that historical processes and natural processes were sufficiently identical to make the same scientific method applicable to both fields’ (Niebuhr 1958, 31–32). Focusing on what Niebuhr saw as a ‘universally held belief of modern culture that the realm of history was essentially identical with the realm of nature’, he stated that ‘it had never occurred to [Dewey] that his insistence that the “methods of science” could be transferred from the field of nature to that of history, and that only the intrusion of irrelevant religious and political authority prevented this consummation, relied upon an erroneous and unexamined presupposition’ (Niebuhr 1955, 130).

According to Niebuhr, historical and cultural life constituted the fabric and setting of life that is unique to human existence. Discussing the possibility of a scientifically objective ‘social science’, Niebuhr contended that the detached objectivity desirable in the natural sciences was simply untranslatable to the realm of human events. In the human realm the self is both situated within and is an interested participant in the events that define its being historical. The self has an existential, not a spectator-observer, relationship to the realities that human studies themselves address. Nature may have a history, but the ‘self’ is its history in ways that have no comparison in subhuman nature. Historical time, on Niebuhr’s view, ‘is to be distinguished from natural time by the unique freedom which enables man to transcend the flux of time, holding past moments in present memory and envisaging future ends of actions which are not dictated by natural necessity’ (Niebuhr 1949, 55).

Dewey, of course, possessed an understanding of naturalism that was both broad and humane. Both he and Niebuhr held views that included the wholeness of experience and the depth and range of human beings. However, while knowing something of the uniqueness of the distinctively human forms of existence, Dewey could not tolerate an understanding of human nature that assumed things ‘beyond’ or ‘outside’ of nature. What governed any viable descriptions of human existence—even elements distinguishing the human from other forms of life—was what Dewey called the biological matrix of inquiry, involving the distinction only of higher, or more complex, from lower, or less complex. He also knew that experience included culture as well as nature. While Dewey refused to see even the highest forms and expression of human life in terms other than ‘a development out of organic-environmental integration and interaction’ (Dewey 1938, 35), he fully understood that a cultural as well as biological matrix was operative in understanding and interpreting human beings. He knew that everything culture meant and involved demanded that any naturalistic theory ‘face the problem of the extraordinary differences that mark off the activities and achievements of human beings from those of other biological forms’ (Dewey 1938, 43). Nonetheless, such differences do not come from non-natural sources.

The gulf here between Niebuhr and Dewey remained throughout. Niebuhr possessed a religiously committed point of view and interpreted the aspects of human nature he saw as differentiating history from nature in religious terms. The self’s freedom rooted in its capacity for self-transcendence as well as the self’s historical character were developed in a theological framework. But, aside from his theological commitments, Niebuhr criticized an otherwise ‘justified empiricism in regard to the natural order’ for becoming ‘so dominated by ontological presuppositions that it becomes impossible to be genuinely empirical about facts of a different order which do not fit into the ontological presuppositions’ (Niebuhr 1955, 125).

The ‘experience’ requiring analysis and interpretation is not simply objectively out there. As Nancy Frankenberry put it, ‘Empiricism has always stood for the justificatory need to ground all knowledge in experience. But as such it is a thesis in search of an adequate theory of experience’ (Frankenberry 1987, ix). Niebuhr criticized the claim that naturalism and the scientific method could see experience plain and direct, unencumbered by prejudicial bias. In a 1954 interview for Columbia University’s Oral History Collection, Niebuhr, specifically citing Dewey, stated that ‘presuppositions are the dogmas of our life. They are the spectacles by which we see things. Professor Dewey [talks] about experience, nothing but experience should determine truth, but this is fantastic because we don’t see except through our spectacles [which] color things very much’ (Niebuhr 1954a, 93).

Religion
Although Dewey consistently lambasted traditional religion for inhibiting the advancement of science and the rational life, he only paid serious attention to the subject with his 1934 book, A Common Faith. He insisted that ‘religion’ and the ‘religions’ prevented the emergence of the truly ‘religious’, by which he meant whatever was capable of introducing genuine perspective into human life. Dewey’s way of conceiving this distinction both reinforced his long-standing anti-supernaturalism and provided the basis for his defence of what he termed natural piety—a sense of the religious that was both natural and moral. In effect, Dewey aimed at disassociating (and thereby rescuing) ‘the religious’ from ‘religion’ in order to naturalize, and thereby, humanize the religious life. Not only was an authentic religious life compatible with a naturalistic interpretation of the world, it required it (Friess 1972, 202). For Dewey the ‘religious’ dimension of life required neither a transcendental object nor some experience intrinsically and uniquely religious. Religious experience was not in some class by itself. Rather the ‘religious’, for Dewey, ‘denotes attitudes that may be taken toward every object and every proposed end or ideal’ in any or all spheres of experience, be they ‘aesthetic, scientific, moral, political’, including ‘companionship and friendship’ (Dewey 1934a, 10).

Admitting that he ‘failed to show how natural conditions provide support for integrated and potentially equilibrated personality patterns’, Dewey expressed his primary desire to cut ‘loose from the influence of older “spiritualistic” theories about the nature of the unity and stability of the personal life’ (Dewey 1939, 555–556). Whatever passed for ‘spirit’ was nothing other than the product of the force of finite intelligence that gave direction and purpose to life understood as an ever-changing, non-ultimate, mundane affair.

Niebuhr wrote a review of Dewey’s Common Faith published in The Nation the year it came out. What disturbed Niebuhr about the book was not so much its content, but rather its extreme brevity. Niebuhr wrote that ‘this little volume…is something of a footnote on religion added by America’s leading philosopher to his life work in philosophy’. The effort, Niebuhr concluded, was ‘disappointing only in the sense that it is too brief to do full justice to the problem or allow the author scope in elaborating his thesis on religion’ (Niebuhr 1934b, 358).

Niebuhr paid homage to Dewey’s integrity—once citing Dewey as among ‘the great philosophers’ who understood ‘the implications of their own position’ (Niebuhr 1940, 12). He did not attempt to force Dewey into an unholy alliance with theism as had been attempted by some among those who criticized Dewey for his willingness to use the term ‘God’—a term Dewey used in a non-theistic sense of the active relation between the ideal and actual. Niebuhr knew that faith for Dewey was essentially belief that an increase in the application of the method of the natural sciences to human affairs and the extension of cooperative intelligence were central to his hope for a viable democracy.

Dewey’s expansive view of democracy came as close as anything to qualifying as a way of life—and a religious way of life at that. In both form and substance, as the context for permanent liberal values, democracy embodied the framework for the realization of the highest values in human life. Democracy for Dewey was essentially a belief system involving a deeply held conviction that rationally based associative life could give expression to a set of values which would lead to self-realization through personal growth. He saw democracy in both moral and spiritual terms under his religious notion of ‘a common faith’. Dewey wished to transform religion into a very manageable affair based on the rationality of science coextensive with the idealized ‘common faith’ of democratic life. Dewey’s broad vision of democracy was as much a cultural vision as it was a political vision.

Quite surprisingly, however, Niebuhr was convinced that Dewey’s naturalistic position was closer to what he himself held to be the world-affirming orientation of biblical thought in contrast with Hellenistic dualism. He insisted that with Dewey’s emphasis on ‘nature’ and the ‘real world’ as realms of meaning, his view was closer to the world-affirming character of ‘prophetic religion’ than Dewey realized. In ‘appreciating the world of nature as a realm of meaning even where it does not obviously support man’s moral enterprise but is in conflict with it’, Dewey gives expression to ‘the kind of faith which prophetic religion has tried to express mythically and symbolically by belief in a God who is both the creator and the judge of the world, that is, both the ground of its existence and its telos’ (Niebuhr 1934b).

From Dewey’s perspective Niebuhr was simply among those latterday defenders of supernatural religion, however creative they were in attempting to resuscitate what had died for the intelligent world. Dewey never paid specific attention to Niebuhr’s religious views other than agreeing with Sidney Hook, during the early 1940s Partisan Review controversy, that Niebuhr was, indeed, among those giving support to the resurgence of religious obscurantism. However, a rather important insight into Dewey’s attitude towards Niebuhr appears in a letter Dewey wrote to Robert V. Daniels in 1947. Dewey told Daniels:

Well, I have the impression that both he [Niebuhr] and Kierkegaard have both completely lost faith in traditional statements of Christianity, haven’t got any modern substitute and so are making up, off the bat, something which supplies to them the gist of Christianity—what they find significant in it and what they approve of in modern thought—as when two newspapers are joined. The new organ always says ‘retaining the best features of both’. (Dewey 1947, 571)

Postscript
There remain two areas of interest with which the author wishes to close this chapter. The first has to do with the personal views Dewey and Niebuhr had of each other. The second focuses on their possible reactions to present-day liberalism.

Because the intellectual relationship between Niebuhr and Dewey quickly became adversarial and even acrimonious, it would be worthwhile to explore the personal question as to how they viewed each other. As for Dewey’s view of Niebuhr, James Gutmann was of a mind that Dewey took Niebuhr’s criticism of him ‘lightly’ (Gutmann to the author, 14 January 1988). Much more insightful are the reflections of Dewey’s self-appointed ‘bulldog’ Sidney Hook. Hook offered a more nuanced opinion when he wrote: ‘My impression is that Dewey did not feel that N[iebuhr] was like B[ertrand] Russell who during most of his life was hostile. After all, Dewey knew that Randal, Fries [sic], Schneider, and possibly at long remove, Gutmann, his colleagues for whom D[ewey]’s views were gospel, admired N[iebuhr] and were always building bridges to Dewey’. Then, in a somewhat reflective mood, Hook offered the possibility that in spite of Dewey’s being ‘a very modest man he may unconsciously have been annoyed that a relative newcomer to the philosophical community in N.Y. should command such admiration and sympathy among a group which regarded Dewey and Woodbridge as the twin peaks of modern American Philosophy’ (Sidney Hook to the author, 27 August 1986).

Regarding Niebuhr’s view of Dewey, we learn that in his later years Niebuhr admitted that he was less than fair to others, given his sharp, polemical style. In writing to Dewey’s arch defender the philosopher Morton White in 1956, Niebuhr remarked: ‘If you have not always been fair as you desire, you have been much fairer than most polemical arguments turn out to be, including my own’ (Niebuhr 1956). Acknowledging to an interviewer in 1966 that his polemics ‘were of an impatient young man who had certain things to say, and wanted to get them said clearly and forcefully’, Niebuhr confessed that ‘there is no need for polemics today and there was no need for them when I wrote’ (Granfield 1966, 316). Concerning Dewey specifically, James Martin recalled a conversation at an informal gathering where Niebuhr, responding to claims that perhaps some of his views were aligned with those of Dewey, admitted that ‘perhaps his criticisms of Dewey at an earlier time were too harsh—that perhaps they had more in common on many matters than he had realized at the time’ (James Martin to the author, 5 March 1992).

Niebuhr and Dewey both had reputations for being considerate men and neither appeared to have intended anything ad hominem in their polemical writings. James Gutmann thought that although ‘Niebuhr was polemical’ towards Dewey, it was not out of malice, but ‘because of the abundance of his energy’. Niebuhr’s colleague John C. Bennett was of the opinion that ‘Niebuhr had no personal ill feelings toward Dewey’, adding that ‘I have often said that while Niebuhr was using Dewey as a target in some of his writings, he would be on a committee with him engaged in founding a new political party or trying to get some poor fellow out of jail’. Moreover, as Bennett noted the attitude towards Niebuhr of the Columbia professors who knew him—men such as Horace Friess, John Herman Randall, and Herbert Schneider—most of whom were both former students and friends of Dewey, was one of ‘personal liking’ and ‘admiration’ (John C. Bennett to the author, 14 February 1988).

In the later years there were a few occasions in which Niebuhr and Dewey had reason to relate to each other. In 1944, Niebuhr successfully allayed Dewey’s fears of communist affiliations in the National Committee for a Free Germany to which they both belonged. This ‘German Committee’ was a German anti-Nazi organization formed in 1943 that operated in the Soviet Union during the Second World War. Dewey decided to stay on the German Committee. Also in 1944, Dewey celebrated his eighty-fifth birthday and Niebuhr’s signature appears on a letter sent to Dewey from members of the Philosophy Club of New York; and when Dewey turned ninety Niebuhr’s was one of more than 1,000 names representing sponsors of a testimonial dinner held in Dewey’s honour at the Grand Ballroom of the Commodore Hotel in New York City on 20 October 1949.

Reflecting on how Dewey or Niebuhr would react to and engage the developments within liberalism is pure speculation. John Dewey died in 1952 at ninety-three years old. Reinhold Niebuhr died in 1971 at age seventy-nine. Given such remoteness from our time this author is wary of such speculation and is suspicious of those who wander with confidence into such ventures. Nonetheless, what is true is that both Dewey and Niebuhr issued democratic critiques of capitalist inequality, sought humane restraints on the free markets, and urged realistic assessments of human nature as necessary for economic reform. What is obvious is that these reforms are as necessary today as they were in the 1930s when Dewey and Niebuhr addressed them. However, when it comes to such recent events as the MeToo movement, political correctness, and current protest activities regarding environmental and gender issues, any specifics as to what Niebuhr or Dewey would have to say is highly speculative. Certainly, Niebuhr would warn against the vagueness as well as the tendency to self-righteousness and perfectionist expectations so prevalent again today.

What we do have of interest is access to Niebuhr’s reaction, late in life, to the liberalism of the 1960s—to student radicalism against the war in Vietnam and to the escalating Civil Rights Movement. Although declining health sidelined Niebuhr from the kind of active involvement that had characterized his life, he remained in contact with current events.

In one of his last publications, an article entitled ‘Indicting Two Generations’, published in The New Leader late in 1970, Niebuhr voiced criticism of liberalism in both the 1930s and the 1960s. While lauding the revolutionary generation of the 1930s for its quest for justice in modern society, he criticized its naiveté regarding Marxist ideology thus rendering it unable to recognize liberal democracy’s ability to correct the worst injustices of America’s early industrialism. When it came to the 1960s, Niebuhr first saw how lacking the youthful movement was in garnering support from the working class that fuelled the earlier movement. He also saw it as a dissatisfaction with the status quo—things as they are—rather than an attack upon the system that needed challenging. Niebuhr’s view was that ‘while the young express an abundance of seemingly disjointed grievances, their attitude might best be described as a general moral uneasiness—a lack of respect to a culture that boasts of affluence and technical efficiency, but has failed to achieve ethical integrity and humanness’ (Niebuhr 1970, 14).

Always keenly aware that civilization is fragile, covered by a perilously thin veneer, Niebuhr, even though he valued the student-led movement of the 1960s in its reaction to the Vietnam War and the racial injustices in America, saw that ‘the violence resulting from the desperation of the young over America’s sterility will certainly complicate rather than cure the problem which prompted it’ (Niebuhr 1970, 14). Contrary to the disavowal of terror by the radicals of the 1930s, this new radicalism was willing to ‘engage in violence of every kind from the occupation of college buildings to arson against ROTC headquarters to battles with policemen’, and Niebuhr concluded that ‘rock throwing and lead-pipe fusillades seem to be their standard revolutionary response’. Sadly, he viewed the violence as ‘induced by a combination of self-righteous perfectionism and sense of impotence characteristic of the young’ (Niebuhr 1970, 140).

Niebuhr’s former student and friend Ronald Stone had advised against an earlier, expanded version of The New Leader publication that Niebuhr had sent him. He responded to Niebuhr ‘gently suggesting he not publish it, because his information on the student strikes was second-hand and often furnished by the older generation’. Stone also viewed The New Leader article as ‘too critical of the radical students as a whole’, adding that at least in The New Leader, ‘radical students would not read it and be further alienated from his type of thought’ (Stone 2019, 178).
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Paul Tillich



Adam Pryor







Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr were kindred theological spirits. May of 1933 is the kairos moment that biographers of Tillich and Niebuhr might point to as instrumental to the years they spent together on the faculty of Union Theological Seminary. It was only about two weeks earlier, on 13 April, that Tillich learned he had been suspended from his professorial position at the University of Frankfurt by the National Socialist regime that had taken power in Germany at the end of January. In May, Tillich witnessed the burning of Nazi blacklisted books, which included his work The Socialist Decision (Pauck and Pauck 1989, 132–133).

At the same time, meetings were happening at Columbia University to invite German intellectuals to the university. Henry Sloane Coffin (1877–1954), the president of Union Theological Seminary in New York City, volunteered to provide Tillich with a one-year appointment to teach at Union while offering additional courses in the philosophy department at Columbia. During the first semester of this appointment Tillich would not teach in order to improve his English and settle into New York City. The appointment was funded by a decision by the Union faculty to take a five per cent reduction in salary to pay for Tillich’s appointment. After Tillich found he would not be allowed to return to his position in Germany, his appointment was extended year by year until a permanent position could be funded (Pauck and Pauck 1989, 133–134).

It was Niebuhr who delivered the invitation to Union Theological Seminary that would lead to Tillich’s long-term emigration to the United States. And it was Niebuhr and his wife, Ursula, who first greeted and hosted Paul and Hannah when they arrived in New York. As Tillich was working to improve his English it was especially Niebuhr’s lectures that he attended. As Wilhelm and Marion Pauck note in their biography, Tillich felt ‘immediately attracted’ to Niebuhr and regarded Niebuhr’s thought as ‘similar to his own’ (1989, 134, 140–142).

The seeds of Tillich’s and Niebuhr’s mutual admiration for each other’s work might be traced back to 1926 and 1927. In 1926 Tillich writes The Religious Situation, which is translated in 1932 by H. Richard Niebuhr. It introduces Tillich’s thought to American theological circles and paves the way for the 1933 invitation to teach at Union. Making wide use of categories of Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch to analyse the religious significance of German cultural movements, the book has a certain affinity to Niebuhr’s own early work from 1927, Does Civilization Need Religion?. Niebuhr too uses Weber and Troeltsch ‘to criticize liberal society in America’ (Stone 2012, 59). Just as Tillich’s 1926 text paves the way for his invitation to Union Theological Seminary, Ronald Stone comments that it was the 1927 text that enabled Niebuhr to be hired at Union through Harry Ward and Sherwood Eddy’s encouragement of Henry Sloane Coffin (Stone 2012, 60–62). Despite whatever personal differences may appear as we examine the biographies that have been written about them and despite the sustained criticisms that each offered of the other’s theology towards the end of their lives, there remains a set of core assumptions driving their theological works that is held in common. This chapter explores the contours of that common ground.

Specifically, the chapter considers how critical insights about the nature of sin, finite freedom, and a critique of progress at work in these approaches reveal deep resonances in how these thinkers respectively characterize the problem of the human condition and the possibilities opened by self-transcendence. This theological common ground stems from their respective use of Kierkegaard’s account of anxiety. Further, it is in characterizing the role of anxiety and the capacity for human self-transcendence that the seeds are also planted for the more pronounced differences that emerge between Tillich’s and Niebuhr’s respective accounts of the relationship of love and justice tempered by hope in Christian Realism (for Niebuhr) or the fulfilment of time as kairos in gläubiger Realismus—Faithful Realism (for Tillich).

Before proceeding, it is worth noting that while Christian Realism is likely a familiar term for those studying Reinhold Niebuhr, Tillich’s notion of Faithful Realism, sometimes translated as Belief-ful Realism, did not have the same resonance across his corpus. It is used here because it appears in his early work The Religious Situation as a way of naming the social response of Christian communities to the changing realities of the twentieth century (Stone 2012, 59). In later writings elements of what Tillich calls Faithful Realism are taken up in his notions of kairos and prophetic religion, in which love, power, hope, and justice all figure as prominent themes (see also Stone 2012, 94–112). In an effort to highlight the parallels between Niebuhr’s and Tillich’s respective thought, the author has chosen to use this early term from Tillich’s corpus here.

Freedom and Anxiety
Before moving directly into the work of either Niebuhr or Tillich, it is worth taking a moment to consider their mutual reliance on a theological interlocutor in their respective works: Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1865). Even if neither Tillich nor Niebuhr directly recapitulates Kierkegaard’s ideas, both are clearly indebted to Kierkegaard’s strain of thinking about anxiety as a precursor to sin. Kierkegaard’s work The Concept of Anxiety is explicitly referenced by both thinkers and critically examined in a variety of both Niebuhr’s and Tillich’s texts (Tillich 2000, 135; Tillich 1956; Niebuhr 1964, I: 241–245). Differences in the way that each takes up this concept of anxiety can provide a revealing place to begin teasing out the places of deep similarity and critical difference that exist between these thinkers.

Kierkegaard distinguishes between fear and anxiety. Fear arises in the face of concrete things, and anxiety is a more general apprehension in the face of the possibilities of our own freedom. Technically, Kierkegaard writes, ‘anxiety is freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility’ (Kierkegaard 1981, 42). For him, freedom characterizes our actual situation; however, that actual situation is one of a yet unrealized possibility to become what we rightly ought to be before God (sometimes called ‘spirit’). As we are not yet what freedom entails we actually are to be, freedom is experienced as the possibility of possibility. For Kierkegaard, the experience of freedom is that of a chain of possibilities by which we might become what we ought to be before God (1981, 45).

Since freedom is experienced as the possibility of possibility, we live in anxiety over those possibilities remaining unrealized. We are anxious over not fulfilling the potentiality implicit to our freedom. This is not fear, however. Fear differs from anxiety insofar as it has a definite object (Kierkegaard 1981, 42). Since fear has an object, Tillich will extend Kierkegaard’s idea by noting that fear can be confronted by courage that participates in a relationship with the object of our fear. Fear can be confronted because it can be so clearly identified (Tillich 2000, 36). Anxiety, by contrast, is not something from which we can so easily be freed. As anxiety is related to something unrealized, it is felt in the face of that which is unknown—over what may or may not come to pass in the process of making actual the possibilities of freedom into what we are called to be before God. This is why anxiety for Kierkegaard is called a vertigo or a ‘dizziness of freedom’, as Niebuhr notes when translating this phrase from German editions of The Concept of Anxiety that he consulted in preparing his Gifford Lectures: ‘“Anxiety,” declares Kierkegaard, “is the dizziness of freedom”, but it is significant that the same freedom which tempts to anxiety also contains the ideal possibility of knowing God’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 252; see also Stone 2012, 121; Kierkegaard 1981, 61). For Kierkegaard, anxiety is the inevitable consequence of our freedom and its being able to actualize our possibility as spirit. As a precondition to both sin and innocence for Kierkegaard, anxiety is simply a facet of our humanity that belongs essentially to the quality of ‘spirit’ that he elsewhere makes concomitant to human being. In the end, anxiety is part of being human; it cannot be done away with (Kierkegaard 1981, 44).

This basic psychological account of anxiety that is implicit in freedom is taken up as a common theme in both Tillich and Niebuhr. Niebuhr’s insistence that Kierkegaard is the greatest Christian psychologist of anxiety and Tillich’s famous construal of courage as a response to anxiety seem sufficient to indicate the importance of this connection (Niebuhr 1964, I: 44; Tillich 2000, 155–190). But it is worth spelling out this reliance in order to begin revealing critical differences in their respective thinking.

First, Niebuhr clearly invokes Kierkegaard’s account of anxiety as a precursor to sin in the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man. Niebuhr accepts Kierkegaard’s account of anxiety, though Niebuhr employs some important shifts in the technical language by which freedom and anxiety relate. Moving away from Kierkegaard’s ‘possibility of possibility’, Niebuhr describes anxiety in terms of what he outlines as the distinctive quality of humankind as the creature expressing the imago Dei: a capacity for self-transcendence conditioned by the finitude of creatureliness (Niebuhr 1964, I: 150–177).

Our self-transcendence is a fundamental feature of what makes us human. It describes our ability to look beyond the contingency and necessity of the various processes of which we are a part. Human being is of such a quality that it can transcend the limitations of its place in a given environment; this possibility puts humankind fundamentally outside everything else in creation. Yet, as creatures we remain entirely dependent and contingent in our finiteness. Despite the possibilities of our self-transcendence and the desire to make this capacity for self-transcendence into the surety of prideful self-sufficiency and independence, human existence is one of utter finitude. For Niebuhr, the paradoxical tension of self-transcendence and the reality of finitude creates the experience of anxiety.

The difference between Kierkegaard’s account of anxiety as ‘freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility’ and Niebuhr’s account of anxiety felt in the tension of self-transcending freedom and finitude is subtle, but important. For Niebuhr, anxiety is an inevitability of the human condition. The structure of the tension between self-transcendence and finitude makes anxiety into the paradoxical product of all human existence. Kierkegaard, however, carefully notes that anxiety is not an inevitability in this sense: ‘it is entangled freedom’ (Kierkegaard 1981, 49). Anxiety is inherent to the quality of freedom itself for Kierkegaard. Where there is freedom, there is anxiety. Yet for Niebuhr this would not be the case. Niebuhr’s critique of Kierkegaard’s equation of the paradox of freedom with eternal personality seems to drive at this difference. Self-transcendent freedom apart from human, creaturely finitude would not produce anxiety (Niebuhr 1964, I: 163).

Niebuhr’s concern is for anxiety as a psychological category of human experience and the distinctive human capacity to enact self-transcending freedom. In many of Kierkegaard’s existential descriptions, this is certainly a central concern; but his description of the structure of anxiety remains deeply embedded in freedom as a metaphysical category itself. In a sense, Tillich’s account of anxiety stands somewhere between Kierkegaard’s account of anxiety and Niebuhr’s account. What Niebuhr describes as the tension of self-transcendence and creaturely finitude is implicit in Tillich’s understanding of ‘freedom and destiny’ as one of the three fundamental polarities of his ontology. Yet for Tillich everything that participates in being, not just specifically human being, is subject to the implicit tension of freedom and destiny as an ontological polarity. Thus, while Tillich’s approach—specifically as sieved through his account of finite freedom—is not a direct recapitulation of Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety, it remains closer to Kierkegaard’s account insofar as it makes anxiety implicit to finite freedom.

More specifically for Tillich, freedom is experienced as ‘deliberation, decision, and responsibility’ (Tillich 1963, I: 184) in the face of strivings and structures that condition existence. Freedom represents a spontaneity in the face of the centring power of destiny to create a sense of self: it is an obligation to respond to the spontaneous possibilities arising from destiny that shapes and actualizes my freedom. Because freedom is in constant polar tension with destiny, there is no self-transcendence that sees beyond the contingency and necessity structuring our existence; freedom for Tillich is an expressive response in spontaneity to the contingencies and necessities that are part of destiny.

There is an element of self-transcendence at work in Tillich’s account of freedom that is quite like Niebuhr’s account of self-transcendence insofar as freedom ‘transcends the essential necessity of being without destroying it’ (Tillich 1963, I: 182). Yet, Tillich’s account of freedom is much closer to Kierkegaard insofar as the polar tension of freedom and destiny can never be separated for any existent thing that participates in being. Tillich’s account of freedom is an investigation into the ontological structure of freedom itself that is akin to the logical definition of freedom Kierkegaard employs instead of the pragmatic account of freedom as it relates to self-transcendence shaping Niebuhr’s work.

As freedom and destiny are a fundamental polarity expressed in all forms of existence that participate in being for Tillich, this polarity is conditioned by finitude. In defining finitude, Tillich is quite clear: finitude occurs as the limitation of being by non-being. Here we can quote Tillich at length:

Being, limited by nonbeing, is finitude. Nonbeing appears as the ‘not yet’ of being and as the ‘no more’ of being. It confronts that which is with a definite end (finis). This is true of everything except being-itself—which is not a ‘thing.’ As the power of being, being-itself cannot have a beginning and an end. Otherwise it would have arisen out of non-being. But nonbeing is literally nothing except in relation to being. Being precedes nonbeing in ontological validity, as the word ‘nonbeing’ itself indicates. Being is the beginning without a beginning, the end without an end. It is its own beginning and end, the initial power of everything that is. However, everything which participates in the power of being is ‘mixed’ with nonbeing. It is being in process of coming from and going toward nonbeing. It is finite. (Tillich 1963, I: 189)

This mixture of being and non-being creates the condition of finitude and it is experienced as a threat to the power of being animating our existence. This threat to the power of being forces human being, in its experience of finite freedom and destiny, to seek out freely a transcendence of the ways in which non-being limits the power of being in our existence. Tillich refers to this as the experience of infinity as it relates to finitude (1963, I: 190–191).

Here, though, Tillich is—perhaps surprisingly—close to Niebuhr, noting that ‘[t]he power of infinite self-transcendence is an expression of man’s belonging to that which is beyond nonbeing, namely to being-itself. The potential presence of the infinite (as unlimited self-transcendence) is the negation of the negative element in finitude. It is the negation of nonbeing’ (Tillich 1963, I: 191). Tillich is also careful to note here that being-itself is not simply infinity. Rather the drive of the infinite beyond the finite is where being-itself manifests in finitude. Infinity (as the negation of finitude) is not a positive category the way being-itself is for Tillich’s ontology.

In relationship to the account of Niebuhr’s use of Kierkegaard in characterizing freedom and anxiety outlined earlier, we find that Tillich remains closer to Kierkegaard’s account of freedom in offering an ontological analysis of freedom itself. Yet, the resonance with Niebuhr’s concern for self-transcendence is quite clear. In the face of the clarity of Kierkegaard’s and Niebuhr’s respective positions, Tillich’s position seems a bit muddled. On the one hand, he wants to offer us an ontological account of freedom as a polar element in all things that exist in respect to the power of being-itself. On the other hand, he immediately jumps to the complexities of human being to enrich this description and invokes the category of self-transcendence in a way that appears clearly indebted to Niebuhr’s rich work on this topic.

As Tillich begins to address anxiety and not only freedom, this tension becomes more pronounced, but arguably clarifying as well. Tillich indicates that anxiety is an ontological category: it is the quality of a conscious finitude. Drawing again from Kierkegaard, Tillich emphasizes that anxiety is simply a way of expressing finitude. It is a product of the tension in existence between being and non-being. Invoking his distinction between self and world, Tillich infers that anxiety refers from the ‘inside’ of a self to the same ontological condition that finitude describes from the ‘outside’ of a world, while maintaining that both are equally valid and significant for theological reflection (Tillich 1963, I: 192).

He does not stop here, however, noting that there is another dimension of anxiety that cannot be ignored. In addition to the anxiety of non-being implicit in finite freedom, there is also the ‘anxiety of not being what we essentially are. It is anxiety about disintegrating and falling into nonbeing through existential disruption’ (Tillich 1963, I: 199). Tillich describes this anxiety of existential disruption in terms of the three polarities he identifies as fundamental to ontology. The anxiety of existential disruption is the felt anxiety that one reality in each polarity will swallow the other: dynamics overcoming form or vice versa, individuality overcoming participation or vice versa, or freedom overcoming destiny or vice versa. Tillich describes the anxiety of existential disruption in this polarity between freedom and destiny more explicitly than the others, linking it to classic discussions concerning determinism and indeterminism (Tillich 1963, I: 200–201).

For Tillich, then, there are two dimensions of anxiety: ‘ontological anxiety’ and ‘the anxiety of guilt’ which occurs in the face of existential disruption (1963, I: 201). The two are not separable for Tillich insofar as the anxiety of guilt is only possible because of the fundamental condition of ontological anxiety in finitude, but neither should these two dimensions be confused. If they are confused, we run the risk of doing theological reflection that only addresses the experience of the anxiety of guilt without addressing the fundamental conditions of ontological anxiety that give rise to this set of experiences. This is implied in the way Tillich formulates his account of an ultimate courage stemming from faith in God that addresses the anxiety of finitude—ontological anxiety—not merely the anxiety of guilt. In fact, this analysis, into the theological risk of separating ontological anxiety and the anxiety of guilt, can be pushed one step further if we recognize Tillich’s additional category of ‘fear’. A theological analysis that seeks only to address our fears would be doubly faulty: failing to address the objectless anxiety of guilt in the face of existential disruption and the ontological anxiety inherent to finitude (Tillich 1963, I: 272–274).

Recognizing this point is fundamental to understanding Tillich’s account of freedom and anxiety as theological. Tillich’s descriptions seek to bridge the distance between the ontological conditions of freedom or anxiety and the psychological conditions under which these are manifest in various forms of anxiety over existential disruption generally or fears more specifically.

In both Niebuhr and Tillich, then, we find anxiety as a fundamental feature of the human condition. As Niebuhr observed, ‘In short, man, being both free and bound, both limited and limitless is anxious. Anxiety is the inevitable concomitant of the paradox of freedom and finiteness in which man is involved’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 182). For both theologians, anxiety as a precursory state of the human condition must factor into any significant account of theological anthropology—a debt each traces to the insights of Kierkegaard’s existential analysis. However, an important difference begins to emerge here as well. For Niebuhr anxiety exists in the tension of self-transcendence and creaturely finitude. Apart from finitude, the power of self-transcendence would not inherently lead to anxiety. By contrast, for Tillich anxiety is itself concomitant to freedom in all its forms. Certainly, it is exacerbated by finitude and so he introduces categorical differences for describing types of anxiety, but ultimately, he conceives of anxiety as an ontological concept.

Sin and Estrangement: Locating the Qualitative Leap
The significance of this distinction in categorizing anxiety is made evident when we consider how Niebuhr and Tillich relate this idea to other theological concepts. Perhaps the most notable of these is sin. Niebuhr, like Kierkegaard, seeks not to draw too sharp a distinction between actual and original sin—as though all actual sin subsequent to original sin is somehow an inevitability that decreases our responsibility for actual sin (Kierkegaard 1981, 25–35; Niebuhr 1964, I: 249). Even if, as Niebuhr asserts, ‘actual sin follows more inevitably from the bias toward sin than is usually assumed’, this seeming inevitability only intensifies our responsibility for sin. As Niebuhr puts it, ‘the bias toward sin from which actual sin flows is anxiety plus sin’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 250–251).

Preserving this sense of responsibility for sin, Niebuhr follows closely on a subsequent idea in Kierkegaard’s work: sinfulness comes into existence through a qualitative leap. In a dense paragraph, Kierkegaard lays out this concept:

The history of the individual life proceeds in a movement from state to state. Every state is posited by a leap. As sin entered into the world, so it continues to enter into the world if it is not halted. Nevertheless, every such repetition is not a simple consequence but a new leap. Every such leap is preceded by a state as the closest psychological approximation…To the extent that in every state possibility is present, anxiety is also present. Such is the case after sin is posited, for only in the good is there a unity of state and transformation. (Kierkegaard 1981, 113)

What Kierkegaard is making clear is that sinfulness is not an inevitable feature that follows from anxiety. Sin represents a qualitative change in the state of existence that cannot be precipitated by any quantitative shift in the total amount of anxiety we feel. Sin enters the world through the responsibility of personal decision even if the state of the world creates a propensity for sin.

Niebuhr takes up this line of argument building on Kierkegaard’s notion of the ‘qualitative leap’ of sin. As he puts it, ‘Sin can never be traced merely to the temptation arising from a particular situation or condition in which man as man finds himself or in which particular men find themselves’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 254). Niebuhr identifies this fundamental difference between the experience of anxiety and the experience of sin in the feeling of repentance or remorse that follows from sinful action. These feelings of repentance and remorse indicate a sense of responsibility for sinful action that reinforces sin being experienced as a free act (I: 255). Anxiety is the precursor to the qualitative leap to sin.

For Tillich, and his account of ontological anxiety, the idea of a qualitative leap is quite different. Applying the insights laid out in the first volume of his Systematic Theology, the second and third volumes expand on the theological implications of these insights concerning anxiety regarding the nature of estrangement and its subsequent overcoming in kairos moments where the power of ‘new being’ is experienced. To understand this movement in Tillich’s work from the first to the second volume of his systematic theology, one must understand the connection he is creating between ‘finitude’ and ‘existence’. We have already indicated that finitude is the conditioning of fundamental ontological polarities (as with freedom and destiny) by the mixture of being and non-being. This condition of finitude is present in all of existence. Yet, just as with the human capacity for self-transcendence that seeks to negate the non-being of our finitude and root itself solely in the power of being-itself that animates us, there is a sense in which all existent creatures strive beyond their own finitude toward an essential quality in which there is no difference between one’s existential and essential being. Tillich claims that in God, as the ground of being itself, we are not regarded in accord with our finite existence: God’s regard for us looks beyond our finite freedom wherein the split between what we exist as and essentially ought to be is axiomatic (Tillich 1963, II: 21–26). However, in our day-to-day experience of finite freedom this distinction between essence and existence is fundamental.

The essential character of being, though, is never actualized. It is what Tillich calls ‘dreaming innocence’: a phrase borrowed from Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard 1981, 43–49; Tillich 1963, II: 33–36). In both cases, dreaming innocence describes the idealized, constitutive conditions of human freedom that never actually occur. Importantly, it is anxiety—as an expression of the awareness of finitude—that drives human being out of the essentialized conditions of dreaming innocence. In what Tillich variously calls our ‘anxious freedom’ or ‘finite freedom’ there arises a desire to actualize the possibilities implicit in our freedom.

In this anxious freedom there lies a double threat, however. In actualizing the potentialities of freedom, we lose the destiny of dreaming innocence that gives us a sense of centred self; however, by not actualizing the potentialities of our freedom we lose our sense of centred self insofar as we do not actualize the responsibility of freedom anticipated by innocence.

We will not venture too deeply into Tillich’s description of innocence here. What is important to recognize is that ‘dreaming innocence’ is not a state of originary perfection from which human being falls. For Tillich, innocence implies non-actualized potentiality in terms of a lack of experience, responsibility, and guilt. In framing innocence this way, Tillich is following Kierkegaard who claims that innocence, brought to its extreme, is itself an animating anxiety (Kierkegaard 1981, 45). Here again is the double threat described earlier. To lack the actuality of experience, responsibility, and guilt is to have a latent awareness of their possible actualization and a desire to make this awareness into actuality beyond mere possibility (Tillich 1963, II: 33–34). This produces a fundamental anxiety through innocence because for experience, responsibility, and guilt to remain unactualized represents the threat of non-being to swallow being in finitude. In short, to not actualize experience and responsibility is to have these fundamental features of freedom fall prey to non-being. Yet, their actualization can only be recognized to occur insofar as it works against the centring tendency of destiny. That is, if freedom does not respond to the spontaneous possibilities arising from destiny in a way that challenges the self-centring tendencies of destiny, destiny itself becomes a totalizing determinism that cannot be shown to actualize the freedom it promises to enable in this fundamental polar tension of all beings. Our existence is affirmed by this sort of existential disruption.

For Tillich, then, rather than a state of originary perfection, dreaming innocence is the mythic expression of the tragic condition of our existential self-estrangement. Thus, Tillich will claim, ‘The state of existence is the state of estrangement’ (1963, II: 44). The condition of finite being in its freedom is one of a driving ontological anxiety that can be said to be synonymous with this finite freedom. It is only recognized as such in the constant actions of existential disruption that constitute the anxiety of guilt. The anxiety of guilt that we experience psychologically is the consequence of the ontological anxiety that unavoidably animates the conditions of our finite existence in terms of a fundamental estrangement from the divine as the ground of being or being-itself. For Tillich, every moment is an admixture of the estrangement of ontological anxiety and the hoped-for reunion that is ‘new being’ in the Christ. This is experienced as various forms of the anxiety of guilt that arise through every decision in our lives.

The key, for Tillich, is to consider how it is the case in these moments that the risk of non-being that comes with one side of an ontological polarity threatening to swallow the other is balanced with the reunion of the terms in the ontological polarity: an understanding of the tension between anxiety of guilt and the salvation that is the healing reunion of the ontological tensions that we experience throughout our lives. If Tillich’s ontological approach is to work, then any experience in history should be able to be described in terms of the separation and reunion of the ontological polarities.

If Niebuhr places the significance of the qualitative leap theology affirms between anxiety and sin, Tillich is placing it slightly differently. In his work, the qualitative leap is from essence to existence (Tillich 1963, II: 44). The qualitative leap does not describe personal responsibility for sin, wherein sin emerges as something new and does not inevitably follow from anxiety. Instead, the qualitative leap into existence from the dreaming innocence of essence produces anxiety itself through the actualization of freedom.

Sin and Inevitability
Here an irresolvable, though theologically productive, tension between Niebuhr and Tillich emerges that is important for anyone working out of the theological traditions stemming from these two thinkers. It is a tension of which they were both clearly aware as well, for we find it at work in their critiques of one another’s work. The best summaries of this complex set of interchanges are to be found in Ronald Stone’s work Politics and Faith (2012) as well as Mary Ann Stenger and Ronald Stone’s Dialogues of Paul Tillich (2002). Each work traces the development of an increasing awareness of tensions between the ideas expressed in Tillich’s and Niebuhr’s respective writings. Tillich and Niebuhr move from perspectives of mutual admiration in the 1930s, to a growing awareness of theological difference in the 1940s. After Tillich publishes the first volume of his Systematic Theology in 1951 and is developing elements of the second volume through his Firth Lectures at Nottingham and Sprunt Lectures at Union Presbyterian Seminary in Virginia, a more explicit and sustained critique between Tillich and Niebuhr develops. This increasing theological tension culminates in Tillich’s departure from Union Theological Seminary and acceptance of a position at Harvard University in 1955 (Stenger and Stone 2002, 47–51).

Niebuhr’s dense reflections on the fundamental problems he finds in Tillich’s ontological approach are exceptionally important for understanding the differences that emerge between these two thinkers. Other differences we might identify between these two thinkers can be traced back to an axiological difference in their theological approach that Niebuhr articulates. In describing the fundamental condition of existence as estrangement, Tillich highlights one of Niebuhr’s legitimate fears, namely that Tillich’s ontological approach to anxiety creates a characterization of existence that will ‘“ontologize away” the reality of the Fall’ and make sin into a rational necessity of creation (Tillich 1963, II: 44). Niebuhr argues:

Tillich challenges ‘those theologians who are not willing to interpret the creation story and the story of the fall as reports about two actual events’ to ‘draw the consequence and posit the mystery where it belongs—in the unity of freedom and destiny in the ground of being.’ That may not be the only possibility. For one thing it makes one story out of the two stories, and there is significance in the fact that there are two stories, the one symbolizing the beginning of history and the other, the corruption of freedom in history. (Niebuhr 1952, 224)

Niebuhr rightly contends that Tillich elides the biblical account of the creation and the fall, and that he does so because he sees it as the only possibility in the face of a biblical literalism that still understands the fall as an historical event. Tillich states as much explicitly: ‘Creation and the Fall coincide in so far as there is no point in time and space in which created goodness was actualized and had existence. This is a necessary consequence of the rejection of the literal interpretation of the paradise story’ (Tillich 1963, II: 44). By Niebuhr’s reckoning though, this is hardly the only possibility and one that does violence to the text by not taking seriously the separation of these symbolic moments. The separation of creation and fall is not only important as a framework emerging from the Christian theological tradition, though, for Niebuhr:

It is important that the two stories be separated. The separation points, on the one hand, to an actual historical state in which there is not so much separation, but the unity of life with life, showing that the character of man, even as separated and particular existence, contains possibilities of relating himself harmoniously with other life. On the other hand, it symbolizes the fact that every act of estrangement, of isolation, or of imperialism is a ‘fall’ from a more ideal possibility of relating life with life in terms of love. (Niebuhr 1952, 224)

Here, Niebuhr is identifying two problems with Tillich’s approach. The first is that there are other possibilities for understanding what might be meant by ‘historical reality’ and the second is that such equivalency makes sinful the very act of self-differentiation from our grounding in God. In further reflecting on Tillich’s position, Niebuhr indicates, ‘we end with the difficult conclusion that temporal existence is really evil. It is good only when it is potential and not actual’ (Niebuhr 1952, 225).

Leaving aside the first critique for the moment, Niebuhr’s second critique is not one that he directs to Tillich alone. This is a critique of a general tendency he finds in other ontological speculation about the divine as well. Niebuhr’s critique of Friedrich Schelling (1775–1854) illustrates this well, wherein he argues that the relationship between the divine ground and human freedom in Schelling’s work is fundamentally problematic (Niebuhr 1964, I: 254 n 4). While Schelling’s work has vexed historians of philosophy for its incomplete and unsystematic character, Tillich seems to recognize a connection across the periods of Schelling’s works; connecting the very late Philosophy of Revelation (1841–1842) and Philosophy of Mythology (1842) to the early work the Philosophy of Nature (1797) through his Philosophical Inquiries into the Nature of Human Freedom (1809). This way of approaching Schelling’s work is made clear in Tillich’s two dissertations on Schelling. There Tillich offers a remarkably unified presentation of Schelling’s philosophy: reading the positive philosophy as its culmination, but a culmination that is incomprehensible without being grounded in the earlier negative philosophy (Tillich 1974a, 41). Particularly important for Tillich are the development of the potencies in Schelling’s philosophy of nature as his response to the post-Kantian problem left by trying to unite the pure and practical reason (Tillich 1974a, 44–45).

The potencies in Schelling’s Philosophy of Nature make recourse to the understanding of the organism developed by Kant in the Critique of Practical Judgment. We need not get into the detail of the relation of these texts here, but suffice it to note that Schelling’s conception of the system of nature is an attempt to get beyond the static, deterministic understanding of nature; it conceives of nature as dialectical ‘productivity’ akin to the purposiveness of an organism that prevents the organism from reaching any point of stasis. Nature is not the object of conscious study, but nature is understood as a movement of opposing potencies that are revealed to be dialectically identical; nature is understood to be an absolute producing subject composed of the identity between its opposing potencies: appearing objective nature and the spontaneity of a thinking subject. The importance here, which Schelling makes clearer through the period of his identity philosophy, is that the self-conscious ‘I’ cannot be understood as that which generates the whole system of subject and object in our day-to-day experience; rather, it is a result of nature conceived as productivity (Schelling 1856, I/3: 277).

In moving beyond the primacy of the self-conscious ‘I’, Schelling must find a ground beyond the subject in the absolute indifference of nature as productivity that gives rise to the self-positing of the subject. Here Schelling is stepping far beyond his roots in Kant, Fichte, and reflective philosophy towards generating a philosophy of being; he is trying to address the problem of how a finite world emerges from a ground that is beyond the finite altogether. Where Schelling differentiates himself in this regard is with the concept of Abfall: a qualitative leap whereby the finite world emerges from this originary ground. The originary ground is the Absolute or Absolute Identity of Schelling’s period of Identity Philosophy. The emphasis is on the unity of knower and known that precedes all subjectivity as the condition for moving beyond the aporia of Kant’s critical philosophy.

For Tillich scholars this is probably the point at which Schelling starts sounding very familiar. The Absolute is connected to Being and God by Schelling. Beyond the circle of self-consciousness, Schelling affirms the absolute identity of Being and God; being is not a predicate of God (i.e. God is not a being), but Being and God are indivisible and infinite in their absolute identity. The world of finite things is, by contrast, non-being: that which cannot add or subtract from the absolute identity of God and Being in any way. Finite things can only be understood as modifications of form, not modifications of this absolute identity. The finite world is then both being and non-being. The ground of their existence is the absolute identity of Being and God of which they are particularities, but they are non-being in respect to this same ground as they neither add nor subtract to the ground. Tillich is clear that this conception of nature and potencies is critical to understanding Schelling’s subsequent work (Tillich 1974b, 53–62). What Tillich’s theological interpretation of Schelling highlights though is the difference between human freedom and nature: ‘What befalls nature as fate, man bears as guilt’ (Tillich 1974b, 107).

What Tillich recognizes and notes as a distinction that must exist between theological and philosophical reflection on God as the ground of Being or unconditioned, is made into a full-blown critique in Niebuhr’s work. Niebuhr asserts that this conclusion, that temporal existence is really evil, is out of sync with biblical thought because it relies on a notion of the divine as that which is unconditioned. ‘The Christian view of the self is only possible from the standpoint of Christian theism in which God is not merely the x of the unconditioned or the undifferentiated eternal. God is revealed as loving will’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 252).

This vision of the biblical account of God as ‘loving will’ is in turn more consistent with what we experience in our own historic existence, which Niebuhr contends should condition how we understand the ‘historical reality’ of biblical stories. We experience ourselves ‘quite above the level of ontological fate’ (Niebuhr 1952, 225) and in tandem to the ways in which the Bible ‘conceives life as a drama in which human and divine actions create the dramatic whole…[and] the drama is told primarily in terms of the contest of all men and nations with God, and secondarily in terms of a contest between good and evil in history’ (Niebuhr 1952, 216). Thus, for Niebuhr the narratives of creation and the fall form a historical drama: history not as fact but as meaningful narrative of events that evidences what it authentically means to be a human creature. Thus, Niebuhr will claim:

Such a formulation makes history more real, for it does not set it in contrast to some symbolic period before creation when all particular things were not yet separated existences. Rather it sets every historical act, achievement, and event in contrast to the primordial and the eschatological, that is to innocency and perfection. Thus every historic decision, which must be either for the self or for God and the other, has a historic urgency and reality which it cannot have if its fate of self-seeking is identified with its fate of being a self. (Niebuhr 1952, 225)

Taking seriously the narrative structure separating creation and fall prevents God from becoming merely the ‘unconditioned’. Instead, in being experienced through God’s self-disclosure as will and personality a real ground for the experience of our creaturely individuality as good emerges. ‘[S]ince mysticism leads to an undifferentiated ultimate reality, it is bound to regard particularity, including individuality, as essentially evil…God as will and personality, in concepts of Christian faith, is thus the only possible ground of real individuality, though not the only possible presupposition of self-consciousness’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 14–15).

Vice versa, however, Tillich is deeply concerned with the philosophical consequences of Niebuhr’s own positions. Niebuhr’s profound account of the relationship of faith and politics in chapter nine of the second volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man provides a clear example of the very philosophical problem Tillich will seek to avoid. Niebuhr moves from an account of love to justice in terms of the dialectical relationship he has been establishing between the eternal and history. The contingency of history entails that the perfect realization of love is never possible. Justice, rightly pursued along the lines of transcendent principles that have a regulative function—such as liberty and equality—allow us to asymptotically approach the possibilities of love but will always remain qualified by structures of self-interest and power.

Love is both the fulfillment and the negation of all achievements of justice in history. Or expressed from the opposite standpoint, the achievements of justice in history may rise in indeterminate degrees to find their fulfillment in a more perfect love and brotherhood; but each new level of fulfillment also contains elements which stand in contradiction to perfect love. There are therefore obligations to realize justice in indeterminate degrees; but none of the realizations can assure the serenity of perfect fulfillment. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 246)

These limits to justice should be unsurprising to us after Niebuhr’s analysis of sin; it is the consequence of the qualitative leap from anxiety to sin that characterizes our existence. As soon as we acknowledge our continuing responsibility for this leap, all our good action is tainted by the guilt of history. The unfettered love of the Kingdom of God remains unrealizable in human history even if it is the dialectical pole towards which justice in human history is pulled (Niebuhr 1964, II: 284–286). This commitment in Niebuhr’s theology is an axiomatic feature of his Christian Realism and the way the Kingdom of God serves as a source of hope within human history.

Certainly, this is a hallmark of Niebuhr’s rejection of the ethical consequences of nineteenth-century liberal theology; however, for Tillich the limits of this asymptotic approach to the realization of the Kingdom of God is a symptom of a wider rejection in theology and philosophy of the symbolic presence of the eternal in the quotidian. Tillich, for his part, will invoke the notion of kairos to address this problem he perceives and make a subsequent distinction between the ambiguous and the fragmentary to clarify his intention.

The concept of kairos is crucial for Tillich’s theology as a whole. Even in his early work The Religious Situation, where the philosophical nuances of his approach remain only preliminarily thematized, we find this central concept emerging (Tillich 1932). Looking back to this early work makes clear that the kairos event of Christ as the New Being or subsequent kairoi are not merely symbolic. The kairos is the moment that describes a fulfilment of time by eternity, a moment in which a new understanding of the meaning of history and life opens up (Tillich 1963, III: 369). It is this invasion of time by the eternal that becomes the motive source for Tillich’s early advocacy of distinctly religious socialism instead of other forms of revolutionary politics (Tillich 1932).

Kairos never indicates a perfect completion of time. The fulfilment of time that it offers is an overcoming of the ambiguities of existence experienced in the tendency of the terms of Tillich’s ontological polarities to be fulfilled in one another rather than locked into the tension of continuously seeking to overcome their opposite in each set of paired terms. Even if this overcoming is only temporary, partial, and fragmentary—pervading an otherwise continuous experience of ambiguity characterized by the tension of the polar terms in Tillich’s ontology—it is nonetheless total (Tillich 1963, III: 138–141). This stands in clear contrast to Niebuhr, who also stresses the ambiguity of all historical realities, but then contends, ‘Therefore no absolute distinction between good and evil in them is possible’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 292).

Importantly, also, this kairos is not simply singular. Tillich is unequivocal on this point:

The fact that kairos-experiences belong to the history of the churches and that the ‘great kairos’, the appearance of the center of history, is again and again re-experienced through relative ‘kairoi’, in which the Kingdom of God manifests itself in a particular breakthrough, is decisive for our consideration. The relation of the one kairos to the kairoi is the relation of the criterion to that which stands under the criterion and the relation of the source of power to that which is nourished by the source of power. Kairoi have occurred and are occurring in all preparatory and receiving movements in the church latent and manifest. For although the prophetic Spirit is latent or even repressed over long stretches of history, it is never absent and breaks through the barriers of the law in a kairos. (Tillich 1963, III: 370)

Tillich acknowledges that this approach to understanding history has its own set of problems. Kairoi can be ignored, misinterpreted, erroneous, or even demonically distorted. Norming kairoi against the experience of the Christ as New Being, which is the ‘great kairos’, is an effort to mitigate the potential problems that stem from this approach to making every moment of history—at least potentially—ultimately meaningful.

The consequent differences of this approach are striking. For instance, in relating justice and love, Tillich is quite clear that while love is an ontological principle, it stands with faith as a phenomenological description of the process of encounter with the transcendent unity of unambiguous life, even as those encounters are only fragmentary. ‘[F]aith is the state of being grasped by the transcendent unity of unambiguous life—it embodies love as the state of being taken into that transcendent unity’ (Tillich 1963, III: 129). In short, love is the drive to the reunion of that which is estranged in Tillich’s system. Yet, for Tillich this does not subsequently entail the asymptotic approach of justice towards love as an unrealizable ideal. Instead, love is the principle of justice: justice is the form that the ontological reunion of love takes in existence (Tillich 1954, 57). Justice is not limited to some restraining function for Tillich, so that justice is primarily concerned with how we practically best realize the impossible expectations of love. Instead, justice is fundamentally creative: it institutes conditions for the reuniting power of love to be actualized. Along with power, Tillich sees love and justice irrevocably intertwined in an ontological unity.

Hopefully, the significance of this difference is becoming clear. Niebuhr and Tillich lay down paths for subsequent theologians that are tangled together in curious ways. Their common concern for understanding the anxiety implicit in an account of theological anthropology creates a common point of departure for much theology done in the latter half of the twentieth century, and even much theological work continuing today. Moreover, each is clearly invested in critiquing any narrative of progress in human history that leads, as with nineteenth-century liberal theology, to the human capacity to bring about the Kingdom of God on earth through our own moral accomplishments. Nonetheless, neither is willing to give up on the distinctive importance of the human capacity for self-transcendence; whether through Christian Realism or Faithful Realism, Niebuhr and Tillich both seek to establish a dialectical tension in their respective theologies that holds a simple myth of human progress at bay without denying the significance of self-transcendence.

Yet the differences that immediately follow from this common starting point are striking. In short, Niebuhr fears that Tillich’s Faithful Realism makes sin into an inevitability of existence that allows human beings to shirk our responsibility for the evils of the world while making the individuality of our existence fundamentally problematic. Vice versa, Tillich fears that Niebuhr’s Christian Realism inevitably excludes the ongoing presence of the divine experienced as a symbolic depth in history by inadvertently relegating the ongoing work of the divine to instances of self-revelation that correspond to irrational accounts of human perfection manifest at the beginning and end of history.








Suggested Reading




Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1956. ‘Review of Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate Reality’. Union Seminary Quarterly Review 11 (January): pp. 59–60.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1956. ‘Editorial Notes’. Christianity and Crisis 16 (February): pp. 2–3.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1961. ‘Reply to Interpretation and Criticism’. In Reinhold Niebuhr: His Religious, Social, and Political Thought, Charles W. Kegley and Robert W. Bretall (eds), pp. 429–451. New York: Macmillan.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1962. ‘The Response of Reinhold Niebuhr’. In Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Voice in Our Time, Harold Landon (ed.), pp. 117–124. Greenwich, NY: Seabury Press.

Tillich, Paul. 1956. ‘To the Editor’. Christianity and Crisis 16 (March): p. 24.

Tillich, Paul. 1962. ‘Sin and Grace in the Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr’. In Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Voice in Our Time, Harold Landon (ed.), pp. 27–41. Greenwich, NY: Seabury Press.














Bibliography




Kierkegaard, Søren. 1981 [1844]. The Concept of Anxiety: A Simple Psychologically Orienting Deliberation on the Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1952. ‘Biblical Thought and Ontological Speculation in Tillich’s Theology’. In The Theology of Paul Tillich, Charles W. Kegley and Robert W. Bretall (eds), pp. 216–229. New York: Macmillan.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1964 [1941, 1943]. The Nature and Destiny of Man, 2 vols. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Pauck, Wilhelm and Marion Pauck. 1989 [1976]. Paul Tillich: His Life and Thought. New York: Harper and Row.

Schelling, F. W. J. 1856. Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling’s Sämmtliche Werke, K. F. A. Schelling (ed.). Stuttgart: Cotta.

Stenger, Mary Ann and Ronald Stone. 2002. Dialogues of Paul Tillich. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press.

Stone, Ronald. 2012. Politics and Faith: Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich at Union Seminary in New York. Macon, GA: Mercer University Press.

Tillich, Paul. 1932 [1926]. The Religious Situation, trans. H. Richard Niebuhr. New York: Henry Holt & Co.

Tillich, Paul. 1954. Love, Power, and Justice. New York: Oxford University Press.

Tillich, Paul. 1956. ‘The Nature and Significance of Existentialist Thought’. Journal of Philosophy 53 (November): pp. 739–748.

Tillich, Paul. 1963. Systematic Theology, 3 vols. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Tillich, Paul. 1974a [1910]. The Construction of the History of Religion in Schelling’s Positive Philosophy: Its Presuppositions and Principles, trans. Victor Nuovo. London: Bucknell University Press.

Tillich, Paul. 1974b [1912]. Mysticism and Guilt-Consciousness in Schelling’s Philosophical Development, trans. Victor Nuovo. London: Bucknell University Press.

Tillich, Paul. 2000 [1952]. The Courage to Be. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.















chapter 11


John Courtney Murray




Francesca Cadeddu







John Courtney Murray, SJ, stands alongside Reinhold Niebuhr as one of America’s leading public theologians in the mid-twentieth century. While Catholic and Protestant theologians moved largely in separate worlds at this time, Murray and Niebuhr both served as consultants to the Basic Issues Program of the Center for the Study of the Democratic Institutions (CSDI), established by the Fund for the Republic of the Ford Foundation in 1957. Recently discovered archival documents give insight into their role in the programme’s debates pertaining to religious pluralism, civic unity, and natural law. Within this framework, Niebuhr and Murray had the opportunity to present their perspectives on the United States’ religious landscape and the issues raised by ecumenical and social relations between the Protestant majority and the Catholic minority. What emerges from their confrontation is not a search for conciliation, but rather a representation of Reinhold Niebuhr’s understanding of pre-conciliar Catholic theology and John Courtney Murray’s effort to contribute to the acknowledgement of Catholics within American history and society.

The Context
The sociological analysis of the United States offered in 1955 by the book Protestant, Catholic, Jew, written by Will Herberg, suggested that the decade which followed the Second World War was ironically characterized by the contradictory presence of both pervasive secularism and mounting religiosity. In his view, the three major faith communities were in fact involved in a process of internal secularization, where believers would increasingly define themselves according to their belonging, rather than their believing. In Herberg’s framework, Catholicism was no exception. It is presented as totally adapted to American society, to its ideals and values, contributing to a tripartite, spiritual, integral part of American culture, unified in the American way of life. Notwithstanding this, Herberg admits that tensions between Catholics and non-Catholics were still present and had even increased in previous years. In fact, in the 1950s, Catholics were finally allowed to participate in the public life of the country, but they were still an object of suspicion. Catholic contribution to public life was accompanied by increasing political, economic, and demographic power, which nurtured, in the predominantly Protestant country, the fear of a possible despotic overturn. Along with the feeling of a new instability arising from the erosion of the equation between Protestant and American, non-Catholics felt threatened by the loyalty of Catholics to a foreign, non-democratic authority, which established and ruled over schools, universities, and hospitals. In the mid-1950s, the ultimate question was: how could a country with a hypothetical future majority of Catholics and a potential Catholic political leader be independent of papal authority and guarantee the constitutional right to religious freedom if the Church doctrine was bound to the principle of extra Ecclesiam nulla salus (outside the Church there is no salvation) (Sesboüe 2004)?

Anti-Catholicism was neither a new nor a modern cultural feature. It arrived on the shores of the New World with the English Puritans and maintained a stable, increasingly institutionalized presence throughout the centuries (Massa 2003; Wallace 1990; Jenkins 2003). In the twentieth century, it was simply revisited. It emerged in public opinion with greater vigour during the 1920s due to the Mexican crisis during the presidency of Plutarcho Calles (1877–1945) and the relationship between the Church and Benito Mussolini’s government in Italy, acquiring a more domestic character for the first time in 1928 when the Catholic Alfred Smith (1873–1944) was nominated as the Democratic presidential candidate. The perception that Catholicism meant a hierarchical, monolithic and authoritarian source of order characterized anti-Catholic resentment during the 1930s and 1940s, culminating in 1947 with the publication of Paul Blanshard’s series of articles in The Nation, later collected in American Freedom and Catholic Power, whose concern was the institutional and political problem raised by the ‘use and abuse of power by an organization that is not only a church but a state within the state, and a state above the state’ (Blanshard 1949, 4).

Such aversion was constantly present in mainstream Protestantism (McGreevy 2003, 175–183), and Reinhold Niebuhr was one of the firm sceptics. In ‘A Protestant Looks at Catholics’ (Niebuhr 1953), he highlights all ‘the difficulties which even a friendly critic must experience with the role of the [Catholic] Church in modern society’, in a style that will become a trend in all his works concerning Protestant–Catholic relations or the role of Catholics in society. After being initially polite, he goes straight to the practical points of friction and is not ashamed to raise ‘classic’ accusations, even if guided by the prudence of a theologian aware of the goals of the ecumenical movement. The essay is shaped by his personal concern for the absence of any genuine community relations between Protestant and Catholics and drives towards the eradication of misunderstandings. Hence he touches on the points which are, in his view and from his theological position, the most controversial: Catholic doctrine on the relationship between Church and state; the claim that natural law (in the meaning it acquired in nineteenth century) alone could offer answers to moral questions pertaining to society as a whole and the consequent accusation of moral relativism (or nihilism) levelled by Catholics at Protestants; and the erroneous assumptions of the natural law theory. In his opinion, neo-Thomist proponents of natural law committed two errors, defining the primordial as normative and attributing false absoluteness to given historical contingencies.

The text appears, and probably is, far more an accusation written to please Protestant readers than an attempt at dialogue with their Catholic counterparts, but it clearly exposes the doctrinal and societal conflicts that characterized Catholic–Protestant relations in the United States (but not exclusively there) until Vatican II and the 1960s. It expresses the ironies that American Catholics faced after the publication of John Ryan and Francis Boland’s book Catholic Principles of Politics (1940), in which a constitutional change in favour of a Catholic state in the United States was considered possible. But it also highlights the lack of ecumenical dialogue and the incapacity to move beyond reciprocal accusations and local initiatives, such as the ‘goodwill teams’ sponsored by the National Conference of Christians and Jews.

It also speaks about the difficulties, on the one hand, for Catholic intellectuals to engage in a dialogue with Protestant elites and theologians, among whom Niebuhr was the uncontested leader, in order to contribute to the establishment of their role within American society, and, on the other hand, for American Catholics in general to manifest their internal variety of opinion against the widespread form of monolithism (a cliché supported by the mass media, which presented the image and voice of the pope far more than any other subject, for example, American bishops) that saw them as a homogeneous, coherent, and solid group.

An analysis of the pre-Vatican II debate was offered by Mark Massa about fifty years later. The theologian analysed the reactions of American Catholics to their own change in cultural, economic, and political status and to the resentment and bias of non-Catholic Americans. According to his study, such reactions were the offshoots of two conflicting views: one view conceived the Catholic Church as a tool against the secularity which seemed intrinsically connected to American democracy; the other believed that Catholics had nothing to prove as far as their Americanness was concerned and they could thus be part of a democratic society without betraying the doctrine of the Church (Massa 1999). Moreover, those who identified themselves with the latter view were willing to address the question of the Catholic allegiance to the First Amendment, even if the ghost of the condemnation of modernism was still clearly present in places where such debates on the Americanization of Catholicism were raised (Appleby 1992; 1995). Among them, John Courtney Murray, SJ became one of the leading voices from 1945 until his death in 1967.

Murray’s Education and Early Career
Born in 1904, John was the third son of an immigrant couple who settled in New York in the late nineteenth century and then moved to the Church mission field of Jamaica, in the Queens neighbourhood. At the age of twelve, he entered the schools presided over by the Society of Jesus and became a member of the Society itself in 1920. In 1934 he earned his Licentiate in Theology at Woodstock College, Maryland, and as often occurred with brilliant minds, the Province sent him to Rome to pursue his doctoral studies at the Gregorian University, where in 1937 he defended a dissertation on Matthias Joseph Scheeben’s doctrine on supernatural divine faith, having as moderante Edgar Hocedez, SJ (1877–1948).

His travels in Europe and the rise of Nazism in Germany left him with a feeling of a deep moral crisis, which he believed involved the whole of Western Christianity and should be addressed by grounding the redemption of the dignity and freedom of men in religious truth itself, against any form of individualism, materialism, and secularism. He soon accepted this challenge and took on academic, editorial, and public initiatives. Besides the classes he taught at Woodstock College, during the early 1940s he lectured at Loyola University, Maryland and the Jewish Theological Seminary in New York. He also agreed to direct Theological Studies¸ the new scholarly journal of the Society of Jesus, and soon after he became religion editor for America, the national (and international) Jesuit weekly magazine.

As a Jesuit, churchman, public theologian, and member of an intellectual movement which connected the Old and New Worlds, John Courtney Murray attempted to renew access to the sources of faith and rethink the relationship between the Church and the world in both theoretical and practical aspects (Komonchak 1997). In this way, he supported and nurtured the growing involvement of American Catholics in the national public debate. He acquired a leading role because not only was he able to profit from the two sides of his identity as a Catholic and as an American, directly addressing the conflicts and ironies of both, but also thanks to his relentless devotion to study and work, which led him to sit on some of the most relevant boards of experts of the time.

In the immediate post-war years, one of these boards was the Catholic Commission on Intellectual and Cultural Affairs (CCICA), founded in 1946 at the Catholic University of America. Murray worked devotedly on its launching and was chairman of the membership committee. The CCICA was intended to be a coalition of intellectuals aiming to change the general attitude towards the Church and scholarship and to provide aid in rebuilding the Church and the world after the Second World War. Among its ranks, Murray took a proactive line: he believed that the Catholic scholar must face the challenge of avoiding ‘the divorce of religion from the reason of man’ and enforce the presence of ‘Catholic doctrine, and the philosophies it has inspired, [that were] still conspicuously absent from the university’. He was calling for a stronger intellectual apostolate (Murray 1959).

The Fund for the Republic and the CSDI
If the service within the CCICA was meant to be a service for American Catholics and their Church, we must wait until 1956 to see Murray involved in a non-ecclesiastic and fully secular intellectual body dedicated to ‘strengthening the basic fabric of the nation’ (Kelly 1981, 123). It was at the Center for the Study of the Democratic Institutions (CSDI) where Murray’s Americanness emerged most. And it was there that John Courtney Murray and Reinhold Niebuhr had the opportunity to work together. Thanks to the documents, transcripts, and papers preserved in the archives of the University of California in Santa Barbara, it is now possible to reconstruct their professional relationship, adding some important features of the debates in which they were involved.

The CSDI was a think tank established in 1958 by Robert Maynard Hutchins (1899–1977), former president of the University of Chicago, by the Fund for the Republic of the Ford Foundation, based in New York. Since 1952, the objective of the Fund had been ‘to assist the promotion of a national security, based on freedom and justice’ (Reeves 1969, 30), but it later extended its objectives to, as Murray would put it, ‘furnish a more comprehensive understanding of the whole theory and practice of civil liberties’ (Murray 1956). Hutchins and his colleagues believed that American society needed coherence and perspective and that the Fund could make an outstanding contribution to America and the world by correcting its ‘moral vacuum’, a phenomenon widely perceived by the post-war liberal elites.

They immediately adopted one of the most common topics. They were concerned by the extent and nature of the internal communist threat and its effects on national society and institutions, but like many others, they were also directly—if not personally—experiencing the climate of suspicion of the McCarthy era. They therefore felt compelled to stand up for rights and freedoms in an effort to strengthen the United States in its domestic and foreign activities.

In 1958, after a test year and great effort made to define the purpose of the project, the board of directors of the Fund voted to support with four million dollars the Basic Issues Program, dedicated to the study of six topics: corporations, trade unions, common defence, religious institutions, mass media, and political parties. On the premises that in a republic the people should be free to judge, and therefore have the standards of judgement which derive from principles ‘firmly grasped and clearly understood’ (Fund for the Republic 1958, 9), the main task of such a political, educational, and research programme was to set out the requirements of a free society and map the institutions located in it.

Is it surprising that John Courtney Murray and Reinhold Niebuhr acted as consultants to the Basic Issues Program on Religious Institutions in a Democratic Society? Not really: both were leading figures of their respective faith communities in the United States and the gap between them was compatible with the political goals of the Ford Foundation. The aim of their programme section was to deal with the relationship between Church and state, the role of religion in public life, the rights of religious dissent or non-conformity and the meaning of freedom from and for religion. Both Murray, as editor of the Jesuit-published journal Theological Studies and teacher at Woodstock College, and Niebuhr, as vice president of Union Theological Seminary, were in a position to exert true influence on a large confessional and interconfessional audience. Their role was to identify the propositions which constituted American religious identity within the context of the Cold War. They investigated the coexistence of the free believer and the free citizen, the absoluteness of the so-called wall of separation, and the doctrinal position of the various churches on separation (CSDIC 1957a).

National events gave vital impulse to the debates around these topics and increased the challenge of the cooperation between Murray and Niebuhr. The election of 1960 was approaching, and the initial emergence of John F. Kennedy as a vice-presidential candidate in 1956 had already raised suspicions, if not fears, about a Catholic candidate. In August 1956, The Christian Century had published a news item titled ‘Drive on for Catholic Vice President’, where the editors explained the reasons why a Catholic could not be nominated for a public post such as that of the vice president of the United States (Editors 1956). They believed that neither of the two potential Catholic candidates (Massachusetts Senator John F. Kennedy and Mayor Robert Wagner of New York) had demonstrated ‘sufficient independence’ from Roman Catholic Church doctrines and thus could not be trusted to stand against the Church’s access to public funds or against any preferential treatment of the Church by public figures and bodies. The editors argued that the Roman Catholic Church was not reconciled to the First Amendment of the American Constitution, and therefore a Roman Catholic believer was not capable of guaranteeing the separation between Church and state.

At the time, this separation meant especially maintaining that the use of taxpayers’ money for the support of religious establishments was illegal and insisting that all churches should stand on an equal footing in their relations with the state. The rulings of the Supreme Court in Everson (1947), McCollum (1948), and Zorach (1952), known collectively as the ‘Schools Cases’, delineated constitutional barriers to public funding of religious schools. These rulings were still widely debated, and mainstream Protestantism did not leave any grey areas in which to meet Catholic requests, thus finding itself more aligned with Jews and, ironically, secularists (Barringer Gordon 2007).

The First Amendment and its interpretation, along with customs and accommodation, were identified by the CSDI’s Religion and Democracy committee as the provisions on which rights were based, but Murray and Niebuhr agreed that there was no need to search for a definitive solution to the Church–state problem, and that the only real contribution that the group of experts could offer was a specific solution at a very practical level to each of the cases and areas where the interests of Church and state seemed to clash. Therefore, the group of experts undertook the task of looking at the three provisions in cases such as the use of public funds to support Church-directed education, the matter of double taxation, the question of prayers, released-time and religious celebrations in public schools. According to Murray’s suggestion, in order to reflect the religious pluralism of the nation, the study group had to be composed of Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and non-doctrinaire secularists, and none of the participants could be in a position that would seem to be committing their church or religious community; the only common ground for these individuals was American citizenship and American constitutional principles.

Religious Pluralism and Civic Unity
The archives held in Santa Barbara allow us to track the two theologians’ participation in the activities of the CSDI on various issues, where the possibility of an ecumenical convergence was aligned and prepared by experiences such as that of Life and Work within the World Council of Churches. As consultants, they dealt with topics such as foreign policy and nuclear power (Millis and Murray 1958), authority and education of public opinion, corporations, and legitimate economic power. Nonetheless, within the specific basic issue of the role of religion in the United States their differences emerge. A reading of the transcript of their debates will therefore help us to understand the nuances and reasons for their disagreement.

On 8 September 1957, the consultants to the Basic Issues Program met to open the discussion on religion in a democratic society. The group was composed of Adolf Berle (1895–1971), attorney and former assistant secretary of state; Scott Buchanan (1895–1968), philosopher and former dean of St John’s College; Eugene Burdick (1918–1965), political scientist from the University of California; Eric F. Goldman (1916–1989), professor of history at Princeton University; Paul Jacobs (1918–1978), journalist; Clark Kerr (1911–2003), president-elect of the University of California; Henry Luce (1898–1967), editor-in-chief of Time, Life, and Fortune, and the two theologians, Murray and Niebuhr. John Courtney Murray opened the morning session with a long presentation of his case on the methodology that the working group should adopt in order to understand the role of religion in society. According to his standpoint, establishing a common ground for argument was the key to identifying problems and priorities. He therefore proposed two possible grounds: constitutional and individual, both of which felt the effects of the general confusion generated by the lack of understanding of the meanings of society, law, and social custom. Nevertheless he believed that the constitutional ground was alone capable of making principles clear.

Murray’s thesis—which also addressed his own community and the idea that the aim of a Catholic majority should be the confessional state—was that the contribution of their working group had to fall in line with the ‘understanding of religious freedom as a constitutional principle—as an element in the organic complex of civil liberties and as a norm of justice’. His proposal aimed to clarify whether the two clauses in the First Amendment were articles of (religious) faith or articles of social peace. This is an issue that the Jesuit father had already raised a few years before as ‘The Problem of Pluralism in America’ (Murray 1954b). Was the First Amendment a dogma or merely an article of law? Was the non-establishment clause an item of ecclesiology or a doctrine of the Republic, ‘a set of rational terms proper to the political tradition within which this Republic stands’? It is significant that Murray formulates these theoretical considerations after the sanction issued by the Holy Office in Rome against his analysis ‘On the Structure of the Church–State Problem’ (Murray 1954a; Komonchak 1996). His arguments are generated out of the observation that the focus on this specific aspect of the United States’ history and society had been moved from non-establishment to the more restrictive requirement of non-aid, since the ‘Schools Cases’ reinforced the tradition of thought that opposed any form of aid to religion.

The topic of aid to religion, and specifically aid to religion in schools, had been one aspect of Niebuhr’s involvement in social action. In a statement on Church and state signed in 1948 by the Protestant theologian as part of a group of twenty-three Protestant clergy and educators, they had agreed on the danger arising from an extension of the meaning of the non-establishment clause towards the prohibition ‘of any action by the state that is intended to benefit all religious bodies without discrimination’, which had emerged from the school law cases of the 1940s (Statement on Church and State 1948).

Therefore, during the meeting in 1957, Niebuhr engages with Murray’s argument by raising the question of the absoluteness of the ‘wall of separation’, making an effort to historicize Roger Williams’ conception of the garden and the wilderness within the standpoints assumed by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison when they formulated the earliest American legislation on religious freedom and the clauses of the First Amendment. On this specific topic, the two theologians agreed that the doctrine based on the ‘wall of separation’ had been far more restrictive than that developed on the First Amendment alone, but they diverged on its implications (e.g. on the tax exemption issue). While Niebuhr remained firm on the non-discrimination principle as a way to guarantee to all communities forming a society the same treatment, Murray was inclined to perceive the government as a subject interested in public morality in order to promote public interest by allowing the law to recognize religious activities.

Murray was speaking in a difficult context. He was asked at the same time to support the tendencies of the Roman Church—which were totally opposed to his tentative solution—to use doctrinal bases to support his thesis, and he needed to speak pedagogically towards American Catholicism while remaining acceptable to his Protestant counterpart.

The topic of the meaning of religious freedom was intended to guide the work of the Committee, whose first public outcome was the Seminar on Religion in a Free Society, held in 1958. Almost a hundred people gathered for about a week at the World Affairs Center in New York with only one objective: argument. The aim of the CSDI was to let them meet, become acquainted with one another, and return to their communities—whether religious or secular—and talk about those who were supposed to be ‘enemies’ yet turned out to be persons to talk to—and disagree with. The seminar was intended to be the first of a series of common initiatives where the two theologians could compare their points of view, and they decided to present their case on religious pluralism and civic unity in the United States. Unfortunately, in the end Niebuhr could not participate due to the state of his health, so it was possible to let them converse only through the book of proceedings, Religion in America, edited by John Cogley (1916–1976), with the contributions, among others, of Leo Pfeffer (1910–1993), Will Herberg (1901–1977), and Gustave Weigel (1906–1964).

Murray presented a speech on ‘America’s four conspiracies’, calling for a deeper understanding of the idea of a free society as a result of a common civil conversation—a breathing together—among the four American conspiracies: Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, and secularist (Murray 1958). Murray’s anthropological argument (protected by a Thomistic basis) is that a society is not a purely rational form of association but an expression of a will for justice, which is the ground for civic amity and peace; thus, in order to form a civil society, such a will for justice should be supported by argument—the highest exercise of reason. Later, Murray’s speech would also become the introductory chapter of his book We Hold These Truths (1960b), under the title ‘The Civilization of the Pluralistic Society’, thus making it the framework of his thought on public theology.

What Murray calls ‘argument’ is presented as being guided by a moral virtue built on reason and intelligence but also ‘cultivated by the discipline of passion, prejudice and narrow self-interest’ and concerned with a broad idea of public affairs as well as by constitutional consensus, ‘whereby the people acquires its identity as a people and the society is endowed with its vital form, its entelechy, its sense of purpose as a collectivity organized for action in history’ (Murray 1958, 18). Consensus is therefore not a truth stated and maintained, but experience illumined by principles: it furnishes the premises of a people’s action and defines the aims of that same action.

Nonetheless, according to Murray, questions arise, particularly when seeking consensus from the intellectual and conflictual experience of religion in society. This is what he sees as the true challenge of the four conspiracies, and it is difficult to address because of the social power, prestige, and interests that often lie under the surface of urbanity. In conclusion, at the very end of Pius XII’s pontificate, Murray believes that the key to solving the problem of American religious pluralism and civic unity lies not in the will of God but in the human condition, which can only build unity out of a civilized structure of dialogue—in the ‘full light of a new dialectical way’ (Murray 1958, 41).

While the speech of the Jesuit father is clearly dedicated to the theoretical aspects of societal engagement in dialogue, Reinhold Niebuhr dedicates his definitely shorter ‘Note on Pluralism’ to the ironies of such engagement. He introduces the topic with a brief history of the ‘peculiar’ kind of separation between Church and state which emerged from the American historical experience and Constitution and derived from the absolute need for toleration in a community whose culture and religion were not united. According to him, even if pluralism characterizes the United States, and the United States guarantees the preservation of pluralism with the Constitution, the ultimate aim of a national community is its unity, and this should not be threatened by religious loyalties.

Here Niebuhr underlines what he presents as the core of the problem, by making use of one of the key issues of Protestant criticism of Catholics: parish schools. The phenomenon is proposed by the author as a means which historically strengthened the Roman Church and gave it ‘a sense of dignity and worth both in its own self-esteem and in the public esteem’ (Niebuhr 1958, 48). He also openly concedes that the price that Catholics pay for such a system imposes on them a double taxation. Nonetheless, he is not in favour of recognition, but of prudence: he is concerned by what may disturb the unity of the nation and is convinced that any tax exemption for Catholic parents or tax support for Catholic schools would threaten it. For this reason, he seeks what he defines as a ‘tolerable justice’, where Catholics and non-Catholics agree on adjustments at the margins, easing the Catholic sense of injustice and not compromising the constitutional provision.

The number of meetings of the consultants during the first year of activity and the privacy which generally protected them from public judgement and disciplinary interference might permit us to think of a possible convergence among the various positions of the group, and this actually occurred in more than one case. Nonetheless, the two theologians did not substantially change their perspectives. While maintaining their disposition to find a common solution to specific cases, they held two different methodologies and sets of tools to address the confusion which characterized the society in which they lived.

Murray and Niebuhr emerge from the two texts in their essence: while the former examines the question of unity as an issue of political order, the latter is looking at the same question from the ethical point of view. They both undoubtedly had in mind the common aim of limiting social warfare, but their perspectives were very different: they did not even use a common key word, or philosophical reference, and would not converge at any point even in the following years.

Natural Law
Scholarship pertaining to the relationship between John Courtney Murray and Reinhold Niebuhr generally affirms that they do indeed reflect the standard elementary positions on the topic of natural law. While the former believed in the role of natural law as a guidance offered to everybody and interpreted by the Church to be also binding for non-believers, the latter thought it would be of no help, but rather a source of tension. In particular, the given framework of Niebuhr’s criticism of natural law is usually twofold: he acknowledges natural law’s capacity to let Roman Catholicism adjust itself to a modern, multi-confessional, industrial society but he accuses it of not questioning in depth the social substance of human existence and not taking enough cognizance of historical contingencies. More specifically, as Thomas Berg explained in 2006, Niebuhr believed that natural law theory transformed peculiar historical conditions into absolute universal principles, therefore making idols out of finite, earthly factors (e.g. race, class, religion), instead of stressing, as Niebuhr himself does, the acceptance of human finitude and trust in the absoluteness of God. Thus, if the nature of sin is to elevate relative aspects of life to absoluteness, natural law is a vehicle for sin. Moreover, to his mind, classic Thomist ethics did not leave sufficient room for the freedom that transforms animal functions into human life, which also includes a search for justice shared by all human beings. Without the capacity of human freedom to bring a person closer to justice it was not possible to restrict the absoluteness of the idols (Berg 2007).

The divergence in views between the two theologians on this topic emerges clearly from Murray’s article ‘Morality and Foreign Policy’, published in America magazine in 1960, thus in a completely different ecclesiastic situation and with the announcement of the Second Vatican Council already creating a new theological climate (Murray 1960a). The article later became the twelfth chapter—titled ‘The Doctrine is Dead’—of his most famous book, We Hold These Truths (1960b).

According to the Jesuit father, the eighteenth-century US public philosophy derived from the tradition of natural law—the source of the ideas of justice, freedom, human law, and divine law—and of the limitation of the state. Yet looking at the post-war United States, he found that this kind of public philosophy was alien, if not a subject of fear. Hence, as his chapter title put it, ‘the doctrine is dead’, or at least appears to be. He attributed the reason of such alienation to the inability of Protestant moralists to go beyond what he calls the ‘three pseudo-problems’: the gap between the morality of individuals and the morality of society; the self-interest of nations and states; and political power. Murray tackles the three of these by appealing to the theory of natural law with a strong sense of pragmatism. He discards the first as being either ambiguous or always trapped in the dichotomy between moral man and immoral society (not being afraid to mention Niebuhr’s book openly). He believes that this problem is ‘falsely conceived in consequence of a defective theory’ which does not recognize the different orders and purposes of individuals and societies—the former being wider and of higher range than the latter. He consequently finds the problem of the self-interest of nations wrongly put as it does not consider the legitimacy and need for political action to realize the structure of ends established by the Constitution—justice, freedom, security, general welfare and civil unity, or peace, in either domestic or international affairs, to whose order the national interests contribute. Finally, in a strong realist tone (Hehir 1996) Murray criticizes those who define the use of power to be a sign of pride and yet condemn the refusal to use it as irresponsible by distinguishing between force and violence: ‘Force is the measure of power necessary and sufficient to uphold the valid purposes both of law and of politics. What exceeds this measure is violence, which destroys the order both of law and of politics’ (Murray 1960b, 260).

It is important to bear in mind when reading Murray’s 1960 article that the philosophical argumentation did not arise for the specific purpose of Murray’s debating with (or provoking) Niebuhr about natural law. It arose after the announcement of John F. Kennedy’s candidacy for the White House and during months of escalation of the nuclear, outer space, and submarine competition between the two Cold War superpowers, which posed questions concerning the balance of terror and the true power of the United States in the international arena. This is not a secondary aspect. In fact, if we look at the transcripts of the discussions taking place within the CSDI a few years before, we find that the argument on natural law was framed in a different way and debated in a more nuanced context.

Among other differences, the above-mentioned meeting of 8 September 1957 offers a specific insight into the different perspectives. Niebuhr introduces the afternoon talks of the group of consultants with a paper which repeatedly mentions Catholics and their role in society. In the text, he describes the Catholic presence as a source of conflict, which the CSDI could find a way to ‘illuminate’. His concern here is community relations, as ‘what the religious groups regard as ultimate standards’ may not ‘seem so ultimate to the society as a whole’.

He presents two cases. The first focuses on the Catholic prohibition of birth control, which had been in the spotlight a few years before, due to the 1948 referendum on the Massachusetts law on contraception, which was characterized by harsh tones between Catholics and non-Catholics and the refusal of the Catholic Church—at that time headed by Cardinal Richard Cushing (1895–1970) in Boston and his auxiliary Bishop John Wright (1909–1979)—to continue to support Community Chest drives within the state. Here Niebuhr expresses strong doubts about the way natural law shapes the morals of the Catholic community, as it raises the danger of ‘the camel’s nose’ and ‘infringes on the liberty and the cohesion of the [national] community’. Pragmatically, he is concerned about the impact that the Catholic refusal to cooperate with other religious and non-religious communities on the basis of moral principles might have on local and national initiatives. Murray directly engages with such pragmatism, stressing the confusion that made the work of the CSDI necessary. He acknowledges the highly organized action which led the two sides of the debate on birth control to completely opposite sides, and the need for Catholics not to withdraw their opposition since this would have been perceived as a withdrawal from opposition to the practice. But Niebuhr also highlights the difference between morality and law and the confusion which leads either to ‘identify them completely so that what is moral is legal’ or to divorce them ‘as though there was great chaos between the two and there was no passing between one to the other’. His solution is, once again, mediation: in order to avoid any necessity in the relationship between private sin and public crime, there should be a form of mediation between private morality and public law.

The second of Niebuhr’s cases concerns the flexibility of natural law. He presents it by comparing Catholic and Protestant traditions, assuming that ‘the Catholic has Thomas Aquinas and before [him] elaborate norms of justice, discriminate norms of justice’ while ‘Protestant orthodoxy has only biblical norms which are very capricious’ and ‘Protestant liberalism only has perfectionist norms’. Natural law, he continues, ‘presents the ultimate problem regarding history and norms’. He therefore perceives it as too inflexible because it does not have ‘enough norms except a very ultimate and probably irrelevant norm of love’. Nonetheless, during the discussion with Murray, Niebuhr also clearly adds that the way in which the Jesuit father amended the Catholic theory of natural law made it more flexible.

The Protestant theologian is trying here to open a window on a possible convergence, but his position does not meet Murray’s intellectual sensitivity. Murray is now freer to express his thoughts. In his polite but firm defence, in fact, Murray presents the perspective of a minority (Catholics) reacting to a challenging social and moral (Protestant) context and points out the irony of teaching scholastics while attempting to persuade a good class of students that the theory of natural law ‘is anything more than a tissue of probabilities, derivative from contingent circumstances’. In this way, he ends up by calling for a more honest presentation of natural law, but he is not willing to question the essence of natural law or to keep open the debate with Niebuhr.

John Courtney Murray did not conceive of his explanation of natural law as an amendment, but as an effort to propose the theory in its own true sense. He also believed that natural law was the only key to understanding the ‘public consensus’, the core of American public moral experience, which relied on ‘the tradition of reason as emergent in developing form in the special circumstances of American political-economic life’ (Murray 1960b, 109). In Murray’s view, the renovation of the sources of public consensus was the fitting antidote to the contemporary moral vacuum, and Catholicism could actively contribute to their renewal through the principles and the traditions of natural law. Catholics possessed the public philosophy that originated ‘the great experiment of the American constitutional commonwealth’ (Murray 1955, 594), hence their role was key to the civic dialogue between American Catholics and Protestants. Natural law offered an exit strategy from the theological consensus which at that time was rejected by the Catholic Church and considered unfeasible by Murray himself.

The analysis of the archives thus tells a nuanced story where the discussion of the two theologians was honest, though their positions were not necessarily conciliatory. Their attempt to establish a dialogue was genuine, but they were still blocked in two sound and distant positions, undoubtedly influenced by the different roles they held in the face of their faith communities and, in the case of Murray, the authorities to whom he was obliged to report. To a certain extent, it is a surprise to read in Murray’s correspondence that when he quoted Moral Man and Immoral Society in the above-mentioned articles on morality and foreign policy, Niebuhr—like a betrayed foster father, not as a colleague disputing with an equal one—reacted with an ‘Et tu, Brute’.

Irreconcilable Differences?
The Report of the President (Fund for the Republic 1960) indicates that the New York seminar held in 1958 turned out to be the last initiative of the group of experts working on religious institutions. The remaining work, in particular publications, was gradually taken up afterwards by John Cogley, and the whole group was later absorbed by a study on the American Character, which was designed to examine the intellectual commitments out of which moral attitudes arise. Its goal was to understand national strengths and weaknesses, in order to reinforce the way the American character met the demands of a complex society. Murray and Niebuhr were included in the group, but Hutchins’ report and other archival documents highlight a bitter sense of failure concerning the common activities of the consultants, whose commitment progressively decreased. It is not clear why neither Murray nor Niebuhr continued to work with the CSDI on the many activities pertaining to religion and its public presence. Among other reasons, there was surely their poor health, which forced them to spend prolonged spells in hospital and restrict their travels; moreover, there were also the consequences of the silencing of the Jesuit father. As a result, John Cogley, who was staff assistant, basically took over the leadership of the project.

The archives of the CSDI hold an extensive and very specific spectrum of documents and correspondence among its personnel and consultants, but even when compared with the separate archives of the two theologians, it is not easy to reconstruct their relationship—if they ever had a personal one. They participated individually in some specific activities of the Center, but in most cases there is no commitment to common topics. Nonetheless, the way in which they faced each other on the topic of religion in society allows us to better understand both authors. It offers a good representation of Reinhold Niebuhr’s understanding of pre-conciliar Catholic theology and its limitations, which made it easy for a Protestant theologian to develop a quasi-controversialist approach. It also shows how important it was for John Courtney Murray to defend his own positions inside the Roman Catholic Church, also by means of a criticism of Niebuhr’s thesis. It is, ultimately, in the Protestant and Catholic ‘conceptions of the relationship of church to the truth’ that they remain at an impasse, with no answer to the question:

whether or not within one body politic […] you could have adherence of completely contrasting theories and concepts of the economy of Divine salvation and nonetheless could achieve on the sphere of the temporal, the political, the social, a degree of consent and unanimity which would fully constitute as a people, a unitary entity.
(CSDIC 1957b, 139)

On the one hand, even if Niebuhr sees the innovative potential of Murray’s theological interpretation of natural law for the American society and, more in general, for community (and intra-Christian) relations, he does not seem keen to accept Murray’s distinction between common welfare and the salvation of souls—and the different approach to natural law that results from it. On the other hand, the Jesuit father is determined to heal the social conflict between Catholics and Protestants with a public philosophy which only works towards consensus and does not leave enough room for Niebuhrian ironies and conflicts. The two men are fundamentally driven by profoundly different questions, and Murray’s effort to contribute to the acknowledgement of Catholics within American history and society from their origins seems to prevail over any opportunity for dialogue on levels different from that of Thomistic natural law.

During their first meeting in September 1957, Niebuhr already spoke of irreconcilable differences ‘in the temper, ethos, background’ (CSDIC 1957b, 141) between the two churches, which could not be solved except through tolerance; and Murray only partly accepted this, as he was very committed to responding to a question as to ‘whether or not within one body politic’ it is possible to have ‘adherence of completely contrasting theories and concepts of the economy of the Divine salvation’ and nonetheless achieve a degree of consent in the social and political spheres of the temporal (CSDIC 1957b, 140).

Considering the lack of archival documentation regarding their correspondence and Murray’s specific involvement in the CSDI, it is not possible to say whether there was ever an explicit convergence of positions between the two theologians, either in their theories or in their appreciation of American justice and freedom. What emerges from the texts that certify their common experience at the CSDI is, in point of fact, not a convergence but a personal intellectual development which was certainly the fruit of the debates occurring in New York and Santa Barbara and which contributed to the definition of Murray’s position towards American Protestantism and Niebuhr’s towards American Catholicism.

Notwithstanding the evaluation of Robert Hutchins, the programme on Religion and Democracy had a direct profound effect, which might be called an ‘ecumenical effect’. Nobody knew that Kennedy’s presidency and the Second Vatican Council were only months ahead, but the Cold War already transferred the identification of adversaries outside the nation and called for a more unified people.

At the CSDI Murray formed and developed his views on the problem of pluralism in America as a conflict underpinning American society, and Protestants were a direct, fertile interlocutor. Niebuhr, by comparison, concluded this experience with a better appreciation of the history of the Catholic Church and the specific role of the Society of Jesus as ‘the effective organ of Counter-Reformation, and therefore, in essence the agents of the new post-Reformation Catholicism’, by which he meant ‘the chief organ of the church in adjusting itself to a scientific culture’ and ‘a democratic political order’. The true ally could finally be the Catholic Church, whose papal absolutism remained a price which he was not ready to pay, yet contingencies demanded that the United States should wait no longer: ‘We are engaged in a mortal combat with another form of closed society, more inimical to human dignity than Catholicism, and yet so successful in parts of the world that have not been prepared for our hazardous freedom, that we ought to be less complacent about the perils of anarchy in a system of freedom, while we condemn the perils of tyranny in a system of authority’ (Niebuhr undated).
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Abraham Heschel
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At the funeral for Reinhold Niebuhr, one of the most significant Protestant public intellectuals of the twentieth century, the eulogy was delivered by a Jew, his friend Abraham Joshua Heschel. After two thousand years of often tense relations between Christians and Jews, the friendship between Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) and Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972) is an extraordinary moment. Some scholars, noting the unusual relationship, have argued that Niebuhr’s warm interest in Judaism was sparked by his personal friendships with secular Jewish political activists, starting during his days as a pastor engaged in social activism in Detroit (Rice 1977, 102). What has not been noticed is how remarkable it is that Heschel, who fled Nazi Europe but whose mother and three sisters were murdered by the Nazis, would have welcomed a close friendship with a Christian starting just a few years after the Second World War.

Their friendship began in 1951 when Niebuhr published a major review of Heschel’s new book, Man Is Not Alone. In a private note to Heschel, Niebuhr called the book a ‘masterpiece’, and in his review he said that Heschel would ‘become a commanding and authoritative voice not only in the Jewish community but in the religious life of America’. What Niebuhr praised about the book was the complexity of human subjectivity that Heschel portrayed—experiences of radical amazement, faith as a response to mystery—and Heschel’s transformation of the ontological argument for the existence of God into a claim that God is an ontological presupposition that ‘underlies all thought and action’. God is not an object of our attempted understanding; rather, Heschel argued, human beings are an object of God’s concern. Niebuhr also marvelled at Heschel’s beautiful writing, given that he was a recent immigrant who had only started learning English in his thirties.

The review, ‘Masterly Analysis of Faith’, which appeared in the Sunday edition of The New York Herald Tribune on 1 April 1951, was the first major recognition of Heschel’s work in the United States. Reviews of his earlier German books had appeared in some scholarly journals, but Niebuhr’s review was a proclamation that Heschel was a thinker who was transforming the theological enterprise, and it came from the pen of America’s most distinguished Christian thinker.

Their friendship was fostered by their walks along Riverside Drive in New York City, where they both lived. Ursula Niebuhr has described seeing the two men together: ‘I would watch them—Reinhold over six feet, leaning a bit like the Tower of Pisa, and Abraham, himself not too strong, and a good deal shorter—and wonder if Abraham would be able to hold Reinhold up if he tilted!’. They walked slowly, stopping every few feet to talk, then continuing. In July 1956 Niebuhr wrote to Heschel, ‘I have enjoyed these walks so much as I also appreciate your gracious friendship through the years. You are a blessing to your friends’ (AJH Duke). In an article reminiscing about the friendship, Ursula notes some of the shared language in their writings, no doubt transmitted in their conversations. She also speaks of their friendship as a form of prayer, as prayer is, ultimately, listening, and she points to similarities in how they both juxtaposed ‘mystery’ and ‘meaning’, their language about achieving holiness, and, of course, the inspiration of the Hebrew prophets that they shared (Ursula Niebuhr 1985). She points, for example, to Heschel: ‘To maintain the right balance of mystery and meaning, of stillness and utterance, of reverence and action seems to be the goal of religious existence’, and then cites her husband’s sermon on Isaiah 45:19: as ‘a perfect symbolic expression both of the meaning that faith discerns and of the penumbra of mystery it recognizes around the core of meaning’ (Ursula Niebuhr 1985). In Heschel’s copy of Niebuhr’s book, Man’s Nature and His Communities, he marked the passage, ‘But the diversity of the influences which entered into a politics of justice must serve to remind us that only a great multitude of diverse, and sometimes contradictory, traditions can serve to illumine the meaning and mystery of human existence’ (Niebuhr 1965, 27). Ursula then cites a phrase from Heschel, ‘Is not the human face a living mixture of mystery and meaning?’ (Heschel 1965) and points to her husband’s two essays with the title, ‘Mystery and Meaning’, published in 1945 and 1958.

Living just a few blocks apart and teaching at seminaries, Protestant and Jewish, located across the street from each other led to frequent meetings, hindered only by Niebuhr’s ill health that began with the first of several strokes he suffered in February 1952. A letter from him to Heschel, dated 8 April 1952, declined an invitation to join him for a gathering with Martin Buber, a senior colleague of Heschel’s from their days in Germany in the 1930s, now living in Israel, who had come to deliver lectures in the New York area (Friedman 1991, 333–354). Heschel first came to know Buber in 1935 and moved from Berlin to Frankfurt in 1936 at Buber’s invitation to teach at the Jüdisches Lehrhaus, a centre for adult Jewish education founded by Buber and Rosenzweig. Indeed, Heschel tutored Buber in modern spoken Hebrew before Buber’s departure in 1937 for Palestine.

Precisely when Niebuhr’s health began to deteriorate Heschel began publishing his books and engaging in political activism. Niebuhr and Heschel exchanged books and letters, but their friendship took place above all in the conversations they carried on with each other, both in person and in their minds. On 18 October 1954, a day after receiving the manuscript of Man’s Quest for God, Heschel’s book on prayer, Niebuhr wrote: ‘I want to thank you very much for leaving me your book on prayer yesterday morning. I spent the day reading it and I was greatly profited by it—it spoke to my heart. It is full of poetic, prophetic and religious insights of the highest order. I hope I’ll have a chance to talk to you about it shortly’ (AJH Duke). They turned to each other’s books, and in 1956 Heschel published a long article about Niebuhr’s theology, comparing it to certain strands of Jewish mystical thought that viewed good and evil as intertwined (Heschel 1956). Both were called theologians and ethicists, though many Jews denied the existence of Jewish ‘theology’ and some scholars, such as Roger Shinn, have questioned whether Niebuhr should properly be called a theologian (Shinn 2009, 76). These were two thinkers who were too original to fit established categories.

In their correspondence they also discussed political issues, including their shared opposition to the war in Vietnam and the conspiracy trial of Benjamin Spock and William Sloane Coffin and three other prominent activists against the war. Niebuhr also commented in several of his letters to Heschel on the Second Vatican Council’s statement concerning the new Catholic theological understanding of Judaism that was included in Nostra aetate; Heschel had served in an advisory capacity in the drafting of that statement. And on special occasions, Niebuhr wrote with great warmth, such as this letter from 27 September 1965: ‘On this Jewish New Year or Rosh Hashanah Ursula and I want to wish you both a happy New Year and at the same time express our gratitude for the years of your friendship, a constant source of inspiration to us.’ Replying on 1 October, Heschel wrote, ‘I find it difficult to tell you how precious your friendship and presence have meant to me for so many years, and it is my constant prayer that we all may enjoy the blessing of your being for a great many years to come’ (AJH Duke).

On 5 April 1966, Niebuhr wrote again, thanking Heschel for his new book of essays, The Insecurity of Freedom: ‘I was impressed by the wide range of your mind on all problems of human existence…on your constant emphasis on the relation of reverence to moral responsibility…I know that you have revealed yourself the most authentic prophet of religious life in our culture. I am proud to claim you as a friend. God bless you.’ Throughout their correspondence, Niebuhr frequently praised Heschel’s book, The Prophets, calling it a ‘classic’ in a 1967 letter to Rabbi Samuel Schafler (AJH Duke).

Shared Ideas and Critical Questions
What brought together these two extraordinary thinkers, Jewish and Christian, in a relationship of admiration and affection over the course of over two decades? Personalities are certainly determinative for friendship, but they also shared theological affinities and a critical sense for the complexity of the issues they addressed. Niebuhr’s book, Moral Man and Immoral Society, finds echoes in Heschel’s book, Who Is Man?, a critique of Heidegger and German social theory. Niebuhr’s critique of the Stoics’ confidence in human reason’s ability to overcome ‘human parochialism and tribalism’ pointed to historical reality for its misplaced confidence (Niebuhr 1965, 91). Not reason, but compassion and reciprocity constituted the humanity of human beings, Heschel writes: ‘The degree to which one is sensitive to other people’s suffering…is the index of one’s own humanity’ (Heschel 1965, 47). Niebuhr writes similarly, of humans existing ‘in a universal moral system of mutual obligation and of the recognition and respect for human beings as members of the same race, endowed with dignity and transcending brute creation’ (Niebuhr 1965, 99).

Heschel was well versed in the history of Christian thought, including Protestant theology, but did not directly address Christian–Jewish relations until his engagement in Vatican II and in his landmark article, ‘No Religion Is an Island’, based on the inaugural address he delivered as the Harry Emerson Fosdick Visiting Professor at Union Theological Seminary, in November 1965 (Heschel 1966b). Niebuhr’s views of Judaism changed in dramatic ways during his career, and Daniel Rice argues that he was influenced in particular by his personal relationships with Jewish colleagues, culminating in his 1966 call for an end to Protestant missionizing of Jews:

Over the years Niebuhr did not change his contention that ‘law’ fails, finally, to define the ultimate good or to effectively restrain evil, particularly the ultimate evil of man’s use of virtue as a vehicle of pride. Neither did he alter his conviction that Christ’s revelation of a divine love which both negates and fulfills all law stands as the final norm of life. But he did shift away from a simple distinction between ‘legalistic’ and ‘prophetic’ Judaism; found his way towards a greater appreciation of the dimension of love in the Jewish interpretation of the law; and emphasized that Judaism, by and large, deals more profoundly with guides to ordinary human conduct and was generally more insightful than Christianity regarding the complex issues and responsibilities of social life. (Rice 1977, 131)

Niebuhr was an outspoken critic of National Socialism and anti-Semitism, and an early supporter of Zionism and the State of Israel. He called for an end to the Protestant critique of Jewish legalism and to claims of Christian superiority. In a remarkable passage that distinguishes him from liberal Protestant claims of Christian universalism and Jewish particularism, Niebuhr writes: ‘Unfortunately, the incorporation of universalism into a specific religion inadvertently set up a new mark of tribal distinction; and Christian universalism did not save the Jews, who remained loyal to the old faith, from the brutalities of Christian anti-Semitism with its awful pogroms against the Jewish heretics’ (Niebuhr 1965, 94–95).

At the same time, Niebuhr’s emphasis on original sin formed a dividing line with Heschel and with several other Jewish thinkers (Rice 1977). Heschel was critical on this point, arguing that original sin found no basis in the Bible. Yet Heschel was also appreciative of Niebuhr’s recognition of the depth and complexity of the inner life and the pervasiveness of sinfulness, in contrast to the prevailing and naïve optimism of liberal Jewish and Christian thinkers of the era. Heschel argued, however, for a different approach, rooted in the sixteenth-century Jewish thinker Isaac Luria, that good and evil are intertwined, with evil receiving its power from the good; there is no purity, but there is the possibility of redemption (Heschel 1966a). In fact, Heschel finds parallels in Niebuhr’s thought that ‘the possibilities of evil grow with the possibilities of good’, and that ‘every higher principle of order to which the soul might attach itself, in the effort to rescue meaning from chaos, is discovered, upon analysis, to have new possibilities of evil in it’ (Niebuhr 1935, 97, 68).

Above all, Heschel and Niebuhr were united by their rootedness in the writings of the classical Hebrew prophets. Niebuhr saw Christianity as rooted in Judaism, not repudiating it; Christianity inherited an implicit universalism from the Hebrew prophets (Niebuhr 1965). As Ursula Niebuhr writes, ‘Reinhold always emphasized that it was the prophetic vision of the transcendent righteousness of God that gave both the standard and the dynamic for ethical action’ (Ursula Niebuhr 1985, 40). The prophets not only inspired their commitments to social and political engagement, they also helped cultivate their understandings of the complexity and depth of the inner life of individual human beings and the ethical challenges facing the larger political society and religious community. Critical of many theological approaches within their own religious traditions, each developed original categories and methods.

The Prophets
It was only in 1954 that Heschel brought Niebuhr one of his very few copies of his doctoral dissertation that had been published in 1936 under the title, Die Prophetie (Heschel 1936). Niebuhr praised the book: ‘Your distinction between the experiences of the prophets and history is invaluable for me in what I am trying to do’, he wrote to Heschel on 14 January 1953. He added, ‘I have learnt much from this learned and imaginative study, more than any volume since Buber’s book on the prophets. But your study exceeds Buber’s in scope and comprehension’ (AJH Duke). Niebuhr noticed what Buber himself may well have recognized: the originality of Heschel’s book. Heschel’s dissertation received wide acclaim when it was published, as did a second book he wrote in German, on the medieval Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides, also published in 1935. Shortly after his arrival in Palestine, Buber wrote his own book on the prophets, published in 1941 under the title, The Prophetic Faith, in which he repudiated Heschel’s central thesis concerning divine pathos. Some jealousy may have motivated Buber, who apparently tried to prevent publication of Heschel’s book. After Hitler came to power, books by Jews could only be published by Jews; the leading Jewish publisher in Germany at the time was Schocken, and Buber apparently advised against publication of Heschel’s book.

In a lecture to the Jewish Theological Seminary on ‘Christians and Jews in Western Civilization’, Niebuhr writes that ‘Buber is not typically Jewish’ in his discussion of biblical love but ends up in the same dilemmas regarding the collective as Protestants (Niebuhr 1958, 93). Niebuhr noted Heschel’s book, Die Prophetie, in a footnote to his 1955 book, The Self and the Dramas of History. In a long essay on ‘The Hebraic and Hellenic Approaches to the Problem of History’, there are only three footnotes. Two are quotes from Gilbert Highet and Werner Jaeger. The third is a reference to Heschel’s Die Prophetie with the note that it is soon to be available in English translation (Niebuhr 1955, 99).

Reflection of his friendship with Heschel is found in Niebuhr’s essay, ‘Christians and Jews in Western Civilization’, published in 1958, which includes a sharp attack on Arnold Toynbee’s negative view of Jews and a critique of key Christian theological objections to Judaism. Heschel marked two paragraphs of the essay, which is included in a volume in his personal library, one repudiating Christian efforts at converting Jews (Niebuhr 1958, 88), the other the assertion that ‘the prophetic analysis of the problems of the community was the beginning of the realism which knew that power was never completely in the service of justice’. Indeed, Niebuhr continued in that essay to claim that ‘the prophetic sense of justice…was more relevant to the problems of the community than the Christian ideal of love…despite the fact that the prophets drew no sharp distinction between love and justice’ (Niebuhr 1958, 92). The problem, he wrote, is that Christians interpret Jesus’s sacrifice as requiring a selflessness that only an individual can achieve, not a collective.

During the decade of the 1960s, the last years in the lives of both men, Niebuhr became increasingly unable to participate in public events, due to illness, though he remained sharply aware of political and religious developments and corresponded with Heschel about them. Meanwhile, Heschel continued publishing major books as well as articles, and he became intensely involved in several of the raging political movements of the era, including the Civil Rights Movement and the opposition to the war in Vietnam. He published a three-volume study of rabbinic theology that he wrote in Hebrew, and a two-volume study of the important Hasidic leader, the Kotzker rebbe, a book that he wrote in Yiddish. Earlier in the decade, Heschel translated and vastly expanded his German doctoral dissertation on the prophets, published in 1963 as The Prophets, a study that reoriented biblical scholarship on the prophets and also made a major contribution to the theological underpinnings of the Civil Rights Movement, the anti-war protests, and the revivification of Jewish life in America.

Departing from the Germans
Heschel came from Warsaw to Berlin as a twenty-year old student in 1927 to study at the renowned University of Berlin and also at both the Orthodox and Liberal rabbinical seminaries located nearby. His doctoral dissertation, completed in December 1932, ‘Das prophetische Bewusstsein’ [Prophetic Consciousness], was both a sharp critique of contemporary Protestant biblical scholarship on the prophets and an original theory of prophetic consciousness based on classical Jewish theological understandings of divine revelation. He published his dissertation in 1935 under the title, Die Prophetie, and translated and greatly enlarged it in an English version published in 1962 as The Prophets (Heschel 1962).

Heschel’s dissertation appeared at a time when German Protestant and Jewish Bible scholars were sharply divided over the nature and relevance of the Hebrew prophets. Jewish theologians viewed the prophets as paragons of ethical teaching, whereas Protestants were more inclined to view them in a negative light. In the late nineteenth century, the highly influential German Protestant scholar Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) argued that while the message of justice articulated by the classical prophets was the high point of Israelite religion, it had quickly degenerated into Levitical priestly laws and the rabbinic legalism of Judaism. That prophetic high point, he argued, was retrieved by Jesus, who transformed prophetic teachings into a universal religion, Christianity. Wellhausen’s argument fell on receptive Protestant ears and played an important role in some liberal Protestant understandings of Jesus and Christianity as true heir to the prophets, not Judaism; Adolf von Harnack’s Wesen des Christentums (1900) is a prime example. Indeed, Niebuhr opens his chapter on the ethics of Jesus in his 1935 book, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, by writing, ‘The ethic of Jesus is the perfect fruit of prophetic religion’ (Niebuhr 1935, 22). The crucial difference between Niebuhr and Wellhausen, Harnack and other German liberal Protestant theologians is that Niebuhr does not claim Christian exclusivity; he welcomes Judaism’s claim to the prophets.

However, beginning in the 1890s a new argument developed among Protestant scholars that the classical Hebrew prophets had not experienced revelation, but had fallen into states of ‘ecstasy’, in which they lost consciousness and were not even fully aware of the message they were conveying. That argument was promoted in particular by several prominent German Protestant Bible scholars, including Bernhard Duhm (1847–1928), Hermann Gunkel (1862–1932), and Gustav Hölscher (1877–1955). Influenced by the field of Oriental Studies, they compared prophetic claims of the Bible with those of other religions. In addition to important analyses of the dating and provenance of the prophetic texts, German Protestant Bible scholars of the early twentieth century tended to depict prophetic experience as an “ecstatic” loss of consciousness rather than an encounter with God. Such arguments echoed widespread interest among Europeans during the 1890s in the phenomenon of hysteria and also European claims that Muhammad had suffered from epilepsy rather than divine revelations.

Heschel responded to Protestant scholarship by arguing that the biblical texts do not support claims of prophetic ‘ecstasy’ and that the unique experience of the Hebrew prophets required different categories. He writes that ecstasy is characterized by the use of ‘narcotic means, asceticism, breathing exercises’ and other techniques to lose consciousness in order to gain ‘visionary knowledge’ (Heschel 1936, 8). Yet the prophets, he writes, did not lose consciousness nor attempt a union with God. Indeed, none of the characteristic marks of ecstasy are indicated in the prophetic literature—frenzy, merging with God, self-extinction. In careful exegesis, Heschel argued that the texts of the classical prophets do not support the claims by scholars of ecstatic experience and that a fundamental distinction exists between anthropotropism, the call of God to the prophet, and theotropism, the efforts of human beings to reach God, as expressed, for example, in the Psalms and the priestly cult or in human efforts such as ecstatic experience (Heschel 1962, 441).

Rather than losing themselves in a state of ecstasy, Heschel argues that the prophets retain consciousness and a sense of self. They are aware of their message and of the response to it by their listeners. Heschel defines prophecy as:

…an experience of a relationship, the receipt of a message. It has form as well as content. Ecstasy is the perception of a Presence; prophecy, the encounter of a Person. Ecstasy is one-dimensional, there is no distinction between the subject of experience and the experience itself. The person becomes one with the divine. Prophecy is a confrontation. God is God, and man is man; the two may meet, but never merge. There is a fellowship, but never a fusion. (Heschel 1962, 465)

Yet prophecy is not simply a word coming from God; the prophet is engaged and involved in receiving and transmitting the message. It is precisely the nature of that prophetic engagement that Heschel examines: what is the prophetic consciousness? ‘It is more than a state of mind; it is the apprehension of a divine state of mind, being present at a divine event’ (Heschel 1962, 443). Citing passages in which the prophets themselves describe their experience (Amos 3:8; Micah 3:8; Jeremiah 20:7, 9, among others), he concludes that the prophets do not surrender, nor merge with God, nor are they passive vessels; they do not lose the power of will or mind (1962, 446). Rather, they retain their own subjectivity as they encounter God’s inner life, what Heschel terms ‘divine pathos’, concluding that ‘Prophetic experience is the experiencing of a divine experience, or a realization of having been experienced by God’ (1962, 487).

Heschel explores the prophetic experience of God—an ‘event’, he writes—and the alternative categories scholars need in order to understand what makes prophecy unique. Heschel’s argument is predicated on his claim of ‘divine pathos’, a term he proposes for the passionate nature of God as presented in the Hebrew Bible. With this term, he rejected claims of divine impassivity as well as claims of divine wrath as characterizing biblical understandings of God. Divine pathos means, for Heschel, that God is not remote, but is responsive to human beings, both to their acts of cruelty and kindness, sin and repentance. God is not the detached, unmoved mover of the Aristotelian tradition, he insists, but is ‘the most moved mover’, deeply responsive to human deeds. Divine pathos indicates a constant involvement of God in human history and insists that the involvement is an emotional engagement: God suffers when human beings are hurt, so that when I hurt another person, I hurt God. God’s responsiveness, in turn, was a key concept in rabbinic literature, termed zoreh gavoha, ‘divine need’, in Hebrew, that was extensively developed in medieval Jewish mysticism and in modern Hasidic thought.

What characterized the prophets’ consciousness, Heschel wrote, was a ‘sympathy’ with the divine pathos that allowed the prophets to experience God and man simultaneously. To be a prophet, he writes, is to be in fellowship with the feelings of God, to experience communion with the divine consciousness. The passion of the prophets, then, mirrored and also conveyed the passion of God. The prophet hears God’s voice and looks at the world from God’s perspective; the prophet is a witness, someone who is able to make God audible. The experience of God’s pathos came to the prophets in intense sympathy with both God and human beings. Commenting on Amos 5:21, ‘I hate, I despise your feasts!’, Heschel says, ‘If Amos demanded sympathy with the divine pathos from his contemporaries, he himself must have experienced it’. (‘Wenn Amos von seinen Zeigenossen die Sympathie mit dem göttlichen Pathos gefordert hat, muss er selbst sie erlebt haben’ (Heschel 1936, 71) In the later English version, he turns it into a rhetorical question, ‘Is it conceivable that the prophet set forth God’s powerful pathos in inner detachment?’ (1962, 34). Indeed, he writes, the prophet is a person of agony, whose ‘life and soul are at stake in what he says’, yet who is also able to perceive ‘the silent sigh’ of human anguish. In the prophets’ outrage at war crimes, cheating in the marketplace, and the exploitation of widows and orphans, he writes, ‘God is raging in the prophet’s words’. While we may all criticize injustices in our society, they remain tolerable, while to the prophet ‘injustice assumes cosmic proportions’ (Heschel 1962, 4). Indeed, Heschel claimed, justice is the manifestation of God and the tool that brings redemption:

They know no bounds in deeds of wickedness; they judge not with justice the cause of the fatherless, the rights of the needy. Shall I not punish them for these things, says the Lord, and shall I not avenge myself on a nation such as this? An appalling and horrible thing has happened in the land: the prophets prophesy falsely and the priests rule at their direction; my people love to have it so, but what will you do when the end comes? (Jeremiah 5: 28–31)

Heschel’s understanding of the prophets was a rejection not only of German Protestant biblical scholarship, but also of German Jewish liberal thinkers, who had constructed Judaism since the nineteenth century as a prophetic religion. Equating Judaism with the prophets allowed Jewish thinkers to place secondary importance on rabbinic law, which they did not discard but radically revised. However, they understood prophecy very differently, focusing on the prophetic message of justice, monotheism, and universalism rather than on prophetic experience. Abraham Geiger (1810–1874), for instance, argued that the earliest stratum of rabbinic Judaism was an effort inspired by the prophets to liberalize and democratize Judaism in opposition to the authority of the priests (Susannah Heschel 1998). He and other liberal Jews defined Judaism as ‘ethical monotheism’, rooted in the prophets, a definition that reached its zenith in the work of the German-Jewish philosopher Hermann Cohen (1842–1918). For Cohen, what was central was the prophetic message of ethical behaviour and the promise of overcoming nationalist antagonisms as well as religious conflicts. The introduction of monotheism by Judaism, he argued, was a historical revolution that brought a universal ethic to unify the world; Micah 6: 8 was paradigmatic of prophetic teaching for him. Moreover, Cohen identified the prophetic message of universal ethics not only with Judaism, but also with Germany; ‘Deutschtum und Judentum’ [Germanism and Judaism] were the two central pillars, standing in accord, that represented the peak of Western civilization and represented the ethos not only of the prophets but of Germany itself. For Cohen, Judaism exemplified the ethics of the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant by demanding not simply contemplation of right and wrong, but ethical deeds; ethical action, for Cohen, was the meaning of Jewish law. A universal ethic rooted in monotheism was the essence of the prophets’ message and the telos of Germany itself.

However, Cohen’s union of Deutschtum and Judentum did not sit well with German Protestant theologians. He was the object of a sharp attack by the renowned liberal Protestant theologian Ernst Troeltsch (1865–1923) that further undermined the status of the Hebrew prophets in German Protestant eyes. In a 1915 lecture he delivered in Berlin and published a year later in the highly regarded journal Logos, Troeltsch, who was not a scholar of the Bible, defined the prophets as simple, rural folk who migrated to urban areas and confronted powerful rulers with naïve claims about peace and justice (Troeltsch 1917). The prophetic condemnation of war and call for repentance and peace represents not a universal ethic or hope, according to Troeltsch, but the simple-mindedness of an earlier era of ancient Israel. Incapable of governing, the prophets preached a ‘pure utopia’ (Troeltsch 1917, 22) that could not be universalized and was disconnected from the context in which the prophets lived. Troeltsch’s attack on Cohen did not go unnoticed. Cohen’s student, Benzion Kellermann, who attended the lecture and stood up to defend Cohen, published a response, but neither his retort nor that of Cohen himself were accepted by the journal Logos and were instead printed in a Jewish periodical (Lattki 2016, 281–316).

Like most German-Jewish intellectuals, Heschel was well aware of Troeltsch’s attack on Cohen and disturbed by it; he makes passing reference to Kellermann in footnote one, page 175, of Die Prophetie. Heschel’s approach to the prophets was nonetheless a sharp departure from the categories employed by both Cohen and Troeltsch. He rejected the equation of the prophetic message with Kantian ethics that were grounded in rational analysis that failed to understand passion and emotion, and he rejected the sociological categories used by Troeltsch and, subsequently, Max Weber. Moreover, as Robert Erlewine has noted, Heschel departs from German-Jewish thinkers and their emphasis on universalism, ethical monotheism, and an Aristotelian-based understanding of divine transcendence and impassivity (Erlewine 2016, 105–128). Without mentioning Cohen and Troeltsch in the text of his book, Heschel charges that ‘[m]onotheism in its universal and ethical form is not the particular achievement of the classical prophets’ (Heschel 1936, 130).

The Kantian effort to subordinate God to a moral theory, whether of monotheism or ethical universality, finds no resonance in the prophets, for whom God is not simply a moral theory. Nor is the prophet a rational mouthpiece of ethical information attainable through reason; the prophets are passionate and deeply emotional. Heschel writes: ‘Is it conceivable that the prophet set forth God’s powerful pathos in inner detachment? Does not the very fact of his conveying the pathos to the people imply an inner identification with it? We know that standing before God, Amos pleaded for the people. What, then, was his feeling when he stood before the people?’ (Heschel 1962, 34). The prophet may deliver a message of divine punishment or even doom, but the prophet stands with the people to whom he speaks (see Jeremiah 20: 14–18).

From the prophetic consciousness of divine pathos and the prophet’s own sympathy with God’s inner life as well as with the human beings to whom he prophesies—the prophet’s ability to hold God and man in one thought, at one moment—Heschel drew political lessons for the contemporary world: ‘Above all, the prophets remind us of the moral state of a people: Few are guilty, but all are responsible’ (Heschel 1962, 16). On those grounds, ‘To speak about God and remain silent on Vietnam is blasphemous’. He declared, ‘racism is Satanism, unmitigated evil’ (1966a, 86).

…the prophet’s field of concern is not the mysteries of heaven, but the affairs of the market place; not the spiritual realities of the Beyond, but the life of the people; not the glories of eternity, but the blights of society. He addresses himself to those who trample upon the needy and destroy the poor of the land; who increase the price of the grain, use dishonest scales, and sell the refuse of the corn. (Amos 8: 4–6) What the prophet’s ear perceives is the word of God, but what the word contains is God’s concern for the world. (Heschel 1962, 364)

The horrors witnessed by the prophets nonetheless led them to insist that evil is never the climax of history; Heschel wrote, ‘What saves the prophets from despair was their messianic vision and the idea of man’s capacity for repentance’ (1962, 185).

Prophetic Irony in Niebuhr and Heschel
Niebuhr’s understanding of the prophets was shaped long before he met Heschel and read his German study, and for Niebuhr, the importance of the prophets was their message rather than the religious experience of divine revelation that Heschel emphasized. Yet it is striking that Niebuhr was not drawn into the denigrations of the prophets and Judaism that were common among Protestant theologians in Germany, such as Wellhausen, Troeltsch, or Harnack. Instead, both Niebuhr and Heschel spoke in a prophetic voice when judging society and religion, and central to their critique was a prophetic sense of irony.

Irony is implicit in the prophets’ jeremiads: you may think God wants your sacrifices, but what God wants is justice and righteousness (Sharp 2009; Pete Diamond 2003). An ironic voice speaks of the ephemeral nature of humanity’s loyalty: ‘Your loyalty (chesed) is like a morning cloud and like the dew, early to depart’ (Hosea 6: 4). A chesed that dissipates as quickly as dew is hardly reliable. Chastisement is carried in irony, yet irony also offers repentance and transformation. The prophets proclaim God’s anger, but they also teach that God’s anger can be transformed into mercy, just as wickedness can be transcended by repentance. That illustrates the double-layered nature of irony, as defined by the literary scholar of German romanticism, Dorothee Muecke, who sees irony in the juxtaposition of contradictory, incongruous, incompatible elements (Muecke 1982). In religious discourse, irony is used as a challenge or a reproach, urging us to reconsider our beliefs and actions in light of higher principles, or to warn us that we are being judged from a transcendent perspective. Irony, as Richard Fox writes in his biography of Niebuhr, goes beyond tragedy and brings a person to religious faith (Fox 1985, 245).

Niebuhr famously made irony a central concept in his understanding of Scripture and of politics. We are created in the image of God, yet we are sinners, he writes. Political systems assert they will better the lives of people yet end up mired in gross immorality. Stalinism, Maoism, and Nazism ‘claimed moral justification for their slaughter of millions of people’ (Shinn 2009, 84). Niebuhr’s book, The Irony of American History, focuses on the power of post-Second World War America, which has become greater than that of any nation in history, yet its atomic weapons have left the country ‘less completely master of its own destiny than was a comparatively weak America’ (Niebuhr 1952, 74). The age of science and reason has not conquered danger and destruction, he writes, but, ironically, has led to the production of ‘global and atomic conflicts’ (1952, 45). Freedom may generate creativity, but also—ironically—may lead to destructiveness (1952, 84). This is the ‘insecurity of freedom’, Heschel writes. ‘As it was in the age of the prophets, so it is in nearly every age: we all go mad, not only individually, but also nationally. We check manslaughter and isolated murders; we wage wars and slaughter whole peoples’ (Heschel 1962, 204). It is not power itself, but the hubris associated with it that turns power into danger. Jeremiah spoke similarly: ‘Babylon was a golden cup in the hand of the Lord, making the whole earth drunk. The nations drank of her wine; therefore, the nations went mad’ (Jeremiah 51: 7).

In explicating what he means by irony, Niebuhr turns to the New Testament:

There is irony in the Biblical history as well as in Biblical admonitions. Christ is crucified by the priests of the purest religion of his day and by the minions of the justest, the Roman Law. The fanaticism of the priests is the fanaticism of all good men, who do not know that they are not as good as they esteem themselves. The complacence of Pilate represents the moral mediocrity of all communities, however just. They cannot distinguish between a criminal and the Saviour because each violates the laws and customs which represent some minimal order, too low for the Saviour and too high for the criminal. (Niebuhr 1952, 160)

For Niebuhr, it is the narrative of the Gospel story that is ironic: that the figure of piety and justice, Jesus, would be put to death by those in charge of religion and law. Yet he does not stop with Judaism or Roman law: ‘Christianity is a religion with an ethic so pure that it has difficulty in coming to terms with political realities; for in politics moral ideas are inevitably compounded with the practical necessities of conflict and coercion’ (Niebuhr 1936, 442).

Incongruity stands at the heart of the prophetic experience: ‘To us injustice is injurious to the welfare of the people; to the prophet it is a deathblow to existence; to us, an episode; to them, a catastrophe, a threat to the world’ (Heschel 1962, 4). Heschel not only points to the irony of society and religion, but also uses irony as a rhetorical strategy. Critics of the prophets call their indignation over injustice ‘hysterical’; if so, Heschel asks, ‘what name should be given to the abysmal indifference to evil which the prophet bewails?’ He draws on the prophets’ own use of irony, citing Jeremiah 7: 9–10: ‘Will you steal, murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense to Baal, and go after other gods that you have not known, and then come and stand before Me in this house, which is called by My name, and say, We are delivered!’ (Heschel 1962, 4, 5, 11). Commenting on an analogous failure of worship in modern times, Heschel writes:

The modern synagogue suffers from a severe cold. Our congregants preserve a respectful distance between the prayer book and themselves…. Many congregants seem to have adopted the principle of vicarious prayer. The rabbi or the cantor does the praying for the congregation…. Has the synagogue become the graveyard where prayer is buried? (Heschel 1996, 101)

The prophetic tone echoes the distinction made by Soren Kierkegaard between two kinds of irony: ‘The most common form of irony is to say something earnestly that is not meant in earnest. The second form of irony, to say in a jest something meant in earnest, is more rare’ (Kierkegaard 1989, 248). It is that second, rare form that is reflected in Heschel, a jest that is meant in earnest. Irony functions for Heschel as a gentle reprimand, a reminder of higher values: the synagogue should be a place where prayer flourishes, not a graveyard. His voice carries a chastisement and a call for moral clarification, but with a tone of humour rather than mockery or condemnation. It is not the classic charge of hypocrisy, so famously associated with Jesus’ attack on the Pharisees, but an insistence on greater engagement and discernment: ‘This is the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord.… Behold you trust in deceptive words to no avail’ (Jeremiah 7: 4, 8).

For both Niebuhr and Heschel, irony is dialectical, carrying a contradictory message of what is and what should be, with the expectation that the listener will be able to detect the irony and identify the message (Booth 1974, 47–86). Both are also aware of the moral confusion that arises when religion is subservient to intellectual or political goals. Niebuhr wrote in 1936: ‘The degree to which religious pessimism and realism may lead to moral confusion, when an undue reverence for established authority is combined with the recognition of the need and inevitability of conflict and coercion in political life, may be clearly seen in some of the modern German theological literature’, citing Friedrich Gogarten and Wilhelm Stapel, two important thinkers for Christians who supported National Socialism (Niebuhr 1936, 453).

Political engagement is moral engagement, a religious commandment and a theological necessity grounded in the Bible. Heschel, for example, tells an interviewer:

If God is so concerned about man, which surprises me, why shouldn’t God be concerned more about, let us say, cosmic energy, or the astronaut techniques? He’s interested in widows and orphans in Jerusalem. My Lord, if He were to ask me, I would say, it’s beneath your dignity; you, God of the Universe, should be concerned about the poor, about the disadvantaged? Yes, He is. Man is very important to God. (Heschel 1996, 396)

Irony here points to several levels of earnest absurdity, that God would need human advice; the incongruity between philosophical definitions of God and the Bible; and the hubris of philosophy that it can rescue religion from the onslaught of reason. Responding to the hubris of Hegel’s conviction that he can save Christianity from the Enlightenment, Kierkegaard’s alter ego, Johannes Climacus, puts it ironically: ‘is that not what philosophers are for—to make supernatural things ordinary and trivial?’ (Kierkegaard 1985, 53). Note Heschel’s response to modernity’s challenges to religion: ‘Religion declined not because it was refuted, but because it became irrelevant, dull, oppressive, insipid’ (Heschel 1955, 3). If religion bows to philosophy, the result will be absurd. Heschel writes, ‘We have committed ourselves to Jewish experience, let us not distort it. We are not ready to emend the text and begin the silent prayer by saying, “Blessed be It, the Supreme Concept, the God of Spinoza, Dewey, and [F. Matthias] Alexander”’ (Heschel 1954, 19).

Irony’s earnestness is clear in the prophetic writings, where it functions to expose hypocrisy and call for honesty and for confronting truth. If human nature tends towards disavowal, the prophets call for veracity. For example, Jeremiah warns against our disavowal: ‘On your shirt is found the life-blood of the guiltless poor. Yet in spite of all these things, you say: I am innocent. Behold I will bring you to judgement for saying, I have not sinned’ (Jeremiah 2: 14–15). For Heschel, racism cannot coexist with religion. It is a disavowal of God as creator of all human beings, worse than idolatry. His voice is outraged and passionate, calling racism ‘Satanism, unmitigated evil’. He writes: ‘To think of man in terms of white, black, or yellow is more than an error. It is an eye disease, a cancer of the soul’ (Heschel 1966a, 87).

Heschel, Niebuhr, and the prophets attack complacency, self-righteousness, the absurd conviction that life is tidy. Their criticisms extend quickly to their respective religious communities and theological traditions. Niebuhr writes that liberal Protestantism’s ‘optimism and rationalism which it inherited from the Enlightenment gave it confidence that the gospel of love needed only to be adequately preached to be universally accepted’, failing to understand human sin and the resulting ‘conflict, tyranny, and injustice in economic and political life’ (Niebuhr 1936, 458). Heschel writes similarly: ‘The sages of Israel have overlooked the man in the Jew. They gained no insight into his difficulties and failed to understand his dilemmas’, focusing instead on the Jewish collective (Heschel 1966a, 195). Yet by lacking self-criticism and failing to understand the complexity of human nature, Niebuhr writes: ‘collective man always tends to be morally complacent, self-righteous and lacking in a sense of humor’ (Niebuhr 1952, 169). Heschel writes, ‘Our community is in spiritual distress, and some of our organizations are often too concerned with digits. Our disease is loss of character and commitment, and the cure of our plight cannot be derived from charts and diagrams’ (Heschel 1996, 29).

Conclusion
Irony does not substitute dogma for dogma, but negates the prior dogma and insinuates the hubris of attempting to create a substitute for it. Irony is also destabilizing, bringing a juxtaposition of contradictory, incongruous, incompatible elements. Yet irony is not condemnation. Its meaning in Arabic is sukhriya, from the root s-kh-r, bending or subduing something (taskhir) to make it available. Irony does not break or annihilate, but rather transforms what is taken for granted into the questionable, if not absurd, by forging an alliance between author and reader over a transcendent principle. Assumptions and conventional values, orthodoxies and familiarities are undermined or reconceived in the name of a higher value.

Irony has an inherent dynamic that engages the listener and demands an interpretation. Linda Hutcheon (1994) writes that irony is an event that takes place between speaker and auditor, requiring an ‘interpretive competence’ created by the interaction; prophetic irony demands a similar engagement that is not only intellectual, but also emotional. Irony also functions by creating a mood. Heschel writes: ‘The juxtaposition of observing the laws of the Sabbath while waiting for the day to come to an end and of dealing “deceitfully with false balances” (Amos 8: 5) strikes home a melancholy irony…’ (Heschel 1962, 31). In religious rhetoric, irony is used as a challenge instead of a reproach, urging us to reconsider our behaviour and our beliefs in light of higher principles, warning us that we are being viewed from a transcendent perspective. In that way, irony carries a moral demand for action. As Carolyn Sharp notes: ‘Ironic biblical texts construct the agency of the reader/hearer as morally significant’ (Sharp 2009, 41). The presentation of an ironic teaching is also an expectation, if not a demand, to change behaviour, hence its use in prophetic proclamations.

What does irony accomplish? Pointed towards the individual, irony is foremost a critique of inauthenticity. Kierkegaard uses irony to call attention to the incongruity between the infinite seriousness of human existence and the triviality and self-deception of most of the ways in which we exist. For Kierkegaard, the object of irony’s mockery may be orthodoxy or philosophy—indeed, the insolence of modern philosophy is that it presumes to be able to save religion. Yet even as irony exposes the deception that conceals authenticity, irony simultaneously intervenes as a reminder of the transcendent, as a protest against domestication and trivialization. Irony can illumine the contradiction between the needs of the individual and what society and religion offer. Heschel writes: ‘Our institutions maintain too many beauty parlors. Our people need a language and we offer them cosmetics’. The result of the graveyard of the contemporary synagogue is not only a loss for religion, but a compromise or even denigration of our humanity. Heschel writes, ‘…refraining [from prayer] can easily grow into a habit—[we become] idle, sullen, and stolid. We may even come to forget what to regret, what to miss’ (Heschel 1996, 23). Niebuhr speaks of sin, while Heschel describes a failure to live up to what is possible, a failure to become humane.

Heschel inherited what Niebuhr had created in America: a public role for a religious intellectual. He embodied much of Niebuhr’s legacy: a left liberal critique that rooted itself in the prophetic tradition. Like Niebuhr, Heschel addressed a host of public concerns. He was invited to speak at the White House Conference on Children and Youth in 1960 and the White House Conference on Aging in 1961, and he delivered a keynote address to the American Medical Association in 1964. He delivered a keynote address to a major conference on Religion and Race in 1963, he marched with Martin Luther King Jr and other Civil Rights leaders throughout the 1960s, and he was at the helm of the anti-war organization Clergy and Laymen Concerned About Vietnam. Unlike Niebuhr, however, Heschel spoke with passion and with a profoundly spiritual dimension. Yet the very fact that a Jewish theologian could participate actively in central issues of the day from a Jewish religious perspective was a remarkably new development in both Jewish and American history for which Christian leaders, Protestant and Catholic, deserve major credit. Liberal Protestant theologians in Germany, for example, never spoke with the admiration for Judaism nor with the condemnation of anti-Semitism that Niebuhr exemplified. Crucial for the reception of Heschel was Niebuhr’s shaping of a different kind of Protestantism and of a central role in America for religious thinkers.
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chapter 13


Martin Luther King Jr



Peter J. Paris







The two most celebrated twentieth-century American theologians were Martin Luther King Jr (1929–1968) and Reinhold Niebuhr. King was revered primarily for his public leadership in the struggle for civil rights and Niebuhr for his great influence as a writer, teacher, and public theologian. Though they were fully a generation apart in age and had never met in person, King began reading Niebuhr as a seminary student in the early 1950s and Niebuhr became aware of King a few years later while he was gaining national attention as the spokesperson for the Montgomery Bus Boycott that had been initiated by the refusal of Mrs Rosa Parks (1913–2005) to yield her seat to a white man.

Throughout his life Niebuhr had very limited personal experience with America’s race problem, which may account for the lack of attention he gave to it in his vast body of writings. Nonetheless, he was among the few major theologians to mention the subject at all and that alone has rendered him a special place of honour among black theologians. This chapter argues that King’s theological and moral formation occurred primarily in the context of his family and church. As this biographical narrative unfolds so will King’s significant tributes to Niebuhr and the latter’s intermittent comments on the racial problem.

Racism and the Black Church Ethos
For most of the twentieth century racial segregation and discrimination permeated all dimensions of social life in America. In the South its ubiquity was accompanied by the constant terror of lynching, rape, verbal abuse, economic deprivation, and many other forms of mistreatment. Ironically, racial oppression made it difficult for blacks not only to live in the South but also to leave it. Yet, in the decades between 1910 and 1960 the greatest internal migration in American history occurred as more than five million black people emigrated to northern cities in search of a better life.

Throughout much of the twentieth century the black churches were the only institutions in America owned, led, and controlled by black people. They first emerged during the period of slavery as mysterious amalgams of Christian and African spiritual resources carefully concealed from the ears and eyes of their owners and overseers. The sociologist E. Franklin Frazier called them the ‘invisible institution’ (Frazier 1964, 16), because their congregants created in those hidden contexts (often called ‘hush harbours’) a new religion by reshaping the Christianity of their oppressors in accordance with what they discerned to be the truth about the biblical God as a deliverer. Consequently, they devoted themselves to a divine power whom they believed acted in history in support of oppressed peoples struggling for freedom. Thus, in those safe places enslaved blacks prayed together, shared testimonies about their experiences with God, sang songs, comforted, consoled, and supported one another as well as plotted escapes and in some rare instances, even planned rebellions. Their preachers were chosen from those who were the most gifted speakers about God and matters of the spirit. Gradually, the Bible became their most authoritative source concerning God, the stories of Israel’s deliverance from slavery, and God’s judgement on evildoers. Most important, they firmly believed that as God had commissioned Moses to lead the Hebrew people out of slavery, God would do similarly for enslaved Africans in America.

Among their many creative ventures, however, was the composition of songs that they called ‘spirituals’. One of the most beloved of them was, ‘Go down Moses, Way down in Egypt’s land, Tell ‘ole Pharaoh to let my people go….’ That spiritual and countless others were inspired by the biblical stories that they arranged both poetically and musically to express their hopes and dreams. Through the simplicity of verse and the beauty of song, coupled with the clapping of hands, the stumping of feet, and the swaying of bodies, those spirituals were easily remembered and often hummed or sung in the midst of their harsh labour and general misery. In differing ways, each of the spirituals archived their suffering along with the salvific message of God’s loving presence in all the circumstances of life. That awareness enabled them to feel God’s presence with them which fuelled their personal and communal hopes for deliverance.

Ecstatically convinced that God fulfilled that hope on 1 January 1863 when Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, all black churches have celebrated that event every year since with a Watch Night Service on 31 December and often a New Year’s breakfast the following day.

Alas, the joy of the Emancipation Proclamation was short-lived. The end of the brief Reconstruction period in 1877 marked the beginning of Jim Crow racism that was written into Federal law by the Supreme Court’s 1896 decision in Plessy v. Ferguson, which upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation laws. In 1954 the Court overthrew that law in its monumental Brown v. Board of Education decision, which became the impetus for the mid-twentieth century Civil Rights Movement under King’s leadership.

Throughout most of the twentieth century few contested the moral authority of the black churches. The significance of that fact led the distinguished socialist, C. Eric Lincoln, to conclude that the power of the black churches in the South was similar to that of governments because black people trusted their churches much more than they did either the local, state, or federal governments which had never treated black people justly (Lincoln 1974, 115–116). By contrast, all black people viewed their churches as custodians of their community’s most cherished values, namely equality, freedom, and justice for all.

As contrasted with white churches, black churches have never provided fertile grounds for the growth of racism. Rather, white people have always been welcomed in black churches because of their belief that all humans are created by God and hence deserving of equal dignity and respect. Further, black churches have always taught their congregants to practise the golden rule, ‘do to others what you would have them do to you’ (Matthew 7: 12; Luke 6: 31). In that spirit, they have sung about the love of Jesus in many ways but none more memorably than the spiritual, ‘Lord I Want to be a Christian in-a My Heart, in-a My Heart’. The subsequent stanzas, ‘Lord I want to be Like Jesus in-a My Heart’, and ‘Lord I want to be More Loving in-a My Heart’ added substance to that desire.

A Prophet in Training
King’s training for leadership cannot be understood separate from his birth and upbringing in a familial, religious, and social environment where the restrictive powers of Jim Crow discrimination and segregation were both well known and despised by all black people. As indicated earlier, the black churches were the only public spaces where black worshippers could expect to find a welcoming environment wherein the dignity of all people was respected and celebrated. Only there were janitors, labourers, maids, teachers, nurses, doctors, and lawyers treated with equal respect.

Securely sheltered in their churches from the hostile white world around them, it was habitual for many black families, including the whole of King’s family, to spend all day Sunday at church, dressed in their finest, praising God, socializing with one another, enjoying, encouraging, and responding joyfully to the performances of talented singers, musicians, lay leaders, and dynamic preachers. At the end of the day everyone departed with their spirits renewed in the joyful belief that God would continue to be ‘their refuge and strength; a very present help in trouble’ (Psalm 46: 1).

Throughout the first two decades of his life including his years at college and seminary, King was fully immersed in a black Christian communal ethos wherein he received his most formative moral and spiritual education. Reared in a three-generation family surrounded by loving parents and maternal grandmother, he was never outside the towering presence of the Ebenezer Baptist Church, the leadership of which had been passed on to his father, affectionately known as ‘Daddy King’, by his mother’s father, the Reverend Alfred Daniel Williams, who had pastored the church from 1894 until his death in 1930. King himself often said that the church was his second family because he felt like he was always there.

Because of his father’s prominent status in Atlanta’s black community and among black Baptist clergy throughout the South and the nation at large, it was commonplace for him at an early age to meet and hear many of the nation’s most distinguished black preachers. He also had the privilege to dine with them and learn much from the stories and conversations around the dining room table. Those learnings augmented the countless stories that his mother and grandmother regularly told him and his siblings. He also learned most of the black spirituals and gospel music from his mother, who was the church organist.

King often said that he never felt outside the loving embrace of his family and church. His father was the rock of stability in both contexts and he constantly acknowledged his immense influence on him. Since there was no distance between the church and the family, he felt that his call to the ministry emerged both gradually and naturally. Unlike most Baptists, his call to the ministry was not accompanied by any miraculous religious experience. Rather, he felt that religion and life had always been the same for him.

At the age of fifteen, King passed an entrance exam for admission to the flagship black men’s Morehouse College, from which he graduated with his first degree at the age of nineteen. From the beginning he was under the watchful eye of its president, Dr Benjamin E. Mays (1894–1984), a most distinguished educator, preacher, scholar, civic leader, and long-time friend of the King family. In the mid-1930s, Dr Mays had written an innovative, interdisciplinary PhD dissertation at the University of Chicago that was published later under the title, The Negro’s God as Reflected in His Literature (Mays 1938). Since Dr Mays was a good friend, Daddy King was comforted by the oversight he would offer his son, who in turn greatly admired Dr Mays, delighted being in his presence, and never ceased appreciating his sermons, lectures, and informal conversations. In later years he felt privileged to call him his ‘spiritual father and intellectual mentor’.

It was in his third year at Morehouse that King acknowledged a call to the ministry, and in the spring semester of 1948, he preached his trial sermon to a full church at Ebenezer. Soon thereafter he was examined by an ordination council called together by his father. It included Dr Mays and seven other distinguished clergymen.

It is important to note that his studies at Morehouse prepared him well for graduate study in the theologically liberal environments of Crozer Theological Seminary in Chester, Pennsylvania, and later at Boston University School of Theology. In addition to Mays, teachers such as George D. Kelsey, Samuel Williams, and others introduced him to the method of biblical historical criticism, which he appreciated very much because it was a welcome alternative to the biblical fundamentalism that permeated the Ebenezer Church and had always made him feel uneasy.

Throughout his student years Martin Luther King Jr was always well-liked by his peers who viewed him as intelligent, humorous, likeable, and a very persuasive speaker. None doubted that he would one day be a very successful preacher. All of those attributes embodied in an energetic young man who had been born and reared in a prominent black church family in Atlanta endeared him to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery which, in the spring of 1954, unanimously voted to call him to be its next pastor beginning in September of that year. He was twenty-five years old.

Undoubtedly, the decision that he and his wife Coretta made to return to the racially segregated environment of the South was an ominous one to say the least. After much prayer and deliberation, they both agreed to accept the Church’s call in full awareness of the limitations they would be placing on their children’s upbringing as well as the future prospects for their own respective careers. Nonetheless, their strong sense of mission to their people led them to believe that their education and experience would enable them to accomplish more in their southern homeland than in the North. They were also motivated by a strong sense of duty to give back to their people in the South a portion of what they had been privileged to receive.

At that time, King certainly had no idea what lay ahead of him as pastor of the Montgomery Church. It had been built during the Reconstruction period near the centre of the town, diagonally across the square from the State Capitol which all southerners viewed as the cradle of the Confederacy, because on 18 February 1861 Jefferson Davis took the oath of office on those steps to become the provisional president of the Confederacy.

Fifteen months after King assumed his office, the Church and the state would engage in a momentous battle that was destined to change race relations not only in Montgomery but also throughout the South and the nation at large. Some have tied the significance of that mid-twentieth-century struggle to the long-awaited closure of the American Civil War.

Throughout the years of their upbringing and beyond (Martin in Atlanta and Coretta in Marion, Alabama) the doctrine of white supremacy had a dominating presence everywhere, including even in cemeteries. Throughout the South the act of being born black carried the social stigma of inferiority and disrespect; an inheritance that all black parents dreaded having to explain to their children in such a way that did not transmit to them the germ of self-hatred.

In his first book, Stride Towards Freedom: The Montgomery Story, King wrote about the pain of having to tell his five-year old daughter who eagerly wanted to visit the newly opened amusement park, called Fun Land, why the city did not allow her to do so: because she was a Negro (King 1958). Telling her that she was as good as anyone else because God had created all people equal, seemed totally inadequate as he looked at her forlorn countenance and water-filled eyes. Yet, all that he could do was to repeat to her that foundational anthropological principle that had been bequeathed to them by the black Christian tradition, a principle deeply rooted in the Biblical understanding of humanity, and one that implied a theological and ethical alternative to the practice of racism all around them. Yet, there was no way children could understand such a tragic proscription.

Dexter Avenue Baptist Church had the reputation of being a ‘silk-stocking’ church because a disproportionate number of its members were either associated with the segregated Alabama State Teachers College or were professionals in some independent practices. King hoped, however, to change that image by getting the congregation more involved with the racial problem that confronted the city and using their resources to bring about meaningful change. Hence, in his organizational design for the Church’s ministry he recommended what many contemporary well-educated black clergy were doing at that time in similar congregations, namely, forming social and political action committees that would identify and study the pressing needs of the community and recommend actions that the Church could undertake in addressing them.

In addition, King soon joined the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and was elected to its Executive Committee, with many already beginning to think about nominating him for the next presidency of their local chapter. He also joined the Montgomery chapter of the Alabama Council on Human Relations, one of the few interracial organizations in the city. Its mission was to address social problems through research and education. Because interracial mixing was forbidden the council held its monthly meetings in King’s church and he was soon elected vice president. When some black people criticized him for working in two organizations with contradictory missions, King quickly responded by denying any such contradiction. Rather, he contended that different approaches were necessary for solving the race problem and no single approach could ever be adequate for the task at hand.

King’s Formal Theological Education
It is estimated that by the middle of the twentieth century only about fifteen per cent of black clergy had any formal theological education apart from taking undergraduate Bible courses at black colleges. Racial segregation was the norm in both white churches and their seminaries. Yet, there were some northern exceptions that did open their doors to black students and both Crozer Theological Seminary and Boston University School of Theology were among them. Certainly, Dr Mays’ influence ensured that the young King would definitely pursue the basic degree in theological education as had all of the young black preachers in the leading black Baptist churches at the time. But only a few attended predominantly white seminaries in the North.

It is not surprising, however, that soon after his arrival at Crozer, King was introduced to the thought of Walter Rauschenbusch (1861–1918), one of the nation’s most prominent Baptist theologians who is often called the father of the Social Gospel movement in America. King appreciated Rauschenbusch because of his own interest in striving to effect social change in race relations, even though Rauschenbusch’s work with the immigrant population in New York had not extended to the problem of racism. Nonetheless, Rauschenbusch’s book, Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907) had a profound effect on King’s theological development by providing him with insights into the demands of the Christian Gospel for the fair treatment of the poor as Jesus had highlighted in his declaration in Luke 4: 16–20 that his ministry would seek deliverance of the oppressed and all those with the greatest need. Rauschenbusch also provided him with his first serious glimpse of a socialist critique of capitalism which gradually helped him think more deeply about the problem of economic inequality in America; a problem that he resolved always to keep in the foreground of his thought and practice.

Suffice it to say, however, that during his formal studies King’s acquired dialectical approach to philosophical questions enabled him to see both a negative and positive on each side of a debate and, hence, he developed a disposition towards seeking a greater truth by synthesizing the partial truths in each of the opposing positions. That helped him discern that capitalism’s emphasis on the individual and neglect of the community, on the one hand, and Marx’s focus on the community and neglect of the individual, on the other hand, should be synthesized by uniting the good of each into a greater whole. He retained that methodological orientation for the rest of his life.

As is the case with all great leaders, King did not enter his ministry with a ready-made primer to follow. Rather, he viewed himself as a responder to situations as they arose. Like a medical doctor, lawyer, or other professional, he would draw upon the relevant resources he had studied in search of a response that was theologically and ethically sound. As indicated earlier, since his learning came from different formal and informal sources, those from the former became efficacious only when integrated with the latter. Time and again that synthesis proved to be very effective.

Gandhi’s Philosophy of Non-violence
King first heard about Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948) through Dr Mays, who had visited the latter in India in 1936 when the two had talked at length about the spirituality of non-violence. It was then that Mays learned that the principle of non-violence did not designate inactivity as he previously thought. Gandhi emphasized that it required rigorous disciplined practice to withhold one’s participation from an evil system. He also taught him that the spirit of non-cooperation enabled one to see some good in all people including one’s enemies. Mays said that he was amazed to discover Gandhi’s deep regard for Jesus of Nazareth and especially his ‘Sermon on the Mount’. In fact, Gandhi told him that his own teaching about non-violence had much in common with Jesus’ teaching about love. Finally, he charged Mays with the task of carrying the message of non-violence back home to his people in America. Most important, Gandhi’s prescience was evidenced in his prophecy that it may be through the Negroes in America that the non-violent philosophy would be passed on to the world beyond India.

Later, while in seminary, King spoke about a sermon he once heard preached in Philadelphia by Dr Mordecai Johnson, president of Howard University. Much to his surprise Dr Johnson spoke about Gandhi’s use of non-violence in India as an expression of Christian love. That was revelatory for King who said that he immediately set out to purchase several books and began studying Gandhi seriously. He later said that Gandhi’s teaching about non-violence changed his own views about Jesus’ teaching about love. For the first time, he was able to see how the power of love could be an effective method for social change rather than applicable to personal relationships only. Thus, from that time forwards, King believed he had discovered in the combined teachings of Gandhi and Jesus the best ethical method available to oppressed people as agents of social transformation. It would be much later, however, before he had the opportunity to put that discovery into practice, and when that time came he often said that Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount constituted the inspiration for the Montgomery protest while Gandhi’s non-violence provided the method.

In addition to Mays and Johnson, the black mystic Howard Thurman was also influential in King’s discovery of Mohandas Gandhi’s non-violent struggle against colonialism and its relevance to the racial struggle in America. Thurman had visited with Gandhi the year before Dr Mays and Dr Johnson’s visit and the two had also spent considerable time talking with him about non-violence. Years later Thurman wrote his most well-known book, Jesus and the Disinherited, as a response to the conversations he had with Gandhi and especially the latter’s question as to why a descendent of a people who had been enslaved by Christians would choose to become Christian (Thurman 1949). Many black preachers have been inspired by Thurman’s writings, and it is said that King regularly carried in his briefcase a much-used copy of Jesus and the Disinherited.

Now, when King first read Moral Man and Immoral Society (Niebuhr 1932) in his senior year at seminary, he said he was so greatly inspired by both the prophetic and realistic dimensions of Niebuhr’s thought that his first inclination was to embrace it all uncritically. But he admitted to being troubled by Niebuhr’s critique of pacifism which, he later discerned, he had distinguished from Gandhi’s non-violent resistance because of the active element governed by the principle of love.

Though he agreed with Niebuhr that no action undertaken by humans could ever be perfect, he felt that Niebuhr’s theological move to neo-orthodoxy overemphasized the human capacity for evil while de-emphasizing the partial good that humans can accomplish especially when their spirits were allied in partnership with God. That insight had come to him through the experiences of his ancestors who had long prayed for God’s help in crafting actions that would oppose evil and produce a measure of goodness. That was the tradition he had experienced in the black church, the thought of Walter Rauschenbusch, and the teaching of his mentors, Harold DeWolfe and Walter Muelder at Boston University.

The Worldwide Struggle for Racial Justice
King was indebted to W. E. B. DuBois (1868–1963) for his pan-African work of encouraging many young African and Caribbean leaders in their respective independence endeavours that enabled him to see the connection between the struggle for racial justice in America and the worldwide struggles of African peoples everywhere. In fact, from the moment he accepted the call to be the spokesperson for the Montgomery Bus Boycott he discerned and spoke about the historical significance of that novel undertaking in Montgomery. Thus, he never lost sight of the link between the Montgomery protest and many other freedom movements round the world.

One of the greatest experiences in King’s young life occurred after the victory of the Montgomery protest when his name had become known on all continents. Kwame Nkrumah invited him and Coretta to be the state’s guests at his inauguration as prime minister and president of Ghana, on 6 March 1957. Nkrumah had led his people through a long bitter struggle to that moment when the Union Jack would be lowered and the Ghana flag raised, proudly waving its pan-African colours of red, yellow, and green stripes with a five-pointed star in the centre. The event was celebrated round the world and indelibly etched on the hearts of Martin and Coretta.

The political significance of the Montgomery protest also exhibited an ecumenical spirit as black Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Lutherans, Pentecostals, and others worked together towards a common goal at a time when it was extremely dangerous to resist the social mores of racial segregation anywhere in the South. That danger was greatly increased as the city’s officials refused to negotiate the modest demands of black people for greater civility among the bus drivers and the employment of black drivers on predominantly black routes.

The Montgomery bus protest lasted longer than anyone could have imagined; more than a year. During that time bombs had exploded at many homes of its leaders, including King’s home and several churches, and gun shots were fired at buses as well. The protest eventually ended successfully with the action of the Supreme Court that declared unconstitutional Alabama’s racial segregation on its buses.

That victory demonstrated how the economic power of the black community could be used effectively in the struggle for civil rights. It also established King as the national leader of the nascent Civil Rights Movement. With both the financial and advisory help of experienced people such as Bayard Rustin, Ella Baker, and others, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference was formed in 1957 to coordinate the work of civil rights groups throughout the South. In due course, many eager, energetic, and creative students formed the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) guided by the leadership of Ella Baker. The two organizations were united by their mutual commitment to the method of non-violent resistance which the students courageously employed in the so-called ‘sit-in’ movement of 1960 when they led protests at lunch counters in Greensboro, North Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee. The following summer SNCC launched Freedom rides through the South to test the desegregation laws in interstate travel. Needless to say, perhaps, white mobsters perpetrated much violence on the student protesters in both contexts.

Selected Writings, Speeches, and Sermons
Unlike most theologians, King’s thought was made available to the world not primarily through his published writings but rather in his many public speeches and sermons delivered at several critical moments that often required the most persuasive motivational and pastoral addresses. Each occasion demonstrated his extraordinary ability to craft perceptive responses to the demands of the moment with memorable effect. Several of those presentations are referenced within this chapter.

The first is his famous ‘Letter from a Birmingham City Jail’, written from jail as an open letter on 16 April 1963, in response to a letter that had been published by eight white clergy some months earlier. They presented themselves as moderates in the civil rights struggle by claiming their support for the movement’s goals while rejecting its method of demanding immediate social change instead of working more gradually through the local and national courts. In his letter, hurriedly written on newsprint and various scraps of paper, King castigated his white ministerial colleagues by defending the method of non-violent resistance as reasonable, consistent with the Christian faith, and commensurate with both the Constitution of the United States and the Declaration of Independence (King 1986, 289–302). Seminarians now read that letter as a model of contemporary prophetic utterance.

The second address was delivered on 28 August 1963 at the historic ‘March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom’ before a mass audience of over 250,000 people. It has come to be known as the ‘I Have a Dream Speech’ in which King set forth his normative vision of what America could be (King 1986, 217–221). Though it is destined to lend itself to poetic recitation by school children for generations to come, it was at the time a call for the nation to keep the promise it made when it set enslaved Africans free from bondage a century earlier. Since that promise was not kept, he declared that now is the time to make it real. A careful analysis of that speech reveals a strong argument for reparations.

The third response was delivered as a eulogy for three little girls martyred at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama, only three weeks after the March on Washington. It spoke about the death of innocence and beauty by saying that their short lives had a word to say to every minister who remains silent, every politician who has promoted hatred, and the federal government that has compromised with the undemocratic practices of the southern segregationist Dixiecrats. Most important, he admonished the congregation of mourners not to despair but to seize the hope that is promised by God’s eternal presence with us all in both life and death (King 1986, 221–224). At that time, it seemed that no one could have mastered the needed resources to respond to such a tragedy more appropriately.

Engaging the North
After the legislative victories of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 many uprisings occurred in northern and western cities caused by the ravaging issues of unemployment and poverty. King then decided to turn the movement’s attention northwards with the hope that his method of non-violent resistance might be as successful in that context as it had been in the South. Accordingly, he decided to accept an invitation from the Coordinating Council of Community Organizations (CCCO) in Chicago to bring his organization to that city in the summer of 1966.

Meanwhile, he published his comparative social analysis of the plight of black people in both the North and the South, in the Saturday Review on 13 November 1965, under the title ‘Next Stop: The North’ (King 1986, 189–195). It was a worrisome analysis because King hoped that the method of non-violent resistance would be sustainable in the North despite the latter’s experimentation with violent urban uprisings sparked by the impatience of militant, angry, and even cynical black nationalists. Though many doubted the effectiveness of non-violence in northern cities, King never lost faith in its efficacy as he confronted Chicago’s powerful Mayor Richard Daly while believing that the urban ghettos did not need to be destroyed by fire but by the decisions of people of good will and the pressure of non-violent resistance.

It would soon become evident, however, that a major conflict existed between King’s theology of love and non-violence on the one hand and the emergent demands of militant young black people on the other hand. The latter were inspired by the rhetoric of the recently martyred Malcolm X and the slogan of Black Power that was first shouted aloud by Stokely Carmichael while continuing the march that James Meredith had begun before being ambushed by a bullet and who at that time lay hospitalized in Mississippi. The slogan, Black Power, soon caught the imagination of black youth everywhere as they quickly shunned the nomenclature ‘Negro’ by calling themselves ‘blacks’ and rejecting white members in their organizations. A veritable cultural revolution was soon underway among black people everywhere as evidenced by their demands in universities and colleges for Black Studies programmes, the hiring of black faculty and the recruitment of black students, the formation of Black Student Associations, sit-ins in administration buildings, and much more.

A similar spirit was expressed in the emergence of the Black Panther Party and the toxic opposition it sparked among both state and national law enforcement agencies. The public focus on several high-profile court cases gave the party such high visibility in the national and international press that it gained a permanent place thereafter in the history of black radicalism in America.

Clearly, the Black Power movement had a profound effect on King. Always willing to maintain a dialogue with his opponents, he soon discerned and affirmed some of the psychological effects of this new phenomenon because he had long contended that one of the most significant outcomes of the non-violent movement lay in the change it had on the psyches of its black participants. Forced into social spheres of inferiority and stripped of the dignity of their personhood for generations, many had come to view themselves as inferior to whites. The non-violent resistance movement effectively changed that self-image. Similarly, King welcomed the positive self-image that the Black Power movement promoted as well as its demands for economic justice.

He also acknowledged the truth implicit in the call for Black Power which he was able to correlate with a crucial insight he had gained from Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich, each of whom had addressed the subject of power in different but helpful ways. Niebuhr claimed that those in power never willingly yield their privileged status apart from being pressured to do so by some counter power (Niebuhr 1932). In a more positive way Tillich viewed power as the capacity to realize purpose and hence a necessary accompaniment to the ethical principles of love and justice. Apart from power they would not be able to do anything (Tillich 1954). Thus, King was convinced that the power of non-violence integrated the principles of love and justice in the best possible way. Several of Niebuhr’s contemporary critics, however, have drawn attention to the ethical weakness in his political realism which led him at the time to quickly sympathize with those in power by advising the victims of injustice to be more patient and not demand too much change too quickly.

Yet, King did have difficulty in disassociating the positive element in Black Power with the threat of violence that the users of the term were implying. Consequently, his response to the subject constituted the subject matter for the last book that he published, the title of which he presented as a question: Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? (King 1967). There and elsewhere he fervently argued against either the use of language or the call for actions that either implicitly or explicitly evoked hatred and violence.

Exactly one year before his death, however, King used his moral authority for another purpose in a different arena. He delivered a momentous address at a meeting of the organization, Clergy and Laity Concerned about Vietnam, held at the Riverside Church in New York. His address was entitled, ‘A Time to Break Silence’ (King 1986, 231–245). Though he had spoken against the war on other occasions, this was the first time he openly attacked Johnson’s war policy and the first time he linked the war with the struggle for civil rights. Though many of his most faithful and closest supporters were opposed to that action, he followed his conscience in making that speech as he had done so often in the past. As always, it was for him a matter of principle, not an act of expediency.

In that speech King spoke about the war as an unfortunate substitute for Johnson’s War on Poverty and a means of sending thousands of young black men eight thousand miles away to fight for the freedom of a people they do not know while not being able to enjoy similar freedom here in their native land. Further, he drew a comparison between those in urban cities who were setting fires with Molotov cocktails and our government’s violence in Vietnam, both claiming to be in pursuit of freedom. Certainly, one of the most powerful parts of that address was his reminder that in his receipt of the Nobel Peace Prize he was commissioned to work hard for the ‘brotherhood of man’, a calling, he said, that requires him to transcend his national allegiance in order to embrace all peoples in the spirit of peace and goodwill. He then tied that charge to his Christian calling to speak for the voiceless, the weak, the rejected, and even our nation’s enemies.

King also lamented that America was on the wrong side of the global revolution by its opposition to the endeavours of Africans, Asians, and Latin Americans for a better life. Thus, he called upon America to ‘undergo a radical revolution of values’ so as to be in alignment with the forces of good in the universe. He concluded by calling his supporters to revive the revolutionary spirit by declaring hostility to the nation’s three major problems, poverty, racism, and militarism. ‘Our only hope today lies in our ability to recapture the revolutionary spirit and go out into a sometimes hostile world declaring eternal hostility to poverty, racism, and militarism’ (King 1986, 242). King concluded by calling for a worldwide fellowship that transcends tribe, race, class, and nation by a universal embrace of love, a principle that he believed was at the centre of all the world’s great religions.

King’s last presidential address to the SCLC was delivered on 16 August 1967. It was the most radical address he ever delivered. As Jesus had advised Nicodemus that he needed to be born again, King now declared the same of the nation itself because any nation that has enslaved its people for two and a half centuries, followed by another century of disfranchisement, the terror of lynching, and pervasive social and economic impoverishment, must undergo a radical restructuring of its entire life.

On Passion Sunday, on 31 March 1968, a week before his death, King preached his last Sunday sermon at the National Cathedral in Washington, DC. It was entitled, ‘Remaining Awake through a Great Revolution’ (King 1986, 268–278). He then announced that in a few weeks the SCLC would be launching a Poor Peoples’ Campaign in Washington to demand that the government address the problem of poverty.

In his final address on the night before his assassination he symbolically wrapped himself in the prayer cloth of Moses by declaring that though he had seen the Promised Land, he may not get there with them but was assured that they would get there. After giving a summary of the decade-long struggle he called the names of several clergy and others thanking them for the roles they had played (King 1986, 279–287). In the aftermath of his death, that sermon had all the marks of the valedictory it indeed turned out to be. Alas, the nation’s problem of poverty was addressed partially the week following his assassination when President Johnson rushed the Civil Rights Act of 1968 through the Federal government while the nation and world at large was mourning the death of the nation’s prophet.

Conclusion
King and Niebuhr were prophetic voices shaped by their respective familial and ecclesiastical environments. Sensitive to the issues of social injustice around them and deeply influenced by the biblical understanding of God’s love and human sin, each responded to the quest for justice in accordance with his own conscience: King primarily a public leader, preacher, and writer; Niebuhr primarily a writer, teacher, and preacher. Clearly, the racial divide in America at the time made it inevitable that racial justice would assume primacy in King’s work while it was more tangential to Niebuhr’s work. Similarly, despite their different views about divine love in history they shared similar views about justice and its demand for the balancing of power relations. But they differed on the timing for the goals they sought: Niebuhr often advocated a gradual approach while King demanded an immediate resolution. Their social locations probably influenced this time factor. Niebuhr’s life within the architectural fortress of Union Seminary was closely tied to the educational elite at Columbia University and the political elite of city hall. King’s life was lived in the cramped SCLC office in the segregated ghetto of Auburn Avenue in Atlanta, with little capacity for self-defence as they waged life-and-death struggles for racial justice on a daily basis.
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For Reinhold Niebuhr, God is largely beside the point. There are reasons one might think this. Niebuhr writes theology in the service of ethics, and in his ethics, he works most thoroughly from his interpretation of human nature (Gustafson 1986, 39; Crouter 2010, 107). He often writes quite convincingly about politics and culture in a voice that non-Christians don’t find overly pious or religious. Moreover, when he does talk about God, he is not much interested in ontology and metaphysics (Gilkey 2001, 49–50).

This chapter argues that though the last three sentences above are true, the first is mistaken. Niebuhr’s understanding of God, though neither systematically nor as extensively developed as his anthropology, is as serious a theme as any in his thinking. It is also a significant, rather creative contribution to Christian theology that should be developed further.

The Turn Towards Myth
The first thing one needs to grasp is Niebuhr’s turn towards myth as the proper language for profound religion (McCann 1981, 37–49). He makes the turn in two early transitional books and it is firmly in place by 1937 when he publishes Beyond Tragedy.

The first transitional book, Reflections on the End of An Era, is a collection of ‘tracts’ for disturbing times published in 1934. Here, Niebuhr condemns the liberal ‘philosophy of unqualified optimism’ that has accompanied modern capitalism and now is unable to guide ‘a confused generation’ (Niebuhr 1934, ix, 3, 12). He complains that modern thinking generally is too rationalist to offer more than superficial interpretations of the egocentric impulses, flagrant hypocrisies, and anarchic wills-to-power of the present day.

An original feature of these essays is Niebuhr’s willingness to label as mythologies both liberal philosophies of progress and more realistic, but ultimately utopian Marxist perspectives on history (Gilkey 2001, 63). The label is not meant negatively. Indeed, Niebuhr says: ‘meaning can be attributed to history only by a mythology’ that reads history from the perspective of an ethical or even religious passion (Niebuhr 1934, 123, 127). The problem is that liberal and Marxist mythologies are unable to do justice to the tragedies and suggestions of meaning in the present chaos. Only a Christian vision, anchored in myths of creation, sin, and redemption, can, because it does not resolve historical ambiguities and tensions too easily yet still manages to find glimpses of grace and hope (1934, 213–214, 217, 279–296).

The second transitional book, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, is based on Niebuhr’s 1934 Rauschenbusch Memorial Lectures. In its attention to Jesus’ moral teaching, the volume remains indebted to the Social Gospel, though it also sets out how and why Niebuhr departs from his liberal predecessors. Here, he pursues ‘an independent Christian ethic’ that can survive then-current social and economic crises as well as the disappointment of liberal hopes, and he thinks the disintegration of the culture of modernity may offer an opportunity (Niebuhr 1979, 1). Modern culture, Niebuhr says, has proven shallow and overly optimistic. Faith might be a source of illumination; it might furnish the basis for a sufficiently deep and dynamic moral vision to meet the demands of a difficult and sobering age. But the most prominent available forms of Protestant Christianity in America are not up to the task.

Christian orthodoxy cannot help ‘partly because its religious truths are still embedded in an outmoded science and partly because its morality is expressed in dogmatic and authoritarian moral codes’. It therefore tries to ‘meet the perplexities of a complex civilization with irrelevant precepts’ (Niebuhr 1979, 2). Indeed, orthodox Christianity relegates transcendent reality and the law of love to an eternal and spiritual realm thoroughly separated from history and society. The resultant moral vision upholds no creative tension between present historical life and the law of love, the kingdom, etc., since these transcendent realities are deemed to be entirely not of this world. What follows is a deeply conservative Christian ethic, a pious endorsement of whatever order is in place together with its shortcomings, or an uncritical acceptance of the justice of the nations. Forgotten is how God criticizes the corruptions of any actual order and also furnishes possibilities for justice that go beyond any society’s actual achievements (Niebuhr 1979, 87–88). The will of God here and now mainly equates with the negative task of restraining chaos and evil, or of keeping things from getting worse by supporting stabilizing and traditional structures of power and authority.

The liberal church tries to show that it doesn’t share orthodoxy’s anachronistic ethics and incredible beliefs, and that religion and science are compatible. Unfortunately, says Niebuhr, it so thoroughly adjusts itself ‘to the characteristic credos and prejudices of modernity’ that it is ‘in constant danger of obscuring what is distinctive in the Christian message and in Christian morality’ (Niebuhr 1979, 2). Liberal Christianity fails to preserve tension between the present order and the transcendent because, in an effort to demonstrate the relevance of faith, it invests ‘the relative moral standards of a commercial age with ultimate sanctity by falsely casting the aura of the absolute and transcendent ethic of Jesus upon them’ (Niebuhr 1979, 107–108). For example, it sentimentally dilutes the law of love, which it then identifies with the better norms and practices already operating in the present world of industry and commerce. These better norms need only be extended and developed further.

Niebuhr favours a ‘high religion’ whose distinctive contribution to morality is a comprehensive and meaningful vision of human possibilities, limits, tendencies, corruptions, and tragedies. This vision does not equate faith with cultures past or present. It knows that we become dissatisfied and despairing because we discern not only the chronic conflicts and incompatible forces of present historical process but also transcendent possibilities of what might and ought to be. It tries ‘to bring the whole of reality and existence’—both the transcendent and the mundane—into a complex picture or system of coherence that neither simply divides nor identifies the two (Niebuhr 1979, 3).

High religion assumes that life, though fragmentary, is meaningful, but also that life’s true meaning can be apprehended only when it is related to something beyond the observable facts, only when life is interpreted or portrayed by a vision that preserves the tension between the transcendent and what is. For example, high religion searches for a resolution to the problem of evil, not by pretending to overcome evil in time or history, but by somehow both relating and contrasting the dynamic historical process to the beginning and the end. A similar tension comes to the fore when Christians trust that love is real in the will and nature of God, believe that love judges and exerts a pull or an influence on present life and history, but also know of no society or age where it has been realized.

Christianity, then, is a high religion that recognizes persistent tension between the historical and the transcendent. Within the frame of its holistic vision, historical achievements are relativized by contrast with the transcendent, e.g. the kingdom, even though God’s redeeming resources also impact historical and human possibilities (Niebuhr 1979, 5). This is, for Niebuhr, a dynamic and needed moral vision that portrays dissatisfaction, corruption, and tragedy but also glimpses of possibility and hope. The failure of Christian orthodoxy and Christian liberalism is that neither is able to articulate it.

This is why, as he makes the case in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, Niebuhr turns to myth. Myth is a form of discourse that promises to serve the aim of framing an independent Christian ethic, or of dislodging Christian ethics from too easy, inauthentic, and unprophetic cultural alliances. But the deeper discovery is that myth portrays human life in history in a vital manner that science and other forms of univocal modernist discourse do not. Myth points to the ultimate beyond us as well as to its relationship with and relevance to the events of history by making an odd and symbolic use of occurrences and events to intimate the transhistorical. It is a form of religious discourse that uses terms drawn from the world in order to express the dimension of eternity in time, or the mysterious ground of the world that always also remains beyond the world.

This means that the mythical symbols of high religion are always in danger of deceiving. They risk being misread as if they offer entirely adequate, even literal explanations of a divine reality that can either be equated with finite things and occasions (pantheism) or else conceived as being entirely beyond the world of finite things (dualism). In ‘As Deceivers Yet True’, Niebuhr explains the point with an extended analogy. ‘Artists’, he says, ‘are forced to make use of deceptive symbols when they seek to portray two dimensions of space upon the single dimension of a flat canvas’ (Niebuhr 1937, 5). History, that is to say, is a meaningful succession of events whose meaning can only be suggested with reference to a principle outside or beyond it.

Yet every suggestion of the principle of a process must be expressed in terms of the temporal process, and every idea of God who is the ground of the world must be expressed in some terms taken from the world. The temporal process is like the painter’s flat canvas. It is one dimension upon which two dimensions must be recorded. This can only be done by symbols which deceive for the sake of truth.

An object or occurrence ‘must be made into a symbol of something beyond itself’. This is why true religion and its proper language are more like art than science. Religious symbols falsify exact temporal and mundane relationships ‘in order to express their total meaning’ (Niebuhr 1937, 6). And, of course, this means that a genuine and helpful theology should be at pains not to leave behind myths and symbols, but to construct a view of life with the aid of myths and symbols:

Every authentic religious myth contains paradoxes of the relation between the finite and the eternal which cannot be completely rationalized without destroying the genius of true religion. Metaphysics is therefore more dependent upon, and more perilous to, the truth in the original religious myth than is understood in a rationalistic and scientific culture. (Niebuhr 1979, 8)

Myths ‘picture the world as a realm of coherence and meaning without defying the facts of incoherence’ (Niebuhr 1979, 16).

Myths portray a coherent world to the extent that they connect all facts and occurrences with a transcendent source of meaning, but the portrait that emerges nevertheless remains adequate to the facts of incoherence and confusion because it does not relate all mundane things to each other in an immediate rational unity.

It follows that there are important respects in which the whole—the historical plus the transcendent beyond—remains beyond our grasp. We never entirely comprehend or explain it. Myth takes a part to represent the whole. It envisions, thematizes, and depicts the meaning of the whole. But a virtue of mythological language and reflection is that it recognizes the overarching and presiding mystery. It doesn’t reduce the whole to a transparent, complete, and false intelligibility. In Niebuhr’s thinking, ‘the whole itself…transcends any mode of coherence and intelligibility we may muster. Nevertheless, the meaning latent within the whole can and must be expressed…Myths express this religious meaning in symbols and analogies’ (Gilkey 2001, 62).

A Christian Vision
The task of Christian theology, then, is to articulate a vision that emerges from a cycle of myths, a picture punctuated by the symbolic themes of creation, sin, and redemption that portrays tensive and dynamic relationships between the divine and the historical or mundane. This section summarizes Niebuhr’s vision as it takes shape during the mid-1930s.

Genesis portrays God as Creator, rather than as a cause within the sequence of observable causes or as an unmoved mover apart from the world. It uses ‘an image that transcends the canons of rationality’ to express both God’s ‘organic relation to the world and his distinction from the world’ (Niebuhr 1979, 16). It pictures creation as a realm of meaning and coherence positively related to the absolute, though nothing in creation, and not even creation itself can be equated with the sacred.

Or, again, says Niebuhr, the world is ‘unqualifiedly good’ in visions where the mundane and the divine are identified (Spinoza), and it is finite, temporal, and evil where it is separated from the divine (Buddhism). ‘The biblical account’, by contrast, maintains ‘the world is good because God created it’, but also that ‘the world is not God’. This sets the stage for the rest of Christian thinking, which ‘expresses both the meaningfulness and the incompleteness of the temporal world, both the majesty of God and his relation to the world’. Thus, ‘creation is a mythical idea which cannot be fully rationalized’, but which furnishes the basis for a vision that does justice to the facts of coherence, incoherence, good, and evil (Niebuhr 1937, 7).

‘In the myth of the fall’, Niebuhr says, ‘the origin of sin is not made identical with the genesis of life’, and is never synonymous with creation (1979, 17). God creates a good world, evil somehow enters in, but creation itself (both the world and humanity) is not evil. The resultant spirituality therefore never succumbs to either an easy optimism or an unrelieved pessimism. Humans are corrupted, but they also remain God’s good creatures. The purpose of creation, history, and humanity is to glorify God, to serve the true good, even though it is apparent that, in fact, history, culture, and humanity often and ordinarily do not. The symbolic idea of sin allows prophetic religion, in turn, to point to God not only as Creator but also Judge, indicating that the absolute good that is responsible for the world and human life nevertheless also judges history gone awry.

The Christian religion, then, is one in which ‘the optimism necessary for the ethical enterprise, and the pessimism’ that results from a clear-eyed look at human history, ‘never achieve a perfect equilibrium or harmony’. This yields ‘a realism’ that, while imprecise, ‘does more justice to the facts of both morals and politics than most modern political theory’ (Niebuhr 1934, 213, 217). Or, again, the story of the fall refuses to reduce human sin and corruption either to natural impulses or to simple ignorance. It insists instead that corruption results from the exercise of human freedom, when, in a quintessential triumph of egoism, people try to make themselves into gods or centres of existence. This, however, is not a defect of creation itself, but one ‘which becomes possible when man has been endowed with a freedom not known in the rest of creation’ (Niebuhr 1937, 11). Here, too, for Niebuhr, we are deceivers, yet true. The fall may be regarded erroneously as an account of a discrete historical occurrence, but when taken symbolically it offers a true picture of the origin and nature of evil in human life. For prophetic religion, God creates and governs the world, but God’s will is neither identical with nor simply opposed to the world as it is.

The third theme is redemption, which, for Niebuhr, points to an occurrence that takes place neither fully within nor entirely beyond time and history. The new heaven and new earth of the apocalypse are therefore neither the evolutionary and progressive outgrowths of things as they are nor a simple negation of creation. Again, in the religion of Jesus, the kingdom ‘is always a possibility in history because its heights of pure love are organically related to the experience of love in all human life, but it is also an impossibility in history and always beyond every historical achievement’ (Niebuhr 1979, 19). There are glimpses of God and of divine love in the impartiality of nature, where God ‘makes his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous’, and also in the innocence of little children (Niebuhr 1934, 282–283). The kingdom is not established simply by the course of nature or by the goodness of people; nevertheless, for Niebuhr, there are occasions in the world that intimate God’s grace, mercy, and assurance. ‘The idea of grace can be stated adequately only in mythical terms’, and in Jesus Christ, ‘the holy God reveals his holiness in terms of mercy and his mercy redeems the sinner’ (Niebuhr 1934, 290).

Without the crucifixion, Niebuhr claims people ‘are beguiled by what is good in human existence into a false optimism and by what is tragic into despair’ (1934, 20). Human life remains tragic and self-contradictory—this must be clearly recognized and is by Christian interpretations of crucifixion and resurrection, atonement and reconciliation. ‘But the basic message of Christianity is a message of hope beyond tragedy.’ God is not only Creator and Judge, but also Redeemer. God ‘does not allow human existence to end tragically’, but ‘snatches victory from defeat’ (Niebuhr 1934, 19). Not, let it be repeated, that human effort wins the victory, or that history and the mundane are simply left behind. The doctrine of Christ’s second coming therefore ‘involves all the profoundest characteristics of the Christian religion’, and it also ‘distinguishes Christianity from naturalistic utopianism and from Hellenistic otherworldliness’ (Niebuhr 1934, 21–22). Fulfilment does not negate history’s essential character; neither is it only a further development of history’s inherent capacities. Instead, fulfilment judges and negates the contradictions of sin in order to redeem and to save what is good. Christian hope, says Niebuhr, lies in a divine forgiveness that will overcome sin, and ‘a divine omnipotence which will complete…life without destroying its essential nature’ (1934, 306).

Thus, in Christianity as a mythic and prophetic religion, we find a portrait of the heights and the depths of existence. The world and humanity are the good creation of the absolutely good God. The world and humanity are corrupted and skewed, at points demonically so. Nevertheless, we catch glimpses of God’s grace, and the world and humanity are valued creatures of God brought to fulfilment in a redemption that also extends beyond history. This vision of possibilities and limits defined by symbolic ideas of creation, sin, and redemption forms the spine of Niebuhr’s Christian realism, and, in his judgement, the vision is available only if we appreciate true myths.

A Relational and Biblical Core Theology
What emerges from Niebuhr’s account of myth and meaning is a theology that is relational at its core. God is Creator, Judge, and Redeemer. But we do not know what it means to say God is Creator apart from talk about the world as good, dependent creation and humanity as good, limited, and capable creature. And, the point is reversible. What it means to say that world and humanity are not divine, but good and dependent creation, cannot be articulated apart from talk about God as Creator. The same relational dynamic characterizes talk about God as Judge and world and humanity as sinful and corrupted, or talk about God as Redeemer and world and humanity as renewed or redeemed (Ottati 2020, 76–80).

This is why Niebuhr is not much invested in talk about God a se. But the parallel point may also be made about humanity, history, and world; for him, these realities are better and more truly understood in relation to God as Creator, Judge, and Redeemer. Thus, even when Niebuhr does not write about God directly, even when he is occupied most immediately and systematically with a robust theological anthropology, and even when he comments on historical circumstances, politics, and culture in ways that are not overtly theological, his understanding of God is at least implicitly present.

Niebuhr simply assumes that this relational core theology represents ‘the authentic message of the Scripture’ (Gilkey 2001, 65). For him, ‘the Biblical view’ is that we stand in relation to the Creator who both transcends the world and is involved in it (Niebuhr 1964, I: 12). The ‘Biblical-Christian doctrine of sin’ is what so much modern thinking unwisely rejects (Niebuhr 1949, 31). And the biblical drama of salvation in Christ’s crucifixion, resurrection, and return to judge, as well as apocalyptic images of a new heaven and a new earth, contribute to the idea of God as Redeemer (Niebuhr 1949, 31; 1934, 13–14).

A key point we want to make here, however, is that once we have the relational character of Niebuhr’s core theology in mind, we catch glimpses of his understanding of God in subsequent writings of different sorts. Originally published in 1944, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness is, first and foremost, a book about the democratic prospect in a post-Second World War environment. The thesis is that ‘democracy requires a more realistic vindication than is given it by…liberal culture’, and liberalism’s ‘excessively optimistic estimates of human nature and history’ (Niebuhr 1960, xii). And, Niebuhr’s basic argument is well expressed in its ‘Foreword’ by one of his most quoted aphorisms: ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (Niebuhr 1960, xiii).

This argument clearly has roots in a theological anthropology marked by a strong doctrine of sin. A sense for the persistent corruption of persons bolsters Niebuhr’s insistence that in order to achieve approximate justice, democratic institutions and societies appropriately harness, balance, and restrain often inordinate human interests, vitalities, and wills-to-power. In fact, the doctrine of original sin makes a critical contribution to political thought, and the absence of anything like it ‘has robbed bourgeois theory of real wisdom’, and doomed liberal progressive views of history to folly (Niebuhr 1960, 16, 31). The error of much modern political thinking is that it finally and sentimentally relies on either human capacity or the process of history to transcend the conflicting interests of individuals, classes, and nations. The consequences of ‘this grave defect in democratic theory’ were comparatively innocuous during an earlier period, but now, with the mounting confusions of industrialism, bourgeois commercial individualism (libertarianism), Fascism, and Marxist collectivism, says Niebuhr, they threaten to become highly destructive (Niebuhr 1960, 40). Again, the point here is only that, if we see the theological anthropology and doctrine of sin at work in this argument, then we should also spy the correlative appeal to divine judgement. The warning of dire consequences points to Niebuhr’s claim that ‘the sovereign source’ of existence sets limits against ‘the idolatrous self-worship of both individuals and communities’ (1960, 85).

A similar correlation emerges in the book’s closing reflections about the participation of the United States in a new international order. Niebuhr thinks disavowals of the responsibilities of power—whether due to fear that power corrupts or to an adolescent pride in new-found American might—show a ‘lack of political and moral maturity’. He says, we should ‘maintain a critical attitude toward our own power impulses; and our self-criticism must be informed by the humble realization of the fact that the possession of great power is a temptation to injustice for any nation’ (Niebuhr 1960, 185). Responsible participation in the necessary but impossible task of building world community requires a commitment which understands moral ambiguities as ‘permanent characteristics’ of human existence, but also is ‘not too easily destroyed by frustration’ (Niebuhr 1960, 187). And just here, Christian faith contributes not only a sense of ‘the fragmentary and broken character of all historic achievement’, but also hope and confidence in God the Redeemer. It points to a ‘divine power which bears history’, whose ‘resources are greater than’ ours, and who ‘can overcome the corruptions’ of our achievements ‘without negating the significance of our striving’ (Niebuhr 1960, 189–190).

We expect to find elements of Niebuhr’s core relational theology as he compares Christian and modern views of history, and if we allow for his unsystematic style, we are not disappointed. Thus, in a chapter of Faith and History on ‘The Current Refutation of the Idea of Redemption through Progress’, he argues that, as human power over nature expanded, it was possible during the nineteenth century to indulge in illusions of progress. ‘Then came the deluge. Since 1914 one tragic experience has followed another, as if history had been designed to refute’ vain modern delusions (Niebuhr 1949, 6–7). The chapter’s immediate concerns are with modern confidence in reason and ideas of retrogression, reversion, and cultural lag that preserve false liberal optimism in the face of contemporary history. By my count, the word ‘Christian’ appears only twice—once to describe a form of tragedy in which renewal is achieved ‘through a contrite submission to destiny’, and once to conclude that ‘the time is ripe’ to compare modern and Christian ideas (Niebuhr 1949, 9, 13). But the chapter’s title says it all, and virtually every page presupposes a theology of creation, sin, and redemption.

A later chapter tries ‘a limited validation of the truth of the Gospel’ and claims that most people hold to a ‘system of coherence’ with an unexplained centre or source. This is their ‘god’, and it functions as their principle of meaning or explanation. Idolatry is so widely distributed ‘because it is difficult if not impossible, to live without presupposing some system of order and coherence which gives significance to one’s life and actions’. For Marxists, then, god is ‘the dialectical process, in terms of which the coherences of both nature and history are explained’. Ordinarily, however, idolatries are ‘some version of self-worship’ that exalts either humankind or one’s own family, tribe, nation, or culture ‘into the place of God, by making it the source, center, and end of the meaning of life’ (Niebuhr 1949, 152–153). But in ‘periods of social and political catastrophe’ the idols fail, and this is what happened in twentieth-century Europe, when liberal complacency gave way to despair. ‘Politically men were willing to entertain the perils of tyranny in order to avoid the dangers of anarchy; and spiritually they were ready to worship race, nation or power.’ The ‘subsequent military defeat of this political religion’ left in place a despairing situation, and existentialism ‘is a very accurate index of the spiritual crisis in contemporary culture’ (Niebuhr 1949, 162). Here, in fact, Reinhold Niebuhr’s account of the failure of political idolatries echoes a 1943 essay by his brother, H. Richard Niebuhr, on the ‘twilight of the gods’ (H. Richard Niebuhr 1993, 114–126).

Reinhold’s claim, then, is that the Gospel is validated negatively by evidence that overly optimistic and pessimistic worldly wisdoms offer inadequate views of ‘the total human situation’. Niebuhr then turns to consider errors that Christian theology makes when it tries positively to prove the adequacy of the Gospel. Acceptance of the Gospel remains ‘a gift of grace’ which cannot be secured by argument alone (Niebuhr 1949, 165). He closes by observing that symbolic presentations of the truth revealed in Christ wisely often focus on ‘the Cross’ as a disclosure of ‘the glory and the majesty of a suffering God, whose love and forgiveness is the final triumph over the recalcitrance of human sin and the confusion of human history’ (1949, 169). Here too, though this time in a piecemeal reference to redemption, we glimpse his relational core theology.

The Mature Statement
That Niebuhr’s mature statement about God comes in a chapter of The Nature and Destiny of Man entitled ‘The Relevance of the Christian View of Man’ underscores the anthropological focus of his thinking. He begins with the claim that we are enmeshed in the flux of history, and yet, since we are conscious of ourselves in the world of flux, there is also a sense in which we transcend or stand outside history. This ability tempts us to megalomania or regarding ourselves as the god around which the universe centres. The actual situation, however, is that we live in an environment (history and eternity) we are unable to comprehend ‘without a principle of comprehension…beyond [our] comprehension’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 125).

Thus situated, individuals are conscious that their lives touch a reality beyond. This is not a discrete experience so much as ‘an overtone implied in all experience’. Schleiermacher described it as a feeling of ‘unqualified dependence’, though this, says Niebuhr, is only one aspect. There is also a sense associated with conscience ‘of being seen, commanded, judged, and known from beyond ourselves’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 127–128). All told, the experience:

of being confronted with a ‘wholly other’ at the edge of human consciousness, contains three elements…The first is the sense of reverence for [and] dependence upon an ultimate source of being. The second is the sense of moral obligation laid upon one from beyond oneself and of moral unworthiness before a judge. The third, most problematic of the elements…is the longing for forgiveness. (Niebuhr 1964, I: 131)

This ‘general’ and personal revelation remains hazy. Biblical faith supplies an interpretive principle by aligning the first aspect with the symbolic idea of God as Creator and the second with prophetic ideas of judgement in history, while the third becomes the great issue of the Old Testament resolved in Jesus Christ. That is, the Bible symbolizes God as Creator, Judge, and Redeemer, and each term contributes to an increasingly specific definition of divine transcendence as well as of God’s relation to the world.

God as Creator correlates with a picture of the world as good, but neither self-explanatory nor self-derived. The world points beyond itself and becomes evidence of the Creator’s glory. This ‘“mythical” or supra-rational idea’ preserves the transcendence and freedom of God without implying that the world is evil because it is finite and not divine. The world as creation is good; it is not the product of chance or caprice but stands related to an ultimate realm of divine freedom and purpose (Niebuhr 1964, I: 133).

To the idea of a transcendent God who remains involved in creation, historical biblical revelation adds two attributes. God as Judge emerges with covenant and the failure of Israel to live up to its calling due to the temptation to identify itself too closely with the divine will. The prophets see this same failure in every nation, and thus the real weakness of humanity lies in its unwillingness to recognize its weakness and dependence, and in its inclination to grasp after inordinate power and security. Sin is the vanity or pride by which we imagine ourselves, our nations, cultures, and civilizations to be divine; catastrophes of history are interpreted as consequences of our efforts to establish a security unavailable to creatures. God is therefore disclosed to be ‘what each individual heart has already dimly perceived…the structure, the law, the essential character of reality…the source and centre of the created world against which the pride of men destroys itself in vain rebellion’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 141).

Is God also Redeemer? Is there ‘a resource in the heart of the Divine which can overcome the tragic character of history and which can cure as well as punish…sinful pride’ (1964, I: 141)? This, says Niebuhr, is the concern of messianic prophecies. Platonic Christologies misconstrue the problem of sin as finiteness, and then furnish a solution—the divinization or eternalizing of humanity—that represents the triumph of Greek dualism. In Hebraic thought, however, revelation does not assure us that eternal divinity and finite historical humans can be in relation. They already are, from creation forwards. The problem is humanity’s sinful attempt to extricate itself from finiteness by its own efforts. The solution is a reconciling act that both punctuates and overcomes the tragedy of human sin. Revelation in Christ, as an act of perfect love, discloses true humanity and, at the same time, it also contrasts with and discloses human sin and disorder most sharply, when the loving God becomes sin’s victim. But as an act of perfect love, it also discloses the loving God who both heals and forgives (Niebuhr 1964, I: 146–148).

God, Religious Experience, and Hope
Niebuhr’s doctrine of God is a significant contribution to Christian theology that should be developed further (Ottati 2020, 288–332, 691–705). Let us elaborate this claim by considering two criticisms.

Stanley Hauerwas says Niebuhr falls victim to Ludwig Feuerbach’s claim that theology reduces to anthropology. For Niebuhr, Hauerwas contends, God is ‘the name of our need to believe that life has an ultimate unity that…makes possible what order we can achieve in this life’. Niebuhr presents ‘a complex humanism disguised with the language of Christian faith’ and designed to reassure humanity in a threatening world. ‘Metaphysically his “god” was nothing more than a Jamesean sense that “there must be more”’ (Hauerwas 2001, 131, 122).

We have noted that Niebuhr eschews metaphysics, and that his statements about God are not systematically developed. There are theological dangers in working largely from an anthropology, and as we observed in the conclusion to The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, there are passages in Niebuhr’s work where believing in God functions to reassure us that the moral life is worthwhile. Moreover, all modern theologies, including highly revelational ones favoured by Hauerwas and Karl Barth, need to be reviewed carefully in the light of Feuerbach’s critiques. But whether one thinks Niebuhr has finally communicated a sufficiently robust sense for the reality of God will depend on how one regards his ruminations about the senses of dependence, moral obligation, and forgiveness. Hauerwas himself notes that, for Niebuhr, ‘we are under judgment’ and ‘the wrath through which God punishes our pride is revealed through the catastrophes of history’ (Hauerwas 2001, 124). Might we also say that those who envision history with the aid of Christian symbols encounter God as Judge in catastrophes that follow prideful and inordinate self-assertions? If so, does the God they encounter simply fulfil their need to find a unity that supports their achievements? We are reminded of H. Richard Niebuhr’s insistence that the God who meets us in Jesus Christ transforms our ideas of unity, power, and goodness (H. Richard Niebuhr 2006, 73–100).

Consider, too, James M. Gustafson’s contentions that religion responds to an ‘Other’, and that there are six aspects of experience and piety that furnish bases for theological inferences. Two aspects—the senses of dependence and gratitude—correlate with traditional language about God as Creator. Two—the senses of obligation and remorse or repentance—correlate with God as Judge, and also with images of God as Sustainer and Governor that are implicated in ordering processes which demand compliance if humans and their societies are to flourish. Two more—a sense of possibilities when oppressive conditions alter and a sense of direction towards appropriate ends or goals—line up with the image of God as Redeemer (Gustafson 1981, 130–136, 236–251). Indeed, says Gustafson, religions ‘provide myths, symbols, and analogies which interpret the meaning and significance of various aspects of human experience in the light of convictions that life is not a human creation’. Religions are not ‘unnatural’ but are grounded in experiences which theology construes (1981, 131).

Gustafson’s theocentric focus owes much to H. Richard Niebuhr’s radical monotheism; it signals too that he works more immediately from a doctrine of God in his ethics than Reinhold Niebuhr does. His account of God as Creator, Sustainer—Governor, Judge, and Redeemer also represents a further elaboration of key biblical symbols. But similarities with Reinhold Niebuhr’s senses of religious experience are unmistakable. This is, in effect, one way to develop further Reinhold Niebuhr’s pragmatic understanding of God. The multiple senses Gustafson identifies communicate a more robust apprehension of divine reality. Moreover, Gustafson clearly claims that, in and through experiences of other things, we encounter an ‘Other’ bearing down upon us, and the significant adjustment in human wants and desires required by his theocentrism furnishes a strong reply to Feuerbach’s critique.

Reinhold Niebuhr and Gustafson do share a second difficulty that invites further reflection. Robin W. Lovin says: ‘looking back on the last third of the twentieth century’—at the end of segregation in the US, the ‘velvet revolution’, the fall of the Berlin Wall, Nelson Mandela, and the end of apartheid in South Africa—the expectations of Christian realism were too low (Lovin 2007, 66; 2000, 14). It is hazardous to tailor one’s general estimate of historical possibilities to events of specific decades. Things change and ambiguities abound even with respect to the comparatively positive events Lovin mentions. Still, recent liberationist, feminist, and progressive theologies make an important point. What seems missing in Niebuhr’s realism ‘is something that only those who view events from outside the centers of power and security can provide’, namely, a robust hope that, despite estimates of what seems likely, ‘something else is, nevertheless, possible’ (Lovin 2000, 14).

Is Niebuhr’s Christian realism appropriately hopeful? Does it sufficiently emphasize and probe human imagination, creativity, and affection? Does it slight positive possibilities in processes and events that no person, community, or institution entirely controls? If Niebuhr’s theology has a relational character, then questions such as these also point to his doctrine of God. And, with respect to hope, attention will focus on God the Redeemer, the image that correlates with what Niebuhr calls ‘the most problematic of the elements in religious experience’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 131).

Could this image be developed further in conjunction with a sense of hope that sometimes emerges when people are oppressed by centres of power in which they do not participate? The question has to do with religious experience as well as with biblical symbols and theological interpretation. It cannot be answered simply by poring over Niebuhr’s own texts, but we may note important clues in his earlier writings. What shall we make of the traces and glimpses of God’s grace to which he points in Reflections on the End of an Era and Beyond Tragedy? Might these be given greater theological attention?

Gustafson’s reflections on piety’s sense of possibilities may help. For example, he says, ‘within limits, persons can become other than what they are; they can alter some of the external conditions of life; they can see opportunities to alter the course of affairs by their intentional interventions’ (Gustafson 1981, 133). One wonders whether, with the aid of prophetic literature, Jesus’ kingdom message as well as apocalyptic images of a new heaven and a new earth might be developed more forthrightly and also in a political direction. Can the symbols of God as Deliverer and Redeemer interpret or even sculpt our experiences of events, such as those Lovin mentions, in a manner that does not fall victim to false optimism but allows us to affirm that, even in the midst of less promising circumstances, something else is possible? Let us alter a sentence often repeated by Martin Luther King Jr that seems emblematic of what one might term either his more realistic Social Gospel or his more hopeful Christian realism. The arc of God’s universe is so long that often we cannot make out its curvature, but it bends towards justice and the kingdom. Can something like Niebuhr’s understanding of God be developed in such a way as to give stronger support to a statement like that?








Suggested Reading




Cone, James H. 2011. The Cross and the Lynching Tree. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.

Miller, Richard B. (ed.). 1985. War in the Twentieth Century: Sources in Theological Ethics. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1959. The Structure of Nations and Empires: A Study of the Recurring Patterns and Problems of the Political Order in Relation to the Unique Problems of the Nuclear Age. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1992. Love and Justice: Selections from the Shorter Writings of Reinhold Niebuhr, D. B. Robertson (ed.). Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox.














Bibliography




Crouter, Richard. 2010. Reinhold Niebuhr on Politics, Religion, and Christian Faith. New York: Oxford University Press.

Gilkey, Langdon. 2001. On Niebuhr: A Theological Study. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Gustafson, James M. 1981. Ethics from a Theocentric Perspective: Volume One, Theology and Ethics. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Gustafson, James M. 1986. ‘Theology in the Service of Ethics’. In Richard Harries (ed.), Reinhold Niebuhr and the Issues of Our Time, pp. 24–45. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Hauerwas, Stanley. 2001. With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press.

Lovin, Robin W. 2000. ‘Christian Realism: A Legacy and Its Future’. The Annual of the Society of Christian Ethics 20: pp. 3–18.

Lovin, Robin W. 2007. Reinhold Niebuhr. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press.

McCann, Dennis. 1981. Christian Realism and Liberation Theology: Practical Theologies in Creative Conflict. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.

Niebuhr, H. Richard. 1993 [1960]. Radical Monotheism and Western Culture: With Supplementary Essays. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press.

Niebuhr, H. Richard. 2006 [1941]. The Meaning of Revelation. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1934. Reflections on the End of An Era. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1937. Beyond Tragedy: Essays in the Christian Interpretation of History. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1949. Faith and History: A Comparison of Christian and Modern Views of History. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1960 [1944]. The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1964 [1941, 1943]. The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, 2 vols. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1979 [1935]. An Interpretation of Christian Ethics. New York: Seabury Press.

Ottati, Douglas F. 2020. A Theology for the Twenty-first Century. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.















chapter 15


Sin



Richard Crouter







Reinhold Niebuhr’s teaching on sin is at once the most distinctive hallmark of his theology and also the feature that links his theology directly to social ethics and politics. His teaching on the fallen human condition evolved over time amidst efforts to frame a theological response to the socio-economic challenges and political disasters of the twentieth century. Although significant adumbrations of his teaching on sin appear early, his mature teaching only emerges fully in the first volume of the Gifford Lectures, The Nature and Destiny of Man I, published in 1941. Here he worked through classical accounts of original sin within Catholic and Protestant traditions, while seeking a position that is self-consistent and in keeping with the facts of human moral experience. This chapter on the doctrine of sin in Niebuhr firstly examines the place, function, and articulation of sin within his publications from the late 1920s to the mid 1930s; then turns to Nature and Destiny of Man, where the teachings of Catholic and Protestant traditions regarding sin are assessed and recast; and in conclusion offers a retrospective reflection on Niebuhr’s final understanding of sin.

Initial Explorations and Adumbrations
Niebuhr’s theological training at Eden Seminary and at Yale Divinity School reveals an orientation within the liberal Protestantism of his day. His Yale Bachelor of Divinity thesis, ‘The Validity and Certainty of Religious Knowledge’, written under his teacher D. C. Macintosh (1877–1948), presents a version of religious idealism indebted to William James (1842–1910). The view that Jamesian liberal religion (‘a pale theism’) remained a major element in Niebuhr’s theology has been strongly asserted and subjected to vigorous criticism (Hauerwas 2001, 38, 87, 121; Gustavsson 2007). In fact, his early works, sketched here, reveal the intellectual pathways that led beyond this early idealism.

Niebuhr’s first book, Does Civilization Need Religion? (1927), which champions human personality in an increasingly mechanized world of science, argues that religion needs the support of ethics and metaphysics to avoid moral impotence, and notes that the ‘conflict between orthodoxy and liberalism, between fundamentalism and modernism, is essentially a conflict between city and countryside’ (Niebuhr 1927, 29). ‘Nothing less than a religious appreciation of personality, supported by a spiritual interpretation of the universe itself in terms of moral goodwill, will make love robust enough to overcome momentary disappointments and gain its final victory’ (1927, 42). The same book also acknowledges that, ‘Since the family relation is the most ethical relation men know, religious faith interprets all life in terms of that relation’, a view that conflicts with ‘the many facts of history’ that picture the human world ‘as but a projection of the world of nature in which animal fights with animal and herd with herd’ (1927, 46). If a doctrine of sin is not yet in sight, hints of a struggle between the ideal and the real foreshadow the parameters of Niebuhr’s subsequent thought.

The path by which Niebuhr altered commonly held liberal assumptions emerged gradually. The theological blockbuster Moral Man and Immoral Society (1932) draws heavily from a Marxian sense of systemic evil in corporate and political structures, while sin, understood as a theological category, is treated almost in passing (Niebuhr 2001, 60, 67–69, 76). The book critiques a variety of depictions of sin: as an infinite violation that yields a sense of profanity (Rudolf Otto), as deserving infinite punishment (Jonathan Edwards), as requiring utter contrition (Karl Barth) or as provoking sheer reverence (Friedrich Schleiermacher) (67–68). Even the ‘two loves’ doctrine of Augustine’s City of God does not escape ‘the tendency of religion to obscure the shades and shadows of the moral life’ by painting too sharp a contrast between the ‘radiance of God’ and ‘darkness of the world’ (Niebuhr 2001, 69). Emerging from such a critique is the central premise of Moral Man and Immoral Society regarding systemic evil and collective egotism, signature elements in Niebuhr’s analysis of sin.

Conceived and written prior to Roosevelt’s New Deal, Reflections on the End of an Era (Niebuhr 1934) further recognized the grave plight of the human condition in response to which his views of human sinfulness took shape. Little read today, Reflections updated Does Civilization Need Religion? (1927) by reflecting in outspoken essays on the furore of the Russian Revolution and the cruelties of capitalism after the 1929 stock market crash and called for an effort ‘to check the desperate brutalities of a dying civilization’ (Niebuhr 1934, 140). Expressing little hope for the concurrence of others, including his brother, H. R. Niebuhr, its preface announced that ‘the effort to combine political radicalism with a more classical and historical interpretation of religion will strike the modern mind as bizarre and capricious’. The book aimed at attempting ‘to shake the easy faith by which modern liberalism lives and through which the actual and tragic facts of contemporary history are, in the opinion of the present writer, obscured’ (Niebuhr 1934, ix–x). Even its final chapter on ‘The Assurance of Grace’ (Niebuhr 1934, 277–296), subsequently reprinted (Niebuhr 1986), reflects this pessimism in stating that grace ‘seeks to console the human spirit to its inevitable defeat in the world of nature and history’ (Niebuhr 1934, 279). More than St Paul and Christian orthodoxy, the religion of Jesus preserves an appropriate tension between the assurance of grace and the demands of the moral life.

An Interpretation of Christian Ethics
Despite its author’s reservations about the book’s ‘dated character and obvious defects’ expressed in his 1956 preface to An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (Niebuhr 2013, xxxii), the book is now viewed as ‘Niebuhr’s first sustained theological reflection on social and political morality’, which retrieves the ‘spare, cryptic, and occasionally implicit’ answers of Moral Man and Immoral Society to theological questions (Santurri 2013, xi). Its third chapter on ‘the Christian Conception of Sin’ calls for a ‘return to the faith of prophetic Christianity’ in which the contrast between the ideal and real, the infinite and finite, illustrates the differences between the social optimism of liberal Christianity and the relative other-worldliness of orthodox Christian churches.

Boldly depicting the ethic of Jesus as ‘an impossible possibility’, Interpretation characterizes Christianity as a ‘prophetic religion’ that believes ‘in a God who is both the creator and the fulfilment of life’ (Niebuhr 2013, 66). A mythic understanding of biblical stories best illumines the fragile, dynamic relationship between the finite and the infinite, between evil and good. More than philosophical and metaphysical validations of faith the claims of biblical myth better conform to human experience, understood through honest introspection and self-knowledge. Philosophical writers are cited who appreciate the cognitive and emotional value of religious imagination, including W. E. Hocking, Miguel de Unamuno, Nicolai Berdyaev, and Henri Bergson. Niebuhr especially notes that Hocking’s The Self, Its Body and Freedom (1928) treats the ‘full dimension of the self’ in ways that accord with St Paul’s paradoxical insistence that goodness and sin coexist within the human heart (Niebuhr 2013, 81).

Unlike ‘the moral theories of modern culture’, prophetic religion conceives of evil as arising both from within as well as outside of the human. Closely examined, modern theories ‘deal with the unconditioned implicitly while they deny its validity explicitly’ (Niebuhr 2013, 69). As the religious counterparts of philosophical monism and dualism, pantheism and mysticism rest on the view that ‘creation is really the Fall’ (2013, 70). The shallowness of secular utilitarianism construes morality as a set of calculations designed for a greater good, as if morality were wholly a matter of science and rationality. In contrast ‘historical Christianity’ speaks more effectively to the conflicted facts of human experience by drawing from the realm of myth, which in words cited from Nicolai Berdyaev’s Freedom and the Spirit, ‘is a reality immeasurably greater than concept’ since it ‘expresses life better than abstract thought’ (Niebuhr 2013, 14 n1). Prophetic religion views the myth of the Fall as a permanently valid insight that ‘does justice to the paradoxical relation of spirit and nature in human evil…Evil came into the world through human responsibility. It was neither ordained in the counsels of God nor the inevitable consequence of temporal existence’ (2013, 72).

Sin, which lies at the juncture of spirit and nature, arises within the human being as a struggle between finitude and a yearning for the eternal. Amidst this struggle moral actions are by their very nature charged with a sense of guilt that ‘is nevertheless a constant experience of human life’. Such guilt arises because ‘human reason is actually able to envisage moral possibilities, more inclusive loyalties, and more adequate harmonies of impulse and life in every instance of moral choice than those which are actually chosen’ (Niebuhr 2013, 77). Hence ‘an element of perversity, a conscious choice of the lesser good’ is ‘involved in practically every moral action; and certainly there are some actions in which this conscious perversity is the dominant force of the action’ (2013, 77). Framing the moral life as tension between ‘moral man’ and ‘immoral society’ remains intact: ‘According to the sensitivity of his spirit he will find some compromise between the immoral actions to which he is tempted by the necessities of the social system in which he operates and the ideal possibilities which his conscience projects. But there is no compromise at which he can rest complacently’ (2013, 78).

Given this tension, an awareness of sin and guilt is ‘a fruitful source of a sense of moral responsibility in immediate situations’ (Niebuhr 2013, 78). But Interpretation also makes it clear that sin arises as a rebellion against God (2013, 84–85, 92) and not just wrongdoing between individuals and that it can only be disclosed through individual acts of introspection (as contrasted with social scientific studies). In introspection ‘the possibilities of good and evil, between which human choices are made, are fully disclosed’ (2013, 80–81). Such open possibilities lead to the pretension of being absolute in our finiteness, which in turn ‘explains why the restricted predatory impulses of the animal world are transmuted into the boundless imperial ambitions of human life’ (2013, 85). ‘Thus evil in its most developed form is always a good which imagines itself, or pretends to be, better than it is. The devil is always an angel who pretends to be God. Therefore, while egoism is the driving force of sin, dishonesty is its final expression’ (2013, 87). Yet given the cycle so described, individuals can nonetheless be ‘saved from this sinful pretension, not by achieving an absolute perspective upon life, but by their recognition of their inability to do so. Individuals may be saved by repentance, which is the gateway to grace’ (2013, 89).

Interpretation recognizes that what he has described is akin to what Christian orthodoxy calls ‘original sin’, understood as an inevitable inherited corruption handed down in history. In different ways Augustinian Christianity and modern culture both fail ‘to grasp the paradoxical relation of spirit and nature, of reason and impulse, in human wrong-doing’ (Niebuhr 2013, 91). The modern mood finds it ‘most abhorrent’ to imagine that ‘the possibilities of evil grow with the possibilities of good, and that human history is therefore not so much a chronicle of the progressive victory of the good over evil, of cosmos over chaos, as the story of an ever-increasing cosmos creating ever increasing possibilities of chaos’ (2013, 97–98). Profound but shocking religious insights into the human condition may lead to ‘indifference toward the immediate problems of justice and equity in human relations’. Yet ‘the degree of imagination and insight with which disciplined minds are able to enter into the problems of their fellow men and to enlarge the field of interests in which human actions take place, may materially improve human happiness and social harmony’ (2013, 93). Against a passive or indifferent stance, awareness of our limitations may actually yield insight into what is truly possible in human affairs and contribute to a measure of justice, even if absolute justice formed by Christian love is found to be impossible.

The theme of the Christian faith as symbolic, i.e. best expressed through myth, is re-enforced in the sermon ‘As Deceivers, Yet True’ (Niebuhr 1937, 3–24). As if rescuing the story of the Fall from obscurantism, Niebuhr contends that the Fall is not historical but stands as the presupposition of human acts and can only be known in introspection. Instead of Karl Barth’s dialectical theology, which holds that perfection before the Fall is historical, such perfection is held to be ‘an ideal possibility which men can comprehend but not realize’ (Niebuhr 1937, 12). The moral ideal, which is held in the mind before we act and operates like ‘perfectly disinterested justice’ in the light of which our achievements fall short (1937, 12), is subsequently analysed in the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man as ‘justitia originalis’.

A Christian Understanding of Human Nature
The first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man appeared in 1941 after being delivered in Edinburgh as the Gifford Lectures amid the clouds of war in the spring and autumn of 1939. Niebuhr’s magnum opus develops the already resolute understanding of sin in chapter 3 of Interpretation (1935) into a full-scale Christian anthropology, anchored in Western philosophical and theological traditions. Chapters one through five of The Nature and Destiny of Man, volume 1, set forth classic arguments, tensions, and distinctive accounts of human nature, ranging from Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics, to early Catholic and medieval Christianity, the Renaissance, and Reformation, plus the rise of rationalism, idealism, and their counterparts, modern romanticism and scientific naturalism. The story that ensues thus prepares for a normative reappropriation of the Christian tradition (‘historical religion’) that draws elements from the Hebrew Bible (Genesis, the Psalms, and the Prophets), the teachings of Jesus and St Paul, and a critical retrieval of Augustine juxtaposed with Lutheran and Calvinist teachings on sin. Here Niebuhr’s predilection for viewing Christianity within time and history (in contrast with nature) is prominent. Overall, the act of reappropriation assails ‘the easy conscience of modern man’ by contrasting the one-sidedness and illusions inherent in idealist and naturalist accounts of the human self. Niebuhr defends his view of traditional religious language as symbolic, thus closer to poetry than to scientific or factual description. Only such language, he thinks, has the capacity to address human complexity authentically.

Niebuhr’s ease with German, the first language of his childhood home, is especially evident in Nature and Destiny as he draws from theological, literary, philosophical, and economic texts to shape a Christian anthropology. Allusions to works in German by Nietzsche, Schiller, Friedrich Engels, Marx, Cassirer, Schleiermacher, Heidegger (Being and Time), Scheler, and Kierkegaard (Either-Or, The Sickness unto Death, The Concept of Anxiety), become grist for his mill. Among such texts, references to Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death and Concept of Anxiety play a role in his thought that is insufficiently recognized (Green 2017). At the time only Fear and Trembling (tr. Walter Lowrie) and Concluding Unscientific Postscript (tr. David Swenson) had appeared in English, while most of the Danish writer’s work was available in German. As was then customary, Niebuhr took Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms to express the author’s own views without problematizing the authorship’s pseudonymity.

Chapters six through ten of the first volume of Nature and Destiny revisit and elaborate Niebuhr’s understanding of sin in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics in light of historical understandings of the imago Dei, the heritability of original sin, and original righteousness. At the outset of ‘Man as Image of God and as Creature’ (chapter six) human freedom and creative self-transcendence (‘our spiritual nature’) are depicted as more capacious than the narrow rationality on display in the dualism of pre-Augustinian Greek theology. Augustine (‘the first Christian theologian to comprehend the full implications of the Christian doctrine of man’) thus turned theological reflection towards human nature and history (Niebuhr 1964, I: 153–154). The ‘capacity for self-knowledge and introspection’ of his Neoplatonism enabled him to wrap the mystery of God within the mystery of self-consciousness, even as a biblical sense of human mortality placed limits on a mystical deification of self-consciousness (156–157) Though Calvin’s perspective on the ‘image of God’ in humankind is helpful, Luther’s view that the ‘image of God’ is virtually lost (‘leprous and unclean’) partially obscures ‘the paradox that Christianity measures the stature of man more highly and his virtue more severely than any alternative view’ (161).

The imago Dei is the capacity of the human self to lift itself above the temporal and natural order of things, while enabling time as well as nature to become objects of knowledge. Niebuhr takes pains to acknowledge that the world of ‘finite, dependent and contingent existence’, like human self-transcendence, reflects the ‘goodness of creation’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 167). In the biblical view ‘human finiteness is emphasized but not deprecated’ (169). Though the human can survey the whole world, ‘it remains in fact a very dependent self’, even if persons who agree with this view continue to manifest the same pretensions as others (170). Translating from the German edition of Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death, Niebuhr adopts Kierkegaard’s analysis of human consciousness as both infinite, yet utterly finite (Kierkegaard 1980b, 29–35) and opines: ‘In this, as in other instances, Kierkegaard has interpreted the true meaning of human selfhood more accurately than any modern, and possibly any previous, Christian theologian’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 170–171, see also 182 n2, 263). A stronger accolade to a predecessor in Christian theology scarcely exists in the Niebuhr corpus. Kierkegaard’s account of the immediate modalities of conscious and unconscious despair assists the first volume of Nature and Destiny in making a case that avoids a flight to the realm of mysticism or idealism, while retaining a sense of finite limitations.

Human Nature and Human Sin
Occurring just prior to a two-chapter analysis of ‘Man as Sinner’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 178–240), the embrace of the Christian psychology of Sickness unto Death bolsters Niebuhr’s effort to analyse selfhood as arising from anxiety, even as it also complicates that effort. The two chapters on man as sinner set the stage by insisting that the biblical view of humanity emphasizes redemption from sin, not emancipation or release of the contradiction between our finitude and freedom. Readers are informed that sin has both a religious and moral dimension; it consists of rebellion against God as well as acts of injustice. The ‘sin of pride’ so distorts human freedom that it is taken to be the primary paradigm of sin, which ‘inevitably subordinates other life to its will’ (179). As contrasted with pride the ‘sin of sensuality’ revels in finitude where one becomes lost ‘in some aspect of the world’s vitalities’.

In treating ‘Temptation and Sin’ Niebuhr again takes up the Genesis 2 myth of the Fall. Noting the lack of a fully developed view of Satan in the biblical text, he suggests that the serpent as tempter is intended to suggest that a principle or force of evil antedates any turn towards evil undertaken by humankind. Yet taking Satan or ‘the serpent’ as an easy explanation of why humans fall is rejected. The process of being tempted does not sufficiently explain sin as inevitable. Rather, ‘being tempted’ suggests a frame of mind in which humans, as both free and finite, imagine ways to protect themselves from ‘nature’s contingencies’ even if they are unable to do so without transgressing limits that have been set for their lives. A forward-looking fear of the unknown, anxiety is ‘the internal precondition of sin’ (Kierkegaard 1980a), an inevitable component of our human condition that does not arise among other species. Such anxiety ‘is always something more than mere human ignorance. It is always partly an effort to hide that ignorance by pretension’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 182). Anxiety must be distinguished from sin because it is the basis of all creativity—standing under limitless possibilities—as well as the precondition of sin. In turn, human freedom from anxiety ‘is a possibility only if perfect trust in divine security has been achieved’ (183).

In elaborating ‘The Sin of Pride’ Niebuhr distinguishes elements within pride as well as between pride and sensuality, while holding that ‘pride is more basic than sensuality and that the latter is, in some way, derived from the former’ (186). Four such manifestations of pride or self-love are identified: power, intellect, virtue, and in its most extreme form, self-righteousness or ‘spiritual pride’. The distinctions rest on psychological observations that arise within overarching sin where each subset takes an aspect of its predecessor to a higher level of intensity. ‘Pride of power’, which rests on a false sense of self-sufficiency, is especially prevalent among persons of high social status, where it arises from a will-to-power but can also be ‘prompted by a darkly conscious realization of its insecurity’ (189). Greed is identified as the dominant form of power-driven pride in modern bourgeois society, aided by the accoutrements of technology. By contrast ‘intellectual sin’ arises as a more spiritual display of the pride of power, where it is exhibited not just among savants but also more widely as an effort to obscure the ‘conditioned character of human knowledge and the taint of self-interest in human truth’ (195). Intellectual sin is exhibited within the rarefied views of modern philosophers, but also in forms of ideology, such as the unconscious pretensions of Marxism when these are adopted by the masses (195). Such unconscious intellectual pride is at work in the case of race relations, when ‘the majority group justifies the disabilities which it imposes upon the minority group on the ground that the subject group is not capable of enjoying or profiting from the privileges of culture or civilization’ (198). In turn ‘moral or virtuous pride’ takes the same intellectual pride to a new level by relating it to a puffed-up personal morality. Others are judged to be evil or deviant by one’s own standards when they fall beneath one’s self-perceived virtue. As it progresses further, moral pride becomes even more self-righteous. In aligning itself with the will of God it turns into ‘spiritual pride’. When the self ‘mistakes its standards for God’s standards it is naturally inclined to attribute the very essence of evil to non-conformists’, thus justifying acts of cruelty (199). With God no longer as judge, the ‘pride of virtue’ claims an unconditioned good and divine sanction for its standards and teachings. Societal examples of such instances include the cruelties of the caste system in India, which preclude full participation in the social order as well as the historic tendency of Catholicism to identify the Church with the Kingdom of God. ‘The worst form of intolerance is religious intolerance, in which the particular interests of the contestants hide behind religious absolutes’ (200–201). Self-deception is the major motif in these permutations of pride as they progress towards spiritual pride. An effort to deceive others, while make oneself appear more virtuous than is the case, requires us to deceive ourselves first. By continually seeking the approbation of others for one’s own dishonest behaviour, the self’s appeal to an implicit moral standard refutes the doctrine of total depravity. ‘The sinful self needs these deceptions because it cannot pursue its own determinate ends without paying tribute to the truth’ (206).

Sin, Guilt, and Responsibility
In his second chapter treating ‘Man as Sinner’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 208–240) Niebuhr further elaborates the collective egotism of groups and nations from Moral Man and Immoral Society, the inequality of guilt as it relates to power and responsibility, and the matter of sensuality as sin as it relates to pride. Poignancy is added to the 1932 discussion of collective egotism and group fanaticism by the rise of the Hitler state into a war machine. Individuals too readily acquiesce in the will of a larger entity, even though the group is ‘more arrogant, hypocritical, self-centred and more ruthless’ than individual persons (208). Among manifestations of spiritual pride, the nation state is ‘most able to make absolute claims for itself, to enforce these claims by power and to give them plausibility and credibility by the majesty and panoply of its apparatus’. In such situations the capacity for self-transcendence and self-criticism seem ‘unstable and ephemeral compared to its organs of will’ (210). In a grotesque manifestation of spiritual pride, Nazi propaganda pretended that an Aryan victory would rid the world of an inferior Jewish and liberal culture, a deed that would not only allegedly improve Germany but also serve as a gift to the larger world (211). Self-justifying group egotism is widely exhibited in human history. Augustine made the same point by asserting that even a band of robbers retains a degree of honour (216 n8). Power struggles of the Middle Ages show that a church as well as the state can ‘become the vehicle of collective egotism’ (217). For his part Luther was more intent upon challenging the pride of the pope than in provoking the arrogance of kings, while Machiavelli, who ‘fashioned the moral autonomy of the state’ also eased the way for Nazi decadence, the most daemonic form of national and tribal self-assertion in modernity (217–218).

Niebuhr’s use of the phrase ‘equality of sin and inequality of guilt’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 219) distinguishes between the internal fact of sin, understood only through introspection, and the inevitability that power inequities increase the degree of guilt in social and political life. Guilt is both an inner experience in the form of contrition and the result of a judgement made about the misuse of power, as in a court of law. If historic Catholicism erred on the side of undue reliance on its ability to categorize moral infractions according to distinctions of natural law, historic Protestantism erred in its charge of total depravity, the ultimate claim of sin’s universality. Between these two historic extremes Niebuhr insists that an ‘ascertainable inequality of guilt’ represents the actual historical consequences of sin for which the sinner must be held responsible. If the universality of sin is an inducement to ‘re-examine superficial moral judgments’, the inequality of guilt requires a theologian to take seriously the power relationships within any given social order. By referring to the rich, powerful, noble, and righteous (e.g. Amos 6: 4; Isaiah 8:4; Luke 1: 46–55; the Magnificat), Biblical prophetic teaching also recognizes that power differentially affects the lives of the poor and less significant.

In returning to ‘sin as sensuality’, Nature and Destiny recognizes that strands of historic Christian theology as well as its present-day cultivated critics associate sin with sexuality (Niebuhr 1964, I: 228–240). Compared to pride, which is known only in its consequences, the pursuit of physical desires (e.g. sexual license, gluttony, drunkenness) is a more discernible form of social anarchy. Among Greek rationalists and Christian moralists, physical excesses of life receive special notoriety. Although he insists that sensuality derives from ‘the primal sin of self-love’, Niebuhr acknowledges a degree of puzzlement: ‘Is sensuality, in other words, a form of idolatry which makes the self god; or is it an alternative idolatry in which the self, conscious of the inadequacy of its self-worship, seeks escape by finding some other god?’ (233). His answer that sensuality probably combines self-assertion with an escape from the self seems cogent, as far as it goes. But the passages in question also demonstrate that Nature and Destiny failed to attend to the further possibilities of Kierkegaardian analysis concerning despair of finitude, or despair of weakness, situations where the self is reluctant to assume responsibilities, declines to take risks, or to stand out from the crowd, as noted by feminist interpreters of Niebuhr on sin (Miles 2001; Green 2017). Put in different language: Niebuhr’s account of sin lacks an adequate account of sloth, the inertia of self that fails to realize itself by hiding in the secure routines of existence.

In a chapter on ‘Original Sin and Man’s Responsibility’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 241–264) Niebuhr addresses the apparent absurdity that the Christian doctrine of sin is at once held to be ‘prompted by an ineluctable fate’ and yet arises in a way that humans are ‘nevertheless to be held responsible for actions’ (241). Western theological traditions stumble when wanting to insist that the will is not free not to sin yet somehow must be considered to be free if humans are to be held accountable as moral agents. Luther’s bondage of the will spoke of free will virtually as an illusion fostered by the devil, while the Pelagian alternatives to original sin located sin not so much in the will, which is essentially free, as in ‘the inertia of nature’ (245). Among Pelagians and in the Greek pre-Augustinian Church the original act of sin belonged to Adam without repercussions for subsequent humanity, whereas in Friedrich Schleiermacher and the Social Gospel sin is located in ‘the inherited sloth in history rather than in each man’s own sensual nature’ (246). In turn semi-Pelagianism, the dominant teaching of Catholicism, over promises the abiding nature of human goodness. Its contention that only an added gift (donum superadditum) is lost in the Fall does not endanger or corrupt essential human goodness. Against these interpretations of human nature Niebuhr argues for the fragility of the human self. Nature and Destiny views both Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism as erroneously fostering the modern ‘cultural lag theory of sin’, which rests upon the illusion that knowledge and education taken by themselves can improve human shortcomings. Compared to such views the teaching of St Paul in Romans 7 better preserves complex interior truths of human selfhood against the attacks of rationalism and too simple moralism.

Niebuhr’s view that sin is inevitable but not heritable gains depth and perspective from Kierkegaard’s teaching that sin, far from being inherited, ‘presupposes itself’ through half-conscious elements of temptation that arise from the ‘dizziness of freedom’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 252 n1, citing Begriff der Angst). Temptation (which is never necessity) thus provokes ‘the inevitability of sin’ because prior unbelief in God and rebellion from God as the ground of existence is presupposed in the situation in which sin arises. Being unable or unwilling to designate this prior condition further in an ontological sense (Rees 2003) is the apparent price Niebuhr is willing to pay for departing from a literal or inherited sense of original sin. Despite the inevitability of sin, human responsibility for sin arises because, even if a sinful act traffics in the preceding sins of an individual, the fresh act of sin is not determined. In the process of introspection diverse moments of self-awareness comingle in the moral life. The continued discussion of ‘responsibility despite inevitability’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 255–260) insists that one’s very contemplation of the act of sin ‘involves both the discovery and the reassertion of its freedom’. Accordingly, an act of repentance ‘discovers that some degree of conscious [i.e. freely chosen] dishonesty’ accompanied the act, and thus pre-existed. The self can also be so deeply habituated to standards of sinful action that it is incapable of either remorse or repentance, even while free to do so in principle. Yet having an uneasy conscience has great significance to Niebuhr, since it cannot arise apart from some (however vague or explicit) sense of higher moral responsibility. The experiences of an uneasy conscience are ‘religious experiences, though they are not always explicitly or consciously religious’. In the last analysis the sheer complexity of human selfhood allows the competing sense of freedom and inevitability to coexist. ‘There is only one self. Sometimes the self acts and sometimes it contemplates its actions.’ In acting, the self simultaneously feels the weight of moral incertitude (inevitability of sin), while in contemplating its action it discovers itself in the act of choice itself (its freedom).

Justitia Originalis
But if the Fall of Adam is symbolic, not historic, the same holds for a pre-Fall state of paradise, innocence, or bliss, justitia originalis or original righteousness. In the final chapter of Nature and Destiny’s treatment of sin, the claims made by Catholic tradition on behalf of an essential human nature and natural law traditions are subjected to criticism (Niebuhr 1964, I: 265–300). As he breaks with tradition and proposes the human capacity for ‘the law of love’ as the transcendent norm, a kind of experience of the good dwelling within our nature, Niebuhr again highlights the teaching of the third chapter of Interpretation, from 1935. What may seem like a memory of original blessedness in the self is understood to consist of an abiding sense of a transcendent law of love, earlier identified in Nature and Destiny as the imago Dei. ‘The sense of a conflict between what man is and ought to be finds universal expression, even though the explanations of the conflict are usually contradictory and confused’ (266). The distinction of ‘is’ and ‘ought’ within human nature does not require additional speculation on an earlier, but only hypothetical and now lost, human condition.

At the same time, Nature and Destiny also acknowledges the weight of ‘natural endowments’ (physical and social characteristics, racial and sexual differentiations) as these coexist with the freedom of our spirit and transcendence over natural processes. If the requirements and perfections of such endowments arise from natural law (a preoccupation of Catholic tradition), the second aspect of our essential nature is endowed with the Pauline theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. In love, where spirit meets spirit, ‘the cohesions of nature are qualified and transmuted by this relationship’ (272). Sin neither destroys our essential nature nor eliminates the fact that a ‘sense of obligation’ makes a claim upon us in our present sinful state. Consistent with his previous line of argument Niebuhr is just as concerned to critique the Catholic explanation of ‘original righteousness’ as a ‘supernatural gift’ (donum supernaturale) lost in the Fall, as he is concerned to deny the elements within Protestantism that teach total depravity and the destruction of our essential nature. If we inquire further into the locus of an ‘original righteousness’ or ‘perfection before the Fall’ within living consciousness of the self, Niebuhr describes this as ‘perfection before the act’ (278). Original righteousness refers to the sense of the good, and by extension the presence and reality of God, that is held in contemplation as one looks back upon and judges previous or unjust claims or acts of the self. Here, as elsewhere, deep echoes of Paul’s Romans, chapter 7, embodying the law of love in a conflicted self, run through Nature and Destiny.

Yet it is a mistake to think that our essential nature (always ‘the good self’) gives the individual any assurance that prior misdeeds won’t be repeated. Meanwhile, natural endowments, even when considered from the perspective of natural law, interact with the virtues of faith, hope, and love as these come to bear on the former. Hence, distinctions made between Catholic natural law accounts of humans as organic creatures and our free spirit (the realm of faith, hope, and love) ‘can only be tentative and provisional’. The norms of the former—strictures regarding birth control, sexual ethics, male dominance over women, or just war doctrine—do not stand alone. They must be assessed, judged, tempered, and reformulated through the values of faith, hope, and love without falling into moral relativism. In light of feminist critiques of Niebuhr on sin it is worth noting his view that ‘no definition of the natural law between the sexes can be made without embodying something of the sin of male arrogance into the standard’ and also that human freedom as a unique capacity ‘makes it difficult to set precise standards for all time for any kind of relationship including the relation between the sexes’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 282). In the end, the creative potential of the law of love, which continually challenges natural law theorizing in Niebuhr’s thought, also challenges all unduly pessimistic theories of the human, even if, at the same time, it is never possible to achieve a Christian utopia.

A Retrospective Reflection
This chapter on sin has traced Niebuhr’s ideas and their permutations through his publications of the 1930s and 1940s, ranging from his earliest work through his magnum opus, The Nature and Destiny of Man. Along that trajectory his 1935 treatment of sin in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics stands as a decisive turning point. Niebuhr’s lifelong themes unfolded steadily from the 1930s to the 1950s and beyond: self-preoccupation as the overarching sin of pride, the interplay between individual and collective egoism, the law of love as a normative standard in the pursuits of proximate justice, the critique of the optimistic illusions of liberalism, whether in theology or political life. Throughout his teaching on sin an ever-present sense of irony illumines the human condition, including how the self-confident virtue of individuals and groups so readily turns into vice. Understood theologically, all this remains in place as human rebellion in the face of the mystery of God.

At the same time, interpreters of Niebuhr’s teaching on sin encounter a conundrum in his 1965 self-reckoning, Man’s Nature and His Communities. Intended to clarify how his theological lifework relates to secular political philosophy, the book’s ‘Introduction: Changing Perspectives’ leaves readers with a degree of perplexity regarding how, in the last years of his life, he regarded the theological grounding of his teaching on sin. There he states:

I made a rather unpardonable pedagogical error in Nature and Destiny of Man, which I hope I have corrected in the present volume. My theological preoccupation prompted me to define the persistence and universality of man’s self-regard as ‘original sin’. This was historically and symbolically correct. But my pedagogical error consisted in seeking to challenge modern optimism with the theological doctrine which was anathema to modern culture. I was in fact proud and heedless because I had taken pains to deny the historicity of the primitive myth of the fall of Adam in the garden, which Paul had associated with the doctrine of original sin….
(Niebuhr 1965, 23–24)

At stake here is the degree to which a shift of perspective may be a partial retraction. Noting that the ‘substantial agreement’ of realist political philosophers did not extend to his ‘theological presuppositions’, Niebuhr further states: ‘This present volume, dealing with the same human nature, will understandably use more sober symbols of describing well-known facts’ and repeats his agreement with the thesis of a reviewer in the Times Literary Supplement that ‘The doctrine of original sin is the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith’ (Niebuhr 1965, 24). The 1964 preface to Nature and Destiny similarly expresses a regret that the ‘legendary character’ of the Fall and the ‘dubious connotations’ of original sin tend to obscure his interpretation of human nature (Niebuhr 1964, viii; Lovin 1995, 130–131).

In the ensuing Man’s Nature and His Communities title essay on idealist and realist political theories Niebuhr wholly resorts to secular language, the conflict between excessive self-regard and pursuits of justice, as he restates the relative weight of realism and idealism in his political teaching. The shift made here is typically taken as more semantic than substantive, a shift of emphasis more than a retraction. If sin is empirical, then its reality can indeed be put into secular language. Yet a degree of difficulty remains since readers of Niebuhr also know that a sense of sin only arises through the introspective conscience; the effects and grave disorders provoked by sin are empirical, not one’s internal self-awareness or God relationship.

It is possible to hold that Niebuhr’s secularity surfaces more clearly amid these ‘Changing Perspectives’. His preference to be known as a teacher of social ethics with relative disinterest in ‘the nice points of pure theology’ (Niebuhr 1956, 3) is consistent with a desire to make the political ramifications of his work as clear and fully relevant as possible. A slight tilt in favour of John Locke and social contract theory in Man’s Nature and His Communities may have been intended to thwart efforts to claim Niebuhr as a political conservative instead of, in his 1955 self-designation, a ‘realistic liberal’ (Herberg 1961, 379, 394; Niebuhr 1955, 13). When a philosophical critic chides him for having modified his long-term theological predilections (Randall 1966), it sounds very much like Niebuhr’s theological naysayers who routinely regard aspects of his Christian anthropology with suspicion. In the end, there is reason to believe that the query posed by Langdon Gilkey in pondering Niebuhr’s legacy will continue to be asked by future generations: ‘What of modernity did he challenge and what of modernity did he unconsciously appropriate in writing his theology?’ (Gilkey 2001, 79).
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chapter 16


Love


Frederick V. Simmons







Although perhaps seemingly marginal to the political and social analyses for which he is renowned, love is central to Reinhold Niebuhr’s thought. Of course, Niebuhr extolled his Christian Realism by repeatedly invoking history’s putative refutation of the myriad attempts to derive responsible political arrangements or social ethics directly from love. Nevertheless, Niebuhr rooted that realism in his theological anthropology and the claim that love is the law of human nature. Needless to say, neither Niebuhr’s theological anthropology nor Christian Realism is reducible to love. On the contrary, both insist that human beings inevitably sin and so cannot fulfil their nature in history. However, love is fundamental to Niebuhr’s understanding of human being, the moral life, and the Christian Gospel, and hence integral to his assessment of human beings’ political and social prospects, exigencies, and ends.

Yet, for all its importance to his thought, aspects of Niebuhr’s understanding of love remain elusive. He came closest to defining love in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, depicting it as the ‘conscious impulse of unity between life and life’, ‘the complete identification of life with life’, and ‘an uncoerced giving of the self to the object of its devotion’ (Niebuhr 2013, 38, 163, 209). However, Niebuhr later sought to distance himself from the views he affirmed in that book and declined to defend it from criticism (Niebuhr 1984b, 510–511). Rather than venture alternative definitions, Niebuhr elsewhere concentrated on delineating what he regarded love’s pivotal characteristics and effects. Harmony is chief among them, and he repeatedly described love as a ‘harmony of life with life’ or ‘frictionless harmony’ (Niebuhr 2013, 214; 1964, I: 16–17, 146, II: 78, 81; 1949, 231). By harmony, in turn, Niebuhr intended a state ‘in which all inner contradictions within the self, and all conflicts and tensions between the self and the other are overcome by the complete obedience of all wills to the will of God’ (1964, II: 246).

This is obviously an exacting standard and Niebuhr presented it as an ‘ideal possibility of perfect love’. Still, as an ideal this vision indicates several of the key features that Niebuhr ascribed to love. In ‘Love and Law in Protestantism and Catholicism’, Niebuhr identified four of them: universal, sacrificial, forgiving, and standing in the place of the other (Niebuhr 1986, 147–157). While the comprehensive character of Niebuhr’s ideal of love accounts for its universality, Niebuhr believed the sinfulness of history renders love sacrificial and forgiving (1964, II: 68, 82, 96; 1986, 149–150; 1957, 269). Finally, love’s self-transcendence follows from Niebuhr’s interpretation of agape. According to Niebuhr, ‘the New Testament used a Stoic word agape and filled it with new meaning when it sought to define the love of the Kingdom of God. This love is something more than even the most refined form of sympathy, for it does not depend upon the likes and dislikes that men may have for each other. It is not determined by interest or passion’ (1957, 219–220). Instead, for Niebuhr ‘the whole beauty and power of Christian agape [resides in] its transcendent freedom over all the prudential considerations of natural ethical attitudes’ (1964, II: 186).

Niebuhr construed love’s self-transcendence as categorically as he conceived its putative harmony. For example, Niebuhr depicted love ‘as an ecstatic impulse of self-giving’ (1957, 25) that leads people ‘to forget [themselves] for the sake of [their] concern for others’ (Niebuhr 1986, 145). Likewise, he insisted that love ‘does not carefully arbitrate between the needs of the self and of the other, since it meets the needs of the other without concern for the self’ (1964, I: 295). In fact, Niebuhr claimed that ‘regard for the self is completely eliminated’ in love and so he glossed it as ‘complete selflessness’ and ‘unprudential heedlessness’ (1964, I: 287; 1957, 27; 1986, 187).

Augustine, Luther, and Christian Realism
Niebuhr’s unqualified, disjunctive understanding of agape emphasizes Christian love’s supposed distinctiveness and is recognizably Protestant, indeed specifically Lutheran. Niebuhr candidly acknowledged as much, insisting that ‘in picturing the possibilities of this love towards all Luther displays the most profound understanding of the meaning of Christian agape, particularly of its completely disinterested motives’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 187). Nevertheless, given that Luther’s account of agape diverges considerably from Augustine’s conception of caritas, Niebuhr’s Christian Realism can obscure his allegiance to Luther’s interpretation of Christian love, for Niebuhr explicitly affiliated that realism with Augustine’s theological anthropology, doctrine of sin, and social analysis, and he disassociated it from Luther’s social ethics. Niebuhr’s frequently generic references to love can also conceal their link to Luther since they fail to register this discrepancy between caritas and agape semantically. Still, Niebuhr was adamant that ‘there are several grave errors in Augustine’s account of love and of the relation of love to self-love’ (Niebuhr 1986, 130).

Niebuhr’s appeal to Anders Nygren to bolster his criticism of Augustine underscores his particularly Lutheran interpretation of Christian love. By the time Niebuhr critiqued Augustine’s conception of love, he had tempered his earlier endorsement of Nygren’s diametrical opposition between agape and eros (Niebuhr 2013, 211 n4; 1964, II: 84 n16; see also 1986, 151–152, 154; 1957, 220; 1949, 178; 1968, 39). Still, Niebuhr explicitly followed Nygren in faulting Augustine for reducing neighbour love to love of God, failing to recognize that with agape ‘the self must sacrifice itself for the other’, and distorting ‘the full paradox of self-realization through self-giving’ (Niebuhr 1986, 136–137, 147). Niebuhr was no doctrinaire Lutheran on these matters and was never a Lutheran by denominational affiliation. Just as he ultimately concluded that Nygren overdrew the distinction between Christian and other conceptions of love, Niebuhr repudiated Luther’s categorical sundering of love from justice, as is explained in a subsequent section. Even so, Niebuhr’s understanding of Christian love extends this Lutheran trajectory and contributes to his Christian Realism.

Niebuhr’s theological anthropology provides the link. Convinced that love is the law of human nature, Niebuhr’s conception of love led him to infer that human beings are called to live in harmony with all life through self-transcendence, forgiveness, and self-sacrifice (1964, I: 287, II: 202, 244; 1957, 25, 50; 1968, 105, 111; 1984b, 512). Correlatively, Niebuhr interpreted failure to live in this way as sin. For example, Niebuhr censured self-centring because it violates self-transcendence (1937, 11; 1964, I: 6–17), self-assertion because it contravenes self-giving (1964, II: 89; 1957, 54), self-love because it defies the harmony of life (1964, II: 290; 1986, 125), and so forth. Niebuhr’s controversial summary characterization of sin as pride readily follows (1964, I: 186, 277; 1949, 171). Since Niebuhr believed human beings are inevitably self-centred, self-assertive, and self-loving, his descriptive but not prescriptive Christian Realism ensues as well.

Niebuhr was thus able to sustain Augustine’s commitment to the ubiquity of sin without Augustine’s historical interpretation of original sin through an extravagant conception of Christian love that elevates the requirements of the law and thereby intensifies its pedagogical/theological use (Niebuhr 2013, 82; 1957, 257; 1952, 21–25). Approving Ernst Troeltsch’s characterization of Jesus’ ethic as ‘love universalism and love perfectionism’, Niebuhr maintained that ‘the ethic of Jesus is an absolute and uncompromising ethic’ (1952, 8; see also 1937, 16; 2013, 48). Human beings inevitably fall short of such comprehensive perfection, leading Niebuhr to regard the law of love an ‘impossible possibility’ (2013, 59; see also 1964, II: 68, 108). Niebuhr’s well-known reticence about sanctification—particularly of social groups—matches his understanding of this law’s demands and reinforces his Christian Realism.

Love’s Paradox
Yet Niebuhr’s extraordinarily rigorous interpretation of Christian love also poses a puzzle for his position. Supposing such love is the law of human nature, humans’ inability to love in this way does not simply leave them with less than the best. It renders them fundamentally dysfunctional (Niebuhr 1952, 214–215; 1957, 153; 1964, I: 272). Moreover, Niebuhr maintained that in itself confrontation with this reality through Christian preaching, personal frustration, or social strife exacerbates this inability because it heightens precisely the self-preoccupation that precludes love’s self-transcendence (1964, II: 111). Befitting his pedagogical/theological use of the law, Niebuhr concluded that human beings require grace to love as they must, and he extolled the Christian good news that God’s love empowers human beings to do so (1964, II: 137; 1986, 146, 197; 1965, 108–109, 125).

However, Niebuhr considered even such God-given power to love insufficient to unleash human love, for ‘without freedom from anxiety man is so enmeshed in the vicious circle of egocentricity, so concerned about himself, that he cannot release himself for the adventure of love’ (1964, I: 272). Human beings therefore need deliverance from the obligation to love if they are ever to meet it. As Niebuhr explained, ‘the injunction, “love thy neighbor as thyself,” is therefore properly preceded both by the commandment, “love the Lord thy God,” and by the injunction, “be not anxious”’ (1964, I: 272). But how can human beings avoid anxiety given their finitude and failure to fulfil the law of their nature? By faith in God’s forgiveness. Hence, Niebuhr held that the Christian Gospel is not only proclamation of the law of love and provision of the power to fulfil it but also the promise of God’s mercy for human beings’ inevitable violation of that law (1964, II: 105; 1952, 1–2, 18; 1957, 153).

If human beings can only love in a way that fulfils the law by being freed from the law, the law must be abrogated to be kept. Conversely, since love is the law of human nature, only forgiveness can free human beings from their failure to love and so the law must be kept to be abrogated. Niebuhr was not troubled by arriving at such antinomies. On the contrary, he claimed ‘the most adequate religion solves its problems in paradoxes rather than schemes of consistency’ (Niebuhr 1952, 197), and he contended that ‘the ultimate paradox of a genuine theism is that only its supramoral pinnacle is able to save its moral values from degeneration’ (2013, 230; see also 1964 I: 166, II: 68, 204).

Indeed, Niebuhr thought Christian love exceeds reason’s canons in several respects. For example, because he regarded love as the law of human nature, Niebuhr believed love fulfils the self. However, because he interpreted such love as completely self-transcending, Niebuhr maintained that seeking self-fulfilment is self-defeating:

[T]he full paradox of self-realization through self-giving…is a scandal in the field of rational ethics as the cross is a scandal in the field of rational religion. Yet it is the source of ultimate wisdom. For the kind of self-giving which has self-realization as its result must not have self-realization as its conscious end; otherwise the self by calculating its enlargement will not escape from itself completely enough to be enlarged.
(Niebuhr 1986, 137; see also 1949, 174–175; 2011, 19; 1986, 152; 1960a, 268; 1937, 106; 2013, 53; 1964, I: 35; 1965, 106–109, 117)

Just as human beings must be freed from the law of love if they are to satisfy it, they can only truly love themselves by loving others with ‘unprudential heedlessness’ (Niebuhr 1986, 187; see also 1986, 150–152; 1984b, 518; 2013, 47–48, 52; 1964, II: 82; 1949, 171, 173, 176, 184, 190, 193, 197).

Love and Justice
The paradox associated with love that interested Niebuhr most concerned its relationship to justice. In a new preface to An Interpretation of Christian Ethics written towards the end of his career, Niebuhr reflected on what he called ‘this central problem of Christian ethics’:

The primary issue is how it is possible to derive a social ethic from the absolute ethic of the gospels. The gospel ethic is absolute because it merely presents the final law of human freedom: The love of God and the neighbor. A social ethic must be concerned with the establishment of tolerable harmonies of life, tolerable forms of justice, and tolerable stabilities in the flux of life. All this must be done, not by asking selfish people to love one another, neither by taking their self-love for granted. These harmonies must be created under ‘conditions of sin.’ That is, a social ethic must assume the persistence of self-regard, but it can not be complacent about any form of partial or parochial loyalty or collective self-interest. (Niebuhr 2013, xxxii)

Given his conception of Christian love, Niebuhr distinguished it sharply from justice (e.g. 1968, 133–134; 1986, 151). And given his insistence on the ‘power and persistence’ of self-love in human life, Niebuhr tirelessly opposed the ‘sentimentality’ of those who interpreted the law of love as directly applicable to social ethics (1986, 140; see also 1986, 130–131, 146; 1957, 25, 97; 2013, xxxi; 1949, 184). Nonetheless, because love is the law of human life, Niebuhr held that no adequate formulation of justice can disregard it (1986, 99). Niebuhr therefore determined that ‘in so far as justice admits the claims of the self, it is something less than love. Yet it cannot exist without love and remain justice. For without the “grace” of love, justice always degenerates into something less than justice’ (Niebuhr 1957, 28).

Like the connection between law and gospel, then, Niebuhr thought the relationship between justice and love complex. Further, he characterized that relationship in multiple—and sometimes seemingly incompatible—ways, illustrating the paradoxical relationship between love and justice that he posited (1957, 248). Keen to counter those who would either assimilate or disassociate love and justice entirely, Niebuhr issued this congeries of competing claims to affirm both the complementarity of love and justice and the contrast between them.

Christological considerations drove Niebuhr to insist on the contrast. For instance, while acknowledging that ‘the prophets drew no sharp distinction between love and justice’, Niebuhr maintained that ‘the Christian idea of love, being drawn from the example of Jesus’ sacrifice, is usually interpreted in terms of such selflessness that it has application purely to individual and not to collective situations’ (Niebuhr 1986, 187). Accordingly, convinced that ‘justice is achieved by an equilibrium of power, by a balance of social forces’, Niebuhr concluded that Christians’ ‘heightening of the agape norm until it reaches sacrificial and forgiving love…explores the final ethical possibilities of the individual, but probably to the embarrassment of an adequate social ethic’ (1986, 187, 195).

More broadly, Niebuhr’s conception of Christian love as frictionless harmony, devoid of all conflicts and tensions, is difficult to reconcile with his notion of justice, since he believed the latter may require ‘self-assertion, resistance, coercion and perhaps resentment’ (Niebuhr 1960a, 257; see also 2013, 201; 1952, 22). Early in his career Niebuhr stated this contrast starkly. As he put it in an essay published in 1932, ‘The struggle for social justice in the present economic order involves the assertion of rights, the rights of the disinherited, and the use of coercion. Both are incompatible with the pure love ethic found in the Gospels. How, then, do we justify the strategy of the “class struggle”? We simply cannot do so in purely Christian terms’ (Niebuhr 1957, 34). In fact, in Moral Man and Immoral Society, the young Niebuhr came close to dissociating love from justice completely, claiming that ‘the religious ideal in its purest form has nothing to do with the problem of social justice. It makes disinterestedness an absolute ideal without reference to social consequences’ (1960a, 263). Even at this initial stage Niebuhr insisted that ‘these two moral perspectives are not mutually exclusive and the contradiction between them is not absolute’ (1960a, 257). Still, he maintained that ‘there is no possibility of harmonizing the two’ and so he proposed accepting ‘a frank dualism’ between them (1960a, 270–271).

At the same time, Niebuhr refused to commend a categorical disjunction between love and justice. On one hand, from the outset Niebuhr claimed that justice requires love to remain just (Niebuhr 1937, 161; 1960a, 258, 266; 1964, II: 254; 1957, 32, 50). For example, Niebuhr condemned Luther’s doctrine of the two kingdoms and attributed its ‘perverse social morality’ to a ‘complete severance’ and ‘absolute distinction’ between love and justice that rendered the latter unjust (1964, II: 192–198; see also 2013, 162; 1949, 185, 199–200; 1986, 151–154). Niebuhr also thought love’s dissatisfaction with every effort to achieve justice serves justice by introducing contrition and precluding complacency (1952, 25; 1960b, 158; 1968, 134–135).

Conversely, Niebuhr resisted casting love and justice as flatly contradictory because he believed love needs justice for social relevance (2013, 131; 1984b, 526). If Luther divorced love and justice too completely, Niebuhr charged liberal Christianity with fatuously eliding the difference between them to equally unjust effect given sin (2013, 186; 1964, II: 88; 1957, 112). Similarly, Niebuhr held that loving multilateral relationships entail the balancing of interests that is inherent to justice (1964, II: 248, 252). Love no less than justice, then, depends upon the other in order to be itself.

Niebuhr used various concepts to integrate the diverse connections he conceived between love and justice. Sometimes he simply referred to their relationship as paradoxical (Niebuhr 1964, II: 247). Often, however, he was more specific, describing the link as dialectical (1964, II: 246–247; 1968, 146; 1986, 143, 150) and depicting the dynamics of their discordant conjunction in several analogous ways—for instance, as both fulfilment and negation (1937, 268–269; 1949, 193; 1964, I: 285, 295; II: 246; 1955, 234), approximation and contradiction (1964, II: 251; 1986, 143), completion and annulment (1986, 152), or positive and negative (1964, II: 256). In some contexts, he categorized love as transcending justice (2013, 31; 1964, II: 74), rising above justice (1957, 25), or placing justice beneath it (1986, 96). In others he tempered even this contrast and characterized justice as a facet (1986, 134), expression (1986, 145, 159; 1959a, 11; 1968, 147), instrument (2013, xxxii; 1986, 157–158; 1955, 234; 1968, 166, 178), servant (1986, 187; 1957, 300; 1960b, 143), application (1984b, 511), echo (2013, 108), or penultimate form of love (1986, 150). Niebuhr could even claim that ‘the love which wills justice must not be excluded from the realm of agape’ (1986, 154). Yet Niebuhr also maintained that love is the ‘abyss’, ‘denial’, and ‘destroy[er]’ of justice (1960b, 164–165).

Niebuhr acknowledged that his compound account of the connection between love and justice ‘strain[s] at the limits of rationality’ (1986, 224). Nevertheless, he insisted that a less dialectical, more obviously consistent analysis would be inadequate, for Niebuhr believed the relationship between love and justice reflects nothing short of ‘the ultimate mystery of the relation of the divine to history’ (1964 II: 68; see also 1937, 268–269; 1986, 224). Still, given Christ’s disclosure of both relationships, Niebuhr equally held that their contours are not wholly inscrutable and the contrasts between their terms not utterly absolute (1964, II: 84–85). Instead, just as love and justice are at once aligned and at odds, Niebuhr thought their relationship comprehensible even as it remains abstruse.

Criticisms
With misgivings virtually as manifold as Niebuhr’s sundry formulations, many have denied that the relationship between love and justice is so convoluted or opaque as Niebuhr claimed. For example, while Niebuhr asserted that love and justice ‘have an equivocal relation’ (1960b, 178–179), Emil Brunner attributed such equivocation to Niebuhr’s alleged failure to clarify his conception of justice or its connection to love (Brunner 1984, 84). Paul Ramsey argued that Niebuhr’s purportedly deficient depiction of the link between love and natural law rendered his interpretation of the relationship between love and justice unnecessarily complex, paradoxical, dialectical, and obscure (Ramsey 1984, 150–152, 157) and more generally that his supposed preoccupation with love’s several types distorted his understanding of love itself (1984, 172–173, 185). By contrast, John Bennett assigned what he deemed Niebuhr’s defective description of love’s relationship to justice to Niebuhr’s inattention to a type of love that blends elements of mutual love and agape yet remains different from both (Bennett 1984, 111–112). Finally, Daniel Williams contended that Niebuhr’s putative confusion about love’s proper aim confounded his exposition of its connection to justice and precluded Niebuhr from offering a coherent account of the moral life (Williams 1984, 286–288).

Several other aspects of Niebuhr’s interpretation of love have been challenged. We note seven of these additional critiques that are particularly significant. To begin, given Jesus’ claim in the Synoptic Gospels that unreserved love of God is the first and greatest commandment, it seems any satisfactory Christian account of love must accommodate such love. However, Niebuhr’s understanding of love considerably limited his ability to do so. For example, in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics Niebuhr approvingly cited Nygren’s contention that ‘God’s love is the ground and pattern of all love’ and embraced Nygren’s conception of God’s love as forgiveness and love of enemies. Niebuhr obviously could not regard God a proper object of forgiveness or an enemy. Accordingly, Niebuhr here concluded that human beings only rightly love other human beings and he construed love of God as simply a motive for human beings’ love of one another (Niebuhr 2013, 211–212).

Niebuhr’s depiction of love as harmony in his Gifford Lectures afforded him broader possibilities, and there he explicitly interpreted the first and greatest commandment as enjoining ‘a harmony between the soul and God’ (1964, I: 286). Yet, because of the other attributes he ascribed to love, Niebuhr quickly clarified that ‘this basic requirement of the love of God is identical with the two terms in the Pauline triad, “faith” and “hope”’ (1964, I: 289). Thus, even in his most sustained theological work Niebuhr qualified his affirmation of love for God, treating it as trust—whether present or future—rather than a discrete human response to God.

Niebuhr’s position is hardly idiosyncratic. Based on Pauline and Johannine statements, Protestants frequently interpret love of God as faith in God and claim that satisfying the second great commandment fulfils the first. Nevertheless, given its impact on his conception of how human beings properly relate to God, Niebuhr’s notion of love is arguably troubling on his own terms. For example, according to Niebuhr, ‘the [human] self is so created in freedom that it cannot realize itself within itself. It can only realize itself in loving relation to its fellows’ (1964, II: 108). Likewise, ‘man…is so created that he cannot fulfill his life except in his fellowmen’ (1986, 245). Or again, ‘love is the fruit of [the Christian] spirit. Martyrs and saints, missionaries and prophets, apostles and teachers of the faith, have showed forth in their lives the pity and tenderness toward their fellow men which is the crown of the Christian life’ (2013, 214–215). Since Niebuhr regarded love as the law of human nature, he naturally insisted that human beings can only fulfil themselves in love. However, because Niebuhr’s understanding of love led him to construe appropriate human love of God as faith or hope—or even to deny that human beings rightly love God at all—Niebuhr could not consistently interpret human fulfilment in relation to God. Instead, his conception of the human telos had to be wholly inter-human.

Niebuhr’s position therefore proves the foil of what he believed Augustine’s mistaken view. Niebuhr contended that ‘Augustine’s conception of caritas and amor dei’ distorts ‘the agape of the New Testament’ such that ‘the meeting of the neighbor’s need without regard to any ultimate religious intention is emptied of meaning. The love of the neighbor is for him not part of a double love commandment, but merely the instrument of a single love commandment which bids us flee all mortality, including the neighbor, in favor of the immutable good’ (Niebuhr 1986, 136). However, to paraphrase, given Niebuhr’s understanding of love, the love of God is for him not part of a double love commandment, but merely the motive of a single love commandment which bids us to find our fulfilment in our fellows. A rather humanistic rendering of Christianity seems to result, and indeed Stanley Hauerwas objected that ‘[Niebuhr’s] theology is in fact anthropology’ (Hauerwas 2001, 117; see also 131; Song, 1997, 78–82).

A second criticism disputes Niebuhr’s exaltation of utter self-transcendence as the pinnacle of love and instead maintains that mutuality is its acme (1964, II: 247). Were Niebuhr to have regarded mutuality as love’s zenith he could have straightforwardly accommodated love for God and would have extolled reciprocal rather than unilateral love as the ideal sort of human relationship. Instead, Niebuhr maintained that ‘love is purest where it desires no returns for itself’ (1960a, 265; see also 1964, II: 84–85); that ‘the moral perfection, which the New Testament regards as normative, transcends history…as suffering love transcends mutual love’ (1964, II: 92; see also 1960a, 266; 1964, II: 74; 1968, 106; 1986, 227); and that ‘mutual love…fall[s] short of love in its ultimate form…[for] heedless love [is] the final norm of love’ (1986, 150, see also 1957, 32; 1968, 133–134). To be clear, Niebuhr recognized mutuality as a form of love and even considered it ‘the highest possibility of history’ (1964, II: 247; see also 1964, II: 68–69, 74, 88; 1986, 150–151). Still, Niebuhr generally insisted that love’s quintessence is not mutuality but disinterest (1960a, 263; 1964, II: 71, 74, 84 n16, 92, 247; 1986, 150–151; however see also 1957, 31; 1960a, 265–266).

Catholics have frequently countered that mutuality ‘holds pride of place among Christian loves’ (Vacek 1994, xvi; see also 280; D’Arcy 1956, 31, 128–129; Pope 2016, 210). Protestants have also been critical (Williams 1968, 36–37, 46; King 1986, 20, 140; Post 1990, 10–11, 17, 22, 33–34, 116). For instance, although John Burnaby commended Niebuhr’s fidelity to Augustine in other respects, he maintained that mutual love ‘surely, is the Holy of Holies of the New Testament’ (Burnaby 1938, 18; see also 10 n3, 307, and 310). Even Lutheran ethicist Gene Outka rejected this aspect of Niebuhr’s position and instead contended that mutuality is love’s ‘final ideal fruition’ (Outka 1972, 37; see also 175–176; 1992, 8, 66, 88–89, 102 n166). Feminist ethicists—both Catholic and Protestant—have also widely championed mutuality as the apex of love and often explicitly censured Niebuhr’s alternative account (Andolsen 1981, 77–79; Harrison 1985, 18, 28, 41). Echoes of the pure love controversy reverberate in this dispute and Niebuhr’s view has perennially proven the minority opinion.

A third objection criticizes Niebuhr’s interpretation of Christian love as inherently self-sacrificial (1986, 227). Here again feminist theologians have posed several important challenges. For example, Judith Plaskow, Susan Dunfee, and Daphne Hampson claimed that Niebuhr’s identification of love with self-sacrifice ignores women’s experience and is often liable to aggravate their sin by promoting undue self-abnegation, and so is at best a partial account that commonly proves pernicious to women and others struggling to cultivate a self of their own (Plaskow 1980, 51, 86–87, 92–93, 166; Dunfee 1982, 320–324; and Hampson 1986, 47, 49; 1990, 121–127, 155). Judith Vaughan warned that Niebuhr’s conception of love as sacrificial occludes its proper role in virtuous political action and thereby impedes women’s struggle to redress oppression (Vaughn 1983, 63, 195). Such protests antedate Niebuhr. Elizabeth Stanton, for instance, once instructed a journalist to ‘put it down in capital letters: SELF-DEVELOPMENT IS A HIGHER DUTY THAN SELF-SACRIFICE. The thing which most retards and militates against women’s self-development is self-sacrifice’ (cited in Gilligan 1982, 129). Still, Niebuhr’s doctrine of love prompted many second-wave Christian feminists to insist that sacrifice ‘is not a central moral goal or virtue in the Christian life’ (Harrison 1985, 18).

Numerous Augustinian Protestants have also disagreed with Niebuhr on this score. Among their multiple critiques, three have proven especially noteworthy. First, while Paul Ramsey agreed with Niebuhr that self-sacrifice is Christian love’s essential motive, he denied that it is love’s essential ‘external behavior’ (Ramsey 1984, 172, italics original). Second, Gene Outka and Timothy Jackson joined Ramsey in insisting that love is primarily about affirming the other’s good, not sacrificing one’s own (Ramsey 1984, 170–176; Outka 1972, 276–278; Jackson, 2003, 24–25). Consequently, third, all three maintained that self-sacrifice ‘is simply one possible exemplification and by-product of devotion to others for their own sakes’ rather than the hallmark of Christian love as Niebuhr contended (Outka 1972, 278–279).

A fourth critique rejects Niebuhr’s claim that Christian love entails non-resistance to evil. Love can be wholly self-transcending and inherently self-sacrificial while also resisting all that opposes it. Indeed, loving opposition to evil may require self-transcendence and self-sacrifice. Nonetheless, Niebuhr insisted that Christian love eschews not only violence but resistance. ‘If Christians are to live by the “way of the Cross” they ought to practice non-resistance. They will find nothing in the gospels which justifies non-violent resistance as an instrument of love perfectionism’ (Niebuhr 2013, 185; see also 1960a, 264; 2013, 46–48; 1964, II: 72; 1952, 10; 1959b, 149).

Both those who maintain that Christian love may resort to violence and those who deny it have impugned this aspect of Niebuhr’s account. For example, drawing on a distinction between love’s private and public vocations he traced to Ambrose and Augustine, Paul Ramsey argued that Christian love does not resist in self-defence but permits and can even require violent resistance to protect neighbours from injustice (Ramsey 1950, 166–184; 1961, 178; 1968, 143). In fact, Ramsey averred that love of neighbours and even enemies may enjoin resistance to protect oneself if necessary to avoid burdening the former or abetting the latter (Ramsey 1950, 176–177; 1984, 176). Stronger still, Timothy Jackson asserted that ‘it is not that in the political sphere we leave love behind, but rather that here love leaves (or may leave) nonviolence behind’ (Jackson 2003, 110; italics original).

Many who interpret Christian love as non-violent in every sphere have likewise rejected Niebuhr’s contention that it is non-resistant, albeit for other reasons. For instance, G. H. C. MacGregor alleged that ‘in spite of Niebuhr’s argument under this head, the emphasis in the New Testament is much more on “non-retaliation” than on “non-resistance”’ (MacGregor 1941, 76). Richard Harries continued, ‘is the term “non-resistance” an accurate one to describe the impact of the kingdom of God and what it asks of us? Every line of the Gospels witnesses to God’s resistance to evil in all its forms…A different terminology is needed to describe the character of Jesus’ actions and I prefer the phrase “non-coercive resistance”’ (Harries 1986, 109). A. J. Muste joined this dissent, although instead of non-coercive resistance he claimed that ‘nonviolent resistance…is the expression of love in society’ (Muste 2016, 243). Indeed, despite endorsing other aspects of Niebuhr’s social thought, Martin Luther King located love ‘at the center of nonviolence’ and stressed ‘that there is a great deal of difference between nonresistance to evil and nonviolent resistance’ (King 1986, 8, 335; see also 7–9, 16–17, 19, 62, 82, 87–88, 335–336; Burtt 1984, 441–442).

A fifth criticism contests Niebuhr’s assertion that Christian love is only obliquely germane to social ethics. Given his conception of love as utterly self-transcending, self-sacrificial, and non-resistant, Niebuhr inferred that ‘the ethic of Jesus…has nothing to say about the relativities of politics and economics…The absolutism and perfectionism of Jesus’ love…does not establish a connection with the horizontal points of a political or social ethic’ (2013, 39; see also 1957, 30, 38; 1960a, 263–264; 1984a, 8). ‘For this reason’, Niebuhr explained, ‘Christianity really had no social ethic until it appropriated the Stoic ethic’ (2013, 150). To be sure, Niebuhr’s dialectical interpretation of the relationship between love and justice also led him to argue that ‘there are no complex relations of social justice to which the love of the Kingdom of God is not relevant’ (1964, II: 204; see also 2013, 104–105, 117; 1964, II: 179, 195; 1952, 25–27; 1986, 154–155; 1957, 154). Still, Niebuhr regarded the contrast between the exigencies of pure love and the compromises of social ethics so stark that he concluded ‘it is not even right to insist that every action of the Christian must conform to agape, rather than to the norms of relative justice and mutual love by which life is maintained and conflicting interests are arbitrated in history’ (1964, II: 88).

Magisterial and Radical Reformation social ethicists alike would no doubt controvert this feature of Niebuhr’s position. For example, Walter Rauschenbusch contended that social ethics are the substance of Christian love, rather than at most merely motivated by it as Niebuhr affirmed (Rauschenbusch 1915, 98; compare Niebuhr 2013, xxxi–xxxii). Likewise, while Niebuhr claimed that God’s ‘disinterested love’ can only be symbolized in history ‘by complete powerlessness, or rather by a consistent refusal to use power in the rivalries of history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 72), King countered that:

one of the great problems of history is that the concepts of love and power have usually been contrasted as opposites—polar opposites—so that love is identified with a resignation of power, and power with a denial of love…[However] love without power is sentimental and anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands of justice.
(King 1986, 247; see also Niebuhr 1964, II: 22; King 1986, 83, 124, 139–140; and Williams 1949, 86–93)

Similarly, Gustavo Gutiérrez construed Christian love as essentially social and necessarily manifest in liberating praxis that seeks comprehensive justice and fellowship (Gutiérrez 1988, xxx, 97, 113, 116, 174). Beverly Harrison, too, rejected Niebuhr’s relegation of love to personal relations and instead considered it integral to proper Christian participation in social, economic, and political emancipation (Harrison 1985, 27–29, 83, 240–241, 260–261, 263). Finally, in opposition to the Niebuhrian notion that ‘as far as that social order is concerned which it is up to us to administer today and tomorrow, [Jesus’] demands are without immediate relevance. Love, self-sacrifice, and nonviolence provide no basis for taking responsibility in this work’, John Howard Yoder summoned contemporary biblical scholarship to argue that ‘the ministry and the claims of Jesus are best understood as presenting…not the avoidance of political options, but one particular social-political-ethical option’ (Yoder 1994, 104, 11; see also 97, 105–109).

A sixth concern objects that Niebuhr’s account of love ascribes sin and evil directly to God’s creation. Niebuhr repeatedly affirmed that love is the law not only of human nature but life itself (Niebuhr 1937, 106, 181, 182, 258; 2013, 107, 131; 1964, I: 287, II: 56, 82; 1952, 21–22, 198, 214–215). Given Niebuhr’s interpretation of love as frictionless harmony, this law means that life should be unified, ‘the conflict of life with life’ ought to be resolved (2013, 149–150), and ‘each life [rightly] affirms the interests of the other’ (1957, 50; see also 2013, 67; 1964, II: 51, 85; 1957, 27). Although Niebuhr referred to life in such passages, he often seemed to have simply human life in mind. Nonetheless, Niebuhr also expressly attributed to nature an ‘original’ and ‘frictionless harmony’ that he believed human sin disrupts (1964, I: 236, II: 78–81; see also 2011, 61; 2013, 219) and non-human organisms’ self-centring disturbs (2013, 92).

The notion that frictionless, self-transcending harmony is the law of life could seem to betray a fundamental misunderstanding of biological processes. After all, natural harmony—to the degree that it exists—emerges from thoroughly agonistic, even conflictual, dynamics. However, Niebuhr’s conception of nature was far from sentimental. He embraced non-human animals’ adherence to the ‘law of the jungle’ (1937, 294) and even human pain and mortality as features of God’s good creation rather than punishments for its sin (1964, I: 169, 174–177). Further, he acknowledged that ‘the total system of nature in which [the individual] stands…sets [the individual’s] life in competition with other life’ (Niebuhr 2013, 202) and thus he conceded that there is a ‘conflict between the ideal of love and the necessities of natural life’ (2013, 188; see also 2013, 207; 1964, I: 192, II: 20). In fact, according to Niebuhr:

[E]very naturalistic ethic can demand no more than harmony within chaos, love within the possibilities set by human egoism. A prudential ethic, seeking to relate life to life on the level of nature, is either based upon the illusion that a basic natural harmony between life exists…or it is forced to give sanction to the conflict of egoistic individuals and groups as of the very essence of human character. (2013, 38)

Niebuhr, then, was not naive about nature. Instead, in regarding love as frictionless harmony the law of life, Niebuhr invoked an ideal that transcends nature—even as originally created (2013, 37–38, 106–107, 113–114; 1964, I: 286–287, II: 74–75; see also Gustafson 1986, 32).

Such a transcendent ideal is ethically and theologically pivotal for Niebuhr, since it renders sin pervasive yet not the cause of nature’s difficulty and dissonance as much of Western Christendom has claimed (1964, I: 167–177). Niebuhr considered this a crucial corrective and the natural sciences arguably give Christians reason to agree. Nevertheless, such a transcendent ideal also thereby implies that nature inherently violates its norm. And indeed, Niebuhr repeatedly characterized natural phenomena as sinful, evil, and transgressive (2013, 92, 97, 114, 219; 1964, I: 181–182, 278, II: 73, 80). More broadly, because Niebuhr rejected the notion that sin changed nature’s fundamental structures, his interpretation of love effectively portrays God’s creation itself as requiring God’s redemption (2013, 41; 1964, I: 185–186, II: 77–81, 85, 95–97, 295; 1986, 223–224). Admittedly, Niebuhr presented the relationship between sin and what he called finiteness dialectically and did not explicitly state that God’s creation per se needs to be delivered from evil (1964, I: 178–186). Still, Niebuhr asserted that nature—especially human nature—as created by God innately falls short of the law of love, harbours sin and evil, and hence must be transformed in order to fulfil that law and be rightly related to God and itself. These are major departures from Augustine that elicit basic Christian dissent (Milbank 1997, 235–241, 243–244; Simmons 2014, 103–116; Williams 1949, 86–93, 104).

A final, related objection contends that Niebuhr was wrong to posit God’s love as the transcendent ideal he identified as the law of human nature and life itself. According to Niebuhr, ‘the same Christ who is accepted by faith as the revelation of the character of God is also regarded as the revelation of the true character of man’, because God’s perfect love is also the essence of human nature (Niebuhr 1964, I: 146–147; see also 1964, II: 40; 1984a, 20). Niebuhr recognized that God’s perfect love ‘transcends history’ and even finiteness, and thus might seem too elevated a standard for human life (1964, I: 146–147, 184, II: 74–81). Nevertheless, he believed the Christian messianic titles ‘Son of God’ and ‘second Adam’ combine to disclose God’s perfect love as the human norm, not least because as second Adam ‘the perfection of Christ not only re-establishes but exceeds the primitive perfection’ of the first Adam (1964, II: 77; see also 1964, I: 163, II: 68; 1957, 53). Further, Niebuhr insisted that human nature itself inherently transcends history and finiteness, and hence requires an equally transcendent norm (2013, 213–214; 1964, II: 74–75; 1957, 54). Niebuhr therefore concluded that human beings are ‘under obligation to emulate the love of God’ (2013, 211; see also 2013, 46; 1957, 31; 1964, II: 88).

Both Catholic and Protestant ethicists have demurred, arguing that human love must depart from God’s own in some respects if humans are to love as God requires due to ontological differences between God and God’s creatures. For example, while Niebuhr conceived of God’s love as wholly disinterested and impartial (Niebuhr 1960a, 71; 2013, 46; 1964, II: 72), Stephen Pope maintained that ‘affective proximity’ and ‘role responsibilities’ render human loves properly partial and thus ‘in this regard, our friendship love is decidedly unlike God’s, while still conforming to God’s will for us’ (Pope 2016, 215). James Gustafson concurred, urging that, ‘our Christian vocation is more to respond to the gracious action of God in our relationships to one another than to emulate the self-sacrificing love of God…We are called upon to obey not love, but God…The Christian moral life is lived not only in obedience to a command to love, but more fundamentally in obedience to a loving God’ (Gustafson 1957, 132–133).

Assessment
With his influential interpretation of love’s primacy in human life, Niebuhr insightfully displayed the cogency and power of conceiving Christianity as more concerned with sin than finitude or ignorance (1964, I: 147, II: 25, 91–92). He also thereby compellingly articulated the Christian importance of history, ethics, and politics (1984a, 11, 18–21). At the same time, Niebuhr’s substantive account of Christian love raises many fundamental questions. Niebuhr’s reluctance to define love arguably disposed him to mistake some of love’s potential manifestations for its essence, eliciting multifaceted criticism. Likewise, despite seemingly pivotal Scriptural support, the distinctively Lutheran aspects of Niebuhr’s conception of love generally constitute a dissenting view in several long-standing Christian disagreements. Nonetheless, taken together the primacy and substance Niebuhr attributed to love at once challenged human conceit, chastened political pretension, and heightened the significance of faith in God’s forgiveness. In addition, they rendered Niebuhr virtually unique among major contemporary American political theologians in denying that Christianity is principally praxis (Niebuhr 1959b, 88; Simmons 2018).

Paradoxically, then, by foregrounding his account of love’s substance, Niebuhr’s affirmation of love as the law of human nature led him to conclude that the Christian Gospel is not mainly God’s revelation of that law and its meaning or empowerment of human beings to meet it but God’s mercy for humans’ failure to do so (1964, II: 59; 1952, 1–2; 1957, 49). However, this paradox can only be part of Christianity’s good news, for if love is the law of human nature, human beings cannot be fulfilled simply by being loved but must also themselves love (Niebuhr 1964, I: 272; 1952, 21–22; 1957, 50). And indeed, Niebuhr thought this paradox yields another that completes the Gospel, namely that faith in God’s forgiveness of human beings’ failure to love releases human beings from self-concern and thus is just what enables them to love self-transcendently and thereby fulfil the law of human nature and themselves (1964, I: 289, II: 98–126; 1949, 233–234). Although Niebuhr’s account of love and the relationship between law and Gospel is therefore unmistakably Lutheran, his conception of the connection between faith and works remains thoroughly Augustinian.

Niebuhr believed these theological paradoxes that love engenders are manifest and validated in the paradoxical relation of sacrificial and mutual love in history. Niebuhr conceded that these loves are evidently opposed. All the same, he insisted that sacrificial love is integral to mutual love, for without it self-concern ineluctably precludes the self-transcendence that mutual love requires (1964, II: 69, 82; 1984b, 518). Even so, Niebuhr denied Christian love rightly aims at the mutual love it may produce. Part of the reason is practical: love that aims at mutuality is no longer sacrificial and hence supposing mutual love implies sacrificial love, ‘mutuality is not a possible achievement if it is made the intention and goal of any action’ (1964, II: 69; see also 1960a, 265–267; 1964, II: 84). Ultimately, however, the reason is theological. In Scripture:

The justification for [Jesus’] demands is put in purely religious and not in socio-moral terms. We are to forgive because God forgives; we are to love our enemies because God is impartial in his love. The points of reference are vertical and not horizontal. Neither natural impulses nor social consequences are taken into consideration. It is always possible, of course, that absolute ethical attitudes have desirable social consequences…It must be observed, however, that no appeal to social consequences could ever fully justify these demands of Jesus.
(Niebuhr 2013, 46–47; see also 2013, 52; 1964, II: 84, 88; 2011, 125; and contrast 1960a, 265)

Many of Niebuhr’s critics reject this juxtaposition of purely religious and socio-moral terms. Nevertheless, interpreting Niebuhr’s account of love as ‘theology in the service of ethics’ can be misleading, for it neglects this facet of that account and so dissolves the dialectic at its core (compare Miles 2001, 61–62). Love is fundamental to Niebuhr’s ethics and essential to his realism. Still, Niebuhr patterned and premised his notion of love on God’s forgiveness, which helps to fulfil ethics and history precisely because it also transcends them.
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chapter 17


Christology



D. Stephen Long







Reinhold Niebuhr’s Christology has received diverse, even contradictory, interpretations. Charles Mathewes reads his theological ethics as ‘bathed in the light of the Incarnation’ (Mathewes 2001, 123). Kevin Carnahan interprets it in the tradition of Barth’s ‘recovery of Christology’ (Carnahan 2010, 49–51). Others are less convinced. Rebekah Miles acknowledges that Niebuhr emphasizes the cross, but he ‘neglects the doctrines of incarnation, creation and pneumatology’ (Miles 2001, 54). Michael Bruno concludes that Niebuhr and his school lost Augustine’s theological context (Bruno 2014, 245). Gary Dorrien agrees, citing an early sermon by Niebuhr and commenting:

Niebuhr confessed that he did not understand the doctrines of the divinity of Christ, the two natures of Christ, the trinity of God, and the communion of the Spirit, and ‘maybe you don’t either’. But everyone could understand ‘the moral and social program of Christ’; on that basis he proposed to preach Christ as the solution to the problem of every human life. (Dorrien 2011, 228)

Stanley Hauerwas has consistently made the following claim: ‘After Reinhold Niebuhr, liberal Protestants thought the way to be “politically responsible” was to leave talk about Jesus behind and instead talk about “love and justice”’ (Hauerwas 2004, 230). In an earlier exchange with Hauerwas, Paul Ramsey insisted that Niebuhr, like Augustine and Luther before him, took the life and teachings of Jesus ‘with the utmost seriousness’. ‘Theological ethicists’, he wrote, ‘should simply cease charging one another with failure to take Jesus seriously’ (Ramsey and Hauerwas 1988, 38). The purpose of this chapter is not to adjudicate among these diverse and conflicting interpretations. This chapter will at most assist in that task by presenting Niebuhr’s Christology, first examining its historical development, and then assessing it dogmatically.

The Development of Niebuhr’s Christology
The quote cited earlier by Dorrien is from Niebuhr’s 1913 sermon, when at the age of twenty-one, he filled the pulpit for his recently deceased father Gustav. It serves as a good starting point for Niebuhr’s earliest Christological reflections. He stated, ‘There was a time when I did not believe in the divinity of Christ, the two natures of Christ, the trinity of God, and the communion of the spirit and I don’t understand them now. Maybe you don’t either. But the moral and social program of Christ can be understood’ (Fox 1985, 23). The sermon is ambiguous. It might suggest that Niebuhr does not believe in Christ’s two natures, the divine Trinity, nor the communion of the spirit. However, because he qualifies it with—‘there was a time when’—it is more plausible to read his disbelief as something behind him. His reference to not understanding the doctrines, however, is present, suggesting that comprehending the finer points of dogmatic theology is not a pressing concern. His statement ‘maybe you don’t either’ is unclear. It assumes either that his audience may not believe in Christ’s divinity and two natures as he formerly did not, or more plausibly that they, like him, do not understand them. If it is the former, then his reference to having not believed in the past could be interpreted as encouraging them to change their mind as he has done. He offers an apology for the doctrine of the Trinity and Christ’s two natures. If it is the latter, then he makes common cause with his audience in not getting caught up in Christological dogma, but to focus on what he thinks matters most at this very early stage of his Christological reflections, Jesus’ moral and social programme.

This early sermon bears discontinuities and continuities with Niebuhr’s later Christology. The discontinuities are that Jesus’ ethics is a social programme that can be implemented and that his ethics are more important than his person or atoning work. When he preached this sermon, Niebuhr was a convinced liberal Protestant more interested in Jesus’ ‘social program’ than his natures or person. Jesus’ social programme should be embodied now as the answer to ‘the problem of our life’, which is ‘sin’ understood as ‘selfishness’. We overcome it and solve the problem of life by implementing Jesus’ ethics. Whether Niebuhr’s disbelief in the Trinity and Christ’s two natures is behind him or still with him in 1913, dogmatic, ontological convictions about Christ’s person are irrelevant. If what matters most is Jesus’ agapistic ethics, then it can be abstracted from his person without loss. Niebuhr, as we shall see, left those commitments behind him.

The continuities are a relative disinterest in exploring the finer features of Christological dogma, a preoccupation with agapism, and the centrality of Matthew 10: 39. In his sermon, Niebuhr identifies Jesus’ social programme with his paradoxical, ethical teaching on love, referring to Matt. 10: 39—those who attempt to gain their life lose it, but those who lose it, gain it. Agape requires self-sacrificial neighbour love. At this point, Matt. 10: 39 is a social programme to be implemented and that matters more than discussions as to who Jesus is. As Niebuhr followed the logic of this paradoxical ethics, he moved away from any easy assumption that we could implement Jesus’ ethics. Because his teaching is a paradox, it cannot be accomplished if it is one more strategy to gain one’s life. If someone loves a neighbour to preserve her or his own life, then it is not Christian agape but something else. Rather than implementing an ethic as a social programme, Niebuhr’s Christology develops a focus on his atoning work, and that required more attention to his divine and human natures than concerned him in this early sermon.

By the time of his 1932 publication Moral Man and Immoral Society, Niebuhr has moved away from any idealism about implementing Jesus’ social programme. He continues to highlight Matt. 10: 39, and still names our problem as ‘selfishness’, but the latter has become much more difficult to overcome (Niebuhr 1960, 56–57). Because our sin is more difficult to overcome, who Jesus is matters more. Only God can overcome our sin; all human attempts to do so, including mysticism and asceticism, unintentionally strengthen it by focusing attention on ourselves. Jesus’ paradoxical teaching in Matt. 10: 39 counters the failed attempts by mysticism and asceticism to destroy selfishness by focusing on the self. Niebuhr writes, ‘In the paradox of Christ, “Whoso seeketh to find his life shall lose it and he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it,” the religious tension which drives toward asceticism is resolved by condemning self-seeking as a goal of life, but allowing self-realisation as a by-product of self-abnegation’ (1960, 56). Matt. 10: 39 underscores the paradox that if we try to implement Jesus’ ethics by losing our life to gain it, we will fail. Nonetheless, becoming aware of our selfishness is ‘prerequisite to the mitigation of its force and the diminution of its anti-social consequences in society’ (Niebuhr 1960, 51). We are in a quandary. We must become aware of our egoistic sinfulness to overcome it, but once we become aware of it, we too easily identify that awareness with overcoming. The only way forward is a constant contrition that refuses to use religion to affirm the self except as an indirect ‘by-product of self-abnegation’.

Contrition becomes increasingly important for Niebuhr. It benefits both the individual and society. Contrition, however, like the agapism he affirmed in his early sermon, does not require close attention to Christology as is clearly evident in the lack of reflection on Christology in Moral Man and Immoral Society. The closest Niebuhr comes to discussing Christology in that work is his interpretation of Jesus as the ‘best’ exemplification of ‘the sublime naïveté of the religious imagination’. Jesus loves everyone impartially, both the evil and the good. Such love is naïve and scandalous, something that secularists could only consider to be an ‘injustice’. Niebuhr’s Christology still has a strong ethical orientation. Christian doctrines draw on the symbols of human personality, especially the ‘will’ to ‘describe the absolute’ that allows humanity to address moral obligations (Niebuhr 1960, 53).

Niebuhr can be excused, perhaps, for not offering a Christology in Moral Man and Immoral Society. It is, after all, an essay on ‘ethics and politics’ not a dogmatic treatise. His Christology is more visible in the sermons he preached throughout the 1930s. In 1937, he turned fifteen sermons that he had preached in university chapels into a collection of essays that more directly addressed Christology in particular and dogma in general. His first essay sets forth his approach to dogma by drawing on 2 Cor. 6: 8—‘as deceivers, yet true’ (King James Version). Paul states that he and his co-workers are treated as ‘deceivers’ (or ‘imposters’) even though they speak the truth. Niebuhr takes Paul’s argument as descriptive of doctrine in general. Doctrines are ‘symbols’ that ‘contain a certain degree of provisional and superficial deception’ (Niebuhr 1965, 3). When we say that Christ is truly divine and truly human, ‘we are deceivers yet true’. We deceive because the ‘dogmas’ that describe the relationship between the Father and the Son, the incarnation, and the ‘two natures’ of Christ, are ‘intellectually absurd’. They are not rational statements, but aesthetic expressions. The absurdity is that the Father ‘who does not enter history’ is equal to the Son who is ‘the God of history’, but that the unconditioned enters history is a logical impossibility, offensive to reason. Reason ‘cannot assert that the Divine Creator has come into creation without losing His unconditioned character’ (Niebuhr 1965, 13–14). Throughout his sermons, Niebuhr’s Christology takes the following form. First, the Father is God who is unconditioned and cannot be found in history. Second, the Son is God who is found in history. Third, the Father and the Son are both God, but one is the unconditioned who cannot be historical and the other is the historical symbol of divinity. These three claims assume the central mysteries of the Christian faith—the Trinity and Incarnation. The three claims make it difficult, however, to know how the Father and Son, and Christ’s two natures, can be one. Niebuhr is unconcerned about this difficulty because both mysteries are rationally absurd, a claim he makes throughout his work.

The consistent claim that the Trinitarian and Christological dogmas are absurd can be interpreted two ways. First, it is rationally absurd to affirm that God can be one with contingent historical realities and yet this is what Christianity nonetheless affirms by faith—the Father and Son are one just as divinity and humanity are one in Christ. Faith takes precedence over reason, and thus these doctrines should be affirmed. Second, it is rationally absurd to affirm that God can be united with contingent historical realities, and reason should take precedence over faith. The doctrine of the divine and human unity in Christ affirms not a rational absurdity but an aesthetic expression of the meaning of history, a meaning that transcends history. Thus, the dogmas do not give us an account of who the Trinity or Christ is, but are a symbol used primarily to express history’s meaning. Niebuhr does not give us sufficient information to adjudicate between these two possibilities in his work through most of the 1930s, but he will return to these themes in his 1939 Gifford lectures, The Nature and Destiny of Man, and elaborate them more fully.

The ethical interpretation of Jesus remained dominant in Niebuhr’s 1935 An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, a published version of his 1934 Rauschenbusch lectures. Reflecting on that work in a 1956 preface, Niebuhr remarked that its purpose was to show his ‘adhesion’ and ‘growing difference’ with the Social Gospel. In these lectures, Niebuhr sets up a binary between orthodoxy and liberal Protestantism, finding both inadequate in their Christology. Orthodoxy succumbs to the ‘perennial tendency of religion to identify God with the symbols of God in history…’ (Niebuhr 2013, 9). Liberal Protestantism reduced Christ to ‘the good man of Galilee, symbol of human goodness and human possibilities without suggestion of the limits of the human and temporal—in short, without the suggestion of transcendence’ (Niebuhr 2013, 15). Orthodoxy has God without humanity, Liberal Protestantism humanity without God. Having laid out this binary, Niebuhr offers an alternative Christology in his second chapter ‘The Ethic of Jesus’, first placing Jesus in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets (Niebuhr 2013, 37). Here is another consistent theme throughout his Christology. Little attention is paid to Jesus as priest or king; the office that renders his work intelligible is that of the prophet. Jesus as prophet does not give us a politics or economics. His ethics only has a ‘vertical dimension’ between God’s will and the human will, but this vertical dimension challenges egoism with an ‘uncompromising’ absolute ethic of love; its constituent parts are ‘universalism’ and ‘perfectionism’. Matt. 10: 39 is once again called upon as evidence for this purely religious ethic of love (Niebuhr 2013, 48, 53).

Jesus’ paradoxical ethics of love has not yet led him to engage extensively with Christ’s person and natures, but it does lead him to attend to eschatology. Jesus promises rewards to those who abide by his ethical teaching. The insertion of reward causes difficulty for the disinterested character of Jesus’ paradoxical teaching on love. If we love for the sake of reward, we are trying to gain our life and therefore lose it. But if we lose our life without any return, then nothing is redeemed. The way out of this dilemma is found in Jesus’ eschatology. Jesus’ ethic only makes sense because of his eschatology. It is not an interim ethic; it does not assume the present world is passing away and no longer matters. Nonetheless, Jesus’ ‘ethical demands’ are ‘incapable of fulfilment’ in present, human existence. They can be fulfilled ‘only when God transmutes the present chaos of this world into its final unity’ (Niebuhr 2013, 56). The ‘kingdom of God’ is not a secure eternal possession by the saints in heaven. It is a future, earthly reality. It is ‘always coming but never here’ (Niebuhr 2013, 58).

The Rauschenbusch lectures primarily develop Jesus’ ethical teachings. Niebuhr’s Christology still privileges ethics over doctrine. Who Jesus is matters very little. He has moved away from his early idealism about implementing Jesus’ social programme, but his Christology to this point remains at the level of ethics. Jesus stands in an iconoclastic, prophetic Hebrew tradition challenging every human effort to secure existence through self-reliance. Dogma is symbol. It goes wrong when it is made more than that, something that orthodoxy falls prey to when it interprets dogma through Greek ontology. Niebuhr never relented from his sharp Hebrew/Greek dichotomy.

Christ’s Two Natures
Niebuhr’s 1939 Gifford lectures mark a shift in his Christological reflection. For the first time, he draws more fully on Christ’s two natures for his theological ethics, especially in 1943 when he publishes the second volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man. He now has extended discussions on the Chalcedonian definition in which he affirms the ‘symbol’ of Jesus’ full humanity and divinity. His ethical reflections led him to affirm, in part, the Chalcedonian definition. He continues to work with the assumption that we begin by identifying a ‘problem’, and the problem remains similar from 1913 to 1943—egoism. He continues to cite the paradoxical teaching of Matt. 10: 39 as an answer to the problem, but Niebuhr now affirms Christ’s two natures as the answer to the problem. What he once claimed not to have understood must at least be sufficiently intelligible that it can answer the problem human nature faces.

The second volume of Nature and Destiny correlates to the problem laid out in the first volume. In the first volume, the first two sections were, ‘Man as a Problem to Himself’, and ‘The Problem of Vitality and Form in Human Nature’. Both problems are symptoms of sin, something that both ‘classical’ and ‘modern’ anthropology neglect. Sin as pride and sloth are generated by two interrelated ‘facts’. First, the human creature is ‘a child of nature, subject to its vicissitudes, compelled by its necessities, driven by its impulses, and confined within the brevity of the years which nature permits its varied organic form, allowing them some, but not too much, latitude’. Second, the human creature is ‘a spirit who stands outside of nature, life, himself, his reason and the world’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 3). Niebuhr insists that being suspended between nature and spirit does not necessitate sin, otherwise sin would be equated with creatureliness. It is, instead, the condition which makes sin possible. One should be careful not to simplify Niebuhr’s complex anthropology and doctrine of sin, but it points in the right direction to suggest that ignoring nature or vitality in favour of spirit or freedom tempts to pride and ignoring spirit and freedom in favour of nature or vitality tempts to sloth.

Matt. 10: 39 provides an answer to the problem of sin. The ‘temptation to sin’, Niebuhr states, is present ‘in the human situation itself’. The human creature as spirit can transcend ‘temporal and natural process’ through ‘freedom’ and ‘creativity’, but she is tempted to do so quantitatively rather than qualitatively. The quantitative response is to sacrifice the finite to the infinite, or the relative to the absolute, in other words, to seek to save one’s life by denying finitude. When this occurs, sin is inevitable. The qualitative response is ‘obedient subjection to the will of God’. Niebuhr writes, ‘This possibility is expressed in the words of Jesus: “He that loseth his life for my sake shall find it” (Matt. 10: 39)’. This possibility does not seek the eradication of the finite for the infinite, but the realization of the finite by the ‘subjection of the particular will to the universal will’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 251–252). Only Jesus with his vertical dimension as the Son of God who is obedient to the unconditioned Father effects this subjection in history.

Niebuhr first defines ‘our problem’ in terms of anthropology in the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man and then identifies Christology as the answer to the problem in the second. This second volume provides his most thorough Christological reflections. Each of its ten sections relates to Christology. Despite his later falling out with Tillich for personal reasons, and his critique of Tillich’s ‘ontological thinking’, Niebuhr’s theological method, and the structure of the two volumes, bears the distinctive marks of Tillich’s method of correlation. He begins the second volume referring to Tillich’s interpretation of history, and he returns to it in his section ‘The Problem of the Truth’. The difficulty in attaining truth illumines the relationship between the Father (the Unconditioned) and the Son (the God of history). Only in the recognition that we cannot reach the Unconditioned do we encounter the Unconditioned. Historical judgements that honour this foundational conviction honour the Unconditioned, those that refuse to admit their finitude dishonour it (Niebuhr, 1964, II: 217 n4). Christianity offers symbols addressing problems generated from contingent, historical existence. Those answers are never to be confused with the infinite or absolute itself. Every answer is itself part of the historical, contingent reality that cannot bear the absolute and thus must itself be subject to revision. For Niebuhr, Christianity alone recognizes this fact, especially Protestant Christianity. He states, ‘This is why the real “dialectic” of the conditioned and the Unconditioned in human culture is taken seriously in principle only in the Christian faith’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 217 n4). It does so because of the Reformed doctrine of ‘justification by faith’. Although he does not explicitly cite Matt. 10: 39 when he discusses this point, he appeals to the same paradoxical logic that has been with him since 1913: ‘Logically the paradox of grace, that it is a having and not having, applies to the realm of culture and truth with the same validity as to any other realm of life’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 226). If we claim to have life or the truth, we lose them. If we are open to losing them, we gain them. Niebuhr follows Tillich in arguing that the problem of the Reformation was that the Reformers ‘never submitted the doctrine of justification by faith to the experience of justification by faith’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 226 n7). The constant need to reform includes reforming Reformation doctrines. The summons for constant reformulation makes it difficult to capture a clear picture of Niebuhr’s Christology. It is always moving dialectically between finite, conditioned expressions that point to the Unconditioned and yet fail to achieve it, thus requiring further revisions to those finite conditioned expressions. Niebuhr’s emphasis on Christ’s two natures fits well within this dialectical reforming method.

For Niebuhr, at its best, Chalcedon represents the dialectical logic of having/not having. It expresses the central symbol of the Christian mystery that Jesus is the ‘power’ and ‘wisdom’ of God through the Hellenic and Hebraic ‘sides’ of the Christian faith. Hellenistic culture did not expect a Messiah because ‘it was thought impossible for God to reveal Himself in history’. For the Greeks, eternity could not be present in time and did not need to be. The human logos already participated in the divine logos so there was no reason for divine revelation. For the Greeks, the problem was how to overcome the insurmountable gap between the impassible god and passible human existence. Chalcedon answered the Hellenistic problem with its Hebraic side. God is found in passible human history. Chalcedon gave ‘an un-Greek answer to a Greek problem’. The un-Greek answer is the affirmation of the incarnation against Hellenistic expectation. Although the un-Greek answer was laudable and necessary, it also misleads because it tried to set forth the truth of the incarnation ‘in metaphysical terms’. The result was that ‘an ultimate truth, transcending all human wisdom and apprehended by faith, is transmuted into a truth of human wisdom and incorporated into a metaphysical system’ (Niebuhr, 1964, II: 56–60). The conditioned is mistaken for the unconditioned. This creates two difficulties for Chalcedon. First, it is ‘logical nonsense’. We have seen this claim before, but now Niebuhr explains it more fully. He does so by means of the second difficulty he identifies; it is also an ‘existential mistake’.

Chalcedon is logical nonsense because the Unconditioned cannot be conditioned. It is an existential mistake because it diverts our attention from what matters most in the doctrine of Christ’s two natures—the doctrine of the Atonement. Each of these claims is central to Niebuhr’s Christology.

Chalcedon is logical nonsense for the following reason:

All definitions of Christ which affirm both his divinity and humanity in the sense that they ascribe both finite and historically conditioned and eternal and unconditioned qualities to his nature must verge on logical nonsense. It is possible for a character, event or fact of history to point symbolically beyond history and to become a source of disclosure of an eternal meaning, purpose and power which bears history. But it is not possible for any person to be historical and unconditioned at the same time. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 61)

This important statement of Niebuhr’s Christology will be dogmatically assessed in the next section of this chapter. At this point readers should be reminded that Niebuhr has unequivocally affirmed Christ’s two natures and affirmed against Greek expectations that the impassible has become passible in history. He intentionally refuses to offer a Christological metaphysics because it leads us to the second error he associates with Chalcedon.

Niebuhr argues that the existential mistake is greater than the logical nonsense. By turning the doctrine of the two natures into a metaphysical ontology about Christ’s person, the existential significance of the doctrine of the two natures—the crucifixion and Atonement—is neglected. Niebuhr states, ‘In the New Testament the Atonement is the significant content of the Incarnation’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 55). Here is the fruit of Niebuhr’s shift from his early idealism that sought to implement Jesus’ paradoxical ethic of love to the later recognition that human efforts are insufficient to accomplish it. Only God accomplishes it. Niebuhr’s Christological development, however, pushes against the unity of Christ’s person. An emphasis on the unity of Christ’s two natures gives humanity possession over divine action; the paradoxical relation between Christ’s two natures gives too much comfort when its unity gets emphasized. It does not ‘shatter’ the individual and lead to despair or contrition (Niebuhr 1964, II: 61). It does not generate the existential crisis that only God can heal with disinterested, non-partisan, and impartial agape. Niebuhr writes, ‘The significance of the affirmation that God is revealed in Christ, and more particularly in his Cross, is that the love (agape) of God is conceived in terms which make the divine involvement in history a consequence of precisely the divine transcendence over the structures of history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 71).

Jesus as the wisdom and power of God is not a ‘power within the structures’. If that were the case, there would be no hope of salvation because working within the structures provides no redemption from them. Jesus’ two natures expresses God’s ‘freedom over the structures’ because God is not a partisan power within historical structures. God transcends them such that only God is ‘disinterested and sacrificial agape’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 71). Jesus reveals God’s agape and in so doing redeems us because his ‘ethical doctrine contains an uncompromising insistence upon conformity to God’s will without reference to the relativities and contingencies of historical situations’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 73). Niebuhr concludes his discussion on Jesus’ sacrificial love by stating, ‘The perfection of agape as symbolized in the Cross can neither be simply reduced to the limits of history, nor yet dismissed as relevant because it transcends history. It transcends history as history transcends itself. It is the final norm of a human nature which has no final norm in history because it is not completely contained in history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 75). As divine, Jesus transcends history and discloses its meaning. As human, Jesus reveals the meaning of history in history. He is its final norm because he is not contained in history. Niebuhr is explicit that the inability of history to contain Jesus inevitably leads to the doctrines of the resurrection and second coming (Niebuhr 1964, II: 290–291).

The above brief discussion of Niebuhr’s Christological development shows the similarities within his thought within the context of a major rupture. The rupture is found more in his ‘growing difference’ from the Social Gospel than in his ‘adhesion’ to it. He acknowledged that he adhered to the latter, and his consistent focus on Jesus’ ethics is a sign of the residual influence of it on his work. Doctrine matters primarily in its relation to ethics. How that ethics gets implemented marks the difference. Niebuhr has thought through the logic of Matt. 10: 39 resulting in his emphasis on Christ’s two natures. They are necessary as symbols that express the meaning of history. Exactly what Niebuhr means by symbol and how it relates our language to reality remains unclear. Niebuhr could be interpreted as an expressivist or a realist in his use of theological language. He did not give us a theological metaphysics that would permit us to answer that question. Nor did he give us a Christological metaphysics. One should not look to him for insight into such concerns; they were never his. In that sense, Dorrien is correct to remind us that Niebuhr thought that neither he nor we understood them (Dorrien 2011, 228). To claim to do so would be to condition the Unconditioned.

Dogmatic Assessment
Christology is the theological study of the work and person of Jesus Christ. These two aspects are integrally related. What his work accomplishes says something about who Jesus is and who Jesus is says something about what his work accomplishes. For simplicity’s sake, who he is and what he has done can be distilled into five themes: (1) his birth, including the doctrine of the incarnation; (2) his life and mission, including his actions, signs, and teachings; (3) his betrayal, arrest, and crucifixion; (4) his resurrection and ascension; (5) his promised return. Keeping in mind that Niebuhr was not a systematic theologian, any adequate account of his Christology will nevertheless assess how his Christology relates to each of these themes.

Incarnation
As noted earlier, Niebuhr affirmed that Jesus is fully divine and fully human. Yet his interpretation of Chalcedon is odd for several reasons. First, there seems to be a confusion in his use of the Chalcedonian terms ‘nature’ and ‘person’. For instance, he thinks he is critiquing the definition when he states that to ‘ascribe both finite and historically conditioned and eternal and unconditioned qualities to [Jesus’] nature must verge on logical nonsense’, but rather than a critique he restates Chalcedon. It acknowledged that one cannot ascribe eternal and temporal qualities to the same nature. The one person is apprehended in two natures without confusing them or changing one nature into the other. Here Niebuhr and the definition agree.

Niebuhr’s second claim that two natures, one historical and the other unconditioned, cannot constitute one person puts him in disagreement with the definition. In and after the Council of Chalcedon, the previous synonymous terms of person (hypostasis) and nature (physis) became distinct. A Chalcedonian Christology assumes that there is only one acting person (one hypostasis) who is Jesus. The hypostasis or person is the acting subject. Natures do not act; persons do. But persons act in a nature. When a human agent acts, she or he does so as a human being, but it is not the nature of humanity that does the acting, the individual person does it. When Jesus acts, it is Jesus the person who acts but unlike any other acting person he acts in two natures at the same time—divine and human. Because he acts thus, we discover that divinity and humanity are non-competitive. The unconditioned and conditioned can act as one without any dialectical tension in the person. It is possible for one person to act simultaneously in both natures without dividing or confusing them, so that when Jesus acts, we cannot parcel out his actions as if one action is from the divine and another from the human nature. Jesus, the person, acts in both natures without changing one into the other. He does not first transmute humanity into divinity before he walks on water. Nor does he transmute divinity into humanity when he eats, sleeps, or weeps. The mystery that is the incarnation is that one person, Jesus of Nazareth, acts in two natures without conflict. Is this rationally absurd as Niebuhr suggested? Perhaps, but that would require metaphysical explorations that did not interest Niebuhr, and much of that work has argued that there is no logical conflict in the Chalcedonian definition. For a few treatments that argue that the Chalcedonian logic is not rationally absurd see Cross (2005), McCord Adams (2006, 108–143), and Tanner (2001, 1–34).

Niebuhr was inattentive to, or impatient with, the finer aspects of Chalcedonian Christology. This inattention reflected some major strands of Protestant theology in his era. We had not yet seen the fruits of Vatican II, the ecumenical work of the World Council of Churches, and the rapprochement among Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox theologians that would characterize the post-1960s generation, leading to fresh resourcements of Christian theology from the patristic and medieval eras. Niebuhr affirmed Christ’s two natures, but he did not have the scholarly resources we now have that make sense of Christ’s single acting hypostasis. The crucial question is whether a more Chalcedonian Christology would affect his political theology and/or Christian ethics. It would at least, I think, dislodge the dominating role that contrition and disinterested love played for him. In fact, heirs of Niebuhr such as Charles Mathewes (2001, 128–141) and Eric Gregory (2008, 131–132), who have been more attentive to Christology, have supplemented his Augustinian thought. Contrition is not discarded, but Christian doctrines have more direct political relevance than Niebuhr affirmed.

Jesus’ Life and Mission
Critiquing Niebuhr for his non-Chalcedonian Christology may be unfair. He had little interest in it. One of his former students, Henry B. Clark, interprets Niebuhr along these lines stating, ‘Niebuhr was sufficiently honest to know that orthodox ecclesiastical dogma was not intellectually acceptable’ (Clark 1994, 75). Through his understanding of myth, Clark argues, he broadened our understanding of doctrine. Clark agrees with James Gustafson that what mattered most for Niebuhr was not Christian doctrine, but ethics. He places ‘theology in the service of ethics’ (Clark 1994, 76). If Clark’s interpretation is valid, then critiquing Niebuhr for not being Chalcedonian is no critique at all. It is to critique him for something he had no desire to be.

The author finds Gustafson and Clark’s interpretation that theology served ethics in Niebuhr compelling. He attended to Jesus’ life and teachings more so than his person. His focus was on Jesus’ paradoxical teaching of love; it provided the framework within which he interpreted nearly everything Jesus said and did, including the Sermon on the Mount. It shows us the inadequacy of ‘law’. Jesus’ ‘paradoxical extension’ of law in the Sermon on the Mount extends it to the ‘point of its abrogation’. Niebuhr writes, ‘But this means in effect that law is relativized as social law, since the demands exceed anything which could be enforced by society upon the individual. Law becomes a matter between God and the individual’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 40). The ethics of Jesus is universal, impartial, and exacting. It cannot provide a social programme.

Niebuhr seldom veers from the paradoxical agapism at the heart of Jesus’ teaching. Other aspects of his life and mission are at best secondary. He devotes little time to Jesus’ mission as gathering the twelve disciples as a sign of the restoration of Israel and forming the Church. He has a place for the Church. Without the Church, revelation would be incomplete. Only when ‘the little Christian community surveys the whole Christian epic, which includes the life and teachings of Christ, but also and supremely the sacrificial death upon the Cross, understood by Christ as a necessary “ransom for many”’ is revelation completed (Niebuhr 1964, II: 53). The Church is what keeps ‘faith alive’ by the Holy Spirit despite the fact that ‘human genius creates and human sin corrupts all the historical and relative forms of the church’ (Niebuhr 1965, 122). It is not one of the forms of Christ’s body. Jesus’ role as high priest makes no appearance in Niebuhr’s work. The role of his body as the new Temple in which humanity and divinity are united was not considered. Once again, this lack reflects his era. The historical work on Second Temple Judaism was only at its beginning. For Niebuhr, Jesus is the prophet who calls into question, not the priest who pours out his life in the here and now as a manifestation of God in contingent, material reality.

Crucifixion
The most prominent doctrinal theme in Niebuhr’s Christology, rendering intelligible the incarnation, Jesus’ life and teachings, the resurrection and the second coming, is the crucifixion. Christ must suffer, and his sufferings are God’s sufferings because they redeem history from outside history. Christ is the symbol of divine goodness in history. Evil is its corruption or privation (Niebuhr 1964, II: xiv). Niebuhr argues to Christology, beginning with human expectation. To know that the world is not right or good and to expect otherwise is to hope in a messiah. This hope gives us ‘a Christ’, if not the Christ. Yet every messiah disappoints because messianic expectations, prior to Christ, ‘invariably contain egoistic elements which could not be fulfilled without falsifying the meaning of history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 16). The Hebrew prophetic-apocalyptic tradition comes closest to overcoming egoism because it sets universalism against a narrow, parochial nationalism (Niebuhr 1964, II: 24). Jesus stands in this prophetic tradition, but he is more than a prophet.

Because of the crucifixion, Jesus resolves the ‘problem of history’ that the prophets identified but could not answer. Niebuhr writes, ‘The problem of history, according to prophetism, is not that God should be revealed as strong enough to overcome the defiance of the evil against His will; but as having resources of mercy great enough to redeem as well as to judge all men’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 30). The prophets offer judgement, but they do not have the resources of mercy that can redeem. Jesus offers the necessary resources of mercy because he, as ‘the representative of God’ reveals that ‘vicarious suffering’ is the ‘final revelation of meaning in history’. Niebuhr suggests that this suffering matters, because it is not the suffering of ‘some force in history’ that redeems but the manifestation of the suffering of God’s representative. Jesus, then, must have divine and human natures. If not for his two natures, then Jesus’ suffering would not be the ‘disclosure of God’s suffering’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 45, 55–56).

Resurrection and Ascension
The crucifixion is the ultimate guarantor of the impartiality and disinterestedness of Jesus’ paradoxical agapism. He loses his life and in so doing saves others through a resource of mercy that cannot be contaminated through partisan, historical interests. Most of what Niebuhr needs for Christology is present in the crucifixion and the corresponding doctrine of atonement. As previously noted in this chapter, atonement is for him the ‘significant content’ of the incarnation, but it would be inaccurate to argue that he neglects the resurrection. Although the centre of his Christology is found in the crucifixion, Niebuhr affirms Christ’s and humanity’s resurrection. Resurrection ‘hope’, he states, ‘embodies the very genius of the Christian idea of the historical’. It does so for two reasons: First, ‘eternity will fulfil and not annul the richness and variety which the temporal process has elaborated’. Second, it shows that the problem of sin that emerges from our ‘condition of finiteness and freedom’ cannot be solved from within history. ‘Only God can solve this problem’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 295).

Second Coming
Niebuhr was an eschatological theologian. He argued that Jesus’ ethics only makes sense given his eschatology. The relation between it and ethics takes a variety of forms. Albert Schweitzer made a similar claim and argued that Jesus’ ethics were so demanding because he thought the world would end soon; his ethics was for an ‘interim’. Once we abandon his eschatological expectation, his ethics must be rejected or revised. As we saw earlier, Niebuhr rejected this interpretation of the relationship between eschatology and ethics. Jesus’ agapistic ethics remains relevant as an impossible possibility until the eschaton.

Niebuhr also rejected an Anabaptist-influenced interpretation of the relationship between eschatology and ethics that has become popular since the 1970s and is sometimes referred to as ‘neo-Anabaptist’ (Long 2018, xxi–xxii). Like Niebuhr, this interpretation rejects the interim ethics idea, but it posits that Jesus presented a directly political and social ethics that was intended to be embodied in the life of the Church, including his non-violence. Niebuhr interpreted most forms of Christian non-violence as ‘heresy’, a term he did not shy away from even though he was critical of orthodoxy. Non-violence as a heresy is akin to asceticism, mysticism, and perfectionism by which we avoid the paradox of Jesus’ teaching and trust in our own powers. However, he made an exception for Mennonites, stating:

In medieval ascetic perfectionism and in Protestant sectarian perfectionism (of the type of Menno Simons, for instance) the effort to achieve a standard of perfect love in individual life was not presented as a political alternative.…It knew that this could only be done by disavowing the political task and by freeing the individual of all responsibility for social justice. It is this kind of pacifism which is not a heresy.
(Niebuhr 1986, 104)

Jesus’ paradoxical ethics could be embodied if it eschewed politics and social justice. This pushes Niebuhr in the direction of a strongly tinged ‘not yet’ eschatological expectation. Eschatology has little direct relevance for politics in history but provides a framework for eschatology’s indirect relevance for politics. In other words, it is not the material content of eschatology that offers its political relevance but the form in which the Unconditioned relativizes conditioned, historical judgements.

Where Niebuhr locates the eschaton is confusing. ‘Christ’s triumphant return’, he writes, is ‘an expression of faith in the sufficiency of God’s sovereignty over the world and history, and in the final supremacy of love over all the forces of self-love which defy, for the moment, the inclusive harmony of all things under the will of God’. The symbol of the second coming stands ‘at the “end” of history’. It is neither utopian, because it ‘lies beyond the conditions of the temporal process’, nor is it other-worldly, because it ‘fulfils rather than negates, the historical process’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 290–291). The eschaton is neither found in history nor outside it. It comes at the ‘end’. What that doctrinal claim symbolizes is not more fully expressed.

Niebuhr moved from his earlier statements that no one understood Christology to a more nuanced account that affirmed Christ’s two natures. He interpreted them in terms of the paradoxical agapism he found in Matt. 10: 39. He struggled to affirm the unity of those two natures in Christ’s person. The crucifixion was essential for him. He had a place for the resurrection and emphasized eschatology as the context for Jesus’ ethics. All dogma was, for Niebuhr, a symbol that points to the meaning of history. Because he never gave us, nor pointed in the direction of, a Christological metaphysics, the ontological status of the Christological dogmas cannot be evaluated.
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chapter 18


Ecclesiology



David True







It has become a common observation that we are living through a time of growing secularity and with that a decline of the Church’s influence. These developments have been accompanied and perhaps spurred on by the emergence of the Christian Right in the US as a base of reactionary politics. It is not surprising then that there has been a great deal of interest in the evolving place of the Church in our society. At the same time, interest in Reinhold Niebuhr has undergone yet another resurgence. That interest, however, has been concentrated on matters of politics and warfare, while his work on the Church remains largely overlooked. When it has received attention, it has been characterized as being one-sidedly critical of the Church and criticized as insufficient (Dackson 2010; Platten 2010). Indeed, some criticisms of Niebuhr’s ecclesiology go further and assert that his theology, not simply his ecclesiology, is compromised, perhaps even ‘Constantinian’ (Hauerwas 2001). At base the argument is that his attenuated ecclesiology reveals an attenuated theology. Compounding this criticism is a sense that Niebuhr’s perspective is out of step with or irrelevant to today’s Church and the challenges it faces. These two criticisms are related and can be summarized as follows: Niebuhr’s view of the Church is so lacking or superficial that even if he spoke to his time, he no longer speaks to ours.

Determining Niebuhr’s ecclesiology is complicated by his long and evolving professional career. Scholars at times fall prey to identifying what they understand as ‘Niebuhr’ only to find that that they have identified some aspect of the early Niebuhr rather than the more settled perspective associated with his Nature and Destiny of Man, which he wrote in 1938–1939 (Niebuhr 1964; Brown 1992). It is not that Niebuhr’s early writings are irrelevant, of course; simply that considered in isolation they offer only a snapshot of Niebuhr’s evolving ecclesiology (Cavanaugh 2002, 2013). Ironically, interpreters have often ignored Niebuhr’s numerous writings that bear directly on the Church. These works, concentrated in Essays in Applied Christianity, stretch across three decades and are among the richest sources of Niebuhr’s maturing ecclesiology (Niebuhr 1959). What we discover, across the entire body of his work, is not extended discussions of ecclesiology but concise and contextual commentary on the Church.

Though they are relatively brief selections, these commentaries manage nevertheless to overturn the conventional interpretation of Niebuhr as interested almost exclusively in politics. What emerges in its place are the outlines of a theologian deeply concerned about the Church. Niebuhr not only articulated an ecclesiology, but his writings on the Church conform with and flow from a distinctive theological tradition. Though he is often and rightly associated with Augustine, close attention to Niebuhr’s ecclesiology suggests that he shares much with the ecclesiology of John Calvin and Martin Luther (Douglass 2009). At the same time, it is important to note that Niebuhr was not a traditionalist or a partisan. His ecclesiology is one that draws on elements of what Ernst Troeltsch designated as Church and sect (Troeltsch 1992). Niebuhr himself claims that it is a Reformation Church that has the potential to pull together elements of both the Church and sect and thus provide the possibility of forming ‘a truly Catholic church’ (Niebuhr 1949, 242). This Church, part Church and part sect, is an ecumenically inclined heir of the Reformation. This claim should not be controversial given Niebuhr’s background in the German Evangelical Synod of North America, his ecclesiastical commitments in that same church, and his writings (Brown 1992). To the extent that it is controversial it may be because Niebuhr’s corpus does not include a monograph dedicated specifically to the Church. Moreover, Niebuhr is perhaps most well known for his argument that groups are more problematic than individuals (Niebuhr 1960). Such a view may not portend well for an ecclesiology, but ironically it may also be part of what makes Niebuhr’s ecclesiology of interest today.

Beyond Church and Sect
Across Niebuhr’s writings on the Church several concerns appear consistently. At the centre of these is Troeltsch’s Church/sect typology. Building on H. Richard Niebuhr’s Social Sources of Denominationalism (1929), Reinhold turns to the typology for help analysing and criticizing American Christianity, and perhaps more interestingly, for also restoring the critical spirit of the Churches. He develops these ideas especially in a brief essay on ‘Sects and Churches’, originally published in The Christian Century in 1935 (Niebuhr 1959, 34–41). For Niebuhr the key difference between Church and sect is the latter’s critical spirit. He clearly appreciates the sect type for that spirit over and against the larger culture and perhaps especially a cultural Christianity, into which the Church is prone to lapse. ‘The sect challenges the world; the church accepts the world, knowing it to be standing under the judgment of the law of Christ.’ Niebuhr continues, ‘[O]ne could say therefore that the church has partially resolved the tension between Christ and the world, while the sect tries to maintain it’ (1959, 35). Here one can imagine a fairly simple narrative of good sect, bad Church. Niebuhr tells a very different story.

The Church/sect types diverge from their typical pattern in the modern American context. Both types, he contends, are compromised. Niebuhr claims that the American religious landscape is complicated by voluntarism, which makes it impossible to fully realize the all-inclusive character of the Church-type. ‘All-inclusive’ should not be understood to mean an agenda of radical hospitality. Rather, membership in the Church-type church is simply assumed by one’s membership in the community. The Church’s membership is comprehensive and involuntary. ‘A church is fully a church only if it has an organic relationship to the total community. No American church has that’ (1959, 35).

Similarly, the American sect loses its distinctiveness and becomes more like a church in that the sect has exercised predominance in the United States. Niebuhr claims, for example, that Baptists and Methodists were originally sects, but that over time they became ‘the most powerful American denominations’. Such ‘sect churches of America are today religiously less vital and less capable of survival than the traditional churches. They are more frequently secularized, and their religion vulgarized, than the churches’. Such former sects have tended to become ‘secularized’ through a historical process that began with participation in popular reform movements in the early days of the new American nation. Having succeeded politically, the sect ‘deluded itself into believing that its victory was final and that it was living in a Christian world. It had made the world Christian. Thus, the sect lost its tension with the world and became at home in the world’ (Niebuhr 1959, 38).

Here Niebuhr’s criticism of the secularized sect joins with his critique of the liberal Protestantism of his time. ‘The historical basis of the whole of Protestant liberalism in America is really this defaulted sect’, he claims. The result is that ‘[in] thousands of Christian pulpits the richness and breadth of the Christian gospel is lost in a moralistic radical-social preaching which belabours middle-class people for not acting politically like proletarians’. Niebuhr’s point is not to condemn radical politics in its own right, but the preaching of it from the pulpit as if it were the Christian faith and as if such preaching would simply overwhelm entrenched middle-class interests. A similar but more severe critique holds for liberals. ‘If the preaching is liberal moralism, rather than radical, it may be even worse, inasmuch as it gives middle-class comfortable people the illusion that they are living by the law of Christ because they never participated in violence’ (Niebuhr 1959, 39).

The secularization of the sects is further complicated by the fact that many of them lack the theological resources that might help cultivate a distinctively Christian world view. Niebuhr points out that the sects emerged historically as critics of theology. His complaint is not about their initial protest, which Niebuhr thinks is grounded in Scripture, but about their complete rejection of theological resources such as creedal statements, liturgy, and sacraments. Consequently, ‘in all sectarian [communions] there are today types of vulgarized Christianity in which both sermon and service seek to intrigue the interest of the religiously indifferent masses by vaudeville appeals of various sorts’ (Niebuhr 1959, 40). The sect is reduced to entertaining an audience rather than confronting a congregation with the profundities of faith.

Niebuhr explains that there are many forms of superficial religion among those sect-churches. He writes, for example, about the superficiality of a community Easter service at a movie theatre, devoid of any trappings of tradition (Niebuhr 1946). At base Niebuhr is critical of these churches for their loss of contact with the theological tradition. He contrasts this experience with that of the traditional churches, such as the Anglican Church, which was the church of his wife Ursula (Brown 1992). It is not that Anglican preaching is richer. Far from it (Niebuhr 1936). No, the difference is the Anglican Church’s Book of Common Prayer. First, Niebuhr is appreciative of its style, noting that it speaks in different cadences and rhythms than modern or secularized forms of discourse. This difference distinguishes or sacralizes the liturgy. The real key, however, is the richness of the liturgy’s theological tradition. The Book of Common Prayer, Niebuhr tells us, ‘is informed by a definite theological tendency’. It is not simply that it communicates a theological perspective. Anyone familiar with Niebuhr’s work will not be surprised that he celebrates what he calls the Book of Common Prayer’s Augustinianism. One of Niebuhr’s earliest mentions of his admiration for Augustinian Christianity notes at length its connection to liturgy.

The Anglican service significantly begins with a prayer of general confession. That prayer is typical of the spirit of contrition which pervades the whole book. The classical words of that first prayer are a perfect expression of the sense of sin which characterizes Augustinian Christianity: ‘Almighty and most merciful Father: We have erred and strayed from Thy ways like lost sheep. We have followed too much the devices and desires of our own hearts. We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; and we have done those things which we ought not to have done; and there is no health in us.’ Such a prayer, with its sweeping confessional climax, ‘and there is no health in us,’ can be prayed with sincerity only if the Augustinian interpretation of human nature is accepted—i.e. if the doctrine of original sin is believed.
(Niebuhr 1936)

What Niebuhr refers to as an Augustinian perspective might better be described as a Reformed influence. The Book of Common Prayer was in its origins more directly shaped by Reformed theology than by Augustine, though the Reformers understood Augustine to be an ally in their struggle with the papacy (MacCulloch 1998). For his part, Niebuhr points to Augustine in this instance, but elsewhere he credits the Protestant Reformation as a key historical source for the doctrine of sin, specifically its radicality and universality (Niebuhr 1950).

Thus far we have noted Niebuhr’s view that the strength of the churches is their theology and the power of ritual practices to preserve and teach the Church’s theology and hence shape the moral imagination of parishioners. We have highlighted sin or human brokenness and noted Niebuhr’s existential interpretation of original sin (and the myth of the Fall). Niebuhr is perhaps best known for judging the doctrine of sin a salient and productive point in a modern secular culture. He clearly had in mind the self-righteous smugness that produced moral complacency and hard-heartedness in the face of cries of the victims of injustice. ‘The triumphant and successful classes and nations are never as inclined to search after the sinful taint in their ideals as those who are the victims rather than the beneficiaries of the taint’ (Niebuhr 1936).

Sin and Forgiveness
We find Niebuhr then very much in the mode of the neo-orthodox school, interpreting tradition to challenge modern assumptions. He notes that moderns tend to reject the traditional doctrine because it is often presented in its mythical or narrative form, but they also reject it ‘because the complacency of modern man is offended by the specific truth contained in the myth. The specific truth, in the myth of the fall…and in the doctrine of original sin, is that all human ideals, even the highest, are corrupted by self-interest’ (Niebuhr 1936). For Niebuhr, sin or human fault runs deep and is universal. It is not simply that human beings commit sins; it is that sin is a condition of the human heart and even more so of human identities such as class, ethnicity, or nationality. One might say much more, of course, in describing Niebuhr’s interpretation of sin, but that is the task of another chapter.

However, as important as the doctrine of sin is to Niebuhr, it should not be understood in isolation. Niebuhr understood sin to be in a dialectical relationship with God’s mercy or forgiveness. Failing to appreciate this, we may also overlook the role that mercy or grace plays in Niebuhr’s view of the Church. Indeed, for Niebuhr the Church is a ‘community of grace’ (Niebuhr 1956).

Mercy or forgiveness, says Niebuhr, is the height of God’s sacrificial love. It is at the heart of the revelation of Christ. This is the doctrine of justification by faith, which Niebuhr judges to be ‘the most important insight and achievement’ of the Reformation:

The Reformation insisted that the righteous, as well as the obvious sinners, were not justified in God’s sight by their virtues, not even if they ascribed their goodness to the grace of God. It recognized that the final reconciliation between man and God was by the mercy of God and not by any human goodness.
(Niebuhr 1950, 249f)

Here we see the intimate relationship between mercy and judgement. To have mercy on someone implies the existence of wrong or wrongs. Niebuhr at one point refers to this as the ‘double facet of the Agape of Christ’ (Niebuhr 1949, 144).

For Niebuhr, it is God’s grace that calls the Church into being and ideally characterizes its life. In describing the origins of the Church, Niebuhr begins with the revelatory origins of faith as found in the Gospel accounts. Faith is awakened or evoked, he claims, by revelation. ‘There is significantly no hint in the Gospel record of any gradual understanding even in the inner circle of disciples of the true meaning of Christ’s death.’ It comes rather as a ‘miracle’, by which Niebuhr means that faith or spiritual sight is given. The same is true of the Church. ‘The church is thus not grounded upon a slowly dawning consciousness of the true significance of Christ. It is founded in the miracle of the recognition of the true Christ in the resurrection’ (Niebuhr 1949, 148).

Having been generated by grace, the Church then is called to live as a community of grace. The temptation, according to Niebuhr, is that the Church comes to think it can dispense with God’s mercy and thus avoid God’s judgement. Like Luther and Calvin, Niebuhr insists that: ‘divine forgiveness was the perpetual necessity even of the redeemed’ (Niebuhr 1950, 250). Niebuhr stresses that ‘divine forgiveness was not merely an initial act in God’s reconciliation with [humankind] upon which human goodness could be subsequently erected’. This is true both of individual Christians and of the churches. Niebuhr references the Reformation teaching that ‘the redeemed are simul justus et peccator, righteous and sinners at once.’ The Reformation ‘applied this insight not only to the lives of men [and women] but to the institutions of grace and insisted that the church, which from one perspective, is the very body of Christ, is nevertheless involved, as an historical institution, in the crucifixion of Christ’. And yet the Church ‘is a community which does not fear the final judgment’ precisely ‘because it is a community of forgiven sinners, who know that judgment is merciful if it is not evaded’. The Church is called to embody this same forgiveness. God’s forgiveness humbles us and thus makes us willing to forgive others. ‘Ideally the church is such a community of contrite believers.’ Niebuhr contrasts the ideal with the actual in order to criticize the Church’s tendency towards self-righteousness (Niebuhr 1950).

Church and Sacraments
Nevertheless, the visible Church is necessary. God’s grace not only generates the Church but renews it. It is God’s grace that evokes, restores, and feeds faith and hope. ‘The church, as well as the individual Christian, must live by faith and hope if it would live by love; for it, as well as the individual, is involved in the ambiguities of history’. The ambiguities of history make for contingency and a degree of uncertainty. We see by faith, but faith is fragile. This makes the visible Church necessary to our faith. The Church works through a number of helps or ‘conduits’ that serve to make the faith visible (Bains 2004; Niebuhr 1936, 1946). The Scriptural witness to the Gospel is the chief aid to faith. ‘The full substance of the Christian faith and of the church as a community of grace is maintained by the continual renewal of the faith through the Scriptures’ (Niebuhr 1959, 275).

Niebuhr then pairs the Scriptures with the sacraments. ‘A community of grace, which lives by faith and hope, must be sacramental. It must have sacraments to symbolize the having and not having of the final virtue and truth.’ Niebuhr extends his eschatologically informed reading to baptism. ‘The Christian participates sacramentally and by faith in Christ’s dying and rising again; but he must be admonished that he should walk in that newness of life which is ostensibly his assured possession’ (Niebuhr 1949, 240). The pairing of Word and sacrament continues with what Niebuhr calls the ‘supreme sacrament of the Christian Church’, the Lord’s Supper. This sacrament is filled, he claims, with eschatological tension. Citing the words of institution found in 1 Corinthians 11, Niebuhr holds that ‘in this Sacrament the Christian community lives by a great memory and a great hope. What lies between the memory and the hope is a life of grace, in which the love of Christ is both an achieved reality in the community and a virtue which can be claimed only vicariously’ (Niebuhr 1949, 241).

The eschatological element is clear, but Niebuhr’s use of ‘vicariously’ may strike some readers as curious. Niebuhr is drawing on the Pauline notion of participating in Christ through faith, a notion also very dear to John Calvin. Niebuhr sounds even more similar to Calvin when he writes that ‘the Lord’s Supper…frequently loses its full Scriptural dimensions and, becoming merely a rite of remembrance, ceases to be a means of grace through which the believer is renewed in his faith by repentance and by fellowship with Christ’ (Niebuhr 1959, 271–272).

Nonetheless, there is a difference. Calvin’s emphasis is on the mystical union the elect share with Christ through faith. Niebuhr’s emphasis is on maintaining a thoroughgoing humility. ‘The Christian community does not have the perfection of Christ as an assured possession’ (Niebuhr 1949, 241). One wonders if this kind of humility might not border on self-doubt that in turn might generate internal anxiety. Niebuhr’s response is to commend God’s mercy as our source of reassurance but also and crucially our key source of self-knowledge. His focus is on guarding against complacency and instead encouraging the Church’s active pursuit of sanctification, both personally and socially.

Church and World: Mutually Challenged
Similarly, Niebuhr is very much in keeping with Reformed theology’s tendency to emphasize humility in relation to the sanctification of the common life. Niebuhr, like Calvin, understands the Church’s role to be that of cultivating and reforming faith, which would then reform one’s civic participation. The Christian witness informs members, humbling but also emboldening them. The Church may even need to witness against its culture, but it is, of course, not just the culture that may need to be challenged but the Church itself. This was a key point of the magisterial Protestant Reformers, perhaps nowhere more important than in their insistence that the institution of the Church could fail, that Church ‘councils could err’, as Calvin put it (Olin 1992). Niebuhr embraces this idea. Commenting on Peter’s denial in Matthew 16, Niebuhr writes:

This encounter [between Jesus and Peter] is an accurate symbolic description of the mixture of ultimate and human viewpoints which remain in the Christian church throughout the ages. Insofar as it is the community in which Jesus is acknowledged as the Lord it is a new community, different from all other human communities. Insofar as it joins in Peter’s abhorrence of the Cross it is a sinful community, engulfed in the securities and insecurities of human history. (Niebuhr 1949, 147 n2)

For Niebuhr, the distinctive identity of the Church is owing to the revelation of God, and yet the institutional Church itself is not divine, and as we have seen, it is very much the institutional or visible Church with which Niebuhr is concerned. Although the churches have a distinctive witness, this witness itself should puncture any arrogance that might tempt the Church. The Church has reason to be humble. ‘All religion and morality tend therefore to be both the worship of God…and rebellion against God’ (Niebuhr 1936, 373). And yet the churches also have something to contribute to society. As we have seen, Niebuhr insists that the doctrines of justification by faith and original sin are ‘relevant to contemporary social and political life’. In short, it corrects our too-complacent impressions of ourselves and our agendas. The Church then is called to share its witness and yet to do so with humility (Niebuhr 1949).

At times Niebuhr elevates this criticism by interpreting it in eschatological terms to critique the institutional Church’s claim to be the kingdom of God (Niebuhr 1949). At various points, he levels this criticism against the liberal Church, German Christians, and the Catholic Church. These cases illustrate the wide range that false identification with the divine may take, from pacifist naivety to the German Christians’ acquiescence to a genocidal regime. At points Niebuhr employs the symbol of the Anti-Christ to speak of a church claiming identification with God. ‘In short the church is always in danger of becoming Anti-Christ because it is not sufficiently eschatological. It lives too little by faith and hope and too much by the pretensions of its righteousness.’ This might take the form of the Church trying to dominate society or alternatively abdicating its responsibility. Instead, faith and hope make for a ‘courageous witness against the “principalities and powers,” which is untroubled by the punitive strength in the hands of these powers’ (Niebuhr 1949, 238).

The call to humility is a repeated refrain of Niebuhr’s both in terms of the Church and the nation. It works in tandem with his critique of arrogance. Simply put, the arrogant are called on to repent and practice humility. Humility on the Church’s part means that the Church may serve as a corrective to society or the nation state, but society may also serve to correct the Church. Niebuhr’s most frequent example of this dialectical relationship is modern secularism. Writing in the midst of divisive debates between the Church and its secular critics, Niebuhr could be critical of each for acting as if its perspective were absolute. He called on both parties to instead practise ‘a spirit of forgiveness, rooted in humility and contrition’ or what we might simply sum up as mercy and repentance (Niebuhr 1940, 1950).

Mercy and repentance, then, stand at the forefront of Niebuhr’s vision of the Church. The Church is created by grace and called to be a community of grace both internally and in its interactions with the larger culture. Grace and repentance distinguish the Church and help it become something more than simply another community organization. It is the search for some distinction from or tension with society that causes Niebuhr to turn to Troeltsch’s Church/sect typology. Following Troeltsch, Niebuhr employs this typology to better understand the Church in America and how it might live out its call. According to Niebuhr, the American context encourages sect-churches to reflect society. Niebuhr calls on the Church to resist the tug of conventionality by embracing liturgical and sacramental practices that communicate the Christian faith in its profundity. It is in worship that one is formed in the virtues of grace and repentance, mercy and contrition. Niebuhr adds ritual practices to the proclamation of Scripture to convey the relevance of the Church’s teachings or doctrine, be it justification by faith or original sin. The dialectic of grace and sin embodied and preached serves to confront the Church with its calling and its failings, delivering judgement and forgiveness. In its wake the Church is humbled of its pride and renewed to pursue its work and witness: to worship the one true God and to pursue a just social order. This Church is necessary but also vulnerable. It conveys God’s grace, but also human pride; it witnesses to society but also finds itself in need of correction.

A Lively Ecumenism
The Church as a community of grace is gracious when it comes to forms of order and forms of worship. In multiple ecumenical meetings and related writings Niebuhr is consistently open on the question of Church order and polity. He is critical of those seeking to impose their own church’s order on other churches. He notes that the ‘churches which have preserved traditions of order are of little ecumenical help in this situation because they are usually touched by idolatrous conceptions of both the church and its order, regarding them not as means of grace but as necessities of salvation’ (Niebuhr 1959, 284). Niebuhr could be surprisingly irenic in ecumenical conversations. He was spurred on by a pragmatism characteristic of what the classical reformers called Christian liberty. In other words, Niebuhr’s ecumenism was consistent with his Reformed theology.

In his writings on the Church, perhaps especially in his writings on the ecumenical movement as well as on his own Evangelical Reformed Church, one gets a clear sense of Niebuhr as not only a child of the Church, but a churchman (to use an old-fashioned word) deeply concerned with the Church’s being and its bearings in the world. In a short statement written in 1956, ‘The Church as a Community of Grace’, Niebuhr speaks of the ‘community of grace’ as a calling that is always possible. Such a community embodies the grace of Christ to others. Grace bears a love for others ‘as real people who are both capable of rising to heights of love beyond any convention and violating the laws of life in such a way as to make themselves and their loved ones miserable’. The Church should take sin and forgiveness seriously, ‘including themselves among sinners’. The Church is called upon, he writes, ‘to mediate grace not only to sinners but to [men and women] in their frailty’. At the same time, Niebuhr warns against the Church becoming merely a therapeutic dispensary. He states that it ‘ideally is a community which…generates such a faith that it enables [people of faith] to confess with St Paul, “Always dying, yet behold we live”’. Niebuhr closes the statement by calling the Church to ‘a full ministry of Christ’s grace to tortured and anxious and harassed souls, which gives contemporary relevance to the age-old Gospel’ (Niebuhr 1956).

Continuing Importance
Niebuhr’s reference to ‘contemporary relevance’ hints at his appreciation for historical change, which may in turn prompt the question of Niebuhr’s continuing relevance. Today Niebuhr is most likely to receive a hearing from the traditional or so-called mainstream denominations and perhaps from progressive evangelicals. In what follows we refer to these churches as the ‘allied churches’ because they have increasingly come to understand their calling to be allies of the vulnerable. These allied churches find themselves in something of a new and interesting position in which they are no longer the mainstream or popular option. The allied churches are aware, some of them keenly, of American society’s declining religious affiliation and growing secularization. The decline has been especially notable in the ‘mainstream’ churches. By ‘decline’ we mean a decline in total numbers as well as in relation to other churches and the overall population. Perhaps more worrisome still has been the declining number of younger members. Added to this, the mainstreamers have long since been moved aside by conservative evangelicals on the political ascendance. Some of the latter, such as Southern Baptists, were once sects but have long since become more like established churches with close connections to powerful interests. For some time, these churches appeared to be the winners of the culture wars that date back to the 1960s.

Displaced from their earlier prominence and on the losing end of the culture wars, the allied churches have discovered a renewed sense of the distinctive message of the Gospel, centred on God’s love and mercy. Such a move recalls Niebuhr’s discussion of the Church and sect and his call for the American churches to live into their distinctive witness. This sense of the Gospel as distinctive and thus in tension with the larger culture has intensified with the emergence of Donald Trump and his reigniting of the culture wars with a politics of fear and resentment. In light of our society’s continuing contempt for ‘the other’, the allied churches with their message of a welcoming Christ find themselves increasingly in a prophetic posture. We should also note that in some cases Niebuhr might protest that the faith has been reduced to a political agenda or even issue. Nevertheless, the growing appreciation of the distinctive witness of the Gospel is a central element of Niebuhr’s ecclesiology.

Another connection with Niebuhr’s analysis is that many of the ‘mainstream’ churches have been through a long period of liturgical renewal. However, the ‘renewal’ movement that Niebuhr may have helped initiate has not been the unambiguous good that he envisioned (Bains 2004). Whereas he spoke of an appreciation of liturgy as enriching the Church’s worship and witness, we have already noted the decline of the mainstreamers. Indeed, in some cases younger generations have associated liturgy with more conservative churches and ‘praise bands’ with more liberal churches. Nevertheless, one might speculate that the liturgical renewal movement has served to steady or undergird the churches as they have found themselves in a rapidly changing social environment, and we might go on to conclude that the allied churches thus appear consistent with Niebuhr’s vision of the Church.

Having said this, there is some reason to doubt that they would embrace Niebuhr as one of their own. Certainly, those churches that have embraced pacifism may view Niebuhr suspiciously. This suspicion is also likely to be shared by any Church informed by the theological vision of Stanley Hauerwas. If the assessment in this chapter of Niebuhr’s ecclesiology is correct, then it would appear as if Hauerwas has failed to understand Niebuhr’s ecclesiology—especially on those points of emphasis that he and Niebuhr share and that Hauerwas has amplified, namely a call to embrace practices that shape a distinct theological identity. Still, there are clear differences. Niebuhr’s Church is not pacifist, though it may include pacifists. And Niebuhr’s Church does not see itself in simple opposition to the world. For Niebuhr there is cause for tension, but the society may correct the Church in some cases. Hauerwas might well see Niebuhr’s humility as a loss of faith or boldness. So too might some in the allied churches. Doesn’t Niebuhr’s humility get in the way of a prophetic stance?

It is helpful to remember that Niebuhr’s humility is driven by grace and by the Church’s failings. Informed by Niebuhr, we cannot help noticing the Church’s failings, including its turn to legalism in such cases as sexuality and immigration, its self-righteous condemnations of those who have different moral visions, and its easy accommodation to the wider consumer culture and growing nationalism. We think also of the Church’s abuse of children and adults, its hypocrisy and the opulence of some pastors and congregations. Here we get a glimpse of Niebuhr’s complex appreciation of the Church as a fallen community of grace, capable of doing both good and evil. Perhaps we too can understand why some might wish for the Church’s demise. If this doesn’t humble the Church, then a Niebuhrian perspective might point to the recent and on-going exodus from the pews.

So many of the Church’s sins can be understood as the Church seeking to save its own life—when its calling is to give its life to Christ’s ministry. Niebuhr reminds us of this calling in an age when many congregations face an uncertain future and find themselves taking a defensive posture. We should not confuse such a posture with Niebuhr’s call to humility, which seeks to live out the Church’s calling to give its life for others.

Finally, a Niebuhrian perspective undoubtedly calls on the churches to work and witness together. His perspective also calls on the Church to work with people of other faiths and goodwill. At the same time, Niebuhr’s ecclesiology encourages the Church to attend to its historical treasure centred on the Gospel of Christ, the one who calls the Church into being and out into the world to serve. As Niebuhr says, God’s grace calls the Church to ‘a full ministry of Christ’s grace to tortured and anxious and harassed souls’ (1956).

In summary, we have reason to believe that Niebuhr’s influence continues today in what this author has called the ‘allied churches’. Like Niebuhr, these churches confront growing secularization and the declining influence of the mainstream of the Protestant Reformation. These churches have embraced to varying degrees Niebuhr’s sect-church with its priestly and prophetic functions. They too have drawn on the Church’s long witness to a God of grace and in the process have seen their faith and work reinvigorated. In their new social location, the allied churches have good reason to embrace Niebuhr’s much discussed call to humility or better said his call to humbly worship and serve. Perhaps, then, Niebuhr helpfully reminds us to be suspicious of the Church, including our own efforts, but nevertheless to ‘sin boldly’.
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chapter 19


Eschatology



Jodie L. Lyon







Despite the fact that Reinhold Niebuhr titled his Gifford Lectures The Nature and Destiny of Man, eschatology is probably not the first theological category that one associates with Reinhold Niebuhr. Given Niebuhr’s role as a political ethicist, anthropology and hamartiology are more natural fits, and the doctrine of ‘last things’ may be the last of the theological loci that comes to mind. The central aim of Reinhold Niebuhr’s theology is the attempt to resolve the human paradox of freedom and finitude as those competing categories of existence unfold across the life of the individual, the group, the nation, and the human race. A theological discussion of the end of history seems peripheral, if not an afterthought, for a man deeply engaged in the daily moral struggles of human history. Niebuhr also famously warns about the dangers of too-certain eschatological pronouncements; he insists that to claim ‘any knowledge of either the furniture of heaven or the temperature of hell’ is risky business (Niebuhr 1964, II: 294). In a heated exchange with Karl Barth, Niebuhr even wields the word ‘eschatological’ as an insult, charging Barth with using an other-worldly focus on the future as an excuse to ignore the necessities of engaging in the struggle for justice in the here-and-now (Niebuhr 1959, 186).

A deeper examination of Niebuhr’s theological system reveals eschatology to be more central to his ethical enterprise than expected. Niebuhr’s primary theological concern is the attempt to solve the ‘human predicament’, while his main ethical concern is the attempt to establish justice in light of the complexity of human nature and relationships. Exploring these themes in Niebuhr, one discovers that the tension of Niebuhr’s anthropology finds resolution in his eschatology. His ethics focuses on the present but points forwards to the end, for Niebuhr claims that the only way one can live ethically in the present is to have a faith in God which gives one hope for the future. Sin is the ill-conceived attempt to resolve the tension in human life between freedom and finitude, and while sin inevitably leads to injustice, faith is the true solution to the anxious paradox of bounded freedom. Faith, the ideal of the Christian life and the solution to the human predicament, is ultimately eschatological hope. ‘Faith in God’, Niebuhr claims, ‘is faith in some ultimate unity of life, in some final comprehensive purpose which holds all the various, and frequently contradictory, realms of coherence and meaning together’ (Niebuhr 1986, 238). Against all sinful attempts to resolve the anxiety of human freedom and finitude in pre-emptive ways, faith is an anticipation of the divine resolution of the human situation as the end (finis) and purpose (telos) of history (Niebuhr 1964, II: 287). Christian faith is trust in God to eventually bring history to an end that fulfils, rather than destroys, the partial achievements of collective human life.

In order to grasp Niebuhr’s eschatology and its significance in his theological system, we must therefore begin with his anthropology, exploring his view of history and his understanding of Christology along the way in order to arrive at his vision of last things. For Niebuhr the eschaton is revealed by human experience in history, anticipated by messianic visions, and illuminated and clarified by the Christ event. Christian eschatological vision is expressed in the symbols of the Parousia, the Last Judgement, and the Resurrection, which hold profound truth without requiring literal interpretations. Failure to properly explicate these symbols leads to theological error and social injustice. Eschatological faith can easily be perverted into eschatological error, and the potential errors of eschatology mirror the fundamental sinful distortions inherent to humans who have dual citizenship in the physical and spiritual realms.

Human Nature Reveals Human Destiny
In 1939, on the precipice of the Second World War, Reinhold Niebuhr delivered the prestigious Gifford Lectures at the University of Edinburgh. Of the many books that Niebuhr wrote over the course of his career, the two-volume work that originated in his Gifford Lectures, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, garners special attention because of its theological focus. Published in 1941, the first volume explores Niebuhr’s theological anthropology—his understanding of human nature, while the second volume, published two years later, explains Niebuhr’s eschatology—his beliefs regarding human destiny.

Anthropology and eschatology are paired in Niebuhr’s theological system because he insists that understanding the structure of human nature is key to anticipating the goal of human history. Anthropology begins with a puzzle, for Niebuhr asserts that human beings are paradoxical creatures. ‘Man has always been his own most vexing problem’, Niebuhr claims in the first line of Nature and Destiny (1964, I: 1). The ‘problem’ is that humans exist in a liminal state between nature and spirit. On the one hand, humans are clearly physical, finite creatures subject to the myriad limitations that come from having bodies and living in particular times and places. Human bodies are fragile and mortal, with inherent weaknesses. We have basic needs for survival like food, drink, and shelter; and ultimately our bodies will grow weak, die, and return to dust. Our rational capacities are limited, for our knowledge is partial and dependent in large part on things outside our control, including our genetics and our environment. The boundedness of human existence demonstrates that we are a part of nature, sharing much in common with the animal kingdom.

Yet while humans and wolves alike are mortal, so far as we know, wolves do not experience existential dread or midlife crises; neither do they worry about whether or not they are making a substantive contribution to wolf-kind. Humans may exhibit many of the qualities of animals, but Niebuhr insists we also occupy a clearly distinct category of being. Our differences, Niebuhr argues, are qualitative not merely quantitative. A human is made in the image of God, which means a human possesses the ‘ability to stand outside himself, a capacity for self-transcendence, the ability to make himself his own object’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 4). Self-transcendence implies a measure of freedom over the limitations of creaturely existence, and the possession of this capability renders us spiritual beings. We are creatures with dual natures: we image animals through our limitations but God through our freedom.

Transcendence gives human beings access to imagination and creativity, and these abilities are central to Niebuhr’s understanding of what it means to be creatures made in the image of God. ‘Human existence’, Niebuhr writes, ‘is obviously distinguished from animal life by its qualified participation in creation’ (1964, I: 26). As human beings, we can transmute the most mundane aspects of finite existence into something grander; thus we can take the basic materials of food and drink required for bodily sustenance and transform them into a gourmet dining experience. Like animals we must eat, but unlike animals we can choose to dine. Our freedom permeates and transforms our finitude, even as our finitude places boundaries on our freedom.

The human predicament lies in the fact that it is difficult for beings who are simultaneously nature and spirit, bound yet free, to reconcile their conflicting identities. To share similarities with God and yet also with a common cow can be quite perplexing, if not unnerving. The limitations to which human beings are subject are frustrating because we can imagine complete freedom and infinite possibility, yet cannot grasp them. Death is the greatest illustration of this point. Presumably animals are content with being mortal because they do not dream of immortality. Dogs and humans alike have limited lifespans, but only humans experience existential dread over death. The human knowledge of mortality coupled with the capacity for imagination leads to dissatisfaction and despair over the end of our lives. In addition, self-transcendence makes it possible for us to envision and long for a greater meaning to our lives than simple survival. We want to make a difference, leave a legacy, or be part of a larger cause. Death highlights the human predicament, but it is not an inherently negative event, in Niebuhr’s thought, for it is simply a feature of creaturehood. Death only becomes evil ‘when man seeks in his pride to hide his mortality, to overcome his insecurity by his own power and to establish his independence’ (1964, II: 174).

Death demonstrates the human problem, but history highlights human potential. Niebuhr begins volume two of Nature and Destiny with an explanation of the relationship between humanity’s dual citizenship and our ability to know and create history (1964, II: 1). History is rooted in nature, because it is a series of events in time played out by human actors. To speak of a period of human history is to discuss creaturely details: what particular embodied creatures were wearing, doing, or thinking over a set period of time, and the ways in which these details differ from other time periods. History occurs within the boundaries of the natural realm, but it also demands something more, for the animal kingdom knows nothing of history. There is no parallel to the Renaissance, the Reformation, or the Civil Rights Movement in the bovine world. Cows know nothing of social movements, philosophical schools, or cultural trends. Innovation is required to turn time into history; new ideas must be brought into human societies and cultures and acted upon. Further, humans must be able to assume a transcendent perspective in order to see a sequence of events at a particular place and time as a drama with purpose and meaning. ‘Man’s freedom to transcend the natural flux gives him the possibility of grasping a span of time in his consciousness and thereby of knowing history. It also enables him to change, reorder and transmute the causal sequences of nature and thereby to make history’, Niebuhr explains (1964, II: 1).

If the creation of history is dependent upon the dual nature of human creatures, it is also revelatory of the anxiety that accompanies that duality. The same hybrid nature that allows humans to create history also causes anxiety within history, and as Niebuhr’s attention to group dynamics illustrates, the basic human tendencies of human individuals are often intensified and expanded when humans come together under a united goal. The fear of death thus affects not merely individuals, but also cultures and civilizations within history. History is the story of the rise and fall of empires, political movements, cultural ideas, and social mores. History showcases the anxiety of leaders and groups as political or cultural influence and power wanes and the lengths to which nations and empires will go to retain power or prestige.

Pulling together the themes of history, anxiety, and death, Niebuhr argues that the dual structure of human existence demands that history have both an end (finis) and a purpose (telos):

Everything in human life and history moves toward an end. By reason of man’s subjection to nature and finiteness this ‘end’ is a point where that which exists ceases to be. It is finis. By reason of man’s rational freedom the ‘end’ has another meaning. It is the purpose and goal of his life and work. It is telos. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 287)

Eschatology is thus born directly out of anthropology in Niebuhr’s thought. Human life inherently points towards an eschaton, and humans are almost inevitably drawn to considerations of ‘last things’ because of our dual natures. How will history end, and how will it ultimately be found meaningful? These eschatological concerns often lead to anxiety.

This anxiety about the way things end is not necessarily a negative thing. Anxiety is a neutral state in Niebuhrian anthropology; it can either lead to sin or faith. Sin occurs when our insecurities cause us to seek security in ourselves or other humans, rather than in God, the only true place of security. That anxiety is not always negative is further demonstrated in the fact that, at times, Niebuhr regards human anxiety about the future as proof that there is a meaning and an appropriate end to human life. Anxiety over the end and meaning of life is an existential, experiential sign that humans should expect an ending that resolves the human predicament. At other times, Niebuhr readily admits that to view history as directed towards an end is something that one can only do if one assumes the truth of Christian revelation (1964, II: 5). Christians find meaning in history because they believe Christ has come and revealed the meaning of history. While it is unclear whether Niebuhr ultimately prioritizes human experience or divine revelation in his view of anxiety over the future, it is certainly the case that Niebuhr sees human experience on both the individual and collective level as pointing towards a fulfilment of history.

Messianic Anticipations of Human Destiny
Religions that regard history as meaningful have the expectation that at some point in the future a paradigmatic event will take place that will bring history to its proper fulfilment, according to Niebuhr (1964, II: 4–6, 15–34). These ‘historical religions’ anticipate the coming of a messiah-figure, a Christ, who will disclose and bring to fruition the meaning of history in a divinely orchestrated way. The revelation of divine purpose and power within history is ‘regarded as possible because history is known to be something more than the nature-necessity in which it has roots. It is regarded as necessary because the potential meaningfulness of history is recognized as fragmentary and corrupted. It must be completed and clarified’ (1964, II: 5). The expectation of a messiah is thus a form of eschatological hope.

The prophets of the Hebrew Bible imagine the messianic coming in various ways, demonstrating both the human struggle to imagine the end of history and the divine word of judgement spoken over our false visions. Niebuhr traces the historical development of the idea of a messiah-figure through the Old Testament prophets in The Nature and Destiny of Man, as he sees biblical religion moving from nationalistic to universal understandings of the fulfilment of history and finally to a prophetic warning of the judgement of all nations. Niebuhr identifies three strains of messianic hope running through the prophetic writings of the Old Testament, sometimes starkly contrasted with one another and at other times combined within the same text (1964, II: 18). The various depictions of the messiah-figure, while born out of Jewish contexts, parallel eschatological visions beyond Judaism. They simultaneously demonstrate the ways in which humans perceptively grasp the human predicament and the ways in which humans falsely attempt to solve it.

Niebuhr begins his survey of messianic expectations with the least complex, and perhaps most ethically problematic form, a type Niebuhr labels egoistic-nationalistic (1964, II: 18). In the context of the Babylonian exile and captivity, what does eschatological hope look like? Certainly, it involves a righting of historical injustices—the defeat of one’s captors and the raising to glory of one’s own nation—for it is difficult to imagine a meaningful end to history from a position of oppression. The Hebrew prophets envision a king who triumphs over the enemies of Israel and restores their nation to a position of prominence. History can only be meaningful if it eventually corrects itself, moving from injustice to justice, and the prophets of Israel interpret this to mean the vindication of their own nation. While this eschatological vision of a triumphant king is to be expected, it also warrants critique. Niebuhr describes it as egoistic-nationalistic, for its vision of the meaning of history is exclusive to the nation of Israel, and as such, it reveals a prideful attempt to portray one’s own group as more righteous than it truly is. The egoistic-nationalistic tendency in eschatological thought plays out within modern Christianity as well, Niebuhr is quick to point out. Christian appeals to the final vindication of the sovereignty of God in human history always include thinly veiled hopes of the triumph of one’s own nation or denomination or religion. The vindication of God always conveniently includes the vindication of one’s own group.

The recognition of the inherent self-centredness of the first type of messianism gives way to a more comprehensive type which Niebuhr terms ethical-universalist (II: 19). This second type of eschatological hope, found in the prophets Isaiah and Amos, identifies the barrier to the fulfilment of history not as the defeat of one’s own nation but as the failure of good more generally to triumph over evil. If evil defeats good within history, how can life ultimately be meaningful? Like the first version of messianism, a king is expected to arise and bring justice, but in this version the king is simultaneously imagined as a shepherd, a juxtaposition of images that represents the union of power and goodness. Niebuhr finds much to praise in the anticipation of a shepherd-king, for it accounts for the ambiguity of history in ways that the previous vision of the messiah does not. What is needed is more than power, for power within history is often used as a tool for evil, and the very systems that are meant to establish justice on earth are frequently vehicles for injustice. Power and goodness must coalesce in order to complete history, but only God can achieve this, because only God can transcend the competing forces in history in complete impartiality and thus establish true justice. While there is a great deal that Niebuhr appreciates in this version of messianic hope, he finds it ultimately lacking: ‘Its weakness lies in the fact that it hopes for an impossible combination of the divine and the historical. The God who is both powerful and good by reason of being the source of all power, and not some particular power in history, cannot remain good if he becomes a particular power in history’ (1964, II: 22).

Finally, Niebuhr examines prophetic messianism, a form of messianic hope that is found in Amos alongside his ethical-universalist emphasis (II: 23). Prophetic messianism begins by recognizing the basic emphases of ethical-universalist messianism, but concludes with less hope. Amos acknowledges that God is the God not only of the Jews, but of the whole world, and that God is sovereign over all people, although God has chosen Israel for a special purpose. Amos also recognizes the temptation to injustice that is present in all situations of power. But the universality of both God’s sovereignty and human temptation prompts Amos to warn of the universality of God’s judgement. There is no one who is truly righteous, and therefore all stand under divine condemnation. If history ends in universal judgement, can it be meaningful? Niebuhr identifies this prophetic warning of universal judgement as the beginning of revelation, claiming it is ‘here, for the first time in the history of culture the eternal and divine is not regarded as the extension and fulfilment of the highest human possibilities…God’s word is spoken against both his favoured nation and all nations’ (II: 25). This is revelation, not merely natural religion, for Niebuhr thinks that while our self-transcendence enables us to recognize the human inability to fulfil history through our own group or nation, our transcendence is not complete enough to comprehend the telos of history. God must reveal this, and we must apprehend it by faith. The prophets warn of the judgement of God, and they long for God’s mercy, but they cannot comprehend the relationship between the two.

Niebuhr concludes that prophetic messianism expects the revelation and fulfilment of the meaning of history through the establishment of God’s sovereignty. This revelation must be historical and yet supra-historical, something Niebuhr thinks the prophetic stream of messianism recognizes at least in part. It must be historical because human beings are creatures bound to the processes of nature. It must be supra-historical because humans are spiritual beings who transcend nature. Prophetic messianism understands that the answer to history transcends history, and thus requires God’s intervention. At times, Niebuhr says, it does not fully grasp the implications of this, as it longs for the establishment of a Kingdom of God on earth. And yet, in its apocalyptic forms, prophetic messianism expands its eschatological vision to include a new heaven and a new earth in which the dead are raised to enable their participation in the denouement of history. This resurrection symbolizes the relationship of each individual to eternity—on the one hand, each person stands in direct relation to the eternal ‘by reason of transcending the historical process’, and on the other hand, each individual is indirectly related to the eternal ‘by reason of being involved in the historical process’ (II: 36).

Jesus Christ as the Disclosure of the Meaning of History
Christians identify Jesus Christ as the messiah and proclaim him to be the disclosure and the fulfilment of the meaning of history, the consummation of prophetic anticipation. In Christ, the Church teaches that the sovereignty of God over history is determined (1964, II: 35). Jesus reveals the meaning of history within history through his reinterpretation of messianism, combining the apocalyptic title ‘son of Man’ with the ‘suffering servant’ language of the prophet Isaiah. The former apocalyptic image, in the visions of Daniel and Enoch, is a conqueror and judge from heaven who brings history to its fulfilment. The latter is not a messianic image, but is a biblical symbol utilized by Jesus to insist that the messiah must suffer, rather than conquer, within history. The combination of these disparate images represents for Niebuhr the shocking revelation given in Christ of the meaning of history: agape love demonstrated through the suffering of Christ on the cross.

The idea that suffering love is the revelation of the meaning of history is, from one perspective, ‘foolishness’ and, from another, ‘a stumbling block’. It was foolishness to the Greeks, Niebuhr says, because they could not imagine a revelation of the eternal within history. It was a stumbling block to the Jews, Niebuhr explains, for three reasons. First, Christ rejected the ability of the Law to encompass the final norm for human life. The freedom inherent in human nature means that no rule created in time can adequately deal with the complexity of the human spirit and thus bring agape love into fruition through legislation. Second, Christ rejects the nationalistic tendencies that are present in all messianic visions due to the human tendency to pride. Finally, Jesus’ answer to the problem of universal judgement expands upon, and yet ultimately reinterprets, prophetic messianism. Jesus expands upon prophetic messianism’s insistence that the problem of history is the ultimate judgement of God, by noting that in the final judgement both the righteous and the unrighteous fail to recognize their true status before God. He reinterprets prophetic messianism by utilizing the symbol of the suffering servant to reveal self-sacrificial love as the meaning of history (1964, II: 39–52).

The idea that vicarious suffering is the divine revelation of history’s meaning was not merely a problem for the Jews and the Greeks. It has proved to be commonly misinterpreted by those who accepted Jesus as the messiah, Niebuhr claims. It has been falsely interpreted in both optimistic and pessimistic ways throughout Christian history. On the one hand, liberal Christianity has optimistically assumed that Christ’s innocent suffering is proof that while love does not always triumph over evil immediately, it will progressively chip away at the forces of evil and eventually overcome them. From a pessimistic perspective, Niebuhr says other Christians have viewed Christ’s death as proof that love does not always win out over evil, but that those who practise love will always maintain the satisfaction of knowing that their position is the correct, albeit defeated, one (1964, II: 45). In distinction to both these ideas, Niebuhr argues that Christ’s vicarious suffering on the cross is the revelation that ‘the contradictions of history are not resolved in history; but they are only resolved on the level of the eternal and the divine’ (II: 46). History is resolved as God takes the sins of the world upon God’s own self. And yet, history is not obliterated or made irrelevant in the process. God’s mercy is revealed within history, so that human beings may be able to grasp both the depth of their sin and the height of God’s saving grace.

The proclamation that self-sacrificial love is the meaning of history establishes history post-Christ as an interim period, for within history, it is clear that such love leads to defeat not triumph. The Kingdom of God is revealed in the cross, but not ultimately fulfilled. History finds meaning, but it does not reach its ultimate conclusion. Contrary to liberal idealism, love does not gradually overcome evil, for Niebuhr reminds us that Christianity predicts ‘wars and rumours of wars’ in the last days. This does not mean that love will always be defeated in each and every historical incident; in fact, there will be many times that love celebrates partial triumphs, for Niebuhr argues that in order for history to be meaningful love must sometimes win. The law of love is the norm of history, and history cannot exist in total contradiction to its very nature. The Christian vision of the future is thus neither entirely pessimistic nor optimistic. The completion of history’s meaning—the triumph of sacrificial love—awaits the second coming of Christ.

Eschatological Symbols: Deceptive Truth
In Beyond Tragedy, Niebuhr uses the Pauline phrase, ‘deceivers yet true’ to characterize Christian symbolism, for ‘what is true in the Christian religion can be expressed only in symbols which contain a certain degree of provisional and superficial deception’ (Niebuhr 1937, 3). Biblical characterizations of the eschaton are replete with references to persons and events that Niebuhr categorizes as symbols rather than historical predictions. Among these symbols, three are of particular importance for understanding Niebuhr’s eschatological vision: the Parousia, the Last Judgement, and the Resurrection. For Niebuhr, biblical symbols are true, but not literal. They are mythical in nature, straddling the dividing line between nature and spirit, time and eternity, and expressing profound truth in mundane packages. Niebuhr argues that there are two possible errors with regard to these symbols: one can take them too literally or one can dismiss them as unimportant. Both errors reveal a failure to take the symbols seriously. For example, Niebuhr says the symbol of the Antichrist represents the existential truth that the human capacity for transcendence can be used to achieve higher and higher purposes, both moral and immoral. History is not simply the gradual triumph over good over evil. Symbolically, the Antichrist reminds us that ‘the ultimate evil might not be the denial, but the corruption, of the ultimate truth’ (1964, II: 317). To understand this symbol properly, it must be seen as non-literal yet meaningful. By viewing the eschatological symbol of the Antichrist as a literal, historical figure who will bring about a one-world government, the literalist reduces a general truth about human nature and history’s trajectory to a singular bad man or institution. Attempts to identify the Antichrist as the Catholic Church or the latest political figure one dislikes are manifestations of the very sin of pride of which the symbol warns us. Similarly, the facile dismissal of the idea of an Antichrist as a silly relic of a bygone age allows the revisionist to ignore the profound truth it is meant to communicate. With this illustration of ‘true, yet not literal’ in mind, we can now examine the three eschatological symbols.

Eschatological hope begins with the anticipation of the Parousia, a second coming of Christ. A return of Christ is expected because the first coming of Christ discloses the sovereignty of God over history but does not establish it and reveals the meaning of history but does not fulfil it. The expectation of a return of Christ is a theological expression of faith in ‘the sufficiency of God’s sovereignty over the world and history, and in the final supremacy of love over all the forces of self-love which defy, for the moment, the inclusive harmony of all things under the will of God’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 290). The admission that only God will be able to complete history is not a capitulation to an other-worldly theology that identifies finitude with sin. History is brought to consummation within history, not in an undifferentiated eternal realm. Creation is thus not judged as inherently evil, for it is not abolished in history’s fulfilment. Yet salvation comes at the end of history, and it is established through divine action from without, since it is not within the realm of human possibility to bring the Kingdom of God to earth. History is meaningful even if it cannot ultimately provide its own meaning. As Niebuhr explains: ‘The Kingdom of God thus lies beyond history. But the Kingdom of God is not some realm of eternity which negates time. It is a realm of eternity which fulfils time’ (Niebuhr 1937, 192).

The expectation of the Parousia establishes history as an interim, a space between the revelation in Christ of the meaning of life and its ultimate fulfilment at the end of the age. Against the idealists, Niebuhr warns that the Kingdom of God will not be ushered in by human achievement. Yet to regard history as an interim is not to view it as a mere holding area, a place that has no importance in and of itself but that finds value only as the precursor to the main event. History is inherently meaningful, and the period of time between the first and second coming of the Lord is no different. History is an ‘interim’ because human beings currently live in a time in which we are able, as Paul says, ‘to see, yet through a glass darkly’. The law of love has been revealed in Christ, but it has not been brought to full fruition. The Kingdom of God has thus ‘has come’ and yet ‘is to come’.

It has been a perennial temptation in Christianity to predict that the second coming of Christ will occur within one’s lifetime. Niebuhr attributes this to the failure to understand eschatological imagery as symbols and to interpret those symbols correctly. We might take comfort in the fact that Niebuhr traces this misappropriation of symbols back to the Apostle Paul, and even to Jesus himself! Niebuhr claims that both Paul and Jesus erroneously believed that the ‘time was short’, and the eschaton was temporally imminent (1964, II: 49–50). While Niebuhr attributes their eschatological expectation to a misunderstanding about the relationship between time and eternity, it is also more fundamentally characteristic of the perennial temptation to take symbols literally. The Parousia symbolizes the human hope for meaning in the face of death. It is the mechanism by which Christians are able to recognize that the limitations of our lives are not ultimately normative and believe that God will bring to completion what we are unable to do.

In this interim, humans must live in creative faith. ‘Creative faith’ is not a phrase that Niebuhr himself uses, but one that summarizes his insistence that humans utilize the creativity that our spiritual nature affords us in imagining and building more just societies while ultimately putting our hope in God to establish the Kingdom of God. The longing for the second coming of Christ is not meant to stifle human attempts at justice, but to put those attempts into proper perspective. Niebuhr’s concern for properly understanding eschatological symbols stems in large part from his ethical impulse towards justice. An overly realized or unrealized eschatology creates injustice. An overconfidence in the triumph of love within history through human efforts too easily leads to the belief that one’s biased, limited vision of justice is true justice, which stymies fuller approximations of it. Alternately, the belief that nothing good can be accomplished within history but must await divine action at the end of history leads to passivity, and the continuation of past and present injustices. Faith in God’s sovereignty must be combined with creative human effort in order to accomplish relative justice in the here-and-now.

Niebuhr believes that prophetic messianism rightly warns the world of the Last Judgement, which is to be understood as a universal judgement, in contrast to particular judgements about good and evil within history. Held to the divine standard of the law of love, all human beings and human civilizations are found wanting. The symbol of a final judgement in which all people will be called to account for their earthly failings has three key elements, according to Niebuhr. First, it is important to note that it is Christ who judges history, which means that ‘when the historical confronts the eternal it is judged by its own ideal possibility, and not by the contrast between the finite and the eternal character of God’ (1964, II: 292). The separation of the sheep from the goats is not a separation of a good soul from a bad body, or the delineation between finitude and freedom; righteousness is separated from unrighteousness. Second, even though no human being lives up to the divine standard of the law of love, the relative distinctions of righteousness (sheep) and unrighteousness (goats) are deemed relevant. Neither the sheep nor the goats, however, are able to judge themselves rightly. God’s mercy in final judgement is demonstrated in this failure of the righteous to grasp their own standing before God. Finally, judgement is understood to occur ‘at the “end” of history’ which refutes the idea of an idealistic trajectory of history. The ‘end’ of history (whether Niebuhr believes this ‘end’ is within or beyond temporal history is unclear) is judgement, not utopia. The fear of judgement lies at the heart of human anxiety and insecurity, and while Niebuhr believes that the literalistic notions of Hell that have dominated much of Christian thought are a misappropriation of Christian symbols, he warns the Christian to take seriously the fear of judgement.

Niebuhr admits to his liberal counterparts that the resurrection of the body, which the Christian faith proclaims in creedal form, defies all attempts at rational explanation. He insists, however, that ‘this is equally true of the idea of an immortal soul’ (1964, II: 294). Since neither a disembodied post-mortem soul nor a resuscitated ensouled body makes any sense scientifically, to choose the former over the latter for the sake of rationality is theological folly. Precisely for this reason, Niebuhr is not concerned with conceptualizing what a resurrected person might look like or how a resurrection might take place. Near the end of his life, Niebuhr confesses that he would rather leave this problem of to the arena of mystery, for ‘the mystery of human selfhood is only a degree beneath the mystery of God’ (1986, 256). For Niebuhr the supra-rational character of the doctrine emphasizes the impossibility of human attempts to solve the human dilemma and thus the necessity of faith.

Mysterious as it may be, Niebuhr does insist that the Christian symbolism of the resurrection of the body, and not merely an immortal soul, is of theological significance. The symbol which characterizes human life post-history must fulfil, not negate, what it means to be human. A perennial temptation in Christianity is a dualistic faith which sees the physical realm as either an evil from which we await liberation or something entirely incidental to human existence. Niebuhr insists that nature is good because it is created by God, that finitude is not the source of sin, and that participation in the physical realm is an essential part of being human. To state, as a Christian, that one believes ‘in the resurrection of the body’ is to maintain that human beings are a unity of body and soul, and that ‘eternity will fulfil and not annul the richness and variety which the temporal process has elaborated’ (1964, II: 295).

Beyond an affirmation of the symbol of the resurrection of the body, Niebuhr does not delve into the afterlife. His concern is with the end of history and its fulfilment on both the collective and individual level. Niebuhr’s eschatological vision reaches no further. Aside from the previously quoted quip about Heaven’s furniture and Hell’s temperature, Niebuhr has no interest in exploring the concepts of Heaven or Hell; his eschatology ends with the judgement of resurrected, embodied persons.

Avoiding Eschatological Error
One of Niebuhr’s primary concerns throughout his discussion of the end of history is the avoidance of eschatological error. Niebuhr’s anthropology not only demands that history has a finis and a telos, but it also warns that the human longing for history’s end will lead to misapprehensions of that end. The anxiety arising from our dual nature leads us to seek false solutions to the human situation. Anxiety need not necessarily lead to sin, but it inevitably does (1964, I: 250). The ways human beings sin generally mirror the ways human beings err eschatologically, and thus it is helpful to understand Niebuhr’s hamartiology when trying to assess his vision of last things. For Niebuhr sin is the rejection of faith in God to resolve the contradictions of human life in favour of an abortive attempt to solve the problem oneself. Ideally, ‘faith in the ultimate security of God’s love would overcome all immediate insecurities of nature and history’, yet more often than not human beings sin in a futile attempt to resolve the nature/spirit tension on their own (1964, I: 183).

Most of the time, human sin involves refusing to acknowledge human limitation, which is the sin of pride. Pride is, in the classical Augustinian sense, the grand rebellion of human beings against their restraints due to a desire to be free and unlimited like God. We fool ourselves into believing that our partial perspectives are ultimate ones and we place ourselves or our groups at the centre of the universe. While Niebuhr sees pride fundamentally as a sin against God, he recognizes that the vertical sin of rebellion against God leads inevitably to the horizontal sin of injustice against other persons. Pride begets a will-to-power that leads to the oppression of others. We grasp for ultimate power without the requisite goodness to rule justly.

It is possible in Niebuhr’s anthropology to sin in an alternate way; one may choose to lessen the anxiety of a dual nature by a denial of one’s freedom. The sin of sensuality—as Niebuhr terms it—is an attempt to escape from the responsibilities that freedom entails. It is a rejection of spirit and an effort to lose oneself in the natural realm. As many feminists have pointed out, Niebuhr does not take this sin very seriously. He devotes very little time and attention to it, and when he does write about it, he seems unsure how to define it. Sometimes sensuality is reduced to a literal escape into physical excesses, such as sexual promiscuity or alcoholism, while other times it is imagined more broadly as the deification of another or as a retreat from the responsibilities of freedom into the mundane activities of life (1964, I: 228–240). Whatever Niebuhr’s description, he is convinced that pride is the more primary of the sins, and that sensuality in some way is derived from the more fundamental sin of pride.

Niebuhr’s understanding of sin as the prideful attempt to loosen the tension between the poles of nature and spirit by the denial of either polarity plays out in eschatology. Not surprisingly, when Niebuhr writes about eschatological sins, he focuses almost exclusively on the sin of pride. The sin of sensuality in Niebuhr’s discussion of eschatology is reserved for ‘non-historical’ religions—religions which do not view history as meaningful because they either reduce history to a sequence of natural events or because they view history as without significance in comparison to the eternal. In the first example the human goal is proper adjustment to and acceptance of the natural order (naturalism/materialism) and in the second the human goal is freedom from the chaotic inferiority of the natural realm (classical idealism/mysticism). It seems at first glance to be odd that Niebuhr groups these two perspectives together as part of the same eschatological sin, since these two ways of dealing with nature blatantly contradict one another, but the opposition mirrors, to some extent, Niebuhr’s description of the sin of sensuality. Sensuality is for Niebuhr both the highest form of self-love, and thus prideful self-worship, and also the desperate attempt to escape self-love by worship of another. It can manifest as turning to nature to find ultimate meaning but also as losing oneself in nature because one is seeking to escape meaning altogether. What ties together the non-historical forms of religion (and thus the two forms of sensuality) is that in each case Niebuhr believes there is an idolatry present that precludes the possibility of a future revelation of meaning within history. In the case of naturalism/materialism, nature is god, and in the case of idealism/mysticism, reason is god.

Since Niebuhr describes Christianity as a ‘historical’ religion, he depicts all Christian eschatological errors as examples of the sin of pride. According to Niebuhr, eschatological pride occurs when one overestimates the human capacity for transcendence within finitude or doubts the ability of transcendence to reform finitude. The former error does not take the limitations of finitude seriously enough, and the latter error can see no good in finitude. While the breakdown of the sins is never perfectly neat, the former sin can be associated with ‘liberal’ streams of Christianity and the latter with ‘conservative’ forms. Neither the liberal nor the conservative take sin seriously in Niebuhr’s analysis. The liberal fails to recognize that human pretension will taint the purest of human endeavours while the conservative cannot see that the wholesale rejection of the human enterprise of approximating justice on earth is a rebellion against the Creator who gave us freedom within finitude, not apart from it.

While it might appear at first glance that what Niebuhr describes as the eschatological sin of ‘liberals’ would be categorized as pride and what he explains as the sin of ‘conservatives’ would be termed sensuality, Niebuhr insists that Christian eschatological error is always rooted in pride, although pride manifests itself in starkly diametrically opposed ways. The sin of sensuality in Niebuhr is thus reserved solely for ‘non-historical’ religions which have a cyclical world view that does not expect either a historical finis or a telos. The ‘liberal’ form of pride is the stereotypically Niebuhrian type: viewing oneself or one’s group as able to transcend the limitations of history and nature to arrive at final manifestations of justice. The liberal expects that given enough time, the human race will reach the pinnacle of progress, eliminating the prejudices and resulting injustices of the past ages. The liberal is further tempted to see her own age as the golden age, the culmination of human progress. The ‘conservative’, in contrast, is well aware of the limitations of human existence and makes no grandiose claims to perfection. Instead of progress, he sees the proliferation of sin with every step of human development. Accordingly, the conservative denounces the entire human enterprise and waits for God to judge human history and find it wanting. There is no pride here in human activities, but Niebuhr identifies this as pride because it assumes the vantage point of the divine. The conservative view declares the relative victories of justice in human history meaningless as it surveys the peaks of human achievement from heaven in judgement.

Evaluating Niebuhr’s Eschatology
The fundamental problem with a dialectical theology is that it is easier to say what is not than what is, for paradox resists clear explication. Hence, Niebuhr’s theology is more apophatic than cataphatic. It’s much simpler to say what good eschatology is not than what it is for Niebuhr. Much of his discussion of eschatology focuses on denouncing the errors of others, whether it’s liberal idealists, conservative literalists, or non-historical naturalists. It is unclear whether Niebuhr knows how to move very far beyond highlighting error into elucidating truth. His eschatological vision is not only difficult to summarize, but hard to imagine with any real clarity. What does it look like for history to be fulfilled within history but from without? What does it mean to say that the end of history is neither a literal point at the end of time or an ahistorical event in eternity? How precisely does one take Christ’s second coming seriously without taking it literally? Niebuhr’s eschatology borrows heavily from his Christology, and thus looking back at the life and death of Christ gives clues as to what one can expect from the future, but Niebuhr speaks hesitantly about the realities of both events. His insistence that the biblical symbols must be taken seriously but not literally leaves both the liberal and the literalist wondering what the future actually looks like.

Furthermore, since Niebuhr centres his theology more on experience than revelation, on anthropology rather than the doctrine of God, the negations he explores tell us more about human error than divine truth. What that means for eschatology is that there is even less content, since God is the one who will have to solve the problem of human history and talking about God is something Niebuhr does not do particularly well. Reading Nature and Destiny, Niebuhr’s most theological work, one does learn at least that God is sovereign, good, and powerful. God reigns over history and will bring it to fruition. God is the only one capable of doing so, for God is the only being who can perfectly combine goodness and power. As a completely good and powerful being, God will both judge humanity and show mercy to us. And yet again, it is unclear what this means in concrete terms if one can neither expect literal enactments of judgement and mercy nor dismiss discussion of those divine actions as theological nonsense.

Making paradoxical claims instead of concrete statements is, of course, not a new problem in Christian theology. It is reminiscent of the fourth- and fifth-century Christological debates where the truth about Christ was likewise explained as a tension of polarities: Jesus Christ is divine and human, one in essence with the Father and yet distinct in personhood from the Father. Jesus Christ is both fully divine and fully human. The Christological language of Nicaea and Chalcedon strains the theological imagination. It was far easier for the Church to condemn the heresies related to Christ than to explain the mysteries. What precisely is meant by a Christology in which the divine and human natures of Christ can be neither confused nor divided is far less clear than that Apollinarianism and Nestorianism transgress the boundaries of appropriate Christ-talk. Similarly, Niebuhr is able to clearly and directly condemn eschatological error, given his detailed attention to the human condition and its concomitant sinful distortions. He is less successful when it comes to explaining what the eschaton will actually be like. He refuses to say much about it; the reader is left simply with the knowledge that the end of history will meet certain conditions, but not much more.

Niebuhr would likely not see this lack of content as a flaw. The greatest human temptation, and thus the greatest religious temptation, is to claim too much knowledge from within the limitations of historical existence. To say too much about how God will resolve the paradox of freedom and finitude can easily turn into a denial of one’s finitude. Niebuhr remains content to state that history will be fulfilled within history but from without, blissfully refusing to explain the meaning of that statement in more than his usual puzzling affirmations and denials. Niebuhr in fact felt that Nicaea and Chalcedon went too far in their explication of Trinitarian truth; he argues that the Christological debates in the early Church ended up destroying the mystery of the Incarnation by trying to ‘state this truth in metaphysical terms’ (1964, II: 60). Niebuhr identifies a prideful error in any attempt to explain the Christian faith ‘in such a way that mystery is too simply resolved into ostensible rational intelligibility’ (1949, 165). In so doing, the sin of pride once again entered theological discourse, attempting to circumscribe the sovereignty of the divine truth in limited philosophical concepts. Curiosity is natural, Niebuhr posits, yet it is all too easily transformed into a vehicle of pride and ultimately injustice. The problem with any concrete prediction of what the end of history will look like it is that it will inevitably be tainted both by one’s own limited perspective and by one’s own partisan concerns. Niebuhr’s vision of the eschaton is frustratingly minimalist, but that may be one of its greatest strengths. Resisting the pull of religious pride, Niebuhr reminds us that there is a great danger in claiming too much about the fabric of Heaven’s sofas.
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Moral claims are quirky. In common language, they seem to work like other claims that describe objective reality. They can be true or false. Contradictory claims cannot simultaneously be true. Moral claims are intended to hold for all people, not only for the person who makes the claim. But moral claims also have some strange properties. They do not necessarily describe what is the case. Moral claims, after all, are often used to criticize what is the case. And moral claims hold some special relation to motivation, such that true moral claims give people a reason for acting in a certain way.

So, is moral language describing something? And, if so, what is being described? In virtue of what are moral claims true? Is justice, as Plato suggests, an ideal form which our world can only approximate? Is the good, as Aristotle thought, a life well lived as a being with our nature? Is morality, as Duns Scotus might have thought, identical with God’s command?

During Reinhold Niebuhr’s life many of these questions had faded from view in philosophy. Modern philosophy tended to locate morality as subjectively projected upon reality rather than existing in reality. For Kantians human reason created moral order. For subjectivists moral claims described an individual’s feelings about what was happening in the world. For emotivists moral claims expressed emotions of approval. There was little place in this mix for the articulation of a robust version of moral realism. Yet this was the kind of morality Niebuhr embraced.

In the decades since Niebuhr’s death there has been a renaissance of moral realism in philosophy. G. E. M. Anscombe had begun laying the groundwork for a recovery of realism even during Niebuhr’s life, though we are only seeing the fruits of that project today (1958). She proposed that, in the collapse of divine command theories of morality, moralists needed to look back towards an Aristotelian conception of the ideal human. Here we find the roots of contemporary neo-Aristotelian naturalism and of the concept of goodness understood in terms of ideal forms of existence. Anscombe however had foreclosed a bit too quickly on divine command theories as they too have made a comeback in contemporary philosophy, most famously in the version articulated by Robert M. Adams (1987). Given the fecundity of this recent work, it seems worthwhile to return to Niebuhr and explore how he would have related to these new developments.

In Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian Realism, Robin W. Lovin locates within Niebuhr’s thought three kinds of realism: moral, political, and theological. He finds that Niebuhr has deep affinities with neo-Aristotelian, non-reductive naturalism (Lovin 1995, 105–118). But, Lovin suggests, such naturalism can only go so far in making sense of Niebuhr’s position. To fill out the picture further, one must look to theology; specifically, to the reality of sin and the reality of God, both of which are entangled with the reality of human freedom.

This chapter builds upon Lovin’s analysis of Niebuhr’s moral realism. While Niebuhr recognized a single moral reality, he used three frames of reference to talk about this moral reality: (1) human nature, (2) ideals, and (3) the nature and will of God. These three frames of reference provide the structure for this chapter. Understanding how Niebuhr related moral reality to each of these frames of reference allows us to locate Niebuhr in the context of contemporary discussions in philosophy. As we take up each frame, we will put Niebuhr’s position in dialogue with some of the developments in contemporary moral philosophy. The chapter traces out how Niebuhr’s thought overlaps with and diverges from these developments. As it turns out, on these issues Niebuhr has more dialogue partners today than he had during his own life.

Human Nature and Naturalism
While Niebuhr makes frequent use of the idea of ‘human nature’, the philosophical idea of ‘naturalism’ may at first seem a foreign concept to Niebuhr’s moral thought. Niebuhr identified ‘natural law’ with calcified, absolutist moral standards from the Middle Ages; and he used ‘naturalism’ to name reductive ways of understanding moral reality. For Niebuhr, ‘naturalism’ named positions that find the telos of history within history.

Reductive Naturalism
Thus, Niebuhr found an example of ‘naturalism’ in the work of sex researcher Alfred Kinsey (1894–1956). Kinsey, on Niebuhr’s reading, assumed that humans were mere animals whose actions were properly aimed at a fulfilment of natural desires to achieve pleasure and avoid pain. In his analysis of sex, Kinsey found that social mores and institutions that subordinate the search for pleasure to other goods were problematic (Niebuhr 1953). We see similar reductive ‘naturalist’ tendencies in contemporary evolutionary accounts of morality. Take, for instance, Michael Tomasello’s recent work, A Natural History of Human Morality (2016). Tomasello identifies morality with feelings of sympathy, fairness, and guilt that have developed within the human species due to the success of social strategies for survival across human history. These arise as the survival of the self depends upon conformity to the needs of the social unit and reflect a view of the self from the ‘perspective’ of the society.

Niebuhr believed these forms of ‘naturalism’ knew too little of the transcendent freedom of humanity; the human’s capability to stand outside itself and look back upon its own reasoning, impulses, action, and character. This self-reflexivity allows for the self to not only view itself from the perspective of its own society, but to transcend the society itself. From this perspective, the self is able to judge both itself and its context. This perspective allows the human to interrogate and reconceive of itself in ways that Niebuhr did not believe reductive naturalism could accommodate.

Niebuhr did not deny that there are goods and impulses that are natural to human beings, such as survival, reproduction, and shelter. Human freedom is not absolute. It does not offer the opportunity to create oneself entirely from scratch (Niebuhr 1949, 173). But Niebuhr was reluctant to endorse any list or hierarchy of ‘basic’ human goods. One reason for this is that he did not wish to give the impression that we have pre-reflective access to our own inclinations, desires, or rational appetites such that we could produce a list independent of our own, and our own culture’s manipulation. Even the most basic of goods is conceived in particular ways by particular people in particular social contexts. Every ‘impulse in man is subject to and compounded with the freedom of man’s spirit’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 236; 1962, 266).

This reveals to us some of the ways that Niebuhr would diverge from Kinsey and Tomasello. Because he missed the function of freedom, Kinsey failed to see the dynamic relationships between desire, self, and society. There is no straight line between desire and morality. Desires are always already constructed in particular ways by individuals and societies, so they are never so ‘natural’ as Kinsey supposed. And desires are only one of many factors that contribute to our understanding of the good. We are able to stand beyond our own desires and recognize that some of them should be fulfilled and some should not. In a similar vein the latter-day Niebuhrian might point out that Tomasello fails to appreciate that morality is much more about the ways in which sympathy and fairness are constructed than that one has natural feelings of sympathy and fairness. Fairness, after all, means quite different things depending on whether one is asking Aristotle, Robert Nozick, John Rawls, or Karl Marx about it. Tomasello’s supposedly ‘natural’ account of fairness only fits with some of the answers one might receive. In some moral systems the form of fairness he is exploring would even seem to be immoral. Humans are capable of standing outside any particular construction of fairness to assess its acceptability. And the supposed naturalness of some construction of the standard hardly resolves the question of whether it is the best alternative.

Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism
Of course, in another sense, Niebuhr did see moral good as inseparable from the natural good. Even while criticizing ‘naturalism’, Niebuhr drew upon his own conception of human nature. And it is exactly in the light of the height and depth of human nature that Niebuhr found ‘naturalism’ wanting. Here, Niebuhr came close to contemporary neo-Aristotelian moral naturalism, which rejects reductive naturalism (see Nussbaum 1995). Aristotle understood the good of any particular thing in relation to that thing’s telos. Each thing has a goal built into it by nature. The telos of a plant includes growing. The human good is complex; not reducible to any one kind of good and constituted in part by interior mental and emotional states. Aristotle identifies this complex good with eudaimonia (the fulfilled life). Because of the complex nature of eudaimonia, one could not grasp it through objective, external observation. One had to start from a perspective; the human perspective. Contemporary neo-Aristotelians of the kind under discussion here depart from Aristotle in many ways, but they share with Aristotle the idea that claims about the good are claims about human nature and the idea that to understand this good one needs a phenomenologically rich account of what it is to be human.

Philosophers such as Philippa Foot and Rosalind Hursthouse are neo-Aristotelians in this sense. They have argued that moral claims are fit to humans in something like the way that health claims are fit to particular species of animals (Foot 2001; Hursthouse 1999). This does not mean, however, that Foot and Hursthouse think that the study of morality ought to be ‘naturalized’ in the sense of handing it over to zoologists or evolutionary theorists. Foot and Hursthouse make significant qualifications when they discuss the human good, and these qualifications appear to echo Niebuhr’s concern for the self-reflection available in transcendent freedom. As Foot puts it: ‘It is part of the sea change that came at the point of transition from plants and animals on one side to human beings on the other that we can look critically at our own conduct and at the rules of behaviour that we are taught’ (Foot 2001, 52). Or, to quote Hursthouse: ‘in virtue of our rationality—our free will if you like—we are different. Apart from obvious physical constraints and possible psychological constraints, there is no knowing what we can do from what we do do, because we can assess what we do do and at least try to change it’ (Hursthouse 1999, 221). In outline, then, we find these neo-Aristotelian naturalists making moves similar to Niebuhr’s.

But we should not be too quick to cast Niebuhr as neo-Aristotelian. There are some marked differences between Niebuhr, Foot, and Hursthouse. These mostly concern the nature and extent of human freedom. In the earlier quote, Hursthouse identifies freedom with rationality. Niebuhr was clear that freedom is a faculty that transcends human rationality. To draw upon a literary example: though Huckleberry Finn’s reason leads him to conclude that he should turn Jim over to the authorities for escaping from slavery, Finn reflects on his own conclusion in the light of his relationship with Jim and rightly refuses to turn in his friend (see Bennett 1974). For Niebuhr neither reason nor instinct nor intuition nor natural impulse provided safe haven from self-reflective criticism. As such, the self-reflective moment should not be identified with any of these. As Lovin notes, here we find Niebuhr leaving Aristotle’s rationalism in favour of Augustine in positing that humanity’s distinctiveness transcends the rational (Lovin 1995, 126).

Freedom and Altruism
Another point at which Niebuhr’s account of moral naturalism diverged from neo-Aristotelian options concerns the grounding of other-orientation in ethics. Philippa Foot’s naturalist moral realism is developed in part to deal with a puzzle she found in eudaimonistic practical rationality. Prior to her most recent work, Foot struggled to make sense of how other-oriented virtues could be rationally motivated. Eudaimonism as she conceived it entailed that the good was the good for the moral agent. But other-oriented virtues often led to acts that were self-sacrificial (Foot 1978, 157–173).

Foot’s eventual solution was to assert that moral norms are established at the level of the species, not the individual (2001). If a species is social, the standard to which we hold animals can include obligations to other members of the species. The free-riding wolf is defective, inasmuch as wolves as a species live and hunt in packs and depend upon the contributions of the members of the pack. If this is right, Foot concludes, the concept of other-oriented virtues can be grounded in a parallel way. The unjust human is defective, inasmuch as the proper functioning of human species depends upon justice.

For Niebuhr, Foot’s answer would be reductive. Niebuhr claimed that the human’s natural freedom renders insufficient all finite centres of value (compare to H. Richard Niebuhr 1993). Humans stand outside themselves and find the self wanting. As such, the self cannot accept egoism as a genuine measure of the good. This process is repeatable for every social institution or grouping. Standing in freedom outside its family, tribe, and nation, the self is always able to judge whatever collective of which it is a part. In the final reckoning, the human finds that no finite measure is sufficient. ‘Standing in his ultimate freedom and self-transcendence beyond time and nature, he cannot regard anything in the flux of nature and history as his final norm. Man is a creature who cannot find a true norm short of the nature of ultimate reality’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 146).

Here again Niebuhr’s anthropology reveals him to have been more of a neo-Augustinian than a neo-Aristotelian. Augustine held that humanity is made for love of the infinite God, and only in this love can the will find rest. For Augustine, when the will turns towards any finite good, it finds itself mismatched. Loving the finite infinitely, the self falls into conditions of addiction, the manifestation of sin. For Niebuhr, humanity’s freedom presses it always towards broader moral horizons. It is here that human nature itself can only be satisfied with the law of love. That is, not love of self, not love of the nation, but pure and unqualified love, a love which does not play zero-sum games, and which must participate in the fulfilment of the whole of the world.

Ideals
Of course, the human individual is unable to embody such love by her or himself. This is a law which is necessarily social, and necessarily religious. Ideally, the individual would be able to accept her place as a finite participant in the community defined by love and would rest in faith in God’s power to bring all finite efforts into God’s own infinite plan for the fulfilment of the world. But people inevitably, primordially fail in this, and they fall to sinful attempts to secure the good independently from God. They reject God and transmute their longing for the infinite into delusions that some finite entity (self, nation, etc.) could secure the infinite good, thus falling to pride, and they subject themselves completely to these institutions, thus falling to sensuality (Lovin 1995, 139–157).

We have now reached the apex and the underside of Niebuhr’s account of human nature. According to Niebuhr, it is a point we could not reach clearly if it had not been for the revelation of Christ as the perfect human. ‘God was in Christ reconciling the world unto himself’ (2 Cor. 15: 19), offering the good of salvation to all that exists. This is the ‘goodness’ of Christ and the ‘symbol of the fulfilment of human selfhood’ (Niebuhr 1959, 136). This revelation played a key epistemic role for Niebuhr. But Christ’s act does not create a new moral standard external to humanity. It reveals the standard that was already natural to humanity.

We began by distinguishing Niebuhr’s naturalism from that of reductive naturalists, and we end by distinguishing it from that of neo-Aristotelian eudaimonists. Niebuhr does not doubt that humans are fulfilled by living for the good which is ultimately beyond themselves, but he does not believe that you can live for that good when you are motivated by your concern for human fulfilment. Paradoxically, the human can only be fulfilled if it is not motivated by its own fulfilment, but by its wish for the fulfilment of the world (Niebuhr 2013, 53).

Thus, Niebuhr never faces the same problem that Foot does. Because he does not start with the premise that goodness is primarily goodness for me, he does not need to overcome this via appeal to the good of the species. But he still must face the fact that the end of human nature that he has identified will inevitably be frustrated in history. To make sense of this, we must push on to consider the good as an ideal.

Values Pluralism
The previous section noted that Niebuhr refused to produce a list or hierarchy of ‘basic’ or ‘natural’ human goods. The author suggested earlier that this was in part because Niebuhr did not believe we have unmediated knowledge of these goods. Another (at times related) reason that Niebuhr refrained from listing these goods in the abstract is that he doubted that there is a stable ordering of or consistent access to all human goods. This claim requires unpacking.

One of the unfortunate tendencies of modern ethics was to claim that there was only really one foundational good. We can call a position that embraces such a view of the good ‘value monism’. The paradigmatic example is utilitarianism, which posited that all goods were reducible to experiences of pain/pleasure. While phenomenologically implausible, value monism had the advantage of reducing practical rationality to bumper-sticker sized formulas (e.g. the greatest good for the greatest number) and limiting the kinds of conflicts that might exist between different goods.

Niebuhr rejected the claim that all goods are commensurable. Niebuhr ought to be located as a kind of values pluralist. Importantly, this distinguishes Niebuhr’s ethics from the ethics of ‘agapists’ such as Joseph Fletcher (1966). Niebuhr’s and Fletcher’s ethics are superficially similar. Both located love as the central principle of ethics. But for Fletcher, this focus on the single principle of agape led to a reductive approach to the good. Moral analysis came to be focused on extrinsic consequences, and all goods were evaluated on a common scale. For Niebuhr, love is, as we have seen, the telos of human nature, which depends upon diverse goods. Love is also identified with God’s will and nature, revealed in Christ and socially embodied in the eschatological kingdom of God. Love is fundamentally about relationships, not calculations. As we shall see, for Niebuhr, the dominant category in exploring the ideal of love was ‘harmony’ not ‘maximalization’. For Niebuhr love seeks harmonization among lives and values rather than the greatest amount of one value.

Niebuhr also showed little interest in the idea that incommensurable goods may yet be ordered hierarchically based on qualitative judgements. Here, one might contrast Niebuhr’s thought with Philippa Foot’s hierarchical ordering of positive and negative duties, or with the theory of prima facie duties proposed by W. D. Ross (1877–1971), which established presumptions in favour of certain duties over others (see Foot 1967; Ross 1930; Childress 1978). These positions are closer to Niebuhr’s than to value monism. Positions like Foot’s and Ross’s recognize the reality of overridden duties, and they can allow that the sacrifice of goods should in some cases give rise to regret even though sacrificing those goods was the right thing to do in the situation. In discussing these points in their theories, theorists with these kinds of positions can sound very much like Niebuhr. But Niebuhr’s pluralism runs yet deeper.

Even as these forms of pluralism are too weak for Niebuhr, however, there may also be forms that are too strong. Take for instance the position sometimes attributed to Isaiah Berlin (1909–1997), that some values are not only incommensurable but also incomparable (Berlin 1990). Niebuhr would have agreed with Berlin that human life as we know it requires choosing among forms of life and culture that embody incompatible values. Niebuhr may even have held that there are times when these choices must be between incompatible forms of life and culture which on an ‘all things considered’ analysis are equally attractive. We can think here of the choice between a monastic life and the life of a father or mother. Or, on a broader scale, a choice between two societies: one with slightly more freedom, the other with slightly more equality (Niebuhr 1968, 185–198). Niebuhr certainly held that there are times when we lack the knowledge to adjudicate between such alternatives with confidence. He also believed that society has functioned best when different people chose different kinds of lives which could contribute to the society in different ways. See, for instance, Niebuhr’s belief that Christianity needed some adherents who live lives of absolute pacifism, while others participate in wars (Niebuhr 1986). He recognized the ‘perennial power of particularity in human culture’ which renders the impossibility of universal human culture as both a fact, and a positive value (Niebuhr 1944, 131). With Berlin, Niebuhr held that acknowledging the reality of pluralism concerning values should give rise to humility and should dissuade us from perfectionist politics (1944, 135). But he does not seem to have embraced the idea that the values of different lives or cultures could be so dissimilar that they allow no comparison, and for that reason leave us without an ability to constructively assess the two. (More on this a little later.)

Moral Contextualism
One of the points that likely swayed Niebuhr’s mind away from the thesis of incomparability was the fact that people face choices between alternate values all the time, and they just do discern among them. Above all, for Niebuhr, it was in practical choices that we actually deal with moral conflicts and adjudicate between incommensurable values. And these practical choices are always made in particular contexts.

With the development of the field of social ontology in the last few decades, analytic philosophy has begun (and really only begun) to become articulate about the ways social institutions create realities that impinge upon and must be negotiated by members of human society. The study of social ontology grows out of the work of J.L. Austin and G. E. M. Anscombe (1919–2001). Austin’s ‘speech act theory’ posited that in the right social contexts speech acts can change realities or create new ones (Austin 1962). Thus, the statement ‘I declare you man and wife’ can create a marriage when said in the right context by the right person. Anscombe pointed out that many apparently basic descriptions of facts about human activity are dependent upon social practices and institutions (Anscombe 1958b). For instance, if I say ‘I am going to kill you’ we might think that it is a fact that I have threatened you. But if I made the statement while participating in a play, or internal to the practice of joking, then it would be wrong to describe what happened as a threat. Most of the time, we pay little attention to the social contexts that make descriptions meaningful because they appear so obvious to us. In many cases, we are tempted to forget this context, and think that our descriptions are simply mirrors of nature. The upshot of both of these analyses was to show how much of what we consider reality is dependent upon social structures and can be changed with particular social arrangements. The study of the ways in which social institutions, practices, and particular statements gives rise to particular realities eventually blossomed into its own area of inquiry: social ontology (Searle 1995; 2010).

This has been an especially important point for understanding moral realities. Social institutions create duties, open possibilities for realizing certain goods, and eliminate the possibilities for realizing others. Niebuhr’s work preceded the development of the field of social ontology, but no one so steeped in the works of Marx, Troeltsch, and Weber as Niebuhr was could doubt that shifts in social and material context could make significant differences to possibilities for individuals and for social justice. Niebuhr was quite aware of the ways in which many of the relations that we take to be ‘natural’ in human life are actually the products of particular social constructions of human life.

As individuals attempt to find their own place in society, they bump up against or are enabled by the possibilities in their system. In the process, individuals may discover unexpected talents or desires or find that some value that they hold dearly is not as significant as they thought, or just not realizable. In their freedom, individuals are always making course corrections, and in the process, they are required to rethink who they themselves are (Richardson 1994). Much of human life is experimental, negotiating among the opportunities and limits that are given to the individual and the values that one holds at the beginning of the journey and that one discovers as life proceeds.

Of course, social ontologies are not entirely immovable. Individuals can transcend their own institutional/social context and attempt to restructure it to open new possibilities and foreclose on others. For example, during Niebuhr’s lifetime people pushed to open the workplace more fully for women. By the 1960s a woman who a decade earlier may have had no choice but to construct herself as a homemaker could reimagine herself and pursue goods internal to life in a corporate office. Niebuhr critiqued the concept of ‘orders of creation’ for inhibiting this shift. Confusing a socially created limit on women with a natural limit, some theologians failed to acknowledge the extent to which all supposedly natural institutions are dependent on particular social contexts for their shape (Niebuhr 1962, 267). Our freedom over our social structures is, however, never absolute. We can never escape entirely from the social ontologies in which we live, even if we can at times restructure them. Thus, when analysing the prospects for democracy in Southeast Asia during the Vietnam War, Niebuhr concluded that most of the region lacked the social institutions and correlated moral experiences and character formation necessary for this political option. Americans, he wrote, were prone to accepting the ‘myth of democracy’ in which democracy is an instant possibility in any culture that is freed from authoritarianism. This myth underestimates the extent to which moral possibilities are limited by established or absent social institutions (Niebuhr 1968, 256; 1966, 17).

Instead of choosing between grand and incomparable lives or goods, what we are usually doing is choosing between limited options, trying to cope with a world that is mostly (though not completely) beyond our control. One of the central tasks of ethics then is to help us find the best harmony amongst the most, and most important goods under the particular and imperfect conditions of our lives. This is an unending task, because the contingencies of the world at any given time will not be exactly the same as the contingencies at any other time.

Moral Fragility
History, Niebuhr taught, was full of ironic reversals and partially realized human plans for reform. We should not believe that progress is inevitable. Nor should we pretend that we have a perspective from which we could solve all the problems we face. Human freedom is always indeterminate transcendence; it does not purchase for us a view from nowhere. And even if it did, we would lack the power to implement any plan of action based on that perspective without simultaneously destroying other great goods in the process.

In the late 1970s Bernard Williams and Thomas Nagel were both working on projects concerning moral luck (Williams 1981, Nagel 1979). The core idea here is that factors beyond our control at times shape how we are (and perhaps ought to be) morally judged. Williams and Nagel discovered that several different kinds of luck influence our judgements. Luck might influence how one was raised, whether one finds oneself in a morally compromising situation, or the consequences of one’s actions. For our purposes, the most pertinent formulation of moral luck comes from Martha Nussbaum’s discussion of the fragility of goodness (1986). Nussbaum draws upon Aristotle’s idea that human goodness is identical with an ideal kind of life; the life of eudaimonia. Aristotle was, as noted, a kind of values pluralist, so he recognized that the fulfilling life would involve various diverse goods. These would include the virtues, but they would also include extrinsic goods. Even the virtues themselves depend on some of these goods. The virtue of friendship depends on having potential friends, the virtue of generosity depends on having something to give, etc. If this analysis is right, then being good is not entirely under the control of the self. Being good requires living up to an objective, ideal standard. If one fails at this, due to failures of will, knowledge, or just luck, one is unable to be fully good. Goodness, as Nussbaum puts it, is fragile.

One of the most controversial parts of Niebuhr’s thought concerns factors that appear to be beyond our control. Niebuhr, too, believed that we can find ourselves in situations where we are unable to live good lives. Indeed, Niebuhr was more pessimistic than Nussbaum. For Niebuhr the good life is impossible for us. Life is filled with situations where there is no way to adequately love all of our neighbours. But for Niebuhr, the conflicts that make our goodness impossible cannot be a product of luck exactly.

To put things in Niebuhr’s terminology, these conflicts cannot be simply pathetic or tragic. They must ultimately be seen as ironic (Niebuhr 1952). Conflicts are pathetic when they are ultimately meaningless. If my fulfilment is stymied by a random accident, I may be pitied. Conflicts are tragic when some compromise of goodness is intentionally accepted in order to achieve some other real good in the world. If a single parent takes an extra job that prevents them from being home with their child in order to provide food and shelter for their child, we may pity the person, but we would also find something noble even in the midst of the frustrated goodness of their life. Niebuhr does not deny the existence of pathetic and tragic conflicts. But he claims that the Christian must prefer an ironic interpretation of situations in which we find good lives to be impossible. In an ironic situation, the conflict in which the agent’s good must be sacrificed is created in part by the agent’s own failing, usually a failing to which the agent was wilfully blind. War, for Niebuhr always requires the sacrifice of genuine goods. The United States was morally required to make the sacrifice involved in participation in war to fight against Nazism. But the United States was also implicated in the rise of Nazism by the way that it had participated in the vindictively punitive end to the First World War. Thus, the conflict that the Second World War presented to the United States was ironic.

Niebuhr found that the ironic frame for interpreting history and politics was perpetually illuminating. But the logic behind the preference for this framework leads back again to Augustine. If conflicts that make our goodness impossible were located as matters of luck, they would indicate flaws in nature. But nature must be good because it is identified with God and God’s creation. The unresolvable conflicts of life must be unnatural. Their existence itself points to the reality of sin in the world. With Augustine, Niebuhr affirms that sin corrupts not only the will, but also the external world. It is our sin that creates the conflicts that inevitably rob us of our own potential fulfilment. As such the unresolvable conflicts in which we are enmeshed should convict us of sin.

Christological and Eschatological Ideals
In treating Nussbaum’s theory of moral luck, this chapter has already begun the discussion of the place of ideals in Niebuhr’s thought. Like Aristotle, Niebuhr held that human goodness is to be identified with a particular kind of life. For Niebuhr, this is a life lived in faithfulness to God in which one is oriented outwardly (even self-sacrificially) towards the world, seeking the fulfilment of the world. This is the life that Christ embodies. And Christ reveals the ideal of human existence.

For Niebuhr this is an ideal that remains impossible for all in history save Jesus. This impossibility has both individual/subjective and social/objective dimensions. Subjectively, humans inevitably fall to sin and are unable to maintain faithfulness to God. Overestimating the self, they fall to pride; losing themselves in finite institutions, they fall to sensuality (Lovin 1995, 139–157). Objectively, because they live in a fallen world, they are unable to meet the needs of their neighbours. Helping one will often require failing to help (or even hurting) another. As such, the self cannot be adequately oriented towards the fulfilment of the world.

Christ reveals not only an individual ideal. He also reveals a social ideal: the ideal of the Kingdom of God. Here Jesus is located as the last in the line of the prophets who articulated ideal standards of justice throughout the history of the Hebrew people (Niebuhr 2013, 31). Niebuhr never laid out a complete picture of what this ideal looks like. It is, he said, a community ruled by the law of love. In his later writings he would talk about this ideal in terms of the ‘harmony of life with life’, ‘inclusive harmony’, ‘harmony of the whole’, and of ‘brotherhood’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 22, 51, 80, 81, 84–85, 290, 296–297, 308, 310). Niebuhr conceived of this social ideal as a location where people do not face the tragic conflicts of values that exist within history as we know it. It is a place where there is no conflict between liberty and equality, where force is not necessary to limit evil, and where there is no partiality.

These ideals provide an absolute standard against which any person or any human community can be found wanting. As such, they fit with the highest levels of human freedom over self and society. Again, the self can never rest until it rests in the divine. This function of the ideals is what Niebuhr once called the ‘principle of indiscriminate criticism’ (1986). But these ideals function not only in this absolute way. Insofar as one possible alternative fits with the ideal more than another, it is a morally superior option. Here the law of love can function as a ‘principle of discriminate criticism’. One can make judgements of actual alternatives in terms of which better approximates the ideal.

A metaphor is helpful in fleshing out the way that ideals are related to approximations within history. Imagine a game in which multiple teams of people were given the task of creating equilateral triangles using only their bodies. One group composed of three people might have each team member lay down on the ground taking the position of one side of the triangle. Another group composed of two might stand apart, but then lean toward one another so that their heads touched, allowing the ground to stand in for the third side. As the game developed participants and judges might talk about what made some approximations of the triangle better than others. In the process they would produce rules of thumb to guide their activity. For example, they might find that having a closed figure is more important than having equal length of sides, or vice versa. How closely they are able to approximate the triangle would depend on the particular resources accessible to the team. For example, the number, relative sizes, and flexibility of team members. The requirements of ‘being an equilateral triangle’ would not be directly applicable. No team would ever be able to perfectly imitate the triangle. But the ideal equilateral triangle would always be relevant to the judgements about the approximations of the triangles by various teams and judges.

In terms of moral reality, we can now see the role that the ideals of Christ and the Kingdom of God played in Niebuhr’s moral thought. And we can say something about the ‘reality’ of these ideals. The ideal of the purely loving individual is a perpetual reality in the nature of God, who is love. This is embodied and revealed by Christ, who is the God/man in the world. The Kingdom of God is an eschatological reality, created as a possibility by the activity of God in Christ in the atonement. These ideals are impossible to realize fully in history as we know it, but they are standards against which humanity should constantly measure itself. Further, in the atonement God reveals God’s ability to take up and perfect the imperfections of humanity. God takes humanity’s many false starts and partial efforts and brings them to fruition in the Kingdom of God. In this way, these ideals serve a motivating role, reminding humanity that while it will not within history overcome the contradictions of history, there is yet meaning in the struggle amongst those contradictions.

Berlin’s Objection
Before moving from ideals to consider the nature and command of God as moral reality, it is worth considering an objection from Isaiah Berlin against the possibility of ideals. Starting from his values pluralism, Berlin holds that perfect ideals are logically impossible states of being:

The notion of the perfect whole, the ultimate solution, in which all good things coexist, seems to me to be not merely unattainable—that is a truism—but conceptually incoherent; I do not know what is meant by a harmony of this kind. Some among the Great Goods cannot live together. That is a conceptual truth. (Berlin 1990, 14)

Did Niebuhr have resources to avoid this conclusion? As noted earlier, the author does not believe that Niebuhr was devoted to as strong a version of values pluralism as Berlin may represent. But Berlin’s statement here appears to threaten any position that claims that it is impossible to simultaneously realize all values. This is a position that Niebuhr seemed to embrace. This is why ideals are impossible within history. It is important here to realize that for Niebuhr, history is neither all that there is, nor is it self-enclosed.

The individual ideal is instantiated in the flesh and blood of a historical-transhistorical man. He conquers the world without violence. He brings justice with forgiveness. He embodies the values which contradict all around us. But how? Jesus exists both within history as we know it and beyond history as we know it, and what Jesus does within history has transhistorical efficacy. This is how Christ can fulfil the love command. If Jesus were merely historical, if his power were merely human, Jesus would have died in history, an honourable but frustrated martyr. But Christ is more than this. Christ’s activity in history secures the transhistorical fulfilment of the world. This is why the cross sits: ‘at the edge of history and not squarely in history’ (Niebuhr 1967, 276).

Niebuhr is less direct when addressing the possibility of harmonious eschatological community. Doubtless, this is in part because he doesn’t want to claim to know ‘either the furniture of heaven or the temperature of hell’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 294). But, clearly going beyond Niebuhr at this point, it does not seem impossible to imagine a transformed community that is capable of harmonies we could not in our current condition attain. In a community where citizens were granted greater knowledge there would be fewer conflicts due to ignorance. If lives were lengthened indefinitely it would at least take the edge off conflicts between the choice of different life paths. And, if all wills in this community were righteous, conflicts between freedom and other values would be at the very least drastically reduced. Finally, it may be that at this point the differences in Niebuhr’s and Berlin’s forms of values pluralism come into play. As will be recalled, Berlin held that there were goods which were simply incomparable. Niebuhr, as suggested earlier, does not entertain such a possibility. For Niebuhr, the conflict of values is definitive of our current lives, but this conflict is a feature of our human nature and circumstances. While we may be mired in conflict, it is the ideal that is ultimately real, and the impossibility of the good is passing away.

The Nature and Will of God
Arguments about the relation of morality to God’s nature and command have been a mainstay of Christian meta-ethics since the late medieval period when voluntarists and essentialists drifted apart: one attempting to defend the freedom of God’s will, the other attempting to emphasize the unchanging goodness of the divine nature. Of course, by the middle of the twentieth century, few could remember why either of these would be relevant to morality. When Elizabeth Anscombe wrote her critique of modern morality in 1958, she felt safe assuming that appeals to God’s command could no longer ground moral reality. Since that time, appeals to God’s nature and command have made something of a comeback. This rebirth of interest in relating God’s will to morality was sparked by the work of Philip Quinn in the late 1970s, but the theory of divine command most frequently cited today is the work of Robert M. Adams (Quinn 1978; Adams 1987, 1999).

Adams’s argument relies on the claim that a revised divine command theory provides the best available account of moral objectivity. Adams grounds this theory in an account of obligations, which, according to Adams, are the product of social relationships (1999, 233). I have an obligation to show up at 8 a.m. if my boss has told me to do so. I have obligations to my wife in the light of our marriage. Some obligations are binding because of threats/rewards, but some are binding because of the value of the relationship itself. Failure to fulfil obligations makes one guilty because of the relationality of obligation. Failure disappoints the person to whom one is obligated. Of course, not all obligations are moral obligations. In Nazi Germany, soldiers had obligations to do morally horrendous things. To secure the morality of the obligation, it should be an obligation to an essentially good being. This condition also secures that the obligation in this case will be binding because of the value of the relationship with this being. The being, of course, is God. God is essentially good. God commands what is right, and God commands all that is right.

Niebuhr’s account of God’s nature and command overlaps with Adams’s at several points. Like Adams, Niebuhr was not interested in playing voluntarism against essentialism in his account of how God relates to morality. There is no question of whether the divine will or the divine nature are primary. ‘The unity of God is not static, but potent and creative. God is, therefore, love. The conscious impulse of unity between life and life is the most adequate symbol of his nature. All life stands under responsibility to this loving will’ (Niebuhr 2013, 38). Here, God’s will, God’s action, and God’s essence are identical.

Niebuhr might also have agreed that experiences of obligation and guilt are indicative of the reality of God’s relation to the individual and the world. Key to the experience of God is ‘the sense of being seen, commanded, judged and known from beyond ourselves’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 128). These feelings are primordial human reactions to the reality of God’s nature and command. The ‘Christian believes that the ideal of love is real in the will and nature of God…And it is because it has this reality that he feels the pull of obligation’ (Niebuhr 2013, 9).

God and the Ideal
But there are also some significant differences between Niebuhr and Adams. Adams puts forward his account of divine command theory to make sense of the reality of particular obligations in the world. When ‘all things considered’ some act is right, Adams would say that the act is commanded by God. This is not the way Niebuhr would have discussed particular obligations or God’s command. Niebuhr reserved the language of divine command to refer to the perfect divine command of love (Niebuhr 1964, I: 286–288). As we have seen, love is an impossible ideal. This does not make the command irrelevant. The Christian still discerns the good in the light of the ideal. But one should not confuse one’s own inevitably imperfect choice with the command of God. ‘God’s nature and will’ for Niebuhr always referred to God’s ultimate will, the will to bring about the fulfilment of the entire creation in harmony.

God as Source and End of The World
Niebuhr’s account is marked by one other important difference from Adams. As we have seen, Adams limits his divine command theory to a theory of obligation. This, for him, grounds right action objectively. But in order to fill out the theory, he also needs a theory of the good. In articulating this theory, Adams rejects ‘naturalistic’ accounts of goodness for reasons that parallel some of Niebuhr’s own concerns. Adams finds that any identification of the good with a natural quality would prevent the adoption of a critical view of that natural quality, but we are always able to take a critical view of natural qualities in the light of goodness. As such, we can identify no natural quality with goodness per se (Adams 1999, 77–82).

But unlike Niebuhr, Adams does not then turn to articulate a theory of human nature that incorporates potentially self-critical freedom within that nature. Rather, Adams finds that we should reject human nature as grounding the good. This eventually leads him to a more Platonist position, which identifies the good only with God. For Adams, God is goodness and to be good is to be like God.

The problem here, as Mark Murphy has pointed out, is that this scheme does not provide enough content to fill out the notion of goodness for particular kinds of things. We need something more, Murphy argues, to specify the difference between a good chicken-fried steak and a good human being (Murphy 2011, 150–161). What we need, he concludes, is something like a neo-Aristotelian account of goods for particular kinds of beings.

Niebuhr’s account, of course, does not produce the same problems that Murphy identifies in Adams. Niebuhr did believe that God’s nature is identical with goodness. But Niebuhr also acknowledged that there are particular natural goods associated with natural kinds. Niebuhr connected these two claims by locating God as the source and end of all particular vitalities and forms in the world (1964, I: 28). Thus, neither God’s goodness nor the world’s is entirely self-contained. God gives to the world the particular natures that the world manifests. And God loves the world, wishing and acting for the fulfilment of each particular kind of being in the world, and for the fulfilment of the whole of the world together.

Further, it is only because God is the source of all different lives and values, Niebuhr thought, that we should have any confidence that the various lives and values present in the world could be harmonized. This is what set Niebuhr apart from Isaiah Berlin, who could see no end to the conflict of values that we see in history. Of course, because of sin, this is the condition of the world as we know it. But this is not the essential nature of the world. To see that, we must transcend ourselves and our current predicament and look to what God has done and is doing.

Conclusion
The history of moral realism has been marked by efforts to contrast potential referents for moral claims. Naturalism is often defined in part in terms of the rejection of the supernatural. Machiavelli used the failures of reality to live up to ideals as a reason for rejecting those ideals as morally relevant. Natural law is usually offered as an alternative opposed to divine command theory. And some of the greatest theological controversies of the last millennium have concerned whether the nature or the will of God should hold a privileged position in relation to morality.

In this mix Niebuhr is notable for his refusal to accept any of these alternatives in isolation. When Niebuhr spoke of human nature, ideal realities, and the command and nature of God, Niebuhr was not speaking of more than one moral reality. He was talking about different facets of an organically related moral reality. Making a claim internal to any one of the frameworks entails making claims about the others. To claim that something is fit to your nature is to claim that it is fit to the nature bestowed upon you by the loving God. To claim that some order approximates the eschatological Kingdom is to claim that it approximates the situation under which human nature would be ultimately fulfilled. The harmony among the different frameworks parallels the harmony that Niebuhr finds essential in each framework.

This said, the entanglement of the three frameworks is not so obvious that it could not be obscured. Niebuhr, no doubt, deployed the particular framework that he suspected would be most effective in moving his particular audience on any given occasion; appealing to Christ’s example and divine commands when he preached and working in terms of human nature when writing for more secular audiences. Eventually, some of these audiences came to wonder why Niebuhr even bothered with the multiple frameworks at all; ‘atheists for Niebuhr’ and Niebuhr’s Christian critics would come to suggest that Niebuhr’s theological frameworks for making sense of moral reality were really marginal, or even superfluous.

In this chapter it is hoped that we have presented an account of Niebuhr’s thought that corrects for such misreading. It is also hoped that by articulating the rich picture of moral reality that Niebuhr provides we have shown the extent to which Niebuhr is, if anything, more relevant in today’s discussions of moral realism than he was during his own lifetime. The last half century has seen a renaissance of work on moral reality, and in many ways, academia is just arriving at the point where it is able to productively converse with Niebuhr’s approach to moral realism.
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chapter 21


Human Nature and Moral Norms



Gerald McKenny







The history of Christian ethics exhibits a wide range of sources of moral norms. Christian ethicists have variously claimed that moral norms are revealed in Scripture, self-evident to reason, grasped by a moral sense, embedded in the Christian narrative, and grounded in human nature. Reinhold Niebuhr held that moral norms are grounded in human nature and illuminated by biblical revelation. This conviction places him in the mainstream of Christian natural law thought. Yet Niebuhr formulated his descriptions of human nature and of the relationship of moral norms to it in partial opposition to the Christian natural law tradition as he understood it. This stance complicates but does not nullify his identification with this tradition. This chapter examines Niebuhr’s grounding of moral norms in human nature as a kind of natural law account of moral norms.

Grounding Moral Norms in Human Nature: Three Questions
The claim that moral norms are grounded in human nature raises three questions. First, what is to be said about the human nature in which moral norms are grounded? Second, what are the norms that are grounded in human nature, so understood? And third, what exactly does it mean to say that these norms are grounded in human nature? Niebuhr was principally occupied with the first two of these questions, and a succinct statement of his points us in the direction of his answers to them:

In so far as man has a determinate structure, it is possible to state the ‘essential nature’ of human existence to which his actions ought to conform and which they should fulfil. But in so far as he has the freedom to transcend structure, standing beyond himself and beyond every particular social situation, every law is subject to indeterminate possibilities which finally exceed the limits of any specific definition of what he ‘ought’ to do. Yet they do not stand completely outside of law, if law is defined in terms of man’s essential nature. For this indeterminate freedom is part of his essential nature. (Niebuhr 1986, 146)

For Niebuhr, then, the human nature in which moral norms are grounded has two aspects. It includes, on the one hand, a determinate structure, which involves such characteristics as the survival impulse, sexual reproduction, and social instincts, and on the other hand, a capacity of indeterminate freedom by which human beings transcend their physical, sexual, and social instincts and even their own selves. Norms that correspond to human nature in its determinate structure include basic moral norms such as the prohibitions of murder and theft, sexual norms derived from the relation of the sexual function to procreation, and the principles of justice. These norms roughly correspond, respectively, to the three characteristics of the determinate structure of human nature. Thus, the prohibitions of murder and theft correspond to basic human instincts such as the survival impulse, sexual norms to the sexual function, and the principles of justice to the social instincts. Basic moral norms such as the prohibition of murder express the moral requirements of the most immutable aspects of our nature, including the survival impulse. Norms of justice express moral requirements of less immutable but still determinate aspects of our nature. They reflect the capability of the social instincts and of reason to dispose us to go beyond ourselves to consider the interests of others, which justice requires of us, but they also reflect the limitations of that capability. In their correspondence to these more and less immutable aspects of human nature, these norms will be more and less fixed.

The norms that correspond to human nature in its indeterminate freedom reflect the capacity of human beings to transcend structure, opening up moral possibilities that exceed the norms that pertain to the determinate aspects of their nature. In our indeterminate freedom we are capable of transcending the self-interest that remains even in the most other-regarding social instincts (such as the care of parents for their children) and of considering the interests of others without regard to our own interests. Regard for the interests of others in ways that are unconditioned by regard for the interests of the self is love, which is chief among the norms that correspond to our indeterminate freedom. Because the freedom that transcends structure is indeterminate (the degree to which, for example, we are able to transcend our social instincts is indefinite), the norms that express the moral possibilities it opens up will not be fixed. The moral requirements of indeterminate freedom, pre-eminently the law of love, will therefore be difficult to determine with precision. It will not be possible to establish exactly what love requires. However, while the possibilities of freedom are indeterminate Niebuhr insisted that they fall within the scope of law (as the characterization of love as a law indicates), as they too are expressions of essential human nature, which includes freedom along with structure.

These claims regarding freedom as an aspect of human nature to which moral norms correspond were not characteristic of natural law thought at the time when Niebuhr formulated them, and Niebuhr himself understood them as a departure from the natural law tradition. The natural law thought that prevailed in Catholic moral theology during this time presented human nature as a teleological system in which characteristically human functions, including the sexual function, are ordered to determinate ends, such as procreation, while moral norms are derived from the relationship of these functions to their ends. Although Niebuhr’s understanding of structure was similar to that of this version of natural law, his emphasis on indeterminate freedom as a constituent of human nature along with determinate structure was a departure from it. Eventually, Catholic natural law thinkers such as Karl Rahner would give indeterminate freedom a central and even privileged place in their conceptions of human nature (Rahner 1972). But Paul Ramsey (1956) and George Lindbeck (1959) had already noted that because Niebuhr insisted that freedom is no less an aspect of our nature than is structure, his attention to freedom and its norms is an expression of natural law thought rather than a departure from it. ‘[T]he law of life is love’ (Niebuhr 2013, 107). Love is the natural law of indeterminate freedom.

We have, then, initial answers to the first two questions, regarding the human nature in which moral norms are grounded and the norms that are grounded in human nature, so understood. However, it is not yet clear how these two sets of norms are related to one another. The passage quoted above suggests that structure and freedom are distinct aspects of human nature, each of which has its own corresponding moral norms—the fixed or determinate prohibitions of murder and theft and the principles of justice in the case of structure, and the indeterminate but no less (indeed more) demanding law of love in the case of freedom. The suggestion is accurate insofar as Niebuhr did correlate distinct moral norms with the two aspects of our nature. However, the passage also suggests a more complex relationship between the norms of structure and those of freedom. By opening up moral possibilities that lie beyond the capabilities of our nature as determinate structure, freedom calls into question the decisiveness of the norms of structure in the determination of what is morally required of us. Because basic moral norms such as the prohibition of murder correspond to immutable aspects of our nature that are less susceptible to the transcendence of freedom, their decisiveness will not be significantly qualified by the norms of freedom. But norms that correspond to our biological and social instincts, such as sexual norms and norms of justice, are susceptible to the transcendence of freedom to a greater degree, and their decisiveness will accordingly be significantly qualified by the norms of freedom.

Niebuhr’s sexual and social ethics illustrate how the norms of freedom qualify the decisiveness of the norms of structure in determining our moral obligations. In his brief treatments of sexual ethics Niebuhr stressed the capacity of freedom to elaborate the possibilities of the sexual function in accordance with the complexities of the marital relationship and the corresponding inadequacy of norms that take into account only the determinate structures of these functions. Against the Catholic Church’s teaching on birth control, Niebuhr argued that the indeterminacy of freedom undercuts the claim that the sexual function must in all cases be ordered to the end of procreation. In the context of the biological function alone, Niebuhr asserted, sex is ordered to procreation, and the norms that require the conformity of sexual acts to that end appear to be defensible. But freedom places the sexual function in the marital relationship with its diverse and more complex ends, opening up possibilities that are not inherent in the biological function itself and that call for less determinate norms that can account for the complex requirements of this relationship (Niebuhr 1964, I: 281ff.; 1949, 181ff.; 1986, 158–159).

In insisting that structure is open to transcendent freedom with its indeterminate possibilities, Niebuhr deviated further from the prevailing natural law thought of his time. The openness of structure to freedom denies that functions are ordered to their ends in a way that allows the derivation of concrete exceptionless norms from that ordering. Insofar as Niebuhr held that norms which pertain to the more immutable aspects of our nature, such as the survival instinct, are unchanging and thus are not qualified by the norms of freedom, his deviation from this version of natural law thought was not total. But his insistence that such was not the case with less immutable aspects of our nature, including the sexual and social instincts, was a significant departure.

Once again, however, subsequent developments in Catholic natural law thought indicate that Niebuhr’s position was less a departure from natural law thought as such than a critical alternative to one version of it. Rahner’s emphasis on the centrality of freedom to human nature is again relevant. Like Niebuhr, Rahner stressed the creative capacity of freedom vis à vis the allegedly determinate aspects of human nature (Rahner 1968; 1972). His assertion of the significance of this capacity of freedom in relation to our sexual nature echoed Niebuhr’s, and they not only agreed that indeterminate freedom is a constituent of human nature but also that its capability of reordering or transforming the more determinate aspects of human nature properly qualifies the norms that are derivable from those determinate aspects. The other development points in a different direction. In the sexual ethics of Pope John Paul II, Catholic teaching came to defend its traditional position on birth control on grounds similar to Niebuhr’s own by placing the sexual function in the mutual self-giving love of the marital relationship and arguing that self-giving is incompatible with artificial birth control. This point is significant. Niebuhr assumed that the Catholic Church’s sexual norms along with their exceptionless status were dependent on the version of natural law thought he rejected and that consideration of the marital relationship in itself would rule out the case for concrete exceptionless sexual norms within that relationship. That the concrete norm regarding birth control and its exceptionless status could be articulated and defended on the very grounds that for him disqualified such norms indicates that appeals to ‘the law of love’ do not necessarily leave us with only indeterminate norms. It also indicates that when natural law thought moves beyond the relations of biological functions to determinate ends as the ground of moral norms to the human person in her fulness as their ground, it becomes less likely that appeals to natural law will lead to agreement on those norms.

In short, Niebuhr’s sexual ethics is not a departure from natural law thought as such but is rather a critical alternative to the version of it that was prevalent when he formulated his position. Like Rahner, Niebuhr contrasted indeterminate freedom with a nature that was assumed to be fully determinate with respect to its ordering to an inherent end. And because human nature itself is such that freedom does not simply leave the sexual function as it is but opens it to new possibilities in the context of the marital relationship, the claim that sexual norms are grounded in human nature requires that we consider the moral requirements of freedom and not only the ordering of the sexual function itself in the determination of sexual norms.

In his social ethics Niebuhr also denied the decisiveness of norms that take account of the determinate aspects of human nature without sufficiently considering the transcendence of structure by freedom. Here the determinate aspects of human nature include social instincts such as sympathy and affection. As noted above, these instincts are less determinate than biological functions. By extending natural self-interest to families and larger groups they enable a partial and limited transcendence of self which reason is capable of extending further in norms of justice that require consideration of everyone’s interests. However, we have seen that by virtue of their freedom human beings and their relations to one another are not limited by the regard for the interests of others which natural sympathy and affection, as extensions of self-interest, are capable of, and which norms of justice extend even further. Inasmuch as freedom transcends these limitations of determinate nature, higher harmonies of life with life can be envisioned in which the needs and interests of others are more unconditionally affirmed than they are in norms of justice. ‘The freedom of the self is such that no rule of justice…can leave the self with the feeling that it has done all that it could.’ It follows that ‘the obligation of life to life is more fully met in love than is possible in any scheme of equity and justice’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 295). However, Niebuhr emphasized that the moral possibilities opened up by freedom, and in particular, love that regards the interests of others without regard for one’s own interests, are not realizable in any straightforward way, at least in our fallen condition. Love is an ‘impossible possibility’: a moral reality that we can recognize as the norm of our freedom but cannot straightforwardly achieve. The reason is that freedom does not overcome or suspend the working of the social instincts. It transcends structure; it doesn’t eliminate it. The law of love, therefore, does not dispense with the basic moral norms or the norms of justice. Its precise relationship to the norms of justice is the topic of the next section.

To summarize, the relationship of the norms of structure and those of freedom is less a matter of two sets of norms corresponding to two aspects of our nature than of the qualification of the decisiveness of the norms corresponding to structure by those corresponding to freedom. Even as he conceded, with the prevailing version of natural law thought of his day, that moral norms such as sexual norms and the norms of justice express the moral requirements of the determinate aspects of human nature, Niebuhr declined to grant these norms independent status or final authority in our determinations of our obligations to others. The reason had to do with human nature as the ground of moral norms. If moral norms are grounded in human nature, and if human nature is such that structure is not simply left to itself but is transcended by freedom, then moral norms must reflect the possibilities which freedom opens up and not the requisites of structure considered in itself, apart from freedom. Yet Niebuhr denied that the norms that correspond to freedom nullify the norms that correspond to structure. Once again, the reason for this denial is found in human nature as the ground of moral norms. Freedom transcends structure; it does not do away with it. The social instincts and their limitations remain. The surpassing of these limitations in love is an impossible possibility. The norms of structure therefore have a place in Christian ethics, even as their status must reflect freedom’s transcendence of structure. This brings us to the topic of the next section, which is how the norms of freedom (particularly the law of love) rule out the independent authority of the norms of structure (especially the principles of justice) while re-establishing the authority of those norms in dependence on the norms of freedom. But before turning to that topic Niebuhr’s answer to the third question, which asks what it means to say that moral norms are grounded in human nature, must be considered.

Niebuhr did not offer an explicit account of how moral norms are grounded in human nature. His descriptions of human nature referred to the ‘necessities’ of structure (that is, the needs and requisites that accompany the survival impulse and the social instincts) and the ‘possibilities’ of freedom. It is clear that these necessities and possibilities give rise to moral requirements—that we are somehow bound to respect them in our actions. But how they acquire this normative force is unclear. Some natural law thinkers move from descriptions of human nature to moral norms by building normativity into their descriptions. What Niebuhr called the survival impulse, the sexual instinct, and the social instincts are for them inclinations, and they hold that any adequate description of inclinations must refer to the goods to which they incline. On this view, moral facts regarding the human good are also facts about human nature. But despite the similarities of his account with theirs, Niebuhr did not take this route, preferring to describe human nature in terms of instincts and interests rather than inclinations and goods. This preference supports the position Robin W. Lovin insightfully attributes to Niebuhr, according to which moral facts about right and wrong action supervene on facts about human nature (Lovin 1995, 109–113). On this account moral facts are not themselves facts about human nature. But it is because of facts about human nature—for example, that ignoring the possibilities of freedom tends to leave us disillusioned and our relations to others truncated, while ignoring the necessities of structure is destructive of human life as biological and social in nature—that it is right to act in accordance with the law of love, the principles of justice, and the basic prohibitions of harm, and not in opposition to them. Lovin points out that in contrast to contemporary philosophical versions of supervenience the facts about human nature on which moral facts supervene were for Niebuhr wide-ranging and not reducible to a single kind of fact, such as what produces happiness. But if his avoidance of a narrow and reductionist conception of the nature on which moral facts supervene renders Niebuhr’s version superior to many philosophical versions, it must also be admitted that he offers more of an assertion that certain moral facts supervene on certain facts about human nature than an explanation of how they do.

Love, Justice, and Natural Law Thought
We have seen how Niebuhr differed from the prevailing version of Catholic natural law thought of his time not only in his inclusion of the norms of indeterminate freedom in natural law but also in his denial of independent authority to natural law norms apart from freedom. His sexual ethics illustrated how freedom relates to structure in the case of the sexual instinct. Niebuhr’s primary concern, however, was with the social instincts. Here too Niebuhr denied that the norms of structure constitute a body of natural law, the authority and substance of which are established by reason and are independent of the law of love, which is taken to express a perfection that exceeds nature. Yet along with his denial that the norms of justice possess authority independently of the authority of the law of love, Niebuhr also undertook the re-establishment of their authority as applications of the law of love.

In Catholic natural law thought as Niebuhr understood it, basic moral prohibitions, such as those against murder and theft, and principles of justice, such as equality, all stand on their own apart from the law of love. Grounded in the unchanging structures of human creaturely nature, these prohibitions and principles are universal and absolute. They reflect the moral requirements of a creaturely nature that remains intact in spite of the fall of humanity into sin. As such they belong to a different order from the law of love, which expresses a higher perfection proper to a supernatural endowment of humanity that was entirely lost with the fall. They thus comprise a body of natural law that is complete in itself, apart from the law of love, even if it expresses a lower perfection than that expressed in the law of love.

Although Niebuhr did not explicitly identify this position, he was likely referring to the neo-Thomist social and political philosophy of his day. The following discussion will accordingly refer to it as ‘the neo-Thomist account’, though without implying that there is only one neo-Thomist account or that Niebuhr’s depiction is accurate. What is clear is that Niebuhr’s attitude towards this account of natural law was complex. He appreciated the conviction that we retain some capacity for and insight into justice in spite of the fall, finding it superior to the conviction of many Protestants of his day that we have no capacity for justice in our postlapsarian state. And he recognized that the conviction of the supernatural character of love avoids the overly (and tragically) optimistic liberal Protestant assumption that the law of love can be directly realized in human affairs. However, Niebuhr doubted that reason is capable of formulating moral principles that are uncorrupted by sin, and he insisted that although the law of love cannot be realized in any straightforward way in human affairs, it is, as a norm that corresponds to our nature, directly relevant to those affairs and is not restricted to a perfection beyond our nature.

Niebuhr attacked this neo-Thomist account from two sides. Against the claim that reason is capable of formulating universal and absolute prohibitions and principles that express the moral requirements of an unfallen human nature he emphasized how finiteness and sin enter into all our standards of justice, qualifying their universality and absoluteness, and undermining the claim that they are the products of uncorrupted reason. Against the claim that the law of love leaves the principles of justice to themselves, directing us to a perfection that surpasses our nature, Niebuhr emphasized how the law of love confronts natural justice not with a perfection that exceeds our nature but with higher harmonies of life with life that correspond to our nature in its indeterminate freedom. While indeterminate freedom transcends the limitations of our nature that natural justice presupposes, it is no less a part of our nature than those limitations are. From one side, then, natural law norms are more fundamentally affected by the finite and fallen state of human nature than the neo-Thomist account of them supposes. From the other side, the law of love engages the norms of justice more directly than the neo-Thomist account allows, confronting them not as the norm of a perfection that goes beyond human nature but as the law of human nature in its aspect of indeterminate freedom. As Niebuhr put it, ‘all human life stands under an ideal possibility purer than the natural law, and…is involved in sinful reality much more dubious than the natural justice that Catholic thought declares to be possible’ (Niebuhr 1957, 51). The authority of what the neo-Thomist account recognized as natural law norms is thus qualified from two directions. From one direction our finiteness and sin qualify the universality and absoluteness of those norms and the capability of reason to formulate them; from the other direction the law of love qualifies their decisiveness in determining what regard for others requires of us. These two qualifications will now be considered in order.

Regarding the first qualification, Niebuhr insisted that ‘all historic norms are touched with both finiteness and sin’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 284). One aspect of finiteness is contingency. Niebuhr rightly pointed out that whenever basic moral prohibitions or general principles of justice are spelled out in detail or applied to concrete situations, they reflect the contingencies of those situations. The specification of general principles of justice in concrete rules that determine exactly who owes what to whom does not proceed by way of a logical deduction that would preserve the absoluteness that the neo-Thomist account ascribes to the general principles. ‘Rules of justice do not follow in a “necessary manner” from some basic proposition of justice. They are the fruit of a rational survey of the whole field of human interests, of the structure of human life and of the causal sequences in human relations’ (Niebuhr 1949, 193). It follows that ‘as one moves from the primary principle of justice to more detailed conclusions, judgements become more hazardous, and conclusions should be regarded as the fruit of social wisdom rather than of pure logic’ (Niebuhr 1949, 190). Although intended as a critique of the neo-Thomist account, the claim that the absoluteness of the most general natural law principles is not preserved in concrete rules that reflect the contingency of their contexts would have been accepted by most neo-Thomists. Moreover, it is widely accepted by contemporary natural law thinkers who follow Aquinas in recognizing the necessity of prudential judgement in specifying general principles and in emphasizing the increasing fallibility of such judgements as one descends further into the nitty gritty of particular circumstances. Even Niebuhr’s insistence that ‘the application of general principles to particular situations includes not merely the application of general rules to particular instances and persons, but to particular epochs and particular types of general institutions’ (Niebuhr 1949, 193)—a strong claim about the historicity of concrete norms—would today, at least for some Catholic natural law thinkers, including Jean Porter, not count as an argument against natural law thought (Porter 2005).

Niebuhr argued that the absoluteness of general norms is also qualified by institutional necessities that limit the degree to which a general principle can be realized in its pure form. For example, while the principle of equality apportions a share of goods or status to the other that is equal to that claimed by the self, or at least entails equal consideration of the interests of the other with those of the self, the necessities of the actual social institutions to which the principle of equality is applied call for functional inequalities which involve unequal apportionments of goods and status and variation in the consideration of interests, as individuals are rewarded and regarded in accordance with their particular offices and roles in their institutions. This aspect of finiteness has also been accommodated by contemporary natural law thought, which characteristically allows for the qualification of general principles by prudential considerations of this kind.

Niebuhr’s emphasis on these two aspects of finiteness of norms of justice did not simply reflect his general observations about life in society. Also, and more fundamentally, they reflected his conviction that essential human nature is not unchanging but is, at least in its social aspects, historical in character. If norms of justice are grounded in human nature, they too must be historical in character. But while these considerations of finiteness challenge the claims of the neo-Thomist account regarding the absoluteness of some basic moral prohibitions and especially the general principles of justice, they do not undermine the authority of those principles if we allow that there are legitimate specifications of these norms in concrete rules which preserve their authority to appropriately qualified degrees. Once again, Niebuhr appears to have broken with some aspects of the prevailing natural law thought but not with natural law thought as such. However, Niebuhr’s claims about the implications of sin for natural law norms were more far-reaching than those of finiteness. For one thing, he was convinced that concrete norms of justice inevitably reflect the interests of those who formulate them, and not only the contingencies and necessities of actual social life. Prudence may require the inscription of functional inequalities into concrete specifications of the principle of equality as that principle accommodates the need for differential rewards and status in concrete institutions (finiteness), but Niebuhr stressed that those who specify the principle will always be prone to exaggerate in their favour the inequalities of reward and status that are functionally necessary (sin). The same holds for every effort by reason to formulate concrete rules: such efforts will inevitably reflect unjust imbalances of power and privilege (Niebuhr 1964, I: 249–251, 255). The specification of principles of justice in concrete rules may be a rational process, but the reason that carries out the specification is inevitably compromised by sinful self-interest. And with this claim Niebuhr cast more suspicion on the process itself and the rules that result from it than natural law thought then was (or now is) accustomed to do.

Of course, to emphasize the sinful distortions at work in the specifications of general principles in concrete rules is not necessarily to challenge the authority of the principles themselves. But Niebuhr went further in his analysis of the distorting effects of sin, insisting that these effects implicate the very definitions of the principles. ‘This sinful corruption [of historic schemes of justice by rationalizations of special interests] is as obvious in rational definitions of justice as in the positive laws of justice which are historically enacted in given states’ (Niebuhr 1949, 194). With this strong claim Niebuhr extended his suspicion even to such basic definitions of justice as rendering to each his or her due and of equality as regard for the interests of others as equal to one’s own. Notwithstanding their formal character, such definitions are always susceptible to the sinful tendency to import historically contingent and self-interested material into them. Their susceptibility to this tendency led Niebuhr to deny the universality of these definitions and principles, concluding that ‘reason is not capable of defining any standard of justice that is universally valid or acceptable’ (Niebuhr 1957, 48). Here Niebuhr’s suspicion may have crossed the line into scepticism about all moral concepts and principles, which would be a deviation from natural law thought as such. But the claim that the very definitions of justice and equality are corrupted by sin also reflects Niebuhr’s conviction that the very need for definitions of justice at all presupposes sinful conditions. ‘It is only because life is in conflict with life, because of sinful self-interest, that we are required carefully to define schemes of justice…’ (Niebuhr 1957, 49). The definitions of justice are affected by sin simply because they permit and indeed require the assertion of the interests of the self (Niebuhr 1949, 186).

This point brings us to the second direction from which Niebuhr attacked the neo-Thomist account. But before leaving the discussion of the first direction it is important to note that Niebuhr partially exempted the basic prohibitions of murder and theft from his suspicion about the effects of sin. We have seen that, unlike the principles of justice, these prohibitions correspond to immutable aspects of the determinate structure of human nature and are thus universal and absolute. However, Niebuhr insisted that their universality and absoluteness pertains to them only in their most minimal formulations (in contrast to their historical elaborations that specify particular forms of taking life or property) and only in their negative force (Niebuhr 1949, 174, 183; Niebuhr 1986, 157–59). It was only in this vital but narrow domain of structure that Niebuhr affirmed universal and absolute moral norms.

If finiteness and especially sin qualify the universality and absoluteness of the principles of justice from one direction, from the other direction the law of love qualifies their decisiveness in determining what we owe to each other. We have seen that Niebuhr did not consider the law of love as a norm of a supernatural perfection that exceeds our nature but rather as a norm that corresponds to our nature in its aspect of indeterminate freedom. Inasmuch as freedom is indeterminate there is no fixed limit to the possibilities of harmony of life with life it opens up. Those possibilities are indefinite, always allowing for more than has actually been realized. The law of love is therefore the only law that is adequate to human nature in its aspect of freedom—that is, a law that expresses ‘a complete love in which each life affirms the interests of the other’ (Niebuhr 1957, 50). As such, the law of love is not in a position to leave the norms of justice to themselves in determining what is morally required of us. Because we can, by virtue of our freedom which transcends the limitations of our social instincts, envision ever greater harmonies of life with life that involve indefinitely greater non-self-interested regard for the interests of others, nothing short of the law of love can definitively capture what we owe to others. The indeterminacy of freedom disturbs the principles of justice, which reflect the limitations of determinate nature, in such a way that we cannot settle in advance which of those limitations we must accept, and which might be transformed in the direction of love. ‘The freedom of man is too great to make it possible to define any scheme of justice absolutely in terms of “necessary” standards’ (Niebuhr 1957, 50). The principles and rules of justice stand under the perpetual judgement of the law of love and the perpetual possibility of transformation by love (Niebuhr 1949, 185ff.).

To summarize, the authority of rational principles of justice is qualified on one side by the higher possibilities of love, which render the obligations defined by justice unable to account for what is finally required of us in relation to the other, and on the other side by the infiltration of self-interest into those principles, which are therefore not the pure deliverances of reason that the neo-Thomist account takes them to be. On the one hand, the principles of justice fall short of fully comprehending our duty; on the other hand, all our formulations of them reflect sinful self-assertion. ‘The freedom of man sets every standard of justice under higher possibilities, and the sin of man perennially insinuates contingent and relative elements into the supposedly absolute standards of human reason’ (Niebuhr 1964 I: 281). The effect of this twofold qualification of the principles of justice was to relativize them in light of the law of love:

There are many norms of conduct, validated by experience, between the conditions of man’s creatureliness and the law of love, which is the final norm of man’s freedom. But they must be held with some degree of tentativity and be finally subordinated to the law of love. (Niebuhr 1949, 183)

Do finiteness and sin qualify the principles and concrete norms of justice to such an extent that the law of love remains as the only authoritative norm of social order? At times Niebuhr gave this impression, asserting that ‘it is not possible to define an essential structure of community except the law of love’ (Niebuhr 1956, 436). It would be wrong, however, to infer from Niebuhr’s qualifications of the authority of principles of justice that for him the entire weight of moral authority fell on the law of love alone. It is true that in his opposition to ‘the tendency to make the law of love an addendum to the natural law’ with its principles of justice Niebuhr unambiguously asserted the dependence of those principles on the law of love. ‘Justice is an application of the law of love. The rules are not absolute but relative. They are applications of the law of love and do not have independence apart from it’ (Niebuhr 1956, 435). But as this remark indicates, normative force attaches to the principles of justice and other natural law norms as applications of the law of love to the conditions of finiteness and sin that characterize actual social life.

The principles of ‘natural law’ by which justice is defined are, in fact, not so much fixed standards of reason as they are rational efforts to apply the moral obligation, implied in the love commandment, to the complexities of life and the fact of sin, that is, to the situation created by the inclination of men to take advantage of each other.
(Niebuhr 1949, 188–89)

With this move Niebuhr re-established the rational authority of the principles of justice in dependence on the law of love after his denial that these principles are straightforward deliverances of reason. These principles are rational applications of the law of love, which must be applied in this way under the conditions of finiteness and sin. ‘Reason itself is not the source of law…Yet reason works helpfully to define the obligation of love in the complexities of various types of human relations’ (Niebuhr 1949, 193). More broadly, Niebuhr was able to account for the whole range of natural law norms, from the basic moral prohibitions that correspond to the most immutable aspects of human nature such as the survival impulse to the principles of justice that correspond to the more mutable but still determinate social instincts, as applications of the law of love. The former are ‘the most minimal and most negative expressions of the law of love’, while the latter are ‘rational formulations of various implications of the love commandment, rather than fixed and precise principles of justice’ (Niebuhr 1986, 158; Niebuhr 1949, 189). If the basic moral prohibitions and principles of justice do not possess moral authority in themselves, as in the neo-Thomist account, they do possess moral authority as indispensable applications of the law of love.

The principle of equality illustrates this relationship of the law of love and the principles of justice. ‘If the obligation to love the neighbor as the self is to be reduced to rational calculation, the only guarantee of the fulfillment of the obligation is a grant to the neighbor which equals what the self claims for itself. Thus equality is love in terms of logic.’ In rational terms, then, to love one’s neighbour as oneself is to treat the interests of the other as equal to one’s own. But something of the law of love is lost in its rational transcription in the principle of equality insofar as:

it is no longer love in the ecstatic dimension [in which the self takes no heed of its own interests]. For the principle of equality allows and requires that the self insist upon its own rights and interests in competition with the rights and interests of the other. Therefore equal justice is on the one hand the law of love in rational form and on the other hand something less than the law of love.
(Niebuhr 1949, 189–90; see also Niebuhr 1964, II: 254; Niebuhr 2013, 150)

The ‘less’ reflects the conditions of actual life in society, in which the intractability of self-interest precludes the realization of love in its pure non-self-regarding form. Niebuhr then went on to remark that equality is not an absolute principle, as it must, as we have seen, be qualified in practice by functional inequalities that are necessary to institutional arrangements. These concrete qualifications are, then, second-order rational applications of the law of love in which, in contrast to the first-order principles, ‘conclusions should be regarded as the fruit of social wisdom rather than of pure logic’ (Niebuhr 1949, 190).

A Revised Niebuhrian Natural Law Account of Moral Norms
Paul Ramsey pointed out that Niebuhr’s tripartite schema in which the law of love is logically transcribed in principles of justice, which are themselves specified by prudential reasoning in concrete rules that relate to particular contexts, is not a novel one. It is formally identical with the traditional schema, as formulated by Jacques Maritain (1882–1973), in which natural law is rationally articulated in the law of nations, which itself is specified by prudential reason in civil law. Ramsey urged Niebuhr to explicitly adopt this Christian natural law schema to formulate the relation of love to the principles and concrete norms of justice. But in response Niebuhr respectfully distanced himself from Ramsey’s proposal. He did not disavow his claim that principles and concrete norms of justice are rational applications of the law of love, but he pointedly reiterated his emphasis on how the principles of justice are marked by finiteness and sin, suggesting that he was less concerned to establish a rationally intelligible account of moral norms than to subject principles and norms of justice to ongoing critical scrutiny in light of finite and sinful realities, on one hand, and the law of love, on the other hand. But must we choose between Niebuhr and Ramsey? Perhaps Niebuhr offers an alternative to the neo-Thomist account that also belongs squarely in the broader Christian natural law tradition—an alternative in which love is the law of life and the principles and rules of justice are rational applications of love, yet in which the pervasiveness of sin is fully accounted for (see Niebuhr 2013, 140).

For this alternative to be viable, it would first have to correct a twofold defect. The status of the law of love and its relationship with the norms of justice in Niebuhr’s position presumes that the law of love is exempt from the corruption of sin while the norms of justice are corrupted by sin simply by virtue of falling short of the demands of the law of love. This presumption may be questioned from both sides. From the side of love, Barbara Hilkert Andolsen, Judith Plaskow, and other feminist critics have pressed against Niebuhr’s law of love a similar criticism to the one he pressed against principles of justice, namely, that in excluding concern for self his definition of love imports the contingent and self-interested content of a patriarchal order that subordinates the interests of women to those of men (Andolsen 1981; Plaskow 1980). The Niebuhrian definition of love appears to be just as subject to the corruption of sin as he held definitions of justice to be. The capacity of transcendent freedom to envision higher harmonies of life with life is no more exempt from sin than is the capacity of reason to formulate definitions of justice. The sinful corruption of human nature goes all the way up as well as all the way down.

From the side of justice, Niebuhr’s insistence that the very definitions of justice and equality are corrupted by sin insofar as they presuppose self-interest seems to imply that everything that falls short of non-self-regarding love is not merely finite but sinful. If the very notion of treating the interests of others as equal to one’s own reflects the corruption of sin insofar as it involves regard for one’s own interests, then it appears that the social instincts, which never rise to the level of non-self-regard, must themselves be inherently sinful. Of course, Niebuhr strongly insisted on the goodness of natural sympathies and loyalties. But he identified their goodness with their partial extension of the self beyond itself, and because the extension is only partial these social instincts cannot ultimately be anything other than extensions of the egotism of the self. Reason goes beyond the social instincts, universalizing the extension in principles of justice that include the interests of everyone, including the self. But as we have seen, these principles nevertheless reflect the corruption of sin in their insistence on concern for the interests of the self along with those of others. In short, Niebuhr left no room for the notion of just relations that are in principle right or good in themselves even as they fall short of the non-regard for self that characterizes love. The reason he could not accommodate a notion of just relations of this kind is that he viewed the social order not as a place where common goods are (albeit imperfectly) pursued and right relations are (albeit imperfectly) established, all by creatures that are inherently social in nature, but as a place of competing and conflicting interests of egos that are capable of extending their egotism but are largely recalcitrant to the law of love and the harmony of interests it expresses.

Where do these corrections leave us? They suggest a position that, against the neo-Thomist account of natural law, affirms the law of love as the law of life (and not the norm of a supernatural perfection) and finds in general principles of justice, such as rendering to each her due, and in their specifications in concrete historical and institutional contexts, applications of the law of love. On this view, justice simply is (part of) what love does in its regard for human others who are social creatures whose goods (not just interests) are realized in relations that involve mutual consideration. Second, and with the neo-Thomist account, this position denies that the definitions and principles of justice are corrupted by sin simply by virtue of their instantiation of the good of the self along with that of others. That human beings are social creatures means that regard for the good of the other entails a commitment to the establishment of right relations, apart from which no one can adequately realize their good. The principles of justice identify the ordered relations within which the goods of social creatures may be realized. Third, this position stresses with Niebuhr that in actual social life instantiations of these principles and appeals to them will never be entirely uncorrupted by sin. With Niebuhr’s feminist critics, however, it stresses that the same is the case with instantiations of and appeals to the law of love. The notion of rendering to each her due does not reflect the corruption of sin simply by virtue of differing from non-regard for self, and the notion of regard for others that is unconditioned by regard for self does not avoid the corruption of sin simply by virtue of upholding non-regard for self. In short, there is no substitute for the vigilance that is necessary wherever these definitions are invoked and implemented, as they can all too easily provide cover for unjust power and privilege.

Whether Niebuhr would have accepted this revision of his position is of course unknowable. But it is worth proposing it, as it brings his grounding of moral norms in human nature into an explicit relationship with a tradition of Christian natural law thought that stands to benefit from his unique version of it.
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For Reinhold Niebuhr, the search for justice is inherent in human nature. It is, as he says, ‘as profound a revelation of the possibilities and limits of historical existence as the quest for truth’ (1964, II: 244). Indeed, the two searches are related, because in seeking truth and justice, human beings move beyond themselves to share knowledge and form community, yet they resist truth and justice when either appears to conflict with self-interest. These ‘possibilities and limits’ appear in different forms throughout history because human nature itself is a paradoxical relationship between self-transcendence and self-assertion. Our capacity for justice is rooted in an ability to see beyond our immediate needs and interests, which Christian tradition identifies with the image of God placed in us at creation. In a similar way, injustice begins in the anxiety that leads us to assert ourselves against the finitude that our self-transcendence makes apparent. Christian faith links this to an idolatrous wish to put ourselves in the place of God (1964, I: 150–177). Justice and injustice are possibilities inseparable from human nature. Human history is the record both of conscientious efforts to distinguish justice from injustice and of self-centred efforts to make our own interest the standard of justice.

To say that justice is rooted in human nature does not mean that we are always seeking it, or that there is a single ‘natural’ form of justice by which all human communities may be measured, or even that wise people with good intentions will know justice when they see it. Justice takes different forms in different historical settings. Sometimes it is located in the demands of the dispossessed, and sometimes it is found in the stability of a social order that is needed even by those who are held back by it. Justice is, as Niebuhr says of democracy, ‘a method of finding proximate solutions for insoluble problems’ (1960, 118). Indeed, justice and democracy are intimately connected, like justice and truth. ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (1960, xiii). These connections between justice, democracy, and human nature shaped Niebuhr’s judgements about the political problems of the twentieth century. Understanding them is the key to applying his political realism to our problems today.

Justice and Human Nature
While the search for justice is inherent in our humanity, the complexities and tensions of human nature mean that there is no universal, natural standard of justice that reason might discover and then apply impartially to all societies, cultures, and historical conditions. Niebuhr rejects ‘natural law’ when it is understood in these terms, which he associates particularly with early modern ideas of a natural law as a standard against which civil law and emergent ideas of international law could be measured. This continues, in his judgement, into modern times both in rationalistic contract theories of law and in Roman Catholic natural law teaching (Niebuhr 1964, II: 253). We must be careful, however, not to carry Niebuhr’s criticism on this point too far. What justice requires must at least be consistent with human nature, even if nature provides no absolute standard of justice. Careful readers of Niebuhr’s work point out that despite his criticism of Catholic teaching, his normative understanding of human nature shares much with that tradition, especially as it was reinterpreted at the Second Vatican Council (Ramsey 1962, 111–131; Lovin 1995, 13–15). If Niebuhr rejects a natural law founded on universal rational principles, he is equally scornful of Karl Barth’s critique of reason, which he takes to be an effort to make all morality dependent on divine command. That, he says, is ‘as absurd as it is unscriptural’ (1964, II: 254).

Reason is in fact an important guide to transcending our limited view of things towards a more general understanding, but it has limitations that are equally rooted in our human nature, along with its possibilities. Our judgements about what is just are most often expressed in practical terms as a balance between competing principles—liberty and equality, individualism and community, and so on. Niebuhr himself often suggests that equality is the most important of these principles, and he even says that ‘equal justice’ is ‘the most rational possible social goal’ (1960, 171), but he recognizes that this remains an abstraction until we can clarify what equality requires in particular circumstances and what we would have to give up to achieve it.

In the end, the dialectic between competing claims and principles by which we arrive at an idea of justice that satisfies us for the moment has its origin in those two aspects of our human nature, the image of God and the finite creature. The intellectual balancing act is unavoidable because we are at all times straining to understand our problems as common to all humanity and anxiously defending our own interests against the claims of others. We aspire to community, and we fear what community asks of us. Justice seems at one moment to demand compromises and sacrifices that set us on an equal footing with others and in the next moment to insist on our freedom to resist those demands when others make them against us. If we understand the paradoxes of our human nature in Christian terms, we will not expect somehow to find a rational stopping point at which this internal dialogue will be resolved.

This tension which our human nature sets up in our thinking about justice is mirrored in the political, economic, and cultural conflicts by which we arrive at whatever arrangements hold our society together for the moment. In Moral Man and Immoral Society, Niebuhr established his reputation as a social critic by contrasting the ethical attitudes of ‘privileged’ and ‘proletarian’ classes. The privileged put necessary skills and capital at the service of the community. But they hold tenaciously onto control, and they always demand a higher reward for their services than is strictly required to make these resources available. The proletarians demand more equal sharing of resources and a larger role in decisions, but if they achieve control, they inevitably privilege their own position in the new social order (Niebuhr 1932, 113–168). The systems which result from this ongoing struggle will be some more, others less, just. But the proximate solutions are never final, and there is no absolute standpoint within history from which to judge them (Niebuhr 1968, 56).

The search for justice is thus marked by conflict. Moral goodwill may ‘qualify the self-assertion of the privileged, and support the interests of the disinherited, but it will never be so impartial as to persuade any group to subject its interests completely to an inclusive social ideal’ (Niebuhr 1932, 272). Niebuhr offered this stark analysis of the limits of moral suasion and the inevitability of conflict in a time of worldwide economic depression, class tensions provoked by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, rising nationalistic resentment of the Versailles settlement of the First World War, and growing demands for equality by African Americans as the ‘Great Migration’ swelled their numbers in northern cities. Niebuhr had observed much of this at first hand in his post-war travels in Europe and his work as a pastor in Detroit (Fox 1985, 78–80, 88–110) These experiences conclusively refuted for him any Christian claim that love of neighbour would be adequate to the problems. What he said about race relations in the United States could be applied to any number of other problems in other places: ‘However large the number of individual white men who do and will identify themselves completely with the Negro cause, the white race in America will not admit the Negro to equal rights if it is not forced to do so. Upon that point one may speak with a dogmatism that all history justifies’ (Niebuhr 1932, 253).

Christians must therefore forego the idealistic hope that we now ‘have the possibility of so directing religious energy by scientific knowledge that a comprehensive and continuous reconstruction of social life in the name of God is within the bounds of human possibility’ (Rauschenbusch 1992, 209). In the aftermath of global war and economic collapse, Social Gospel optimism must give way to an older Christian realism that recognizes that, ‘the peace of the world, as Augustine observed, must be gained by strife’ (Niebuhr 1932, 256).

The Search for Justice
How, then, do human communities, with their capacity for justice and their inclination to injustice, arrive at a peace that not only sustains order, but offers a proximate solution to the search for justice? And what is the role of faith in that effort? Reframing the questions of social order and social ethics in those terms was Niebuhr’s immediate response to the crises of the 1930s, and his developing answers occupy the largest part of his work through the four decades that followed.

The emphasis on conflict as the driver of social change in Moral Man and Immoral Society was disturbing to many, because it echoed Marxist calls for revolution that were being heard amidst global disorder, and because it was at odds with the conviction of many Christians that the extension of Christian love across divisions in society and between nations would be sufficient to bring about perfect justice and lasting peace. Pacifism and a deeply personal theology of religious transformation took root among American Protestant leaders after the First World War (Dorrien 2003, 356–383). Niebuhr’s stark contrast between individual and social morality implied that such hopes for social redemption were, at best, useful illusions and that there was little difference between the Christian pacifists and the Marxist revolutionaries, except that the revolutionaries might be more effective. ‘In the task of that redemption the most 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’ (Niebuhr 1932, 277).

His concluding suggestion that only a ‘fanatic’ could believe the promises of perfect justice alarmed the idealists. ‘The illusion is dangerous because it encourages terrible fanaticisms. It must therefore be brought under the control of reason. One can only hope that reason will not destroy it before its work is done’ (Niebuhr 1932, 277). Langdon Gilkey recalled many years later that his father, Charles Gilkey, then the dean of the chapel at the University of Chicago, burst from his study one afternoon waving a copy of Moral Man and Immoral Society and saying, ‘Reinnie’s gone crazy’ (Gilkey 2001, 4). That reaction to the book was widely shared.

Perhaps, however, Niebuhr’s strategy was not as radical as this passage suggests. Alongside the closing image from Moral Man and Immoral Society of the fanatic revolutionary who believes in an illusion of perfect justice, there is a catalogue of ideals in Niebuhr’s early works through which religion challenges the ease of the privileged, stirs awareness of human needs, and motivates small movements towards greater equality. He made the case for that sort of pragmatic idealism in his first book, Does Civilization Need Religion? (1927), and Moral Man and Immoral Society likewise includes a chapter on the way that religious idealism and a spirit of contrition can effectively move individuals to challenge the injustices of their society (1932, 51–82). The revolutionary fanatic and idealistic reformer are both alike able to set aside the interests and loyalties that bind them to an existing social order because both share the capacity for self-transcendence that is inherent in human nature. But neither can fully understand what this self-transcendence means while the prospect of a new and just society still gleams before them. ‘That appreciation’, Niebuhr ironically notes, ‘can come only when the new and just society has been built, and it is discovered that it is not just’ (1932, 82).

‘The Relevance of an Impossible Ideal’
The critical response of theologians, including friends and admirers like Charles Gilkey and his own brother, H. Richard Niebuhr, who was by then teaching theology at Yale Divinity School, left Reinhold Niebuhr with two tasks. He had to explain how his sharp departure from the aspirations of the Social Gospel remained true to the central teachings of the Christian tradition, and he had to explain how his conflictual account of social change might actually result in greater justice. If the aspiration for justice and the assertion of self-interest are both rooted in human nature, who can say whether justice will prevail in the history of a group or of a nation?

Niebuhr began to answer those questions in Reflections on the End of an Era. Here, instead of looking forward to the fulfilment of reformers’ hopes and idealists’ visions, he looked back on how those expectations had been shattered by events in the first decades of the twentieth century. In those years, global war, revolutionary socialism, and the rise of militant nationalisms in Italy, Japan, and Germany brought an end to illusions of continuous progress and prosperity. The era also brought an end to a Christian orthodoxy that too easily identified existing systems with the will of God (Niebuhr 1934, 217–18). In An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, Niebuhr sought new directions by going deeper into the tradition, back to the Hebrew prophets, whose relations to Israel and its rulers pointed to a different understanding of faith and justice. ‘The ethic of Jesus’, he announced, ‘is the perfect fruit of prophetic religion’ (2013, 37).

Much has been accomplished in recent Christian ethics by placing Jesus’ teaching in the context of the Hebrew Bible (Lohfink 2012). Jesus’ teaching is the ‘fulfilment’ of the law and the prophets, rather than their abolition. Thus, Jesus’ disciples must exceed the righteousness of the scribes and the pharisees (Matthew 5: 17–20). Niebuhr’s interpretation of Christian ethics anticipates these more recent scholarly developments by adopting the prophets’ relentlessly critical attitude towards all claims to righteousness, especially when these claims are made by those in authority (Niebuhr 1937, 93–110). The prophets took commandments that might be codified in specific rules and fulfilled with a show of piety and turned them into an accusation that whatever had been done, it was not enough. The true prophet is the one who, like Micaiah, inspires the complaint of King Ahab, that ‘he never prophesies anything favourable about me, but only disaster’ (I Kings 22: 8).

In the teaching of Jesus, this prophetic demand is radicalized by its application to ordinary life and ordinary people. Ordinary moral goodness is thus placed under an inescapable judgement and at the same time connected to an ‘ultimate confidence in the meaningfulness of life’, which ‘transcends the world’s chaos as certainly as it is basic to the world’s order’ (Niebuhr 2013, 38). Only such a faith is capable of sustaining moral commitment in spite of the failure of every illusion of perfect justice, without giving in to the prudential self-assertion that works out its own arrangements with whatever distributions of wealth and power happen now to prevail. ‘The meaningfulness of life does not tempt to premature complacency, and the chaos which always threatens the world of meaning does not destroy the tension of faith and hope in which all moral action is grounded’ (2013, 106).

The paradox of Christian ethics, then, is that its ideals remain relevant only because they are impossible. They cannot be turned into a blueprint for social change, assisted perhaps by new scientific knowledge, as Rauschenbusch suggested. But neither can they be translated into simple moral expectations, so that the Christian life amounts to little more than conscientiously doing what good people ordinarily do. Nor will it do to regard Christianity as a perfectionist ethics, relevant only to a small community of the redeemed, who must separate themselves from the world to live their faith. Attempts to relate Christian ethics to politics and economics in any of these ways tends to ‘destroy the dialectic of prophetic Christianity, either by sacrificing time and history to eternity or by giving ultimate significance to the relativities of history’ (Niebuhr 2013, 141).

By 1935, then, Niebuhr had arrived at an understanding of Christian ethics that was consistent with the account of human nature that he would work out in more detail in The Nature and Destiny of Man. Created in God’s image, human beings have the capacity to transcend themselves and see finite life in relation to an ultimate destiny. This makes impossible ideals relevant, indeed necessary, to a meaningful human life. But finite human beings are also anxious to preserve the particular goods and advantages on which they have come to depend in their own situations. Thus, they tend to ascribe ultimate significance to their own place in history and to be easily convinced that their own righteousness is indeed greater than that of the scribes and pharisees.

Justice and Politics
In the Hebrew Scriptures, prophets seek justice by confronting kings, denouncing wealth, and reminding the people of their common heritage as God’s chosen. For Niebuhr, the modern context for prophetic witness is politics, and specifically the politics of modern democracy, in which there is open discussion of controversial questions and broad participation in policy choices.

Here, the ideal of justice comes down to concrete decisions about how to assist those in need, define and defend specific rights, or limit the arbitrary powers of governments, employers, and property owners. Niebuhr uses the timely problem of unemployment benefits to illustrate the open-ended nature of questions about justice and the narrow contextual limits of any particular answer. The ongoing debate about unemployment benefits can be sharpened by events that throw many people out of work at once, or by economic changes that render particular skills or whole industries obsolete. Proposals that appear too generous to some will appear inadequate to others. ‘The actual schedule of payments on which the community finally decides represents the conclusions of the social, rather than any individual, mind, and is the consequence of a perennial debate on the subject. It is certainly not an unconditionally “just” solution to the social problem involved’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 250).

As debates like this one continue, they inevitably raise wider questions about politics itself, about whose voice is heard in the public forum and how shifting public opinion may influence legislation or be ignored by the legislators. Niebuhr was personally involved in these questions, first as a member of the Socialist Party and then as a supporter of Roosevelt administration (Fox 1985, 176–178, 193–196). His writings at first largely assumed the political context of American democracy, with occasional sidelong glances towards conditions in Britain or in Europe. But as the economic crisis of the 1930s gave way to a global struggle against authoritarian regimes, he gave more attention to the nature of democracy itself. Published in 1944, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness was, as he put it in the subtitle, ‘a vindication of democracy and a critique of its traditional defense’. After the war, The Irony of American History aimed to help Americans understand the distinctive features of their political experience as the nation assumed an unfamiliar role as the leading global power.

The key feature in Niebuhr’s defence of democracy was not its moral idealism, but its fit with the ambiguities of human nature that he had outlined in his earlier works. Democracy supports wide discussion of specific questions and allows challenges to what seem like settled conclusions. It favours ‘proximate solutions’ over ‘illusions of perfect justice’. Indeed, the threats to democracy with which Niebuhr was concerned came precisely from regimes that insisted their programmes answered all questions, so that once their aims were realized, there would be no need for further political choices. Against those claims, democracy’s ongoing argument between genuinely different interests and shifting political alliances provides the best chance for specific demands for justice to be heard. If ‘man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible’ (Niebuhr 1960, xiii), it is also true that in the details of modern political life, it is democracy that makes justice possible. At the same time, Niebuhr came increasingly to see that the fanaticism inspired by illusions of perfect justice makes democracy necessary.

Christian Political Ethics
In the ongoing democratic argument about what justice requires, Christian ethics in the prophetic tradition has a particular role to play. It draws participants out of their immediate situations and helps them understand the gravity of persistent injustices, when they might otherwise be content with minor adjustments to existing social relationships. An impossible ideal helps the ongoing argument to continue, instead of stopping at some point where most of the parties happen to be satisfied for the moment.

Niebuhr’s own work suggests the possibilities. He wrote many articles on current political questions for The New Republic and the New York Herald Tribune. He stretched the boundaries of Protestant social commentary beyond the familiar confines of The Christian Century with his new publication, Christianity and Crisis, and in the pages of Radical Religion. He provided political and social commentary for the labour movement in The New Leader (Robertson 1983, viii). His books were thick with explanations of social policy such as the analysis of justice and unemployment benefits already noted in The Nature and Destiny of Man, and Moral Man and Immoral Society included extended discussions of ‘Justice Through Revolution’ (1932, 169–199) and ‘Justice Through Political Force’ (200–230). In his journalism, and even in his more extended theological works, the point was not to apply the prophetic tradition by exegesis to contemporary events, but to embody it by challenging the accepted boundaries of social groups, especially the dividing lines of race and class, and by calling attention to developments like Gandhi’s non-violent movement, the resistance of the Confessing Church in Germany, or the Delta Cooperative Farm in rural Mississippi, which offered a different view of social possibilities.

Precisely because a realistic search for justice does not imagine that perfect justice can be achieved in history, its efforts are focused on small steps and immediate opportunities. Its instruments are legislative initiatives, local protests, editorial calls to action, and grassroots community organization. Success at this level requires building coalitions that involve limited goals, shifting priorities, and compromise between groups organized around various competing and sometimes incompatible purposes and loyalties. Religious ideals and motives may be very effective in this sort of community mobilization, but they may also divide communities along confessional lines or alienate potential allies whose interests are purely secular. The realist will make adjustments accordingly, as Niebuhr did, sometimes to the point that his Christian account of human nature and his interpretation of the prophetic tradition all but disappeared. That was a problem for his critics, in his own time and today.

For the critics, the Church’s first task is to be ‘a community formed by a language that the world does not share’ (Hauerwas 1985, 11). The critics argue that Niebuhr’s compromises sacrifice faithfulness to effectiveness—a dubious trade, especially since goals of any realistic political programme are necessarily limited. Yet even when Niebuhr was fully engaged with political purposes, he himself remained convinced that a realistic search for justice is not only consistent with a Christian account of history and human nature, but ultimately requires religious convictions to make sense of itself. If Christian faith is a ‘language that the world does not share’, that language can still be brought to bear in ways that illuminate common human experience. In Niebuhr’s work, the pursuit of justice always relies on the capacity for self-transcendence that he understands to be the imago Dei in the human creature. Those who really do pursue justice will come to see this in their own experience, whether or not they know or accept the Church’s way of talking about it. ‘Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime’ he writes, ‘therefore we must be saved by hope.’ Our small victories, major defeats, and personal losses never make sense in our immediate historical context, so we must be sustained by faith in something beyond that context. Nor do we accomplish anything by ourselves alone, so that even the pursuit of justice in society depends on love in personal relationships. Finally, the pursuit of justice that makes democracy possible also challenges the self-interest that keeps us from seeing that justice is necessary, even when it challenges our own position and privileges. ‘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’ (Niebuhr 1952, 63).

For Niebuhr, Christian faith requires the search for justice, not by way of divine command, but as the fulfilment of our human nature. Not to seek justice is to lock ourselves into a rigid and self-righteous defence of our own social position that finally reduces us to a representative figure of our class, nation, ethnic group, or even our own religion, with no grasp of a larger human destiny. But to bear the burdens of this search that leads us beyond ourselves without the illusions of perfect justice, we also require a faith and hope that points to a fulfilment beyond history. Niebuhr’s brief allusions to faith, hope, and love in The Irony of American History were meant to evoke these ideas from the experience of all his readers, even those who had overlooked his extended treatment of these theological virtues at the end of the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man (1964, I: 280–300) or the connection he builds between the Kingdom of God and the struggle for justice towards the end of volume two (1964, II: 244–269).

All this hardly counts as proof that the struggle for justice depends on a theological fulfilment, or even a definitive argument that the struggle is compatible with Christian theology. Some who shared Niebuhr’s politics clearly did not find his account of faith, hope, and love consistent with their own experience, and the philosopher Morton White rejected the idea that nothing worth doing can be accomplished in our lifetime as a ‘monstrous falsehood’ (Fox 1985, 246). But Niebuhr was intent on framing his political writings in such a way that the ‘language that the world does not share’ could at least be heard in the background as he worked with Americans for Democratic Action and other groups in a broad coalition that sought to shape global and domestic policy in the post-war years (Fox 1985, 231–248). The outrage of secular critics like White, who did not share the language of faith, but understood perfectly well what Niebuhr meant, may be the ‘point of contact’ between God and human reason that Karl Barth insisted does not exist.

Faith and Reason in Pursuit of Justice
Niebuhr is ambiguous, perhaps intentionally, about whether the pursuit of justice becomes meaningful only with a theological account of its origins and goal. As we have seen, he rejects a strong version of the position Karl Barth had defended through the 1930s, which denies any starting point for theology or ethics that is not dependent on revelation (Barth 1946). Emil Brunner was also critical of Barth’s denial of natural theology, but he regarded Niebuhr’s discussion of justice as extreme in an opposite way, disconnected from theological meaning. If he is going to speak theologically, Brunner argued, Niebuhr is ‘duty-bound to say exactly what this “justice” is as distinguished from love’ (Brunner 1956, 30).

By contrast, Niebuhr believes that Christian ethics can enter into a more general discussion without requiring explicit definitions to connect its theological terminology to shared social experience. A prophetic message must appeal to reason, both to convince its hearers and to dispel illusions that may be held by the prophets themselves. He sees analogies to the prophetic ‘impossible ideal’ in many different social movements. Christian pacifists, Marxist revolutionaries, and liberal egalitarians may have very different goals in their first proclamations, but as they deal with the constraints of actual political choices, their ideals and illusions converge on ‘the most rational possible social goal’, which is ‘equal justice’ (Niebuhr 1932, 171). The categorical imperative, as Kant argued, takes the form of a universal moral law that respects no status and rejects all special pleading, so that human equality is the rational core of ethics.

But Niebuhr also suggests that Kantian equality is not as purely rational as the Kantians suggest. When Kant formulates the categorical imperative as the maxim that human beings must always be treated as ends and never as means only, he is drawing on an ideal supplied by his ‘pietistic religious worldview’ (Niebuhr 1932, 58). More generally, Niebuhr argues, ‘The concept of “the value and dignity of the individual” of which our modern culture has made so much is finally meaningful only in a religious dimension’ (Niebuhr 1952, 62). In the post-war years when world opinion was converging on the idea of human dignity as a foundation for universal human rights, this suggestion that commitment to human rights requires a religious understanding of the human person made a strong claim for religion’s role in the world’s political future. In a democracy where many different ideals compete for power and influence, reason may be necessary to allow the common pursuit of justice. But reason alone may not be sufficient to sustain that coalition once some of its members have achieved more of what they wanted than others.

This suggests, too, how Niebuhr might have regarded the rational theories of justice that became important to political philosophy in the United States during the 1960s, as the nation wrestled with the problems of racial justice and persistent economic inequality. Beginning with the simple intuition that justice is about fairness, John Rawls crafted a systematic theory that undertook to provide principles of justice that would rest transparently on rational argument, rather than religious traditions, legal norms, or cultural expectations (Rawls 1958). A Theory of Justice, published in in the year that Niebuhr died, would occupy a central place in discussions of justice for the remainder of the century (Rawls 1971).

Rawls undertook to show that persons might choose rational principles to organize a society even without knowing what places they would occupy in that society or what particular goods they might want to pursue in their individual lives (1971, 136–142). With fairness secured by this hypothetical ‘veil of ignorance’, persons could arrive by reason alone at principles they would be willing to live by in an actual society, and a society organized by those principles would be just. Rawls emphasized two principles as key elements in this theory: (1) a principle of equal liberty that each person is entitled to as much liberty as is compatible with like liberty for all; and (2) a distributive principle that requires that inequalities in wealth, power, or other goods that may be necessary for society to function are allowable only if they are open to all and benefit those in the society who are least well off. Rawls calls this the ‘difference principle’ (1971, 60–67.)

Rawls’ critics sometimes argued for greater liberty, even if the way that some people exercised that liberty might result in less liberty for others. Others argued for an equality that began with a principle of social ownership of property itself, rather than an egalitarian principle to govern the distributive results. Niebuhr would not have been surprised by these arguments. Some were already familiar in the 1930s. He might, in fact, have largely approved of Rawls’ effort to formulate a theory that balances two principles of justice, rather than seeking one simple principle that provides an unambiguous answer to all questions. Rawls’ two principles and the way they are related to one another closely resemble Niebuhr’s treatment of liberty and equality in a late essay, where he describes them as the ‘regulative principles’ of justice (Niebuhr 1958, 61–77). But unlike Rawls, who derives his principles from rational considerations abstracted from history and social circumstances, Niebuhr traces the competing arguments for liberty and equality through the course of American history. The relations between them are shifting, and they are the result of conflict. Still, these results are better than we might have done had we relied only on our reason. In fact, he says, ‘…our political thought always lags behind our practice. Our performance is wiser than our theory; and we are more virtuous than we claim to be’ (1958, 77). If we want to know what justice requires now, we will do better by engaging with contested issues in society than by trying to draw conclusions from legal and political theory.

Rawls may well have believed that theory is wiser than practice, in the sense that it provides a more definitive statement of the requirements of justice than the shifting outcomes of political contests. But his later work brought his theory closer to history and practice than the rational arguments of A Theory of Justice might have suggested. His critics suggested that persons who truly did not know their own circumstances or their own ideas of the good would not, in fact, know enough to choose principles of justice for themselves at all, so the theory in fact is not based on purely rational choice, but the sort of choices that a liberal individualist would make (Sandel 1982). Rawls continued to argue that a pluralist society encompassing many different cultures and traditions could only make social choices by limiting its ideas of the good to the most basic and universal human needs, but he acknowledged that his principles of justice were rational in the context of modern liberal democracy. Other cultures might have different, more hierarchical ideas of justice, and these could not be dismissed as irrational (Rawls 1993).

At the same time, Rawls intended his theory as a standard against which to measure liberal democracy, not simply as a record of its assumptions. The theory will always suggest points where more must be done to achieve equal justice, particularly when a prosperous, free, and supposedly equal society is measured against the rigorous requirements of the ‘difference principle’ that privileged positions must be open to all and that the inequalities that are permitted must be structured to benefit those who are least well off. From Niebuhr’s point of view, what Rawls’ theory supplies is another ‘impossible ideal’, this one formulated specifically to provide some prophetic urgency about tackling the injustices of a democratic society. He would have regarded Rawls’ idea of justice as worth pursuing, but also as another of those goals that cannot be achieved in our lifetime, that become meaningful only when we see them through the lens of a religious hope.

Rawls, by contrast, argued for a pluralist account of justice without metaphysical presuppositions, and he thought it was important to ensure that no particular set of convictions beyond the principles of justice themselves played a normative role in making decisions in courts, legislatures, and the qualification of candidates for election. Beyond that, however, he recognized that different groups, cultures, and traditions would have their own reasons for seeking equal liberty and equal dignity, and they will argue about justice in their own terms. What he called for in the end was not the restriction of the pursuit of justice to those who would support it for only the right reasons, but for an ‘overlapping consensus’ in which people would give their own meanings, including religious meanings, to the democratic political life in which they all share (Rawls 1993, 131–172).

Beyond Liberty and Equality
From a distance of half a century after Niebuhr’s death and Rawls’ publication of A Theory of Justice, it seems clear that both the differences and the similarities in their ideas about social justice reflect their experiences. Both lived through the Second World War, the social and economic transformations of American life that followed the war in the 1950s, and the unrest provoked in the 1960s by racial injustice, unequal opportunities, and persistent economic inequalities. It is hardly surprising that democracy and justice are key ideas for both of them.

There were also differences. Niebuhr was an international figure by the time the Second World War began. Rawls experienced it as a young soldier sent to Japan in the aftermath of Hiroshima and the war’s end. Rawls, in fact, studied Niebuhr’s work as a student at Princeton and wrote a senior thesis on the concepts of sin and faith (Gregory 2007). But he soon abandoned any interest in theology and perhaps concluded that the illusions of those impossible ideals needed to be brought under the control of the kind of reason his theory supplied. He may also have rejected Niebuhr’s account of human nature as too pessimistic about human moral possibilities. Eric Nelson has recently argued that the liberal tradition that Rawls articulates has a Pelagian understanding of justice that contrasts sharply with the Augustinian idea of divine justice that Niebuhr espouses (Nelson 2019).

Niebuhr and Rawls thus developed accounts of justice that differed over the possibilities of reason and the limits of human nature. Rawls expected to learn more about justice from an analysis of principles, and Niebuhr expected to learn more from engagement in concrete social problems. What Niebuhr and Rawls shared, however, was a preoccupation with the liberal democracy that united their two generations of theologians, philosophers, political leaders, activists, revolutionaries, and reactionaries. They were citizens of a liberal democracy that had vindicated its politics against totalitarian threats, but returned markedly unequal rewards to citizens from whom it had demanded tremendous sacrifices. For these generations, the struggle for justice was about equal rights in political life, equal opportunity in economic life, and equal dignity in social life for persons from different races, classes, and religions, many of whom struggled against histories of discrimination, prejudice, and violence that had been legitimated by the social order against which they were now able to protest. No wonder, then, that for almost fifty years, from Moral Man and Immoral Society to A Theory of Justice, ‘equal justice’ did seem like the ‘most rational possible social goal’ as well as the most relevant one. Constitutional political orders and functioning economic structures seemed like stable frameworks within which greater justice could be sought on a national scale.

Shortly thereafter, however, the questions of justice expanded to include not only equal access and equal opportunity in political and economic life, but new questions about identity, freedom, and the social constructions that define shared social space. There could be little point in pursuing equal opportunity if the opportunity came at the cost of denying what is distinctive in a person’s racial heritage, gender identity, or cultural community. For those facing these new problems, the impossible ideals of the Christian tradition that Niebuhr expected would support and sustain the struggle for justice often seemed more like instruments of repression.

More recently, there are new problems that suggest they must be approached first on a global level, rather than through the national political orders where the twentieth century struggles for justice were focused. Climate change, global economic interdependence, and pandemic diseases raise questions of justice that call for a new political order, in addition to challenging inequalities in the existing systems. At the same time, global communication networks create communities across national and cultural boundaries that are often more real to a new generation than the local neighbourhoods in which they live. Both access to and interactions within these new communities raise new questions of justice for which we do not yet have even proximate solutions.

For these new questions, it would be foolish to search Niebuhr’s voluminous works for specific answers. His recommendations were influential because he understood political questions in detail and crafted his answers to unique circumstances. And of course, he was sometimes wrong. It would be a mistake even to suppose that the problems that he regarded as fundamental to political life are the same for us or that they can be approached in the same way that he approached them. Niebuhr was a master of historical analogy, and we need that skill, as much as we need the ways he understood his contemporary politics, to make use of his work today.

Still, there are points of reference from which we might be able to chart our own versions of Christian Realism. Justice is something we understand best through engagement with actual social and political questions. It is ongoing and conflictual, not static and harmonious. Through these changes, our human nature gives us both the possibility to transcend our immediate situation towards a more inclusive community, and an anxious awareness of vulnerability that tempts us to the illusion that our interests are themselves the standard of justice. The struggle for justice thus continues both within us and around us, and always, ‘when the new and just society has been built, and it is discovered that it is not just’ (Niebuhr 1932, 82). The pursuit of justice thus must end in despair or fanaticism unless it is accompanied by a contrite awareness of our own limitations, a hope that extends beyond our lifetimes, and a goal that sustains us precisely because we know it cannot be achieved. It is at that point that we may begin to understand what it means to seek first the kingdom of God.
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chapter 23

Responsibility


William Schweiker






‘Man has always been his own most vexing problem.’ So begins Reinhold Niebuhr’s magisterial Gifford Lectures, published as The Nature and Destiny of Man (Niebuhr 1964, I: 1). Niebuhr’s claim is a truism, and therefore, what matters is not that he states the problem of human self-understanding, but how he poses it and his eventual answer. The task of this chapter is to explore Niebuhr’s formulation of the problem of human existence from a Christian Realist perspective and also his proposed theological answer to it. The core thesis of the argument is about the importance of moral responsibility in Niebuhr’s thought, but also, surprisingly, how his account of responsibility enables us to interpret Niebuhr’s work within the wider compass of Christian humanism. This thesis may seem counterintuitive because of Niebuhr’s reputation as a searing critic of modernity, liberalism, and humanism. He was sceptical and critical of what seemed to him to be the thinness and optimism of humanism and liberal theology. What is more, in the Preface to The Nature and Destiny of Man, he wrote that his lectures ‘were devoted to the thesis that the two main emphases of Western culture, namely, a sense of individuality and a sense of a meaningful history were rooted in the faith of the Bible and had primarily Hebraic roots’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: vii). Niebuhr elaborates on this theme in the Preface, which would seem, prima facie, to deny the link between Graeco-Roman and biblical thought in Christian humanism.

Why then read Niebuhr in service of the work of Christian humanism? To be sure, there are many challenges, problems, and injustices of our time in history that a Christian humanist might address, key among them being the horrific threat of global climate change. Yet beyond and within that omnipresent threat there is, we judge, a deeper and more insidious one, namely, the human reduction of itself and its dignity to the domain of vital energies (biological processes) and the world of things (technology) that surrender human responsibility to non-human or technological powers. What is more, this onslaught on human dignity takes both religious and non-religious forms. Hypertheism funds terrorist religion and overhumanization, or the enfolding of life within the reach of human biotechnological, economic, and political power, both asserts and subverts human responsibility (Klemm and Schweiker 2009). In this situation, how are we to reclaim human responsibility for ourselves and the community of life by justifying again the claim that human dignity is found in being called into service of the integrity of life and with it a life of gratitude? And how are we to reclaim the insights of Christian faith in order to counter the false glorification or insidious demeaning of human existence? Clearly, one needs a faith that is humanistic but also a humanism that is faithful. In order to undertake that task this chapter will enlist Niebuhr’s Christian Realism. It will show the ways in which he makes moral responsibility basic to human dignity and how human life in time requires a transcendent standard in order to ward off despair in the face of the tragedies of history. This structure of thinking about responsibility warrants, this chapter contends, reading Niebuhr as a kind of Christian humanist and one who can and must speak to the threats to humanity in our age of global dynamics.

In order to sustain this thesis, one must be able to show a deeper issue at stake for Niebuhr than his well-known criticism of Christian humanism. That deeper issue is rather baldly stated at the conclusion of An Interpretation of Christian Ethics: ‘Human life can have dignity only as it is comprehended and understood in a universe of meaning which transcends human life. It is life in this ark of prophetic religion, therefore, which must generate the spirituality of any culture of any age in which human vitality is brought under decent discipline’ (Niebuhr 1979, 146). At issue, we will see, is the relation that can and ought to be obtained between human ‘vitality’, and the proper orientation or ‘discipline’ of life within Christian moral existence (Niebuhr 1964, I: 26–53). It is on this basis that this chapter interprets Niebuhr as a Christian humanist.

How then to begin? Unlike his brother H. Richard Niebuhr, Reinhold Niebuhr did not write theoretically on the idea of responsibility in moral theory. This is not to say that he did not write extensively on the subject. The Interpretation of Christian Ethics has more than twenty instances of the word, and the first volume alone of The Nature and Destiny of Man has forty some uses of responsibility. The point is simply that unlike some other thinkers he does not develop a ‘theory’ of responsibility. So, we want to start, first by clarifying what he seems to have meant by responsibility and how it fits within his thought. This clarity is crucial in order to show that for Reinhold, the moral capability for responsibility is basic to human dignity. Some of the argument on this reading will be speculative given the paucity of scholarly references in Niebuhr on ideas of responsibility within moral theory and Christian ethics. One is permitted speculation on this point precisely because of the importance of the idea of responsibility in his brother’s work, their close interaction, and, what is more, the fact that ‘responsibility’ was part and parcel of the intellectual ethos of the time. It was a central ethical concept in the thought of Karl Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Paul Tillich, Max Weber, Ernst Troeltsch, and others whose work Niebuhr knew well. To be sure, each thinker understood the concept in somewhat different ways that we cannot explore in this chapter. Nevertheless, the idea of ‘responsibility’ was ubiquitous in the theological, political, and ethical literature of the time. In particular, we will use Max Weber’s distinction, but not separation, between types of ethics as a framework within which to outline the texture and depth of Niebuhr’s work. It should also be noted at the outset of this inquiry that we will not be exploring Niebuhr’s treatment of specific moral and political problems other than by illustration of the more general features of his thought. That being said, speculation remains and our argument can be challenged on this point about the meaning of responsibility in Niebuhr’s ethical and political work.

The second step of the chapter puts Niebuhr’s work within the wider compass of the Reformation and Renaissance, a division that, on our reading, he hoped to overcome. We understand Renaissance and Reformation to be Niebuhr’s shorthand terms for ‘modernity’ and biblical Christianity, respectively. Indeed, Niebuhr writes in volume two of The Nature and Destiny of Man that the truths about human nature and history found in the Renaissance and Reformation defeated each other. Yet if these truths can be held in a tension that is not self-defeating, then, he muses, ‘a philosophy of human nature and destiny could emerge which would reach further into the heights and depths of life than the medieval synthesis’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 156). It would be a philosophy free of the pessimism and optimism that—from his perspective—bedevil modern culture. If that is indeed Niebuhr’s agenda, then his work is a distinctive contribution to the ongoing legacy of Christian humanism in an age that is often anti-humanistic or post-humanistic in its moral and religious outlook.

The argument thus moves on several levels or planes of reflection: anthropological, ethical, historical, and theological. In the section, ‘Responsibility and Human Power’, it is argued that his project is built on a specific anthropology that conceives of human beings as tensive or paradoxical beings whose moral task is to render that tension productive under the norms of justice and love rather than seeking a higher synthesis or eliding the tension by celebrating human vitality (the Renaissance legacy) or human sinfulness and powerlessness in history (the Reformation legacy). Also in this next section, we will see that the idea of ‘responsibility’ constitutes the ‘form’, rather than the ‘norm’, of his anthropological project. While others, especially his brother, take responsibility to be the norm of the moral life, for Reinhold it is the form people ought freely to adopt within the constraints and possibilities of history. In fact, he writes in one text that Jesus ‘incarnates a love which is normative for, but not tenable in, history’ (Niebuhr 1949, 152). That is, agape (love) is the absolute norm for human action, but responsibility, and with it, justice, is the form that norm must take within the flow of human time that enables but also constrains human action.

Matters of anthropology and moral theory in hand, the penultimate section, ‘A Christian Philosophy of Life’, argues that Niebuhr is engaged in a historical project of retrieving the lost insights of the Reformation about sin and grace within the historical condition of modern life initiated by the Renaissance. We call this his philosophy of life, a philosophy that bears the features of Christian humanism. Then in the final section, we explain how Niebuhr’s theological and ethical vision contributes to Christian thinking in our time.

In traversing these levels of reflection this chapter seeks to win for Niebuhr the title of Christian humanist. The final section of the chapter seeks to clarify the contribution and limitations of Niebuhr’s idea of responsibility for contemporary theological and humanist reflection. We hope to show that it is a linchpin in forging a philosophy of life that moves beyond the failures of the Renaissance and Reformation within global cultural dynamics. Furthermore, the philosophy of life flowing from Niebuhr’s work should contribute to the perennial task of reformation in religion and society.

Responsibility and Human Power
Moral responsibility has four main elements: (1) a focus on the exercise of power; (2) accountability for the consequences and intentions of actions; (3) agents responsive to situations and persons; and, (4) relation of each element to some norm for what distinguishes moral from immoral actions and relations. In this respect, responsibility is about human powers and vitalities and how they can and should be oriented and disciplined. Furthermore, ever since Max Weber (1864–1920) delivered his famous lecture ‘Politics as Vocation’ (‘Politik als Beruf’) in 1919, the distinction has been drawn between an ethics of responsibility (Verantwortungsethik), which Weber identified with the work of politics and the compromises it entails, and an ethics of conviction (Gesinnungsethik), based on absolute moral norms and precepts (Weber 2004). Distinguishing an ethics of responsibility in political judgement from an ethics of conviction might raise the fear of reducing political ethics to the purely utilitarian good, or, more troubling, the mere maximization of power itself, as (say) Machiavelli or Nietzsche might argue. Separating politics and moral conviction raises the spectre of convictionless or non-moral politics.

The distinction Weber drew between the types of ethics more or less maps onto the familiar distinction in moral theory and meta-ethics between consequentialist and deontological forms of normative ethics. However, Weber’s distinction is drawn, importantly, with specific reference to the uses of power in political relations rather than in terms of absolute moral principle or possible outcomes. What is not noted enough is that Weber insisted that ‘an ethics of conviction and an ethics of responsibility are not absolute antitheses but are mutually complementary, and only when taken together do they constitute the authentic human being who is capable of having a “vocation for politics”’ (Weber 2004, 92). Weber’s point, one crucial for Niebuhr as well, is that to be a political actor requires both the responsible exercise of power, since anything less is non-political per definition, and also some absolute conviction and standard lest politics become nothing but the rule of power. An analogous structure is found in Niebuhr’s conception of the Christian moral life: responsibility and the absolute norm of love (agape) together constitute authentic Christian ethics.

Responsibility and Christian Realism
In this light, one can see the enterprise of Niebuhrian Christian Realism, at least in its political expression, as the attempt to balance within the domain of practical judgement these countervailing points of reference in the vocation of politics. We put this in terms of practical judgement, since as far as we can tell Weber did not try to develop a theoretical resolution to this tension between conviction and responsibility, nor did Niebuhr provide a theoretical resolution of the tension between love (agape) and justice. For example, in the famous exchange with his brother about the 1932 invasion of Manchuria by Japan, Reinhold insisted on the need for power to meet power and argued that the dangers, from a Christian perspective, of self-righteousness and overreach did not override the political obligation to seek justice (Niebuhr 1992). So, too, at the end of his life, he was often understated in the need to combat the evil of racism in the name of justice, a justice that the powerful would not recognize simply because of the rightness of its cause. Ever mindful of the hurly-burly of political and historical circumstances, Niebuhr sought a middle way between absolutism, often identified by him with pacifism or strident communism, and relativism, a fall into the celebration of vitality for vitality’s sake. What is more, the balance in Christian faith between human power and the permanent standard of love disciplining justice was Niebuhr’s way, practically, to overcome the divide between the Renaissance and modernity’s celebration of things human, on the one hand, and the Reformation’s paradoxical conception of sin and grace, on the other. We return to this point later.

The Hobbesian-like reduction of politics to power was a simple fact to many in Niebuhr’s generation. It was seen in the horrific devastation of the First World War (1914–1918) during Max Weber’s time, and, of course, repeated in the Second World War (1939–1945) later in Niebuhr’s working life. One Nazi theorist especially important on this point and a thinker who has enjoyed renewed interest in our time of terrorism is Carl Schmitt (1888–1985). Though it is unclear whether or not Niebuhr ever directly engaged Schmitt’s writings, one can see how his understanding of realism, tragedy in history, and the paradox of human existence is meant to keep open the kind of pluralism and balance of powers that Schmitt abhorred and thereby sought a totalitarian state unifying religion and politics.

Crucial for Niebuhr and Weber, albeit in different ways, is that an authentic human being is constituted in the push and pull, the dignity and tragedy, of an absolute claim on the self amid the relativities and entanglements of history. The parallel between these thinkers is striking. However, for Niebuhr the dual fact of human existence is not just about the ‘call of politics’ as Weber held; rather, it discloses something about human nature and indeed the character of religion itself. As Niebuhr wrote in 1935 with worldwide war looming:

The dimension of depth in the consciousness of religion creates the tension between what is and what ought to be. It bends the bow from which every arrow of moral action flies…Thus the Christian believes that the idea of love is real in the will and nature of God, even though he knows no place in history where the ideal has been realized in pure form. (Niebuhr 1979, 4–5)

It is the tension between the historical and the transcendent, between the play of vital powers and standards that discipline power, that defines the ethical impulse of a religion, and, we might add, human beings. Any rapprochement between the Renaissance and the Reformation must then be found in the depths of human nature and our capacities for historical action.

Human beings are, then, vexing problems to themselves in great part because of the tensive character of human nature and the relation of the natural and the transcendent, vitality and moral form in the careers of persons and nations. This tensive character of human existence and religion is not resolvable within the whirlwind of history into anything like a higher Hegelian or Marxist synthesis. Within history, in the domain of tragedy, human existence is a paradox, an unresolved antinomy, which points by means of symbols to what lies beyond tragedy. That is, human beings are themselves antinomies or paradoxes, beings about whom two reasonable but contradictory claims can be made, namely, that we are vital, natural creatures and yet also beings with the capacity for self-transcendence. The paradox of being human means that we can know ourselves only through a detour of interpretation into the myths and symbols that articulate but do not relieve that paradox. That is precisely the strategy Niebuhr adopts. The centrality of myth and symbol in his work is thereby of a piece with his claim about human existence, a strategy to avoid a false reduction or naive synthesis that relieves the tension within our being.

So, the problem that we are to our own self-understanding is rooted, on the one hand, in the fact that we are natural beings within vital natural processes of life and thereby driven to struggle to survive and to increase our power. On the other hand, we have the capacity to transcend our natural existence, to direct the impulse of self-interest for good or ill, and in doing so to shape, within realistic limits, the world and history. Human beings can apprehend and act from standards of discipline that transcend the realm of vitality and history. This capacity for free responsibility is what makes us moral and spiritual creatures; it is also the reason for the tragedies of history: human beings are free to disregard or subvert their own moral freedom, that is, to freely be irresponsible. Another way of putting this, and one basic to the argument here, is that human beings are synthetic creatures in various dimensions of life; that is, we draw together and seek to integrate before some permanent, transcendent standard for responsibility a range of needs and goods in order to survive and flourish. While this ‘integrity’, this life in harmony with life, is never complete within the bounds of finite life, it is, nevertheless, the self-transcending drive of human being in relation to some transcendent standard. The drive of life and an absolute standard in relation to the demands of actual life bring us to the features of responsibility.

Disputed Features of Responsibility
Each of the features of responsibility just briefly noted (power, accountability, responsive agents, moral norms) is important and yet disputed. Without some degree of power to act and thus the capacity to bring about changes in the world, there are no grounds for assignments of accountability for the intentions or consequences of actions. Yet those assignments are complex since they depend on an agent either ascribing accountability to herself or himself, and so always subject to self-deception, pride, or an overwrought conscience, or attributing it to other agents in ways also subject to error, false sympathy, or false moral rigorism. For instance, how do I avoid self-deception in ascribing to myself the consequences of some act? Niebuhr was rightly famous for his profound sensitivity to the ways human pride, self-defensiveness, and deception infect the lives of individuals and nations. Indeed, Moral Man and Immoral Society makes the point that human communities lack the same capacity for moral self-transcendence in respect and care for others before the absolute standard of agape (Niebuhr 1960). But even the individual’s self-transcendence, and thus the capacity to escape the grip of self-interest, is more limited than most individuals will admit. Assignments of accountability thereby open onto the moral depth and reach of persons and communities. They enact the work of self-control and discipline that is the burden and yet distinctiveness of human life.

In a similar way, part of what is meant by the concept of an ‘agent’ is the capacity to respond intentionally to changing situations and other living beings, human and non-human. Important for Niebuhr’s account of responsibility is the fact that the situations within which agents must act intentionally are more constraining than we often think. The power at our disposal is limited and it is always hemmed in by shifting historical and natural countervailing forces. The human will never acts in a vacuum, as it were, but in concert and competition with other forces, whether human or not. St Augustine, one of the great influences on Niebuhr, in the City of God, begged God to free him from human necessities (Augustine 1998, 928). Human life is entangled with forces, structures, persons, that limit, constrain, and even determine the possibilities of action and thereby also our intentional free action. Life does not float above these realities and any realistic account of human responsibility must acknowledge these constraints and with them the tragic nature of human history.

Likewise, there are debates about what norm distinguishes moral, immoral, and non-moral actions and relations. Is it universal obligation, God’s will, social utility, virtue, the dictates of practical reason, or some other norm? Here too, Niebuhr crafts an ethics of responsibility that was both Christian and realistic about the human condition and therefore aimed at the ‘authentic’ human being capable of the moral life amid its ambiguities. On the one hand, he insisted that the Christian message is one of self-sacrificial love, which, given the tensions and ambiguities of human existence, is an impossible possibility in actual life. Agape, he notes, has its ‘justification in an “essential reality” which transcends the realities of history, namely the character of God’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 96). In this respect, any ethics that claims to be Christian must entail an absolute standard of love and thereby be responsive to the claim of God on human existence. On the other hand, the relativities and realities of historical existence pose moral and political challenges to human existence, which means that an absolutist ethics of love that does not mediate its permanent standard to the flux of life is impossible and unlivable. Given this fact, Niebuhr insisted, with more precision than Weber, that the norm for historically located action is justice. Within the flux of time and among competing vitalities and powers, justice approximates agape. The work of justice is the labour of the Christian even as justice must always be disciplined by love.

Clearly, each of the four elements of responsibility just reviewed is subject to dispute. Unsurprisingly, different theories of responsibility have been proposed. Some thinkers concentrate on the question of power, others on accountability, and still others on patterns of responsiveness to and with others. Likewise, there is ongoing dispute about the norm(s) for responsibility, that is, the values and rules that define responsible actions and relations. A robust ethics of responsibility must include each feature as well as provide the means to relate them to a moral norm. This chapter suggests that Niebuhr addressed in a general way each feature of responsibility and thereby sought to discipline human vitality through justice and love.

Faith and Moral Responsibility
Thus far, we have shown that a coherent reading of Niebuhr’s thought can be advanced through the framework of responsibility. That is, it is possible and plausible to exploit Max Weber’s insight about the calling of politics and authentic humanity noted earlier in this chapter to ferret out Reinhold Niebuhr’s conception of responsibility. Nevertheless, it is still the case that Niebuhr’s ethics, developed under the banner of ‘Christian realism’, never showcased the concept of responsibility in the way his brother did in works such as The Responsible Self: An Essay in Christian Moral Philosophy. Before leaving the theme of responsibility and how it is intertwined with Niebuhr’s theological and moral anthropology, it is important to note what is judged to be a distinctive feature of his thoughts about responsibility. In order to do so, a comparison with his brother H. Richard Niebuhr is illuminating.

In The Responsible Self, H. Richard Niebuhr seeks to isolate features constitutive of responsibility and human existence derived from an analysis of the meaning of responsibility (H. R. Niebuhr 1999). This, he contends, accords with a distinctive conception of human existence: homo dialogicus—the human as answerer—distinct from conceptions that focus on the human being as citizen, homo politicus, or human being as maker, homo faber. It should be noted that H. Richard Niebuhr no less than Karl Barth or Dietrich Bonhoeffer, in different ways, was playing with the semantics of the German term for ‘responsibility’, Verantwortung, where to ‘answer’ for actions and consequences is basic. One assumes that Weber was doing the same. That said, it is not really clear how far one can push semantics into ontology without assuming a problematic conception of language.

No matter how one settles the semantic question, the human as maker backs teleological forms of ethics and the human as citizen deontological ethics, while the human being as ‘responder’ coheres with cathecontic ethics, the ethics of the ‘fitting’, to what is going on in a specific situation or the total extent of one’s relations.

What then are the features of responsibility? H. Richard identifies four: the idea of agents always responding to circumstances; the fact that all responses to actions on one are interpreted responses; accountability for actions in anticipation of responses or answers to our actions; and, social solidarity within some ongoing community. So, H. Richard can famously conclude:

The idea or pattern of responsibility, then, may summarily and abstractly be defined as the idea of an agent’s action as a response to an action upon him in accordance with his interpretation of the later action and with his expectation of response to his response; and all of this in a continuing community of agents.
(H. Richard Niebuhr 1999, 65)

Given these features of the ‘pattern’ of responsibility, what about its norm? What distinguishes a moral response from an immoral or amoral one? H. Richard’s answer is also justly famous: ‘Responsibility affirms: “God is acting in all actions upon you. So respond to all actions upon you as to respond to his action” ’ (1999, 126). That statement is of course a radical theological claim about God’s sovereignty over everything as the centre of being and value. It valorizes and dignifies all things, living and non-living, even as it concentrates genuine responsibility on trust and loyalty to the One beyond the many gods—centres of value—in this world.

H. Richard Niebuhr’s account of responsibility is a theocentric view of life meant to induce proper humility and even repentance about human pride and presumption for our false trusts and loyalties. However, it is not clear what this view of life means for moral conduct as such. Insofar as God is acting in all actions on one, then it is, per definition, impossible not to respond to God. A response of trust in and loyalty to God’s purposes is, thereby, a ‘moral response’ and an immoral one is actions of mistrust and disloyalty. Yet if one asks what God’s purposes might be—assuming we can know them—then it is trust and loyalty to being itself. Immoral action is a constriction of one’s understanding of the extent of one’s relation to anything less than being itself. What this means is that H. Richard’s position is inherently ambiguous. It can lead either to pacifism, as in the war article noted earlier, because one should never act against any being. Conversely, it might demand the development of a kind of situation ethics wherein it is the shifting specific circumstances of human relations that demand that one always act in favour of the ‘larger’ or more robust set of relations. And, in fact, H. Richard was sometimes seen as a ‘situation ethicist’ even if his thought is a radical conception of the human situation. Little wonder, too, that many of his students and followers have laboured to bring greater precision and clarity to practical reasoning and moral judgements. For instance, Paul Ramsey sought to develop the idea of ‘covenant love’ while James M. Gustafson developed an entire theocentric ethics where through a process of practical discernment one seeks to know what God enables and requires one to be and to do. Other examples could be noted of theologians following H. Richard Niebuhr’s lead who have sought to bring precision to reasoning about responsible action.

Given the Niebuhr brothers’ different conceptions of responsibility, a salient feature of Reinhold’s thought comes to the fore. Recall that in the Preface to The Nature and Destiny of Man, he sought to sustain the claim that two features of Western culture are rooted in Hebraic faith, namely, individuality and meaning in history. Yet by ‘Hebraic faith’, Niebuhr seems to mean prophetic faith in the Hebrew Bible and the life and teaching of Christ recovered in the Reformation. That being the case, Reinhold held that human beings are best defined by their moral capacities of self-transcendence and action rather than by rationality, which he identified with Graeco-Roman philosophy. The essential human problem is thereby the self and the social corruption of freedom rather than error or ignorance. H. Richard, as we have seen, insisted that human beings are more acted upon than acting. We are suffering beings who undergo actions and relations to which we must respond. This implies a different account of freedom than Reinhold’s position, which had a more active and dynamic conception of human existence, its possibilities and limits. Put another way, H. Richard develops an ethics of responsibility that mediates between the actions and relations of individual agents and social solidarity within communities insofar as the community and human sociality have a certain priority over the individual. Indeed, for him all of reality, the ‘system of being’ as his beloved Jonathan Edwards would put it, is a community sustained and governed by a God acting in every action and relation. Reinhold, alternatively, developed his thought with respect to the acting individual, and, accordingly, could draw a sharper distinction, as he did in Moral Man and Immoral Society, between individual capacities for self-transcendence and the endemic ‘pride’ of communities.

Here we see, then, the limitation of the use of the idea of ‘responsibility’ to capture Reinhold Niebuhr’s theological and ethical thought. Unlike in his brother’s thought, responsibility does not characterize both individuals and communities, but seems to designate those domains of life that Max Weber called ‘political’. Given this fact, Reinhold had to clarify a permanent absolute standard, the core of what Weber called a Gesinnungsethik, to check and measure the quest for justice in history and also to point to a good beyond history. That standard is agape, the impossible possibility, enacted in Jesus Christ. In this respect, Niebuhr would absolutely agree with his friend and co-worker for justice, Abraham J. Heschel, when Heschel writes at the end of his book Who is Man?, ‘By whatever we do, by every act we carry out, we either advance or obstruct the drama of redemption; we either reduce or enhance the power of evil’ (Heschel 1965, 119). Of course as a Christian, Niebuhr looked forward to an eschatological resolution to the drama of history in and through the grace of God in Christ. Still, there is, as Heschel put it, a certain ‘requiredness’ to life that demands one orient human vitalities, give them moral form, through the dialectic of justice and love. This ‘requiredness’ is, for Niebuhr like Heschel, basic to human dignity. And it is that feature of Niebuhr’s thought, we contend, that is at the root of his attempt to bind together the insights of the Renaissance and Reformation. To that claim we now turn.

A Christian Philosophy of Life
The previous sections of this chapter gave an account of Niebuhr’s conception of responsibility and how it is bound to his understanding of human existence, the turmoil of historical dynamics, and the ethical meaning and import of the Christian message. Despite his insistence on the Hebraic origin of the distinctive features of Western culture, Niebuhr can be seen as mediating between the insights of the Renaissance and the Reformation once we grasp the priority of the moral life in both movements. Furthermore, under each of those headings, we have found certain paradoxes: individual human beings are finite and yet vital beings who can, in some measure, transcend themselves with respect to permanent standards; Christian faith eschews any hard division between the demands for justice within history and the impossible possibility of agape as the standard which justice must approximate; the insights of the Reformation about human sin and divine grace were not so much defeated by the Renaissance and the modern explosion of human power through science, economics, and politics, but rather ‘lost’. The ahistorical character of the Reformation, thought Niebuhr, could not withstand the dynamism of the Renaissance. The task, accordingly, is to reclaim the insights of the Reformation but within a world defined by the success of the ‘Renaissance’.

For Niebuhr the way to articulate and understand these paradoxes, without relieving their inner dynamic tension, is through the use of symbolic and mythic forms, ones found within the Christian tradition and prophetic religion. By sustaining the ‘tension’ between love and justice, people are dissuaded ‘from the idolatrous pursuit of false securities and redemptions in life and history’. Little wonder, then, that Niebuhr concludes his Gifford Lectures by stating that:

…wisdom about our destiny is dependent upon a humble recognition of the limits of our knowledge and our power. Our most reliable understanding is the fruit of ‘grace’ in which faith completes our ignorance without pretending to possess its certainties as knowledge; and in which contrition mitigates our pride without destroying our hope. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 321)

In a word, a viable and valid philosophy of life demands a realistic assessment of the possibilities and limits of historical life, powers unleashed by the Renaissance and the modern world, but it also demands awareness, spurred by the Reformation, of the tragic fact that human beings try to complete history but fail. Christian faith finds its security ‘beyond tragedy’ and thereby holds that historical life while tragic at points and ironic with a comic dimension throughout is not thereby meaningless.

However, if we are to count Niebuhr as a Christian humanist, and so someone who seeks to mediate human wisdom wherever found with the biblical message, then we need a more robust account of what this stance in life means. Paul Ricoeur helpfully named it the stance of the ‘believing Gentile’ (Ricoeur 1974). That is, a Christian humanist unites in a tensive relation biblical faith in the One Living God with modes of thought and life outside the biblical religions. Jacques Maritain, the renowned Catholic thinker, proposed a robust definition of humanism, writing that humanism:

…tends essentially to render man more truly human, and to manifest his original greatness by having him participate in all that which can enrich him in nature and in history […]; it at once demands that man develop the vitalities within him, his creative forces and the life of reason, and work to make the forces of the physical world instruments of his freedom. (Maritain 1996, 153)

Within this definition are to be found various convictions of Christian humanism that one can briefly enumerate. We do so realizing they are not ordered in any specific way but must be seen as interwoven and mutually supportive convictions in a philosophy of life.

First, there is an anthropological conviction shared by humanists made famous in the fifteenth century by Pico Della Mirandola in his Oration on the Dignity of Man. Pico held that human beings have no set or determined ‘nature’, but may rise to moral heights or fall into brutishness through their own will and action (Pico 1996). This means, as Niebuhr also held, that humans’ ‘natures’ are incomplete projects and we have the task to fashion and define individual characters and communal lives. The deeper claim, also seen in Niebuhr, is that human beings are tensive or ‘mixed’ beings, reducible neither to sheer matter and biological processes, as materialists argue, nor, as some mystics hold, souls and minds trapped in bodies. Rather, human beings navigate the various and sometimes conflicting desires, thoughts, and values that permeate experience in relation to some permanent standard and its demand, such as agape.

The conviction about human beings just noted means that human freedom is neither the capacity nor power to leap out of one’s given context in a radical act of choice to constitute the self, as existentialists argue, nor is freedom to be explained in terms of some deeper, underlying causality, whether biochemical, physical, or metaphysical. Freedom is real and valued but limited; it is precious but vulnerable to the forces of the world, others, and even oneself. For Niebuhr freedom is limited by the push and pull of other powers and the demand of love amid the reality of limits on human action that, taken together, requires the work of justice in order to orient responsibly human freedom.

A second humanist conviction is epistemological. As mixed creatures, human beings know things in a specific way. Thomas Aquinas noted, ‘things are known according to the mode of the knower’ (Summa Theologiae I, 14, 1). Human beings always know through a combination of sensation, ideation, imagination, and—most fundamentally—language. Human knowledge is not just a matter of pure sensory experience, as ardent empiricists seem to hold, nor is knowledge about pure ideas, as in highly developed theories of epistemological idealism. Niebuhr himself, in good humanist fashion, thought we are defined more by our free exercise of agency, our capacity for self-transcendence, rather than pure rationality. The human imagination tracks between sense and idea with its own creative power even as human beings use language to grasp the meaning of their worlds and their lives, to communicate with others, and to open new domains of meaning. The contention here, one held by this author and other hermeneutical thinkers as well, is that human knowledge has different ‘objects’, broadly stated. The objects of sense perception are various reactions, feelings, and sensations; conception has its term in ideas; the object of understanding is ‘meaning’. Human action aims at some ‘object’, some meaning or purpose. Niebuhr and others turn to myth and symbol since the concern is with the meaning of life experience and not just a conception of life or perceptual experiences. And, further, they use myth and symbol in order to articulate the meaning of human nature and history.

The mixed character of human understanding implies a third interpretive conviction: human beings inhabit different if overlapping worlds of meaning and, so, must interpret their lives and the lives of others. Niebuhr’s point, we take it, is that the meaning of the modern world is best understood through the overlapping of Renaissance and Reformation outlooks. In his case that required retrieving the ‘lost’ insights of the Reformation. But it would be hard to imagine that he thought modern people could inhabit the biblical outlook simpliciter. In fact, in the collection Beyond Tragedy he insisted that Christian faith teaches ‘As Deceivers, yet True’ (1937). That is to say, the symbols and myths of Christian faith are not literally true—they deceive in appearing as such—yet they enable us to articulate dynamics of human life otherwise left meaningless. If ‘things are known according to the mode of the knower’ and no one is perfectly wise, morally pure, or without foibles, then one can and should reserve judgement about the ultimate veracity and clarity of one’s beliefs. Humility is a virtue for humanists and Christian realists insofar as it enacts a basic fact of human knowing. Humanists are not surprised by profound human disagreements and are also acknowledged sceptics, to greater and lesser degrees.

Given the above three convictions (anthropological, epistemological, and interpretive), it is hardly surprising that humanists also have commitments about how to form the best ways of living. One aim of humanism is to form our lives reasonably and responsibly in relation to some permanent standard. The humanistic conception of human beings as progressive creatures thereby generates a fourth conviction: the importance of education. The Latin term humanitas, from which we get the ‘humanities’, combined the Greek ideas of philanthrôpia (loving what is human) and paideia (education) are bound to the core areas of study basic to civic life, such as language, grammar, philosophy, and law ‘The humanist studies’, writes Lynn H. Hough, ‘have to do with man acting, man thinking, man interpreting. They tell the tale of man the controller of his deeds and of man the controller even of his thoughts. They tell the story of what man has done with his manhood’ (Hough 1941, 15). While Niebuhr was surely more reserved in his judgement about what human being could in fact ‘control’ and ever mindful of the sin of pride, nevertheless, his style of writing The Nature and Destiny of Man exemplifies the humanist concerned to find the human within the story of human existence. The volumes are an education in the root convictions of Western culture.

The background conviction about self-formation is the ardent belief that it is possible for human beings to improve their lots in life, to seek more noble or refined and enhanced character, to fashion more relatively just and humane communities. Niebuhr held that the triumph of the Renaissance meant that humans would seek to complete history within history. The Reformation message of sin and grace must temper that optimism. Nevertheless, as Robin W. Lovin has persuasively argued, Christian realism must aim at improving the world in some measure (2008). The ‘progressive character’ of human existence is of a piece with the other humanist convictions noted, yet it becomes a distinct one when an individual or community actually seeks to advance and improve their character and way of life. This conviction underscores the centrality of education for humanists in the broad sense of Bildung or character formation.

A fifth humanist conviction is axiological, that is, a conviction about what has value and worth. For a humanist, a human being has unconditional worth or, same-thing-said, dignity. As Immanuel Kant famously put it, human beings are ends in themselves, not to be valued as mere means to other ends (Kant 2015). Human beings have worth (Würde) and not just a price or value (Wert). For religious thinkers, especially Christians of all stripes (realists or not), human worth is found in relation to the divine, the highest or supreme good, who bestows constitutive ‘dignity’ on human beings as well as the capacity to seek the perfection of their natures. To be sure, Niebuhr, and many others of his generation, did not use the idea of ‘dignity’ to conceptualize and articulate human worth. Still, one should recall that Niebuhr insisted that the central features of Western culture (individuality and meaningful history) are biblical ideas, claims about God’s relation to creation, human beings, and history. Even the belief in the meaningfulness of history found beyond history provides the means to secure the worth of human beings from the grind of the injustice of historical life within which human life is too often trammelled and defaced.

For non-theistic humanists, dignity or worth is status to be attained rather than endowed, say, by being virtuous, building a community of justice, or the constitutive of being a rational and acting being qua human. As George Kateb has recently put this: ‘In the idea of human dignity to recognize oneself as sharing in a common humanity with every human being is the primordial component of individual identity. Its positive center, however, is belief in one’s uniqueness together with the uniqueness of every human being’ (Kateb 2011, 17).

However the source of dignity is conceived, what all humanists hold is that while human beings are part of the community of life on this planet, no other living species is of equal worth with human beings nor bears the extent of moral responsibility correlate to that worth. This is part of why human beings are their own most vexing problem: how does one avoid a reduction of human life to mere biological vitalities or to the level of things? Again, as Hough has nicely put it: ‘For humanism first of all is based upon the distinction between life lived upon the level of human intelligence and life lived on the subhuman level of appetite; and between a life concerned with thought and a life engrossed with things’ (Hough 1941, 26). In Niebuhr’s terms, the human adventure demands meaning in life and history and this meaning cannot be found in natural vitalities or things. The source of meaning and worth reaches out beyond human intelligence and action to the transcendent and acting God. It is here that Niebuhr’s ‘humanism’ becomes a fully Christian humanism.

It is not possible, nor necessary, to explore each possible form of religious or Christian humanism. Yet Christian humanists do seem to share three broad theological points (see Franklin and Shaw 1991). It is not surprising that Niebuhr has his own formulation of these points. The first one shared by religious humanists is that God, the divine, or the sacred must be known and experienced with respect to the humanist framework of convictions just explored. That is to say, the human-divine relation or encounter does not destroy or negate the distinctly human mode of life. Human nature and destiny are not destroyed by God’s action in creation and history. And we can only know the living God through the means of human understanding, like symbols and myths. Second, Christian humanists hold that the reach, depth, and scope of our humanity is greater than their non-religious colleagues can grasp. Indeed, humanity participates in divine life. No wonder that Christian humanists have held that the core of the religious and moral life is the love of God and the love of neighbour as oneself which demands, as Niebuhr held, the struggle for justice in history and society. While a circle of admirers formed around Niebuhr famously called themselves ‘Atheists for Niebuhr’, Niebuhr’s thought, in fact, is unsustainable and unintelligible without its theological framework.

The final point to note about Christian humanism is that it does not pit human worth against divine glory as if God is praised in the diminution of human beings. As Paul Tillich once put it in words that Niebuhr would certainly endorse: ‘Where the honouring of God is purchased with the dishonouring of the human, there in truth is God’s name dishonoured’ (Tillich 1975, IX: 114). Divine glory is not a matter of the divine self-relation, say, among the persons of the Trinity, or even in God’s self-glorification, but of vivifying human and non-human life.

Faith, Responsibility, and Threats to Humanity
The previous discussion has meant to show that certain typical features of historic Christian humanism find expression in Reinhold Niebuhr’s Christian realism and enough so in order to warrant our thesis that his overarching historical, anthropological, and ethical task contributes to Christian humanism in a time of human endangerment. A critic of this argument might say that we have merely shown that, come what may, Niebuhr was, despite his protests, really a liberal theologian compromising the Christian message by wrapping it in modern sensibilities with the horrific conclusion that the nation-state can command Christians to kill (Hauerwas 2013). Without entering the details of what constitutes ‘liberal theology’ or even disputing our critic’s claim about the argument, which we judge completely wide of the mark, it is crucial to recall why we have cast this chapter in the way we have, and how we have tried to enlist Niebuhr in challenging what is taken to be the threats of our age of global dynamics.

The many problems of this age come to focus on the distinctive threats to human dignity. Hypertheists, as this author has called them, delimit human dignity to the members of one religion, one race, or one nation and are found among the forms of violent religious fundamentalism and extreme populism and nationalism around the world. And often these two—the religious and the nationalist—traffic together to deny the dignity of being human as such. It is unsurprising that in places racked with this form of dehumanization the tactic taken in response has been to reclaim more universal conceptions of human dignity in local forms, say the idea of Ubuntu in South Africa (De Gruchy 2011). Conversely, the advocates of overhumanization seek to apply biotechnology either to transcend human nature as such, so-called post-humanists, or they seek by technical means to extend human life in an endless war on death. Added to those products of our biotechnical age are versions of philosophical anti-humanism that deny any distinctive dignity to human beings in relation to other ‘higher’ non-human animals or seek to escape the anthropological, epistemological, and axiological convictions of humanistic thought. These attacks on human worth have been met by various attempts, like these reflections, to defend anew human dignity.

It has been the task of this chapter to show that Reinhold Niebuhr joins this multi-front defence of human dignity by showing the ways in which he makes moral responsibility basic to human life and how human conduct in time requires a transcendent standard of love in relation to justice in order to stave off despair in the tragedies of history. In this way, human dignity and responsibility are affirmed in the face of invidious constrictions of human worth or technological utopianism. Put otherwise, we need to insist on a humane standard for assessing and orienting the purposes of biotechnology as well as economic and political justice. And we need a new reformation of religion in order to save the religions from obscurity, ignorance, and violence. The features of responsibility coupled with traits of Christian humanism and the insights of Christian realism can, we judge, work together in order to address the threats to humanity. This philosophy of life does so in ways that do not try to complete history but remain faithful to the living God under the permanent demand to respect and enhance the integrity of life through the struggle for justice and works of love.
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chapter 24


Tragedy and Irony



Daniel A. Morris







Marxist writers are fond of noticing that history repeats itself, ‘first as tragedy, then as farce’. Marx and Engels saw this pattern in the French Revolution and its subsequent political fallout (Marx and Engels 1978, 436; 1942, 51). Slavoj Žižek observed it in the attacks of 11 September 2001 and the financial crisis of 2008 (Žižek 2009). Reinhold Niebuhr traced similar themes, such as tragedy and irony, in Western history. This chapter examines these concepts, specifically as they relate to his ethics. Niebuhr’s moral reflection gives us resources and reasons to revise the Marxist idea of tragedy’s farcical repetition in an Augustinian key. If Marxists ask us to see tragedy repeating as farce, Niebuhrian ethics show that, even if they don’t clearly repeat in a predictable pattern, the themes of tragedy, irony, and evil mingle together and shift back and forth throughout American history. Revisiting these ideas can help meet the concerns of Niebuhr’s feminist, black, and Latinx critics, who find flaws in his anthropology and doctrines of sin and love. Retrieving his discussions of tragedy and irony can be helpful as we think about political challenges in the early twenty-first century, perhaps even in ways that these critics could appreciate. Before indicating their contemporary relevance, the chapter explores Niebuhr’s definitions of tragedy and irony, their role in his theological reflection, and the ways he saw them playing out in global and domestic politics in his lifetime.

Definitions
Niebuhr wrote his most precise accounts of tragedy and irony in The Irony of American History. The terms surface frequently in other works, but he makes his most concerted effort to define them in the Introduction to this classic text from 1952. In order to sketch his ideas of tragedy and irony, he first reflects on a separate category, which is pathos. Pathos, for Niebuhr, is:

that element in an historic situation which elicits pity, but neither deserves admiration nor warrants contrition. Pathos arises from fortuitous cross-purposes and confusions in life for which no reason can be given, or guilt ascribed. Suffering caused by purely natural evil is the clearest instance of the purely pathetic.
(Niebuhr 2008, xxiii)

Niebuhr’s conception of pathos includes unfortunate suffering, but it lacks a moral element. As such, his idea of pathos deserves deeper comparison with the concept of ‘natural evil’ than Niebuhr offers. Indeed, he did not make such a comparison because twentieth-century Protestants generally did not feel compelled to make reference to Thomist theology and ethics. Many theologians follow Aquinas in defining natural evil as the non-voluntary privation of good (ST I, Q. 49). According to this definition, the good is absent, or frustrated, or harmed in many cases without a human agent choosing and bearing responsibility for it. While Christian theology typically refers to these situations as natural evil, Niebuhr refers to them as eliciting pathos.

Tragedy is different from pathos. Unlike the pathetic, a tragic situation is one in which the absence, frustration, and harm of the good, especially human suffering, involve not only choice, but also the paradoxical pairing of guilt and virtue:

The tragic element in a human situation is constituted of conscious choices of evil for the sake of good. If men or nations do evil in a good cause; if they cover themselves with guilt in order to fulfil some high responsibility; or if they sacrifice some high value for the sake of a higher or equal one they make a tragic choice.
(Niebuhr 2008, xxiii)

Tragedy differs from pathos partly in the way that natural evil differs from moral evil in Christian theology. In tragedy, as in moral evil, a human choice bears responsibility for the absence, frustration, or harm to some good. But Niebuhr’s concept of tragedy cannot be equated with moral evil, as it is more specific. It means some human agent bears responsibility for the privation of good specifically for the purpose of achieving some greater good. That specific purpose is not always present in the Christian theological category of moral evil. As may be evident by now, Niebuhr’s theological anthropology and ethics are implied in this definition of tragedy. Sin leads human beings to commit injustices against each other. Responding properly to sin and injustice invariably leads us to commit injustices of our own, and yet we cannot abandon our responsibilities to act. Thus, a world of sin is a world of tragedy. Niebuhr’s concept assumes we must choose to bring guilt upon ourselves for the greater good of restraining sins that are more harmful and/or present themselves in high-stakes situations.

Understanding pathos and tragedy allows readers to understand irony. Niebuhr distinguishes irony from tragedy by pointing to hidden relationships and causes between virtue and guilt:

Irony consists of apparently fortuitous incongruities in life which are discovered, upon closer examination, to be not merely fortuitous. Incongruity as such is merely comic. It elicits laughter. This element of comedy is never completely eliminated from irony. But irony is something more than comedy. A comic situation is proved to be an ironic one if a hidden relation is discovered in the incongruity. If virtue becomes vice through some hidden defect in the virtue; if strength becomes weakness because of the vanity to which strength may prompt the mighty man or nation…in all such cases the situation is ironic. (Niebuhr 2008, xxiv)

Unlike tragic situations, ironic ones include concealed relationships between virtue and vice, innocence and guilt, beneficent intent and harmful impact. These concealed relationships mean that virtuous attempts to limit sin do not merely involve us in guilt, although that is certainly true. In addition, these concealed relationships also mean that our virtues carry their own limitations, failures, and reversals. As is true with classic definitions of dramatic irony, Niebuhr’s approach to irony attends to realities that are hidden to participants in history, but not to their observers. And his theological anthropology is evident here, too, just as it is in his definition of tragedy: sin is at the root of all the incongruities that are not merely coincidental or fortuitous. Indeed, irony is a cherished category for Niebuhr because using it allows him to identify meaningful forms of sin in individuals and nations that project the most virtue and power.

Niebuhr’s sketches of tragedy and irony invoke his idea of evil both explicitly and implicitly. This is partly because of the general resemblance between pathos/tragedy and natural evil/moral evil. But evil surfaces in his definitions of these terms in another way, too. In The Irony of American History, he includes a powerful statement on the relationship between irony and evil:

While a pathetic or a tragic situation is not dissolved when a person becomes conscious of his involvement in it, an ironic situation must dissolve, if men or nations are made aware of their complicity in it…This realization either must lead to an abatement of the pretension, which means contrition; or it leads to a desperate accentuation of the vanities to the point where irony turns into pure evil.
(Niebuhr 2008, xxiii–xxiv)

Elsewhere Niebuhr defines evil as ‘the assertion of some self-interest without regard to the whole, whether the whole be conceived as the immediate community, or the total community of mankind, or the total order of the world’ (Niebuhr 2011, 9). Niebuhr’s feminist, black, and Latinx critics (Saiving 1979; De La Torre 2010; Cone 2011) have argued that he makes too strong an association between sin and self-love, that he wrongly prescribes self-sacrifice as the moral norm towards which all people should strive, and that he neglects the experiences of people who are not male and white. These critiques are valid. Nevertheless, Niebuhr’s attention to the dynamics of tragedy and irony, especially as they relate to evil, offer significant resources that such critics could harness. When powerful people and groups become aware that their postures of virtue are causally related to their complicity in human suffering, they have a choice. They can repent. Or they can insist on their virtue and continue upon the course they have set in the drama of human suffering. The former course is obviously one that, though painful, can restrain sin and foster justice. The latter is obviously one in which powerful people and groups justify a choice to continue contributing to human suffering and proclaim their goodness and righteousness even more loudly than before. That choice, for Niebuhr, is evil.

Niebuhr published The Irony of American History in 1952, which was a relatively late moment in his career. He had used the concepts of tragedy and irony in earlier works, such as The Nature and Destiny of Man (1941 and 1943), The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (1944), and Faith and History: A Comparison of Christian and Modern Views of History (1949). These earlier texts used the terms ‘tragedy’ and ‘irony’ in more general ways, without necessarily following the precise definitions he would develop later in The Irony of American History. For example, The Nature and Destiny of Man frequently describes human history as ‘tragic’ without substantive explanation and only relatively superficial reference to the reality of sin (1964, I: 48; II: 155). In one representative passage, Niebuhr asks whether ‘there is a resource in the heart of the Divine which can overcome the tragic character of history and which can cure as well as punish the sinful pride in which man inevitably involves himself’ (1964, I: 141). In this passage, ‘tragic’ seems to mean something akin to ‘important, as opposed to trivial, and morally wrong’. Niebuhr’s general discussions of tragedy often praise Greek writers for having an intuitive understanding of the tragic nature of human existence, even if their work lacks proper Christian grounding in sin and orientation towards monotheistic redemption (Niebuhr 1964, I: 8; 1949, 65). In other reflections on tragedy, he critiques modern political and moral theory of all kinds—from capitalist theory, to liberal Christianity, to pragmatist philosophy—for failing to understand the tragic dimension of human nature and history (Niebuhr 1964, I: 122; 2011, 26; 1949, 6–7, 58). His use of the concept of irony is similarly general prior to 1952. In The Nature and Destiny of Man, for example, Niebuhr sees an ironic quality in the reception of Nietzsche’s philosophy, which ‘was meant as an exposure of the vindictive transvaluation of values engaged in by the inferior classes’, but became ‘a vehicle of the pitiful resentments of the lower middle classes of Europe in their fury against more powerful aristocratic and proletarian classes’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 88). The conflict between Church and empire in medieval Europe was ironic because both institutions accused the other of pride, and both were guilty of pride, but neither could see its own ‘sin of pretension’ (1964, I: 216–217). In Faith and History, Niebuhr identifies an irony in modern technological advancement, which saves us from some natural dangers but makes us more vulnerable to each other (Niebuhr 1949, 78). Such uses of the term ‘irony’ are relatively imprecise and seem to mean something like ‘the opposite of what one expects’. Like tragedy, it was an important concept in his thought prior to 1952, even though he used both without precision until the publication of The Irony of American History.

Theology
As was the case with all Niebuhr’s terms and arguments, tragedy and irony reflected his Christian theology. Both were closely tied to his understandings of sin, Christology, and justice. Sin was deeply tragic and ironic for Niebuhr. As finite and free beings, our freedom leads us to painful, anxiety-inducing realizations of our finitude. In anxiety, we either deny our finitude in dispositions and acts of excessive self-love, or we deny our freedom in dispositions and acts of sensuality. Individuals inevitably deny either their finitude or their freedom, and when they do so in communities, their identification with one group against another augments the problem. This anxious denial of either finitude or freedom, by both individuals and communities, is sin. And it generates sinful acts. For Niebuhr, sin is tragedy in the sense that it is important, not trivial, and morally wrong. Sin is the reality that puts a person in dire need of assistance from some source beyond herself or himself. Indeed, because sin is universal, we stand in dire need of assistance from some non-human source. Even when we open ourselves up to the movements of divine grace, our sinful nature remains. Even Christians who understand intellectually the basic reality of sin and seek salvation from God continue to demonstrate this tragic reality. Niebuhr writes:

The pride of a bishop, the pretensions of a theologian, the will-to-power of a pious business man, and the spiritual arrogance of the church itself represent the basic drive of self-love, operating upon whatever new level grace has pitched the new life. Pure love is ‘by faith’ in the sense that only when man, in prayer and contemplation, is lifted beyond himself does he have a vantage point from which self-love does not operate. In action the power of self-love is mixed with the new power of the love of God which grace has established. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 137)

If human life is basically sinful, human spiritual life uses the divine-human relationship to amplify sin. This is the ‘tragic quality of spiritual life’, according to Niebuhr (1964, II:137). Sin has an ironic quality, too, as Douglas John Hall has argued. Drawing on a Niebuhrian anthropology, Hall argues that in sin, human beings abandon the good struggle of becoming that God has ordained for us. In place of this good struggle, we seek immortality. ‘Seeking to transcend the suffering of becoming, we inherit a far greater form of suffering—the suffering of reaching after a glory incommensurate with our creaturehood. The suffering of those who wish to be “like God” but, being human, only end in becoming “unhappy gods”’ (Hall 1986, 82).

It is primarily this portrait of sin that Niebuhr’s feminist, black, and Latinx critics find troubling. Many such critics maintain that Niebuhr overemphasized the idea of sin as prideful denial of finitude and mistakenly attributed this kind of sin to all people. In fact, they argue, many people are habituated by culture in precisely the opposite way. Rather than denying their finitude and pridefully asserting their freedom and value, many people are habituated by culture to think too little of themselves, to deny their freedom, constantly deferring to and living for others. Valerie Saiving was one of the earliest critics of Niebuhr to make this argument (Saiving 1979). Her work does so in the interests of listening to women’s perspectives. James Cone makes similar arguments about the need for black people to love themselves more, not less (Cone 2005, 23–27). Miguel De La Torre argues that Niebuhr’s understanding of sin fails to consider the experiences of Hispanic and Latinx people (De La Torre 2010). For each of these writers (and others), Niebuhr’s rhetoric of sin not only fails to consider the experiences of marginalized people, it also prescribes a kind of self-sacrificial love that perpetuates the social order that keeps those people on the periphery. According to such writers, Niebuhr was not nearly prophetic enough—his failure was that he didn’t adequately speak truth to power. De La Torre explicitly adds to this critique of Niebuhr’s doctrine of sin a broader social/structural argument, as well. For De La Torre, Niebuhr’s work was wrong not only because its doctrine of sin that perpetuated marginalization, it was also wrong because it openly advocated US imperialism on the global stage (De La Torre 2010, 14–21). These arguments have merit, and those who study Niebuhr must take them into consideration. In the concluding section of this chapter, it is suggested that revisiting Niebuhr’s ideas of tragedy and irony—especially as they relate to evil—can help address the valid concerns of his feminist, black, and Latinx critics.

Niebuhr uses these terms in his discussions of Christology and the crucifixion, too. The second volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man contains Niebuhr’s most extensive reflection on the significance of the cross. That reflection often uses the category of tragedy to explain the meaning of the crucifixion. For Niebuhr, the cross reveals God’s agapic love for humankind as our ultimate moral norm, consistent with both experience and biblical faith, calling us to sacrifice ourselves for others without regard for prudent considerations of self-interest, justice, or other commonly accepted human moral ideas. In one sense, Jesus’ crucifixion was tragic because it brought God into direct involvement in the weighty moral drama of human sin. ‘The same cross which symbolizes the love of God and reveals the divine perfection to be not incompatible with a suffering involvement in historical tragedy, also indicates that the perfection of man is not attainable in human history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 68). The cross is not the first time God became involved in historical tragedy. The Israelites’ dramatic departure out of bondage through the Red Sea is another. But for Niebuhr, the cross demonstrates better than any other event that moral perfection means complete self-sacrifice in response to sin. The crucifixion is tragic in another sense, as well. In addition to the fact that the cross shows vividly God’s suffering in human tragedy, it also has tragic elements in and of itself. Discussing the ‘prehistoric innocency’ of Adam, Niebuhr notes that freedom makes Eden’s love—a simple harmony of life with life—impossible. Although Christians understand that harmony as good, they also know that freedom generates sin, and makes innocent, simple love universally unattainable.

The Christian faith appreciates what is valid in romantic primitivism as a part of the Christian affirmation of the goodness of creation. But the Christian interpretation of life and history has a too lively sense of the freedom which reaches into eternity to interpret life merely in terms of primitive innocency. To this innocency it relates the tragic perfection of the Cross. (Niebuhr 1964, II: 80–81)

Although other discussions of the cross use tragedy in the general sense, this passage foreshadows the particular meaning of tragedy that Niebuhr would develop later in The Irony of American History. Here, Jesus’ death on the cross is tragic because it demonstrates virtuous choice and action that involves the agent in guilt. Jesus becomes involved in human guilt by taking the penalty for it on the cross, consistent with the doctrine of atonement that Niebuhr calls ‘an absolutely essential presupposition for the understanding of human nature and human history’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 148). Calling Jesus’ work on the cross ‘virtuous’ is, of course, a vast understatement, as Niebuhr would be the first to say. The divine work on the cross is not merely virtuous. It distils loving action in a way that humans simultaneously understand as binding and fail to understand in relation to conventional moral standards. The fact that this action attributes the penalty of sin to one who does not deserve such treatment means that the highest virtue has covered itself in the depth of sin and guilt for some higher purpose. Thus, not only is the crucifixion tragic in Niebuhr’s specific meaning of the term, its juxtaposition of the highest virtue with the most basic sin shows the ‘tragic perfection of the Cross’.

Niebuhr highlighted tragedy and irony in his theological reflections on justice, too. Justice was one of the most important ethical categories that attracted his attention, and when he took it up, he did so in light of his theological positions. Niebuhr imagined justice as the balancing of competing claims of sinful self-interest. In his early text, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, Niebuhr concisely articulated the nature of justice and the function of politics, writing that the ‘very essence of politics is the achievement of justice through equilibria of power’ (Niebuhr 2013, 189). Such balances, whether between individuals or institutions, fall far short of the norm of complete self-sacrifice distilled on the cross, because they include a significant degree of self-regard along with whatever other-regard is necessary to negotiate competing claims. Instead of the complete harmony of Eden, justice is merely a ‘tolerable harmony’ (Niebuhr 1949, 185). Faulty and incomplete though justice may be, life in a world of sin requires that we pursue and establish these balances. Without them, human societies descend into unjust order, domination, and anarchy. Questions of justice occupied much of Niebuhr’s attention throughout his career, and he frequently noted that our pursuits and achievements of justice exhibited tragic and ironic qualities. He pointed to innumerable examples of tragedy and irony as the global and domestic political worlds around him tried to approximate justice, and this chapter will discuss several of those examples in the next section. In general, though, the tragedy and the irony of justice reside primarily in its relationship to agape. Niebuhr frequently argued that love ‘is both the fulfillment and the negation of all achievements of justice in history’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 246). In other words, agape motivates human beings to pursue and achieve certain forms of justice. When we are motivated by something like love, we are led to seek others’ goods. And yet, the influence of sinful self-interest on these pursuits leads to results that look much more like balancing powers and competing claims than like engaging in acts of total self-sacrifice for the other. Virtues that are inspired by the image of Jesus on the cross end up in practice looking more like a judge presiding over a court case, if we are lucky, on a good day. Justice ultimately falls far short of love, and therefore is negated by love. Justice is tragic, for Niebuhr, because it is a corruption of love, a covering of one’s best virtues with sin and guilt, that nevertheless serves a good purpose. The irony of justice is that however loving our motivations, and however just our purposes, sin will always return to disturb our pursuits of justice. Justice can undo itself, reverse itself, lead to new and unexpected forms of injustice, and so on. The finitude and selfishness of human beings ensure that justice will always contain ‘fortuitous incongruities…which are discovered, upon closer examination, to be not merely fortuitous’ (Niebuhr 2008, xxiv). The hidden connection between these incongruities is the universal human inclination to sin, which drags justice down and diverts it towards new, different, and even more difficult problems.

Politics
Niebuhr saw tragedies and ironies in politics all around him. For the purposes of this chapter, we risk oversimplification by highlighting political dramas on three distinct stages that captured his attention. One was the stage of international politics, another was the stage of modern Western economic theory, and a third was the stage of American history.

On the stage of international politics, his most enduring legacy will likely be his commentary on the Cold War. The tragedies of the Cold War were manifold. The central tragedy that Niebuhr identified in the Cold War was in the proliferation of nuclear weapons. Specifically, the United States was forced to take on the guilt of possessing such weapons and preparing to use them out of the moral necessity of deterring the Soviet Union.

We have already observed the tragic character of the dilemma which modern democratic nations face, when forced to risk atomic warfare in order to avoid the outbreak of war. The alternatives to this dilemma, proposed by moralists and idealists of various types, will prove upon close scrutiny to involve a dubious sacrifice of some cherished value; in this instance the security of our civilization.
(Niebuhr 2008, 157)

The primary good that Niebuhr sought to protect in the Cold War was the security of American civilization and Western democracy more broadly. It was a noble purpose, and one that the West was right to safeguard. The tragic element, for Niebuhr, was that the primary method of protecting Western civilization—stockpiling nuclear weapons—was clearly complicit in evil. He found this predicament ironic, too. While poised as one of two global superpowers and brandishing more military power than had ever been seen before, the United States also clung to an image of itself as innocent (Niebuhr 2008, 1–5). While America was justified in taking up the tragic position of defending itself with nuclear weapons, it was wrong to think of itself as innocent. Even if some belief in innocence was necessary to promote the goods of an aspiring democracy, the United States was never as innocent as it needed to believe. To add to the irony, America was less capable of pursuing its goals in the mid-twentieth century, at the peak of its strength, than it was at its weakest, following its founding. For Niebuhr, the irony of America’s position in the Cold War was partly that ‘the paradise of domestic security is suspended in a hell of global insecurity’ (Niebuhr 2008, 7). Whatever truth there may have been in this observation, this comment encapsulates the short-sightedness that Niebuhr’s black and Latinx critics identify in his work. The families fighting against lynching, segregation, redlining, and related phenomena likely would not have agreed that American society was a paradise of domestic security.

Stockpiling nuclear weapons was one way of promoting Western security; overt military action in other nations was another. While he could see the tragedy in the former strategy, Niebuhr saw mainly irony in the latter. In a short essay titled ‘Vietnam: Study in Ironies’, written in 1967, Niebuhr detailed several ironic realities of US belligerence in Vietnam:

We are a democratic nation whose power has grown to imperial proportions. We have made the mistake of being drawn into a civil war in an obscure nation of Southeast Asia, a mistake that has imperiled our imperial prestige. But in a democracy, particularly one with nostalgic visions of an early innocence, it is necessary to veil imperial and strategic interests behind ‘democratic’ and ideal goals. (Niebuhr 2015, 689)

The irony deepened, for Niebuhr, in light of the fact that both the United States and the Soviet Union positioned themselves as ‘anti-imperialist’ (Niebuhr 2015, 690). The strategy of a ‘massive bombing of North Vietnam’ added to the ironies as well. This strategy was implausibly paired with the goals of establishing democratic structures and an ‘honorable peace’. It ‘intensifies the odium in which we are held by the rest of the world, but also increases the danger of confrontation with either China or Russia’ (Niebuhr 2015, 693). The incongruity between this strategy and the United States’ professed position as the global champion of freedom and democracy was not merely fortuitous, for Niebuhr. It was a predictable result of the limits and weaknesses of America’s virtues, the unwillingness of its citizens and leaders to engage in self-criticism, and Americans’ desperate need to think of themselves as innocent. Amassing a nuclear arsenal in the name of a secure civilization was both tragic and ironic. But Niebuhr couldn’t imagine military action in Vietnam as being complicit in guilt in the name of some greater and necessary good. Therefore, it was only ironic.

If the United States had its own particular tragedies and ironies during the Cold War, so did the Soviet Union. Of the tragedies, the Soviet Union’s goal of economic equality was, for Niebuhr, a ‘promise of higher justice’, which was unfortunately covered with the sin and guilt of tyranny (Niebuhr 2008, 1). A career critic of capitalist inequality, Niebuhr was careful to separate the cruel methods of Soviet communism from the valid goals of economic justice that motivated many of its original leaders. Even if he softened his anti-capitalist rhetoric and tempered praise of communism as the Cold War continued, he maintained that economic equality was an obvious matter of justice. He lamented the fact that a Marxist check on US economic ethics might fade. ‘In so far as the absence of a Marxist challenge to our culture has left the institution of property completely unchallenged we may have become the prisoners of a dogmatism which will cost us dearly in some future crisis’ (Niebuhr 2008, 104–105). The primary tragedy of the Soviet Union was that it coupled its pursuit of economic justice with repressive political and social structures that Niebuhr once characterized as ‘demonic’ and ‘satanic’ (Niebuhr 2008, 15). Soviet communism exhibited other tragedies, as well. One was that the noble pursuit of economic equality was coupled with intellectual pride and intra-Marxist factionalism (Niebuhr 1964, I: 48, 197). Another was that the ‘proletarian revolt against a bourgeois civilization’ took on religious overtones and illusions of divinity and perfection despite its professed atheism (Niebuhr 1949, 229). For Niebuhr, these features of Soviet communism indicated profound self-righteousness. Such self-righteousness was dangerous, and Niebuhr warned about America’s ‘encounter with a foe the fires of whose hostility are fed by an even more humourless pretension. No laughter from heaven could possibly penetrate through the liturgy of moral self-appreciation in which the religion of communism abounds’ (Niebuhr 2008, 170). As part of this warning, Niebuhr noted the irony that Western societies might come to possess those same attributes over the course of the conflict. ‘The sense of a more ultimate judgment upon us is obscured by the injustice of immediate hostile judgments. This is why a frantic anti-communism can become so similar in its temper of hatefulness to communism itself, the difference in the respective creeds being unable to prevent the similarity of spirit’ (Niebuhr 2008, 170).

Economics
On the stage of modern Western society, Niebuhr identified tragedy and irony in economic theory. One of his most frequent targets was the philosophical trajectory of Enlightenment liberalism that placed far too much faith in human goodness and social progress and paid far too little attention to the Christian idea of sin. Modern liberalism emphasizes individualism, which rightly protects people from feudal-style oppression, but is ‘tragically abortive’ as it delivers us to capitalist economies and places full moral faith in reason and progress (Niebuhr 1964, I: 91). Niebuhr heralded liberation from feudalism as a positive development in Western history, but he faulted modern economists and philosophers for not going far enough towards liberation, as they essentially replaced one system of oppression with another. In this way, the movement away from feudalism towards free market societies demonstrates the Niebuhrian logic of tragedy. The abandonment of stifling feudal economic and social structures was obviously good and worth celebrating, but in celebrating humans’ self-interested and acquisitive impulse, allowing some people to accumulate massive amounts of material power, and cementing a different kind of power imbalance, the move to capitalism also covered Western society in various forms of guilt. The tragic nature of capitalist inequality is evident in his earliest monograph following his maturation into an Augustinian position. Focusing on the ‘economic overlords, who are the real centres of power in an industrial society’, he argues that ‘it is impossible to justify the degree of inequality which complex societies inevitably create by the increased centralisation of power which develops with more elaborate civilisations’ (Niebuhr 2001, 8).

This new modern faith in free markets struck him as ironic, as well. ‘The temptation to inordinate expressions of the possessive impulse, created by the new wealth of a technical civilization, stood in curious and ironic contradiction to the picture of essentially moderate and ordinate desires which underlay the philosophy of the physiocrats and of Adam Smith’ (Niebuhr 2011, 23). Niebuhr never tired of pointing out that modern economic philosophy placed its faith in human beings and made individual self-interest the cornerstone of social progress. From his perspective, the ways that capitalism piqued acquisitive desire and spawned immense inequalities of wealth and income were incongruous with the faith in human goodness espoused by capitalist philosophers. But this incongruity was not merely fortuitous. The inequalities of capitalist society emerged directly from weaknesses and reversals in capitalist philosophy, which claimed to usher in a new era of freedom and equality. Niebuhr argued that capitalism’s doctrine of private property moves quickly from a shield protecting individuals to a weapon targeting them. ‘The fact is that property, as every other form of power, cannot be limited to the defensive purpose. If it grows strong enough it becomes an instrument of aggression and usurpation’ (Niebuhr 2011, 99). When capitalism had been successful, it was largely a result of limits placed on its own doctrines, according to Niebuhr. He believed that labour unions and a strong regulatory state were necessary for meaningful delivery on the promises of freedom and equality that capitalism makes (Niebuhr 2008, 31–32). And yet, those who place their faith in free markets struggled to accept these realities. Indeed, capitalism’s defenders relied upon widespread acceptance of the doctrine, as their very lives and comfort depended on it. Meanwhile, modernity’s abandonment of the Christian idea of sin led to another irony. In turning away from the idea of sin, modern moral and political philosophy showed an aversion to judgement, guilt, and responsibility. From Niebuhr’s point of view, this amounted to a refusal to acknowledge that:

man himself is the author of the historical evils which beset him…The monotonous reiteration of the eighteenth century and of the belated children of the eighteenth century in our own age that their primary concern is to establish and guard the ‘dignity of man’ has the quality of a peculiar irony, when these evasions are considered. (Niebuhr 1949, 99–100)

Life in the modern West was tragic and ironic largely because it neglected human sin, relied so blindly on human goodness and social progress, and built its entire economic system around this inordinate faith in human self-interest.

The Continuing Ironies of History
On the stage of US history, Niebuhr saw tragedy and irony playing out in the Jeffersonian and Calvinist strains of American political thought. Both of these traditions have properly valued certain social goods in their own ways. Niebuhr believed both Jeffersonian and Calvinist traditions have rightly emphasized the importance of civic virtue, material prosperity, the value of the individual, and the need to balance power against power. Each of these intellectual and moral commitments is clearly praiseworthy, according to Niebuhr. And yet, one of the major tragedies of American history is that conventional wisdom credits our Jeffersonian heritage alone for these commitments and neglects the role of Calvinist thought in cementing their appeal. This one-sided view of history may not exactly cover American society in guilt and sin for the purpose of some greater good. But it does open us up to dangerous naivety, given the fact that the Jeffersonian picture of human nature is unduly optimistic. Relying on a Calvinist picture of human nature would make our commitment to these goods more commensurate with experience, and thus more realistic and sustainable. Although he praised the democratic aspirations of Western societies, he critiqued the foundations on which these societies built their political frameworks. A better, more sustainable foundation for Western democracies would be one inspired by Calvin and Augustine, rather than Jefferson. The subtitle to his 1944 book, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness distils this project well: much of Niebuhr’s intellectual life was a ‘vindication of democracy and a critique of its traditional defense’. One of the tragedies of US political life was that it promoted a worthy form of government, but it covered itself in dangerous naivety by accepting an Enlightenment foundation for it.

Niebuhr also identified ironies in the interplay between Jeffersonian thought, Calvinist theology, and the moral commitments of the early American republic. For instance, both Jeffersonian and Calvinist traditions presumed America’s relative political innocence. And yet, ‘the conviction of the perfect compatibility of virtue and prosperity which we have inherited from our Calvinist and Jeffersonian ancestors is challenged by the cruel facts of history’ (Niebuhr 2008, 7). Calvinism and Jeffersonian thought helped establish democratic values and structures in the early American republic. But the democratic virtues and material aspirations in those systems were incompatible with each other, Niebuhr argued. It was not as easy to possess democratic virtues and also achieve material success as those systems suggested. This incongruity was not merely fortuitous. It was an inevitable piece of the democratic project that both systems minimized: Calvinism through its belief in the virtues of the elect, and Jeffersonian thought through its faith in rationality and the Anglo-Saxon farmer. Nor can innocence coexist with any meaningful attempt to carry out political responsibilities, such as balancing competing powers (Niebuhr 2008, 23). And besides, US society was never as free of political guilt as Jeffersonian and Calvinist interpretations suggest.

The surge of our infant strength over a continent, which claimed Oregon, California, Florida, and Texas against any sovereignty which may have stood in our way, was not innocent. It was the expression of a will-to-power of a new community in which the land-hunger of hardy pioneers and settlers furnished the force of imperial expansion.
(Niebuhr 2008, 35)

Calvinist and Jeffersonian virtues and stories of innocence couldn’t explain the logic of Manifest Destiny, but they also played an obscuring and justifying role to support that logic.

Niebuhr did not have a Marxist’s confidence that tragedy, irony, evil, or any other sociopolitical dynamic would unfold in any kind of predictable, linear patterns. But he did believe the inevitability of human sin would lead to injustice, even on the part of those genuinely motivated by love and justice. He called our attention to tragedies and ironies in the spheres of international security, economic theory, and the political foundations of democracy. The points that Niebuhr raised about these issues are still relevant in the twenty-first century. In terms of the quest for security on the international stage, Western nations continue the tragic work of stockpiling weapons and engaging in military belligerence. One of the major ironies today is that as we pursue security in these ways, we create the conditions that force people to leave their homes, but close ourselves off to those people when they arrive at our borders, while also proclaiming our unrivalled innocence, virtue, and openness. In terms of Western economic theory, the dominance of global capitalism rests on an unquestioned faith in the goodness and rationality of human nature. The major irony is that this system consistently produces massive disparities of wealth and a global underclass that toils relentlessly with little hope of social mobility, all in the name of freedom and prosperity. In terms of the philosophical underpinnings of American democracy, Niebuhr’s desire to revitalize Calvinist theological sensibilities has in some ways been realized. The irony, though, is that this revitalization hasn’t led to more political humility, which Niebuhr sought as the proper foundation of democratic society. It has led instead to a political marginalization of LGBTQ+ people, the demonization of immigrants and refugees, and animosity towards Muslims, each of which runs counter to the democratic politics that Niebuhr valued.

Niebuhr’s categories of tragedy and irony highlight exactly these kinds of political realities. In so doing, they restrain sin and promote justice in ways that his black, Latinx, and feminist critics can endorse. Recovery of these categories will perform the prophetic function of speaking truth to power. If those in power hear the message and understand it, the situation will remain tragic. If they cannot hear the message because of some ‘not merely fortuitous incongruities’ within their intellectual and moral worldviews, the situation will be ironic. One hopes that those in power do not respond with a ‘desperate accentuation of the vanities to the point where irony turns into pure evil’ (Niebuhr 2008, xxiv).
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chapter 25

Feminism


Elizabeth Hinson-Hasty







Mention Reinhold Niebuhr’s name among feminist theologians and ethicists and you enter into a contested space. The neglect of the embodied experiences of women in the writings of male theologians in the twentieth century sparked the initial challenges made by feminists to Niebuhr, most notably within Valerie Saiving’s landmark essay on ‘The Human Situation: A Feminine View’ (1960). As feminist theological and social ethics emerged and developed its own unique trajectory in the academy, feminists articulated three main responses to Niebuhr’s thought and Christian Realism—conflict, integration, and conversation.

The most well-known early proponents of feminist theology and ethics all include responses to Reinhold Niebuhr’s arguments in their work—Barbara Hilkert Andolsen, Carol Christ, Sheila Collins, Mary Daly, Susan Nelson Dunfee, Daphne Hampson, Beverly Wildung Harrison, Catherine Keller, Nelle Morton, Judith Plaskow, and Rosemary Radford Ruether. For these theologians and ethicists, Niebuhr holds a ‘special place of infamy’ (Keller 1986). In her essay challenging the ‘male gender monopoly’ in Christian theology, liturgy, and ethics, Harrison describes Niebuhr as the ‘prototypical liberal male chauvinist’ and faults him for failing to interrogate the hierarchical dualism embedded in both the liberal theology that he criticized and the Augustinian tradition (Harrison 1985, 28). She argues, ‘Niebuhr gained a following for predicating his entire social ethical approach on a presumed discontinuity between the dynamics of power existing in social, economic, and political life and the dynamics of power in interpersonal relations’ (Harrison 1985, 27). Feminists recognized that neglecting embodied experiences, creating a false dichotomy between the private and the public spheres presents a distorted view of self and relationships between people and with the planet, and can too easily support the power and privilege of the status quo. Much of feminist scholarship continues to place feminism at odds with Niebuhr or works in isolation from contemporary Christian Realism.

In the 1990s, some feminist scholars began to argue that Niebuhrian Christian Realism remains relevant to policy and governance questions and that divine transcendence and human self-transcendence are essential norms to provide a basis for feminist’s moral and ethical claims. These feminists seek to integrate feminism and Christian Realism by rejecting metanarratives and philosophical abstractions, and incorporating insights from feminist, mujerista, womanist, Asian American, postcolonial, and other contextual theologies to correct Niebuhr’s myopia concerning gender and race. Feminist ethicist and political philosopher Jean Bethke Elshtain began to shape some of the early contours of feminist Christian Realism (Elshtain 1981; 1995), but she focuses mainly on political theory. More recently, scholars such as Jodie L. Lyon, Rebekah Miles, and Caron Gentry construct a bridge between Niebuhr and feminism. Feminist Christian Realists think that it is possible for feminists to hold on to Niebuhr’s idea of the root of sin as pride, the mystery of divine transcendence, the finite nature of human ideas, and insist upon an analysis of power within the public sphere without falling back into the trap of hierarchical dualism (Lyon 2012; Miles 2001; Gentry 2016).

A third approach to Niebuhr in terms of conversation incorporates an intersectional approach to Christian ethics. These thinkers argue that crossing boundaries of discipline, race, sexual orientation, gender, and class fosters a new trajectory in ethics that invites communal moral discernment. Traci West, Karen Guth, Keun-Joo Christine Pae, and Thelathia Nikki Young explore the potential for further conversation with Niebuhr (West 2004; 2011; Guth 2015; Pae 2012; Young 2012). Guth applies theologian Kathryn Tanner’s concept of a ‘genuine community of argument’ in an effort to bring realist and feminist theologians into conversation with each other and with ‘witness’ theologians such as Barth, Hauerwas, and Yoder. Guth advocates for working at the boundaries of differing schools of thought in the academy for their mutual benefit. Scholars should engage in self-criticism and creativity to live into and model beloved community and to envision new approaches to moral problems. West reflects on what it might mean to develop ‘an explicitly dialogical method for liberative Christian social ethics’ (West 2004, 29) that places traditional intellectual sources of knowledge alongside community activists. A conversational approach to Niebuhr is better able to understand the function of white supremacy in ethical analysis.

This chapter summarizes and explores the three feminist positions taken concerning Niebuhr and Christian Realism—conflict, integration, and conversation—and suggests the necessity for future and intentional dialogue between feminists and Christian Realists. A great deal remains at stake in continuing a debate between feminists and Christian Realists. First, Christian ethics must move beyond studies of ‘the lone male figure’ and more fully develop collaborative methodologies intentionally bringing the voices of people living in the most precarious positions to the table for dialogue. Second, there is no doubt that Niebuhr’s legacy looms large in the academic sphere and in politics. Niebuhr is clearly significant from a historical perspective, but his thought cannot maintain relevance without the incorporation of feminist, other intentionally contexualized perspectives, and those most affected by social, political, and economic injustice. Third, the concepts of sin, human nature, and redemption that sparked the initial debate between feminists and Niebuhrian Christian Realism are again worthy of attention in light of the contemporary context and in order to cultivate a more authentic white upper middle-class American moral conscience. If those living in the most precarious circumstances are fully incorporated in moral deliberation, Christian concepts of sin would shift from a focus on self-interest or hiding to erasure. Building collaboration and nurturing communal moral discernment bears the potential to enable academic conversation to move beyond silos, to examine how social constructs of race and gender function in academic discourse and politics, and to increase the public voice of theologians for the sake of creating authentic community.

The Conflict Approach—Challenging Hierarchical Gender Dualism
Theological schools largely neglected women’s experiences, stories, and publications until the late 1970s. That is not to suggest that women did not shape Christian communities from the earliest followers of Jesus, serve in leadership positions within Christian congregations (both formal and informal) and theological schools, or contribute ground-breaking texts to theology. However, women’s experiences and women’s writings were not seen as essential to the ‘canon’ or standard for theological study. Early on in the development of feminist theology and ethics, Niebuhr came to represent for many feminist theologians the ‘gender dualism and male supremacy [that] condition the strongly dualistic and hierarchical character of much of Christian ethics’ (Harrison 1985, 28). Dozens of works in feminist theology argue that Niebuhr’s thought assumes white male US upper middle-class experience as a universal description of the human condition, focuses on philosophical abstractions, and reinforces and constructs androcentric concepts of human nature, sin, humility, love, redemption, power, and family.

Sin of Pride and Neglect of Women’s Experiences
Niebuhr became well known for challenging the optimism of social gospel theology, liberal theology, and progressivism in the generation preceding him. He argued that liberals were naïve and failed to develop an understanding of the human propensity towards sin that was relevant for his contemporary political context and that the biblical account supported such an understanding. Niebuhr observed, ‘Practically all schools of modern culture, whatever their differences, are united in the rejection of the Christian doctrine of original sin’ (Niebuhr 1952, 17). Arguing along the lines of Augustine and Calvin, Niebuhr advanced a concept of sin that would be relevant for individual reflection and applied to the broader body politic: ‘The quintessence of sin is, in short, that man “changes the glory of the incorruptible God into the image of corruptible man.” He always usurps God’s place and claims to be the final judge of human actions’ (Niebuhr 1957, 48). He elaborated on his concepts of the sins of pride and sensuality in Walter Rauschenbusch. Niebuhr emphasized, ‘The religious dimension of sin is man’s rebellion against God, his effort to usurp the place of God. The moral dimension of sin is injustice. The ego which falsely makes itself the center of existence in its pride and will-to-power inevitably subordinates other life and this does injustice to other life’ (Niebuhr 1964 I: 179).

Feminist theologians recognize the gender-blindness in Niebuhr’s understanding of human nature and argue that it represents the experience of not only men, but also the world’s most privileged peoples. Pride could not express or characterize women’s experience, and doctrines of God shed light on images of the human self. If God is omnipotent, transcendent, immutable, and self-sufficient in God’s self then the human self would always be understood as ‘separative’ rather than relational (Keller 1986, 39). Moreover, talking about God only in masculine terms would inevitably lead to the oppression of women.

Valerie Saiving’s 1960 article ‘The Human Situation: A Feminine View’ has long been considered the intellectual flashpoint that sparked the beginning of feminist theology as an academic discipline. Saiving maintained that the work of Anders Nygren and Niebuhr represented: ‘the widespread tendency in contemporary theology to describe man’s predicament as rising from his separateness and the anxiety occasioned by it and to identify sin with self-assertion and love with selflessness’ (Saiving 1960). What was most important about her essay was that Saiving identified the significance of gender in the process of theologizing and underscored the limitations of Niebuhr’s understanding of human nature and sin.

Time magazine featured Saiving’s essay a few months after she published it, but it appears to have made little real impact on the discipline of theology throughout most of the 1960s. It was not until the late 1960s that Saiving’s article ‘was picked up again, photocopied, and distributed widely among women in theological schools and departments of religion’ (Morton 1985, 4). The publications that carried the debate on Niebuhr’s concepts of human nature and sin into wider currents of academic discourse were Judith Plaskow’s and Carol Christ’s Womanspirit Rising; Plaskow’s Sex, Sin and Grace: Women’s Experience and the Theologies of Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich; and Susan Nelson Dunfee’s ‘The Sin of Hiding: A Feminist Critique of Reinhold Niebuhr’s Account of the Sin of Pride’. Pivotal to the arguments of Christ, Plaskow, and Dunfee is Niebuhr’s focus on the sin of pride.

Women’s primary sin could not be pride when legal, economic, social, and attitudinal barriers prevented women from fully actualizing their own potential within religious communities and in society. Dunfee argues that women’s primary sin is hiding by failing to assert their own creation in the image of God and authority in community. When ‘the Christian tradition consigned woman to her state of non being by failing to emphasize that hiding is a sin it has also perpetuated her state by lifting up for her to emulate the virtue of self-sacrificial love, which is synonymous with her sin’ (Dunfee 1982, 322). Dunfee’s concept of the sin of hiding is a key advancement in understanding white women’s experiences and a critical response to the sin of pride, but did not represent well the variety of women’s experiences, attend to social class and cross-cultural dynamics, or go far enough to deconstruct sin embedded within social, political, and economic systems and structures.

Contextual theologies emerging from a wider array of women’s experiences later turned their attention away from critically analysing Niebuhr and other male theologians to examine how race, social class, heteronormativity, and individualism factor into the process of theologizing and function in dominant social, economic, and political systems and structures. For example, Asian American theologian Rita Nakashima Brock, womanist theologians Jacquelyn Grant and Delores Williams, and mujerista theologians Ada María Isasi-Díaz and Yolanda Tarango all wrote powerfully and prophetically to urge white feminist scholars not to neglect the ways in which race, social class, heteronormativity, and individualism factored into their theologies (Brock 1988; Grant 1989; Isasi-Díaz and Tarango 1992; Williams 1993; and Isasi-Díaz 1999).

Agape as Disinterested Love and Transcendent Norm
Concepts of sin in Christian thought are always closely tied to concepts of redemption. For Niebuhr, ‘the cross of Christ stands as a judgment against all egocentric self-assertion’ (Andolsen 1981: 70). Niebuhr defined agape love as the highest ethical norm that could most nearly be realized in intimate relationships such as family life, but was ultimately an impossible possibility. He thought that US Christianity made itself irrelevant when it presented ‘the law of love as a simple solution for every communal problem’ (Niebuhr 1957, 25). It was a faulty assumption to presume that Christians could be consistently selfless. The agape love that Jesus incarnated was ‘too pure to be realized in life’ (Niebuhr 1957, 38) and could potentially lead to a moral idealism that was useless when making concrete political decisions. Part of the irony of US history was that our society believed self-interest was ‘inherently harmless’ and mostly ignored the lust for power (Niebuhr 1952, 33).

To suggest that agape love could not be realized in life is deeply problematic for feminist theologians. Sheila Collins and Barbara Hilkert Andolsen, among other prominent feminist theologians and ethicists, raised critical questions about the dominant position on love and redemption in twentieth-century Christian ethics that was largely defined by Niebuhr’s understanding of agape love and the cross. Collins argues that Niebuhr’s view of agape love emerges from a ‘hierarchical world view which determined that evil was to be equated with pride and self-transcendence while salvation was found in submission to the divine will…’ (Collins 1974, 156). Metanoia or the transformation of social, political, and economic systems then becomes dependent upon a series of individual conversions. Drawing upon a much longer tradition of feminist thought, Andolsen referenced suffrage leaders such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Anna Howard Shaw as well as feminist theologians such as Margaret Farley, Harrison, and Ruether to deconstruct the bifurcation of private and public life and ground agape love in mutuality.

Andolsen expands the view of agape to move beyond ‘self-sacrifice as the central Christian virtue’ (Andolsen 1981, 78). The problem for women is not being assertive enough. She cites the work of Harrison and Farley. Harrison argues, ‘Jesus did not desire death on the cross as a manifestation of total self-surrender…he accepted death as the consequence of his unswerving commitment to mutual love’ (Andolsen 1981, 78). Farley stresses mutuality and equality through a social concept of Trinity. Agape love as mutual love ultimately fosters a healthy sense of self-regard and self-love for women.

Dichotomization of Public and Private Spheres and Romanticizing Family Life
Feminist theologians contend that Niebuhr’s emphasis on the qualitative difference between group and individual morality is based upon hierarchical dualism dichotomizing private and public morality, mind/spirt, and male/female, and reveals the immersion of realism in ‘the patriarchal reality system’ (Collins 1974, 159). Niebuhr writes in Moral Man and Immoral Society that ‘The ability to consider, or even to prefer, the interests of others to our own, is not dependent upon the capacity for sympathy. Harmonious social relations depend upon the sense of justice as much as, or even more than, upon the sentiment of benevolence. This sense of justice is a product of the mind and not of the heart’ (Niebuhr 1960, 29). Religion was capable of conceiving ‘an absolute society in which the ideal of love and justice will be fully realized’ (Niebuhr 1960, 60) but human beings will always fail miserably when trying to embody Jesus’ agape love. Human ‘limitations make it inevitable that the religious spirit of love should lose some of its force in proportion to the size of the communities which profess it, the impersonal and indirect character of social relationship in which it operates, and the complexity of the situation which it faces’ (Niebuhr 1960, 73). According to Niebuhr, the spirit of love prevailed more in the family than within any other human institution, but within the public sphere justice was the greatest approximation of love.

Ruether contends that neo-conservatives can too easily distort realism and the separation of the private and public moral self ‘into an attack on any effort to create a more just society as fanatical and utopian’ (Ruether 1993, 215). What Niebuhr was giving voice to was a tendency developing with the Industrial Revolution and the rise of bourgeois society for work to be identified as an unnatural process compartmentalized away from natural processes of reproductive work within the home (Collins 1974, 158). ‘Family’ and ‘work’ came to be considered as opposites. Women’s roles, particularly for middle- and upper-class women, within the home were privatized and sentimentalized. Moreover, Collins observes that often men who see themselves as good family men also see themselves as more moral, but do not necessarily apply their morality to the public realm. Collins writes, ‘Scratch the surface of any marriage in which the man of the house insists on a dichotomy between private morality and public rational decision making and you will find the same patterns operative in the home as on the job’ (Collins 1974, 160).

Niebuhr may have criticized social gospellers for their idealism, but his reflections on love in family and the morality of the home reads much like Rauschenbusch’s commentary on the family as one of the most valuable communistic institutions of modern life (Rauschenbusch 1991, 67, 158). This should not be a great surprise given that Niebuhr and Rauschenbusch shared German heritage and the understanding that the father’s role within the household was defined in terms of dutiful love. Traditionally, gender roles within German families were hierarchical. Biographer Richard Fox emphasizes Niebuhr’s dutiful love for his family and for the church that he served in writing about Reinhold taking on pastoral duties in the German Evangelical Church and care for his mother and three siblings when his father died at the age of fifty. Niebuhr also confronted some difficulty in his relationship with his mother when he married Ursula. His mother did not want to move out of an apartment they shared to make room for Reinhold’s life with Ursula (Fox 1985, 131–132).

Interestingly, Elizabeth Sifton, Ursula’s and Reinhold’s daughter, thinks that his idealism regarding family life was a place of contention for her parents. Ethicist Rebekah Miles writes, ‘Her mother would complain of the “sentimental attachment to family” found in the Niebuhr family, including Reinhold. She regarded this as a deplorable German tendency’ (Miles 2012, 33).

The German concept of ‘Vater’ extended to the academy as well where professors defined their nurture of the intellectual life of a student in terms of the Doktorvater model and may help to explain (not excuse) the lack of acknowledgement of Ursula as Reinhold’s co-author. Miles suggests it is quite likely that Ursula co-authored some of her husband’s works. Ursula Keppel-Compton was younger than Reinhold and a graduate student at Union Seminary when they met. They married soon after Ursula earned her master’s degree. She became an accomplished theologian and helped to found the religion department at Barnard College. Miles observes:

It is troubling that a work of joint authorship would be published under one name. Even so, one can imagine how it might have come about. Reinhold had suffered a series of debilitating strokes beginning in 1952…As writing became more difficult for him, [Ursula’s] editorial role increased to the point where we can say she was not only editor but coauthor. (Miles 2012, 32)

At issue here was the way in which Ursula would tend her husband’s public memory and legacy.

Coercive Power versus Mutuality
Another danger that feminist theologians recognize in Niebuhr’s writings and Christian Realism is the emphasis on divine transcendence and delayed eschatological hope. Feminists suggest that there is the potential danger for people of privilege to become apathetic towards change because of their willingness to accept God’s ultimate power and control as a theological excuse for poverty, war, patriarchal social and economic systems, and so on. Keller, Ruether, Marjorie Suchocki, and Sharon Welch, among other feminist scholars, have made convincing arguments that theologies that absolutize God’s power establish a critical stance concerning human power that divinizes domination.

Welch argues that, ‘a theology that valorises absolute power through its concept of an omnipotent God is dangerous for middle-class people’ because it establishes a stance towards human domination (Welch 1990, 111). Theology as a discipline should be directed towards social transformation and political liberation, ever expanding possibilities for people to understand their mutual interdependence together in community with the planet Earth. This requires a continual process of re-examination of concepts of God and political goals and projects.

The Integrative Approach—Feminist Christian Realism
Part of what feminist Christian Realism seeks to accomplish is to clarify the accuracy of feminist charges against Niebuhr. In other words, do feminists who see Niebuhr completely at odds with feminism offer a fair and full assessment of his arguments? Rebekah Miles agrees with many of the charges other feminists have made against Niebuhr, but she contends that ‘the increasingly radical emphasis on divine immanence and human boundedness, have undercut the anthropological, moral, and religious assumptions on which feminism rests’ (Miles 2001, 3). Miles argues for a re-examination and feminist reappropriation of Niebuhr’s view of human limitations and divine transcendence as keys for interpreting women’s experiences and feminist moral arguments. The work of Caron Gentry offers another example of feminist Christian Realism. Gentry’s work emphasizes Niebuhr’s importance for feminist political philosophy and suggests Niebuhr still provides ‘a way to navigate power politics, injustices, and human vulnerability’ when informed by feminist philosophy. What feminism adds to Niebuhrian Christian Realism is a much-needed corrective to philosophical abstractions, and masculinist, binary thinking (Gentry 2016, 449).

Feminist Reclamations of Divine Transcendence and Human Self-Transcendence
Miles asserts that feminists risk losing the moral grounding and basis for critical judgement of patriarchal ethics by overemphasizing divine immanence and human boundedness at the expense of divine transcendence and human self-transcendence (Miles 2001). Miles agrees with other feminists that Niebuhr overemphasizes human individuality and is too suspicious of the ‘constructive and transforming possibilities for community engagement’. However, she concludes, ‘feminist criticisms of Niebuhr’s understanding of gender roles do not fundamentally challenge Niebuhr’s model of the free and bound self’ (Miles 2001, 5). Miles’s ultimate aim is to use feminist criticism to revise rather than to reject Christian Realism.

She identifies conflict and common points for dialogue between Niebuhr and feminists and places Niebuhr in conversation with two of the most influential feminist theologians, Ruether and Welch. Common points between Niebuhr and feminists include viewing experience as the starting point for theological reflection; emphasizing sin as social; incorporating power analysis in ethical, political, and theological debate; rejecting religious ideologies that focus on flight from the world; and, insisting on the contextual nature of human language, thought, and commitments to social change. Miles argues that what Niebuhr adds to feminism is an ‘understanding of human nature as bound and free [that] offers a sort of antifoundational foundationalism or antiessentialist essentialism by which to make sense of feminist moral experience’ (Miles 2001, 26). Additionally, Niebuhr’s emphasis on God’s otherness provides the basis for interpreting the way in which God’s love differs from coercive forms of human love. Miles aims to broaden the focus of God’s love beyond the cross ‘to creation, liberation, judgment, incarnation, and community’ (Miles 2001, 26).

Feminist Christian Realism and Political Philosophy
Caron Gentry asserts that Nieburhian Christian Realism remains useful as it provides the ability for Christians to make sense of international politics and a way to navigate power politics, injustices, and human vulnerability’ (Gentry 2016, 449). However, she also admits that it is ‘wedded to masculinist abstractions and power structures, such as the balance of power, that are ultimately harmful to those on the margins’ (Gentry 2016, 449). Niebuhr’s reflections begin with experience, but he avoided acknowledging gender and did not consider structural imbalances of power as they relate specifically to women.

Feminist philosophy adds a much-needed corrective to Niebuhrian Christian Realism by recognizing ‘gender construction, obligation, and power abstraction’ (Gentry 2016, 450). Gentry observes that Niebuhr was partially a product of his ‘gender-blind’ time and suggests that, when informed by feminist philosophy, Niebuhrian realism cannot ignore the masculine ideals upon which the international system is constructed or negate the roles and circumstances of women within it.

In addition to rejecting meta-narratives, Gentry proposes to solve Niebuhr’s gender-blindness through thinking contextually and incorporating notions of vulnerability and obligation from feminist theology and philosophy into Christian Realism. She asserts that Niebuhr and most realists ‘fail to recognize the reality of vulnerability and hence obligation’ in constructing concepts of ‘security and (negative) peace’ in international relations. Feminist theorists such as Judith Butler approach vulnerability through a discussion ‘on the precariousness of whose lives are or are not worthy or grievable…Vulnerability emerges from a self’s encounter with an Other and the mutual recognition of each self’s ability to harm or destroy the other’ (Gentry 2016, 459). Thus, vulnerability is also closely linked to obligation to others. The concept of international security and peace then can be linked to a larger responsibility not just individual and national self-interest.

Gentry illustrates her point using the humanitarian crisis along the US-Mexico border as a case study. Children are the most vulnerable population affected by this crisis. The United Nations refugee agency, UNHCR, reports that large numbers of children have potential or actual need for international protection because they face abuse at home, exploitation at the hands of human smugglers, and are, due to their age, more vulnerable than adults. US policies have viewed children as the problem when they should be seen more as a symptom of problems related to international public policies. Gentry suggests that a feminist Christian Realist approach would press powerful states to recognize their own role and responsibility in creating the problems of less powerful states (Gentry 2016, 459–461).

Ethics as a Shared Communal Process
Another prominent criticism of Niebuhr’s thought is his lack of attention to intersectionality. An intersectional analysis examines how categories of race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, class, etc. overlap and interact to construct exclusionary and discriminatory practices and reinforce unearned social privileges. Niebuhr spoke to racism and explored non-violent resistance as a strategy for the Civil Rights Movement, but never examined how his own whiteness influenced his academic work or privileged his public voice. Traci West and Karen Guth offer examples here of a third alternative among feminist responses to Niebuhr and Christian Realism as they cross cultural, racial, class, and disciplinary boundaries to nurture ethics as a ‘genuine community of engagement’ and a ‘shared communal process’.

Guth argues that two schools of thought loom large and define distinctive trajectories within the field of Christian ethics—witness (Barth, Hauerwas, and Yoder) and realist (Reinhold, H. Richard Niebuhr, and liberal theologians) theologies. Witness and realist theologians largely ignore feminist, black feminist, mujerista, womanist, Asian American, postcolonial, and other liberationist or contextual perspectives. Additionally, feminist scholars either see themselves in conflict with Niebuhr and realists or seek to integrate Niebuhr and feminism. Guth suggests that the way dialogue occurs in the academy is just as important as advancing particular schools of thought. Opportunities for collaboration and mutual uplift are missed when boundaries between different schools of thought remain rigid. She applies Kathryn Tanner’s concept of ‘a genuine community of argument’ to bring witness, realist, and feminist scholars together in conversation. Tanner asserts that ‘Christian identity is not constituted by shared beliefs or practices, appeals to tradition, or rules, but rather by participation in a “genuine community of argument” about the meaning of Christian identity’ (Guth 2015, 23). Christian ethics might be freed from what Guth calls ‘witness-realist captivity’ if ethicists began to engage a wider array of perspectives and stances. Guth’s approach is methodologically rich in that it calls for work in ethics to be done at the boundaries of different stances taken in ethics to encourage the realization of ‘beloved community’ in the academy itself.

West asserts that racial identity is usually a ‘non-issue’ for influential white male academic leaders such as Niebuhr. She contends that ethics should be a shared communal process ‘that directs us to think relationally, across cultural boundaries, enabling us to incorporate vastly divergent epistemological sources as normative method for an adequate constructive vision of public ethics’ (West 2004, 31). West places Niebuhr’s writings from the 1930s and 1940s in conversation with black women activists in their Harlem neighbourhood to reflect on what it might mean to develop ‘an explicitly dialogical method for liberative Christian social ethics’ (West 2004, 29). One is better able to understand white supremacy and how it functions in ethical analysis when traditional intellectual sources of knowledge are placed alongside community activists. West’s approach offers a fluid interaction between ‘text and context, theory and practice, religion and particular social condition’ to develop an approach to social ethics as a ‘shared communal process’ (West 2004, 29).

The Debate between Feminists and Realists
The surge of right-wing populism worldwide, acceptance and support of Donald Trump’s presidency among white Christian conservatives/Evangelicals, the humanitarian crisis along the southern border of the US, the surge of wealth inequalities since the 1970s, and the misuse of the planet Earth for the sake of human wealth creation name just a few of the most pressing moral and theological problems of our time. No one can deny the need for public theology and the historical importance of Niebuhr for forming twentieth-century Christian approaches to politics or social ethics. But pursuing contemporary relevance for his thought bears significant implications for the future of Christian ethics that feminist, womanist, mujerista, black feminist, Asian American, postcolonial, and other contextual theologians cannot ignore or deny. One danger in calling for renewed conversation between various forms of feminism and realism is that the conversation will simply lean towards glorifying another ‘lone male figure’. Looking to a single leader as the voice of public theology maintains the normativity of white maleness in US churches, politics, and the academy and reinforces hierarchies that run counter to the creation of authentic community.

There is little doubt that Niebuhr’s public memory and legacy in US politics and the theological academy looms large. Writer and editor Paul Elie made this observation in 2007:

In think tanks, on op-ed pages, and on divinity-school quadrangles, Niebuhr’s ideas are more prominent than at any time since his death, in 1971. The seminary professor who was anointed the national conscience during the atomic era is once more a figure whose very name suggests a principled, hard-headed approach to war and peace. (Elie 2007)

Political leaders from Jimmy Carter to Barack Obama and George W. Bush to John McCain have referenced Niebuhr for his pragmatism. Political scientists, economists, experts in international affairs and government, theologians, and ethicists have appealed to Niebuhr and called to revive a rich Christian doctrine of original sin in political theory, to revisit his critiques of the just war theory and Christian pacifism, and to reclaim realist appraisals of the current international economy and the value of international institutions (Patterson 2008). Feminist analyses of Niebuhr’s view of sin, the potential for realism to be abused by conservative Christians and people of privilege to uphold the status quo, and calls for a public ethic of vulnerability and risk are largely ignored in these appeals.

Three things remain at stake in continuing a debate between feminists and Christian Realists. First, the public memory of Niebuhr within the academy still impacts and, in many ways, drives future trajectories in Christian ethics. Christian ethicists must continue to develop more collaborative methodologies. Most importantly, scholars in the academy must engage and include in academic discourse the voices of people who live in the most precarious positions in society.

Second, Niebuhr’s thought cannot maintain relevance today without incorporating the critiques of feminist, womanist, mujerista, Asian American, postcolonial, and other contextual theologies. Many of the problems Niebuhr and other twentieth-century ethicists addressed persist, but the context has changed. Feminist perspectives unmask the normativity of maleness, whiteness, heterosexuality, and upper middle-class identity in competing notions of power and claims for truth. Realism needs feminism for the sake of authentic communal moral discernment. Theologian Douglas F. Ottati also supports this point from the perspective of ‘hopeful realism’: ‘To what extent may a hopeful realism make common cause with and also be instructed by contemporary ecological sensibilities and feminist movements?…Only by confronting such questions can the reflective poetry of Christian theology furnish resources for thinking cogently about God and our contemporary environment’ (Ottati 1999, 37).

Third, the conflict between feminists and Niebuhr began with a debate about human nature, sin, and redemption. There is great potential for further conversation and the debate is worthy of renewed attention in the twenty-first century, but with the more intentional adoption of intersectional, cross-cultural, and postcolonial lenses. The original sin for people of privilege in the Global North is not self-interest or hiding, but erasure. Erasure is rooted in the fear of Otherness and in protection of natural resources for the sake of the dominant group’s access to them, and it has a long history in Western Christian theology (Terpstra 2015). The concept and a construct of erasure emerges between the lines of the biblical narrative in the untold stories of migrants who never made it to the Promised Land and unnamed women whose experiences inform the biblical stories and are remembered only as she or her. Erasure emerges in the rhythm of the ancient original language of the biblical texts that suggest women’s voices, but are not translated to include them and in stories in which women remain as ghosts. Erasure is the removal of all traces of someone or something by devaluing, dehumanizing, and dismissing the fullness of their humanity, interrelatedness to and interdependence with the whole community of living organisms, and contributions to the common good.

The most persistent problem for vulnerable peoples (women included) remains the lack of pathways, spaces, communities, and access within social, ecclesial, political, and economic systems where they can determine for themselves their own identities, goals, beliefs, projects, and mission. Social constructs of race, class, and gender continue to be used by dominant social groups to protect their own power and economic interests, to lord power over others, and to prevent those not of the dominant group from fully actualizing their own potential. Building collaboratories for public theology will enable academic conversation to move beyond silos, to examine how social constructs of race, gender, and class function in academic discourse, and would increase the public voice of theologians for the sake of transforming unjust social, economic, and political systems and structures. The redemptive action of the churches in the Global North within the contemporary political context could also then be defined in terms of vulnerability, accompaniment, and risk-taking. In sum, fostering more intentional conversation between feminists, realists, and those most vulnerable charts a new course in Christian ethics and nurtures a more authentic public moral conscience.
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chapter 26


Democracy



Eric Gregory







Reinhold Niebuhr was a realist about many things, including democracy and the limited peace it affords. His anti-utopian defence of democracy is perhaps the most well-known aspect of his thought. It played an influential role in the twentieth century and continues to attract supporters on both the left and the right. Niebuhr’s prolific writings spanned diverse contexts, ranging from the Great Depression and trans-war era to the Cold War and beginning of the nuclear age. They register important questions about democracy that can be obscured by the power of his pithy formulations and their debts to his particular circumstance responding to industrialization, secularization, and totalitarianism. Renewed anxiety about the uncertain prospects of democracy and its contested meanings suggest an opportunity to assess what is living and what is dead in Niebuhr’s account.

Until recently, Niebuhr’s emphasis on human sinfulness, difficult moral trade-offs, and the limits of politics largely set the terms for discussions of democracy in Protestant theology. Those who sought to counter his claims were often drawn into them in ways that constrained the force of their alternatives. His influence extended beyond the academy and the Church. That influence was secured by the way he joined biblical idiom, sweeping intellectual history, and political commentary for a broad audience. It was an audience once sustained by a white mainstream Protestant culture with ties to elites invested in the institutions and practices that democracy requires.

Niebuhr belonged to this culture despite his polemical attacks upon its pieties. His essayistic style traversed disciplines and genres in search of a pragmatic public philosophy that might navigate between hope and despair given inevitable conflict in democratic life. Against latter-day Pelagians, his accent on moral luck and the tragic dimensions of life place him in an American political tradition expressed more by Abraham Lincoln than Thomas Jefferson. The threats posed by Nazism and Soviet communism provoked his most spirited claims about the virtues of a shared distribution of power through a human capacity for collective self-government. He presented democratic statecraft as the best alternative between ‘the Scylla of anarchy and the Charybdis of tyranny’, even as it suffered from its own shortcomings and flawed moralistic defenders (Niebuhr 1960, 182).

Niebuhr was a contextual thinker who resisted, at least rhetorically, ahistorical abstraction for concrete judgements rooted in the experience of the moral ambiguities of government and common life. He claimed that his theological ideas were forged ‘not so much through study as through the pressure of world events’ (Niebuhr 1939, 546). His Augustinian sense of tragedy and contingency extended to a qualified case for constitutional democracy as a tenuous approximation of relative justice given power politics in the real world. These approximations earned his support for democracy (and, belatedly, a market economy) in periods of great international crisis and the daily struggles of everyday politics. It also earned him the admiration of many who did not share his religious commitments but welcomed his effort to support democratic culture without sentimental illusions. They found in Niebuhr a vocabulary and analysis that helped make sense of their uncertain world and the dilemmas of power and morality. That world, perhaps like our own, faced a shattered confidence even in goods such as democracy that it might still affirm.

Niebuhr noted that secular liberals often accepted his views more than theologians. Today, works such as The Irony of American History and Moral Man and Immoral Society are invoked more than explicitly theological writings such as The Nature and Destiny of Man. Indeed, Niebuhr’s contested fate in theological circles stands in contrast to his frequent elevation as an exemplar of the constructive role of religion in public life. His defence of democracy has become a flashpoint for ongoing debates about the task of Christian ethics and the mission of the Church in secular society (Springs 2010). These debates, which echo ones from his day, often serve as proxy for a host of arguments burdened by long histories of interpretation. Niebuhr himself recognized this difficulty when he argued that ‘the common use of the word “democracy,” together with the contradictory interpretations of the meaning of that word, is the semantic symbol of the conflict [between equality and liberty]’ (Niebuhr 1953a, 29). Semantic clarity, however, would not resolve Niebuhr’s characterization of the social forces at play in this conflict.

Niebuhr’s early work tended to privilege equality as the key principle of justice, with later writings giving more emphasis to liberty and order. Modern democracy, however, was no simple realization of philosophical commitments. Characteristic features which he endorsed—such as universal suffrage, coalitional politics, regular elections, religious liberty, civil authority over the military, minority rights, representative government, and checks upon state and market power—emerged on Niebuhr’s telling through haphazard confluence of ‘fortuitous circumstance’ and the ‘vicissitudes of history’ (Niebuhr 1959, 293). Champions of democracy mistake these vicissitudes as testimony to their own virtue. Nevertheless, Niebuhr held that democracy’s peaceful transfer of power offers hope for ‘a society in which there will be enough justice’ (Niebuhr 1932, 22). Enough justice was taken be a human need and desire. It is important, therefore, not to let Niebuhr’s disillusioned critique of liberal idealism wholly define his understanding of democracy.

To invoke an influential distinction in contemporary political theory, Niebuhr’s preferred genre was ‘non-ideal’ rather than ‘ideal’ theory. This methodological distinction is potentially misleading. John Rawls, for example, presented the two approaches as complementary (Rawls 1971, 8–17). Idealized assumptions are thought to offer the best way to assess the non-ideal circumstances of actual political societies. Niebuhr, of course, did not explicitly deny this strategy in his assault on naïve optimism and inflated notions of human virtue. He preferred to focus on overcoming historical injustices rather than positing theoretically just arrangements. The strategic differences between Niebuhr and Rawls on the use of ‘ideal theory’ or ‘realistic utopia’ have been the subject of extensive discussion in recent literature (Lovin 1995; Santurri 2005; Weithman 2016; Bok 2017).

Whatever changes can be noted in his politics and theology, Niebuhr was committed to a social vision of Christian witness helping to bring about a measure of justice and human mutuality in a fallen world. This does not mean he sought to ‘Christianize’ the social order, even though he could speak of bringing society ‘a little nearer the kingdom of God’ (Niebuhr 1932, 81). His fear of idolatry would support Rawls’s substantive claim that ‘politics in a democratic society can never be guided by what we see as the whole truth’ (Rawls 1993, 243). In fact, given the power of self-deception, Niebuhr framed alternating recourse to ideals or positivist social science as the temptations of optimistic liberalism in bourgeois culture. His frequent attacks on ‘liberalism’ as a rationalist pretension wedded to technocratic notions of progress should be distinguished from Rawls’s notion of ‘political liberalism’. The liberalism Niebuhr criticises is perhaps closer to what today is called neo-liberalism.

The threat of totalitarianism was ever present, even within liberal secularism that presented itself otherwise. But Niebuhr did not simply dwell in the horror of things. Without abandoning the value of ideals or social science, he found it was better to lower revolutionary ambition in order to avoid the worst terrors that historically coincide with the promises of philosopher-kings or mass movements in search of them. Indeed, he argued, ‘the freedom of democracy makes for a fortunate confusion in defining the goal toward which history should move’ (Niebuhr 1952, 11). Pregnant with claims of morality and theology, Niebuhr’s views on democracy crystallize deep patterns of thought in what came to be known as his Christian Realism. This approach placed ‘all sources of power under restraint and all sources of authority under criticism’ (Niebuhr 1960, 185). His critical perspective, coupled with a Weberian distinction between the ethic of conviction and the ethic of responsibility, is sometimes aligned to a this-worldly emphasis on political compromise in the service of penultimate ends. It encourages reading Niebuhr, despite himself, as imagining all politics as ‘basically technology’ stripped of any deeper sacramental or transcendent reality (Milbank 1997, 241). Niebuhr affirmed traditional Christian dogma as politically illuminating, but he did not explicitly link political judgements with matters of theological doctrine or metaphysics. Still, Niebuhr’s focus on political history might be construed, as Karen Guth helpfully suggests, ‘not as an evasion of ecclesiology but an extension of it’ (Guth 2015, 110). The issues that democracy confronts, according to Niebuhr, were fundamentally religious ones.

Favourite Niebuhrian themes—pride, irony, anxiety, contrition, grace, and hope—all animate his analysis throughout a lengthy career as activist, preacher, and public intellectual. In fact, it is difficult to isolate his views on democracy from his claims about religion, ethics, and politics in relation to these themes. Distinguishing the descriptive and the normative dimensions of Niebuhr’s writings is not an easy task, especially since he wrote as both a Christian ethicist and a sociological observer of religious and political life.

Realism has limits for Niebuhr. Joshua Cherniss characterizes Niebuhr’s liberalism in terms of an ethos or spirit consistent with a ‘dispositional’ rather than ‘doctrinal’ realism (Cherniss 2016). Niebuhr’s sometime dour Augustinianism was qualified by a Protestant insistence on responsibility for the protection of human rights in an open society. His praise for the Calvinist political traditions reflects this qualification. Moreover, drawing upon various streams of European personalism, his writings frequently went beyond their immediate context by asserting a purposive human nature that supports the moral necessity of free institutions. Niebuhr felt no need to reconcile these commitments with his historicist claims and professed aversion to essentialism.

He was a realist committed to the relevance of moral ideals even if they never could be fully realized in history. This commitment fuels language of ‘an interaction between normative conceptions of morality and law and the existing and developing forces and vitalities of the community’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 257). The interaction will always be vitiated under conditions of sin. Earthly political community will always be something less than the kingdom of God. That kingdom will be a state of perfect fellowship with God and neighbour that lies beyond history. The cosmopolitan impulse behind Niebuhr’s religious vision functions as both a standard of democratic approximation and an ultimate hope for a peaceful world community liberated from the paradox of the human condition. Echoing Kant, he called this the ‘dream of perpetual peace and brotherhood for human society’ (Niebuhr 1932, 21). In fact, this essay highlights a roughly Kantian structure to his democratic thought somewhat at odds with his reputation and self-image (cf. Molloy 2017; Hauerwas 2001). By ‘Kantian structure’, I mean an emphasis on a constitutional order as well as a regulative ideal that serves as an object of faith.

Niebuhr aspired for neither the philosophical rigor of post-Kantian political theory nor the systematic ambition of revivals of Christian political theology. Recent theological cases for democracy make only passing reference to him even as he remains a shadowy presence (Jackson 2015; Bretherton 2019). Niebuhr does not dwell upon notions of popular sovereignty or how ordinary citizens take responsibility for their political communities. He has little to say, for example, about how ‘the people’ are constituted. He was a committed ecumenist and institutionalist, but he did not provide an explicit theory of the state or the Church. Despite his own activism in social movements, he also did not elevate the power of faith-based organizing, lived religion, or the relevance of liturgical practices of Church for the associational life of democracy. Despite his emphasis on democratic toleration, he did not explicitly address the place of religious reasoning in political discourse. These themes have become prominent in scholarly discussions of religion and democracy in ways that may have marginalized his voice.

This chapter is not a historical account. Niebuhr has attracted a great deal of attention by American historians, with a growing number of works that locate him within a broader transnational movement that bears on the global history of democratic expansion and erosion (Edwards 2012; Thompson 2015). Rather, the chapter highlights normative issues. They speak to our age with rising authoritarianism, economic inequality, toxic nationalisms, threats to civil liberties, and popular discontent with democratic institutions and norms.

A Contested Legacy: Residual Capacities and Proximate Solutions
Niebuhr’s general view of democracy is expressed concisely in his most famous aphorism penned at the close of the Second World War: ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (Niebuhr 1944, xii). The dialectical formulation is quintessential Niebuhr. The weight given to either side is a revealing hermeneutic for understanding his changing politics and its varied reception. The aphorism is found in the foreword to his most sustained treatment of the topic, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense. The subtitle aptly conveys his distinctive position in American thought. It was a position defined by contrast, and ironically, a Manichean one that opposed unattractive alternatives. Cynics of democracy, the children of darkness, deny capacity to transcend self-interest and lust for power in pursuit of social harmony. They fail to see the possibilities of democratic politics as an expression of ‘man’s spiritual stature and his social character’ and ‘the variety of life’ (Niebuhr 1944, 3). At the same time, children of light overestimate this capacity. Like advocates of the social gospel he opposed, they imagine a political community that ‘has not squared with the facts of history’ (Niebuhr 1944, 40). The challenge for a viable defence of democracy, according to Niebuhr, is ‘to know the power of self-interest in human society without giving it moral justification’ (Niebuhr 1944, 41). Knowledge without justification is one of the many paradoxes that intrigued and shaped his way of thinking. The preservation of democracy requires a wisdom that might ‘beguile, deflect, harness and restrain self-interest, individual and collective, for the sake of community’ (Niebuhr 1944, 41). Niebuhr’s search for this wisdom in the face of human frailty inspires his discussions of democracy oriented by liberty, equality, and community.

The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness includes another of Niebuhr’s often-quoted characterizations of democracy as ‘a method of finding proximate solutions for insoluble problems’ (Niebuhr 1944, 118). This deflationary perspective coheres with his exilic vision of politics as an instrumental rather than intrinsic good. Niebuhr was a master of using biblical symbols to analyse the phenomenology of political life and to expose analogies between theological and political discourse. Some argue that his theology was handmaiden for his politics. He sought an alliance of Reformation faith and Renaissance humanism in support of democracy. But Niebuhr had theological rationale. He stood in a Christian tradition that held human beings are not political animals by nature. Earthly politics is part of that compromised and diminished peace east of Eden.

Political authority is demanded by a lost innocence. Politics, democratic or otherwise, is governed by providence for the restraint of evil. Niebuhr was no libertarian in terms of the purposes of government. He also resisted voluntarist conceptions of politics as human artefact. But his vision was a secular one in the sense that it is not central to the redeeming work of God. As Jeffrey Stout puts it, Niebuhr’s embrace of democracy was ambivalent because it was only ‘a way station in a long journey toward the end of human history’ (Stout 2005, 26). To use a theological term, politics is postlapsarian. He credits inspiration for this anti-perfectionist vision to Augustine, ‘the first great “realist” in western history’ (Niebuhr 1953a, 120–121). Striking a familiar Augustinian pose, Niebuhr held that ‘no “democratic” civilization has ever existed, or will ever exist, without contradictory elements of tyranny and imperialism in its life’ (Niebuhr 1941, 50). These contradictions exist within political communities as well as between them, despite his insistent distinction between domestic and international politics. This recognition motivates his efforts to support democracy without baptizing it.

Historically, according to Niebuhr, modern democracy emerged from the social experience of European and American revolutions ‘in freeing the individual of the restraints of the organic, traditional communities of the past ages’ (Niebuhr and Sigmund 1969, 79–80). These events stand in the shadow of the cultural and religious pluralism wrought by modernity and its material conditions. Niebuhr recognizes various intellectual precedents that helped to shape this experience. John Milton, Richard Hooker, and later Calvinists play an important role in his writings, usually presented as foils to the deficiencies of Plato, Aristotle, Luther, Hobbes, and Locke. Bad theories, even in support of democracy, can undermine these gains. In the late 1930s, for example, Niebuhr argued, ‘one of the real tragedies of our era is that the very democracy which is the great achievement of liberalism cannot be maintained if liberalism is not transcended as a culture’ (Niebuhr 1939, 545). He sought to protect humble democratic virtues from prideful liberal vices.

Niebuhr’s story of democracy is a multidimensional one. He rejects folk stories about democracy arising from a social contract, let alone invocations of the Athenian polis or celebratory narratives of democracy as the singular fruit of Christianity. Democracy for Niebuhr is best conceived as a fragile achievement. It names a way to manage ‘the pressures and counter-pressures, the tensions, the overt and covert conflicts by which justice is achieved and maintained’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 284). Democracy is a ‘perennial necessity’ because ‘justice will always require that the power of government be checked as democracy checks it; and because peace requires that social conflict be arbitrated by the non-violent technique of the democratic process’ (Niebuhr 1940, 85). He maintained a hard distinction between what democracy could achieve within constitutional orders and could not achieve in a more anarchic global context. In short, democracy institutionalizes a reformist sensibility adequate to the moral psychology and theological anthropology that he found illuminated by Christian myth.

For all its imperfections, Niebuhr encouraged Christians to be grateful for democracy and the dynamic forms of life it promotes. The virtue and resilience of democracy exceeds its origins in class and imperial interests. He insists, for example, that it is ‘a perennially valuable form of social organization in which freedom and order are made to support, and not to contradict, each other’ (Niebuhr 1944, 1). Gratitude, however, risks idolatry.

Communism and Fascism were essentially false political religions for Niebuhr. Democracy is not immune from this temptation. It is confronted with its own characteristic dangers that generate his polemics against imperial aggression, racial injustice, and radical individualism. Niebuhr, then, did not put faith in democracy or rewrite Christian faith as democracy without remainder. No nation, democratic or otherwise, can be identified with the mysterious purposes of the divine will. All stand under divine judgement. He occasionally indulged in the rhetoric of American exceptionalism and even messianic responsibility. For example, in A Nation So Conceived, he portrayed America as a new Israel that ‘was born to exemplify the virtues of democracy and to extend the frontiers of the principles of self-government through the world’ (Niebuhr and Heimert 1963, 123). Whether as partial endorsement or observation, it stands in contrast to a competing style of argument when he adopted the perspective of a Stoic sage or biblical prophet bearing witness to the folly of humanity. By my lights, his theology denied the rhetorical excess of either posture.

Democracy as Balance of Power
Niebuhr’s understanding of the moral value of democracy is rooted in his anthropology of human beings as both finite and free creatures. Towards the end of his life, he wrote that democratic politics ‘express the belated convictions of modern communities, gained after desperate struggles, that the community must give the person a social freedom which corresponds to the essential freedom of his nature’ (Niebuhr 1968, 81). As such, despite Marxist sympathies, Niebuhr rejects views that unmask democratic aspirations as mere ideological interest. Democracy names therefore both a procedural form of government and a substantial ethical commitment in ways that defy efforts to clearly distinguish these two strands in his thinking. Nonetheless, his primary defence of democracy was political rather than ethical. The central notion is a tentative balance of power that understands ‘the brutal character of the behavior of all human collectives’ (Niebuhr 1932, xx). By Niebuhr’s lights, a coercive balance of power was the only hope to mitigate injustice against the powerless and disinherited. The emphasis on correcting inequalities of power reflects his critical understanding of the moralism and rationalism of liberal culture.

This theme is powerfully announced in his classic 1932 work, Moral Man and Immoral Society. The premise of that work is twofold: the difference between interpersonal and larger group relations and the need to recognize interest even in sincere claims to justice. According to Niebuhr, group relations are ‘predominantly political rather than ethical’ because ‘they will be determined by the proportion of power which each group possesses at least as much as by any rational and moral appraisal’ (Niebuhr 1932, xxiii). The comparative clause again reveals Niebuhr’s dialectical method. Yet given his perceived opponents, Niebuhr’s emphasis was always the foundational role of a balance of power.

Democracy as balance of power supports Niebuhr’s association with the ‘vital center’ liberalism of post-war America (Schlesinger 1949). Schlesinger’s influential book argued for a gradualist progressivism that he associated with Niebuhr against a revolutionary left and reactionary right. It reflects Niebuhr’s initial break from pacifism and later from socialism as he came to support New Deal liberalism and the anti-communist agenda of the Americans for Democratic Action. Niebuhr’s changing political affiliations may have been reluctant and historically situated, driven by his sense of a special Anglo-American responsibility during this period and later during the Cold War. In terms of domestic politics, however, he would endow these positions with the virtues of pluralism, acceptable compromise, and gradual change. Curbing economic power through strong central government was another hallmark of Niebuhr’s democratic thought. Niebuhr was a liberal concerned about expansive state power and the authoritarian possibility of progressivism. But federal regulation of a capitalist welfare state offered the best hope for creatively negotiating the challenges of modern industrialization. In particular, for Niebuhr, protection against the power of capital required an interventionist state that nonetheless would be subject to its own countervailing centres of power through interest group politics.

In the years following the First World War, Niebuhr was a dedicated member of the Socialist Party, renouncing his membership in 1940. His books from that period consistently rebuke capitalist privilege. One finds numerous criticisms of ‘uncritical devotees of modern democracy’ for not seeing that ‘the creeds and institutions of democracy have never become fully divorced from the special interests of the commercial classes’ (Niebuhr 1932, 14). He would also note the ways these interests exacerbate racial injustice. Despite their very different political circumstance, these arguments have a striking resonance with contemporary concerns about multinational corporations and the financialization of global capital. For example, in 1939, Niebuhr argued that liberalism ‘seems unable to move toward the economic democracy which is required to maintain its political democracy’ (Niebuhr 1939, 545). He would diagnose social inequality throughout his career as hostile to liberal democracy in ways that resonate with current discussions of the role of big money and racial capitalism in modern democracy (Wolin 2008; Glaude 2016). For Niebuhr, the ‘self-balancing forces in economic life are not as strong as Adam Smith supposed’ (Niebuhr 1944, 76).

Niebuhr would remain to the left of the Democratic Party given his concerns about capitalism, like Rawls and other influential egalitarian thinkers whose social democratic views remain marginal to actual politics (Forrester 2019). In the 1950s, interpreters would liken Niebuhr to the ‘Christian democratic socialism’ of figures like R. H. Tawney. In his classic defence of democracy, Niebuhr held that ‘Marxism is nearer the truth than liberalism on the property issue’ (Niebuhr 1944, 106). Liberal property rights are prone to injustice because they concentrate economic power and mystify free markets. Yet Niebuhr rarely turned to European traditions of religious socialism, let alone to Russian or Chinese experiments, given his fierce anti-communism. In fact, fearful of oligarchy and plutocracy, he claimed the socialization of property was a form of disproportionate power that can be used ‘as an instrument of particular interest against the general interest’ (Niebuhr 1944, 106). Free elections, welfare state programmes, civil rights, and the competitive dynamics of interest group politics, appear to be his final counsel for countering the undemocratic force of unequal economic power.

Niebuhr’s appeals to conflict and compromise in a pluralistic democracy reflect characteristic features of his age. They have been described critically as ‘interest-group liberalism’ (Schattschneider 1960; Lowi 1969). Post-liberal critics charge that its reliance on informal processes and patronage favour entrenched groups in policy formation and fail to adequately address substantive questions of justice and the common good. Niebuhr’s balance of power model does risk rationalizing existing power structures, even generating new forms of excessive state power in the very effort to limit or regulate them as elites seek popular approval. Niebuhr valued social stability as a condition of freedom, coupled with a Madisonian view that self-government requires coercive mechanisms to harness competing interests. But these should not be taken as dogmatic positions. Recent discussion of the paradox of weak states in the face of global economic forces and the extent to which strong central government alienates citizens readily admit Niebuhrian analysis.

Niebuhr’s democracy was not simple majoritarianism. It was constitutional and republican. Against Lutheran and Hobbesian notions of the state, he credits Calvinist sources for this effort to separate powers and render them accountable. In so doing, democracy ‘brought arbitrary power under check and made it responsible’ (Niebuhr 1958, 63). Indeed, for Niebuhr, ‘it is the highest achievement of democratic societies that they embody the principle of resistance to government within the principle of government itself’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 268). Constitutions are guardians of democracy. They provide citizens with juridical resources to resist unjust actions of the government or other powerful interests.

Niebuhr’s constitutionalism is evident in his much-debated record on race relations and the Civil Rights Movement, particularly the extent to which white privilege blinded him to the moral resources of black Christian communities in Detroit or New York. James Cone, for example, argues that among white theologians Niebuhr was ‘particularly sensitive to the evils of racism and…the sufferings of African Americans’ (Cone 2011, 32). Nevertheless, again echoing contemporary debates, Cone finds that Niebuhr’s praise for American founders ‘amount to a moral justification of slavery and Jim Crow’ (Cone 2011, 38). But Cone also finds resources in Niebuhr’s recognition of the limits of moral persuasion and the failures of sentimental and individualistic Christianity. For example, Niebuhr argued that ‘however large the number of individual white men who do and who will identify themselves completely with the Negro cause, the white race will not admit the Negro to equal rights if it is not forced to do so’ (Niebuhr 1932, 253). Niebuhr regarded race relations in America as a tragic failure. At the same time, his writings reveal tempered faith in constitutionalism. On racial inequality, he insisted that ‘this “American dilemma” is on the way of being resolved, and one of the instruments of this resolution has proved to be the constitutional insistence on equality as a criterion of justice, an insistence which the Supreme Court has recently implemented after generations of hesitation’ (Niebuhr 1958, 76). Niebuhr’s appeal to the Supreme Court, however, did not blind him to the enduring legacy of white supremacy.

A related feature of Niebuhr’s understanding of the balance of power with contemporary resonance pertains to voting. Against dominant theories of rational choice, a recent work of social science argues, ‘voters, even the most informed voters, typically make choices not on the basis of policy preferences or ideology, but on the basis of who they are—their social identities’ (Achen and Bartels 2017, 4). This coheres with Niebuhr’s frequent assaults on the rationalist assumptions of social science about human behaviour. Indeed, the authors credit Niebuhr for recognizing that ‘the idealistic justification of democracy as human rationality in pursuit of the common good serves only too well to provide cover for those who profit from the distortions and biases in the policy-making processes’ (Achen and Bartels 2017, 11). Various proposals have been made to reform election law, restrict gerrymandering, regulate mass media, and educate voters in ways that might counter these impulses. It is an increasingly elaborate feature of democratic theory that tries to respond to Niebuhrian analysis in an area that Niebuhr himself did not directly address. No doubt Niebuhr might view some of these efforts as misguided children of the light placing too much confidence in the epistemic power of education or the romance of participatory democracy. This leads to another contested feature of his understanding of democracy.

Democracy as Deliberation
It is tempting to contrast Niebuhr’s balance of power with defences of democracy that focus on deliberation and justification. ‘Deliberative democracy’ names a particular emphasis in liberal political theory motivated by a commitment to reciprocity and mutual recognition as a basis for political legitimacy and solidarity (Bohman and Rehg 1997). While this turn to deliberation highlights the problem of moral disagreement, it can also be seen as responsive to deeper currents in the democratic tradition that Niebuhr followed in debates between John Dewey (1859–1952) and Walter Lippmann (1889–1974) in the 1920s (Dewey 1927). This dialogical commitment has a long history, marked by efforts to empower citizens as meaningful participants in decisions that govern their lives as citizens rather than mere subjects (Habermas 1991). A recent statement by Amartya Sen (Sen 2009) associates the turn with the idea of ‘government by discussion’ proposed by John Stuart Mill (1806–1873). Democratic government, on this view, is not simply ‘for the people’. It is ‘by the people’ and ‘of the people’. It signals a shift to a more capacious cultural understanding of democracy in the context of what Rawls termed ‘the fact of reasonable pluralism’ (Rawls 1993, 573). At first blush, Niebuhr’s privileging of top-down formal structures is the sort of defence of democracy that deliberative democrats oppose. His scepticism about reason and comments on the ‘stupidity of the average man’ amplify the contrast (Niebuhr 1932, 21). But it would be again reductive to make a simple contrast.

The return to deliberation aligns with Niebuhr’s consistent concerns about domination and the virtues associated with civic responsibility in pluralist societies. Niebuhr’s attention to domination might be fruitfully compared with resurgent interest in republican conceptions of democracy that highlight non-domination rather than liberal non-interference (Pettit 1997). Niebuhr did not frame domination in these terms. His balance of power approach typically described institutions and procedures rather than emphasize active citizenship. Recent scholarship sympathetic to Niebuhr has recognized that while his democratic vision ‘restrains the powerful, it fails to empower the restrained’ (Morris 2019, 9; see also Lovin 1995, 230). For our purposes, the turn to deliberation can be seen as rejection of minimalist conceptions of democracy.

Against majoritarian politics or an exclusive preoccupation with judicial protection of rights, democracy as deliberation requires inclusive processes for collective decision-making. Democracy is not just a procedure for balancing power through the ‘interest-group’ liberalism criticized by political scientists such as Lowi and Schattschneider. Politics is a forum for all citizens to contest in the public sphere about the common good. Conceptions of rationality, civic virtue, institutional design, and the scope of public deliberation differ widely among theorists, as seen in the ongoing debates regarding Rawls’s influential account of public reason. Many deliberative democrats contrast a more agonistic vision of radical politics from the liberalism of Rawls and its Kantian inheritance (Honig 1993). Others depart from Rawls on particulars but seek to reconcile liberalism and deliberative democracy (Gutmann and Thompson 2004). But deliberative democrats share a fundamental commitment to civic discourse and consensus building.

Niebuhr has not been a prominent voice in deliberative democracy, or even debates about public reason and religious accommodation in modern Christian thought. More attention has been given to his discussions of tolerance than sustained analysis of the relation between his epistemology of religious belief, democracy, and practical rationality. His willingness to deploy religious language may explain this relative absence. It should be noted, however, that Niebuhr’s writing appealed to many non-religious people and his political analysis did not demand theological agreement or even argument. He frequently praised secular thinkers while condemning co-religionists. Most of his writings from the 1960s effectively translate themes from earlier apologetic works into a secular political idiom. Like Martin Luther King Jr, Niebuhr was able to create coalitions of religious and secular citizens to combat the injustices of his day. But he did not offer a theory about the appropriate role of religion in public life.

That said, he has been recruited on various sides of these debates. For example, some have invoked his emphasis on humility as a bridge to thinking about the ethics of democratic discourse (Adams 1993; Lovin 1995; Weithman 2016). Epistemic humility is one way to constrain the urge to dominate others in democratic life. Others, such as Stanley Hauerwas, worry that Niebuhr’s attraction to democracy is predicated on the exclusion of ‘any religious convictions that are not “humble”’ (Hauerwas 1994, 104). Hauerwas is not denying the virtue of humility. Rather, again in ways Niebuhr might appreciate, he argues that appeals to humility have become ‘an extraordinary weapon to quiet debate’ with anyone who challenges the fundamental assumptions of liberal democracy (Hauerwas 1994, 217 n26). In fact, however, Niebuhr was willing to do just that in ways that distinguish him from figures such as John Rawls. For Niebuhr, the freedom of democracy demands that ‘not even the moral presuppositions upon which the society rests are withdrawn from constant scrutiny and re-examination’ (Niebuhr 1944, 74). Niebuhr’s radical position here attracted the critical attention of Paul Ramsey, his most important heir in the field of religious ethics (Ramsey 1956, 101–102; see also Carnahan 2010, 141–170).

Lamenting necessity, Niebuhr’s realism has attracted those willing to suspend the requirements of justice in supposed defence of a democratic order. Niebuhr resisted the view that political society is merely the subdued ‘anarchy of rival interests’ rather than ‘the product of a social mind’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 249). For him, ‘debates in free society involve not only contests of interest and power, but the rational engagement and enlargement of native sympathy, a sense of justice, and residual moral integrity, and a sense of the common good in all classes of society’ (Niebuhr 1965, 68). His critique of rationalism, therefore, was not a thorough assault on the possibility of practical rationality or suspension of moral reason in the face of political necessity. Democracy is a human achievement that shows ‘the capacity of communities to synthesize divergent approaches to a common problem and to arrive at a tolerably just solution’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 249). This synthesis would never transcend the need for politics itself. Ideals of deliberation may invite Niebuhrian scepticism when reified. But they can also be seen as deeply consistent with Niebuhr’s emphases on tolerance and humility in democratic politics. The source of these emphases relate to his focus on cultural processes as much as legal mechanisms. For Niebuhr, political community requires ‘educational, moral, and spiritual resources for the achievement of the tolerance which such a pluralistic community requires’ (Niebuhr 1959, 293). This language of spiritual resources offers another aspect to his understanding of democracy.

Democracy and Religion
Niebuhr’s views on religion and democracy are more complex than his admirers or critics sometimes allow. He was neither a secularist nor a theocrat, charting a path between immanent political religion and other-worldly religious quietism. This allowed him to tack windward or leeward as the perceived imperatives of the moment require. Niebuhr highlighted the prophetic role of religious traditions, especially Christianity and Judaism, in shaping democratic sensibilities. Democratic rights, he frequently observed, served as guarantors of the sacredness of the human person that were denied by previous eras of religious oppression and injustice. Yet he also warned against developments that now destroy ‘the religious depth of culture’ (Niebuhr 1944, 153). He wrote before the ‘culture wars’ that have played an important role in shaping the politics of democratic societies and feature prominently in resurgent opposition to liberal democracy as a threat to Christian morality. Given his own opposition to Protestant modernism, Niebuhr was more critical of a religious left than a religious right. But his concerns about a religious temperament might make both of these equally uncomfortable. According to Niebuhr, ‘the real point of contact between democracy and profound religion is in the spirit of humility which democracy requires and which must be one of the fruits of religion’ (Niebuhr 1944, 151). Niebuhr knew the danger of religious violence, ecclesial dogmatism, and apocalyptic enthusiasm. The chequered record of Christian history informs his effort ‘to preserve a certain distance between the sanctities of faith and the ambiguities of politics’ (Niebuhr 1953b, 229). This distance was reinforced by his emphasis on the inscrutability of divine providence and ethical concerns about religious nationalism. He sought to defend a secular politics without justifying secularism and religious faith without promoting dogmatism. Democracy does not, and should not, have an explicitly confessional basis. The coerced promotion of a religious orthodoxy would be the end of democracy.

Nevertheless, Niebuhr argued that the health of democracy required the humbling leaven of religion. It was both a dangerous contagion and a necessary energy. Religious humility chastens pride without crushing a spirit of self-respect and human possibility. Religion, for Niebuhr, was the alternative to the self-worship he identified as ‘the pathos of modern spirituality’ (Niebuhr 1937, 242). In this sense, Niebuhr argued for a ‘religious solution’ to the political problem of religious diversity by suggesting that the highest forms of religion recognize that all ‘actual expressions of religious faith are subject to historical contingency and relativity’ (Niebuhr 1944, 134). This elevation of religious virtue can be seen as at odds with his ecumenical spirit. Healan Gaston, for example, rightly argues that it ‘clashed with his apologetic insistence that the Judeo-Christian tradition was the primary source, and perhaps the only source, of that spirit of contrition and humility underpinning democracy’ (Gaston 2019, 142). Niebuhr did defend biblical faith against its cultured despisers, often by way of caricature. The leaven of religion, however, was not primarily an epistemic or metaphysical one. It was more a matter of dispositions and religious energies for political ends, a ‘sublime madness of the soul’ that hopes for the ‘perfect realization’ of justice (Niebuhr 1932, 277). Niebuhr believed that the ‘ultrarational hopes and passions of religion’ were necessary to keep faith in the possibility of a just society (Niebuhr 1932, 81). This sort of claim may still offend secular sensibilities that prefer the exclusive humanism that Niebuhr dismissed. It also invites scepticism from Christian critics who find its minimalism wanting. Niebuhr did not relate to his Christian tradition as merely a historical vehicle of rational faith. But it might be compared to ethicized expressions of a Kantian moral faith or religious naturalism found in figures such as Rawls.

More proximate to Niebuhr, it also brings him closer to one of his favourite targets of all that was wrong with American liberalism. Moral Man and Immoral Society began with a broadside against John Dewey. Niebuhr held up Dewey as prime example of ‘modern educators and moralists’ who believe that ‘with a little more time, a little more adequate moral and social pedagogy, and a generally higher development of human intelligence, our social problems will approach solution’ (Niebuhr 1932, xiii). Scholars have noted the polemical nature of Niebuhr’s reading of Dewey as an Enlightenment liberal committed to human perfectibility through reason. They also have noted a shared pragmatism that unites their common efforts to defend democracy, and even overlap in their recognition of the power of religious symbols and passions in shaping the social imagination (Dewey 1939). Dewey’s expansive understanding of democracy as a ‘way of life’ was liable to Niebuhr’s concern about making a religion of democracy. But both thinkers rejected accounts of democracy that focused on institutions and procedures to the neglect of the habits and virtues of a democratic people (Rice 1993; Glaude 2007; Morris 2019).

These comparisons raise the question of a democratic appreciation for religion. It was a question announced in Niebuhr’s first book, published in 1927, Does Civilization Need Religion?, which highlighted the value of religion in an increasingly technological world. Niebuhr endorsed secular politics but resisted a secularizing narrative about democracy’s origins and sustenance. Recent efforts to historicize the concept of the secular suggest that defending ‘religion’ can be interpreted as a very secular thing to do. They would locate Niebuhr this side of a Protestant notion of a universally shared religious impulse that constructs a religion/secular binary and understands religion primarily in terms of belief rather than practice. Contesting this binary has raised important questions about whether or not there is such a thing as ‘religion’ that deserves special treatment by the state or carves out some unique sphere of life. The prospect of a ‘post-secular’ democracy speaks to an important aspect of the reception of Niebuhr in contemporary Christian theology. Niebuhr admitted that democracy was not the peculiar provenance of Christianity, or to use his term, ‘Hebraic-Christian culture’. He emphasized numerous secular and religious influences on its development. As a matter of history, however, Niebuhr pointed to the fundamental significance of Christianity and its prophetic account of individual human dignity.

The charge of ethicizing or politicizing religion haunts modern theology, and so, too, Niebuhr studies. Critics argue that the theology that underwrites Niebuhr’s democratic politics actually ‘served to weaken religion as a distinctive political identity and to cede the terrain of social and cultural politics to professional and managerial elites’ (McCarraher 2000, 64). Eugene McCarraher’s two-pronged judgement resonates with earlier criticisms advanced by liberation theologians in the 1970s and 1980s, and Niebuhr’s debates with his brother, H. Richard Niebuhr, about the nature of the Church and Christian social ethics. These debates were revived by prominent voices that represent quite different approaches to religion and democracy. Stanley Hauerwas, for example, argues that Niebuhr’s realism sacrificed a distinctive Christian witness and surrendered discipleship to ‘the rules laid down by liberal political and theological presuppositions’ (Hauerwas 1994, 104). These rules, according to Hauerwas, have deprived both the Church and democratic social orders. Hauerwas’s critique is robustly theological. In the end, for Hauerwas, Niebuhr offers a ‘theology of a domesticated God capable of doing no more than providing comfort to the anxious conscience of the bourgeoise’ (Hauerwas 2001, 138). It is simply the civil religion of American democracy.

Cornel West offers a different criticism, less focused on the inner logic of Niebuhr’s theological narrative. West is perhaps the most prominent religious defender of American democracy since Niebuhr. He praises Niebuhr’s ‘vague mishmash of democratic socialism and prophetic religion held together by a pragmatic stress on human creative powers’ (West 1989, 159). Rather, West’s critique aligns Niebuhr with an ethnocentric ‘Europeanist ideology that promoted U.S. hegemony in the world’ and ‘overlooked the claims of self-determination of peoples of color and colonized peoples’ (West 1988, 144, 151). West laments that Niebuhr’s Christian realism was co-opted and rendered complacent by the very ideologies he opposed before the Second World War. Hauerwas suggests that Niebuhr’s Christian Realism was never Christian enough to be seduced, or at least to avoid such a fate. The extent to which Christian faith, or at least a Christian culture, is necessary for democracy touches upon a final theme of this chapter.

Globalization and Democracy
Niebuhr’s democracy was not only constitutional and representative. It was also statist and nationalist, despite his criticism of nationalism as a racialized form of group egoism. This is to say that Niebuhr was a liberal internationalist. His writings assume a global order structured by the dominance of sovereign nation states. Niebuhr accepted this as a practical reality even as he offered principled reasons for it in terms of democratic self-determination and political integration. The tradition of liberal internationalism was once seen as a great experiment in the expansion of norms that were the product of an early modern Christian imagination responding to a globalizing experience in terms of a universal moral obligation. But today it is subject to strong contestation given its entanglements with colonization and racialization.

Niebuhr held that ‘what lies beyond the nation, the community of mankind, is too vague to inspire devotion’ (Niebuhr 1932, 91). Yet he also thought some form of world community, especially given new technologies and economic order, was the demand of his day. It remains a difficult issue for those cosmopolitans who recognize the nation as a ‘unit of both practical and normative importance’ (Nussbaum 2019, 14). After the Second World War, he called for the development of political institutions ‘in which the partnership of nations and their peaceful accord with each other would become real’ (Niebuhr 1946, 79). Despite reservations about its pretensions, he urged Christians to support the United Nations as a ‘necessary and useful instrument of foreign diplomacy in a global situation’ (Niebuhr 1959, 266). He concludes his great effort to defend democracy by claiming that the ‘world community, towards which all historical forces seem to be driving us, is mankind’s final possibility and impossibility’ (Niebuhr 1944, 189). This suggests some sympathy for an account of global justice that has become an important feature of liberal political philosophy since the 1970s. In fact, despite changes in Niebuhr’s politics and theology, a notable consistency in his thought is the need for international governance in an interdependent world that challenges parochial loyalties.

Political communities, however, are not simply a function of law and governance for Niebuhr. They are rooted in organic traditions of a common culture and history. A shared sense of communal identity and unity is necessary to be a particular demos with bounded loyalties, a belief that played an important role in his case for a ‘secularized Zionism’ (Moseley 2013, 35). His realism, therefore, cautioned against crusading efforts to spread democracy by force or appeal to abstract universals. For example, in his own postcolonial context, he argued that ‘France as a nation must finally come to terms with the budding nation of Algeria and with the fact that the Algerians cannot be made into Frenchmen by an act of parliament’ (Niebuhr 1958, 73).

Again, it is easy to cast Niebuhr as a realist critic of cosmopolitan aspirations which are yet another illusion of the children of the light. He might challenge various proposals for a global democracy as idealistic. Cosmopolitan juridical efforts, by his lights, typically betray a problematic individualism and legalism. Building communities ‘in purely constitutional terms’ does not understand ‘the vital social processes which underlie the constitutional forms and of which these forms are only instruments and symbols’ (Niebuhr 1944, 165). While a cosmopolitan framework can be found in numerous European traditions, Niebuhr thought this was a particular temptation of American thought since ‘American history encourages the illusion that the nation was created purely by constitutional fiat and compact’ (Niebuhr 1944, 166).

Niebuhr was no imperialist, even if his anti-imperialism could conceal a cultural narcissism regarding the possibility of an open society beyond the West. His pessimism about the prospects for non-European democracies was based on a belief that ‘the triumph of nationhood and democracy over the divisive factors of language, tribal loyalties, and a multiplicity of religions will probably require a century of development’ (Niebuhr and Sigmund 1969, 25). This is consistent with earlier claims that democracy ‘may be beyond the reach of primitive or traditional cultures’ (Niebuhr and Heimert 1963, 139). While parasitic on value-laden language of ‘primitive’ religions and cultures characteristic of his day, Niebuhr’s judgement reflects a sociological view that democratic self-government ‘cannot afford too many rifts in the organic forms of community established by a common language, or race, or too localized and serious divisions within the community as a result of divergent religious loyalties’ (Niebuhr and Sigmund 1969, 24).

Despite these challenges, Niebuhr emphasized the need to develop political institutions that might respond to the economic interdependence of his day. Even his essay on ‘The Illusion of World Government’ is subtler than contemporary realist rejections to extend governance beyond national borders. Niebuhr recognized with many contemporary theorists that ‘our problem is that technics have established a rudimentary world community but have not integrated it organically, morally, or politically’ (Niebuhr 1953a, 15; see Keohane 2002). But he did call for efforts to seek a higher degree of integration, especially given the threats of a nuclear age. Niebuhr did not provide much guidance for how to realize these goals. In the end, he mused, ‘perhaps we are fated, for some centuries at least, to live in a situation in which the global community appears to be a necessity because of the interdependence of nations, but an impossibility because there are not enough organic forces of cohesion in the global community’ (Niebuhr 1959, 266).

Conclusion
Niebuhr’s views on democracy offer one important route into assessing his thought and legacy. His dialectical method encourages readers to find what they want in his capacious writings. Some selectively retrieve his mantle for a preferred policy position amidst extreme polarization. Others discern the complex lineage and character, emphasizing competing strands of Augustinian, Calvinist, Kantian, and Burkean influence. Most generally, it might be best to see Niebuhr as representative of a Christian humanism that tracks religious concerns about Enlightenment rationalism even as it found compelling religious reasons to support the democratic tradition.

Democracy enjoys widespread legitimacy. Today’s autocrats often operate within the space of formally democratic institutions rather than overt totalitarianism. Wholesale critics of democracy are now the exception. Few alternatives command attention in political theory, though some update classical arguments against democracy by highlighting the ignorance of citizens in favour of ‘epistocracy’, or rule by experts (Brennan 2016). Most critics tend to focus on particular conceptions of liberal democracy or the gap between professed ideals and social practices, often pitting liberalism against democracy (Deneen 2018).

The growth and consolidation of democracies is a remarkable feature of the past forty years. They challenge Niebuhr’s grim comparative assessment of democratic prospects near the end of his life. Of course, democracies throughout the globe face urgent challenges, with growing literature on democratic decline despite post-1989 enthusiasm (Levitzky and Ziblatt 2018). These include extreme structural inequalities, social immobility, financial disruptions, religious violence, new imperial realities, and a revival of authoritarian nationalism that sponsors repeated calls for ‘another Niebuhr’ in the public square.

I suspect we still have much to learn by careful efforts to historicize Niebuhr and Niebuhrianism. These efforts might at once push Niebuhr further into the historical archive and narrate him into the present. They would benefit from attending to the full range of his corpus as a democratic writer about democracy. It remains an open question whether or not a prophetic Christian Realism, forged in a particular era, can adapt to ‘new realities’ (Lovin 2008). But perhaps one lesson Niebuhr himself might counsel is courage to think politically and to act, even as we ‘accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed’ (Sifton 2003, 7). That may require reconstructing some of his views on democracy or turning to other resources better equipped to address challenges that Niebuhr predicted would present ‘us with continually larger responsibilities and tasks’ (Niebuhr 1944, 132). It certainly requires the risk of political judgement in time and a capacity to discern religious dimensions of political life that do not always lie at the surface. For Niebuhr, however, the fate of democracy is not ultimately up to us, or our religious interpretations.








Suggested Reading




Gregory, Eric. 2008. Politics and the Order of Love: An Augustinian Ethic of Democratic Citizenship. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Kaveny, Cathleen. 2016. Prophecy without Contempt: Religious Discourse in the Public Square. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Laborde, Cécile. 2017. Liberalism’s Religion. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Mathewes, Charles. 2010. The Republic of Grace: Augustinian Thoughts for Dark Times. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Nelson, Eric. 2019. The Theology of Liberalism: Political Philosophy and the Justice of God. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.














Bibliography




Achen, Christopher and Larry Bartels. 2017. Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive Government. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Adams, Robert M. 1993. ‘Religious Ethics in a Pluralistic Society’. In Prospects for a Common Morality, Gene Outka and John P. Reeder (eds). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Bohman, James and W. Rehg (eds). 1997. Deliberative Democracy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Bok, P. Mackenzie. 2017. ‘To the Mountaintop Again: The Early Rawls and Post-Protestant Ethics in Postwar America’. Modern Intellectual History 14 (1): pp. 153–185.

Brennan, Jason. 2016. Against Democracy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Bretherton, Luke. 2019. Christ and the Common Life: Political Theology and the Case for Democracy. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans.

Carnahan, Kevin. 2010. Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Ramsey: Idealist and Pragmatic Christians on Politics, Philosophy, Religion, and War. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.

Cherniss, Joshua. 2016. ‘A Tempered Liberalism: Political Ethics and Ethos in Reinhold Niebuhr’s Thought’. The Review of Politics (78): pp. 59–90.

Cone, James. 2011. The Cross and the Lynching Tree. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.

Deneen, Patrick. 2018. Why Liberalism Failed. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Dewey, John. 1927. The Public and Its Problems. New York: Henry Holt and Company.

Dewey, John. 1939. Freedom and Culture. New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons.

Edwards, Mark T. 2012. The Right of the Protestant Left: God’s Totalitarianism. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Forrester, Katrina. 2019. In the Shadow of Justice: Postwar Liberalism and the Remaking of Political Philosophy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Gaston, K. Healan. 2019. Imagining Judeo-Christian America: Religion, Secularism, and the Redefinition of Democracy. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Glaude, Eddie. 2007. In a Shade of Blue: Pragmatism and the Politics of Black America. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Glaude, Eddie. 2016. Democracy in Black: How Race Still Enslaves the American Soul. New York: Crown.

Guth, Karen V. 2015. Christian Ethics at the Boundary: Feminism and Theologies of Public Life. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press.

Gutmann, Amy and Dennis Thompson. 2004. Why Deliberative Democracy?. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Habermas, Jürgen. 1991 [1962]. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, trans. Thomas Berger. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Hauerwas, Stanley. 1994. Dispatches From the Front: Theological Engagements With the Secular. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Hauerwas, Stanley. 2001. With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.

Honig, Bonnie. 1993. Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Jackson, Timothy. 2015. Political Agape: Christian Love and Liberal Democracy. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

Keohane, Robert. 2002. Power and Governance in a Partially Globalized World. New York: Routledge.

Levitsky, S. and D. Ziblatt. 2018. How Democracies Die. New York: Crown Books.

Lovin, Robin W. 1995. Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian Realism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lovin, Robin W. 2008. Christian Realism and the New Realities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lowi, Theodore J. 1969. The End of Liberalism: Ideology, Policy, and the Crisis of Public Authority. New York: W. W. Norton.

McCarraher, Eugene. 2000. Christian Critics: Religion and the Impasse of Modern American Social Thought. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Milbank, J. 1997. ‘The Poverty of Niebuhrianism’. In The Word Made Strange, pp. 233–254. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Molloy, Seán. 2017. Kant’s International Relations: The Political Theology of Perpetual Peace. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Morris, Daniel A. 2019. Virtue and Irony in American Democracy: Revisiting Dewey and Niebuhr. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.

Moseley, C. 2013. Nationhood, Providence, and Witness: Israel in Protestant Theology and Social Theory. Eugene, OR: Cascade.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1932. Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1937. Beyond Tragedy: Essays on the Christian Interpretation of Tragedy. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1939. ‘Ten Years That Shook My World’. The Christian Century 56 (17 April): pp. 542–546.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1940. Christianity and Power Politics. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr. Reinhold. 1941. ‘New Allies, Old Issues’. The Nation 153 (3): pp. 50–52.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1944. The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: A Vindication of Democracy and a Critique of Its Traditional Defense. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1946. Discerning the Signs of the Times. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1952. The Irony of American History. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1953a. Christian Realism and Political Problems. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1953b. ‘Christian Faith and Social Action’. In John A. Hutchinson, (ed.), Christian Faith and Social Action, pp. 225–242. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1958. Pious and Secular America. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1959. The Structure of Nations and Empires. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1960. ‘Government and the Strategy of Democracy’. In H. Davis and R. Good (eds), Reinhold Niebuhr on Politics, 180–192. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1964 [1941, 1943]. The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, 2 vols. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1965. Man’s Nature and His Communities. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold. 1968. Faith and Politics: A Commentary on Religious, Social and Political Thought in a Technological Age, Ronald Stone (ed.). New York: George Braziller.

Niebuhr, Reinhold and A. Heimert. 1963. A Nation So Conceived. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.

Niebuhr, Reinhold and Paul Sigmund. 1969. The Democratic Experience: Past and Prospects. New York: Praeger.

Nussbaum, Martha. 2019. The Cosmopolitan Tradition: A Noble But Flawed Ideal. Cambridge: Belknap Press.

Pettit, Philip. 1997. Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Ramsey, Paul. 1956. ‘Love and Law’. In Charles Kegley and Robert W. Bretall (eds), Reinhold Niebuhr: His Religious, Social, and Political Thought, pp. 79–123. New York: Macmillan.

Rawls, John. 1971. A Theory of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Rawls, John. 1993. Political Liberalism. New York: Columbia University Press.

Rice, Daniel. 1993. Reinhold Niebuhr and John Dewey: An American Odyssey. Albany, NY: SUNY Press.

Santurri, Edmund. 2005. ‘Global Justice After the Fall: Christian Realism and the “Law of Peoples”’. Journal of Religious Ethics 33 (4): pp. 783–814.

Schlesinger, Arthur M. Jr. 1949. The Vital Center: The Politics of Freedom. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin.

Schattschneider, E. E. 1960. The Semi-Sovereign People: A Realist’s View of Democracy. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston.

Sen, Amartya. 2009. The Idea of Justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Sifton, Elisabeth. 2003. The Serenity Prayer: Faith and Politics in Times of Peace and War. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.

Springs, J., C. West, R. Rorty, S. Hauerwas, and J. Stout. 2010. ‘Pragmatism and Democracy: Assessing Jeffrey Stout’s Democracy and Tradition’. Journal of the American Academy of Religion 78 (2): pp. 413–448.

Stout, Jeffrey. 2005. Democracy and Tradition. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Thompson, Mchael G. 2015. For God and Globe: Christian Internationalism in the United States Between the Great War and the Cold War. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Weithman, Paul. 2016. Rawls, Political Liberalism, and Reasonable Faith. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

West, Cornel. 1988. Prophetic Fragments. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans.

West, Cornel. 1989. The American Evasion of Philosophy: A Genealogy of Pragmatism. Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press.

Wolin, Sheldon. 2008. Democracy Incorporated: Managed Democracy and the Specter of Inverted Totalitarianism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.












part V








 Politics and Policy









chapter 27

Violence, Pacifism, and the Use of Force


G. Scott Davis







About the time Reinhold Niebuhr was parting company with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Merle Curti was finishing up Peace or War: The American Struggle, 1636–1936. Practically all varieties of early twentieth-century liberal Protestantism took for granted the myth of Christian pacifism. As Roland Bainton puts it, ‘the history of the Church is viewed by many as a progressive fall from the state of primitive purity…if the early Church was pacifist then pacifism is the Christian position’ (Bainton 1960, 66). At the beginning of his career, Niebuhr accepted this received wisdom without much qualification. This chapter looks at what Niebuhr did with this inheritance, the practical implications of his work for understanding the use of lethal force in international conflict, and some of the ways Niebuhr’s legacy perseveres.

Early Niebuhr and the Fellowship of Reconciliation
The Fellowship of Reconciliation was founded at Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1914. Henry Hodgkin, one of the founders and a British Quaker, brought the movement to the United States the next year, and in a meeting on Long Island, ‘the American FOR was founded on November 11, with Gilbert A. Beaver as its first chairperson’ (Deats 2000, xvi). Among its activist leaders, early and late, was A. J. Muste (1886–1967), who began his career in the Dutch Reformed Church, took a second Bachelor of Divinity degree at Union Theological Seminary in 1912, and joined the FOR in 1916. In 1917 he realized that his newfound pacifism made it impossible to comfort ‘grieving parishioners who lost sons in battle, including, poignantly, his next-door neighbors’. Muste resigned from his ministry on 9 December 1917, declaring in his resignation letter that ‘Jesus was a pacifist and that the followers of Jesus could be nothing else. The real task of the church is to create the spiritual conditions that should stop the war and render all wars unthinkable’ (Raboteau 2016, 36). He enrolled as minister to the Providence, Rhode Island, Society of Friends in January 1918. Muste’s pacifist commitments were reinforced by subsequent mystical experiences. He persevered in his unwavering pacifism until his death, shortly after he ‘traveled with a small delegation to Hanoi at the age of eighty-two in January of 1967’ (Raboteau 2016, 59).

Niebuhr joined the FOR in 1928, after his arrival at Union Theological Seminary (Fox 1985, 115–116). By then, however, he had adopted an attitude towards pacifism at odds with the uncompromising position of Muste. In ‘Pacifism and the Use of Force’, which appeared in the FOR’s journal The World Tomorrow in May of 1928, he writes of pacifists:

It is inevitable that they should hold with varying degrees of consistency to the common principles that bind them into a group…At the extreme left in the pacifist group are the apostles of thoroughgoing nonresistance, who refuse to avail themselves of the use of physical force in any and every situation. At the right are the circumspect social analysts who disavow the use of force in at least one important social situation, as, for instance, armed international conflict. (Niebuhr 1928, 247–248)

Niebuhr had absorbed the lesson of the American pragmatists, particularly William James, and already saw ethical inquiry as an ongoing activity, subject to constant criticism and revision. Otherwise the thinker risked a dogmatic commitment to a theory, despite the possible evidence of experience and subsequent reflection, and ‘history seems to prove that absolute consistency usually betrays into some kind of absurdity’. For this reason, he admits, ‘the writer abhors consistency as a matter of general principle’ (Niebuhr 1928, 248).

Moral inquiry, like any other form of practical investigation, begins with an itch, an irritating problem that makes the inquirer uncertain how to go forward. In order to eliminate the puzzle, the moral investigator ‘must begin, therefore, by stating two positions that represent the two poles of his thought’. On the one hand, armed force seems in almost every case to fail to resolve the problems it addresses. On the other, it seems that ‘some form of social compulsion seems necessary and justified on occasion in all but the most ideal human societies’ (1928, 248). If we wish to achieve at least a modicum of social order and justice, we must be willing to endorse some use of coercive force on behalf of the common good.

In a complex back and forth of argument and counter-argument, Niebuhr admits that an impartial, international body might reasonably use force against criminal agents, perhaps even criminal states. But impartiality is hard to come by. Perhaps, he suggests, ‘economic pressure rather than military force may reduce this moral hazard to a certain extent’ (Niebuhr 1928, 249). Gandhi has illustrated the possibilities for non-violent resistance and boycott, so these strategies should also be on the table. So should certain kinds of interventions which respond to ‘maladjustments in society. That is what Jesus meant by suggesting that he who is without guilt should throw the first stone’ (252). When it comes to the worst of the worst, it does seem that, ‘while physical restraint and coercion are probably necessary in dealing with this group, it is obvious that even here force has its limitations…the use of force is dangerous in all social situations, harmful in most of them, and redemptive only in a very few’ (252–253). In other words, the pragmatic pacifist, with regret and trepidation, admits the rare legitimacy of organized international military action.

It did not take long for global politics to present a case study; in September 1931, the Japanese army staged a bombing that became the pretext for invading north-eastern China. Manchuria, where Japan had established a foothold in the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War, was a source of raw materials and an arena for expanding Japanese industry. By the 1920s, as Ikuhiko Hata and Alvin Coox put it:

For those unable to satisfy their ambitions at home, Manchuria was a new frontier, where they could fulfill their dreams of fame and fortune. Adventurers and merchants with a desire to get rich quick rushed to Manchuria. Some young men even joined mounted bandit gangs…The number of Japanese residents of Manchuria increased from 68,000 in 1909 to 219,000 in 1930. (Hata and Coox 1989, 290–291)

The Japanese investment led many to think that it was right and proper for Japan to control and impart stability to a Japanese population under pressure from Chinese political turmoil. Junior officers acting independently hoped to force the government’s hand in taking charge of Manchuria (Beasley 1999, 240). The international community was outraged. Under pressure, Japan formally withdrew from the League of Nations, and in March 1932 H. Richard Niebuhr published his reflections on the situation entitled ‘The Grace of Doing Nothing’.

The article opens with a distinction between various ways of doing nothing. The ‘puzzled pacifist’ bemoans the failure of the last war. The cynical communist waits for his chance to intervene at a more propitious moment. ‘But’, writes the younger Niebuhr, ‘there is yet another way of doing nothing. It appears to be highly impracticable because it rests on the well-nigh obsolete faith that there is a God—a real God’ (H. R. Niebuhr 1992, 9). Belief in the Christian God is belief in a God whose providential order is not answerable to the wishes of human beings. He continues: ‘This God of things as they are is inevitable and quite merciless. His mercy lies beyond, not this side of, judgment.’ It is not the vocation of the Church to put itself in the vanguard of a social change that is, in reality, out of its hands. ‘This inactivity’, in fact, ‘is like that of the early Christians whose millenarian mythology it replaces with the contemporary mythology of social forces’ (H. R. Niebuhr 1992, 10).

Rather than intervening, the radical Christian is preparing, fostering an alternative set of virtues, including reflection and repentance, recognizing that Japan is simply ‘following the example of his own country and that it has little real ground for believing America to be a disinterested nation’ (H. R. Niebuhr 1992, 10). The United States is implicated in the sinful self-interest of all historical agents and the ‘righteous indignation’ of its citizen-critics ‘is not wholly righteous’ (11). The situation, as H. Richard sees it, calls for repentance, not in the sense of public displays of mortification, but the ‘inaction of those who do not judge their neighbors because they cannot fool themselves into a sense of superior righteousness’. This means recognizing that China is suffering for our sins, but in the hope that God has a purpose in both allowing this suffering and in calling the sinful to repentance. ‘But if there is no God’, he concludes, ‘or if God is up in heaven and not in time itself, it is a very foolish inactivity’ (11).

Within the week, Reinhold dispatched a response. ‘Must We Do Nothing?’ appeared in the next instalment of The Christian Century. ‘There is much in my brother’s article’, he begins, ‘with which I agree…He could not have done better than to choose the Sino-Japanese conflict and the reactions of the world to it, in order to prove the difficulty, if not the futility, of dealing redemptively with a sinful nation or individual if we cannot exorcise the same sin from our own hearts’ (Niebuhr 1992, 12). Nonetheless, even after we acknowledge the need for repentance, ‘justice is probably the highest ideal toward which human groups can aspire’ (Niebuhr 1992, 14). The justice available to fallen man is not an expression of pure Christian love, but the ‘adjustment of right to right’, which inevitably requires ‘coercion’, and the use of force to bring about ‘some kind of harmony’ (Niebuhr 1992, 14–15).

Reinhold admits that his ‘brother’s position both in its ethical perfectionism and in its apocalyptic note is closer to the gospel’ (Niebuhr 1992, 16–17). But this sort of ‘perfectionism’ risks losing sight of the real injury that is being inflicted on the Chinese, and he cannot responsibly do this:

In practical, specific and contemporary terms this means that we must try to dissuade Japan from her military venture, but must use coercion to frustrate her designs if necessary, must reduce coercion to a minimum and prevent it from issuing in violence, must engage in constant self-analysis in order to reduce the moral conceit of Japan’s critics and judges to a minimum, and must try in every social situation to maximize the ethical forces and yet not sacrifice the possibility of achieving an ethical goal because we are afraid to use any but purely ethical means.
(Niebuhr 1992, 17)

This is a remarkable statement in at least three ways. First, Niebuhr has not yet relinquished the vocabulary of the American peace movement, which pits ‘ethical’ against ‘coercive’ means. Ethics would seem to be a matter of explanation and persuasion, relying on the moral sense of the prospective evildoer to bring him to his senses. Second, he draws a distinction between ‘coercion’ and ‘violence’. The latter, however broadly it may be understood, is worse than mere coercion and should seemingly be rejected. But, finally, he cannot bring himself to renounce violence altogether. ‘The history of mankind’, he continues, ‘is a perennial tragedy’. The Pauline ‘law in our members’ is even more true of groups than of individuals, and ‘society is and will always remain sub-human’ (Niebuhr 1992, 17). We may have to use violent means in the way that we are forced to shoot rabid dogs and rampaging elephants. These are simply facts of trying to make the best of living in history.

The Pursuit of Justice in an Immoral World
In December 1932 Scribner’s brought out Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society. Niebuhr declares:

The inferiority of the morality of groups to that of individuals is due in part to the difficulty of establishing a rational social force which is powerful enough to cope with the natural impulses by which society achieves its cohesion; but in part it is merely the revelation of a collective egoism, compounded of the egoistic impulses of individuals, which achieve a more vivid expression and a more cumulative effect when they are united in a common impulse than when they express themselves separately and discreetly. (Niebuhr 1932, xii)

Here ‘rational’ replaces ‘ethical’ in contrast to ‘coercive’ force. His adversaries are ‘the moralists, both religious and secular, who imagine that the egoism of individuals is being progressively checked by the development of rationality or the growth of a religiously inspired goodwill’ (xii). Even John Dewey, recently retired from Niebuhr’s sister institution across Broadway, failed to grasp that ‘reason is always, to some degree, the servant of interest in a social situation’, with the result that ‘social injustice cannot be resolved by moral and rational suasion alone…Conflict is inevitable, and in this conflict power must be challenged with power’ (xiv–xv).

Niebuhr was assailed from all sides. John Haynes Holmes (1879–1964), a follower of Gandhi and a founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), criticized Niebuhr for his ‘growing dogmatism of temper, his flat repudiation of idealism, his cynical contempt for the morally minded, his pessimistic abandonment of the world to its own unregenerate devices, and his desperate flight to the unrealities of theological illusion’ (Fox 1985, 152). But this is to get Niebuhr backwards. If Niebuhr disagrees with Dewey on scientific optimism, he shares his commitment to real world research and the pragmatic method. In fact, Moral Man and Immoral Society is an application of this method to social problems generally. Individuals pursue a variety of goods, for which social organization is essential. In this pursuit the social world throws up barriers to further work which demand inquiry. The Protestant tradition from Schleiermacher to Otto to Barth focuses so much on the experience of the individual that it loses sight of social ills and how they might be addressed. Thus, while the ‘implicit pantheism of Schleiermacher’s position is diametrically opposed to Barthian conceptions of divine transcendence…both result in an identical separation of religion and morality’ (Niebuhr 1932, 68–69). What the Christian community confronted in the debate over Manchuria turns out to be the general condition of moral reflection and if those moral demands are obscured by one form of theology, it is necessary to reject that theology in favour of further inquiry. The same is true of ‘idealism’ generally, but this reflects neither ‘cynical contempt’ nor pessimistic ‘abandonment of the world’. Instead, it is a forensic attempt to discover and respond responsibly to the world as it is.

By January 1934, Niebuhr’s pragmatic realism would lead him into substantive disagreement with his colleagues in the Fellowship of Reconciliation (Fox 1985, 154ff). In an article in The Christian Century, ‘Why I Leave the F. O. R.’, Niebuhr identifies the Fellowship as ‘a kind of Quaker conventicle inside the traditional church’ (Niebuhr 1934, 254). He can no longer identify even with men such as ‘Nevin Sayre, John Haynes Holmes, and Kirby Page, who represent the middle section of the Fellowship and who believe in the use of nonviolent coercion’ (Niebuhr 1934, 255). He has come to associate himself ‘with 20 percent of the Fellowship who are pacifists only in the sense that they will refuse to participate in an international armed conflict. Perhaps it would clear the issue if we admitted that we were not pacifists at all’ (256). While he has difficulty dropping the ‘pacifist’ label, it seems that an international war might be not only inevitable but justified in overcoming global injustice.

Niebuhr’s group regards ‘all problems of social morality in pragmatic rather than absolute terms…the world of nature and history is a world in which egoism, collective and individual, will never be completely overcome’ (257). Insistence on exclusively non-violent means to resist oppression, whether it come from inhuman pressures in the workplace or the emerging totalitarian regimes of Europe, ‘would give an undue moral advantage to that portion of the community which is always using nonviolent coercion against the disinherited’. This ‘is precisely what the liberal church is constantly tempted to do. It is furthermore usually oblivious to the fact that nonviolence may be covert violence’ (257). Liberal Christianity and pacifism, which have travelled together for generations, are here revealed to be unwitting allies of oppression. ‘Radical Christians’ can no longer adhere to this regime. ‘With pacifism dissipated they are inclined to disavow their Christian faith…Others of us have merely discovered the profundity of the Christian faith when we cease to interpret it in merely moralistic demands’ (259). Here Niebuhr makes explicit what will become a signal feature of his ‘realism’. The pacifism of Jesus, if that is what liberals want to call it, remains an ideal, but one that ‘would demand flight to the monastery’. Ordinary Christians living in the earthly city may hope to avoid conflict, but ‘the day may come when we will be grateful for those who try to restrain all demons rather than choose between them’ (259).

When war broke out in 1939, Niebuhr and his family were in Great Britain, where he delivered the Gifford Lectures. By November he was back safely in New York, working on The Nature and Destiny of Man and putting together the essays that would make up Christianity and Power Politics, which appeared in the autumn of 1940. This volume makes explicit his break from the peace tradition of liberal Christianity. ‘Whenever the actual historical situation sharpens the issue’, he writes, opening the essay, ‘Why the Christian Church is Not Pacifist’, ‘the debate is carried on with fresh vigor both inside and outside the Christian community’. His thesis, put bluntly, is ‘that the failure of the Church to espouse pacifism is not apostasy’ (Niebuhr 1940b, 1). Unaided, we could never love our neighbour as we know we should. Given human sinfulness, we should accept the fact that we cannot enact the law of love. ‘The good news of the gospel’, however, ‘is that there is a resource of divine mercy which is able to overcome a contradiction within our own souls, which we cannot ourselves overcome’ (Niebuhr 1940b, 2). He picks up the hint from his farewell to the FOR in noting that medieval and radical Reformation perfectionism are important reminders of the ideal, but monks and ascetics embrace their vocation as personal or sectarian choices (4). Those who regard the ethics of Jesus as ‘finally and ultimately normative, but as not immediately applicable to the task of securing justice in a sinful world, are very foolish if we try to reduce the ethic so that it will cover and justify our prudential and relative standards and strategies. To do this is to reduce the ethic to a new legalism’ (Niebuhr 1940b, 9).

This last is a dig at the Catholic tradition. While Niebuhr was delivering the Gifford Lectures, Norman Daniel and Elizabeth Anscombe, two Oxford undergraduates, were putting together The Justice of the Present War Examined: A Catholic View. Over forty years later, Anscombe recalled:

we got it on sale in Oxford bookshops and, I think, in one or two London ones. Soon the University Chaplain sent for Norman Daniel and told him the Archbishop of Birmingham wanted us to withdraw it…Some notice of the pamphlet had got into the press, and it seems this had alarmed the Archbishop. (Anscombe 1981, vii)

In her part of the pamphlet Anscombe, a recent convert, cited the classic just war sources, from Thomas Aquinas to the present, to conclude that what we can know of the government’s intention is clearly flawed, that it may be murderous, and that ‘the probable evil effects…greatly outweigh the good effects of putting an end to the injustices of Germany at the present (Anscombe 1992, 137).

Niebuhr was in Oxford in the late spring, though there is no indication that he encountered Daniel and Anscombe’s pamphlet. But Niebuhr was having none of it. Nonetheless, in February 1940, prompted by an essay from the Archbishop of York, he wrote that ‘according to Thomistic doctrine, the Fall robbed man of a donum superadditum but left him with a pura naturalia, which includes the capacity for natural justice…The fallen man is thus essentially an incomplete man, who is completed by the infusion of sacramental grace’ (Niebuhr 1940a, 47). For the Protestant, ‘the Fall had much more serious consequences’. The biblical conception of man focuses on the sin of pride, in which the sinner oversteps the genuine greatness of being made in God’s image and denies his finitude. As a result, he can no longer grasp what he owes his neighbour. It is impossible for the sinner to pursue justice unalloyed with self-interest. ‘Love’, he writes, ‘is the only final structure of freedom’ (Niebuhr 1940a, 50).

He does take up Catholic just war thinking in the last chapter of the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man, which he was working up for publication at this time. He cites Suarez’s definition of just war as requiring legitimate authority, just cause, and just methods of prosecution. While the ‘Catholic theory is infinitely superior to the Lutheran relativism and moral scepticism which finally leaves the Christian without any standards by which he might judge the relative justice of his nation’s cause’, it is, nevertheless defective in assuming that such judgements can ever be clear and unambiguous, because they are all ‘influenced by passions and interests, so that even the most obvious case of aggression can be made to appear a necessity of defence’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 283). He gives as an example of the latter the German justification of the ‘present war’ as a correction necessitated by the ‘injustices of Versailles’, going on to point out that ‘there is no “universal reason” to which an appeal may be made to arbitrate the point’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 283 n2).

But if natural law is a dangerous reification of sinful and contingent strategies for confronting our demons, modern pacifism is a heresy. It neglects the reality of original sin altogether and embraces an anti-Christian Renaissance vision of human perfectibility. This runs counter to New Testament teaching, for which ‘the Kingdom of God is no simple historical possibility. The grace of God for man and the Kingdom of God for history are both divine realities and not human possibilities’ (Niebuhr 1940b, 21). The consequence of original sin is the ‘will-to- power’, and it is expressed in the persistence of conflict. Justice depends on ‘a balance of power…something different from, and inferior to, the harmony of love’ (26). Pacifists blind themselves to the fact that some regimes are more evil, more sinful, and more destructive than others. Anyone looking seriously at the situation must realize that ‘the evils of tyranny in fascist and communist nations are so patent…the defeat of Germany and the frustration of the Nazi effort to unify Europe in tyrannical terms is a negative task’ (Niebuhr 1940b, 27–29). In doing so, we should not hide behind natural law or the ‘secular moralisms’ of the day. We are going to do bad and ugly things. The only solace comes in recognizing that ‘the Christian faith sees the whole of human history as involved in guilt, and finds no release from guilt except in the grace of God’ (30). Grace enables the Christian to shoulder his guilt and move forward in the hope of protecting those of whom ‘historic destiny have made him the defender’ (30). The task, as Niebuhr sees it, is to pursue a flawed justice between the misguided optimism of natural law and the heretical pacifism of liberal Christian idealism.

The World at War
By December of 1940, Niebuhr has moved from critic of pacifism to public advocate of war. He writes in The Christian Century:

imperial ambitions of Germany are in quality and extent perilous to all the nations outside Europe…In quality they represent a peril to every established value of a civilization that all Western nations share and of which we are all the custodians. In extent, the German ambitions must immediately reach beyond Europe, because Europe is not economically self-sufficient. (Niebuhr 1940c, 273)

We can already see, in Poland and Czechoslovakia, the destructive consequences of the Nazi takeover. And they do nothing to conceal their intentions vis-à-vis the Jews. Consequently, Niebuhr concludes, ‘we ought to do whatever has to be done to prevent the triumph of this intolerable tyranny’ (275).

It is no longer merely the pacifists who throw up roadblocks to action, but ‘this whole pitiless perfectionism, which has informed a large part of liberal Protestantism in America’. The liberal establishment, with its insistence on non-involvement, ‘is wrong not only about this war and the contemporary international situation. It is wrong about the whole nature of historical reality’ (276). Niebuhr continues to stress the ubiquity of sin, even in our attempts to provide succour for the downtrodden, but ‘Christ reveals the mercy of God, and the gospel declares that everyone is in need of that mercy, that without it we are undone’ (276–277). Despite our sinfulness, a tyranny as vicious and bloodthirsty as Hitler’s must be stopped.

The problem, of course, lies in committing to ‘whatever has to be done’. Between the wars a great deal of debate centred on the future use of aircraft. Much of this is critically summarized by Edward Warner, who ‘brought his skills as an aeronautical engineer along with his experience in high-level government posts and as a former professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’ (MacIsaac 1986, 629–630). In Warner’s summary, the key theorist is the Italian general Giulio Douhet:

Douhet’s theory of war broke down into a few key points that might be abbreviated as follows: (1) modern warfare allows for no distinction between combatants and noncombatants; (2) successful offensives by surface forces are no longer possible… (4) therefore, a nation must be prepared at the outset to launch massive bombing attacks against the enemy centers of population, government, and industry—hit first and hit hard to shatter enemy civilian morale, leaving the enemy government no option but to sue for peace. (MacIsaac 1986, 630)

This was not the strategy adopted by the British the beginning of the Second World War. In fact, ‘the British bent over backward not to harm civilians, choosing instead to confine their efforts to dropping propaganda leaflets and attacking naval targets in daytime’ (Murray and Millett 2000, 304). But things began to change in early 1942, with the appointment of Arthur Harris as leader of Bomber Command. Harris ‘detested anything that diverted heavy bombers from their true role, the bludgeoning of German cities…He was even suspicious of attacking German morale, although he tolerated the idea. “Area” bombing, in his view, depended for its effect on sheer destruction’ (Murray and Millett 2000, 307). And so he went about destroying Lubeck, Rostock, and Cologne. In July 1943, Hamburg was hit twice:

Within 20 minutes from the time the first Pathfinder markers illuminated the target area in the center of the city, downtown Hamburg exploded in flames. The growing pyre was fed by some of the Reich’s largest lumberyards, and succeeding bombers had no difficulty finding their target and unloading their bombs. The inferno reached temperatures as high as 1,000 F, while superheated air rushed through the city at speeds close to 300 mph.… At least 40,000 Germans died. More than half of the city’s living space, 75 percent of its electric works, 60 percent of its water system, and 90 percent of its gas works were destroyed. (Murray and Millett 2000, 310–311)

By August of 1944, RAF planning papers made clear that ‘The intent was to destroy morale, force peace, and leave behind in the form of ruins and memory a post-war sense of the “consequences of universal aggression” among the Germans’ (Weinberg 1994, 579).

Even before the entry of the United States, Niebuhr worried about ‘allied peace aims’. In June of 1941, he wrote that many in Britain ‘fully understand that a British victory has its own perils, however devoutly it is hoped for and however preferable it is to a German victory’ (Niebuhr 1941, 175). But in the summer of 1943, reflecting on the bombing of Germany, he wrote that, ‘the bombing of cities is a vivid revelation of the whole moral ambiguity of warfare. It is not possible to defeat a foe without causing innocent people to suffer with the guilty’ (Niebuhr 1943, 222). In the winter of 1943–1944, James Doolittle was transferred from the Mediterranean to take command of the mission in Britain. He and his colleagues were able to put so much pressure on the Germans that, ‘in May alone the Luftwaffe lost 25 percent of its fighter pilots, and in the first five months of 1944 its fighter force had lost 2,262 pilots out of 2,395 fighter pilots on duty 1 January’ (Murray and Millett 2000, 325). In February, Niebuhr wrote that ‘tyranny would have conquered the world if the material resources of civilization had not been organized and harnessed so that force could be met by superior force’ (Niebuhr 1944, 189). While he thought it crucial to understand our actions as part of an attempt to sustain our values and plan for the future, ‘the melancholy necessities of total war were invented neither by the Nazi nor by us. They are the consequences of a technical society that makes the harnessing of the total resources of a society for the destruction of the foe possible and therefore necessary’ (Niebuhr 1944, 190). Guilt is ubiquitous and unavoidable.

The massive civilian death and destruction in the West mirrored Doolittle’s earlier campaign in the East. The April 1942 raid on Tokyo, ‘galvanized the Japanese forces in China to give the Chinese Nationalist army and its American aviators an overdue object lesson…The punitive expedition may have killed as many as 250,000 Chinese as well as closing the rough air fields the Americans had used’ (Murray and Millett 2000, 191). After Curtis LeMay took command of XXI Bomber Command in May 1944, he implemented a strategy based on the campaign waged against Germany. It had:

a staggering impact on the fabric of Japanese urban society. The most careful count, done by the Japanese themselves, produced fewer losses than the Americans estimated, but either number is horrific: 240,000 to 300,000 dead (mostly civilians), approximately 2.5 million homes destroyed, and more than 8 million refugees. Of 71 Japanese cities, only 5 escaped substantial damage—and two of these were Hiroshima and Nagasaki. (Murray and Millett 2000, 507)

When Hiroshima and Nagasaki suffered the atomic blasts of August 1945, Niebuhr noted that critics ‘have rightly pointed out that we reached the level of Nazi morality in justifying the use of the bomb on the ground that it shortened the war’. Nonetheless, if ‘we remember that the bomb was developed in competition with the Germans and under the lash of the fear that they might perfect it before we did, it becomes apparent that it was not possible to refuse to develop it. Once perfected, it was difficult to withhold it when it held out the prospect of a quicker end of the war’ (Niebuhr 1945, 233). Guilt, once again, is unavoidable, though our statesmen might have exercised more ‘imagination’ in minimizing the loss of life.

Cold War Ironies—The Legacy of Reinhold Niebuhr
By the time that The Irony of American History appeared in February 1952, Niebuhr had come to accept the necessity of nuclear deterrence. The ‘necessity of using the threat of atomic destruction as an instrument for the preservation of peace’, he writes in the preface, ‘is a tragic element in our contemporary situation’ (Niebuhr 1952, vii). He repeats the sentiment in the opening paragraphs of the book. While the non-communist world threatens destruction in defence of its virtues, ‘no one can be sure that a war won by the use of the modern means of mass destruction would leave enough physical and social substance to rebuild a civilization among either victors or vanquished’. But the situation is, at the same time, ironic because it illustrates how the dream of American virtue is ‘dissolved in a situation in which it is possible to exercise the virtue of responsibility toward a community of nations only by courting the prospective guilt of the atomic bomb’ (Niebuhr 1952, 2). The intolerable tyrannies of fascism and communism have been replaced by the tyranny of mutually assured destruction (Niebuhr 1950).

If irony emerges when we are forced to recognize that the very thing we set ourselves against has been facilitated by our best considered choices, then Niebuhr’s legacy, with regard to peace and war, abounds in ironies. There is, to begin with, his impact on the formation of what came to be called international relations. Niebuhr’s exact contemporary, E. H. Carr, frequently cites Moral Man and Immoral Society in his discipline-defining Twenty Years’ Crisis. In discussing power, for example, Carr writes that there is, ‘as Dr. Niebuhr says, “no possibility of drawing a sharp line between the will-to-live and the will-to-power”. Nationalism, having attained its first objective in the form of national unity and independence, develops almost automatically into imperialism’ (Carr 2016, 105). But ‘classical realism’, as opposed to ‘Christian Realism’, has no place for the law of love that motivated Niebuhr to challenge pacifists and liberals on behalf of the suffering of victims. Hans Morgenthau (1904–1980), Niebuhr’s friend and occasional sparring partner, concluded his lectures on American foreign policy with the injunction, ‘Above all, remember always that it is not only a political necessity but also a moral duty for a nation to follow in its dealings with other nations but one guiding star, one standard for thought, one rule for action: The National Interest’ (Morgenthau 1952, 242). He told ‘a conference of devoted Niebuhrian followers’ that he was not sure that ‘one could be both “a successful politician and a good Christian”’ (Fox 1985, 277). ‘In the 1950s and early 1960s, when I was in graduate school’, writes Michael Walzer, the ‘standard reference was not to justice but to interest. Moral argument was against the rules of the discipline as it was commonly practiced, although a few writers defended interest as the new morality’ (Walzer 2004, 5–6). This is hardly a disciplinary identity Niebuhr could welcome.

More ironic still is the role of Niebuhr in contemporary just war thinking. In 1958, Niebuhr wrote:

Justice, declared Aristotle, means giving each man his due. But no one has ever accurately defined how, and by whom, the due to men and to nations is to be measured. An ideal justice requires an impartial judgment, which is supplied only in an independent judicial system. Even in the domestic life of advanced democracies, justice is achieved, not through impartial tribunals but by a tolerable equilibrium of social forces. In international life, the standards of justice are even more inexact.
(Niebuhr 2015, 680)

Paul Ramsey is widely regarded as ‘the central figure in the revival and redefinition of Christian just war theory that began in the 1960s’ (Johnson 1991, 184). Ramsey might seem to be following Niebuhr’s lead when he writes that politics is a realm of ‘deferred repentance’. But he immediately distances himself from Niebuhr by taking this to mean that, ‘there is not an essential difference between private morality and public morality. Murder, or the intentional, direct killing of persons not immediately involved in force that should justly be repelled, means the same whether this is done by individuals or by states’ (Ramsey 1961, 11). This is a rebuke of Niebuhr’s claim that the bombing of Germany revealed the ‘moral ambiguity of warfare’ (Niebuhr 1943). There is nothing, as Ramsey sees it, ambiguous about the infants, mothers, and elderly infirm incinerated at Hamburg and Hiroshima; ‘no ethics—least of all Christian ethics—gives us leave to kill another man’s children directly as a means of weakening his murderous intent’. Not only that, but ‘preparation to do so—if that is the real and the only object of our weapons—is intrinsically a grave moral sin’ (Ramsey 1961, 11–12).

Ramsey’s thinking about nuclear weapons is itself best understood as a response to a Niebuhrian demand. When, in 1964, Ramsey decries the errors of liberals and conservatives alike, writing that, ‘they both avoid thinking through the actual use of power for positive purposes’ (Ramsey 1968, 4), he is echoing Niebuhr’s early call for a pragmatic assessment of the competing claims of left and right (Niebuhr 1928, 247–248). This is nowhere more important than in assessing the moral status of nuclear deterrence. While the civilian population is not entitled to the full details of intelligence, and of the tactical planning based on it, it is entitled to know that its strategy is not only politically, but morally legitimate. If the indiscriminate targeting of non-combatants in counter-city strategies is wrong, there must be a legitimate counter-force use that justifies the possession of such weapons, and the deterrent strategy must limit itself to that legitimate use. Ramsey called this ‘graduated nuclear deterrence’.

Ramsey develops this position from the early 1960s to the end of his life, first in several essays reprinted in The Just War, and subsequently in ‘A Political Ethics Context for Strategic Thinking’, first published in 1973 and then reprinted, with some elaboration, as an appendix to his last book. Put simply, the argument begins with the fact that no national leader can sustain international policy without an appropriate military. But military groups and installations—whole armies, navies, air force bases, and the like—have always been legitimate targets. Vandenberg Air Force Base, for example, comprises 22 square miles of land in Santa Barbara County. It is, for census purposes, a self-contained entity with a population of some 3,000 persons. This is only a quarter of the size of Nagasaki, but then it is sparsely populated, with mostly active duty personnel. It thus seems like the perfect size for a tactical, smaller yield, nuclear weapon. The same could be said of a carrier force at sea. Legitimate targets generate legitimate uses, for which there can be legitimate possession of appropriate-sized weapons. This yields prima facie deterrence, which can be stepped up by, ‘a shared anticipation of collateral civil damage…deterrence from the ambiguity inherent in weapons that could be used against populations indiscriminately, or ambiguity in how an opponent perceives these weapons may be used’ (Ramsey 1988, 206). Originally Ramsey had tolerated ‘bluffing’, but subsequently retracted that because it required convincing the ordinary enlisted personnel to be conditionally willing to commit mass murder, and one ‘should never occasion mortal sin in another, tempt them to it, or enlist them for it’ (Ramsey 1988, 207).

Ramsey’s ‘arguments about nuclear weapons’, remembers Jeffrey Stout, ‘seemed like a casuist’s rationalization, which made us entertain doubts about his intellectual honesty. Afterward one student dismissed everything Ramsey had said as “pontification”’ (Stout 1991, 210). Stout and his undergraduate friends were in good company; pacifists and realists alike tended to suspect that Ramsey’s work was an example of just war scholasticism. But this is to miss both the seriousness of Ramsey’s enterprise and its continuity with the example of Niebuhr. The ethicist and moral theologian are engaged in analysis and clarification intended to hold both the citizenry and its leaders accountable to justice. In the case of Ramsey, this led him to reinterpret the just war tradition and to show how that tradition could be used to enter responsibly into the most pressing political issues of the age. ‘Ramsey’, Stout goes on to say, ‘did not win you over all the way, he just changed your life forever’ (Stout 1991, 210, 215–220). The same could be said by members of an earlier generation about Niebuhr himself.

Conclusion
Contemporary debates about the ethics of war typically seem to become stand offs between pacifists and just war thinkers. When Niebuhr began to write, the boundaries were much more fluid. The traditional peace churches were but one part of a movement that comprised pragmatists such as William James and John Dewey, and international lawyers such as James Brown Scott. Niebuhr himself began as a pacifist, if of a pragmatic sort, and over thirty years set himself to expose the platitudes and self-justifications of left and right on the use of force. In doing so he paved the way for our current debates, but he remains a model for at least some younger thinkers. Over the past decade John Carlson, for example, has argued that Niebuhr’s realism places him in the lineage of Lincoln and the greatest of American moral and political thinkers. He sees it as important that Niebuhr ‘did not advance a moral theory of force’, that his views, ‘emerged in and through his encounters with concrete problems and historical problems’ (Carlson 2008a, 146). Carlson maintains that ‘ethical realism’ offers a nuanced critique of ‘narrow or rigidly principled stances—for or against war’, which ‘can undercut the admirable causes and humane values to which they are so devoutly committed’ (Carlson 2008b, 631). Whether Carlson can, or should, prevail against such students of Ramsey as Johnson and Stout is not to the point here. They are all participants in a debate Niebuhr inaugurated almost a century ago.
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Reinhold Niebuhr wove attention to economic justice throughout his writings across his entire career, using analysis of the political economy to fuel and substantiate his theological anthropology and Christian political realism. But the worldwide shifts of industrialization, the Great Depression, the First and Second World Wars, and the Cold War, alongside his scholarly study, steadily transformed Niebuhr from a state socialist who readily embraced Marxist theory to a pragmatic proponent of somewhat free markets, strong social safety nets, and democratic balances of power in the economy and politics. This chapter traces some of the major historical developments in Niebuhr’s analysis of economic injustice and evolving strategic interventions. Although Niebuhr ended his career with some confidence in the relative economic justice he saw emerging in the United States, it is argued here that more careful gendered and raced analysis might have dampened Niebuhr’s enthusiasm for how political democracy could rectify imbalances in the economy. The chapter concludes by demonstrating that economic inequality has only grown since Niebuhr’s time while the power of workers has precipitously declined. In this current environment, Niebuhr still offers us several critical themes to guide work for economic democracy: (a) wealth and productive property ownership equals social power, which if left unchecked will create injustice and undermine political democracy; (b) power is rarely voluntarily relinquished, and moral suasion is largely ineffective; power must meet power to change social and political dynamics; and (c) the presence of will-to-power in every political system and social movement means no effort, even one towards justice, is beyond continual criticism. These themes can assist us in tracing current interplays of economic and political power, realistically pursuing the necessity of building networks of worker power and encouraging an epistemic humility for ongoing experimentations towards a pluralistic economic democracy. Fortunately, as Niebuhr would remind us, the law of love sustains us in nurturing both our creative capacity to care for one another and the accountability necessary for our more destructive selfish tendencies.

Historical Developments
From the beginning of his formal ministry, Reinhold Niebuhr gave critical voice to the widening wealth gap in the United States. Even before studying at Yale, Niebuhr criticized wealthy capitalists of his day by preaching at a union service in Lincoln, Illinois in 1913 that Jesus’ ethic required business owners to ‘voluntarily release some of their fat profits…to lose themselves for their employees’ (Fox 1985, 23). But during his first pastorate in Detroit, at the heart and height of industrial conflicts, Niebuhr shifted his criticism from individual capitalists to the capitalist system itself.

Pastoral Sympathies and Systemic Analysis
With the auto industry growing in the post-First World War economy, Niebuhr had an up-close view of the changing nature of the industrial economy and the contradictions of capitalism. Although his church was mostly middle class, Niebuhr’s study and work with local and national industrial reformers of the day helped him formulate a systemic analysis and argument for Christian socialism. The brutal power struggles of industrial organizing also contributed to his burgeoning dismissal of naïve liberalisms that underestimated the intransigence of social power and the need for radical action to enact social change. Niebuhr no longer argued that individual conversion could move business owners towards economic democracy. The ultimate problem was not individuals but an economic system that relied on private property for growth and thus inevitably created inequitable social power and injustice.

By 1922, Niebuhr had founded the Detroit chapter of the Fellowship for a Christian Social Order, which sought to reform industrial capitalism to support workers and labour unions. The subsequent few years saw the release of a series of articles in the Christian Century in which Niebuhr criticized the seemingly pious Henry Ford’s auto factory practices. Although Ford was credited with the first five dollar a day wage and for his magnanimous generosity, Niebuhr claimed Ford’s labour costs were still exceedingly low, his workers’ schedules were erratic, and his factory’s pace and intensity were brutal. Moreover, the idealism and sentimentalism surrounding industrial ascendance did not allow Henry Ford or others to pursue hearty self-criticism of their motives and power, including their staunch resistance to union organizing and collective bargaining. Courting controversy, Niebuhr’s Bethel Church was one of only two Detroit churches that allowed labour leaders to speak from the pulpit as part of an organizing drive from the American Federation of Labor and the Federal Council of Churches (Stone 1992, 31). This cooperation with labour drew the ire of the Ford Motor Corporation as well as personal rebuke: Henry Ford’s private secretary wrote to a prominent Bethel parishioner asking him to correct Niebuhr’s anti-Fordism. The parishioner demurred and Niebuhr’s criticism of industrial brutalities continued, taking a more Marxist tone as he moved to Union Theological Seminary.

Niebuhr arrived in New York as the economy hovered on the brink of the 1929 stock market crash and emergence of the Great Depression. Understanding such events as part of the inevitable implosion of capitalism, he began to write more specifically about the causes and casualties of the economy’s collapse. He also expanded his efforts in working towards alternatives, joining the Socialist Party in 1929, helping lead the transformation of the Fellowship for a Christian Social Order into the Fellowship of Socialist Christians in 1931, and unsuccessfully running for Congress in 1932.

The Problem of Private Property
Niebuhr had little patience during this period of his life for ameliorative practices that were supposed to soften the unequal impact of capitalism. Although he discussed minimum wages, progressive tax structures, and similar policies, Niebuhr primarily argued that equal justice could only be achieved by targeting the root cause of economic injustice—the inequalities of social power based on property ownership. By 1933 he was writing an article in The World Tomorrow with ‘the assumption that capitalism is dying and with the conviction that it ought to die’ (Niebuhr 1933, 203). In Niebuhr’s view, capitalism’s demise would result from the inequality of consumption and the international anarchy it created in its pursuit of raw materials and new markets in other countries. More critically, capitalism ought to die because it could not provide wealth to all who participated in the productive process. In these arguments, Niebuhr increasingly drew on Marxist analysis to help explain the systemic defects of capitalism. In line with Marx’s critique of capitalism, Niebuhr argued that the fatal flaw in capitalism was that hyper-production and hyper-consumption of goods must continually correspond to maintain and expand the profits of capitalism. Class differentiation, inevitably rooted in how private ownership unequally distributes social power, ultimately shrinks the consumer base because increased wages and wealth are not distributed widely enough to sustain increased consumption. While capitalism had served its purpose in contributing some social progress, ‘socialism is the next logical step in technical society…[as] history proved that the private possession of these social processes is incompatible with the necessities of the technical age’ (Niebuhr 1936a, 28). Capitalism had offered real initial gains in productivity and wealth generation, but Niebuhr thought the growth of capitalism was doomed because of its voracious need for production and consumption without concomitant equality.

Because of this fatal flaw, Niebuhr, at this stage in his career, did not think tinkering with capitalism or moderate reforms based on moralism would undo the continual cruelty of capitalism. Writing retrospectively, he noted that the moralistic sermons he and others preached in Detroit ‘were certainly futile. They did not change human actions or attitudes in any problem of collective behavior by a hair’s breadth, though they may well have helped to preserve private amenities and to assuage individual frustrations’ (Niebuhr 1939, 545). In the face of moralism’s ineffectiveness, he contended that radical coercive action was necessary: without a turn to socialism, the West likely would see a violent worker revolution and/or a turn to Fascism by elites. His growing political and theological realism also compelled him to question whether democracy would actually bring any substantive change. In Reflections on the End of an Era, he argued that property owners would simply manipulate democracy and then abandon it for Fascism in order to secure their interests (Niebuhr 1934, 51–61). Given that context, labour movements should use democracy as much as they could but not elevate it as the ultimate means. Other tactics might be necessary to achieve equal justice, including general strikes. Once again, Niebuhr resonated with Marxist strategies in which the realities of class struggle meant that structural change would not simply come through moral suasion but rather with significant struggle and wresting of power. Marxist thought helped amplify his Christian realism with its careful analysis of power, particularly as it was tied to means of production and property. As Niebuhr noted in 1939:

…the problem of achieving economic justice is obviously more difficult than liberalism had imagined. The prerequisite of economic justice is a tolerable equilibrium of economic power, which in a technical age means the socialization of property. The excessive moralism of liberalism makes it impossible to see either the necessity to this end or the rigorous means which will be required to achieve it. Liberalism seems unable to move toward economic democracy, which is required to maintain its political democracy. (Niebuhr 1939, 545)

Liberalism could not perceive or facilitate the necessary social action to achieve economic justice. Niebuhr argued vigorously for the socialization of property to move towards economic democracy and thereby stabilize political democracy. A stark choice needed to be made, and nothing short of significant state control of the economy would solve the radical inequality seen in industrial capitalism.

Marxist Politics versus Marxist Religion
While there is certainly resonance here with a Marxist criticism of the ownership of productive property, Niebuhr was more pragmatically than ideologically driven on property issues. He spent little time with Marxist arguments about the alienation of workers from the product or process of their labour and did not think that private property was somehow ontologically problematic (Beckley 1992, 291). He was instead concerned that private property resulted in unequal social power and subsequent injustices. Thus, he thought himself less doctrinaire on eliminating all elements of private property (e.g. preserving it for small farmers and traders) and viewed Russians as far too vindictive in their call for the elimination of all private property (Niebuhr 1934, 170–173, 178–179).

Niebuhr also differed from Marxists in his analysis of the root causes of injustice. While deeply invested in economic analysis and justice, he ultimately thought that the will-to-power would remain even after the destruction of capitalism. The complexity of the human condition in history would not disappear with the elimination of private property, but taking that step would bring a greater balance of power towards equitable justice (Niebuhr 1934, 23–25). Niebuhr cautioned that by not recognizing the abiding nature of the will-to-power, Marxists were tempted towards an unself-critical fanaticism and dogmatism that would undermine balances of power required for equality. Destroying private property would not lead to a proletarian utopia, and it was clear from practices within the Soviet Union that even a managerial class (not based on ownership per se) could manifest inequitable power that is resistant to checks and balances. Yet Marxism did offer Niebuhr a powerful intellectual and political movement in which he pragmatically found key allies. In this way, Niebuhr attempted to distinguish between Marxist politics, with a focus on social power and strategies for change, and Marxist culture or religion, which proffered dogmatic commitment to a certain understanding of history and its final end (Niebuhr 1936b, 442). This form of Marxist religion also enabled injustice and self-interest to be covered over by reference to great social ideals (such as a classless society) in ways that were similar to the utopian ideals of liberalism. Neither system saw itself with the provisionality and self-criticism Niebuhr deemed necessary for continually working towards equal justice. In the end, Marxist dogma shared the problematic assumptions with liberalism that humanity (albeit post-capitalist humanity) was basically good, could redeem history, and was capable of moving towards perfect justice. Niebuhr would not abide that sentimental moral anthropology.

From Tragedy to Irony
Niebuhr continued his support for state socialism in the early 1940s even though his pragmatism drove him to vote for Roosevelt in 1936, support parts of the New Deal, and praise the Wagner Act. In 1941, he launched the magazine Christianity and Crisis and the Union for Democratic Action (UDA) to build out a new alliance of leftists/socialists ‘that threw out the traditional socialist denigration of religion, excluded Communists from membership, and rallied Americans to fight fascism’ (Dorrien 2010, 57). In his 1944 The Children of Light and Children of Darkness, Niebuhr continued his anthropological argument for not only political democracy but also economic democracy: ‘since economic power, as every other form of social power, is a defensive force when possessed in moderation and a temptation to injustice when it is great enough to give the agent power over others, it would seem that its widest and most equitable distribution would make for the highest degree of justice’ (Niebuhr 1960, 113). Yet even in this work, Niebuhr began to argue that some forms of private property were necessary to protect persons from the overstep of government and other citizens. Limited private property could be a necessary part of freedom for greater order and equity (115–116).

By the end of the 1940s in the midst of a vibrant post-Second World War economy, Niebuhr began to tone down the Marxist overtones in his rhetoric and embrace more of the legacy of the New Deal. He became disillusioned with the possibility of a proletariat uprising, horrified by Stalin’s savagery and alignment with the Nazis, and worried about the increasing antagonism of the Soviet Union. He also began to appreciate the relative justice that could be achieved in democratic liberalism. He conceded that markets could coordinate and set prices more efficiently than state planners, for example, and that nationalization of major enterprises was not necessarily the answer for the production of wealth that could be shared more equitably. With these shifts, he eventually joined the Democratic Party and in 1947 changed the name of the Fellowship of Socialist Christians to the Frontier Fellowship. That group eventually become Christian Action in 1951, and it both opposed communism and took a pragmatic approach to managing the economy (Dorrien 2010, 38). Niebuhr embraced such transitions, claiming on theological grounds that the dynamics of sin should give us great pause in identifying any social movement or conception of justice with the Kingdom of God.

Niebuhr eventually argued for moving from a tragic view of history, ‘willing to brave death or incur guilt for the sake of some greater good’, to an ironic one, ‘involv[ing] comic absurdities which cease to be altogether absurd when fully understood’ (Niebuhr 1952, 2). Rather than making heroic pure choices for justice, Niebuhr argued humans held even less control of history—and yet God’s grace could become manifest in messy freedom, ironically bringing us closer to justice than our tragic choices (Stone 1992, 72–73). In other words, idolizing and sacrificing for a singular moral conviction may move us further away from justice while history and human freedom actually moves more ironically towards greater proximate justice. For example, even though the free market, individualism, and property rights are ideologically esteemed in the US, in many ways US policies are ‘wiser than [our] social creed’ (Niebuhr 1952, 103). In practice, the US does not fully take up either the liberal creed or that of the Marxists, particularly on private property. Instead, the US functionally renders property as a form of power that is not unambiguously good or bad. So, in practice, the US has achieved some modicum of justice through the government’s equilibrating power and rejection of full alignment with a given path. ‘We have attained a certain equilibrium in economic society itself by setting organized power against organized power. When that did not suffice, we used the more broadly based political power to redress disproportions and disbalances in economic society’ (Niebuhr 1952, 101). While the United States’ ideology is bourgeois, in practice the country sought balances of power that brought enough justice to satisfy the demands of many and, in turn, undermine full Marxist inroads. Niebuhr thus turned his focus to a balance between freedom, equality, and order that emphasized pragmatic policy interventions rather than the equalization of economic power through dramatic social means (Beckley 1992, 317). He rejected a tragic choice between movements/economic systems and instead accepted democratic, ad hoc pragmatic adjustments that limited injustices while allowing for the freedom and creativity of persons.

But Niebuhr’s turn from state socialism was not simply a tragic choice for democratic capitalism. No system was wholly adequate for Niebuhr. He chided those who argued the only alternative to the tyranny of Marxism was an unregulated economy. The egoism of the middle class made religious absolutes of radical individualism and laissez faire principles (Niebuhr 1953, 441). But the law of love would also judge this system as inadequate to the needs of justice. Yet Niebuhr did express confidence that democracy could now be justified because it could contain and redress economic inequalities for a relative balance of power, as it did through the New Deal. Progressive tax structures, unemployment safety nets, and collective bargaining rights helped move towards equality while avoiding the totalitarian tendencies of complete central planning. Gone were his arguments for a strong state socialism and dissolution of private property; now he conceded that ‘consistent socialization or even regulation of property unduly maximizes political power, replaces self-regulating tendencies in the market with bureaucratic decisions, and tends to destroy the initiative which helped to create modern technical efficiency’ (Niebuhr 1953, 437). The balance between liberty and justice had to be navigated with great care to support the creative capacities of human nature and contain its destructive tendencies. The Christian law of love did not provide a blueprint for the political economy, but it did help justice by prioritizing the love of neighbour even while it cultivated the confessional stance that we are seldom inclined towards pure selflessness. This combination of aspiration and humility should invite us continually to question seemingly settled norms of justice. We should not be looking for an enduring right answer but rather navigating ongoing ad hoc decisions about the just balance of varied interests and power in a community. Both the tyranny of central planning and the anarchy of unregulated liberty are to be avoided. Self-interest could not simply be eliminated, but nor could it be allowed to run rampant; it must instead be harnessed for its productivity while also held in tension with a real commitment to the good of the whole. The Christian law of love should remind us not to underestimate humanity’s capacity for ‘moral and political wisdom’ even as it also prompts us not to trust it too much (Niebuhr 1953, 448). Thus Niebuhr eventually embraced democracy as a realistic political means of holding this tension and seeking greater equality, liberty, and order.

As Niebuhr moved deeper into Cold War era conversations, he continued to be supportive of democratic socialism, but he became even more anti-communist, citing Marxism as a particularly dangerous ideology. Although Marxism understood the reality of power politics, it also professed a doctrinaire utopianism that sought to establish a new world order and thus transformed ‘partly dangerous sentimentalities and inconsistencies in the bourgeois ethic into consistent and totally harmful ones’ (Niebuhr 1952, 15). Niebuhr now saw Marxism as an evil religion that had to be fought ideologically and materially. And yet, over the course of the late 1950s and 1960s Niebuhr became increasingly critical of how rabid anti-communism led the US to overlook its own maliciousness abroad, and even to its own people. As he neared the end of his life, he became opposed to the Vietnam War and outraged by its viciousness. Once again he saw a moral/religious purity covering over self-interest with terrible results:

I must admit that our wealth makes our religious anti-Communism particularly odious. Perhaps there is not so much to choose between Communist and anti-Communist fanaticism, particularly when the latter, combined with our wealth, has caused us to stumble into the most pointless, costly, and bloody war in history.
(Niebuhr 1969, 1662–1663)

From beginning of his career to its end, Niebuhr warned about the moral self-delusions of wealth. While his views on socialism, private property, Marxism, and Keynesian economics shifted over this career, economic justice remained a key focus of his thought. Even as he began to embrace regulative ideals such as freedom and order, he did so in part because of how he saw them serving relative economic justice. While others may disagree with his assessments, the centrality of economic justice in Niebuhr’s thought can hardly be contested.

Gender and Race in Niebuhr’s Analysis
Like so many of his theological contemporaries, Niebuhr’s analysis of the harsh impacts of industrial capitalism reflected an analysis that was ultimately gendered and raced. While Niebuhr supported women’s political rights and wrote periodically about black civil rights, he offered little specific analysis of the ways the capitalist economy disproportionately impacted women and African Americans (and those at the intersections of those identities). This limitation is important, in part, because it is crucial to assessing Niebuhr’s method and conclusions about relative economic justice. Friendly critics Beverly Harrison and Traci West both point us to the need for greater historicizing in Niebuhr’s economic analysis as well as more circumspect explanations of the relationship of private and public morality.

Marxism and Gendering the Industrial Economy
Harrison was a student of Niebuhr’s at Union and wrestled with his legacy in her training and in Christian ethics more generally. In Making the Connections, she developed a keen criticism of Niebuhr’s economic theory, arguing that he largely misunderstood Marx as a scientific determinist and a philosopher of history, rather than recognizing Marx as a historical analyst of concrete economic dynamics who eschewed ahistorical predictive economic models (Harrison 1985, 60–62). Harrison argued that by missing this crucial historical dimension of Marx’s analysis, Niebuhr’s own social theory eventually moved towards an ahistorical analysis of power focused on the inevitable dynamics of group pride and self-assertion, which did little to analyse the specific historical dynamics of economic life (59). While she does not mention Niebuhr in her essay on the gendered nature of industrialization, its placement immediately before her essay on Niebuhr’s social theory highlights a different methodological embrace of Marxism from her teacher, noting what his examination of industrialization missed.

Harrison argues that most analysts miss the fact that women bore a disproportionate burden of factory life because of their limited job prospects, low-wage positions, continual labour shortages, and unsupportive unions (Harrison 1985, 49). In many settings, working women were also blamed for male unemployment or driving down male wages and thus women were often cast as competitors, rather than allies, in securing labour rights. The simultaneous growth of industrial capitalists’ wealth also meant the cultural production of pristine, protected (white) womanhood to which only a very few women had access (51). Even as more women had, by economic necessity, to move into the workforce, the ideology of the ‘cult of true womanhood’ developed a clear differentiation in the employment sector in which ‘women’s work’ such as clerical, teaching, nursing, and domestic labour was undervalued and less compensated than more ‘male’ economic roles (47). The industrial revolution introduced a double bind for women: they were idealized as belonging in the domestic sphere, and thus were responsible for uncompensated domestic labour, while most were also compelled to participate in a waged-labour system that undervalued and demeaned their gender-segregated work. Without this particularized historical analysis, Niebuhr’s assertion in the 1950s and 1960s that relative justice had come to the economic realm ignores the gendered differences in wealth, income, and rights that had long existed in the workplace. Did Niebuhr misunderstand or under-theorize the mutual interplay between private gendered morality and public/political/economic norms? Waged capitalism was built on the assumption of a male family breadwinner, and deviations from gender and family norms were rarely socially or economically rewarded. Many women who had to earn wages were compared to prostitutes—and many labour leaders argued for only a subsistence wage for women in order to maintain proper gender relations in the home (Glickman 1999, 51–53). These norms morphed over the course of the century, but they still impact current gendered wage, income, and wealth gaps. Although Niebuhr did not attend to these historical dynamics, his work could invite one to ask how even certain forms of Christian morality were deployed to cover over the self-interest of patriarchy. In what ways did the cult of true womanhood reify the racial and gendered assumptions of a political economy that served mostly white men? Although Niebuhr spoke often of the general brutalities of industrialization and the need for greater worker social power, he offered little in the way of analysis that elaborated the complex private/public morality that structured most women’s economic livelihood in his time.

Whitewashing Economic Analysis
Niebuhr wrote more extensively on race and was more involved in some racial justice concerns. During his pastorate in Detroit, the city experienced the beginning of the Great Migration as African Americans moved from the south to northern industrial cities. With this demographic shift came great white backlash and the rise of the Ku Klux Klan in the Detroit. Niebuhr preached against the rise of the racist, anti-Semitic, anti-Catholic group and its attempts to control the local political council and mayor’s race. He served on the Mayor’s Race Commission with Bishop William Vernon, an African Methodist Episcopal minister, and they sought to document the racism occurring in almost all sectors in Detroit, including resistance to integration in housing. Together they encouraged the hiring and promotion of more minorities and looked to unionization to help deepen the social power of these workers. Yet Niebuhr oversaw a commission that paternalistically encouraged black residents to help increase real estate prices by keeping their homes and neighbourhoods clean. As Ronald Stone notes, that Commission offered no systemic analysis of white slumlord ownership of these properties (Stone 1992, 33).

Niebuhr eventually used the intractability of racial injustice as a prime example of sinful pride and deep resistance to change by social groups. But as Traci West has argued, Niebuhr’s focus on the inevitable assertion of pride and self-interest alongside his later emphasis on pragmatic solutions for an ongoing balance of power could ‘require accommodation to certain forms of racial inequalities that are considered by-products of unchangeable human dynamics’ (West 2011, 124). Particularly when Niebuhr asserted later in his career that the US has managed to produce more balance of power in terms of economic interests, West points out that this claim covers over ‘the magnitude of White supremacist abuses in U.S. history’ that have enabled US economic prosperity, including seizing land and slaughtering Native peoples to gain the wealth of natural resources (West 2011, 125). Red-lining, segregated housing, the exclusion of blacks from the post-Second World War GI bill, and recent predatory lending are among the factors that have undermined black wealth in the United States. In 1863, at the time of the Emancipation Proclamation, black Americans owned 0.5 per cent of the country’s wealth. One hundred and twenty-five years later, black wealth had only grown to 1.5 per cent (Schermerhorn 2019). Rising tides have lifted almost exclusively white boats in the US.

As West has persuasively shown, Niebuhr underestimated the black activism occurring in his time, but he did encourage African Americans to use coercive tactics such as boycotts against discriminatory institutions to fight for civil and economic rights (Niebuhr 1932, 254; West 2006, 13). Niebuhr did not think that whites would give up their privileges without being forced to do so, countering naïve liberalisms that called for blacks to forgive whites and love them into change. Yet West contends Niebuhr’s focus on the general dynamics of pride hampered his assessment of the concrete ways whites upheld racialized power and diminished white responsibility to transform institutions (West 2006, 21). Moreover, Niebuhr’s distinction and higher estimation of individual compared to group morality elided the complex relationship of private and public realms, an example of which can be seen in the gendered and raced exploitation of domestic workers (West 2006, 26). West focuses particularly on the complex interactions between Jewish women employers and black domestic workers to argue for attention to the way marginalized group identities are riddled with historical and identity dynamics that are not easily summarized by dominant versus non-dominant group or private versus public morality abstractions.

Niebuhr eventually came to understand the liberal state as providing a relative economic balance in the post-Second World War era. But more focus on the raced and gendered dynamics of that time could have led to a deeper interrogation of how certain groups’ marginalization complicates and undermines his depiction of economic gain. Examples such as gender income inequity, unpaid reproduction and care expectations, child poverty, and the racial wealth gap problematize Niebuhr’s relative balance and underscore the stranglehold that white male capitalists had on global political economies. Perhaps such necessary perspective would have helped him recognize that raced and gendered fissures in the economy heighten political democracy’s vulnerability.

Niebuhr’s Continued Relevance
While the industrial processes and major corporate actors have changed considerably since Niebuhr first began preaching and writing, a pastoral heart open to worker experience and a prophetic mind attuned to justice still finds much in our current economy that requires systemic analysis. In the United States, the wealth gap has grown steadily since 1962, with the wealthiest 1 per cent now owning 40 per cent of all wealth. This 1 per cent now has more wealth than nearly 90 per cent of the population, a gap three to four times greater than any European country. Since 1983, the US racial wealth gap, which was already nearly a hundred thousand dollars, has only increased as median Black and Latina/o wealth has declined while white household wealth has increased the same period (Wolff 2017). Although overall Asian American household wealth is quite similar to white household wealth, even this statistic obscures that Asian Americans have the largest and fastest growing intra-ethnic inequality gap in the US (Kochhar and Cillufo 2018, 4). In terms of both wealth and income, Asian Americans in the bottom 20 per cent saw the least growth of any racial/ethnic group since 1970. Some of this stagnation can be attributed to the fact that, unlike in prior decades, while productivity in the US grew by 83 per cent since 1973, wages only grew by a little more than 8 per cent. The minimum wage’s buying power still has not returned to its peak purchasing power of 1968. Furthermore, according to the Census Bureau, in 2017 nearly 30 per cent of all US residents live in working poverty (defined as earning less than 200 per cent of the federal poverty standard), but that impoverishment is racialized primarily in terms of black and brown bodies: nearly 48 per cent of African Americans and Latino/as compared to 27 per cent of whites experience this precarious cycle, working full-time and yet unable to make ends meet (Semega 2017).

Whether one engages Niebuhr’s early or late work a critical enduring theme emerges: wealth and productive property ownership equals social power, which if left unchecked will create injustice and undermine political democracy. In ways that Niebuhr did not anticipate, hyper-capitalism is creating a consolidation of wealth and social/political power in the hands of the most elite in unprecedented ways. And this phenomenon is not isolated to the US: globally, the top 1 per cent owns half of the world’s total wealth, and an expansion to only the top 10 per cent reveals that they own nearly 87 per cent of that wealth (Shorrocks 2017). The need for raw materials and controlled markets is increasing trade wars, and literal wars, as countries struggle to prop up their markets through access to oil, water, and other natural resources while seeking to lower labour costs and increase profit margins. Such concentration of wealth also impacts political control as oligarchs become the de facto ruling class, particularly in the United States. The current US Congress’ median wealth is five times higher than the median household in America, a difference that is the greatest gap in decades (Hawkings 2018). Although themes of populism run through many countries’ current electoral campaigns, much of the populist message is grafted onto some of the most economically disproportionate representation in decades.

With this in mind, one begins to wonder whether Niebuhr’s assessment of the relative justice provided by welfare state capitalism can still hold. And, if it cannot, why not? As discussed in the previous section, although Niebuhr was attentive to race, his grand pronouncements about the progress related to economic justice drastically overlooked the vast wealth and income gaps black communities experienced. By ignoring the racialized forms of economic injustice, he failed to connect how the owning of African Americans and subsequent Jim Crow laws, which in turn abetted the stealing of their newly acquired capital, helped amass tremendous white wealth and social power. Still today, the racial wealth gap in the United States is gaping and welfare state ameliorations have not moved the needle towards even relative economic justice across racial disparities. What kinds of interventions can disrupt the unequal accumulation of (white) capital? Certainly, reparations would not be the kind of small ad hoc adjustment that Niebuhr preferred at the close of his career. But one wonders if the long-standing nature of the racial wealth gap should invite more rigorous attention to expansive—rather than incremental—economic democracy that might require revisiting some of Niebuhr’s earlier prophetic vigour and analysis.

For even as Niebuhr embraced New Deal-type solutions and the equalizing potentiality of democracy, he did not relinquish another enduring theme: power is rarely voluntary relinquished, and moral suasion is largely ineffective; power must meet power to change social and political dynamics. Part of Niebuhr’s confidence in the relative justice unfolding in the 1950s was his assessment of the strength and power of labour unions to hold business and politicians accountable to more just economic distributions. Moving from a tragic to an ironic sense of history, Niebuhr was bemused that the free-market ideology of the United States did not actually manifest itself fully in its practices; instead, he argued business owners signed contracts with labour unions and thought higher wages were necessary to improve productivity and keep workers dedicated. But the last fifty years have seen a precipitous decline in union density, influence, and political power. When Niebuhr wrote Irony of American History, unions were at their peak, with nearly 35 per cent of all non-farm-based workers being members. As of 2017, labour union density in the US is at an all-time low and a majority of states now have ‘right to work’ laws (where one does not have to join a union to get the benefits of the union’s negotiated benefits). At every turn, corporate elites have sought to defang the labour movement through national and state legislation, resulting in labour’s current struggle for relevance in the United States. What can offer a balance of power if there is no organized working class, let alone a poor people’s coalition, to meet the power of corporate elites?

The slow erasure of campaign finance laws in the United States also contributes to wealthy interests exerting greater influence in politics than ever before. Niebuhr died before the explosion of political campaign costs and could not have anticipated the way the Supreme Court’s ruling in Citizens United and legislative actions would fundamentally recast the nature of elections. Combining the legal mandate that ‘money equals free speech’ with new cases of gerrymandering and voter suppression, the US finds itself in a situation where one could question whether economic inequality has fundamentally undermined political democracy.

The ad hoc efforts that gave Niebuhr such hope in later life are put in even more question when we begin to understand the shrinking power of the nation state to control multinational corporations or the fluidity of finance capitalism. While workers’ bodies are still monitored and contained by nation state borders, corporations move operations and capital relatively easily across borders to avoid taxes, labour laws, and environmental regulations, escaping some of the very levers of Niebuhr’s relative economic justice. As national labour unions are weakening, international labour unions are almost non-existent, insofar as they actually influence high-level policy. We can see small exceptions to these dynamics in coordinated campaigns such as Bangladeshi garment worker organizing, which effectively targeted H&M and other retailers by building alliances among college students, feminist organizers, and labour unions to pressure retailers and corporate executives. As Niebuhr would remind religious and liberal activists, moral suasion and education are not enough to battle the depth of group egoism and will-to-power aligned with great wealth. Real broad-based counter-power must be built.

The US has seen some successful worker-justice organizing around living wage ordinances in cities and some state-wide initiatives, but as the author has argued elsewhere, this movement is still tempted to be largely a triage effort to stem growing income and wealth inequalities (Snarr 2011, 55). Raising the minimum wage and even indexing it to inflation, inoculating the wage floor against political whims—such steps still do not address the disproportionate gains in and concentration of wealth over the last forty years. These economic disparities require a more systematic rebuilding of worker organizing as a counterweight to elite interests in the political economy and a rollback of decades of anti-union legislation. One of the significant outcomes of living wage organizing are newly formed worker centres across the nation that facilitate leadership development, wage recovery, and ‘know your rights’ workshops for low-wage workers, most of whom are non-white and some of whom are undocumented. These worker centres have been the backbone in building power among workers in non-unionized businesses and labour sectors and serve as political skill-building hubs for vulnerable workers.

Living wage campaigns also have showcased a very Niebuhrian organizing framework used in institution-based community organizing networks. These include the inheritors of Alinsky-style organizing, such as Faith in Action (US, El Salvador, Haiti, Rwanda), Industrial Areas Foundation (US, UK, Australia, Canada, Germany), Gamaliel (US), and Direct Action and Research Training (US), which first emerged in the US and have begun to spread internationally. These networks rely on a highly structured grass-roots organizing model that trains members of local institutions (predominantly religious communities, but also some neighbourhood and school organizations and unions) to identify the problems in their community, understand their self-interest in addressing these issues, and build a relational network that researches, strategizes, and politically pressures government officials to adopt the network’s concerns and proposals. Arguing that power equals organized money and/or organized people, these institution-based community organizing networks emphasize cultivating the healthy self-interest and political power of those persons and communities normally left out of moneyed political debates and policy decisions. Ultimately, these networks succeed by leveraging their people power to hold politicians and business owners accountable to their agenda. In the US, these organizations were among the key players in the nearly 200 living wage municipal ordinances passed in the US from 1995 to 2015, and they continue working on strategies such as community benefits arrangements, local hiring ordinances, and other legislation that builds power at a very local level. In 2001, the IAF affiliated Citizens United UK launched their successful campaign for a London living wage and expanded their organising in 2011 to a national scale (Bretherton 2015, 60). In 2016, the Government increased the minimum wage for those over the age of 25, calling it a “national living wage,” although organisers continue to work for a higher wage and expanded buy-in from businesses. While moral suasion is certainly part of the repertoire of action for these networks, their steely read of local power politics, cultivation of generative self-interest, and focus on proximate solutions to pressing issues are infused with a Niebuhrian realism, albeit mostly unnamed. But even with the growth of these networks over the past twenty years, their efforts need to be woven into a thick web of worker organizing that wisely addresses local, national, and international dynamics of economic inequality. Niebuhr overestimated the durability of unions, particularly given the lack of concomitant equity in capital and ownership, and he failed to recognize the extent to which creative and innovative organizing must occur to build worker power. Participants in these worker justice movements are most wise, however, when they cohere with Niebuhr’s early warnings that if their activism ends primarily in ameliorative practices, there will be no other power to create the crucial balance necessary in the political economy.

This account of institution-based organizing is not meant to glamourize or lionize one form of political action, for as Niebuhr continually reminded his readers, the presence of will-to-power in every political system and social movement means no effort, even one towards justice, is beyond continual criticism. Ideological drives towards socialism and communism have violated human rights across the globe, propped up ruthless dictators, and brought economies to a grinding halt. Imperialist capitalism has also justified brutal wars, supported political henchmen, and created prodigious inequalities. Even more recent progressive justice movements have, because of the need for collective identity and coordinated group power, sacrificed issues and persons that ‘distracted’ from the cause. Sexism and sexual harassment have been covered up, white feminists have sidelined the stories and power of women of colour, and unions have failed to support racial and religious minorities. While many activists emphasize the vital need for self-love and self-interest more than Niebuhr did, his invitation to self-examination, democratic measures, and epistemic humility still stands as a necessary caution.

Yet Niebuhr is clearest in his caution on group will-to-power when it comes to how nationalism and particularly US moralistic claims to spread democracy and freedom hide problematic self-interest and vindictive violence, much of it driven by economic interests. In his early work, he argued that the denial of the inevitable flaws of capitalism would lead either to a worker revolution or turn to Fascism. Property/capital owners would not simply give up power but rather consolidate it in the name of national identity and protection from external enemies. As he argued in Reflections on the End of an Era:

a dying capitalism is under the necessity of abolishing or circumscribing democracy…Fascism thus combines demagogic skill with military power to maintain internal unity. The demagogy is necessary not only to arouse the whole nation to nationalistic passions but to confuse the lower middle classes and exploit the force of their numbers for the political purposes of the imperiled industrial and financial rulers. (Niebuhr 1934, 56–57)

He saw this clearly in Germany but also argued it could happen in the United States. Even later in his career, as he became more anti-communist and less strident in his criticisms of capitalism, he warned of the corrupting nature of wealth, particularly in relation to the international campaign against communism. He contended that the religious anti-communism undergirding the Vietnam War made it a particularly unwise, bloody, and pointless war.

Niebuhr leaves us with a rich legacy of analysing the dynamics of the political economy to achieve relative justice. But he also leaves us with open questions about how to assess our current political moment and whether an ad hoc welfare state capitalism still can produce justice, liberty, and order. Especially as we track wealth gaps, declines in working-class power, and relatively weak international economic justice movements, we may want to pay even more attention to Niebuhr’s wrestling with the necessity of economic democracy and other forms of collective ownership and benefit. Even if one embraces the ironic turn taken by Niebuhr and does not wish to make a tragic choice between ‘collectivism and freedom, between planning and laissez faire’, we may need to ask whether ‘pure pragmatism [has] degenerate[d] into mere opportunism’ as it has been unmoored from the vital relationship ‘of order to justice and with the relation of freedom and equality in the determination of justice’ (Niebuhr 1959, 9–10). To maintain Niebuhr’s realism while also taking seriously the economic inequalities within which we live means that we cannot rely on radical revolutions to rein in the deleterious effects of capitalism. Rather we must work incrementally and tirelessly towards greater economic democracy through the building of worker power and experiments with different forms of capital accumulation, shared ownership of businesses, and public banks (Dorrien 2010, 179). We can support more direct relationships to community producers through fair-trade networks and community-supported agriculture. Market mechanisms can be extremely useful in setting prices, coordinating production and consumption, and spurring innovation and efficiency, but we must infuse and support political economies that seek to build, from the ground up, more worker-controlled enterprises and community investment funds. A mixed economy would prioritize a pluralistic set of economic enterprises so alternatives to hyper-capitalism could be tested and refined in order to move beyond the myth of a singular economic or development form (Gibson-Graham 2006, 167). While nation states have limited power, they can still exercise significant influence in labour rights, banking systems, and trade agreements that contain some of the inequalities of the political economy and encourage innovative community economies.

As Niebuhrians would remind us, there is no silver bullet for solving economic inequality. We will constantly be searching, revising, and restructuring as we seek economic justice. Fortunately, the law of love gifts us with and reminds us of our creative possibilities and capacity to care for one another while also demanding an epistemic humility that should structurally prioritize those with the least power in the system. Greater economic and political democracy is necessary to respect and respond to our anthropological complexity. We must work more diligently and strategically to ensure that these democracies are leveraged not only for liberty, but also—and most importantly—for justice.
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Nature and Environment




Alda Balthrop-Lewis







This chapter treats Reinhold Niebuhr’s thought on nature and environment in an effort to evaluate its use for contemporary issues in environmental politics. Like some Niebuhrian environmental ethicists (a very small class, led notably by Larry Rasmussen), this chapter sees in Niebuhr’s thought both promise and peril for environmental politics. For citizens invested in the flourishing of Earth’s biological community, Niebuhr’s relative silence on the value and status of soils, plants, animals, and ecosystems will not satisfy. Niebuhr’s anthropological focus means that his doctrine of nature almost never attends to the ethical status of the more-than-human world, the intrinsic value of which is a premise for much contemporary environmental ethics and politics. Nevertheless, Niebuhr’s thinking about social ethics, economic justice, and democratic power can play a productive role in contemporary environmental politics. These themes are especially important as a corrective to some forms of environmentalism that have been socially satisfied and have thereby become further mechanisms of injustice. In short, Niebuhr’s thought neglects human obligations to diverse ecological communities, but his insistence on the social nature of sin and the exigencies of democratic political power should have a more central place in contemporary thinking about the politics of nature and environment.

This chapter makes this argument by way of attention to a few key themes in Niebuhr’s thought, primarily nuclear science, nature, and industry. First, it discusses Niebuhr’s silence on ecology, accounting for it by situating him in the history of environmentalism and discussing the one political issue he took an interest in that people do generally associate with environmentalism: nuclear science. Second, the chapter notes that while Niebuhr never really discussed natural ecologies, the term ‘nature’ plays a key role in his theological vision. The chapter briefly describes what role it had within his thought and suggests that its relation to his articulation of human greed deserves the attention of environmental ethicists and can serve constructive purposes for them. Third, the chapter describes how even though Niebuhr was not attentive to ecological communities and environmental harm, his concerns about ‘industry’, ‘industrial civilization’, and ‘technological society’ give him common cause with contemporary environmentalists who worry about two things Niebuhr was very attentive to: the democratic unaccountability of industrial powers, and the failure of individualist ethics to identify social problems as ethical problems. In conclusion, this chapter offers a foil to Niebuhr in Aldo Leopold, suggesting that both men suffered from different sorts of ethical blindness. It describes some exemplary contemporary work that is striving admirably to integrate Niebuhr’s concern for social ethics with Leopold’s concern for land ethics.

Ecological Silence and Nuclear Politics
One thing that makes reclaiming Niebuhr for environmental politics tricky is that Niebuhr did not write about policy questions related to nature, environment, preservation, conservation, or wilderness. In both The Christian Century and the periodical he helped found, Christianity and Crisis, he wrote in detail about labour and political economy, about war and foreign relations, about persistent racial domination by whites, about food security (especially in post-war Europe), about nuclear technology and politics, and even—very occasionally—about sex, marriage, and family. But he did not write about ecology or related themes, and he did not address environmental policy. It is an interesting lacuna among his otherwise promiscuous public interests.

One obvious explanation for Niebuhr’s silence on environmental politics is that ‘environment’ did not come to signify the biotic community as it does now until late in Niebuhr’s life, when it began to be used to refer especially to the ecological world. In the 1960s, with increased awareness of pollution and its effects on human ecologies, ‘environmentalism’ became the term for politics against pollution and other human activities that are deleterious to ecological communities. When Niebuhr was a young pastor in Detroit from 1915 to 1928, ‘environment’ referred to everything that surrounded human living—social, ecological, technological. When Niebuhr expressed concern, as he did, about the effects of industrialism on the well-being of his congregants and society more broadly, it was not in terms of the ‘environment’. The term’s use in the sense of natural surrounds, referring to the environment, or growing green things, only really began in the 1940s. The first instance of this use recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary is from a Scientific Monthly article in 1948 (OED Online 2019). Thus, in his early career Niebuhr did not yet have the vocabulary that we do to express this concern. Our vocabulary has been achieved through a century of science dedicated to learning more about the ecological effects of industry, and through the communication of that science (sometimes well and sometimes miserably) to the broader public.

While Niebuhr never wrote about ‘nature’ in the sense of ‘biological community with intrinsic value’, he did care about topics that now bear on environmental policy. The first place many of his readers might turn in order to find Niebuhr discussing nature and environment is to his concern with nuclear politics from the 1940s through the 1960s. Nuclear science and the invention of the atomic bomb preoccupied the whole world, even before Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) spawned the political movement we call environmentalism. Radioactive residues were found in wheat and milk in the northern United States in 1959. Both the pollution of everyday staples and the annihilation of the world were enough to fill everyone with terror, and Niebuhr was exceedingly attentive to the nuclear politics of his period.

However, while it might seem that his interest in nuclear politics demonstrates Niebuhr’s investment in environmental matters, with respect to nuclear science Niebuhr’s interests veered towards global politics rather than ecological concerns, even after the fact of nuclear pollution became well known. He rarely referred to the environmental effects of nuclear science. In one rare reference to those effects, he wrote in Christianity and Crisis in 1963 about nuclear fallout. The article was written on the occasion of the signing of the Limited Nuclear Test Ban treaty. Niebuhr wrote: ‘The whole world rejoiced, for the agreement would rid the world and its unborn generations of the perilous radioactive fallout.’ In this, he expressed an attachment to a world without pollution and other environmental harm, an interest that is otherwise uncommon across his work. But he quickly put aside the ecological advantages of avoiding nuclear pollution (which are addressed only in the first few sentences of the article) for what seemed to be in his view more pressing matters: ‘What will the treaty do besides purging the atmosphere?’ (Niebuhr 1963). Purging the atmosphere was good, but Niebuhr did not spend much space on it. He explained that beyond the good effects of the ban on atmospheric conditions, the most pressing question was what effect the treaty would have on the relationships between the United States, China, Russia, and Cuba. His interests were oriented by the interactions of major political powers far more than the biotic community.

Nature
Niebuhr’s disinterest in ecology seems to have persisted throughout his career. He was oriented by other concerns. Nonetheless, the category ‘nature’ plays an absolutely central role in his thinking about theology and ethics. This section suggests that Niebuhr’s concept of ‘nature’, while central to his thinking, does not usually attend to the intrinsic ethical importance of the more-than-human world, an interest that preoccupied much environmental thought of the twentieth century and that has motivated much environmental politics. Niebuhr uses the term ‘nature’ for other purposes, and especially as a way to describe one part of the dynamics of human life with which he was most occupied. This section concludes with two important exceptions to this generalization, moments in which Niebuhr pointed out the human tendency to exploit nature, and thereby implied—even if he never fully articulated—that something apart from humans did have intrinsic value.

Niebuhr’s early appeals to ‘nature’ and ‘environment’—for instance in Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic (1927)—were rare, not conceptually systematic, and entirely typical for the time and context in their disinterest in what value nature might have in itself. Throughout Leaves, Niebuhr is most concerned with ‘social realities’ and the human dynamics that contribute to them. But there are just a few instances of his use of ‘nature’. These instances show that Niebuhr used the term ‘nature’ in an ambivalent sense in this early period of his professional life. On the one hand, he knew that nature could be, as he said the climate was in Los Angeles, ‘unusually benignant’. This made Californians morally lazy in his view (Niebuhr 1957, 103). And he saw that Thanksgiving and other harvest festivals in agrarian societies expressed ‘gratitude for nature’s beneficence’ (173). But he also assumed that nature was capricious, and that one of the roles of Christian ministers was to help people ‘assert the dignity of human life in the face of the contempt of nature’ (201). In these instances, Niebuhr’s use of the term ‘nature’ is not particularly stable, and while it occasionally includes positive valuations, Niebuhr’s emphasis was usually on the capriciousness of nature, and the difficulties it forces upon humans. In this period, the term was not central in his thinking. But as time went on, and Niebuhr’s study of the history of theology and philosophy deepened, the category ‘nature’ became much more important to him. It was central to his thought by the time he wrote Nature and Destiny of Man in the early 1940s.

In the first volume of Nature and Destiny, Niebuhr’s main theme is human nature. His interest is in, as he writes, modern anthropology. He wants to know what people in his time think humans are, and he wants to offer a more convincing understanding of what humans are. As many theologians of his period did, he articulated this in deeply gendered language that expressed assumptions about gender that persist throughout his work. This chapter maintains Niebuhr’s gendered language for historical accuracy, while emphasizing that such gendering influenced his conception of the human in important ways.

The Nature and Destiny of Man begins with a gripping sentence: ‘Man has always been his own most vexing problem’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 1). The problem man is to himself, according to the second paragraph of the book, is that he is both a ‘child of nature’ and something more, something Niebuhr tends to call ‘transcendent over himself’. A man is (1) an animal who (2) reflects on himself from outside himself. In the first role, as ‘a child of nature’, he is ‘subject to its vicissitudes, compelled by its necessities, driven by its impulses, and confined within the brevity of the years which nature permits its varied organic form, allowing them some, but not too much latitude’. In the second role, ‘man is a spirit who stands outside of nature, life, himself, his reason and the world’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 3).

In this articulation of Niebuhr’s central anthropological thesis, nature plays a key role. Here, nature is a synonym for finite living. It hosts ‘vicissitudes’, ‘necessities’, and ‘impulses’, and it places limits on the length of human life. Nature is primarily a constraint on human freedom. Nonetheless, humans are the kinds of creatures who can ‘stand outside’ such limits, even while they are subject to them. As ‘spirit’, unconstrained by nature’s limits, a human transcends every limit, not only nature but also ‘life, himself, his reason and the world’ (1964, I: 3).

This understanding of nature is at a large remove from that developed by the environmental movement of the twentieth century. Take, for example, Roderick Nash’s The Rights of Nature: A History of Environmental Ethics. There, Nash suggests that whereas the earlier conservation movement had depended on an anthropocentric and utilitarian view of natural resources, the environmentalism of the 1960s pressed for the extension of ‘rights’ to nature. But rather than theories of legal or natural rights, Nash has in mind the intrinsic value of nature, something he takes to be the basis for all environmentalism. ‘Rights of nature’, for Nash, ‘mean that nature, or parts of it, has intrinsic worth which humans ought to respect’ (Nash 1989, 4). This view, that the more-than-human world has value that is not dependent on human interests or value, is entirely commonplace in environmental ethics and politics. Niebuhr never articulated such a view.

Niebuhr did not write about environmental politics in the sense we know it now, and his ethics will remain overly anthropocentric to contemporary ecological thinkers. As Larry Rasmussen has pointed out, Niebuhr joined many other Christians in failing to recognize as sinful their own valuation of humans as ethically more important than other species (Rasmussen 2013, 93–94). Nonetheless, there are moments in Nature and Destiny where Niebuhr leaves room for the ecological critique of anthropocentrism that would come in the 1960s. He even uses the term ‘anthropocentric’ in a negative sense briefly at the beginning of Nature and Destiny, when he writes, ‘Every philosophy of life is touched with anthropocentric tendencies’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 3).

Anthropocentrism was a problem for Niebuhr because it expressed human pretension. This much he has in common with the environmental ethicists whose story Nash told. But in Niebuhr’s thinking about the corrective to such pretension, Niebuhr implied that humans ought to value themselves as little as they do other creatures and the world more broadly, rather than value other creatures and the world more. He went on: ‘But periodically man is advised and advises himself to moderate his pretensions and admit that he is only a little animal living a precarious existence on a second-rate planet, attached to a second-rate sun’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 3). In this, he recommended that humans correct our pretension by demeaning ourselves, as we would ‘a little animal’.

In general, Niebuhr was not particularly attentive to the importance of the natural world on its own terms or its importance for human flourishing. But his theology of sin and his suspicion of technological society did lead him to notice that humans are often tempted to harmfully transcend natural limits. In one example, Niebuhr points out that humans are sometimes tempted to sinfully prideful defiance of natural forces. In Nature and Destiny Niebuhr argues that human individuality is ‘a fruit of both nature and spirit’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 54). Nature provides particularity in the differentiation of organisms, as it does for all living things. Spirit, as the capacity for self-transcendence, provides freedom, and freedom in Niebuhr’s view makes a particular human organism a unique individual. This form of free individuality is something Niebuhr does not believe animals have. This view may itself have been a symptom of human pride, as recent research on the individuality of animals suggests there is more individuality among animals than most Western philosophers and biologists have assumed (Fay et al. 2017; Singer 2015; Hutto 2014).

In the context of this argument, Niebuhr notes that this human freedom of spirit has led—especially in the modern period—to the temptation to wrongfully transcend creatureliness. Niebuhr wrote, ‘The pride of modern man has sometimes tempted him to forget that there are limits of creatureliness which he cannot transcend and that there are inexorable forces of nature which he cannot defy’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 56). It is impossible to know exactly what Niebuhr had in mind when he wrote those words, whether he was thinking of nuclear warfare or consumerism as a common human hedge against finitude, but they ring prophetic with respect to contemporary climate change. Industrial cultures have been very slow to recognize the ‘inexorable forces of nature’ that they will not be able to defy.

Niebuhr’s insistence that pride often leads people to forget or ignore their limits and lose themselves in self-assertion is one productive feature of his thinking that resonates with much contemporary ecological thought. However, he remains ambivalent or negative on the value of nature. He suggests humans ought not to try to overcome nature to the extent they cannot, but he does not put principled limits on overcoming nature where it is possible, and in his faulty insistence on the uniqueness of human individuality, he fails to recognize his own participation in human self-assertion against the natural world.

Later in Nature and Destiny, Niebuhr very briefly suggests that nature should be protected from exploitation. Where some Christian theologians have taken for granted that dominion gives humans unlimited authority over nature, Niebuhr makes a distinction between legitimate freedom over nature and the ‘exploitation of nature’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 190). He associates the exploitation of nature with the sin of greed, which is a lust for power in the face of insecurity.

Sometimes this lust for power expresses itself in terms of man’s conquest of nature, in which the legitimate freedom and mastery of man in the world of nature is corrupted into a mere exploitation of nature. Man’s sense of dependence upon nature and his reverent gratitude toward the miracle of nature’s perennial abundance is destroyed by his arrogant sense of independence and his greedy effort to overcome the insecurity of nature’s rhythms and seasons by garnering her stores with excessive zeal and beyond natural requirements. Greed is in short the expression of man’s inordinate ambition to hide his insecurity in nature. (Niebuhr 1964, I: 190–191)

Niebuhr thinks that living as we do in nature means we will inevitably be insecure. The sense of insecurity prompts humans in their anxiety to attempt to overcome this insecurity. And this lust for power can lead to the exploitation of nature. This passage shows that even though Niebuhr usually failed to see nature as intrinsically valuable, his assessment of human sinfulness suggested to him a distinction that has become very important to Christian thinking about the environment in the intervening years: the distinction between what Niebuhr calls ‘legitimate freedom and mastery’ of nature—what environmentally invested theologians have tended to call stewardship—and what Niebuhr calls ‘exploitation of nature’, which theologians have associated with a model of relationship based upon dominion over nature, or arbitrary control.

In sum, while Niebuhr never showed much interest in ecology, ‘nature’ was nonetheless a central category in his thinking. In general, he used it as a contrast term to both freedom and rationality. In this way of thinking, ‘nature’ is that feature of the world that constrains human freedom and that within the human is different from and in some ways more basic than human rationality or spirit. Thus ‘nature’ was, for Niebuhr, an important philosophical focus. However, given his anthropological interest, he did not have a concept of ‘nature’ which would entail the intrinsic value of the more-than-human world. Still, there are a few places where Niebuhr suggested that human sin sometimes asserts itself over nature, and thus implied, though never made explicit, that human sin—especially greed—can lead to the exploitation of nature as a good distinct from (if not separable from) human good.

Industry
Niebuhr’s rare descriptions of the ways in which human sinfulness can lead to the exploitation of nature suggest that while ecological thinking was not his focus, he nonetheless can contribute helpfully to contemporary environmental ethics and politics (Barr 2019). His worries about and diagnosis of what he tends to call modern industrial or technological society are one of the deepest resources for a Niebuhrian environmental ethic. Niebuhr’s worries about industry were first of all worries on behalf of workers, not worries about environmental impact. But his concerns for workers were based on deeper concerns about the forces he saw driving labour injustice, such as moral insensitivity, individualism, greed, exploitation, and tyranny. In contemporary environmental politics, those forces (what Niebuhr called social sin) continue to lead to both mistreatment of workers and environmental exploitation. Thus, Niebuhr’s social ethics may be more important to contemporary environmental politics than any particular philosophy of nature, including those that espouse nature’s intrinsic value.

Niebuhr’s worries about industry seem to have begun during his time in Henry Ford’s Detroit, and they focus most explicitly on his concerns about labour justice. Niebuhr was pastor of Bethel Evangelical Church from 1915 to 1928, and his time there gave him pause about what William Werpehowski has called ‘the burdens and injustices of urban industrial life’ (Werpehowski 2004). Niebuhr’s concerns about Detroit industry are voiced contemporaneously in the journals published as Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic and reflectively in hindsight in at least two articles written in the 1960s. Whereas in the later articles we learn Niebuhr’s views on labour politics and how they were shaped by his time in Detroit, in Leaves we learn about the experiences he had as a pastor that led to his worries about industry, which arise regularly from 1924 until 1928 when the book ends. In most cases, Niebuhr’s worries about industry seem to be based on his concerns for those who are employed in particular industries.

The most prominent product of industrialism in Detroit was the car, and the people Niebuhr saw bearing the burdens of industrialism in Leaves were auto workers, both those in the factories and those left without jobs. In 1925 he wrote, ‘We went through one of the big automobile factories today’ (Niebuhr 1957, 99). He was struck by the fact that he had lived near the factories for years and never visited them. They were ‘like a strange world’. On that visit, he was impressed by the heat in the foundry and the seeming weariness of the men he saw working. It brought to mind the 1899 poem ‘The Man with the Hoe’, written by Californian Edwin Markham, in protest over the conditions of labouring men. Markham had been inspired by Jean-Francois Millet’s painting, Man with a Hoe (c.1860–1862), which depicted a man in a field, seemingly exhausted, leaning on his hoe. By the time the poem came to mind for Niebuhr, it had become an icon of resistance to social injustice. It had appeared in Upton Sinclair’s collection, The Cry for Justice: An Anthology of the Literature of Social Protest (Sinclair 1915, 32). For Niebuhr, the weary men labouring in the factory were paying a price for cars that most people who drive them never know is paid. ‘Their sweat and their dull pain are part of the price paid for the fine cars we all run. And most of us run the cars without knowing what price is being paid for them’ (Niebuhr 1957, 99).

Beyond the conditions in the factory, however, workers were being mistreated by various other employment practices, in Niebuhr’s view. In 1927, he described visiting an older man who was unemployed, laid off in the year Ford stopped making the Model-T and before production of the Model-A began. Niebuhr discusses the difficulties the man would have finding work again:

What a miserable existence it is to be friendless in a large city. And to be dependent upon a heartless industry…These modern factories are not meant for old men. They want young men and they use them up pretty quickly…According to the ethics of our modern industrialism men over fifty, without special training, are so much junk. (Niebuhr 1957, 175)

This ethics, Niebuhr judged mean. He wrote that in smaller industrial units, such an ethic was qualified, and he suggested he had examples of such instances. But those small units were rare and dwindling, he wrote, and ‘unfortunately the units are getting larger and larger and more inhuman’ (176). Thus, Niebuhr worried that in both their employment and their unemployment, workers were mistreated by industry. And tragically, in Niebuhr’s view, the Church was failing to address this central ethical problem of the age, as he called it variously in 1926, ‘the industrial problem’, ‘the great industrial struggle’, or, more hopefully, ‘the ethical reconstruction of modern industrial society’ (Niebuhr 1957, 78).

Forces Driving Mistreatment
Niebuhr was concerned first of all that workers were mistreated by industrial practices. But further, as you can see in the example of the man out of work, Niebuhr thought that labour injustice was fundamentally caused by a perverted ethics, ‘the ethics of our modern industrialism’. One problem with that ethics, in the passage on the older man out of work, was that it counted older men as worthless. Other problems included the perverse ends of industrialism, the vices of those who usually succeeded in it, and the undemocratic nature of their power. These problems were most clearly represented to Niebuhr in the person and practices of Henry Ford. Later, in the 1960s, Niebuhr wrote that, through the labour movement, workers had achieved a good enough justice. But it is not clear that the labour movement ultimately succeeded at addressing the deeper problems Niebuhr had identified as a young man: greed, exploitation, and tyranny—all forces that have contributed to environmental injustice. Thus, even if the older Niebuhr did not himself see the ways in which the ethics of industrialism would have negative impacts on ecological communities and the humans who live in them, he might have if he had taken more interest in ecology.

In an entry in Leaves in 1926, Niebuhr described the deeper problems with industrialism, elaborating them as part of his developing thesis that ‘people are not as decent in their larger relationships as in their more intimate contacts’. He wrote that industrialism was prone to exploitation. ‘Look at the industrial enterprise anywhere and you find criminal indifference on the part of the strong to the fate of the weak’. He thought industrialism was driven by greed. ‘The lust for power and the greed for gain are the dominant note in business.’ And he saw that industry was often under the control of tyrannical leaders. ‘An industrial overlord will not share his power with his workers until he is forced to do so by tremendous pressure’ (Niebuhr 1957, 115). Thus, Niebuhr described the features of industrial ethics that led to the mistreatment of workers.

While he saw these problems as especially pervasive at large scales, he also recognized the way individuals participated in all of them. Materialist greed was endemic to industry, in Niebuhr’s view, but it had also affected American culture as a whole, and all of the people who lived in it. Moral insensitivity, devotion to efficiency, and the individualism that drove both were strong in the hearts of Niebuhr and his congregants.

The cars that were produced in Detroit’s factories were a central feature of life for Niebuhr and his congregation. Two anecdotes from Leaves show this. In 1926 Niebuhr described a discussion in a class for young parishioners. ‘The boys were trying to see whether “Thou shalt have no other Gods before me” meant anything in modern life’ (Niebuhr 1957, 141). Led by Niebuhr, the group tried to think of the interests in their lives that might rival God: money, clothes, automobiles, eating, playing. And then they discussed how you might determine if any one of those interests was too central to your life. ‘On automobiles the boys didn’t have much conscience except that they thought one ought not to clean them on Sunday. They take the cult of the automobile for granted as everyone else’ (1957, 141–142). The ‘cult of the automobile’ was a commonplace for Niebuhr.

In 1928, he described more about the cult of the automobile, and acknowledged his own role in it. Visiting a pastor in another town, Niebuhr was driven to his meeting ‘in a big Packard car’ that had been given to his host by his congregation. Niebuhr spent a few paragraphs criticizing ‘this kind of luxury for ministers’, and suggesting sarcastically that ‘ministers who can preach the gospel of Jesus in our kind of civilization without making anyone uncomfortable deserve an automobile for the difficult feat’ (1957, 212–113). But the last two sentences of the entry are, as often with these entries, Niebuhr’s self-criticism, and they reveal as much about the cult of the automobile as anything else: ‘But all this may be the voice of jealousy. I love nothing so much in the realm of physical pleasures as the sense of power which comes from “stepping on the gas” when ensconced in a big car’ (1957, 213). Niebuhr himself was a member of the cult of the automobile—stepping on the gas was his greatest physical pleasure.

The cult of the automobile was not only related to physical pleasure, Niebuhr thought. There was an economic logic of efficiency that had pervaded Detroit life—even in the parish—in a similar way as the love of cars had. Niebuhr noticed in 1924 that a pastor he was visiting described his church as his ‘plant’, and that ‘industrialism has invaded even ecclesiastical terminology’ (1957, 73). Niebuhr also found this kind of invasion among children. ‘In the young men’s class this morning we continued our discussion of the Sermon on the Mount.’ The boys doubted that the demands Jesus makes about ‘trust and love and forgiveness’ are ‘practicable’. ‘They think that to follow Jesus “would put a business man out of business in no time,” as one expressed it today’ (1957, 146). Niebuhr thinks that it is true that following Jesus would put a businessman out of business, and he admires the boys’ willingness to admit the difficulty of the Christian project. Their expression of its difficulty is far better than the sentimental Christianity that fails to see the depth of the Christian demand and how ‘stubbornly life resists the ideal’ (1957, 146).

Too many Christians, in Niebuhr’s view, believed that Christian teaching concerned only individual accommodation to common standards of decency. That kind of sentimental Christianity was often a target of Niebuhr’s complaint in Leaves, and with it he connected the harms of industrialism to the traditions of ethical individualism that he thought were Protestantism’s greatest weakness. In 1924 he complained about revival meetings. He wrote that he did not mind the emotionalism of a revival, but it was the complexities of social life being papered over that troubled him. Revival preachers:

are always assuming that nothing but an emotional commitment to Christ is needed to save the soul from its sin and chaos. They seem never to realize how many of the miseries of mankind are due not to malice but to misdirected zeal and unbalanced virtue. They never help the people who corrupt family love by making the family a selfish unit in society or those who brutalize industry by excessive devotion to the prudential virtues. (1957, 71)

The problem with revival preachers was thus that they failed to integrate their understanding of individual Christianity with a broader understanding of that individual’s role in a society. They did not call for the reform of the industrial ethics Niebuhr had identified as the cause of so much social sin.

Social Sin and Environmental Ethics
This suggests that whereas some environmental politics have implied that a correct doctrine of nature (i.e. one in which nature has intrinsic value) will yield flourishing ecological communities, attention to the forces of sin that drive social and environmental injustice shows that more than conversion to a right doctrine of nature is required to correct forces of social sin that cause environmental exploitation. The car factory Niebuhr visited as a young man showed him a feature of human life that became the focus of much of his theological reflection thereafter: the social nature of sin. About the labour injustice he witnessed in Ford’s Detroit he wrote:

We are all responsible. We all want the things which the factory produces and none of us is sensitive enough to care how much in human values the efficiency of the modern factory costs. Beside the brutal facts of modern industrial life, how futile are all our homiletical spoutings! (Niebuhr 1957, 100)

Niebuhr’s concerns with industry and the forces that drove it—greed, exploitation, and tyranny—were for him concerns with how industrial firms treated workers. But for us, they raise the industrial and economic forces that have driven much environmental exploitation. And they emphasize the complicity that we bear in the perpetuation of the social and environmental exploitation upon which most of our lives rely. A revised doctrine of nature is not enough. ‘Beside the brutal facts of modern industrial life, how futile are all our homiletical spoutings!’

Niebuhr did not express the view that nature has intrinsic value, which many environmental ethicists will find short-sighted. If they want an ethics that focuses on the obligations that inhere in human participation in ecological community—one that can acknowledge the intrinsic, sacred value of nature—Niebuhrians will need to look elsewhere and to rely on those who argue for human obligation to ecological communities.

Aldo Leopold was one prominent proponent of such an ethic. Leopold’s life was notably parallel to Niebuhr’s. Leopold was born in 1887, just five years before Reinhold Niebuhr. They both grew up in the US Midwest. But the focus of Niebuhr’s and Leopold’s intellectual labours were quite different. Leopold spent most of his adult life writing about forestry and conservation, and his posthumously published Sand County Almanac came out in 1949. It was not a bestseller upon its publication, but its central premise—that the relationship between humans and the land is an ethical one—came out of Leopold’s background as a conservationist and continues to shape environmental philosophy and policy. It was rediscovered in the 1970s, and in 1975 was featured in The Christian Century’s list of recommended summer reading. One reviewer wrote: ‘First published in 1949, this is a remarkably prophetic and illuminating statement on man’s relation to his natural environment. I found in it a profound philosophy of life and was deeply moved by it’ (Copeland 1975, 450).

Many ecological thinkers look back on Aldo Leopold with much admiration, because in a period when almost no other academic author described human relationships to land as ethical, Leopold wrote ‘The Land Ethic’, an essay that was published in Sand County Almanac. It insisted—against what it took to be the mainstream ethical view—that the relationship humans have to land imbricates them in ethical obligations to the biotic community. Given Niebuhr’s silence on such ethical relationships to ecological communities, one has to assume he took the mainstream view.

In ‘The Land Ethic’, Leopold resists precisely the form of blindness to environmental obligations that Niebuhr seems to have experienced. Niebuhr was so preoccupied with questions of politics and economics that he never occupied himself with the harm that human society was doing to the natural world, even in a period in which those harms were becoming readily apparent to most people who were attentive to current events, as Niebuhr was. Leopold begins the essay with a narrative that describes ‘the extension of ethics’:

The first ethics dealt with the relation between individuals…Later accretions dealt with the relation between the individual and society…There is as yet no ethic dealing with man’s relation to land and to the animals and plants which grow upon it…The land-relation is still strictly economic, entailing privileges but not obligations. (Leopold 2013, 171–172)

Leopold is a hero among many environmentalists, because he called for the extension of ethical thinking to the land.

However, though his attention to the human obligations that inhere in relationship to land is indeed exemplary, Leopold’s assumptions about social ethics were blind in their own way. Leopold’s thesis about the extension of ethics took for granted that no one used to believe the relationship to land entailed obligations, and it thus participated in the erasure of many cultures, especially among First Nations peoples, who had long held views of ethical relation to the places they live. Leopold’s story about the extension of ethics betrayed his own assumption of a settler-colonial point of view. Needless to say, many very old traditions, including many in the West, hold that places and animals are sacred and entail human ethical responsibility.

Further, much environmental ethics and politics, including Leopold’s ‘extension of ethics’, has been too socially satisfied, assuming that humans know enough already about social ethics. Leopold’s story implicitly took for granted that the earlier phases of ethics he described had been perfected. In ‘The Land Ethic’, he was not concerned with ethics that pertained to relationships between individuals, or between individuals and society. He was concerned with the extension of ethics from these relationships to the land. He wanted all humans to recognize their ethical responsibilities to the land and the community it supported, but his own focus on land ethics also made him inattentive to many problems in the social ethics of his own period. For example, Leopold was not occupied with racial injustices ongoing during his lifetime, matters that Niebuhr took as pressing in contemporary society. While Niebuhr was attentive to matters of racial injustice, Leopold’s land ethics presumed that sufficient attention had already been paid to ethics regarding humans.

Leopold is not the only famous environmental icon to neglect social ethics among humans. Environmental concern combined with social satisfaction that fails to see and articulate social injustice has been historically common in environmental policy, within the environmental movement, and in writing about environmentalism. Alexandra Stern’s Eugenic Nation tells the story of many eugenicists in the western United States who were also, and for racial reasons, proponents of so-called wilderness protection. ‘Saving the redwoods meant more than just protecting a tree; it was a metaphor for defending race purity and ensuring the survival of white America’ (Stern 2005, 124).

Such disinterest in social injustice hypocritically leaves white supremacy and class oppression unquestioned while championing the rights of nature. Even more concretely, environmental injustice along lines of race and class has been pervasive in the United States. Robert Bullard and those who came after him have documented these injustices, especially in toxic siting. But beyond environmental injustice, environmentalism itself has often been a site of race-, gender-, and class-based oppression. In many cases predominantly urban elite environmentalists have perpetuated the power relationships that cause environmental inequities, even sometimes through their activism. Dorceta Taylor’s The Rise of the American Conservation Movement has analysed the ways in which race, class, and gender dynamics affected the conservation movement. Taylor has also studied large contemporary mainstream environmental organizations, and she has found that they are largely failing to increase the representation of people of colour on their boards and staffs (Taylor 2014).

There are similar problems of representation within environmental ethics, where the mainstream of academic authorship has been predominantly white, largely male, and overwhelmingly economically elite. This has led to an environmental ethics that has often neglected the ethical insights of other authors and communities. Melanie Harris writes:

There is an assumption within the discourse of environmental studies, and more specifically within the subfield of environmental religious ethics, that the history of African Americans, the civil rights movement, and such contemporary social movements as Black Lives Matter have little in common with concerns for earth justice. This assumption must be debunked if environmental ethics is to function in a true mode of justice. (Harris 2017, 64)

Harris’s point, that social ethics and environmental ethics are woven together, is an increasingly common assumption within environmental studies. For example, political theorist Jedidiah Purdy’s After Nature suggested that Anthropocene problems emerge in a three-fold crisis of interlinked issues among ecology, economics, and politics. Thus, there is a sense in which the boundaries that divided Leopold’s land ethic from Niebuhr’s social ethics are thankfully being rearranged. This is happening both in the academy and in popular environmental movements, where the mainstream green organizations are being reformed by popular movements, such as The People’s Climate Movement, that emphasize the coordination of economic and environmental justice.

Niebuhr was not concerned about the ecological impact of industry—the science discerning those effects became widely known only towards the end of his life. However, that does not mean he is not relevant to contemporary thinking about the politics of nature and environment. This chapter has argued that his objections to industry are at their core objections to ethical problems in industrial culture that—as we have learned in the intervening years—lead to both social and environmental injustice. Thus, Niebuhr’s thinking about industry, individualism, social ethics, economic justice, and democratic power give him common cause with an important and growing strand of contemporary environmental politics that focuses on both economic justice and environmental justice. This political movement aims to create a more just world for all ecological communities, while avoiding the inheritances of a socially satisfied environmentalism, which can itself reinforce race- and class-based oppression.
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Racial Justice



Traci C. West







Reinhold Niebuhr, a white man born in the Midwestern United States at the end of the nineteenth century, the son of first-generation German immigrants, repeatedly expressed concern about racial justice in response to current events, public policy debates, and social movements during much of the twentieth century. In his professional life as a church pastor and then a seminary professor, his pointed arguments in his writings crafted distinctively Christian ethics responses to questions of racial justice. The varied issues that he addressed ranged from his 1928 commentary on urban tensions that arose in northern cities as a result of the Great Migration of blacks escaping white southern oppression to his reflections on 1950s and 1960s activist efforts to federally outlaw the racial segregation and political disenfranchisement of blacks in the south.

The context of his 1928 reference to the Great Migration began with him declaring: ‘the sins that the white man has committed against the colored man cry to the heaven’ (Niebuhr 1957d, 121). But then, in this same article, he immediately minimized the problem of white racism by suggesting that it should also be understood in more universal Christian terms that are not peculiar to race because northern Negroes ‘have almost as difficult a task to deal justly with their underprivileged brothers [who have migrated from the south] as have the white people’ (Niebuhr 1957d, 122; see also Niebuhr 1957b, 168). Here, as he often did, Niebuhr failed to level an untempered renunciation of white racism. Yet the very inclusion of this point also demonstrates that he chose to try to articulate a Christian understanding of justice that incorporated current 1920s realities of a national racial crisis and the strife disproportionately impacting black northern urban communities.

In the 1960s, towards the end of his career, one of his commentaries on a particular racist incident in the news also illustrates this kind of Christian intellectual commitment to confronting current racial conflicts, a commitment that he had repeatedly exhibited over the previous decades. In 1962 Niebuhr issued a response when the Mississippi governor blocked James Meredith, an African American man, from registering for classes at the segregated, white, University of Mississippi and ensuing riots on campus left two dead and many others injured (Sitton 1962; Doyle 2002). He exclaimed:

If anyone had doubts that the problem of racial justice was more intractable than we had believed, that race prejudice is the most recalcitrant aspect of the evil in man, that the Civil War did not really emancipate the Negro but only saved the Union, then the recent dismal events in Mississippi should have disabused him of these doubts. (Niebuhr 1962)

Niebuhr responded to the racist events that erupted at the University of Mississippi by using his authority as a white professor of Christian ethics to chide others [read: whites] who would be surprised about the intractability of ‘the problem of racial justice’. Although the views expressed throughout the wide span of his racial commentaries provoke almost as many questions about how one should conceptualize racial justice as they address, there can be little doubt that Niebuhr included questions of racial justice as appropriately within the scope of intellectual endeavours that advance Christian theology and ethics.

The Silence in Christian Ethics
One must acknowledge that institutional politics of domination and control always drive the question of which ideas and human experiences are seen as central and which ones are deemed peripheral to the overarching frameworks that structure the official transcripts of our intellectual and religious narratives (Scott 1990). Consideration of the political assumptions that leaders bring to the task of addressing racial justice in Christian ethics and theology usefully helps to uncover the relationship between method and content. Even to raise the question of how intellectual and religious leaders should formulate relevant understandings of racial justice can reveal the politics of whiteness and white supremacy as well as the discomfort of naming white racial identity. The frequency and directness of Niebuhr’s twentieth-century writings that grapple with issues of racial justice expose a marked contrast between his understanding of the parameters of Christian ethics and that of many (not all) twenty-first-century white Christian ethicists and theologians who comprise the majority in the field and largely ignore such issues in their writings. Varied rationales for this standard disregard seem to be operative in the twenty-first century.

Currently, for several white Christian ethicists and theologians, silence appears to be the most appropriate response because of an assumption that the moral dilemmas present in contemporary racial crises are already intrinsically incorporated in more enduring, supposedly universally framed, scholarly questions on which they focus. Within this troubling prevailing logic, it is assumed that broad assertions, for example, about the virtues ‘the Christian community’ can contribute to society do not require any differentiated analyses of racial and economic privilege and power experienced by members of ‘the Christian community’. In-depth investigation of such discrete communal realities are seen as unnecessary for the ethicists’ claims about the communal expression of virtuousness to be accurate and meaningful. Other twenty-first century white Christian ethicists and theologians seem to hold the view that contemporary racial conflicts ought to be excluded or receive minimal attention because their supposedly isolated moral dimensions lack sufficient intellectual substance, complexity, or links to classical Christian tradition to fulfil the definition of serious study of Christian ethics and theology. Astoundingly, white scholars shrouding themselves in either of these rationales seem to assume that the critical lenses they bring to and the nature of the human relationships described in their ostensibly more universal or complex Christian ethics claims retain the capacity to be unaffected by cultural and historical influences where racialized constructions of reality hold sway. Ironically such ahistorical assumptions seed anti-intellectual and superficial understandings of the development of collective moral life.

Yet another all too common paradigm of evasion by some white Christian ethicists and theologians maintains a reflexive, paternalistic immunity to any commitment to intellectual responses to current racial crises. No sense of the immediacy or significance of distinctions among racial crises registers in this paternalism, and thus these crises do not compel timely, specific responses in Christian ethics and theology. In this pattern, any notion of racial conflict translates into an exclusive concern with non-whites that in turn occupies the permanent status of ongoing white Christian mission project. Racial conflict seemingly refers to communities of colour in need of charitable help from Christian white people. Here an implacable barricade of paternalism prevents recognition of racial conflicts as reflective of broad social fissures where whiteness as norm is deeply implicated, and of how the distinct forms of harm that are generated demand Christian ethics analyses.

In spite of the references to issues of racial justice in scores of Niebuhr’s articles and several of his major books, only a few contemporary white Christian ethicists and theologians who engage his thinking and emulate his intellectual approach have furthered this aspect of his legacy. Therefore, any reflections on Niebuhr’s approach to racial justice presents a welcome opportunity to disrupt or at least highlight the rampant acceptability of these and other standard frameworks of white supremacist denial in the current development of Christian ethics that, I hasten to add, Christian ethicists and theologians from varied racial backgrounds may uphold. Of equal importance, discussions of Niebuhr’s approach to racial justice provide an opening for noting recent contributions by the minority of white Christian ethicists whose writings flout these racist standards of denial and have birthed critical whiteness studies in Christian social ethics.

Probing questions of method yields partial guidance for identifying how Christian ethics might produce useful responses that are directly relevant to contemporary racial justice issues. In addition to my attention to Niebuhr’s broader methodological assumptions, his routine commitment to naming such specific concerns invites a consonant identification of the details of related, more recent, racial justice struggles. I find generative connections between his 1920s claims about German immigrant ethnic identity struggles and Christian approaches to racist dynamics in current twenty-first-century conflicts over welcoming immigrant brown Latinx peoples into the United States.

Methodologically Opposing White Dominance
What can Niebuhr’s method teach us about which ideas are needed to lay the groundwork for constructing racial justice in our contemporary twenty-first-century society? Or perhaps more precisely, which Christian ethics methods for constructing racial justice are most noteworthy in a dialogical engagement between Niebuhr’s ideas and current ones? The nature of Niebuhr’s contribution to a Christian ethics conceptualization of racial justice is insistent, ambiguous, and most often centred on white dominance. At his best, Niebuhr offered an establishmentarian white liberal Christian engagement of racial justice conflicts that surfaced in his contemporary context. His approach highlighted the enduring problems of white racism aimed at African Americans while also pointing to the obstacles that prevented those problems from ever being fully eradicated. At his worst, Niebuhr offered a tenacious Christian defence of entrenched notions of white superiority. He sometimes argued for gradualism in response to black civil rights demands. Especially as it was manifested in the late twentieth century, this latter trajectory incorporated the malleable moral framework known as Christian realism that also tended to provide justifications for certain notions of white superiority in Anglo-US global alliances and US foreign policy commitments.

A discussion of racial justice intent upon engaging the models Niebuhr bequeaths to contemporary twenty-first-century Christian social ethics will most likely stress critical articulations of whiteness and white dominance in the racial politics of our society that are deeply informed by heterosexual, cisgender male assumptions of entitlement and status. The benefits of this racial emphasis can be found in the opportunity to analyse the most dominant feature in the perpetuation of racism in the United States: white supremacy. Clearly, when we assess Niebuhr’s methodological assumptions, his social identity informed his identification of white racist barriers to and Christian vision for enacting racial justice, but not in any uniform, static, or ahistorical manner. I am not interested in nor suggesting the necessity for an assessment of Niebuhr’s psychosocial identity formation during childhood and beyond (or that of contemporary white ethicists), but instead, raising a methodological question. The complexity of the connection between his experiences of his racial/ethnic identity and his handling of questions of racial justice (especially the role of white dominance) is borne out in his scholarship. It prompts thoughtful consideration of the status of white racial identity in the construction of Christian ethics methods. Specifically, in our contemporary context, how or when should we take into account the role of individual experiences of white racial identity when charting the formulation of Christian ethics by white Christian leaders? In an honest admission of the vulnerability and risk that is involved, anti-racist white Christian social ethicist Jennifer Harvey confronts this very question. She states: ‘as a white Christian social ethicist who understands justice to be the norm at the heart of the work of ethics, I wrestle with the complexity of my racial position. What does it mean when significant aspects of my social self are formed by the very discourses and structures I attempt to challenge?’ (Harvey 2007, 6). A dramatic collision of personal and political interests occurs.

White racial identity and white supremacy are inextricably related but must never be equated. In US society, white supremacy systemically advantages cultural and political notions of whiteness in a manner that benefits persons racially identified as white and disadvantages and stigmatizes persons who are racially identified as members of communities of colour. We, across all racial groupings, make choices to support or resist those systemically rooted social processes. Yet white racial identity requires particular attention in the dismantling of white supremacy.

African American philosopher George Yancy (2012, 8) describes how he teaches his white undergraduate students ‘to see the ways in which they are complicit with forms of power and privilege, ways in which they undergo processes of interpellation or being hailed, called forth as white, within a white supremacist system’. And for him, the antiracist task for white Christians, at least from a Christological perspective, is to side ‘with Jesus against whiteness’ (Yancy 2012, 10).

Whiteness represents a powerful cultural influence that defines racial hierarchies, including its own superior position in that hierarchy, while also obfuscating this key self-preservation function that characterizes it, by, for example, mystifying how whites understand themselves as raced (Yancy 2012, 8).

One of the pioneers of twenty-first-century critical whiteness studies in Christian ethics, white anti-racist ethicist Mary Hobgood (2000), notes that in the varying privileges of whiteness there are also costs for white people, namely moral bankruptcy. ‘Because white status depends on denying the deepest parts of the relational self’, she explains, ‘our humanity is impoverished, and our capacity to be moral—in right relation with others—is diminished’ (Hobgood 2000, 58). The fundamental centrality of human moral relations at stake makes the challenges of conveying and addressing the harms of white supremacy especially fitting for ethicists.

A panoply of terms Christian ethicists and others might apply converge in this racial justice approach that concentrates on opposing white racism. The aims of whiteness (noted earlier) surface in collective cues embedded in our cultural expressions that signify the meanings and valuing of our humanness, ranging from phenotypic bodily norms to advanced knowledge-production. White supremacy reflects systemic or institutionalized mechanisms that structure power and privilege in society, and white dominance is a shorthand reference to the results or consequences that white supremacy delivers. Similar to Yancy and Hobgood, Harvey also provocatively argues in her Christian ethics study (not grounded in Niebuhr) of whiteness that white racial identity and the struggle against white supremacy require a problematized investigation directly linked to actual white people. Harvey explains, ‘within a paradigm that assumes racial justice to be a critical pursuit, there exists a problem with the role and even the existence of white people: a problem with white particularity’ (2007, 6). Indeed the problematizing of ‘white particularity’ represents a vital task when one seeks to learn from Niebuhr’s constructions of racial justice that are anchored in critiques of white dominance. He often relied on generalizations and unstated assumptions about the universality of whites as the primary or exclusive moral agents in the doing of Christian ethics.

Note that an emphasis on whiteness, white dominance, and the struggle to dismantle white supremacy constitutes only one among multiple approaches in the work of advancing racial justice. Another type of approach centres on a visionary framing of justice goals and plurality across racial groups. It might be recognizable in Niebuhr’s methodological tendency to seek out universalizing Christian theological language and symbols that minimize the saliency of particular forms of racial conflict. He pointed to the will to power as a common, central feature in the moral functioning of the plurality of racial groups (Niebuhr 1944). Currently, the starting point for formulating certain pluralist views of racial justice might, for instance, consist of envisioning and defining what racial equality would entail among whites, blacks, Latinx, Asian Americans, Native American and Pacific Islander Indigenous peoples, and any mixed-race progeny from among those groups. This approach would focus on identifying cultural interrelatedness, fluidity in certain markers differentiating cultural group identity (e.g. Afro-Latinx who self-identify as members of African American and Latinx communities), boundary-crossing allegiances on certain social values, as well as sociopolitical interdependence across such racial/ethnic/national groups in the United States. Racial plurality, fluidities, and interrelatedness serve as a means for activating the moral imagination needed for building just racial relations.

Niebuhr’s recurrent, critical references to white dominance (on which I focus) almost exclusively featured anti-black forms of white dominance. The tenor of these assertions holds potential for cultivating an anti-racist impulse that incorporates historical consciousness about peculiar and systemic forms of white dominance from which white people have benefited and by which black people were harmed. Concentrating on the systemic nature of anti-black forms of white supremacy allows recognition of how broad social and political values of white superiority are reinforced in the cultural habits and institutional practices in which all groups participate. But it may also occlude appreciation of, for example, anti-brown racist US historical patterns and current practices. Additionally, attention to the systemic can sometimes make it appear as if everyone, and therefore no one, bears particular responsibility. But the systemization of white dominance does not function as an amorphous, organic, or inevitable social process unrelated to deliberate choices and consequences. Inasmuch as moral deliberation and decision-making lies at the heart of most understandings of ethics, Christian social ethics ought to assume that we could make anti-racist moral choices that destabilize the functions of white supremacy and aid in dismantling its power and influence, if we chose to do so.

Accountability
Niebuhr’s 1956 Christian Century ‘Proposal to Billy Graham’ essay illustrates a typical articulation of historical consciousness found in his critiques of white dominance. As others have noted, this essay is one among many that he wrote to express his theological and political disagreements with Graham (Halliwell 2005; Fox 2004). Niebuhr points out that one hundred years after emancipation:

the Negroes have not been freed from the contempt which the white majority visits upon the ex-slaves, partly because of their color and partly because of their ‘previous condition of servitude’. Men are very slow in their collective life in meeting the elementary norms of the Christian life. They violate the simple commandment ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself’. (Niebuhr 1957c)

As he argues, whites deliberately ‘visit’ their contempt on blacks, with the direct consequence for blacks of continued forms of dehumanizing socio-economic and political bondage. But as is often the case in Niebuhr’s discussions of racism, the sharpness of this point is blunted by the manner in which whites exclusively constitute the guiding, normative reference point for his universal claims about the capabilities of the human collective—described here as slow to meet the elementary norms of the Christian life. Especially since whites comprised the overwhelming majority of his audience, the tacit relegation of whites to moral norm and centre when criticizing how Christians realize quintessential elements of Christian life weakens his attempt to interrupt the historical continuity of support for white supremacy.

But Niebuhr’s model of a white leader explicitly targeting another white leader in a critique of white dominance may still contain provocative anti-racist elements that should be considered. Niebuhr’s approach supports an inquiry into the necessity for Christian ethics frameworks constructed by white Christian ethicists that identify the unjust behaviour of other whites (by name), the racist outcomes in which that behaviour is implicated, as well as accountability in a reformed understanding of Christianity. What might it mean for a Christian conceptualization of racial justice by white ethicists if its achievement were premised upon the expectation of white Christians leading the way, that is, actively defining their Christian faith as inauthentic unless they renounce their contempt for non-whites? Conversely, what would it mean for the guiding maps of ethical Christian faith designed by white Christian leaders, if the disassembling by white Christians of their own white social entitlements in pursuit of racial justice constituted a defining marker of authentic Christian faith?

In this instance of racial justice commentary that was addressed to Billy Graham, Niebuhr’s argument highlighted Christian theology in his critique of white domination. He advocated for white recognition of racism as a ‘life of sin’. Niebuhr publicly challenged the influential white southern evangelist on the conversion-based theology he preached to large white Christian crowds across the country. Niebuhr wrote about Graham:

he does not suggest that the soul, confronted with the judgment and forgiveness of Christ, should regard racial prejudice as an element in the ‘life of sin’ from which the conversion experience redeems. And he does not suggest that among the ‘fruits meet for repentance’ there must be a whole-souled effort to give the Negro neighbor his full due as a man and brother. (Niebuhr 1957c)

Here, a critique of white racism purposely evolves into a description of necessary Christian practices for whites. Though Niebuhr’s anti-racist formula is a bit too paternalistic in its assumption that whites possess something that they must ‘give the Negro’ for racial justice to be achieved rather than an emphasis on what whites must give up, such as their political entitlement and contempt for blacks, it does position a rejection of white racism in the centre of the white Christian conversion experience. Moreover, he persistently cited Graham’s failings on issues of racism. In an interview in the Catholic magazine Commonweal ten years after that 1956 Christian Century essay, he was still complaining about the obliviousness to the resiliency of white racism found in Graham’s evangelical practices. ‘You can’t overcome race prejudice by simply signing a decision card’, Niebuhr derided in the 1966 Commonweal interview, ‘Yet Billy Graham tells them that if they sign the decision card they will become “color-blind.” Why is it that we see no evidence of the color-blindness when these people leave the evangelistic meetings?’ (Granfield 1966, 319). Amidst his array of disagreements with Graham, Niebuhr made a concerted, vocational choice to publicly identify inadequacies in the concern for anti-racism in Graham’s evangelical message and practices so popular with Christian white masses.

Yet a strategy that largely depends on white leaders to hold one another publicly accountable by listening to critical analyses of white racism that they dispense to one another may harbour the danger of undercutting the racial justice goals it pursues. This strategy risks reproducing white racist contempt for persons of colour by reinforcing the authority of white leaders as the most credible source for conceptualizing Christian ethics and theology and the role white racism inhabits in its public expression. Assigning such a prominent role to white leadership could signal a concession to the racist reality that whites may be likelier to accede to the authority of prominent white leaders on anti-racism. That is, whites may more readily accept the validation offered by such white leaders of the existence of racism and its broad significance for understanding human morality than similar assertions made by leaders who are persons of colour.

As with any other topic, the depth of one’s capacity to conceptualize racial justice tellingly reveals the range of one’s conversation partners informing one’s ideas. For some, this capacity can be expanded in crucial ways both through critical (textual) conversations with scholarly analyses of historical and socio-political processes related to race and (experiential) dialogues. These textual and experiential conversations must stretch across the divide of racial/ethnic groups advantaged and those disadvantaged by racist attitudes and practices. In a sharp critique of Niebuhr’s approach to issues of race, James Cone assails Niebuhr’s minimal record of direct exchanges with radical black intellectuals, identifying it as one of the major shortcomings of his work. Cone insisted that Niebuhr ‘showed little or no interest in engaging in dialogue with blacks about racial justice’ (2011, 42).

After detailing one of the few instances of such a direct encounter with the novelist and political essayist James Baldwin (1924–1987), Cone (2011, 57) concluded, ‘Had Niebuhr initiated more interchange with radical black intellectuals like Baldwin, as he did with Jewish intellectuals, his theological perspective could have achieved a broader and deeper understanding of race in America.’ In that dialogue, Cone acknowledges, Niebuhr rightly found agreement with Baldwin about the failures of white churches. But, for Cone and other observers (see Halliwell 2005, 243–244), Niebuhr’s approach assumed a passionless distance that interfered with his ability to grasp Baldwin’s depiction of how white racist complacency impacts blacks.

Indeed, Cone cites Niebuhr’s overall lack of genuine empathy as a significant constraint for his work on racial justice. Cone contends that Niebuhr ‘had “eyes to see” black suffering, but I believe he lacked the “heart to feel” it as his own’ and therefore ‘the problem of race was never one of his central theological or political concerns’ (Halliwell 2005, 41). Cone admits that such empathy is difficult for whites but, he maintains, not impossible. Must the conceptualization of racial justice in Christian ethics depend upon the capacity of the white majority of Christian ethicists and theologians to empathize with the suffering of members of communities of colour who are disproportionately victimized by white dominance? Reliance on white empathy as a means for producing ideas to construct racial justice requires trust in a historically untrustworthy source of empathy and often unfairly burdens the sufferers with serving as object lesson and teacher in order to help generate the empathy.

In twenty-first-century Christian ethics, one anti-racist white ethicist takes on this question of white empathy. Laurie Cassidy names the task for white Christians when confronting black suffering: the ‘grotesque un/knowing of suffering’. She exposes the dilemma of white Christian complicity when whites gaze, for instance, upon a news media photograph of an emaciated black little girl child, whether they do so with a casual glance or genuine fervour to ‘fix it’. As Cassidy explains it, for the well-intentioned white Christian ‘the desire to alleviate suffering is not the problem, the problem is that, as white people, we have an urgency to act so as to overcome our discomfort, we need to be in control’. She speaks to other white Christians offering them a strategy for confronting ‘everyday experiences of white complicity so as to create the possibility of being open to God’s saving grace’ (Cassidy 2012, 47) and thus, to know God’s saving power through the interruption of white privilege. Her approach parallels some of Niebuhr’s ideas but diverges on which practices are demanded. Whereas Niebuhr’s critique of Billy Graham suggested the preaching of white repentance in a manner that linked spiritual transformation to giving their black neighbours the just treatment they are due, Cassidy stresses an ongoing openness by whites to God’s saving grace that is stimulated by their everyday interruption of the benefits of their own racial status.

When Cassidy’s Christian ethics analysis critically explores whiteness, she provides theological grounding and direction for individual whites that is neither shame-based, nor abstracted from particularities of the human suffering in which their whiteness implicates them. This approach places the onus on white Christians for transforming their own (in)capacity for empathy into a useful instrument for confronting the depths of racial injustice. As Cassidy maintains, her ideas only provide a strategic starting point to spark more participatory reactions from white Christians. And, I would insist, alongside this thoughtful anti-racist road map for white Christians, the conceptual groundwork for racial justice in Christian ethics requires an array of additional strategies involving mind-emotion-spirit commitments that do not solely rely upon the motivation and discipline of whites.

Confrontation
A confrontational relational strategy that is not aesthetically centred, as in Cassidy’s starting point of the encounter with the photograph, can also function as a viable means of generating truthful ideas about the meaning of racial justice for Christians. Relational resources may be discovered in non-violent, embodied encounters that incite conflict among those already allied in a commitment to some form of racial justice as essential to Christian ethics. Cone’s criticism of Niebuhr’s empathic capacity and the other points in his sustained discussion of the Niebuhr-Baldwin encounter give evidence of the benefits of conflict between whites and people of colour engaged in explicitly anti-racist dialogue. Productive meaning making can take shape in such face-to-face, non-violent conflict and in the vulnerability to being wrong that accompanies it.

Admittedly, the Baldwin-Niebuhr dialogue was a staged encounter organized in response to an extraordinary moment in US public life. National attention was focused on the horrific, white racist bombing of a black Birmingham church that killed four little black girls while they attended Sunday school. As Cone’s reading of it highlighted, their exchange involved a contentious negotiation of how Christian racial justice values and responses to white racism should be assessed. Baldwin vigorously criticized the depth of hypocrisy throughout the history of Church expressions of Christology and advocated for giving ‘the whole hope of Christian love a reality’ (cited in Cone 2011, 53; Niebuhr 1963a; 1963b). Niebuhr’s retort contained disagreement with Baldwin’s sweeping rhetoric about Christian love. Since Negroes do not love whites collectively and vice versa, ‘love is the motive, but justice is the instrument’, he stressed, citing Pope John XXIII as the source of this idea (cited in Cone 2011; Niebuhr 1963a; 1963b). Niebuhr believed that individuals had the capacity to love, but for him groups did not share that same capacity. He named the [white] Protestant focus on sentimental love as an ongoing crisis because of its failure to include the doing of justice in its expression of it. He praised the contrasting Christian leadership of the Negro Church, particularly Martin Luther King Jr, for their role in the Civil Rights Movement. In their differences, Baldwin’s dubiousness about the morality of the entirety of Christian tradition helpfully sparks Niebuhr’s reformist critiques. The authentic meaning that Christian tools can offer in addressing white racist realities is refined in the process of their interchange about Christology, love, justice, and ecclesiology.

Towards the end of the session, Niebuhr and Baldwin sharply disagreed on the role of violence. Baldwin pointed out the hypocrisy of whites who heralded the non-violence of King as an appropriate response to white terrorism while those same whites reverently celebrated communal violent resistance to the denial of rights and freedoms throughout US history, starting with the revolutionary war for independence. In his replies, Niebuhr maintained his position of arguing on behalf of non-violent protests and reliance on legal remedies as the morally suitable and politically efficacious course. He acknowledged that this embrace of non-violence might appear as if he were retreating from his firm opposition to pacifism expressed on many other occasions. But he explained away any contradiction with the clarification that King’s non-violent resistance fell outside of the definition of classical pacifism. Again, lessons about the role of white domination in the conceptualization of Christian ethics emerge from their exchange. Their conflict allows us to grasp how an implicit assessment of the extent to which the freedoms of white community members are at stake matters for Christian ethical conclusions about the use of violence. This assessment can represent a determining factor for judging the moral legitimacy of violent resistance as a response to political repression.

When Niebuhr described how the Civil Rights Movement was a revolution ‘taking place in the context of a legal system which doesn’t practice violence’, Baldwin immediately interrupted him. ‘It depends on where you are in that system’, Baldwin reminded (Niebuhr 1963a). Niebuhr continued speaking with a conciliatory acknowledgement: ‘Well the Negro has violence practiced against him but—’. Baldwin cut Niebuhr off again and interjected ‘by the legal system’ (Niebuhr 1963a). Baldwin doggedly insisted on an appreciation of the systemic, state-sanctioned forms of US racist violence. At that point, Niebuhr conceded and repeated Baldwin’s words ‘by the legal system’ before proceeding to complete his argument against ‘violence by the Negro’ as the right answer to the racism they confronted (Niebuhr, 1963a). With regard to their disagreement over the use of violence during this meeting, American Studies scholar Martin Halliwell observed that Baldwin was ‘riled by Niebuhr’s white liberal view that violence is sometimes justified but wholly inappropriate in the case of the civil rights movement’ (Halliwell 2005, 243–244).

The tensions on display in this meeting remind us of the inadequacy of rhetorical, general references to both ‘Christian love’ and ‘justice’ as a default response to white racism. Only their contextual meanings reflected in actual practices provide some measure of their anti-racist content. Otherwise they remain Christian tools of racist deflection and denial. Such non-violent dialogical confrontations between allies with clashing unequal social positions are suggestive for the possibility of crafting an authentically shared Christian ethics racial justice vision. It illustrates the perilousness of embracing justice as the instrument of love without the contextual details of how white supremacy has skewed official instruments of state justice (e.g. the police) making them instruments of racist violent repression. A non-violent conflict-dependent racial justice approach also indicates the necessarily disruptive role of grace in Christian social ethics. As a result of clashing perspectives steeped in unequal power relations, as truthfulness about white supremacy leaks out, God’s grace is perceptible.

Cone’s ultimate assessment of Niebuhr’s viewpoint contained ambiguities that uncannily resemble Niebuhr’s conflicting ideas about how to address racism. Cone finds that ‘what Niebuhr wrote about America’s greatest moral issue was at best moderate in a time when he was so radical on other issues that were dear to him’. He concluded that Niebuhr did not have a deep commitment to racial justice, ‘at least not in his writings or his life’ (Cone 2011, 177 n37). Yet Cone also claimed that he ‘never questioned Niebuhr’s greatness as a theologian’ but only ‘questioned his limited perspective as a white man, on the race question’ (2011, 60).

It is not altogether clear exactly how Cone identified the limits of Niebuhr’s perspective as a ‘white man’. Niebuhr may be seen as having inhabited white maleness through an essential set of characteristics marked by uniformly over-valued social power, influence, and privilege. Or his white maleness may be recognized in more fluid and adaptable cultural meanings that conferred, withheld, or rewarded power and privilege in response to particularities within the sociopolitical contexts of his life. In either case, the social standing attributed to heterosexual, cisgender maleness that is assumed in Niebuhr’s discussions of white dominance does convey a certain moral positioning of sex/gender meanings that contribute to the racial justice conceptualizations in Christian ethics sparked by his ideas.

For instance, might a contestation of the meaning of maleness have been an underlying dynamic in the discussion of ethics in the Baldwin-Niebuhr meeting? Might the difference between Baldwin’s gay black maleness and Niebuhr’s heterosexual white maleness have stoked the tension in the passionate versus dispassionate approaches to white racism that infused their encounter? And, how might we account for these possibilities when utilizing their exchange to develop Christian ethics ideas about racial justice that commend dialogical conflict as a resource? Whether it is in their possible, tacit contestation over maleness or exclusive references to other male leaders, their example may train us in Christian ethics analyses of racism that are too standardly sexist in a masculinized obliviousness to women’s leadership, lives, and faith. Embedded assumptions about the moral status attached to sex/gender identity matter for Niebuhr’s, Cone’s, or any other analyses of race and racism. Left unpacked they assist in disciplining us to incorporate such gendered assumptions as normative in the framing of Christian ethics approaches to racial justice.

Not all of Niebuhr’s views of how maleness matters for Christian ethics that are linked to race and ethnicity must be deduced by unpacking his inferences and implicit assumptions. In one instance, as a young Detroit pastor, Niebuhr directly mentions gender expression. He critically juxtaposes one extreme expression of masculinity with the authentic embodiment of Christian faith. Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic contains his earliest and disarmingly self-reflective narrative writings on his leadership experiences (1915–1928). Niebuhr admits his anger at himself for behaving in a deferential manner towards the Christian chaplains on a military base that he visited in 1918 (during the First World War). He disliked their officious and ‘masculine attitude’ and complains about their ‘rather too obvious masculinity which they try to suggest by word and action is meant to remove any possible taint which their Christian faith might be suspected to have left upon them in the minds of the he-men in the army’ (Niebuhr 1957b, 33–34). As Niebuhr’s observations reflect, few cultural spaces rely upon conformity to a more inflated and rigid notion of masculinity to achieve nationalist goals than the military. Here Christian faith appears to represent a feminized and thus a morally compartmentalized, and devalued endeavour.

Niebuhr’s confrontation with this display of militarized masculinity occurs in the context of a chapter in Leaves in which he attempted to reconcile the Christian ethical dilemma of actively supporting the justness of war with its counterpoint of pacifism. He rejected pacifists and eschews any association with them, though he admitted, ‘perhaps if I were not of German blood I could’ (Niebuhr 1957b, 32). His reference to his ‘German blood’ invoked racial lineage and signalled his defensiveness about the perceptions of most of the public who linked the German immigrant community to which he belonged to the nation’s German enemy in the war. This snapshot captured in Leaves reveals how masculinity assists in authorizing state violence and racial classifications help to isolate the enemy. Christian ethics assessments emerge as an accommodation to state violence and the racializing of the enemy. The themes of maleness and racial lineage that converge in this personal reflection on Christian ethics by a young Niebuhr are relevant to contemporary US-American struggles over immigrant rights.

Some of the US anti-immigrant language of early twenty-first-century political leaders ranged from local expressions by figures such as Arizona’s former sheriff Joe Arpaio to the national leadership of President Donald Trump. They resorted to rhetoric ensconced in a veneer of hyper-aggressive masculinity that was quite capacious in its utility as a means for popularizing dehumanizing narratives about migrants, immigrants, and asylum-seeking refugees. With increasing public acceptance, this approach played upon white racist fears and resentments enabling increased militarization in border control, especially along the US–Mexico border, and intensified criminalization of migrating people (Kobes du Mez 2018). Cruelty in policies aimed at desperate, impoverished brown migrants who crossed that southern border was supported by reasoning that thrived on broad moral classifications. Thinly veiled coded racial language cast them as the alien enemy of the supposedly moral standard-bearing white US citizens. The gendered impact of these anti-brown racist attitudes and policies includes violence and suffering during a brutal journey disproportionately experienced by migrating women. As white Christian ethicist Kristin Heyer describes, ‘Almost half of total unauthorized migrants to the United States are female, and women are nearly three times more likely to die from exposure than men, with the vast majority falling victim to sexual assault’ (2012, 9).

Niebuhr’s reflections on his German American immigrant background exemplify the complicated early twentieth-century history of race, ethnicity, and whiteness. Some of the racial understandings nurtured during this period have proven foundational for early twenty-first-century white supremacist notions usually embedded in anti-immigrant attitudes and policies to which Christian ethical attention to racial justice must respond.

Immigrant Rights
Niebuhr’s first publication in a national magazine, the Atlantic Monthly, focused on issues of race, immigrants, and citizenship. Speaking about the ‘the immigrant groups which comprise so large a part of our population’ Niebuhr wrote in 1916 with regret that ‘our melting-pot has not been able to undo in decades what the processes of centuries had wrought on the hard metal of racial consciousness…The problem of properly assimilating our large foreign population has always been a great one in this country’ (Niebuhr 1916, 13). During this First World War period of rampant anti-German sentiment his article harshly criticized German Americans. He argued that they failed to meet their obligations as US citizens, as each neglected to ‘place the virtues and powers with which his particular race has endowed him in the service of the ideals’ of this nation. The German American had been, in his estimation, ‘untrue to the virtues of his race’ which were multiple. ‘No immigrant came to our shores more richly endowed with the characteristics of a unique civilization than the German immigrant’ (Niebuhr 1916, 14). This early Niebuhr perspective reflected racial thinking about German attributes commonly articulated by academic leaders in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. As Thomas Carlyle, prolific philosopher and historian, proclaimed in the nineteenth century, Germans are ‘the only genuine European people, unmixed with strangers. They have never been subdued…this fact demonstrates the masculine and indomitable character of the race’ (cited in Painter 2010, 160). The enthusiasm for German academic values was also shared by William James, who figured prominently in Niebuhr’s 1914 BD thesis at Yale (James [1903]1987, 79). Note that the male gendering of this racial purity narrative reinforces its claims of superiority. German group virtue is located in the absence of any mixing with strangers. Niebuhr’s boasts about the supposed inherent virtues of his German racial lineage seem to be offered up in hopes of securing German American inclusion—acceptance by strangers—into the fabric of a nation teeming with new European immigrants and at war with Germany.

But it is also important to note that most of those European immigrants had access to whiteness. In his study of whiteness and European immigrants in US cultural history, Matthew Jacobson argues that ‘The European immigrants’ experience was decisively shaped by their entering an arena where Europeanness—that is to say whiteness—was among the most important possessions one could lay claim to’ (Jacobson 1998, 8). For these immigrants, the pathway to inclusion and belonging was built upon culturally discovering and politically holding onto a common racial identity that collectively denoted their superiority. David Roediger (2005) offers a complex mapping of the meanings of ethnicity and race for European immigrants to the US in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. He gives evidence of ‘where and how racially stigmatized European immigrants could claim white rights, as well as measuring the extent to which gaining fuller humanity could require participation in inhumanity’, especially towards black and brown peoples (Roediger 2005, 34). For most European immigrants and their white descendants, the formation of racial identity was fundamentally a moral endeavour that involved active participation in the denial of the human worth of non-whites. These choices in the defining of racial identity and status perpetuate a zero-sum understanding of shared communal moral worth in which whites can only gain worth if non-whites lose it.

It would be unfair not to acknowledge that Niebuhr’s ideas about race evolved considerably after his 1916 Atlantic Monthly article. Yet the importance of specific racial classifications persisted in his articulation of Christian morality and the history of contested power relations. During the 1950s, at the height of his development of the meaning of Christian realism for global order, Niebuhr praised Anglo-Saxonism for its imperialist achievements, albeit with what he understood as its sometimes morally ambiguous legacy (Niebuhr 1959; 1957a). He counted among the ‘achievements of Anglo-Saxon culture in race relations’, US civil rights gains where ‘our treatment of Negroes’ was advanced by desegregation court rulings that represented national will ‘at its best’ and reflected ‘moral principles of both Christianity and the Enlightenment’ (Niebuhr 1959, 214). He created a narrative of US-Anglo-Saxon superiority in which Christianity played a supporting, validating role. Here the righting of the wrongful ‘treatment of Negroes’ exemplifies the best of Christian Anglo-Saxon culture. The long costly struggle waged by blacks to compel anti-racist transformations in US society remains invisible in this mythologized understanding of the steady march of Anglo-Saxons towards moral progress.

The notion of certain innately superior traits that whites possess represents a core fiction that provides a relentless justification for domination and any means necessary to preserve that domination. A perpetual sense of threat interwoven into the fiction of white superiority plays a crucial role in unconditionally sanctioning the means for maintaining dominant status and control. This fictional perception of superiority extends to ideas about who owns communal spaces and sets the standards of belonging that grants entry to those communal spaces. Recent nativist contestations over citizenship rights have launched a vigorous territorial defence that reveal these racist dynamics and have contributed to the popularity of current anti-immigrant campaigns. For US-based Christian ethics, US discrimination against Middle Eastern Muslim and Mexican and South American Christian immigrants, migrants, and refugees represent a contemporary forefront for questions of racial justice. This focus can foreground useful methodological challenges to the positioning of Christian ethics conceptualizations of racial justice such as my own that have largely stressed the gendering of anti-black racism. For instance, how should a focus on anti-brown racism, so prevalent in anti-immigrant attitudes and policies, incorporate, destabilize, or reject more common black-white binary racial justice analyses?

Latino Christian ethicist Miguel De La Torre describes how racist consciousness operates in anti-immigrant practices that target all Hispanics. With his baseline definition of the experience of white privilege as ‘never needing to be conscious of one’s ethnicity or race’, De La Torre contrasts the political conditions for all Hispanics of constant state surveillance, presumed ‘guilty of not belonging until we show proper documentation proving otherwise’. To illustrate his point about the racism at the heart of immigration debates, he asks his readers to imagine whites being stopped because they have white skin. And, he queries: ‘what if 10 percent of African Americans were stopped to make sure they had documentation for being in certain neighborhoods?’ (De La Torre 2009, 111). He immediately points out that blacks may be disproportionately stopped for unfair ticketing but ‘they are not stopped because a law-enforcement officer is suspicious that they may not be Americans’. De La Torre’s anti-racism argument about the treatment of brown immigrants presumes that most readers will easily recognize the injustice if police were to detain whites on the basis of race. He additionally unsettles readers unaccustomed to probing the kind of racial privilege blacks might possess especially when police routinely, racially target them. But I would contend that, together with analysis of such privilege, should be reflection on how non-immigrant blacks may also simultaneously occupy a peculiar status that designates them as perpetually US-American criminal suspects. Also, consideration of the decades of surveillance and deportation, sometimes with extreme cruelty, targeting black immigrants such as Haitians seems to be omitted from De La Torre’s framework. Nonetheless he demonstrates a Christian ethics method focused on racial justice that intervenes in a customary white-black paradigm for anti-racism by calling attention to that binary in service of helpfully breaking it open.

Predictably, the usefulness of Niebuhr’s ideas for countering the racist policies and attitudes that twenty-first-century migrants from Latin America face depends upon how directly one references his understandings of race. A white-black binary prevails in most of Niebuhr’s discussions of race. And as De La Torre criticizes (2010, 21), rampant excuses and moral equivocations for the history of US imperialism make ‘Niebuhr’s ethics incongruent with Hispanic hope for liberative ethics’. But for other Christian ethicists, Niebuhr’s broad frameworks about sin can assist in identifying racist dynamics in contemporary attitudes and practices.

For instance, Kristin Heyer references Reinhold Niebuhr when constructing her Christian ethical examination of current anti-immigrant fervour. As she rehearses the role of racist depictions of brown peoples in the media and government policymaking, Heyer utilizes Niebuhr’s major paradigm of collective egotism as a recurring expression of sin against God. She points out Niebuhr’s delineation of this sin as manifested in an attempt to overcome insecurity. This Christian sinful inclination can be observed in how ‘the scale of recent migration to the United States has fostered a widespread conception of immigrants as threatening the rule of law, social cohesion, and the nation’s economic health. As these concerns get amplified or distorted by ethnocultural nationalism or fear, anti-immigrant sentiment’ has led to adverse consequences such as the dramatic rise in hate crimes targeting Hispanics (Heyer 2012, 17). She commends a Christian ethic of kinship that privileges the migrant’s experiences, voices, agency, and subjectivity, because ‘even when Christian ethics is nourished by feminist theory, the latter risks focusing on the concerns of white, middle-class women leading to faulty assumptions’ about power and privilege in its prescriptions (Heyer 2012, 154). Heyer’s method guides us towards a strategy of concerted displacement of moral assumptions by white feminist theorists for the sake of Christian ethics ‘nourished’ by the subjugated knowledge of politically persecuted migrant women.

Christian ethics methods must account for the ways in which the white fiction of innate white superiority functions like an insatiable monster. The monstrously false claims of perpetual white racial insecurity and threatened social status seem to require ongoing feedings comprised of the dignity, security, and sometimes the very lives of the most vulnerable impoverished brown migrant populations. Whites have largely, but not exclusively, been the targeted audience of anti-immigrant rhetoric that stirs up such fearfulness. But some evidence, not all (Cox, Lienesch, and Jones 2017), suggests that even some Christian black and Latinx citizens who attend liberal, politicized worship services may be susceptible to exaggerated fears of brown Latinx immigrants, particularly Mexicans, and thus support unfairly restrictive immigration and asylum policies aimed at them (Brown and Brown 2017).

Targeted racial animus holds out the benefits of social control and sense of belonging but is never fully realizable because social loss, threat, or dispossession perpetually loom as a major feature of the animus. Systemic forms of white racism obstruct a US-American Christian ethic of borderless kinship needed to undo the civil religion of nationalism and fuel just relations with low-status brown and black migrant strangers (see Butler 2012, 50). For, whiteness is territorial. It can occupy the conceptual space of methodological assumptions and even seep into their well-intended aims of communal moral well-being. Christian ethics requires an explicit dispossession of the territory of whiteness. Our engagement of Reinhold Niebuhr’s repeated, bold forays into questions of racial justice can bountifully serve the interests of constructing methods to enable that dispossession. Christian ethics ideas that support racial justice may be learned from the clashes with and confrontations of white supremacist assumptions. Such conceptual conflicts can create spiritual-material disciplines of anti-white-dominance accountability, encourage theology-practice dialogical exchanges across racial and sex-gender hierarchies, and break open black-white binary paradigms insufficient for dismantling the Christian white supremacy exemplified in vicious dehumanization of brown migrants and Muslims in the early twenty-first century.
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chapter 31

Family, Sexuality, and Society


Rebekah Miles






A close review of Reinhold Niebuhr’s writings on family and society illuminates his larger argument and helps to further Niebuhr studies and the contribution of Christian Realism in contemporary discussions of family and society. Scholars observe that Niebuhr and Christian Realism find the human condition most clearly revealed in larger social groups and their interactions, particularly politics (Lovin 2009, 671; Santurri 2005, 784). This review challenges that claim; Niebuhr often turns to the smallest and most intimate of human communities—those of marriage and family—to illustrate crucial challenges and possibilities of the human condition and social responsibility. The family is a fulcrum where key components of human nature come together and are held in tension.

Moreover, a careful examination of Niebuhr on family and society challenges the common argument that Niebuhr promotes a sharp bifurcation between private and public communities, with different expectations and standards of responsibility, sentimentalizing the family as the place of morality and love while bringing a more cynical view point to the larger social worlds of business and statecraft (Vaughn 1983, 187–198; Harrison 1985, 27–28; Ruether 1975, 199–200). On the contrary, we will see here that Niebuhr, especially in his mature work, is remarkably consistent in the ways he talks about various human social communities, with smaller and larger communities facing similar challenges. And the differences encountered in the smaller community of the family help to illuminate challenges for responsibility in communities of all sizes. Niebuhr presents us with more of a continuum than a bifurcation.

Although Niebuhr is often associated with the negative, cautious aspects of realism—i.e. the ways that humans, especially the powerful, are prone to seek their self-interest while pretending otherwise, he also sought to balance this, especially in his later years, with the positive, hopeful side of idealism. This balance, which is the locus of human responsibility, is clearly evident in his later writings on the family.

The author of this chapter has demonstrated elsewhere that Reinhold Niebuhr’s wife, theologian Ursula Niebuhr, was virtually a co-author of some of his later writings that appear in his name alone, and has suggested that she had a powerful, though largely unexamined, influence on his thought, including his growing realism about injustice in the family as well as his move from an individualistic model of the self to one that is altogether socially constituted. These shifts in his understanding of the family and social self were not minor adjustments, but, instead, a key part of a broader amendment of his model of human social responsibility (Miles 2012a, 30–33).

Humans as Radically Social, Free, Guilty, and Responsible
What does it mean to be a responsible member of human societies, including and especially families? Niebuhr’s ideas about human social responsibility are deeply rooted in his understandings of human nature. In summary, for Niebuhr, humans are profoundly social beings who are formed for responsibility in society, especially in families, and who find fulfilment through responsible participation in society. All human societies are shaped and challenged by a dynamic at the heart of human nature which emerges from the uniquely human tension between freedom and boundedness, a tension that can foster extraordinary creativity as well as devastating injustice. Because humans are by nature radically free, they are able to transform natural and social forms. The challenge of human responsibility is to transform the world in positive ways while being acutely aware of the dangers, such as the tendency of humans to work for their own self and group interest while hiding their selfishness even from themselves. The challenge is further complicated because humans bear responsibilities that are impossible to completely fulfil. Humans are responsible for all others, not just those closest to them. Humans and their communities are accountable to moral ideals they can never fully enact. All human communities, including families, are challenged by group selfishness, injustice, and deceit, within and without. The responsible self is the guilty self, and the responsible community is the guilty community.

It is impossible to rightly understand Niebuhr on family without grasping more fully his dynamic model of human nature and social responsibility. Humans, like other animals, are shaped, on the one hand, by impulses and drives and, on the other, by forms of nature, including finite bodies, geography, and the givenness of social community. For animals, those impulses and drives are expressed within fixed forms and orders that are natural to that class of animal. North American beavers, for example, live in lodges or dens along the water’s edge in a community of a male and female vegetarian pair and their offspring. It turns out that human life is much more complicated than beaver life. Human vitalities and forms play out differently, because humans are both bound and free and always live in a creative tension between the two. As bound creatures they are subject, as are other animals, to basic drives and the natural forms. However, humans, through their freedom and creativity, reshape nature and reconfigure the drives and impulses so thoroughly that is difficult to know how these impulses and forms might have expressed themselves in some original natural state. Or, to be more accurate, the natural state in human life is this ongoing cycle of creativity that endlessly reshapes human impulses and forms. Moreover, the human self is able, by its freedom, to see the extent of its responsibilities and the possibility for something better and even to move towards those new possibilities, while always recognizing, with a sense of guilt and uneasiness, its incapacity to be fully responsible (Niebuhr 1964a, I:27–28; 1949, 94).

Freedom, then, propels not only positive creativity but also canny selfishness, not only an awareness of one’s immense responsibility and the possibility of making things better, but also a sense of guilt both at one’s incapacity to ever fulfil that immense responsibility and at one’s predisposition to subvert acts of responsibility into another means of self-seeking, disguising selfishness under the cover of seeming altruism, but never so successfully disguised to completely quiet the guilty conscience.

Humans are profoundly shaped not only by freedom but also by boundedness, and particularly relevant here is their boundedness to social community. Niebuhr is sometimes accused of being overly individualistic and, later in life, he confessed to having made that error in his earlier work. In his later monographs, Niebuhr offers his mature model of the human in society, notably in Man’s Nature and His Communities. There Niebuhr explains several shifts in his theology, particularly from Protestant individualism to greater appreciation for the self as fully constituted by its communities, a shift which he credits to the influence of Catholicism and Judaism. It is likely that Ursula Niebuhr was also partly responsible for these shifts; Reinhold Niebuhr hints at that influence and even her co-authorship in the introduction. In this later work, Niebuhr is clear that humans are innately social. All aspects of human existence are shaped in community, and humans find fulfilment only as they depend on their communities and carry out their responsibilities in community; living responsibly in community is how humans become their true selves. And the mature self is only able to be responsible because of the security it first received in childhood from its communities, especially the family (Niebuhr 1965, 15–17, 30–34, 106–109).

Humans bear particular responsibility to those closest to them, especially members of the family and local community, but that is not the limit of human responsibility. Niebuhr writes that ‘no bounds can be finally placed upon man’s responsibility to his fellows or upon his need of their help’ (Niebuhr 1944, 56). The immensity and unboundedness of human responsibility wildly exceed human capacities. Because human selves and human communities can never fulfil the immense responsibility they can envision, ‘the responsible self is also the guilty self’ (Niebuhr 1949, 97).

If that were not challenge enough, the ultimate standard of responsibility within this unbounded community, the ideal of self-giving love, is not achievable, and even the approximations in community, i.e. mutual love and justice, cannot be perfectly enacted. Agape love provides not a realistic, reachable goal but an unreachable standard, a standard that should propel humans to greater love and justice and provide a plumb line that reveals the limits of their always partial attempts to reach it.

Because of their freedom, humans organize their societies in many different, varied ways. The imaginative transformation of social organization is so thorough, one cannot know what forms were earliest, and even if one could determine a primordial form, that would not make it better. Even this creative freedom to transform society not only emerges from the self as it is shaped by community but also plays itself out within that social community.

Human freedom is not only formed and expressed in human society but also finds the leverage for social critique within society. The self which seems at its most individual when it challenges its society is actually dependent on community for its prophetic work. The prophetic self, in its prophecy, depends on its social tradition, either in the values of the society it is criticizing or those of some other society, perhaps in a different part of the world, in another age, or even in one’s imagination. The point is that even the capacity to transcend and criticize society is a part of the social self and its communities. This tension between the givenness of human life and the radical possibilities of freedom lends human life its dynamic character. Humans, because of their freedom, are always transmuting and reordering the given.

Niebuhr sees two major historical strands in the understanding of freedom as it reshapes society—idealism and realism. Idealists emphasize, almost exclusively, the hopeful side of human freedom and transformation. They err, and it is a dangerous error, by not seeing the seamier side of human transformation, the way that it expresses human sin, selfishness, and deceit. In contrast, realists are focused on this seamier side of human freedom and its transformations. They err, and it is a dangerous error, by not seeing the positive side of human transformation, the way that humans reshape societies to be more just and compassionate.

Niebuhr, in his mature work, seeks to balance the two. In the original, unpublished introduction to Man’s Nature and His Communities, Niebuhr writes that he is offering a ‘a more considered balance between idealist and realist conceptions of human nature’. This new balance was an attempt to correct an error in The Nature and Destiny of Man, that is, a failure to account for and critique the excesses of Christian Realism, especially the tendency in Pauline and Augustinian traditions of ‘failing to measure the residual capacity for justice among self-regarding men’. He insists that this balance is a gift brought to political discourse by the biblical religious traditions (Niebuhr, undated; Niebuhr 1955a).

In sum, we see that humans have a complex relationship to their societies which makes the task of being responsible in society, including the small society of the family, very difficult. Human communities are the source and site of their freedom; even their prophetic work against society is socially formed. Humans are called to unlimited responsibility to others, and the height of that responsibility is a self-giving love that is never fully possible, even in the most intimate relations. Through means of their freedom, humans not only see the full extent of their responsibility to all others but also find creative ways to betray that responsibility, seeking their own good or losing themselves, all the while covering their sin with pretended virtue to deceive not only others but themselves. Because of their freedom, humans are never fully deceived; they are uneasy about their complicity and failure of responsibility. The responsible self is always the guilty self; the responsible community is always the guilty community. These tensions come together with special force in the smallest of these social groups, the family.

Niebuhr, the Family, and Social Responsibility
Niebuhr is not an obvious choice for aiding reflection on the family and related topics such as marriage, sexuality, gender, and parenthood. Indeed, one could make a good case for avoiding Niebuhr as a resource altogether. He wrote few sustained reflections, and some of his statements about family are dated, sentimental, and outright sexist. Moreover, there is evidence of sexism in his own family and marriage (Miles 2001).

In spite of these problems, Niebuhr offers a dynamic way of reflecting on the family and related issues that was illuminating not only in his time but also in ours. This dynamic can even be used to make sense of the failings in his own writings about family and society and perhaps even in his own marriage. In short, Niebuhr offers a dynamic anthropology that provides grounds for critical and cautious reflection on the family and hope for positive change, a balance of realism and idealism that we may call a visionary Christian Realism.

Although Niebuhr rarely offered sustained reflections on family, he did turn to it often as an example to illuminate many issues in ethics and politics, including the limits of natural law, the tyranny of the powerful, the possibilities and limits of love, and the need for justice in all groups. One could argue, indeed, that the family is his paradigmatic example of the challenges and opportunities in human social life. In the family, critical tensions in human life and social community are revealed.

Niebuhr insisted that the family was the basic human community on which all others are founded. The family, like other social groups, makes it possible for humans to become their true selves. The family has a special role in that the self-giving love of the parents for the child allows the child to grow into a responsible person capable, at least in part, of self-giving. The family is the ‘primordial community of grace’ (Niebuhr 1964b). For all its gifts, however, the family is also a problem, because it exists in the same tensions of creativity and sin as all other human social groups.

Natural Law: The Limits of Nature
Niebuhr often turns to the family when he is writing about the limits of natural law (1964a, I: 298–300; 1965, 33–35; 1959, 39–40). Niebuhr’s point is not simply to challenge natural law theories but to illustrate the way that natural law arguments are used by the powerful, especially in larger social groups, to justify their power as mandated by some natural order. Here, the small, intimate society of the family illustrates critical challenges faced by larger social institutions.

Niebuhr offers three primary criticisms of natural law theory. First, we cannot know what the natural form is, because freedom is constantly transmuting nature. Second, just because something is natural does not make it better; humans can improve on nature. Third, natural law claims are not innocent but are often tools to justify and maintain power. Niebuhr repeatedly notes that many rulers have justified their power by appealing to natural patterns of authority, especially paternal dominion, i.e. the authority of the father. Niebuhr finds the use of natural law to justify the rule of the father and husband in the family troubling for several reasons. First, there is no way of knowing if men were originally the rulers of families. In fact, Niebuhr insists that the first families were more likely matriarchal and that patriarchy was a later development. Indeed, he suggests that paternal authority might have been the first historical contrivance of nature (Niebuhr 1959, 41). Whatever the case, humans cannot know the content of any natural, original social form with certainty, because it is human nature to always transform nature.

Second, if it were true that patriarchy was the natural, original form, that would not make it better, because humans improve on nature. For example, Niebuhr believes that monogamy was not likely a natural, early pattern of human life but a later positive development. Monogamy is preferred to other sexual relationships, because it provides a stable family unit and long-term consistent care for children, and it accounts for the deep psychological complexities of human sexuality and intimacy. Not all changes are improvements, however. Humans in authority often transform societies in ways that increase their own power at the expense of justice. Neither claiming that a social form is natural nor that it is a historical development will prove its worth. ‘If it was really original, it was wanting in a developed freedom. If it was obviously historical, it revealed both corruptions and advances upon the original form’ (Niebuhr 1965, 35).

Third, claims to natural law are not ultimately designed to discern original forms; they are about justifying and maintaining power and excusing tyranny and injustice. The insistence on male authority in the family is inevitably tainted by the ‘sin of male arrogance’. Niebuhr repeatedly refers to the arrogance, tyranny, autocracy, and unjust dominion of the male within the family. Using natural law to justify paternal dominion becomes a means not only to maintain the power of the father but other power as well. Historically, political arguments about the natural dominion of the father are often used as tools to justify existing power structures. Niebuhr also notes that arguments by the powerful play out in parallel ways, both in the family and in larger social groups. Husbands and fathers argue that wives and children are incapable of self-governance, just as other powerful classes make those same claims about those with less power (Niebuhr 1964a, I: 299; 1940, 27, 62; 1957, 90; 1955b, 190–191; 1932, 46–47).

The Limits of Freedom’s Transformation of Nature
Nevertheless, there are also created limits to this transformation of nature through freedom. One of Niebuhr’s favourite illustrations is the biological difference between men and women. Although family relationships are malleable and have been transformed over time, the realities of biological gender differences are still profound for the life of the family. The fact that women, and not men, carry and bear children, places a limit on what transformation is possible in the roles of motherhood and fatherhood. Although he supported greater equality for women, increased mutuality in marriage, and the rights of women to be fully engaged in social and occupational roles, including ordination, he stops short of full egalitarianism in the family. He repeatedly warns of a feminism that denies these realities of nature in an effort to promote women’s freedom at the expense of the prior vocation of motherhood for women who have children (1949, 75–76; 1944, 76–77; 1964a, I: 299).

On the face of it, it is hard to deny that for heterosexual couples in which the woman gives birth to children, the fact that she, and not he, is going through the experience of pregnancy, birth, and lactation will make a difference in their marriage and family. This was a pressing issue for the Niebuhrs themselves. When Ursula Niebuhr was considering a position at Sarah Lawrence College, their letters reveal their concern for how she would negotiate an academic career and care for young children. When Niebuhr was writing in The Nature and Destiny of Man about the limits placed on women through pregnancy and motherhood, Ursula, who had had several miscarriages after the birth of their first child, was pregnant with their daughter Elisabeth and on bedrest in New York while Reinhold, along with his mother and a housekeeper, cared for their toddler, Christopher, in their summer home (Miles 2001, 50, 172).

It is not troubling that Niebuhr acknowledges the obvious biological differences in motherhood and fatherhood, but only that he stretched the impact of those biological differences too far. According to Niebuhr, not only are mothers affected differently by pregnancy and lactation than fathers, a fact difficult to dispute, but in addition, these biological realities mean that mothers also have a different vocation of parenthood than fathers. Indeed, mothers have the vocation of motherhood while fatherhood is, according to Niebuhr, simply an avocation (1944, 76–77; 1949, 75).

It is difficult to see why the realities of pregnancy and lactation would lead to such different roles in parenting long term, leaving fatherhood as an avocation. This is especially strange in the Protestant discussion of vocation where both fatherhood and motherhood are considered vocations or callings from God, even vocations that take priority over employment and other roles.

Why would Niebuhr make such a move? Using Niebuhr’s own argument, one could easily ask if his busy career and frequent travel might have prompted him to see fatherhood as an avocation instead of a vocation. This quasi natural law argument would be a convenient and convincing cover for his own preoccupation with his academic career and his negligence regarding his wife’s double workload as theologian and mother. Whether this assessment is accurate, it is certainly Niebuhrian to wonder if Niebuhr, who was by all accounts a good husband and father given the expectations of the time, might still have rationalized his behaviour using a theological justification from nature. Later in life, Niebuhr may have pulled back from his insistence on fatherhood as avocation. In a 1960 sermon, the last instance in which Niebuhr writes of fatherhood as avocation, that line is stricken from the original typescript, though it is not clear whether by Reinhold or Ursula (Niebuhr 1960, 9).

Self-Giving Love
Niebuhr turned often to the family to illustrate the possibilities and limits of agape or self-giving love, drawing, in his mature work, on insights from attachment and object relations theories (1965, 107ff; 1957, 26, 89–90; 1955b, 190–191). This move to attachment theory was likely influenced both by Niebuhr’s close friendship with their neighbour Erik Erikson, with whom he consulted about his depression, and by Ursula Niebuhr, who had taught this material and referred to it in her writings.

Niebuhr contrasts the self-seeking and the self-giving impulses that are always a part of human life, existing in tension and never fully resolved. Self-giving is necessary for human fulfilment and self-realization. Humans are able to exhibit this self-giving love, at least in partial ways, because they first found security within their community, especially the family. Human parents, even if they are often self-seeking, are generally able, with their children, to exhibit this self-giving love which makes security possible for the children. This security Niebuhr refers to as ‘common grace’, meaning it is a gift and not an act of will. Through this security, found in the family and in other communities, the self grows to maturity and is able to give itself for others, finding its fulfilment in self-giving. Niebuhr often refers to the Church as the community of grace, but because of the family’s role in shaping self-giving love, it is not just any community of grace but the ‘primordial community of grace’, indicating its key role in human life and faith.

Niebuhr insists that although the family is the locus of the capacity for self-giving, even here love is distorted. Parents’ love and sacrificial care for their children can at times be less about genuine agape love and something closer to selfishness writ large. Even mutual love is only partially achieved in the family or any other human relationships. Preoccupation with care for children can be a virtuous ruse to cover self-provision. The love for one’s children can be an expression of the parents’ ego. Even in the best of families, love is hardly pure but is mixed with ordinary human power impulses. Children, especially adolescents, are often more aware than their parents of the way that love and control are mixed together and that parental appeals to love can function to hide the elements of unjust control within the family. Niebuhr also criticizes the way that appropriate love for one’s family can become idolatrous. If the love and care that parents have for their children and family are only internal to the family and not extended, in part, to other children and families, then that love amounts to selfishness (Niebuhr 1935, 115).

Niebuhr also insists that the family, while struggling with the same distortions as other social groups, is one of the places where agape love can be most fully, though still partially, enacted. Niebuhr has been criticized for seeming to suggest that mothers have a higher capacity for agape love for their children than is found in less intimate relationships or even in fathers’ relationships with their children. When Niebuhr refers to motherhood and agape love in his mature thought, it is not clear if he is making a strong claim or using the language primarily for rhetorical flourish. Writing about the impossibilities of Christian perfectionism and agape love in sermons, he would sometimes note that it might be possible in a few exceptional cases—such as ‘mystics, monastics, martyrs, and mothers!’ (Niebuhr 1957, 11). It seems in these statements that the listing of possible exceptions is a way not to undermine but to prove the rule. In a 1960 sermon manuscript, he notes that those fit for agape love are ‘saints, mystics, martyrs, and probably mothers’, but in the original manuscript, the words ‘and probably mothers’ are stricken, though it is not clear whether by Reinhold or Ursula (1960, 10).

Some criticisms of Niebuhr on maternal love are unfair because they do not mention his insistence on the deep injustice and distortion in the family, including distortions of maternal and paternal love. He can, however, be fairly criticized on other points. First, except for the oxytocin-induced haze of love brought on by lactation among nursing mothers, there is no compelling reason to focus on agape love as exemplified in motherhood over fatherhood. And it is worth asking, in any case, if hormonally induced love is the same thing as agape love. Niebuhr’s focus on agape love as exemplified in motherhood and not fatherhood is another example of the way he over-defines gender roles within the family, making fatherhood an avocation to motherhood’s vocation. It is difficult to dispute, however, that within the family, especially in the relationships between parent and child, one sometimes sees extraordinary examples of self-giving love.

Second, Niebuhr also fails to emphasize clearly that just as the family offers possibilities for greater enactment of agape love, it also offers greater opportunities for distortion. He does note the distortion of love in family and marriage, but he does not go on to say how the greater intimacy, proximity, and privacy lay the groundwork not only for greater love but also greater injustice.

Realism and Idealism about Families and All Social Groups
Niebuhr has been charged with placing the family into a private realm where love is relevant and separating it from the larger public realm where justice is the appropriate norm. The family is then sentimentalized, and its distortions are overlooked. It is important to remember that for Niebuhr both love and justice are needed in all human relationships but never fully achieved. Niebuhr is remarkably realistic about injustice in the family, railing against the tyranny of men towards their wives and children and the tendencies of parents to unfairly control and dominate their children. Niebuhr is adamant that because of the distortions in the family, justice is necessary. Moreover, because of the depth of injustice, the interests of the family members have to be balanced, often by external means. He notes for example, that mutuality did not arrive in marriage relationships until women achieved greater economic and political equality and, thus, had the necessary resources to defy male tyranny and insist on mutuality (1940, 27; 1955b, 192; 1932, 46–47). Mutuality was not freely given but was conceded under pressure.

These problems of injustice arise even in healthy, loving families. As noted earlier, the parents’ love and loving care for their children can, and often do, become distorted. The parents’ loving guidance can easily be expressed as an unjust limit on the child’s freedom and identity. Even the depth of the parents’ love for their children can become a problem when it is not extended to love and care for other children.

Sex: The Paradigm of Human Creativity and Sinfulness
For Niebuhr, just as the family is one paradigmatic example of tensions in human social life, so sex, which is the basis of marriage and family, is also a paradigmatic example (1964a, I: 250–255, 298–300; 1949, 71; 1964b; 1948; 1953; 1954). While humans and animals alike have similar sexual impulses, human sexuality is much more complex because of the human freedom to transform all natural impulses and drives in sinful and destructive ways, on the one hand, and in creative and positive ways, on the other. Sex is not sinful, Niebuhr insists, but for humans, unlike animals, sin is always ‘attached’ to sex because it offers a unique occasion for distortion of human impulses. Sexual passion and sexual activity represent both the height and depth of human life.

On the destructive and sinful side, sex can be an expression of pride, which could show itself in inordinate self-assertion and even domination of another. Sex can also be an avenue for what Niebuhr called sensuality, the turning of the self away from its rightful locus in God towards something else, perhaps the loss of self in another person, substance, or activity, including sexual activity. Sex can not only be expressed destructively in self-assertion or self-loss into another person or activity, it can also become an escape into nothingness, a narcotic. One might think, Niebuhr writes, that men’s sexuality would be more subject to the sin of self-assertion and women’s sexuality to self-negation, but within sexual activity, self-assertion and self-negation are always a part of both male and female experience. While Niebuhr is clear that the sin of sensuality is much broader than sex, sex is its most vivid expression.

On the creative and positive side, sexual passion and activity provide an extraordinary expression of appropriate self-giving love. Sex becomes the basis not only for marriage and family but also extended kinship groups and even larger human communities which developed historically as extensions of kinship groups. Sex is also ‘one of the creative roots of the aesthetic and religious life’. Sexual passion can be sublimated into art, spirituality, and other creative endeavours. Niebuhr notes that spirituality is often linked with sexual passion and that many mystical accounts of religious experience are highly erotic (Niebuhr 1949, 17). Through this creativity, sexuality and sexual passion can generate much good in human societies of all sizes, from families to nations.

Niebuhr’s later reflections on sexuality came primarily in three spirited responses to landmark studies of sexual behaviour in men and women by Alfred Kinsey (1894–1956) (Niebuhr 1948; 1953; 1954). Niebuhr, like Kinsey, was scathing in his assessment of the Christian record on sexuality, criticizing its rigid and judgemental nature. Niebuhr notes that many Christians have assumed that sexual conventions are fixed and not relative to different historical periods. Christians have often failed to see the way that human freedom transforms sexuality, both positively and negatively. Because the Christian tradition has been inept and irrelevant in its views on sexuality, Christians need a ‘radical rethinking’ of human sexuality.

Niebuhr emphasized that sexual relationships, like any relationships, could be transformed by freedom. Traditional sexual partnerships, then, are not simply a matter of what is natural. For example, he thought that monogamous, lifelong sexual relationship was not a part of nature but was a transformation brought about by human freedom, an improvement on nature. But the improvement itself was not divorced from nature, because the practice of lifelong monogamy, he thought, emerged from the biological reality of a long human infancy.

Niebuhr was critical of Emil Brunner’s understanding of the orders of creation just as he was of the broader natural law tradition. Niebuhr insisted that grounding claims about family and sexuality in the order of creation, like grounding them in natural law, ignores the reality that humans are historical creatures and that no purely natural state can be identified, because nature has been transformed by human freedom, in its beauty and distortion. Arguments about family and sexuality that feature natural law or the orders of creation tend to be unnecessarily conservative (Niebuhr 1962).

Another example of the transformation of sexuality is birth control. Niebuhr criticizes the Catholic prohibition against birth control, because it is based in a misunderstanding of human nature. When Catholics disallow birth control because in nature the proper end of sex is procreation, they are ignoring the basic fact that it is human nature to constantly transform its own nature and impulses. It is improper to base decisions in sexual ethics, then, on arguments from what nature intends, because that ignores a key component of human nature, the freedom which transforms any so-called natural impulses, including sexual impulses.

Niebuhr also argued that Christians should rethink prohibitions on premarital sex. While he disagreed with those who would do away with most moral prohibitions around sexuality, he did note that there should be greater openness about premarital sex for committed and engaged couples. The Church would do better, he wrote, to put aside the strict prohibition of all premarital sex and provide resources and guidance for committed couples to help them make discriminating judgements.

Niebuhr did not see sexual norms as entirely flexible. He did not, for example, call for the same kind of discernment in extramarital sexual relationships as he did in committed premarital relationships. He insisted that calls for greater sexual liberty in extramarital relationships, as well as casual premarital relationships, failed to account for the complexity of human sexuality with not only its natural and biological components but also spiritual and psychological.

For this reason, Niebuhr was no happier with Kinsey than with the Christian tradition. He charged Kinsey with ignoring basic human psychological and spiritual needs in relationship. Niebuhr was especially critical of the naiveté of arguments like Kinsey’s that appear to assume that if moral prohibitions were reduced, people could express their sexuality however they wanted, without guilt or moral and psychological repercussions. Niebuhr thought this was a serious misunderstanding of human life and sexuality, especially the complexity of human relationships and intimacy. Niebuhr charges that Kinsey treats human sexuality as if it were the same as animal sexuality and thereby misses this complexity and depth.

The shame that humans often feel about sex is not rooted in something wrong with sex itself or, as Kinsey and others claimed, in the sexual repression created by moral codes. The shame and uneasiness arise because sexuality in human life is always subject to the distorting as well as the creative aspects of freedom. Indeed, ‘the climax of sexual union is also a climax of creativity and sinfulness’ (Niebuhr 1964a, I: 236).

The complex realities of human sexuality cannot be solved by liberating humans from repressive sexual codes. Kinsey and others fail to see that human sexuality is not only about physical impulses but about the unity between the physical, spiritual, and psychological components of human life. Calls for greater sexual freedom and multiple sexual partners fail to take account of the spiritual and psychological needs for intimacy within sexuality.

Niebuhr may himself have been unrealistic about some aspects of human sexuality. For example, as he reflected on the rise in casual premarital sex, he focused on fundamental differences at stake for men and women. For women, sexuality is much more deeply linked with a desire for family, which makes women more hesitant about casual sex. Why, then, would women agree to have casual sex? Because, Niebuhr suggests, they want to prove their love for their partner or bind their partner more closely. He does not consider that women might engage in sexual activity before marriage because they enjoy it. His argument is helpful in its insistence that any discernment about sexuality must account for the power realities and the greater vulnerability for women because of the possibility of pregnancy. Finally, for all his objections to extramarital sex and casual premarital sex, Niebuhr insisted that even in these cases, the Church should offer greater compassion and less judgement.

Niebuhr is surprisingly silent about same-sex relationships. Granted, the gay rights movement was gaining momentum only in Niebuhr’s later years when he was not well, but it was all happening in his backyard. Columbia University hosted the first US gay and lesbian campus organization in 1966, and the Stonewall Riots rocked Manhattan in 1969. Moreover, the Niebuhrs were close friends with openly gay artists such as W. H. Auden. It is difficult to make sense of his silence in part because his thought can be used to develop a helpful way to approach the issues.

In summary, Niebuhr criticizes Christianity for failing to see the way that human freedom transforms sexuality and to acknowledge that sexual norms are partly contingent on their cultural context. By contrast, Kinsey fails as he ignores the deeper aspects of sexuality that are not contingent on an historical time period. While these cannot be fully defined, they are, nonetheless, real. This leaves people—whether individuals, couples, or larger communities such as churches—with a problem. If sexual mores appropriately change over time but are still subject to distortion and are entangled with complex human needs and impulses, how do individuals and groups discern what is best? Niebuhr insists on the need for discerning judgement and calls on churches to provide a community of compassion and to help people develop those skills of discernment.

Relevance of a Visionary Christian Realism
Although Reinhold Niebuhr’s specific claims about family, sexuality, and society may be of limited use today, he provides the grounding for a visionary Christian Realism with key tenets that are relevant for contemporary reflection on family and other social groups. In summary, because of radical freedom, humans can and always have transformed nature and social practices and patterns. This transformation can be and often has been beneficial, a creative expression of the human imagination bringing about greater equality, freedom, and justice. This is the hope of idealism. This transformation can and often has been destructive, a distorted expression of sin and injustice, a way for the powerful to maintain and justify power. This is the caution of realism.

A visionary Christian Realism seeks a balance of this creative hope of idealism and prophetic caution of realism. There are limits to the human transformations of society and nature, because of intractable realities such as basic biological, social, psychological, and spiritual needs of human beings as well as the needs of other creatures. Humans do not always know if the transformations are for good or ill. Because of the limits of human wisdom, they may fail to foresee unintended consequences. Because of human sin, they may seek to justify their own self-interested actions with claims of virtue, or they may abdicate their responsibilities, losing themselves in something or someone outside themselves.

Morever, using their creative freedom, humans can and often have formulated creative explanations to justify seeking their own good by appealing to God’s will or nature. Because of their freedom and capacity to glimpse a larger vision, they may be uneasy about these deceptions. Humans will inevitably get it wrong at times, and they may not know for sure. Thus, they need to develop skills for discerning judgement, habits of humility, and communities of critical reflection.

Humans are responsible for acting for the good. They are profoundly social beings formed for responsibility by society, especially by families, and who find fulfilment through responsible participation in society. Part of this responsibility involves participating in creative transformation for the good. Ultimately, people are called to a responsibility that they cannot perfectly fulfil. Thus, the responsible self is inevitably the guilty self; the responsible community is inevitably the guilty community. The human struggle to be responsible amidst these complexities takes place in communities that shape the character and discernment of its members; challenge their vices and false assumptions; and offer accountability in the face of failure and subsequent attempts to be responsible. God’s judgement stands over and God’s mercy extends to all human actions and claims, all attempts at responsibility, and all failures of responsibility.

These principles, derived from Niebuhr’s understanding of human nature and human society, may support new efforts at creative transformation for ourselves and our relationships. While the issues, problems, and possibilities that occupy our attention today are seen from a perspective different from the way that Niebuhr saw them, a visionary Christian Realism can be adapted to these new realities.

Same-Sex Relationships
Although the national movement for the rights of same-sex couples to marry and adopt children came primarily after Niebuhr’s death, his reflections on the way families and social groups are organized can be helpful. A visionary Christian Realism insists that although humans are innately social, the forms and patterns by which they organize their social groups, including families, are malleable. Niebuhr was critical of the Christian tradition for failing to see that sexual mores and patterns of family life were not fixed; indeed, humans could improve them. A visionary Christian Realist could argue that when people claim that same-sex relationships are not natural or go against Christian tradition, they are ignoring a key component of human nature and traditions, that is the human capacity to transform patterns of social relationship and organization, including not only families and sexual relationships, but also traditional religious claims about them. A visionary Christian Realist will also be attentive to the way that same-sex couples and their families are subject to similar distortions, sins, and injustice as heterosexual couples and their families.

Changing Sexual Mores
Just as Niebuhr reconsidered traditional prohibitions against premarital sex for committed couples, so a visionary Christian Realist today can consider other sexual norms, such as prohibitions against non-committed premarital relationships, holding in tension the fluidity of sexual norms with basic intractable realities of human life. These stubborn realities could include women’s smaller size and greater exposure to male sexual aggression; the greater vulnerability mothers face with pregnancy and early parenthood; and, as Niebuhr emphasized, the peculiar psychological and spiritual complexities that arise in human sexual relationships. Holding these factors in tension requires complex discernment that is shaped by communities. Religious communities, for example, can provide insight and mores from their traditions and Scriptures; help people develop their capacities for discerning judgement; provide virtues, exemplars, and opportunities for shaping character to aid people as they engage in or refrain from sexual activity and relationships; and offer compassion, forgiveness, and opportunity for growth when people inevitably make mistakes.

Gender Fluidity, Transgender, Gender Identity and Expression
A visionary Christian Realism seeks to hold in tension the reality of human embodiment with the radical freedom of human nature to transform all social patterns and even nature itself. Human ideas about and expressions of gender have been so transformed over time that it is impossible to know how gender might have been expressed in earliest human societies. In any case, the earliest expressions would not necessarily be better, because humans, in their freedom, can improve on natural and social forms. A visionary Christian Realism, then, could be inclined to acknowledge the fluidity of gender and be open to different gender identities and expressions.

At the same time, a visionary Christian Realist also remembers the intractable aspects of being embodied. Male and female bodies are shaped by different hormones which result in significant differentiation, even in the embryo. Although there is great fluidity in gender and gender identity and expression, the basic biological givens of sexual differentiation continue to shape the lives of the great majority of people. A visionary Christian Realist will be attentive to the ways that changes in ideas about and expressions of gender are subject both to the positive, creative transformations of human freedom, as well as the distortions. A visionary Christian Realist will be looking for unintended consequences, such as the challenge that transgender female athletes have brought to women’s sports. Moreover, a visionary Christian Realist who recognizes the fluidity and social construction of gender would also want to ensure that political and economic protections are still in place for women around the world, who are at much higher risk for poverty, single parenthood, and sexual assault. A visionary Christian Realist can affirm gender fluidity and still retain a strategic essentialism about gender (Miles 2012b).

Gender Roles and Justice within Marriage and Family
Niebuhr praises the growing mutuality of men and women in marriage and the extension of social rights and freedoms to women. He repeatedly censures male arrogance in marriage and family and emphasizes the necessity of external factors such as political and economic rights to ensure a greater balance of interests. A visionary Christian Realism reminds us to see families and marriages on parallel with other flawed human social institutions, as communities prone to injustice. Communities, such as churches, can encourage the powerful to be more just and loving, but broad social change will likely come only with greater balancing of interests such as economic and political rights. This could include greater rights and protections to children in families. Husbands and parents, like kings and congressmen, do not readily give over power.

Changing gender roles in the home has had unintended consequences. The entrance of women more fully into the paid labour market has not been without cost. Even when women are employed full time, they still bear a larger share of household chores and care for vulnerable family members, whether children or elderly parents. A visionary Christian Realism reminds us to pay close attention to the balance of power and interests, especially the way that women and children may be vulnerable. Moreover, because of economic realities such as stagnant and declining wages coupled with increased costs for necessities such as housing and healthcare, most families need two incomes. Indeed, in poor families, parents often need three or four jobs to cover basic necessities. A visionary Christian Realism provides a lens to see the way that economic forces have come to shape the family. Moreover, a visionary Christian Realist, noting the imbalance of power and financial resources in a society, will recognize that many employers will not provide a living wage unless mandated by law. Justice and the balancing of interests usually require external coercion.

Erosion of Social Community
A key reality of contemporary family life is the erosion of larger social communities and bonds, such as those found in religious groups and civic organizations. When social bonds erode, family attachments and connections can become distorted, turning the family inward. In the absence of a village, the child becomes the village. The inwardly focused family, then, may shape the child not for self-giving love and responsibility but for narcissism. A visionary Christian Realism reminds us of the temptation to make one’s own family and children the centre, not only neglecting one’s larger responsibilities but also failing to shape the next generation for the responsibility that is necessary not only for them to contribute to society but also to be fully human. Religious communities can provide narratives, exemplars, and virtues to help families and children reorient towards their social responsibilities.

The erosion of social community can also be seen in the fragility of many families. Over the twentieth century, women’s growing economic and political rights created greater mutuality and increased opportunity. This had unintended consequences. Rising divorce rates over the last fifty years came in part because of growing economic independence of women who, thankfully, were no longer compelled by financial realities to stay in unjust marriages. These shifts, which brought many benefits, also resulted in many children being raised in single-parent homes, which can be difficult. A visionary Christian Realism not only endorses growing equality and opportunity, but also seeks avenues to support the vulnerable, such as children in single-parent homes.

Need for both Idealism and Realism
A final example of the usefulness of a visionary Christian Realism in contemporary discussion is the balance of idealism and realism. This balance is critical for social groups today from the smallest to the largest human societies. A visionary Christian Realism considers all the facts, not only the unpleasant but also the hopeful. One sees this attempt to balance realism and idealism throughout Niebuhr’s later work. In The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, Niebuhr focuses on the fatal flaw of the foolish children of light, the idealists who ‘seek to bring self-interest under the discipline of a more universal law and in harmony with a more universal good’. Indeed, Niebuhr spent most of his career calling out the illusions of these foolish children of light. But he also called out the children of darkness, the cynics who openly focused on self and group interest because they ‘know no law beyond their will and interest’. The foolish children of light fail to see the unpleasant facts of intractable sin and pretence; the cynical children of darkness fail to see the hopeful possibilities for enacting greater justice. (Niebuhr 1944, 9–10).

In the politics of the West, we have seen eras defined by cynicism and others by idealism; recently cynicism has been dominant. A visionary Christian Realist recognizes the triumph of cynical appeals to raw self-interest and acknowledges the need not only to unmask the pretence of that cynical self-interestedness but also to offer idealist reminders of hope and confidence in higher ideals and possibilities for families and social groups of all sizes.

The critical point is that Niebuhr provides in this multifaceted balance of realism and idealism a dynamic model of human life and social responsibility that is not bound to Niebuhr himself. One can and should move beyond Niebuhr, challenging his arguments, addressing issues he ignored, and ultimately embracing a visionary Christian Realism beyond and even without Niebuhr.
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chapter 32


American Foreign Policy


Heather A. Warren







No public theologian has exerted more influence on American foreign policy than Reinhold Niebuhr. Assessing Niebuhr’s significance for the school of realist American diplomacy and political thought that stretched from the 1940s into the 1960s, George F. Kennan, the noted mid-twentieth-century diplomat and himself a realist, famously called Niebuhr the ‘father of all of us’ (Thompson 2007, 1). In the 1970s when Niebuhr’s star no longer shone in the ascendant, presidential candidate Jimmy Carter identified Niebuhr as the theologian who had shaped him most. Carter later said that when as president he looked upon a world threatened with nuclear annihilation, he ‘always’ had Niebuhr in mind. Neo-conservatives made their claim for Niebuhr especially after 9/11 to support the war on terror. In 2007, another presidential candidate, Barack Obama, declared in an interview that Niebuhr was ‘one of my favorite philosophers’ and then proceeded to demonstrate that he had read and understood The Irony of American History. Niebuhr’s ability to probe the basic conditions of human existence and consider them on the grandest scale has remained relevant for American foreign policy since the 1930s.

Niebuhr’s engagement with American foreign policy extended from the 1920s until his death in 1971, and it arose from a Christian identity that demanded action as the meaningful expression of belief. Of that action, best known is what he did at his typewriter and the stirring sermons and speeches he delivered. Less known are the many commissions and committees on which he served for crafting and implementing foreign policy. Niebuhr carried out much of his vocation in venues apart from congregational settings. After he left parish ministry in 1928 for an appointment at Union Theological Seminary in New York City, he created over the years ‘a kind of meta-congregation’ that included students, theological colleagues, socially progressive clergy, atheists, Jews, and associates in government (Sifton 1993, 84). Often overlooked in the scholarship on Niebuhr is that he had distinct faces in mind when he pondered Christianity, America, and international situations. For Niebuhr this meant that particular experiences and contemporary international events combined with Christian self-consciousness to form his ethical assessment of America’s role in foreign affairs.

Interwar Years
As the son of a German immigrant clergyman, Niebuhr grew up aware that Americans did not live in isolation from other countries. His sense of international political connection grew stronger after he went on two of YMCA evangelist Sherwood Eddy’s study tours to Europe where he witnessed the devastation of the Great War. On his first trip in 1923, he saw the hate-induced fear that gripped the French-occupied Ruhr, a result of the harshly punitive Treaty of Versailles. From the Eddy-led tours, he concluded that America could not pretend to remain in its supposed virtuous isolation from the rest of the world, and he saw first-hand that ill-conceived international policy had the power to take a terrible toll on body and soul.

When Nazi and Soviet power grew in the mid-1930s, Niebuhr wrestled with his commitment to pacifism and the state of Christian ethics. The possibility became increasingly clear to him that non-pacifist forms of violence might have to be used in restricting the aggression of totalitarian regimes. An international community was aborning but lacked the ethical and political means for realization.

An invitation to deliver the Rauschenbusch Lectures at Colgate-Rochester Divinity School in 1934 gave Niebuhr the opportunity to take his first step in articulating such ethics and publish it as An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (Niebuhr 2013). Though Niebuhr later criticized his book, scholars debate the degree of his disavowal. In the book, he explored the tension between the norm of love and the reality of sin in human existence. The upshot of living in this tension was that people could work for justice, seeking to overcome sin in the effort to live the life of love as set forth in the Sermon on the Mount. Standards of justice, Niebuhr warned, could themselves become self-serving if not checked against a higher standard. The law of love was that standard, he explained, ‘not only as the source of the norms of justice, but as the ultimate perspective by which their limitations are discovered’ (2013, 140). Justice involved more than laws restricting murder and theft. That ‘more’ was equality. Equality was ‘a regulative principle’ that spelled out the practical meaning of justice (108). Moreover, biblical texts bore witness to a relation between equality and love. The law of love, after all, indicated egalitarian reciprocity: ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself’. According to Niebuhr justice had constructive implications because it bound people ‘to organize the common life so that the neighbor will have fair opportunities to maintain his life’ (108). At the time, the Nazi Party’s persecution of opponents and call for enlarging its territory clearly violated the justice-love ethic that Niebuhr set forth.

Throughout the 1930s, Niebuhr became increasingly frustrated with isolationists who refused to support allies against the terror that threatened the heart of Europe. Niebuhr wrote, gave speeches, and served on many committees to make Americans aware of the moral and political danger posed by the strengthening menace of Fascism and communism across the Atlantic. Even when Germany and the Soviet Union entered into a non-aggression agreement, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact that effectively abandoned Czechoslovakia to Germany (August 1939), American isolationists continued to make common cause with pacifists in their refusal to give European allies support against imminent invasion. Niebuhr pressed Americans to accept that the evil abroad had moral and political relevance for them.

Wartime
Less than a year after the Second World War erupted, Niebuhr reached a breaking point with American Protestants who continued to champion America’s neutrality, especially those associated with the Christian Century, the mouthpiece of dominant Protestantism. He approached a few friends to launch their own journal of opinion opposing neutrality and to encourage American support for the countries under attack. On 10 February 1941, Christianity and Crisis made its first appearance. The journal stipulated that among its ongoing concerns would be combating false interpretations of Christianity and the world situation, and planning for a post-war world that included an international organization of nations for promoting justice and peace.

Niebuhr’s attention to America’s military position in the world and effort to affect American foreign policy intensified. He called for Congress to repeal the Neutrality Act and to pass the Lend-Lease Act. Lend-Lease would supply Britain and other allies with food, oil, and military supplies to help them survive. De facto it would end neutrality and implement an interventionist policy in Europe but delay the commitment of American troops until US interests came under direct attack.

Among the subjects that Niebuhr thought needed careful attention for any viable post-war international organization was national sovereignty, a factor that the victorious nations in the First World War failed to take seriously, led to the disastrous Treaty of Versailles, and kept the United States from joining the League of Nations. Niebuhr wanted no repeat of that debacle. He pointed out that national sovereignty with its attendant self-interest must be factored into post-war international organization for anything to be accomplished internationally. On the eve of war, he reminded his readers, among whom were policymakers, of the inherent selfishness of nations: that every nation was guided by self-interest and did not support values which transcended its life if those values imperilled its existence. In The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, written during the war, Niebuhr argued that the alleged defence of a nation’s values in the form of a self-aggrandizing invasion of another country comes from the competition between nations in championing their respective sovereignties and self-interests (Niebuhr 1944, 161).

Based on such analysis, Niebuhr’s efforts to articulate and influence American policy by organizational means began in the early war years when the Federal Council of Churches created its Commission on a Just and Durable Peace. Niebuhr and several of his associates accepted the Council’s invitation to serve on the Commission. They gave themselves the task of preparing the United States, chiefly through the churches, to accept membership in an international organization for the prevention of war and promotion of justice when the war ended. With so much power, the United States could no longer sit on the sidelines as if it had no connection with the rest of the world. Niebuhr believed that America had to live up to the international responsibilities laid on it because of its great economic, military, political, and moral power.

When bombs fell on Pearl Harbor, 7 December 1941, intervention was no longer questioned. Niebuhr and his colleagues turned their hand to bringing into existence a new international order in which America was to participate fully. Niebuhr began identifying necessary elements for post-war American foreign policy. In the first year of the war, he called attention to three factors: prestige, the responsibility that comes with great national power, and pride. He cautioned policymakers not to disregard the power of prestige and not to forget that prestige comes from action that is consistent with high moral conviction. He charged the readers of Christianity and Crisis to ‘fully appreciate that a proper regard for moral aspirations is a source of political prestige; and that this prestige itself is an indispensable source of power’ (Niebuhr 1942b, 3). One of the tasks at hand was to move America to uphold its responsibilities as the dominant international power it had already become and was likely to be even more so. Yet such power was not the occasion for pride. Self-righteousness and self-confidence that did not genuinely respect other nations and peoples would undercut prestige and diminish national power.

By March 1943, after the war had turned in the Allies’ favour, the Commission on a Just and Durable Peace succeeded in identifying ‘six pillars of peace’ necessary for the post-war world: continued collaboration of the Allied powers, international agreements for free trade, adaptable treaty structures, decolonization, suppression of militarism, and preservation of human rights. Though implied but not stated, an international organization was needed to carry out the work that would implement the six pillars necessary for lasting peace. The ‘Six Pillars of Peace’ became a rallying point for thousands of church members who flooded Congress with handwritten notes and postcards declaring that an organization for international cooperation was needed.

As the war came to a close, Niebuhr endorsed the Yalta agreement between Roosevelt, Stalin, and Churchill that included assent to the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals, the blueprint for the United Nations Organization, which made national sovereignty and concomitant national interest its primary building blocks. Though Niebuhr argued that self-interest was inherent in nations, he did not think it deserved moral sanction despite its necessary calculation in American foreign policy. He thought that the provisions for the Security Council in the proposed United Nations Organization with its permanent members and veto powers corresponded to the dictates of national sovereignty and the realities of international power configuration at the dawning of the post-war world. When the US Senate ratified the United Nations Charter, Niebuhr considered it an important step in dealing with the self-interests of nations, addressing threats of war, and creating processes for developing cultural understanding between the world’s peoples.

In these same years, Niebuhr pointed to the importance of a correct understanding of human nature and history in framing foreign policy. According to Niebuhr, human beings have the unique, God-given ability for self-transcendence which is a form of freedom and the source of human creativity. Self-transcendence, however, is not only creative; it becomes destructive in selfishness and pride, the primary forms of sin, both in individual and group forms, with the largest form being the nation (Niebuhr 1964, I: 186–188). The creative and sinful aspects of human nature would have to be taken into account when making foreign policy, because the point of policy is to affect people’s lives. Creative policies were possible for ameliorating international tensions and building a safer, more peaceful world, but in light of humans’ propensity to selfishness and pride, such arrangements would always be provisional.

Likewise, a theologically informed perspective on history would make for better, more achievable policy. Niebuhr thought that just as human nature pertained to God, so did history, and thus an eschatological dimension belonged to Niebuhr’s understanding of history, complete with judgement and redemption within history but brought to completion by God beyond history. Such a view would keep policymakers from being overly idealistic or too cynical. Niebuhr criticized idealists who erroneously believed that human beings could achieve the perfect life for all within history. History was creative but not redemptive. Niebuhr denounced cynics for believing that there were no new genuine possibilities for good. Cynics, he argued, exerted a negative effect on American foreign policy because without hope in new international arrangements they would default to the old balance of power system that was incompatible with the reality of international interdependence. A Niebuhrian, theologically informed view of history offered the correct vantage point from which Americans could formulate a more robust foreign policy that avoided the pitfalls of utopianism and despair. Such a clear-eyed vision was necessary as the United States faced its impending post-war responsibilities.

Immediate Post-Second World War Policy
The devastation of post-war Europe and the onset of the Cold War stirred Niebuhr to identify more elements that should factor into American foreign policy. In the summer of 1946, Niebuhr travelled for a month in the American Zone of Germany as part of a State Department education mission. The war had destroyed the German economy, leaving its people facing starvation and lacking infrastructure. The time was ripe for the Soviet-supported communists to make a move on the post-war western and southern zones now that they already controlled the eastern one. Although Germans in the western and southern zones rejected communism, their economic degradation made them vulnerable to communist propaganda. ‘As divided Germany sinks into economic misery’, Niebuhr observed, ‘Russia hopes to conquer her ideologically by attributing this misery to capitalistic exploitation’. For the United States to fend off communist pressure, it had to do more than continue its policy of ‘strategic firmness’—that is, military support. The United States needed quickly to implement a policy of ‘affirmative economic reconstruction’ beginning with the opening of trade between Germany and the West (Niebuhr 1946, 70).

Meanwhile, Secretary of State George C. Marshall ordered Undersecretary Dean Acheson to gather a Policy Planning Staff. Marshall conveyed urgency to Acheson because the meeting of foreign ministers in Moscow left him deeply disillusioned, and unless America stepped up as it had after the First World War with reconstruction and feeding programmes, the world would devolve into chaos and more armed conflict. Under the leadership of George Kennan, the seasoned diplomat of European affairs, the Policy Planning Staff created the Marshall Plan, a four-year programme for the economic revitalization of Europe that would also serve as a barrier to the press of Soviet communism. Aid also went to Asia but as a separate programme.

Niebuhr called the Marshall Plan a ‘turning point’. The need for rapid post-war reconstruction marked the moment when Niebuhr identified the convergence of nations’ interests as another significant element for American foreign policy. Niebuhr asserted unambiguously that national self-interest did not have to be pure egoism. Because self-interest was the corruption rather than the annihilation of love, even in the modern nation state there lurked loyalty to values that transcended self-interest. Nations could have interests that extended beyond themselves, and diplomats could guide the convergence of such interests into mutually beneficial purposes for several nations simultaneously. This appeal to transcendent values distinguished Niebuhr as a Christian realist from political realists such as Hans Morgenthau at the University of Chicago and George Kennan at the State Department.

Promoting the Marshall Plan in the face of resurgent isolationism, Niebuhr argued:

Our aid need not…be prompted purely either by humanitarian concern for the starving or preservation of political liberty…though it is hoped that these motives will be operative…It is because motives of national self-interest converge upon motives of generosity, that we have a right to hope that the Marshall Plan will be accepted… (Niebuhr 1947, 2)

According to Niebuhr, generosity was also necessary in foreign policy to prevent national self-interest from turning into destructive self-centredness. He cautioned that Americans should not view the Marshall Plan as a pure act of charity because it was ‘as necessary for the health of America as for the recovery of the Western world’. He added that to expect paeans of gratitude from beneficiaries was ‘not as deserved as the supposedly generous nations imagine’, especially the United States (Niebuhr 1949, 162). Such action, moreover, would appear as paternalistic imperialism that communists would exploit to strengthen themselves—the exact opposite of the Marshall Plan’s purpose.

In these same years, Niebuhr reflected on why the creation of a world community proved such a difficult problem despite the unprecedented growth of connection among the many peoples of the world through technological innovation. A few years earlier, Niebuhr had identified ‘organic processes’ as crucial elements in causing communities to ‘coalesce’ and establish their ‘communal authorities’. For this reason, he said, social unity could not be effected by governmental power alone. What held true for nations, the communities of greatest size, held true for the even larger global community, and thus contrary to idealists’ belief, no world government could create peace. Positive steps, however, such as those promoted by UNESCO could help even if they did not guarantee peace. In the autumn of 1949, Niebuhr attended the UNESCO annual international conference as a member of the US delegation. He remarked on the importance of developing ‘common social and cultural tissue’ in achieving ‘minimal common convictions on standards of justice’ and establishing ‘degrees of toleration between disparate cultures’ (Niebuhr 1950, 10). Policies that promoted the cultivation of such social tissue would be in America’s interest.

On 14 May 1948, when President Truman recognized the State of Israel, the same day that Israel declared its independence, Niebuhr’s hope for the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine was realized. As early as 1929, Niebuhr thought Zionism was an answer to the question of Jewish belonging and survival in the face of centuries-long persecution in Europe. In the 1930s and during the war, he promoted a Jewish homeland in the Middle East. He served as the chief spokesman for the American Christian Palestine Committee, was a member of the pro-Zionist Christian Council for Palestine, and in 1942 penned a two-part essay, ‘Jews After the War’, that appeared in The Nation, advocating the establishment of a state for Jews in the Middle East (Niebuhr 1942a). Although Niebuhr did not think that mention of human rights belonged in the UN Charter because securing them would be such a reach compared to more achievable goals such as open trade and renegotiable treaties, he identified human dignity as an enduring value. Regarding ‘the Jewish problem’, it boiled down to ‘the simple right of the Jews to survive as a people’. When Israel declared its independence, Niebuhr welcomed it as the place where Jews could go to secure their survival. Although Niebuhr initially supported a two-state arrangement rather than a binational state with the Palestinians, he held a distinctly prejudicial view of Arabs in and around Israel because of their ‘pastoral-feudal social organization’. He valued Israel as a country that would establish a democratic and technologically advanced society in an area of the world that lacked both. Moreover, as the Soviet Union aimed to influence colonial and former colonial countries in the Middle East, Israel promised to stand as a pro-Western, pro-democratic ally. Niebuhr, however, expressed concern for the Palestinian refugees. The Israeli victory, he said, could not be described ‘as a morally unambiguous one’ (Niebuhr 1948, 6). He then pressed for refugee resettlement and Palestinian compensation, especially when he received reports from missionaries about atrocities committed against the Palestinians.

When the United States and its allies created NATO (April 1949), Niebuhr endorsed it as a way to ensure that America would live up to its international responsibilities. The rapid spread of the Soviet Union’s power over Eastern Europe alarmed the Western European allies. Poland came under Soviet domination even as the war came to an end; Hungary fell quickly to the USSR after the war; Soviet-backed communists in Czechoslovakia accomplished their coup early in 1948; and the USSR was engineering the communist takeover of eastern Germany. To counter the threat of Soviet expansion, the United States joined with several Western European nations and Canada in a defence pact, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, which assured each signatory of mutual military assistance should any of them be attacked. Niebuhr considered membership a necessity because of the Soviet Union’s hostility to the democratic West and America’s dismal history of coming to Western Europe’s aid when it was invaded. The UN could not be the peacekeeping force in such a situation because it neither had the political authority nor military power to prevent war should it break out between the Western allies and the Iron Curtain countries. Two elements in Niebuhr’s evolving principles for American foreign policy found expression in his endorsement of NATO: the alliance had taken shape around a point of concurrence with other countries, and it was in America’s self-interest.

Late in August 1949, when the Soviet Union carried out its first successful test of an atomic weapon, Niebuhr’s criterion of prudence found full articulation and came to the fore as a factor in American foreign policy. As the only other country with the atomic bomb, the United States now had an even greater responsibility for making foreign policy that would prevent the devastating exchange of nuclear weapons. Anticipating the possibility of nuclear blackmail, Niebuhr supported America’s development of the thermonuclear bomb. He assumed correctly that the Soviet Union would develop such a weapon because it had the same knowledge and technology as the United States. He thought that the United States would need a similar weapon or weapons to deter the USSR from threatening an attack on the United States or its allies. Concern not only for the United States but the NATO allies and the wider world dictated the policy. This shrewd determination of national self-interest in conjunction with other peoples’ national self-interest is what he called prudence.

The Irony of American History
In 1952, Niebuhr published The Irony of American History, an extended discussion of the United States’ place in the new post-war world based on lectures he delivered in 1949 and 1951 as ‘This Nation under God’. The Cold War and the bomb itself called attention to America’s historical self-perception and irony. ‘Our age is involved in irony…’ he wrote, because America can ‘exercise the virtue of responsibility toward a community of nations only by courting the prospective of guilt of the atomic bomb’ (Niebuhr 2008, 2). The United States had to keep such irony in mind as it crafted foreign policy to oppose communism and establish international justice and peace.

Niebuhr argued that irony held explanatory power for the human condition and America’s position in international relations. Irony occurs, he said, when a juxtaposition reveals meaning that arises from the acknowledged truth of a flaw common to the contrasting parties, elements, or conditions. The recognition of such truth, said Niebuhr, evokes ‘a knowing smile’ because it entails people’s recognition of their unwitting agency in creating or putting themselves in situations of such contrast. According to Niebuhr, irony is the biblical understanding of the human condition because the Bible depicts people becoming cognizant of having denied their nature as creatures as well as creators. Sin and guilt occur when a people deny their creatureliness in overestimating human ability and confidence in their creativity—in other words, when they indulge or slip into pride. Irony also evokes repentant humility because recognition of the flaw bursts the knower’s bubble of presumption.

For Niebuhr, irony applied to the way Americans told their history and created their exceptionalist national identity. America’s history was most often presented as a myth based on simplistic beliefs about the nation’s Puritan and Jeffersonian origins. The exceptionalist myth, said Niebuhr, started with the Puritans themselves. They believed ‘that the church which had been established on our soil was purer than any church of Christendom’, and they envisioned building a new and perfect society in this supposedly unsullied land. Jefferson reinforced a similar version of American history in his belief that ‘nature’s God’ created the United States for the special purpose of making a purer society free from the social and political corruptions of Europe. The combined Puritan and Jeffersonian elements fused to form the myth that America was born in innocence and purity, was thus virtuous, and had continued this way over the years, especially because of its supposed deliberate isolation that prevented entanglement with corrupt countries. Happiness was the corresponding mythical fruit that grew across the land and all Americans enjoyed. But, as Niebuhr observed, the United States was never so innocent or virtuous. ‘The surge of our infant strength over a continent…against any sovereignty that stood in our way was not innocent’, he wrote. ‘It was the expression of…the force of imperial expansion’ (Niebuhr 2008, 35). The simple alignment of virtue with prosperity and happiness did not hold true either. Pain and loss sometimes accompanied virtue, and upholding one’s responsibilities sometimes led to sorrow and sometimes to something more than happiness.

For Niebuhr, the early 1950s heightened the irony of America’s assumed historic innocence and present guilt. The United States was a technologically advanced society with unprecedented power because of its dominant economy and military capability, but that power arose from its guilt in having developed, used, and stockpiled nuclear weapons and having stimulated other countries to develop them. Ironic, too, was the fact that although America had more power than ever, it was less the master of its own destiny than before because the world was now far more interconnected. ‘We cannot simply have our way…’ he noted; ‘we are thwarted by friends and allies as well as by foes’ (Niebuhr 2008, 74–75). A double irony occurred in relation to poorer countries that blamed the United States for oppressing them when the guilt actually lay on European nations and their colonialism: America, the otherwise guilty, was innocent.

Irony forthrightly attacked communism and liberal ideology because neither ‘fully elaborated’ ‘the problem of power’ (Niebuhr 2008, 73). Overconfidence in reason blinded communists and liberals alike to the fact that political power, just as wealth, could be concentrated in the hands of the few. History itself showed that reason falls short because history’s frame is too large for people to comprehend. People, however, were not left to meaningless collective existence. The ‘drama of history’, said Niebuhr, disclosed ‘fragmentary meanings…within a penumbra of mystery’ that could be ‘ascertained by faith’ (Niebuhr 2008, 88). With faith came humility as the proper orientation of people to God and each other as agents in and creatures of history. Irony retained a role for reason in assessing contemporary existence, and it negated American exceptionalism in any understanding of the United States’ role in the international arena.

Although Niebuhr did not write Irony as a manual for American foreign policy, the analysis he carried out implicitly offered guiding principles in addition to those he had pointed out earlier. To begin, America needed to become aware of its pretensions about innocence and virtue, make an honest assessment of national values deemed ‘universally valid’, and then understand and work with other nations when they disagreed over the universality of those values. America could then see more clearly the close connection between its military power and economic power and refrain from developing policy which misaligned them. The United States also needed to build patience into its foreign policy. Developing countries would have to pass through the social changes of industrialization much faster than did European nations and America. Consequently, American policymakers needed to include mechanisms in their plans to allow time for these countries to go through such change and for communism to be defeated. Good foreign policy would not always mean a quick fix; the long view had to be factored in as well.

Niebuhr advised diplomats and politicians to understand the appeal of communism to societies that found it attractive because of the pain and bitterness they suffered. America, he asserted, needed to be ‘fully conversant with the ethos in which the resentments of communism are generated’. A major resentment stemmed from the belief that democratic freedom promised alleviation from poverty. Widespread poverty, however, continued in developing countries because corruption, usury, and landlordism persisted. Communism itself stoked resentment by blaming the capitalist industrialism and democracy of the former colonial powers as the sources of those injustices. Niebuhr had in mind Asia, South East Asia, and the Middle East—not surprising because war raged in Korea, and Arabs and Israelis observed a tenuous peace. He noted that racism had to be countered in these same countries because of the colonial legacy. European arrogance, he wrote, ‘reinforced ethnic prejudices; for the industrial world was “white” and the non-technical world was “colored”’ (Niebuhr 2008, 113). Missing in this analysis, as critics said, was mention of the same dynamic at work in America’s relations with African countries and racism at home in the United States.

In Irony, Niebuhr took the opportunity to reiterate or elaborate previous recommendations for American foreign policy. He rejected again any prospect of world government, but he advocated the importance of cultivating social tissue among nations for developing international cohesion. He again prescribed a dose of humility that entailed both the ‘charitable realization’ that the egotism of other countries is ‘not different in kind, though possibly in degree, from…our own’, and the recognition of the ‘religious sense of the mystery and greatness’ of other peoples. If America did not rein in its pride, he concluded, it would face an ironic demise brought on by deliberate ‘blindness’ to its own arrogance and disregard for other nations. By the end of the book Niebuhr had demonstrated the compatibility between the Christian faith, his analysis of America in the international arena, and his prescriptions for American foreign policy. Not only did ‘insights derived from this faith’ align with the nation’s ‘purpose and duty’ to defend itself and others from communism, they were also needed for saving ‘our civilization’ (Niebuhr 2008, 175).

The Eisenhower Administration and Vietnam
In February 1952, Niebuhr suffered a major stroke that left him partly paralyzed on his left side and limited his public activities. By the end of the year, the country as a whole was entering a major political transition with the election of Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower as president. Niebuhr recovered some of his strength and continued engaging with foreign policy, but he disagreed sharply with the new administration, especially with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Niebuhr thought Dulles’s simplistic analysis and pious but complacent moralism about the conflict between communism and democracy disregarded warnings about national pride and misunderstood the power relations among nations. Niebuhr thought the administration’s policy of promised massive retaliation through air power in the event of conflict was reckless and held the potential for accelerating the onset of a nuclear war. He criticized the administration for its failure to act responsibly with other countries in the new international system. A prime instance, he thought, was Eisenhower’s reluctance to support Britain prior to its attack with France on the Suez Canal.

In these same years, Niebuhr injected a new point into his consideration of justice and added a caution about national interest. Concerning justice, he identified liberty as a second transcendent, regulative principle along with equality that needed to be taken into account when discriminating among the interests of various parties (Niebuhr 1954b). About national interest, Niebuhr pointed out that a nation can define its ‘interest too narrowly’ and be self-defeating (Niebuhr 1956). He took issue with analysts such as Hans Morgenthau and George Kennan who defined ‘prudent self-interest’ in such a constrained way (Niebuhr 1954b). He countered by expanding his earlier understanding of prudence—the determination of national self-interest in conjunction with other nations’ interests—to include an explicit moral element. While ‘the art of statecraft’, he wrote, ‘is to find the point of concurrence…between the national and international common good…citizens of a nation must have loyalties and responsibilities to a wider system of value than that of the national interest—to a civilization for instance, to a system of justice, and to a community of free nations’ (1956, 22). Niebuhr’s definition of prudence provided an understanding of national self-interest that was not self-constricting, had stronger morality, and offered a better framework for constructing strategic policy.

By the mid-1950s, Niebuhr had articulated his main principles for American foreign policy in a world that pitted communism against democracy and emerging countries against their colonial overlords even as the sword of nuclear war dangled overhead. In sum:


1. Justice and peace are the goals of foreign policy. Peace includes the prevention of war.

2. America must live up to its international responsibilities.

3. Power in all of its forms must be taken into account when formulating policy, e.g. economic, military, political, moral, prestige.

4. National sovereignty must be respected and concomitant national self-interest taken into account.

5. An accurate theological understanding of human nature must be taken into account.

6. An accurate theological understanding of history must be taken into account.

7. Humility in tension with national self-interest must replace American exceptionalism. The corollary is that pride is always a pitfall.

8. Policy must be prudent: national self-interest must combine with concurrent interests of other countries in ways that do not sacrifice national interest. The corollary is that national interest must not be defined too narrowly.

9. Social and cultural tissues must be developed among the peoples of the world.

10. A people have the right to survive.

11. The appeal of communism must be taken into account.

12. Nuclear war must be prevented.

13. Patience must be considered.


Over the last fifteen years of Niebuhr’s life, these principles shaped his analysis of American foreign policy. Vietnam provides an example. In the spring of 1954, when Secretary Dulles with other Eisenhower administration officials recommended American military action in Vietnam to stave off French defeat by communist-led revolutionaries, Niebuhr disagreed. He did not think that it was in the American interest. Neither the United States nor its allies, in this case France, had had their sovereignty attacked: the Vietnamese were not French citizens and their land did not belong to France. His understanding of communism led him to think that an American military presence would ‘fan the flames of resentment against the West throughout Asia’ and appear to confirm communists in their claims about the hypocrisy of Western democracies, thereby undercutting American prestige (1954c, 4–5). Indeed, American prestige as a form of power did not seem to have been taken into account because intervening would mean supporting a Vietnamese government that was undeniably corrupt and brutal—far from the democracy that America would allegedly defend. Niebuhr also thought that the United States needed to focus on Europe where the Soviet threat to American allies’ national sovereignty was more immediate. When Eisenhower rejected Dulles’ call for military engagement, Niebuhr breathed a sigh of relief. With the Korean War in mind, Niebuhr remarked, ‘this dismal result is better than our involvement in another Asian war’ (1954a, 170).

Although Niebuhr agreed with having American military advisors in South Vietnam and giving economic aid after French withdrawal, by 1962 the Diem regime’s gross corruption caused him to doubt American involvement because of the damage being done to American prestige, an important form of power in international relations. Four years later, after President Johnson openly committed combat troops to Vietnam and increased their number, Niebuhr had unequivocally changed his mind about the war that was underway: America should withdraw and devote its military resources to Asian and South East Asian countries where America’s support of nations’ self-determination would not conflict with an American military presence. Increasingly, American policy was turning South Vietnam into a corrupt American colony that undermined American prestige. Niebuhr also thought remaining in Vietnam was not in America’s national interest because the communist threat there did not constitute an immediate danger by comparison with the dangers that America had faced in Hitler’s Nazism and Stalin’s communism.

After the Cold War
Niebuhr did not live to see the American military withdrawal from Vietnam or the fall of the Berlin Wall. The post-Cold War world that followed with its many civil wars and terrorist attacks would not have surprised him, though likely it would have saddened him. Upheaval over religion in the Middle East might have been more of a surprise because few in the United States paid attention to the complexity of Middle Eastern nations in relation to colonialism and the enmity between Sunni and Shia Muslims. Less surprising would have been the effect that the development of digital technology had in developing ‘tissue’ among nations or its role in creating the instabilities that stirred up civil wars.

Niebuhr offered his thoughts on American foreign policy in a period of international conflict between nation states rather than within them. Nevertheless, what can be considered as his guiding principles may provide insight into why American military intervention in post-Cold War conflicts had positive or negative results. Among the late-twentieth- and early twenty-first-century conflicts that yielded contrasts in American foreign policy are the Bosnian War from 1992 to 1995 and the First Gulf War and the Second Gulf War in 1991 and 2003–2010, respectively.

Regarding Bosnia, nearly four years into that civil conflict the United States changed its policy from piecemeal participation to a determination to end it. When the Bosnia Serb leadership captured Srebrenica and implemented ‘ethnic cleansing’, the world learned that over 7,000 Bosniak Muslim men and boys had been systematically exterminated by the Serb military. American leaders, who already intended to bring greater military force to bear on the Serbs, felt tremendous guilt in the face of the genocide and hastened to take forceful action. The United States convinced its NATO allies and Russia that the use of far greater military force would end the war by winter—what the Serbs had been promising but as brutal victors. When the Serbs shelled the Sarajevo marketplace, a US-led NATO air force carried out heavy bombing raids for several months and a Croatian-Bosnian offensive led to the ouster of the Serb forces. By December, hostilities ended with 60,000 US and 20,000 other NATO troops enforcing a November agreement that brought peace to Bosnia.

Prior to the Srebrenica atrocity, American conduct in the Bosnian War was anaemic by Niebuhrian standards. Despite supporting UN resolutions that sanctioned the Serbs and saw Americans among the monitoring forces, the United States did not press the UN or NATO allies to protect the Bosniaks even as the Serb leader, Slobodan Milosevic, preached ethnic cleansing and Serb troops carried it out in small scale. By Niebuhr’s standards, the United States should have pressed for American-backed NATO intervention much earlier to uphold the Bosniaks’ right to survive and oppose the genuine threat of genocide.

The change in policy aligned well with a number of Niebuhr’s principles. In the late spring of 1995, President Clinton decided that the piecemeal action the United States was taking as a NATO member had not brought peace and was damaging American prestige while making him look weak in foreign policy. Clinton and his National Security Council advisors decided that stronger military and political pressure needed to be placed on the Serbs and the United States needed to lead NATO in doing this. In effect, the Clinton administration followed the Niebuhrian principle of taking into account all forms of power. The policy also displayed prudent national interest by enlisting other nations through international organizations—the UN and NATO—to promote peace more aggressively. A theological understanding of human nature, especially sin as pride and self-interest, came into play, though not identified as such. The Clinton administration’s assessment of Serb pride and self-interest concluded that heavy bombing would constrain the Serbs and bend them towards self-preservation in a peace accord. With such a settlement, stability could return to the eastern region of Europe, keeping Europe as a whole more stable, and decrease the chance for the conflict to expand into a wider international war. Stability also would give Europeans a better environment for developing social tissue.

The First and Second Gulf Wars provide another contrast in American foreign policy in light of Niebuhr’s principles. The first war arose from Iraq’s unprovoked invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. After repeated diplomatic efforts failed to achieve Iraqi withdrawal, a multinational military coalition of thirty-nine nations under the command of a US general retook Kuwait and re-established its security. American policy in this case aligned with a number of Niebuhr’s tenets. The George H. W. Bush administration’s decision met the measure of prudence: America’s national self-interest in having access to oil from the Kuwaiti oil fields converged with other countries’ same need; as a member of the UN, the United States joined other countries in a resolution that condemned the Iraqi incursion and urged the Iraqi’s to withdraw; trusting reports about Iraqi depredations in Kuwait, an accurate understanding of human nature figured in deliberations; and the United States worked in concert with other nations to restabilize the Middle East by restoring Kuwait’s government and not destroying the Iraqi government. By withholding an appeal to the American national myth of innocence or virtue, the Bush administration also exercised a degree of humility. Moreover, while a US general commanded the campaign and thousands of American troops deployed, it was Kuwaiti troops, not American, in the front column that entered Kuwait City. Throughout the war, Niebuhr’s principle of giving full weight to every nation’s sovereignty was at work—from the beginning when Kuwait’s sovereignty was abrogated to the multinational coalition during the war, to the end when both Kuwait and Iraq retained their sovereignty and returned to their pre-war territories and governments in April 1991.

American foreign policy in the Second Gulf War was a different story. From the beginning, the threat to American national interest was questionable based on Iraq’s alleged possession and development of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). International inspectors from several countries found no evidence of WMDs or an indication of Iraq’s ability to manufacture a nuclear weapon quickly. Likewise, reports about Iraq harbouring or opening the door to al-Qaeda militants found no reliable confirmation. American condemnation of Iraq for building a WMD arsenal did not have multilateral support through the UN or NATO—a far cry from the buildup to the First Gulf War. Niebuhrian prudence apparently had no place in George W. Bush’s policy. On 20 March 2003, when the war began, any notion of American humility was also absent, the name of the opening operation declaring as much—‘Shock and Awe’. The myth of America as the saviour of the free world and guarantor of international stability was trumpeted. Contrary to Niebuhr’s statements about the perils of pride, American pride and pretence were on display without self-critical awareness. Diverging further from Niebuhr’s principles, the George W. Bush administration did not consider how to use power in its several forms or exercise patience in using non-militaristic power, e.g. economic sanctions, to achieve its goal. When Saddam Hussein, the Iraqi president, was captured, it became clear that democracy would not readily ensue, and a new government would not have the immediate ability to provide Iraq with the stability necessary to keep it from devolving into civil war and creating greater instability in the Middle East. The George W. Bush administration, whose policy did not align with Niebuhr’s principles, waged a war that lasted for seven years and required considerable American military presence afterwards, whereas the George H. W. Bush administration, whose policy followed more Niebuhrian lines, carried out a war that achieved its goals in three months. Indeed, the reassessment of American foreign policy and national ambition after the more recent failures in the Middle East contributed significantly to a revival of interest in Niebuhr’s realism.

Legacy
Public intellectuals have voiced their appreciation for Niebuhr’s enduring insight into international relations and the challenge of American foreign policy. Political commentators have lauded his ability to cut to the heart of complex international situations and offer practical guidance arising from his astute moral reflection. Theologians have valued the way he placed theology in critical and constructive service to American foreign policy. Whether addressing policymakers, theologians, or the wider public, Niebuhr tried to teach Americans how the transcendent norm of love, its corruption in the forms of pride and egoism, and the proximate norm of justice had direct bearing on American foreign policy. His wisdom about human nature, history, love, justice, power, nations, and international relations continues to merit consideration in a world still marked by conflict yet filled with potential for all people to lead better lives.
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chapter 33

International Relations Theory


Richard J. Hoskins







Why do nations go to war? How do they choose among conflict, self-restraint, and cooperation? These questions are the focus of the academic discipline of International Relations (IR). As a formal field of study it is recent, dating from the period after the First World War, but its antecedents are much older. It builds on nineteenth- and early twentieth-century diplomatic history and claims as its true progenitors Thucydides, Hobbes, and Machiavelli, all of whom are still cited and discussed in IR literature.

Reinhold Niebuhr was, among other things, a political thinker—a realist in international as in domestic politics, but one who never abandoned a role for ideals or ethics. Indeed, the necessity of holding in tension principles of realism and of idealism is central to Niebuhr’s political thought. It is essential to what came to be called ‘Christian Realism’.

In international politics Niebuhr was a distinctive thinker but not a systematic one. No single book summarizes his philosophy or sets out his principles for judgement. Taken together, however, his many writings do provide a coherent framework within which a Christian Realist can assess the actions of nations. How this Niebuhrian framework aligns (or not) with the major schools of IR theory, both now and when Niebuhr wrote, is the subject of this chapter.

Realism, Idealism, and Ethics
Niebuhr believed that each person is a mixture of good and evil. On the one hand, human nature is shot through with pride (superbia) and the desire to dominate (libido dominandi), power being a constant temptation. On the other, hope and some measure of other-regard and even idealism exist because a person is made in the image of God and retains a capacity to transcend selfishness, to love and care for others, and to imagine and work for a more just society. These contradictory human traits are projected onto the larger stage of politics. Regimes come and go but human nature in all its complexity endures. Niebuhr thought that wise political practice should aim for high ends but also work for limits in order to restrain the evil inherent in the human desire for power.

Niebuhr was not alone. ‘[T]ension between Idealism and Realism’ has been reflected in US foreign policy from the beginning, as historians Bernard Bailyn and Felix Gilbert point out:

Settled by men who looked for gain and by men who sought freedom, born into independence in a century of enlightened thinking and of power politics, America has wavered in her foreign policy between Idealism and Realism, and her great historical moments have occurred when both were combined.
(Gilbert 1961, 136; quoted in Bailyn 2003, 62–63)

This dialectic between realism and idealism, along with the practical search for the instances when they concur, are at the heart of Niebuhr’s approach.

The most important figure in the modern academic development of IR was Hans Morgenthau (1904–1980) of the University of Chicago. A German immigrant steeped in European political thought and history, Morgenthau practically ‘invented’ international relations studies, separating it from diplomatic history and broadening its scope.

Morgenthau was significantly influenced by Niebuhr, and the influence was reciprocal. The substantive views of the two men were close and mutually supporting, except that Niebuhr provided an explicit theological foundation while Morgenthau did not. Yet even here there is affinity. Morgenthau wrote in The Purpose of American Politics, ‘a great nation [must] pursue its interests for the sake of a transcendent purpose that gives meaning to the day-by-day operations of its foreign policy’ (Morgenthau 1964, 8). A year earlier, in a tribute to Niebuhr, Morgenthau singled out the theological basis of Niebuhr’s thought for particular praise:

Let me say in conclusion that I have always considered Reinhold Niebuhr the greatest living political philosopher of America, perhaps the only creative political philosopher since Calhoun. It is indicative of the very nature of American politics and of our thinking that it is not a statesman, not a practical politician, let alone a professor of political science or of philosophy, but a theologian who can claim this distinction of being the greatest living political philosopher of America.…It needed a man who could look at American society, as it were, from the outside—sub specie aeternitatis—to develop such a political philosophy; and that man, I think, is Reinhold Niebuhr. (Morgenthau 1962, 109)

Morgenthau’s approach to US foreign policy and international relations came to be called Realism, with Niebuhr’s Christian Realism being a theologically grounded variant.

Realism (of either variety) strips away what it considers wishful thinking or excessive idealism when describing political activity among states and insists on a hard-headed look at human nature and, in particular, the will to power. It takes seriously the Christian notion of original sin, which, as a reviewer of Niebuhr’s work once quipped, is ‘the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith’ (Niebuhr 1965, 24). Indeed, the human lust for power over others is fed by the power already enjoyed. Power breeds the desire for more power. Morgenthau, like Niebuhr, considered this fundamental in politics. What Morgenthau called the animus dominandi was, he said in Scientific Man versus Power Politics, at the ‘root of conflict and concomitant evil’ (1946, 192). Yet, even for a Realist, power is not the whole story. Morgenthau, like Niebuhr, believed that ideas matter in politics, that the arena of political striving calls for ethical restraints, and that such restraints are both possible and realistic.

Interwar, War, and Cold War
Twentieth-century Realism was largely a reaction against Wilsonian idealism, that mood of myopic optimism at the end of the First World War that held out the promise of an end to war through international law and organizations. The British historian E. H. Carr (1892–1982) published an influential critique in 1939 entitled The Twenty Years’ Crisis. Repeatedly acknowledging his debt to Niebuhr, he surveyed the state of European politics since 1919 and rejected what he saw as the fog of utopianism which blinded political leaders to the chronic practice of powerful men and self-interested nations to ignore morality, evade international law, and flout institutions of collective security. Hitler was his prime example, but his point was more general. Published within months of Hitler’s Austrian Anschluss and the Munich agreement of late 1938, and almost simultaneously with the German invasion of Poland, Carr’s words seemed grimly prophetic.

The Second World War was followed by the Cold War, during which the cataclysmic prospect of nuclear annihilation hung over the heads of humankind. These events of the last half of the twentieth century lent widespread support to the Realist view of international politics, among scholars as well as political leaders. The evil uses of power seemed obvious. After a brief respite in the 1990s when international realities seemed less harsh, Realism made a hard return in the new century with the onset of extremist Muslim terrorism, US military build-up and wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, aggressive Russian adventurism, the ominous rise of China, and fears of North Korean and Iranian nuclear weapons. Amidst the fears of a darkening world picture, realpolitik and reliance on hard power threatened to marginalize the relevance of ethical limits on the decisions of world leaders or in the assessments of citizens or scholars.

Morgenthau’s Politics Among Nations, published in 1948 and continuously in print ever since, made Morgenthau the father of modern Realism and essentially defined IR as a formal field of study. In it, Morgenthau set forth ‘six principles of political Realism’. The first three defined its fundamental components:


1. Nation states, ever fearful and suspicious, anxious to protect and preserve what they have, seek power, particularly relative power—greater than that of their potential adversaries.

2. The key to international behaviour is national interest defined in terms of power.

3. ‘Interest’ means national self-interest, ultimately in survival and self-preservation; ‘power’ means the ability to control or dominate another, or to resist being controlled or dominated by another, and is understood in terms of material power, chiefly military and economic (Morgenthau 1967, 4–9).


Morgenthau’s Realism did not stop with power. Like Niebuhr, he also insisted on the capacity for ethical conduct by governments and therefore the necessity of ethical judgement by citizens.

It is the combination of these elements—a focus on power moderated by the ethical judgement of its use—that mark the thought of both Morgenthau and Niebuhr. It is also what separated these ‘Classical Realists’, as they later became known, from the value-free ‘neorealists’ who became dominant in the American academy in the last third of the twentieth century.

Morgenthau was unequivocal on the inclusion of ethics within IR. ‘Let me say’, he once wrote, ‘in criticism of those who deny that moral principles are applicable to international politics, that all human actions in some way are subject to moral judgement. We cannot act but morally because we are men’ (Morgenthau 1994, 341).

Thus, the last three principles of political Realism in Morgenthau’s Politics Among Nations address the ethical dimension. Collectively they argue that, while the norms of statesmanship are not the same as those of a private individual and must be judged differently, nonetheless, moral principles impose appropriate limits and restraints on the permissible action of statesmen, who should be judged in part by their observance of these norms (Morgenthau 1967, 9–11). To be sure, political realism ‘refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particular nation with the moral laws that govern the universe’ (Morgenthau 1967, 10). This too echoes Niebuhr. In The Irony of American History, he inveighed against ‘national universalism’ or ‘national self- righteousness’, the purported universalization and imposition of a powerful country’s values and priorities over less powerful nations. But the avoidance of ethical imperialism is not the same as the avoidance of ethics.

Niebuhr and International Politics
The foundation of Reinhold Niebuhr’s political thought is his anthropology, which he takes from St Augustine and the Bible. Humans possess a unique capacity for self-transcendence and an inborn ‘sense of the absolute’, but they also possess a deeply flawed character skewed to selfishness and a will to power and domination.

The God of the Old Testament formed a lasting covenantal relationship with the sinful Israelite people, an exemplar of God’s persistent reclaiming of fallen human nature despite disobedience and rejection. God also raised up the Hebrew prophets whose fearless critique of powerful men and nations inspired Niebuhr and brought timeless insights into human nature, including man’s inclination to evil and the corruption of power. The prophets castigated the selfishness of the powerful and stressed the obligations of the rich to the poor, embedding these principles in a foundation for social justice. Niebuhr connected this to Jesus of Nazareth, as both Messiah and heir of the prophetic tradition, who, in the Sermon on the Mount, commended the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the peacemakers, the persecuted, and those who are falsely reviled for Jesus’ sake, for ‘in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you’ (Matt. 5: 12).

Together, these biblical elements—original sin, the Hebrew prophetic tradition, and messianic fulfilment in Christ the redeemer—are central to Niebuhr’s ethical framework. It includes not just fallen man but also a God who loves as well as judges, who acts in and through history, and who provides moral guidance to those who have ears to listen.

These elements, particularly the recognition of sinful human nature seeking gain over others, lead to the restrained, chastened tone of Christian Realism which, like Realism in general, is basically a ‘negative’ political doctrine. Christian Realism is, as Robin W. Lovin says, ‘a reminder of our limits’, teaching that:

our knowledge is imperfect, our plans are incomplete, and our expectations are inevitably distorted by self-interest. We are always trying to overcome these limitations, and we are often partly successful; but our partial successes make it all the more important to remember that the limits remain, mocking our confidence with ironic reversals and threatening our pride with forces beyond our control. Final answers and permanent solutions elude us. (Lovin 2008, 1)

The political scientist Jack Donnelly calls Realism a ‘cautionary’ philosophy; that is, one that does not inspire a comprehensive, positive design or vision so much as it reminds us of our hubris, counsels restraint and humility, encourages self-discipline and modesty in pursuing our aspirations (particularly as they affect others), and points to limits which, when disregarded, lead to perverse harms of human ambition, even by the most well-intentioned (Donnelly 2000, 193–195). Thus, Realism’s most valuable insights and admonitions are moral ones. These are fundamentally Augustinian, and Niebuhr was the major contributor to this understanding of Realism in its ‘classical’ form. It is this that caused George Kennan, another Classical Realist deeply influenced by Augustine and Niebuhr, to call Niebuhr ‘the father of all of us’ (Clinton 2007, 1).

Niebuhr’s Augustinian assessment of human nature was the ground for his critique of liberalism, which he identified with excessive idealism, exaggerated self-confidence, and false pride. The difference between realists and idealists, Niebuhr thought, is a matter of ‘dispositions’ more than doctrines. Idealists display an admirable loyalty to norms and ideals, but they disregard the less appealing human characteristics that make their accomplishment impossible or difficult. Realism is superior, not because it abandons ideals, but because it never loses sight of the evil and the power relationships that impede their realization. It is thus more likely to succeed in achieving a modest set of ideals. As Niebuhr put it in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics:

The common currency of the moral life is constituted of the ‘nicely calculated less and more’ of the relatively good and the relatively evil. Human happiness in ordinary intercourse is determined by the difference between a little more and a little less justice, a little more and a little less freedom, between varying degrees of imaginative insight with which the self enters the life and understands the interests of the neighbor. (Niebuhr 2013, 103)

In the interwar period, he called for a vigorous attack on the prevailing optimism and unrealistic hopes following the Great War. In 1931, he wrote of the recent return from Europe of a highly regarded American clergyman who reported that political and religious life on the continent was steadily moving towards conciliation in pursuit of the goal of ‘harmony and peace’. In reality, Niebuhr argued, ‘the Europe about which this optimistic judgment was made is, in many respects, in a more perilous position than it was in 1914’. He identified a particular danger in Germany, especially in ‘the Hitler movement’. Liberals are blind to this building danger because ‘liberal religion has a dogma’, which is that ‘the world is gradually growing better and that the inevitability of gradualness guarantees our salvation’ (Niebuhr 1931, 402–404).

Yet, pessimism is also no answer. With humans as with nations a tolerable balance of moral forces is both possible and desirable. Indeed, the error that transforms realism into cynicism is the error of thinking that humans’ inherent evil is their only and inevitable moral trait:

A realism becomes morally cynical or nihilistic when it assumes that the universal characteristic in human behavior must also be regarded as normative.…[T]he corruption of human freedom may make a behavior pattern universal without making it normative. Good and evil are not determined by some fixed structure of human existence. (Niebuhr 1953, 130)

The human creature, flawed and sinful, remains a child of God, capable of transcendent imagining, created in God’s image and therefore good. Niebuhr was drawn to John Calvin’s notion of ‘common grace’, the understanding that fallen man is still capable with God’s help of checking evil and of building a society which, though not the City of God, avoids the worst evils and reflects in some degree the imago Dei which remains in each of us. Humanity is a hybrid of this striving to fulfil the good nature given by God and of the fear and self-seeking that result in the oppression of others. This conflict of forces within us is projected onto the political structures we build, even structures meant to uphold human dignity and protection, but which may become instruments of monstrous collective evil. Niebuhr argues that:

the contributions of Calvinism to [democratic] political theory probably exceed those of either Thomism or sectarian Christianity. It is freer of perfectionist illusions than either and yet, in its later developments, it did not give up the task of seeking for justice by using the best methods of neutralizing self-interest in politics and of checking power with power. (Niebuhr 1940, 59–60)

This balanced understanding was deeply influential in the development of Niebuhr’s thought, as it combined realism (the avoidance of ‘perfectionist illusions’) with realistic, attainable ideals.

Neorealism and the Turn from Ethics
Aristotle conceived of politics as a branch of ethics, and until very recently, morality has been an inextricable part of serious political study. As Isaiah Berlin said, ‘political philosophy …is but ethics applied to society’ (Berlin 1990, 1–2). Nevertheless, mainstream Realism in the US took a different direction after Niebuhr’s death. It became less public, more academic, and more arcane. It rejected any explanatory power for human nature, including pride or the lust for power. In its place, structural ‘anarchy’ was elevated as the operative paradigm (overlooking the fact that it is the human response to anarchy that matters). Ethics was banished. This new Realism—called ‘Neorealism’ or ‘Structural Realism’—presents itself as a value-free, empirically driven social science. Morgenthau and Niebuhr became mere historical figures—‘Classical Realists’. The humanistic study of international politics, including diplomatic history, the role of complex motivations, and the conducting of policy-oriented research, were largely replaced by a research agenda of discrete, delimited problems lending themselves to neat empirical measurement, in line with the norms of university-based social science departments.

Economics was the model. Kenneth Waltz (1924–2013), the most important theoretician of the new movement, in his influential Theory of International Politics (1979), employed microeconomic theory (with power balancing analogized to market equilibrium), game theory, and rational choice theory as the exclusive tools for analysing the behaviour of nation states. Dismissing anthropology and ethical considerations cleared the way for the substitution of rational choice (which assumes a consistently rational agent seeking to maximize gains and minimize losses) and mathematical modelling as a means of predicting political decisions. The elegant and simplified world needed for such theoretical work left no room for ethical evaluation of state actors, which in any event would be inconsistent with the aspiration of social science to value neutrality.

Aside from Neorealism, there are two major paradigms of IR theory in the US, both accepting Neorealist assumptions but then adding assumptions of their own. The first is called ‘Liberal Internationalism’, or just ‘Liberalism’. Liberals have a more optimistic view of the possibilities of cooperation in an anarchic system: Locke rather than Hobbes. They acknowledge that power is the coin of national interest and that anarchy is the operative fact of international life; they too reject the older humanistic methodology and conduct their investigations as empirically oriented, value-free social scientists. Thus, according to Liberals, nations engaged in competition for relative power are rationally motivated to build and support an international system of trade and economic cooperation. This lessens the effects of anarchy and therefore tends to act as a stabilizer and significant restraint on military conflict.

One of the most prominent Liberal theorists is Robert Keohane. In After Hegemony, he argues that ‘international regimes’, by which he means clusters or systems of agreed-upon principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures, reduce transaction costs, alleviate problems of asymmetrical information, and promote mutual cooperation. Though much of the cooperation is economically motivated, it tends to buttress political cooperation as well. Thus, for example, Liberals are more optimistic than Realists about a peaceful rise of China. For Liberals, nations in the international state of nature ‘are neither enemies nor friends, but rivals. They all seek their own advantage, without particular animosity, or empathy, toward others’, but they quickly learn the value of cooperation (Keohane 2005, xiii).

Liberalism has its critics—who point out, for example, that on the eve of the First World War the Germans and the British were each other’s largest trading partners, cooperating in a complex web of economic relationships benefiting both countries; yet the war came. The usual criticism is not that Liberal Internationalism is wrong in suggesting that trade contributes to stability, but that the power of economic effects is exaggerated and significantly overstated. In any event, Liberalism is committed to the same value-free mission as Neorealism; it too has left behind the heritage of Niebuhr and Morgenthau.

So has the other American paradigm, ‘Constructivism’, which may seem surprising at first. Constructivism’s most important exponent is Alexander Wendt who, in 1992, wrote an influential article entitled ‘Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics’ (Wendt 1992). The basic thesis is stated in the title: anarchy does not necessarily dictate the Hobbesian response that Realists posit. Human agents have the freedom to fashion and modify their response to anarchy. Wendt’s later book, Social Theory of International Politics (1999), laid out a comprehensive case for Constructivism.

Constructivism has roots in the interwar idealist tradition so fiercely criticized by Realists, starting with E. H. Carr, and Constructivists acknowledge these roots but stress the importance of ‘ideas’ rather than ‘ideals’. Wendt casts the difference between Constructivists and Realists in the responses to two questions: (1) whether ideas are independent variables in international politics (as Wendt believes) or merely dependent reflections of material interests, as Realists tend to think; and (2) assuming ideas are independent variables, whether their role is major or minor compared to material factors. Wendt’s view is that complexes of ideas (such as nationalism, national identity, social self-understanding, perception of others, ideology, discourse, and culture) have a significance that is largely independent of material factors, and that ideas have demonstrated their ability to be at least as important (for good or ill) as the material factors which Realists stress. Constructivists point to the unexpected end of the Cold War as an example of ideas predominating over material factors.

Constructivism, unlike Neorealism and Liberalism, would seem to leave room, at least in principle, for ethical judgement: after all, ethical values are ideas. However, Constructivism avoids articulating or incorporating normative judgements within its studies. Thus, for example, Constructivists acknowledge that justice is a powerful idea in international politics (and thus a datum to be studied), but do not explore the idea itself or advocate, criticize, or judge political actions based on it. Constructivists note that moral ideas are not easily testable; and besides, taking a step in the direction of moral judgement might strip Constructivists of their claim to be value-free social scientists.

The English School of IR Theory
There is a fourth school of IR analysis, less prominent in the United States though far from absent even there: the English School, so-called because it was founded by scholars in Great Britain. Because the three major American schools have abandoned ethical judgement and ignore any role for human nature, none of them is compatible with the approach of Reinhold Niebuhr. In contrast, there is a distinct harmony between Niebuhr’s international political thought and that preserved and developed by the English School, particularly as to the centrality of ethical judgement. Moreover, the School’s distinctive notion of ‘international society’ is deeply resonant with what Niebuhr called ‘world community’.

The founders of the English School were the Cambridge historian Herbert Butterfield (1900–1979) and the political theorist Martin Wight (1913–1972). The crucible for the development of their thought was the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics convened by Butterfield in 1959, cochaired by Butterfield and Wight throughout their lives, and continued into the 1980s. Both men had religious roots which they did not conceal. Butterfield was a Methodist who once considered becoming a parson. For twenty years he was a lay preacher in and around Cambridge and a regular Sunday morning parishioner at Wesley Methodist Church on Christ’s Pieces, Cambridge. Wight was a devout Anglican who repeatedly acknowledged his debt to both St Augustine and Reinhold Niebuhr, whom he called the ‘patriarch’ of American political Realists.

Wight in particular felt strongly about the role of ethics in IR study. He also gave an important place to natural law. In the last chapter of Power Politics (1978), he argues that natural law as the historical groundwork of international law holds out the possibility that conflicting interests may be tolerably reconciled through the common moral order accessible to all humans. This hope, however, did not cause Wight to lose sight of human nature. Rather, he held hope in tension with a realistic assessment of sinful human nature. We are not, he said in a 1948 lecture to the Ecumenical Institute at Bossey, Switzerland, ‘well-meaning people doing our best; we are miserable sinners, living under judgment, with a heritage of sin to expiate’. He thus renounces optimism in politics but holds on to hope. Yet hope, he said in the same lecture, ‘is a theological not a political virtue’, deriving from the Christian view that God is ultimately in charge of history. Ultimate hope is indeed a genuine source of moral motivation, but it is not the same thing as present optimism (Wight 1948).

Wight managed to undercut the simple binary of ‘realism’ versus ‘idealism’ with a middle way, which he called ‘Rationalism’. Progress towards justice is neither inevitable nor impossible, and it remains an aspiration and a hope in international politics. Humans are deeply flawed moral creatures—fallen, as Wight is not averse to saying. Nonetheless, incremental improvements are possible, which is what justifies the rational hope of an ‘international society’ of progressively deeper and more widely shared moral norms. In International Theory, Wight put it this way:

Politics is the perpetual movement from one stage of the provisional to another. There are no complete solutions, only the constantly repeated approximations towards the embodiment of justice in concrete arrangements, which do as constantly dissolve with the passage of time. Thus, to be a Rationalist politician is to exist in a state of moral tension between the actual and the desirable.…Ideals are never realized, but should be striven for; the fundamentals wherein we believe will not be carried out, but it is necessary to affirm them: here is the moral tension within which Rationalist statecraft is conducted. (Wight 1991, 243)

Except for his specialized usage of ‘Rationalist’, Wight’s words could have been written by Reinhold Niebuhr, who was, in significant part, an inspiration for them.

Hedley Bull
Hedley Bull (1932–1985) was probably Martin Wight’s most brilliant student. He certainly became his most influential one. Ultimately a professor of international relations at the London School of Economics and Oxford before his untimely death at fifty-three, Bull had earlier been a junior member of the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics. He became the leading second-generation thinker in the English School tradition. His book The Anarchical Society (1977) remains the single most influential statement of the idea of international society.

While Bull did not share the theological grounding of much of Wight’s and Butterfield’s thought, and thus placed less emphasis on human nature, he matched or even increased their commitment to ethical judgement. In the Hagey Lectures, entitled, ‘Justice in International Relations’, Bull argued that justice among nations implies certain responsibilities that great powers and developed nations bear towards poorer ones. Indeed, the ultimate touchstone of international law and international society is moral, namely, ‘our emerging sense of a world common good’, separate and apart from the selfish ends of any nation or group of nations. To be sure, this sense is in its infancy, but the seed is planted, and it will and should inevitably grow. This emerging sense calls for the willingness of nations to limit national sovereignty. This sense must be harnessed to address other world problems, such as the stewardship and use of nuclear weapons, the global imbalance between resources and population, the risks of global ecological disaster, and eventually, the development of suitable mechanisms for wealth sharing among nations. We are all becoming ‘world citizens’ in facing shared problems of such magnitude. There is no practical alternative, he argues, to the moral concept of a world common good, though without a world government. (Bull 2000).

Bull places particular emphasis on international law as the instrument of an evolving morality among states. He follows Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) in recognizing natural law as the ultimate source of international law. The founding Statute of the International Court of Justice established under the UN Charter in 1945 acknowledges (in Article 38) four sources of international law: international conventions and treaties; judicial decisions and the teachings of scholars; international custom; and ‘the general principles of law recognized by civilized nations’ (United Nations 1945). All four of these, but particularly the latter two, reflect long-developed consensus among European states based on natural law concepts developed by Aquinas and other Christian authorities, later ‘secularized’ by Grotius. After Grotius, the ‘law of nations’ rather than ‘natural law’ was spoken of by international lawyers, but the foundations were the same. Thus, the idea that fundamental principles of international law are ‘natural’ in the sense that they are universal and spring from the shared nature of humans and of society, persists to this day. Whether or not one takes the further step and adds that they are divinely grounded, this broad concept of natural law provides much of the durability of those principles.

The great contribution of Grotius and the international lawyers, as Bull sees it, was to buttress moral principles with the authority of positive law expressed in treaties and other written understandings, widely recognized as binding on ‘civilized’ nations despite the absence of formal enforcement mechanisms. Because most states and most peoples, most of the time, comprehend the need for order, the role of law as a mutually binding set of rules to mark and preserve that order is recognized, at least in principle, by the great majority of nations. Beginning with the European state system after the Treaty of Westphalia (1648), this understanding spread outwards in the ensuing centuries, and even in the absence of consistent compliance, it eventually encompassed most of the world community.

In a survey of the English School, Barry Buzan argues that Bull (along with Robert Jackson, considered later) represents what he calls the ‘pluralist’ branch of the School, as opposed to its ‘solidarist’ wing (Buzan 2014). The pluralists stress order over justice and apply moral norms chiefly to states, while those on the solidarist end of the spectrum stress justice over order and advocate extending moral protection directly to individuals. Bull’s view is that, for the foreseeable future, the plurality of states will continue to be the only effective units of sovereignty and order in the world, so that seeking to apply human rights directly to persons is likely to be more disruptive than effective. A more realistic goal is global management of interstate relations with such progress as can be made towards human rights. Buzan characterizes pluralism as follows:

Like realism, pluralism is not devoid of ethical concerns. Its ethical orientation is grounded not in one specific vision of the good, but rather in acceptance, and normative defence, of the ethical diversity of human communities. The normative stance of pluralism is thus grounded in a conception of the responsible management and maintenance of a diverse international society.…This commitment to ethical diversity, whether as a normative preference or as acceptance of a profound, historically generated reality, means that the ethics of pluralism are much concerned with avoiding conflict promoted by the intolerant pursuit of universalist ideologies. This is the root of pluralist concern about the liberal pursuit of universal human rights. Pluralism is not only a conservative disposition. It is a practical ethics in which justice is framed as a concern with order under conditions of cultural and political diversity. (Buzan 2014, 91)

As will be seen, this practical disposition comports with Niebuhr’s assessment that attainable justice means working within the international order of states, not disregarding or attempting to supersede it.

Robert Jackson
Robert Jackson, Emeritus Professor of International Relations at Boston University, is a major English School thinker on the US side of the Atlantic. Martin Wight and Hedley Bull are, as he acknowledges, his chief intellectual forebears. Like them, he considers ethical judgement inescapable when considering political issues, and insists therefore that the ethical content of politics be acknowledged and analysed as part of IR study. He points out that the very conceptual language of international relations, used by scholars, public officials, and ordinary citizens, betrays the ineluctably ethical nature of international relationships. Such common terms as ‘rights’, ‘obligations’, ‘sovereignty’, ‘security’, ‘crimes against humanity’, ‘free trade’, ‘fair trade’, ‘non-intervention’, ‘humanitarian’, ‘aggression’, ‘appeasement’, ‘immunity’, ‘terrorism’, and ‘development’ all contain profound value judgements within them (Jackson 2005, 140–141). Admittedly, these concepts are neither quantifiable nor easily testable by empirical means, which may be unfortunate, but the study of interstate relations is woefully incomplete without examining the nature and limits of such judgements. Niebuhr would agree.

For Jackson as for Niebuhr power remains at the core of politics and order is the prerequisite of justice, but justice is the ultimate norm. However, justice must be understood within the specific constraints of international policymaking. Thus, justice for Jackson is a dialogical and interlocutory method of discourse rather than a body of fixed principles. It involves good-faith commitment to ‘conversation, discussion, communication, intercourse, conferral, inquiry, parlay among parties with rival claims who seek an acceptable, at least tolerable, or passing accommodation between themselves’ (Jackson 2005, 139). Justice is a multivalent dialogue involving reasoned arguments, political considerations, and a genuine commitment to doing the least harm and achieving the most good under the circumstances.

Because there are fewer agreed norms among nations than within a domestic society, international dialogue about right and wrong will be more provisional and controversial than within a society, and the results will be a ‘rougher’ justice. Moreover, ‘[t]he ethics of statecraft is a situational ethics’ whose application requires thoughtful attentiveness to the role and context of the decision-maker (Jackson 2000, 143). This echoes the emphasis of Butterfield and Wight on ‘judgement’—prudence or practical wisdom—as the cardinal virtue for political leaders and diplomats, as well as Hedley Bull’s belief that ‘judgement’ is an inescapable component in understanding and evaluating the moral behaviour of nation states. What Jackson recognizes with the adjective ‘situational’ is the enormous complexity of international political decisions, the host of ethical and material variables to be taken into account in a particular case, the impossibility of knowing all the consequences of a particular action, the contradictory principles that must be consulted and somehow harmonized, or at least adjudicated, and the consequent impossibility of passing definitive moral judgement on the conduct of political leaders dealing with imponderable consequences. He describes situational ethics as ‘not the ethics of the ideal choice or the best choice or even the least costly choice’; but also ‘not moral relativism in which common standards of conduct are abandoned’. Rather, ‘it is the ethics of the best choice in the circumstances, or perhaps the least damaging choice if in the circumstances prevailing at the time all choices are deplorable and destructive to some degree….’ (Jackson 2000, 147).

Jackson’s situational ethics is not without norms—even agreed norms of the international community. In The Global Covenant, he points to the ‘Helsinki Decalogue’, the ten principles developed by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) based on the Helsinki Final Act of 1975, which in turn drew on the United Nations Charter, itself a treaty among all the signatories. Such principles include the sovereign equality and territorial integrity of states, the principle of non-intervention and prohibition against aggression, commitment to the peaceful resolution of disputes, respect for human rights, including of one’s own citizens, and good-faith fulfilment of treaty obligations (Jackson 2000, 16–19).

Jackson’s situational ethics self-consciously invokes Weber’s ethics of responsibility (Jackson 2000, 137), involving the careful weighing of consequences as best they can be ascertained. However, to limit mere consequentialism, Jackson insists that the decision-maker (1) adhere to the fundamental moral norms of one’s own society as well as commonly recognized international norms such as those referred to above, and (2) commit oneself to a kind of ‘virtue ethics’ as taught by Aristotle (also favoured by Hedley Bull) which relies on the care, rigor, self-discipline, practical wisdom, and good faith of the decision-maker (Jackson 2000, 149–155).

Jackson believes that this ‘virtue approach’ is superior because the multitude of factors and limited ability to predict consequences make it almost impossible to conduct a fair moral evaluation after the fact of a major international decision. In contrast, it is possible to assess the process by which a decision was reached, including the consideration of foreseeable consequences, the use of past experience, and the weighing of non-consequential moral considerations. Thus, moral scrutiny is more focused on the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ of particular decision-making than on the ‘what’ or the ‘merits’ of the decisions themselves, important as they are. While policy analysis may appropriately judge ‘merits’ with the benefit of hindsight, moral judgement should be more circumspect, focusing rigorously on process in the circumstances at the time.

This approach resonates with Niebuhr’s, who noted that the difficulty of applying moral principles to political life is not the shortage of principles but their surplus—the deficiency lies in the practical wisdom needed to adjudicate among principles. He was fond of quoting Oliver Wendell Holmes: ‘People are always extolling the man of principles; but I think the superior man is the one who knows that he must find his way in the maze of principles’ (Niebuhr 1960, 323). For Robert Jackson, the best way to evaluate the one who works through the maze of principles is by weighing the care and conscientiousness with which ‘discretion’ and ‘judgement’ are exercised—which is why prudence is the main measure and the chief virtue in ethics and politics. In this, too, Jackson echoes the earlier work of Niebuhr and Morgenthau. Niebuhr insisted that ‘prudence as well as justice must be a norm of statesmanship’ (Kegley 1984, 512), while Morgenthau straightforwardly asserts that ‘Realism considers prudence…to be the supreme virtue in politics’ (Morgenthau 1967, 10).

Reinhold Niebuhr and World Community
The ‘ultimate social problem of human history’, says Niebuhr, is ‘the creation of community in world dimensions’ (1944, 188). He closes The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness with a meditation on the faithful hope which, at least for the Christian, undergirds that effort:

The world community, toward which all historical forces seem to be driving us, is mankind’s final possibility and impossibility. The task of achieving it must be interpreted from the standpoint of a faith which understands the fragmentary and broken character of all historic achievements and yet has confidence in their meaning because it knows their completion to be in the hands of a Divine Power whose resources are greater than those of men, and whose suffering love can overcome the corruptions of man’s achievements, without negating the significance of our striving.
(1944, 189–90)

Niebuhr did not define in detail the ‘world community’ he had in mind, though it clearly did not involve world government. Nonetheless, he repeatedly expressed a longing for the development of a conscious association of nations who share a sense of community among their states and peoples.

At one point, Niebuhr called this a ‘cooperative world community’ (Niebuhr 1960, 320). In effect, it is a society of states with a moral commitment to growing the ‘social tissue’ essential for community, decreasing the chances of catastrophic war among states, and improving the lives of citizens within them, thus achieving greater degrees of justice. Despite the obstacles and the long road to such a community, despite the inevitable twists and turns, it is, he thought, a worthwhile journey and a realistic goal.

In a section called, ‘Justice and World Community’ in The Nature and Destiny of Man, Niebuhr argues that an interdependent world community can be built, despite the presence of selfish and suspicious states fearful of each other’s power (Niebuhr 1964, II: 284–286). It can be done, he says—but not by cynics who resign themselves to hegemonic imperial authority; nor by pessimists who believe humankind is locked into unalterable patterns based merely on the distribution of power; nor by idealists who believe humans can be emancipated from the constraints of power politics. Both the realist tendency towards ‘the abyss of cynicism’ and the idealistic leaning towards ‘the fog of sentimentality’ must be avoided (Niebuhr 1944, 173). If a world community is to be built, it must be built by realists—but realists inspired by hope nourished on faith.

For Niebuhr, Christian hope, with its faith in God’s control of the ultimate course of history and its frank acknowledgement of both sides of human nature, provides the surest basis for harnessing hope to realism. English School thinkers since the death of Butterfield and Wight no longer rely on Christian hope, so their Realism cannot be called Christian Realism; but they do retain enough optimism about history and human nature to support their conviction that, with patience and steadfastness, an international society of increasing depth can evolve. For Niebuhr, the frustrating slowness with which the bonds of international society increase may be a blessing in disguise, since international social tissues take time to grow and cannot be hurried—but they can be cultivated and nurtured. Niebuhr’s hopes for an evolving world community is echoed in Bull’s ‘emerging sense of a world common good’, expressed in the Hagey Lectures, and in Bull’s and Jackson’s argument that the foundations of international law and international society are deeply moral.

Niebuhr’s international community is one in which connective sinews among peoples can be patiently grown, moral exploration can be collaborative, shared ethical values can be discovered and deepened, and reciprocal acceptance among nations comes to permeate the self-awareness of diverse peoples. This is not revolutionary, it is not the City of God on Earth, and it is emphatically not world government. But it is a worthy and realistic vehicle for human hopes, better than the alternatives, and perhaps, in Lincoln’s phrase, the last best hope of Earth.

The concurrence of this notion with the English School’s ‘international society’ is apparent—as is its incompatibility with the other major theories of international relations. For now at least, the English School is the primary locus for the development of moral thought and ethical hope in international relations consistent with Niebuhr’s vision.
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chapter 34


Nations and Nationalism



Scott Paeth







One enduring contribution that Reinhold Niebuhr has made to Christian ethics is his concentrated reflection on the relationship between Christianity and nationalism. Writing in a time when nationalism seemed to veer between being a vehicle for the genuine expression of values and identities on the one hand, and being a vehicle for some of the horrific expressions of violence and hatred on the other, Niebuhr’s consideration of the complexities of the concept continues to offer to Christian ethics a set of analytical tools with which to assess the role that nationalism plays in an increasingly global society. As in Niebuhr’s time, there are dimensions of nationalism today that hold both promise and threat, and as in his time, the recognition of the boundaries between moral and immoral expressions of national interest is of central importance for Christian engagement with political life.

As is often the case with Niebuhr, his relationship with the concept of nationalism, and with its particular expressions, was complex. As a young man he embraced American nationalism in the midst of the First World War, and yet he came to see its dangers as he came to grips with the rise of Fascism in Europe in the 1930s. In the 1940s he embraced a chastened form of nationalism in order to counter the threat of the Nazi war machine, and in the 1950s, he cautioned against the self-regard that accompanied American Cold War nationalism. And in the 1960s, he once again warned of the dangers of American nationalism in the midst of the Vietnam War.

The consistent thread within Niebuhr’s understanding of nationalism was his recognition of its legitimate basis in human community and identity, but also the danger it presented in the face of collective human pride and egoism. Nationalism was subject to the reality of human sin in the same way as other human values and ideologies. Yet it posed a particular threat in the context of a world where excessive devotion to nation could lead to monstrous and destructive consequences.

German Americanism in the First World War
From the beginning of his public life, nationalism was on Niebuhr’s mind. His first major publication, in 1916, touched on the subject. In ‘The Failure of German Americanism’, published in The Atlantic Monthly, Niebuhr criticized the German American community for failing to sufficiently demonstrate its ‘Americanness’ in the midst of the First World War (Niebuhr 1916). Although the United States would not enter the war until the next year, the issue of ‘dual loyalty’ among Americans of German descent was the subject of much discussion. There was fear that if the United States entered the war against Germany, it could not count on the loyalty of one of its largest immigrant communities.

In his Atlantic article, Niebuhr chastised his community for failing to recognize its obligation to the United States, while at the same time insisting that there was no real cause for suspicion on the part of the non-German-speaking community. German Americans were no less loyal than others. But their loyalty was doubted because as a community they remained insular and fixed on their own language and tradition. This is what Niebuhr believed had to change:

A nation needs and demands the loyalty of its citizens, not only when its existence is at stake or when its claims upon their allegiance are put with particular force by the crises of physical combat. In times of peace also it requires their loyalty—their loyalty to its ideals, and their allegiance to the principles upon which it has been founded. Of the immigrant it is entitled to expect that he will place the virtues and powers with which his particular race has endowed him in the service of the ideals that animate the people with whom he has allied himself. (Niebuhr 1916, 14)

German American identity needs to yield, according to Niebuhr, to a generalized American identity, in which German Americans offer not only their material contributions to their country, but their spiritual ones as well. They need to overcome their indifference to the larger national community to which they belong and engage, as other immigrant communities such as the Irish have, within the political arena. Additionally, he argues, the German American community needs to overcome the ‘regrettable aloofness’ of its religious life and engage fully in the emerging ecumenical movement which the United States is well suited to foster because of its doctrine of religious equality.

The overall tenor of this article is curious. On the one hand, Niebuhr is clearly interested in praising the particular virtues of the German character (in a frankly essentialist way) and accentuating the contributions of the German American community to the national good. At the same time, he is attempting to overcome precisely that German conception of particularity and uniqueness in order to make the case that the community needs to engage more fully in the national life. Thus, Niebuhr is attempting to channel German American national pride in its own Germanness into national pride in its own Americanness, essentially to see German Americanism as a facet of American national identity, rather than as a free-floating German identity that only happens to be situated in an American context.

For Niebuhr, it was essential to overcome the insularity of German identity in order to become fully American, both for him personally and for his community. The advent of the war was only one factor contributing to this sense of national urgency. His own experiences attempting to integrate into American society at Yale may have played a role in this. Having studied at Elmhurst and Eden, where the language of instruction was German, at Yale he felt like a ‘a mongrel among thoroughbreds’ (Fox 1985, 28). During his time there he struggled to reconcile what he perceived as his inadequate and provincial education within the German American tradition with the wider array of influences provided to his fellow students in New Haven. What those experiences showed him was that the way forward for the German American community was to fully integrate into the American national identity.

During the First World War, Niebuhr was a vociferous advocate for the American cause, working within the Evangelical Synod to rally efforts in favour of the war, often against strong resistance. In the aftermath of the war, however, he turned to a more critical stance with respect to the Allied treatment of Germany at Versailles. A tour of Europe after the war solidified his growing scepticism of war-making as an element of the national project, and his increasing interest in Marxism deepened his critical analysis of nationalism as a form of ideology that obscured the deeper issues of social and economic justice with which he was becoming concerned. The next phase of his development would focus on that critical analysis of nationalism as a form of ideology.

Nationalism as Ideology
In Moral Man and Immoral Society, Niebuhr offered a sustained analysis of the ideological character of nationalism. As a whole, the volume deals with the tensions between individual and group conceptions of morality, arguing that while morality is a possibility on the individual level, it is impossible at the level of larger social groups, such as the nation. It is in this context that he offers a critical assessment of the idea of the nation that in many ways stands in stark contrast to the national idealism represented by ‘The Failure of German Americanism’.

In the first place, gone is the kind of essentialist language about ‘the character of the race’ that one sees in the earlier piece. Instead, Niebuhr offers a more sober, though still sweeping, portrayal of the way in which the idea of the nation functions as a form of group identity, leading to collective egoism. To begin with though, he needs to define what precisely a ‘nation’ is:

Nations are territorial societies, the cohesive power of which is supplied by the sentiment of nationality and the authority of the state. The fact that state and nation are not synonymous and that states frequently incorporate several nationalities, indicates that the authority of government is the ultimate force of national cohesion. The fact that state and nation are roughly synonymous proves that, without the sentiment of nationality with its common language and traditions, the authority of government is usually unable to maintain national unity. (Niebuhr 1932, 83–84)

Of note are the two key elements that Niebuhr identifies with creating the ‘cohesive power’ of the nation: sentiment and authority. The sentiment is rooted in the particular conception of the nation as a people with a common identity. The authority is rooted in the coercive power of the state. Insofar as these two elements work in conjunction, the state and the nation are interchangeable terms, though he offers the example of Ireland to suggest that it is not always the case that they do. In the absence of national sentiment, as he notes, the coercive power of the state is often insufficient to sustain that cohesion.

This initial definition leads Niebuhr into a consideration of his central argument, that nations are innately self-interested: ‘The selfishness of nations is proverbial’, he writes. In part, he argues, this is simply a question of proximity. Nations cannot develop sympathy with other nations with which they are not in contact: ‘Since both sympathy and justice depend to a large degree upon the perception of need…it is obvious that human communities have greater difficulty than individuals in achieving ethical relationships’ (Niebuhr 1932, 84–85).

Niebuhr argues that nations are resistant to moral suasion precisely because their cohesion is rooted in fundamentally irrational motivations of force and emotion. These drives prevent the kind of cool rational reflection, the ability to step outside one’s own experience and consider the position of the other, that is the cornerstone of rationality. Thus, moral critics are looked upon with suspicion because ‘it is probably inevitable that every society should regard criticism as a proof of want of loyalty’ (1932, 89). And thus, he writes, ‘nations crucify their moral rebels with their criminals upon the same Golgotha’ (1932, 89).

There is an ‘ethical paradox in patriotism’ insofar as it demands of people the capacity to act morally in giving up their own individual self-interest on behalf of the nation. Thus, nationalism promotes a form of altruism which would under ordinary circumstances be seen as morally praiseworthy. Yet, he argues, it puts that motivation to personal selflessness into the service of collective egoism, writing: ‘Loyalty to the nation is a high form of altruism when compared with lesser loyalties and more parochial interests’ (Niebuhr 1932, 91).

Nationalism is not, however, wholly motivated by selflessness. There are those who project their own thwarted individual egoism onto the national screen, taking vicarious pleasure in the success of the nation, irrespective of their own contributions to it or benefits from it. ‘The man in the street, with his lust for power and prestige thwarted by his own limitations and the necessities of social life, projects his ego upon his nation and indulges his anarchic lusts vicariously’ (1932, 93).

The key failing of nationalism, however, is its hypocrisy. As an ideology, nationalism is rooted in self-deception with respect to its own virtue. It does not see its own egoism, but rather masks its self-interest behind the language of moral rectitude. In this respect, nations are no different from any other human institution. As Niebuhr notes: ‘self-deception and hypocrisy is an unvarying element in the moral life of all human beings. It is the tribute which morality pays to immorality; or rather the device by which the lesser self gains the consent of the larger self to indulge in impulses and ventures which the rational self can approve only when they are disguised’ (1932, 95). It is the language of morality that allows individuals to approve of atrocities done in the name of the nation.

Niebuhr calls out the Spanish-American War (April 1898–December 1898) as a particularly egregious example of the hypocrisy of war masquerading as virtue. By disguising its imperial ambitions in the guise of humanitarian morality, the United States was able to justify to itself (if not to the rest of the world) its acquisition of huge new territories. He quotes the ‘pious moral’ drawn by Walter Hines Page to make his point. Page made an impassioned plea on behalf of the occupation of Cuba by claiming that it was done in the name of bringing sanitation and better public health to the Cuban people. ‘Perhaps it is rather significant’, Niebuhr notes with irony, ‘that the American idea of a universal value should express itself in terms of sanitation’ (1932, 99).

This critique of nationalism as ideology, self-deception, and sentimentality remains one of Niebuhr’s most significant contributions to the discussion of the issue. As he notes, it is not a thought form easily overcome through ‘greater social intelligence’ or more education (1932, 106). On the contrary, it is a perennial element in any form of national self-identification. As nations in conflict seek to demonstrate the justness of their cause and the rightness of their actions, they masquerade behind the most elevated moral language. One need look no further than the Iraq War that began in 2003 to recognize that, almost a century after Niebuhr made these arguments, they remain a relevant analysis of the ideological dimension of national self-consciousness. This was elaborated powerfully by Andrew Bacevich in 2008. Writing in the spirit of Reinhold Niebuhr, he argued the need for a sweeping cultural reformation that would allow for a ‘serious and self-critical examination of the domestic arrangements and priorities that define what we loosely refer to as the American Way of Life’ in light of the repeated failures of American nationalism in the Middle East (Bacevich 2008, 25).

Nevertheless, Niebuhr does see some redemptive possibilities within the ideology of nationalism, faint though they may be. He recognizes that the moral pretence that governs national self-assertion also contains the prospect of compelling the nation towards fulfilling its purported humanitarian objectives. He avers that ‘perhaps the best that can be expected of nations is that they should justify their hypocrisies by a slight measure of real international achievement, and learn how to do justice to wider interests than their own, while they pursue their own’ (Niebuhr 1932, 108). Yet, at the same time, he holds out no strong hope that this would in fact be the case. Ultimately, he sees the increase in class divisions as being the primary mechanism through which nationalism will begin to break down. In this respect, Niebuhr was at this point in his intellectual development far too thoroughly influenced by Marxist analyses of class conflict to recognize the power national identity had to overcome even the most trenchant of class divisions, particularly in times of war. The rise of Fascism in Europe, and particularly the Second World War, would begin to disabuse him of this idea, and he would come to see an enduring value in certain forms of national self-identity, particularly in conflict with virulent forms of nationalism.

Democracy, Fascism, and Nationalism
Fascism, and particularly Nazism, represented forms of extreme nationalism that provided the occasion for Niebuhr to refine and develop his conception of the role nations play in both the creation of identity and the structuring of international order. As Germany rose again as a threat to global peace in the 1930s, and as various Fascist parties demonstrated the threat of nationalism at its most virulent, Niebuhr was forced to reassess his conception of the democratic nation state as a bulwark against the reality of tyranny.

Whereas in Moral Man and Immoral Society Niebuhr had focused on the illusory nature of national self-identification, and de-emphasized (though he did not dismiss) the positive dimensions of nationalism, the possibility of a Second World War, particularly in opposition to the frankly evil manifestations of national identity erupting in Europe, caused him to reassess the role of the United States in preserving a sustainable peace. The League of Nations had proven to be incapable of creating the kind of international community that Niebuhr saw as the only viable alternative to nationalism, and as his allegiance to Marxism began to fade, so too did his hope that class-consciousness would overcome nationalist chauvinism.

In The Nature and Destiny of Man, Niebuhr offers an analysis of the human condition that distinguishes nature and spirit. As creatures of nature, we are bound by characteristics of ‘sex, race and (to a lesser degree) geography as forces of ineluctable fate’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 26). Yet at the same time, we are not wholly bound to those characteristics. Thus, as spiritual creatures we experience ourselves as free and creative agents of our own existence.

This analysis encompasses the rise of what he terms the ‘romantic’ nationalism of Fascist ideology. Romanticism, as he describes it, is contrasted with a rationalist conception of human nature that extends back to Plato, who ‘lays the foundation for all those forms of western rationalism in which spirit is identified with reason; and creativity is equated with the capacity to discipline a previously given vitality into order’ (Niebuhr 1964, I: 31). For the rationalist to exist as a spiritual being is to embrace the rational capacity to comprehend and transform the world. Nature in this analysis is thus tamed by reason and made to strive towards the eternal.

The romantic, by contrast, rejects the idea that nature requires reason to lead it towards its ultimate good. On the contrary, nature itself represents that good which has been sapped by the restraining discipline of reason. Niebuhr identifies Nietzsche’s embrace of the will-to-power as exemplifying this form of romantic anti-rationalism, arguing that his ‘romantic protest achieves nihilistic proportions because he regards vitality as self-justifying and sets the robust expression of instincts against all possible forms and disciplines’ (1964, I: 34).

The conflict between natural vitalism and rationalist formalism plays itself out in other settings as well, including Freudian psychology and Marxist political theory. Communism harnesses the power of romantic vitalism to a utopian conception of a classless society, whereas Fascism harnesses it in the name of a political ideology that glorifies the ‘natural forms’ of human existence—race, nation, Blut und Boden. In this respect, ‘the moral cynicism and nihilism of romantic fascism is more unqualifiedly destructive than the provisional cynicism and ultimate utopianism of communism’ (1964, I: 52). This is because, unlike Fascism, Marxism ‘contains a genuine principle of construction’ (1964, I: 51). Marxist ideology does not wholly abandon the use of reason but contains a rational principle at its core in the dialectic of history.

Niebuhr’s eventual colleague and friend Paul Tillich (1886–1965) experienced the reality of this dialectical tension first-hand in Germany, where he attended a Nazi rally and ‘saw the demon in Hitler’s eyes’ (Dorrien 2003, 488). The threat of Nazism, and his desire to distinguish between National Socialism and the ‘true socialism’ that he embraced impelled him to write The Socialist Decision, which was one of the first books to be condemned by the Nazi regime in the wake of the Reichstag fire in 1933 (2003, 488). He too saw in Nazism a form of ‘political romanticism’ that created a ‘mythical consciousness’ (Tillich 1977, 13).

Genuine socialism, which was not reducible to its Marxist variant, ‘lifts up the symbol of expectation against the myth of origin and against the belief in harmony. It has elements of both, but it transcends both’ (Tillich 1977, 101). Whereas the Fascist myth of origin was grounded ultimately in an ideology of group identity (Blut) and attachment to place (Boden), socialism embraced a conception of universal personhood that negated both the particularism of the nationalist self-conception and the liberal aspirations to harmonious social homogenization in which people are reduced to mere things. Thus, Tillich believed, in light of the Nazi threat, ‘The salvation of European society from a return to barbarism lies in the hands of socialism’ (1977, 161). The Niebuhr of 1933 may well have agreed with Tillich on this front, though the Niebuhr of 1941 was less sanguine about the prospects of socialism. However, both recognized the Nazi threat as a twisting of genuine human aspirations in the interests of a distorted form of national self-assertion, which had become a threat to the entire world.

At the time Niebuhr gave the Gifford Lectures upon which Nature and Destiny was based, Fascism was far from merely a theoretical threat. As he gave the second set of lectures in Edinburgh in 1939, it was possible to hear anti-aircraft fire directed at German planes in the distance (Brown 1992, 71). Thus, the question of how to respond to the virulent nationalism represented by Nazism impelled Niebuhr to consider the role that a nation such as the United States should play.

In the second volume of Nature and Destiny, he considers nationalism directly. The form of nationalism represented by Fascism was evil precisely because it sought to substitute its own penultimate form for the ultimacy that belongs only to God. He defines this, in language reminiscent of his Union Theological Seminary colleague Paul Tillich, as ‘demonic’. He goes on: ‘The most striking, contemporary form of it is a religious nationalism in which race and nation assume the eminence of God and demand unconditioned devotion’ (Niebuhr 1964, II: 111).

This form of demonic romanticism stands in opposition to biblical religion, which recognizes the absolute only beyond the horizon of history. All earthly institutions, including nation states, are only capable of providing shadows of that absolute. Yet at the same time, these institutions are capable of manifesting that which is good within the limitations of their own finite possibilities. It is only when they attempt to exceed those possibilities that they risk becoming demonic.

In the context of the war that was even at that moment encroaching on Europe, Niebuhr’s critique of demonic nationalism provides the foundational justification for his arguments in the United States on behalf of participation in the war. While not initially advocating direct involvement in the conflict, Niebuhr saw a positive role for the United States in offering ‘all aid short of war’ to the British (Fox 1985, 193). He recognized that even with their flaws and limitations, the democratic nation states standing in opposition to Fascism were morally superior and needed to band together for the sake of the war effort. To do otherwise would be to allow the demonic nationalisms of Germany and Italy to triumph through lack of action.

While democratic forms of nationalism are superior to Fascist nationalism, Niebuhr does not argue in favour of the absolute validity of democratic nationalism. In The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness, Niebuhr offers a sustained argument in favour of the validity of democracy as a form of government. As the subtitle of the book suggests, Niebuhr’s goal in the volume is ‘a vindication of democracy and a critique of its traditional defense’. In other words, Niebuhr wishes to defend democracy’s validity while not falling for the pretence that it is a political panacea. It suffers from the same tendencies towards self-delusion and hubris as any other form of nationalism, but these tendencies are at least tempered by their representative character. Niebuhr’s advocacy of democracy generally was rooted in his oft-cited dictum that ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (Niebuhr 1960, xiii).

During this period, Niebuhr’s advocacy of democracy as a force that could temper the demonic elements of nationalism rose to the fore as a central element in his arguments in favour of American involvement in the war and its aftermath. Framing democracy as a melding of Christian and secular moral principles, in opposition to the authoritarian impulses of both Fascism and communism, he writes: ‘In our own nation, the equal contributions which were made to our political thought by New England Calvinism and Jeffersonian deism are symbolic of this confluence of Christianity and secularism in our democracy’ (Niebuhr 1953, 96).

Thus, as the war came to an end, and the battle lines of international conflict shifted away from Fascism and toward the increasing threat of Soviet communism, Niebuhr’s understanding of the obligation of the United States to respond also began to shift. In the Cold War, Niebuhr’s understanding of the significance of nationalism would more fully embrace the idea that America’s unique history gave it a unique vocation with respect to the conflict with the Soviet Union, while also burdening it with unique weaknesses, rooted in its naivety and sentimentality about that very history.

Chastened Nationalism and the Cold War
Niebuhr’s increased focus on the positive dimensions of democratic nationalism did not imply a rejection of his earlier critique of its self-deceptive and delusional characteristics. However, in confrontation first with Nazism and subsequently with the Soviet Union, Niebuhr began to develop his understanding of how the ironic dimensions of American identity could allow it to take a leadership role in opposition to communism while at the same time continuing to indulge in illusions with respect to its own virtue and righteousness.

The central text of this period in Niebuhr’s development was The Irony of American History (Niebuhr 2008). The concept of irony is central to Niebuhr’s analysis. He defines it in contrast to the idea of tragedy, emphasizing that the situation in which the United States found itself in the Cold War was not wholly tragic:

Pure tragedy elicits tears of admiration and pity for the hero who is willing to brave death or incur guilt for the sake of some great good. Irony however prompts some laughter and a nod of comprehension beyond the laughter; for irony involves comic absurdities which cease to be altogether absurd when fully understood. Our age is involved in irony because so many dreams of our nation have been so cruelly refuted by history. Our dreams of a pure virtue are dissolved in a situation in which it is possible to exercise the virtue of responsibility toward a community of nations only by courting the prospective guilt of the atomic bomb. And the irony is increased by the frantic efforts of some of our idealists to escape this hard reality by dreaming up schemes of an ideal world order which have no relevance to either our present dangers or our urgent duties. (Niebuhr 2008, 2)

Thus the ironic situation of the United States as a nation in the Cold War was on the one hand rooted in its recognition of a responsibility to act as the major representative of democracy and liberalism in the post-war world, in opposition to the tyranny of communism, and on the other rooted in the recognition that it could only exercise that responsibility by acting in ways that ran contrary to the very ideals it claimed to defend. Most particularly, it was rooted in the fact that it was only by risking the massive destruction of an immoral nuclear war that the United States could stand as a moral opponent to the Soviet Union,

This irony was also reflected in the fact that despite being stronger as a nation than it had ever been before, the United States also operated under new constraints on the international stage. Caught in the midst of ambiguous circumstances, the United States was incapable of pursuing in an unfettered way its own ideals, while communism galloped ahead in seeking to overcome the constraints of human nature in the name of its own form of idealism. Thus ‘our situation of historic frustration becomes doubly ironic through the fact that the power of recalcitrance against our fondest hopes is furnished by a demonic religio-political creed which had even simpler notions than we of finding an escape from the ambiguity of man’s strength and weakness’ (Niebuhr 2008, 3).

These constraints were in part imposed by the existence of a new international organization in the form of the United Nations, which was intended to overcome the ineffectual legacy of the League of Nations by creating an international body that actually had some capacity to govern. Yet Niebuhr’s critique of idealism encompassed the illusory hope that the UN could actually function as a form of world government. In a 1949 essay, Niebuhr critiqued the overly optimistic proposals for world government, arguing that ‘virtually all arguments for world government rest upon the simple presupposition that the desirability of world order proves the attainability of world government’ (Niebuhr 1953, 16–17). The reality, however, was that national self-concern was bound to hobble any attempts to create any genuinely robust form of global governance: ‘The fact is that even the wisest statecraft cannot create social tissue. It can cut, sew and redesign social fabric to a limited degree. But the social fabric upon which it works must be “given”’ (1953, 26).

Accentuating the general problem of world governance was the particular problem of Soviet opposition to the idea of any global government actually capable of overcoming national ambitions. Thus, the Soviet Union’s resistance to measures that would result in a genuinely democratic international order demonstrated its unwillingness to subject itself to international power. The UN Charter, in attempting to navigate through the difficulties of great power politics and national self-interest, was insufficient to create a real global government, but at the same time sought to create a setting for the prospect of real international cooperation. In this respect, it was short of the highest aspirations of the idealists while also overcoming in some measure the power of nationalist self-concern.

Niebuhr recognized the contradictions of nationalism that were inherent in the Cold War conflict, but also recognized them as inescapable features of the ironic situation in which the emerging great powers of the United States and the Soviet Union found themselves in the aftermath of the Second World War. Having arrived in a position of global hegemony, neither nation was as unconstrained as they imagined they would be. Yet the United Nations was incapable of acting as a bulwark against the ambitions of either. At the same time, a sense of international responsibility put the United States in a position of exercising its power in the name of global order, even at times against its own interests.

Yet Niebuhr insists that:

we have as a nation learned the lesson of history tolerably well…Though we are not without vainglorious delusions in regard to our power, we are saved by a certain grace inherent in common sense rather than in abstract theories from attempting to cut through the vast ambiguities of our historic situation and thereby signing our destiny to a tragic conclusion by seeking to bring it to a neat and logical one.
(Niebuhr 2008, 75)

Chastened in our nationalism, we therefore act with more restraint than those who are motivated by unconquerable ideologies or coherent systems. Rather, our nationalism is tempered, he argues by our inherent recognition of the ambiguity of our situation:

In other words, our success in world politics necessitates a disavowal of the pretentious elements in our original dream, and a recognition of the values and virtues which enter into history in unpredictable ways and which defy the logic which either liberal or Marxist planners had conceived for it. (2008, 79)

As a nation, we remain caught in the admixture of vice and virtue that afflicts all human communities, both with respect to their internal aspirations towards liberty and justice, and with respect to their relationships with other nations. ‘America’s moral and spiritual success in relating itself creatively to a world community requires not so much a guard against gross vices, about which the idealists warn us, as a reorientation of the whole structure of our idealism’ (2008, 133). Only by recognizing the limitations of that idealistic self-image can we overcome as a nation our blindness towards the ‘curious compounds of good and evil in which the actions of the best men and nations abound’ (133).

This chastened nationalism for which Niebuhr advocated in the 1950s was a reflection of both his understanding of the unique responsibility the United States had inherited in the wake of the Second World War and his fear of the threat represented by the Soviet Union. At the same time, what one can see in The Irony of American History is a Niebuhr refusing to let America off the hook for the national delusions to which it, no less than other nations, was subject. Unlike many other former radicals in the post-war years, he did not abandon his earlier scepticism to embrace American triumphalism. Rather he recognized that American triumph was inescapably ambivalent. We had not become any less subject to collective egoism than we had been before. Only by stripping ourselves of the illusions of national innocence could we engage responsibly with the global authority with which we had been tasked.

At the same time, it is possible to critique Niebuhr for having become too willing to overlook high-handed and domineering attitudes on the part of the United States. The Irony of American History walks a very thin tightrope between enthusiastic endorsement and trenchant criticism of American action on the international stage. Yet Niebuhr was certainly cognizant of the nastier strains of nationalism that continued to exist in American society, and which he discerned in the reactionary currents of the era’s politics. At the same time, his critique of communism was heartfelt and deep-seated. His concern that Soviet hegemony would prevail in the face of American unwillingness to step forward was rooted in his understanding of the unique character of communist ideology, as aggressively utopian and insensible to the uncertain character of all human action. Thus, a recognition of the relative virtue of America on the world stage led him to the conclusion that the United States not only could act but must act as a bulwark against communism’s threat. Yet in doing so, it was necessary to always be mindful of that temptation to self-righteousness and self-assertion.

Pulling out for a wider view, Niebuhr attempted to take the specific insights into nations and nationalism developed in his thinking on the conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union into a more general analysis of the issue in The Structure of Nations and Empires (Niebuhr 1959). As he declares in the introduction, the purpose of the volume is ‘to describe the historical constants and variables in the dominion of nations and empires in order to put the struggle between two nations, both with power and imperial proportions, in its proper setting’ (1959, 9). In seeking a larger theoretical framework for understanding the US-Soviet conflict, he roots his analysis in the assumption that ‘present political realities can be fully understood only in light of historical comparisons, which may discover what is new and what is old in a contemporary configuration of community or structure of political power’ (1959, 9).

Niebuhr argues that the only reliable path to collective security in the post-war world is, again, rooted in that chastened nationalism of the United States. Soviet Marxism and Egyptian pan-Arabism represented new forms of imperialism that threaten world peace, but this was no less true of the United States. Niebuhr argues that because of this, ‘it is even more important that the United States, as the strongest of the democratic nations, acknowledge the imperial dimensions of its own power and accept the responsibilities which are the concomitants of power’ (1959, 259). The United Nations was not well equipped to serve as the guarantor of global security, and thus it was incumbent on the individual nation states to act on the UN’s behalf: ‘Strong nations, and all nations for that matter, must have their own policies within the framework of the United Nations Charter’ (1959, 259).

He concludes by noting, in a way once again in keeping with the argument he had set forth in The Irony of American History, that ‘it is particularly difficult for nations to discern the limits of human striving and especially difficult for a nation which is not accustomed to the frustrations of history to achieve this moderation’ (Niebuhr 1959, 299). Yet only the kind of moderation that he saw as both possible and necessary for the United States was capable of achieving the kind of collective security necessary for the peace of a world of nations in a nuclear age.

Conclusion
In his final years, Niebuhr’s output declined considerably, even as he remained attentive to and deeply concerned about events both in the United States and around the world. If his writings in the 1950s occasionally took too sanguine a view towards America’s role in the world, in the 1960s he recovered a bit of the prophetic fire that had driven him in his earlier years. In two co-authored volumes (Niebuhr and Heimert 1963; Niebuhr and Sigmund 1969), he continued to explore themes of nations and nationalism, both in terms of how they were reflected in the American context as well as globally. However, his criticisms of American action in Vietnam reflected the critical eye he brought to American foreign policy in the 1930s. In his last years, he was critical of the direction America had taken, and particularly of the way in which evangelical Christianity seemed to baptize a particular brand of American nationalism.

Overall, Niebuhr’s approach to the question of nationalism reflected the same critical capacity for self-scrutiny and change that was characteristic of his theology as a whole. His approach was deeply contextual, responding to the particular questions that confronted him in the moment and seeking to draw larger conclusions from those circumstances. As such, his understanding of the character of nationalism migrated over the course of his life along a particular axis, but never diverged sharply from it. He always remained grounded in his understanding of the innately ambiguous character of all collective human action, and as such of the inescapably ambivalent character of nationalism in particular.

However, he also recognized that nationalism played an important role in the development of human social life, one that in context of the conflicts that marred the second half of the twentieth century was crucial to the survival of the human race, and the preservation of freedom within democratic societies. His scepticism towards the possibility of large-scale collective moral action prevented him from imagining a genuinely post-national society, though within the context of nationalism he still saw potential for bilateral and multilateral national action for the sake of collective security, best represented, if imperfectly, by the United Nations.

Nationalism is a blade that cuts both ways. It is a vehicle for the expression of the highest aspirations of a people, but it can also become the means by which those same people descend into barbarism and brutality. The twentieth century gave ample evidence of both of these manifestations of nationalism as a phenomenon. Yet to the extent that nationalism has an enduring value as a moral concept, it must be in the chastened form that Niebuhr endorsed. Only then is it possible to recognize, as he did, both the promise and the peril it embodies and to account for its excesses while embracing its potential.
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chapter 35


Reinhold Niebuhr

An Insightful Theologian


Stanley Hauerwas






I am grateful to have this opportunity to write one more time on Reinhold Niebuhr. That I am ready to write one more time on Niebuhr is something of a surprise for me. A number of years ago I was asked to write an article on Niebuhr for a Companion on Political Theology. I declined by saying I have written often on Niebuhr and to write on Niebuhr again would give the impression I have a fetish about Niebuhr. So why have I accepted this invitation to write again on Niebuhr? I have done so because I want to counter the impression that I have nothing but negative judgements about Niebuhr. In fact, I admire Niebuhr as a person who often was capable of profound insights about the human condition.

Because I was quite critical of Niebuhr in my 2001 Gifford Lectures, some have drawn the conclusion I have no positive regard for Niebuhr or his work. I still hold by the critique I made of Niebuhr in With the Grain of the Universe: The Church’s Witness and Natural Theology (2001). But those criticisms were just one aspect of the story I was trying to tell, that is, how William James, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Karl Barth represent the great Gifford Lecture tradition. I thought that was a story worth telling.

Niebuhr’s Continuing Significance
It is true that in some ways I was more positive about James than Niebuhr. In particular I called attention to Niebuhr’s MA thesis at Yale Divinity School which was on James. In some quite distinct ways Niebuhr remained a ‘Jamesian’ his whole life, but as I will suggest later, Niebuhr did not draw on the strongest aspects of James’s work. I tried, not very successfully I might add, to show that Barth was more the pragmatist than Niebuhr. I thought, moreover, that was a compliment to Barth.

In my chapters on Niebuhr I called attention to Niebuhr’s claim that the ‘accumulated evidence of the natural sciences’ convinced him that the realm of natural causation is more closed than the biblical world assumed. Accordingly, Niebuhr confessed it is difficult to believe in the virgin birth or the ‘physical’ resurrection of Christ (Hauerwas 2001, 128). For Niebuhr, God is the name that describes our need to believe that life has a unity that transcends the world’s chaos and makes possible the limited order that can be achieved in our lives. Given that understanding of God, I suggested that Niebuhr’s understanding of God is not that distinct from James’s ‘more’. Niebuhr translated James into what might be called Christian speech, and he did the translation so successfully that neither Niebuhr nor his many followers noticed that they had assumed a position that was anything but orthodox or even neo-orthodox (Hauerwas 2001, 131). I worried finally whether Niebuhr’s anthropological method did not reproduce Feuerbach. I have not changed my mind about any of those worries.

Niebuhr could have exploited James’s pragmatism in a more constructive manner. Niebuhr’s MA thesis was primarily an attempt to provide an account of God given the developments in evolutionary science and metaphysics James represented. I suggested one of the ironies about James’s influence on Niebuhr was his failure to understand the significance of James’s view that the implication of Darwin was not that a mechanistic metaphysics is unavoidable, but rather that after Darwin we can only understand all that exists, including ourselves, as but the result of absolute chance. For James we live, drawing on the title of Raymond Geuss’s powerful book, in A World Without Why (2014). Yet James also was a deep humanist. He thought as long as two creatures surrounded by an ocean of water were able to cling to a rock to avoid drowning there was some purpose present in the universe.

James’s wan hope that some significance for human purpose is possible, however, was not the robust vision of a Niebuhr. James and Niebuhr were equally committed to progressive causes, but Niebuhr had a passion that fuelled a hope for justice James did not possess. If there was anyone who exemplified what James identified as healthy-minded it was Niebuhr. In many ways Niebuhr was a wonderful exemplar of James’s stress on the significance of temperament.

There was another aspect of the James/Niebuhr relation I referenced in With the Grain of the Universe that has not drawn the attention for which I hoped. In my discussion of James’s The Will to Believe, I tried to show that James’s shorthand version of pragmatism, that truth is what works, is in fact not James’s position. For James truth is what happens to a sentence (Hauerwas 2001, 55–58). I take that to be a philosophical remark of great significance. Indeed, I suggested that Wittgenstein, who was a great admirer of James, could be interpreted as being in agreement with that sentence. I was trying to suggest, and I did it far too clumsily, that Barth’s declaration that he ‘could only repeat himself’ was one way to see how truth happens to what we say.

Niebuhr, of course, was not a philosopher so he would not have been on the lookout for the kind of questions in which I am interested. Actually, it is a very good thing Niebuhr was not a philosopher, because if he had been a philosopher he might have been hesitant to make the broad and often exaggerated claims in which he was the master. Though I am not in Niebuhr’s league in that regard I cannot deny that I learned from Niebuhr that an insight forcefully articulated can and should produce thought. Some have worried that some of the claims I have made about Niebuhr’s work suggest that I do not think he was a Christian. That is certainly not what I think. Niebuhr was an extraordinary Christian to whom we owe much.

Niebuhr’s general stance, however, was one that assumed that the Church is just there. The Church that was just there was primarily a conservative church both in its politics and theology. Niebuhr took as one of his tasks to challenge a too-satisfied Christianity. Yet such a project assumed a world in which mainstream Protestant Christianity seemed vital, safe, and secure. Like most liberal Protestant theologians, Niebuhr took as his task to help regain intellectual integrity for mainstream Protestant Christianity. Accordingly, he understood the fundamental claims of the Christian faith, claims such as the resurrection of Jesus, as ‘true myths’ that appropriately express the fundamental paradoxes of life. Such myths are vital, but they are not to be taken literally.

I represent a very different theological agenda than Niebuhr, but I hope it is clear that I assume that Niebuhr was a more impressive Christian than I can ever pretend to be. I have suggested that Niebuhr’s Christology and ecclesiology were ‘thin’, but given his lecturing and preaching in a sense he did not need to give an account of the Church. He was the Church. I am in quite a different place given that we can no longer assume that the Church will just be there. Though I think that we still can learn from Niebuhr’s theology and ethics I also think what we have to learn is: Don’t do it now the way he tried to do it then.

Yet what I particularly admire about Niebuhr was the energy and imagination he brought to the work of Christian theology and ethics. He did not fear making the large claim that would on reflection need qualification. Yet he was able to do what many of us now think has to be done, that is, he was able to theologically story our existence. He quite literally could create for those who heard him preach and lecture a new reality. To suggest that Niebuhr’s continuing significance is the energy and imagination that characterized his life and work may seem a backhanded compliment, but let me try to make the suggestion concrete by directing attention to one person’s account of the effect Niebuhr had on him.

Langdon Gilkey’s Testimony
We have a wonderful account of Niebuhr’s energy and imagination as well as the effect he had on those who heard and read him by Langdon Gilkey. Gilkey’s testimony is particularly significant because Gilkey went on to become a very distinguished theologian. That he did so has a great deal to do with Gilkey’s encounter with Niebuhr when Gilkey was a young man. It was an encounter that had an effect on Gilkey that lasted throughout his life. We know that Niebuhr’s effect on Gilkey lasted throughout his life because Gilkey describes the encounter in a book on Niebuhr he wrote late in life. Gilkey tells us he wrote the book, which was entitled On Niebuhr: A Theological Study (Gilkey 2001), because Niebuhr’s theology provides the possibility of a Social Realism to sustain a moral nerve. Gilkey thinks that extremely important because the same moral commitment in some people can lead them when faced with the fact that the best we can do is achieve the lesser evil to become cynical or despairing. Gilkey tells us he senses that a Niebuhrian perspective that can sustain the hard work of limited justice is still needed (Gilkey 2001, xi).

Gilkey begins his book on Niebuhr by describing an early encounter he had with Niebuhr. Niebuhr and Gilkey’s father were friends so he had some impression as a child of Niebuhr by hearing his father speak of Niebuhr. But the decisive encounter occurred in 1940 just as Gilkey was about to graduate from Harvard. Gilkey describes himself at that time as one of the confused young people who were distraught given the events in Europe and the Nazi victories. They were dispirited and filled with the despair of meaninglessness. He notes that he belonged to those generations brought up after the First World War who had concluded that any war was useless and without justification. Their mindset was, therefore, idealistic and they inclined toward pacifism. Yet they were also a generation that had a passion for justice, having experienced the Great Depression. Their lives were, therefore, filled with contradictions as they were unable to negotiate the tension between their commitments to peace yet the need to strive for justice (Gilkey 2001, 5–7).

The lives that embodied these confused ideals were made even more ambiguous by what Gilkey describes as the requirement their humanist morality demanded that they be virtuous individuals who sought to do good works. If a cause was just then it was presumed that those supporting the cause should also be just. The world, however, proved to be a messy place which made it hard to always know who were the good guys and who were the bad guys. The morality they assumed simply did not seem adequate to deal with the moral ambiguity they confronted. In effect their idealism blinded them to the complexity of the moral challenges they were facing (Gilkey 2001, 8–9).

Into this bewildering and dispirited world came Reinhold Niebuhr. Gilkey’s father informed Gilkey that Niebuhr was coming to Harvard to preach. Gilkey says he had at that time no idea who Niebuhr was, but out of respect for his father as well as curiosity he went. Gilkey describes his impression in a memorable way:

The torrent of words, insights, and ideas that issued forth from that towering figure in the pulpit stunned me. This was not gentle and apologetic persuasion rounding out our ‘nice’ ordinary experience with a moral and religious interpretation. This was from beginning to end a challenge to the assumptions of my sophisticated modernity. And that challenge came with a vividly new interpretation of my world. In fact a quite different viewpoint on everything was set before me, a viewpoint in which my confused and deeply troubled ‘ordinary experience’ suddenly clarified itself, righted, and became for the moment intelligible. There was here no appeal to an extrinsic authority: on the contrary there was an exceedingly realistic analysis of just the social situation that was troubling me.…To my astonishment Niebuhr identified his own utterly realistic appraisal of the domestic and international situation (much more real than that of my philosophical mentors Bertrand Russell, John Dewey, or George Santayana) with what he called the ‘Biblical viewpoint’.
(Gilkey 2001, 10–11)

Gilkey reports that Niebuhr not only pointed out the ‘naïve optimism’ of the humanistic and naturalistic philosophers he had treasured, but even more Niebuhr argued for the experimental validity as well as the moral strength of the ‘Biblical perspective’.

Gilkey tells us he felt overwhelmed. It was as if he had stepped into another space in which a new quality of light changed everything making comprehensible what had been obscure. ‘In short’, Gilkey tells us, ‘he opened up the possibility of a realism about social affairs that did not lead to cynicism, and yet, on the contrary led to a confidence in transcendence that supported a renewed and restrengthened moral commitment’ (2001, 11). Gilkey says he was by no means converted, but he was deeply intrigued.

But, of course, he was converted. Indeed, one could hardly wish for a more vivid conversion narrative. It is a narrative, moreover, that I am confident could be repeated by countless people who, like Gilkey, heard or read Niebuhr and their lives were transformed. Whatever one may think of Niebuhr’s theology, his Christology or lack thereof, his understanding of the relation of love and justice, accounts like that of Gilkey are not to be overlooked or dismissed as youthful enthusiasm and hero worship. Gilkey’s report is significant not only because he became Langdon Gilkey but because, as Gilkey says, Niebuhr opened up a new world for him by helping him see theologically the world in which his life was to play out. How could you not admire a person that could have such an effect on someone like Gilkey?

Why Niebuhr’s Insights Matter
I think it was not accidental that Niebuhr was preaching when he turned Gilkey’s life upside down. Of course, in general it is not always clear you can distinguish Niebuhr’s sermons from his more academic essays and books. I do not say that in criticism because I think it quite a good thing that Niebuhr’s sermons and books were not markedly different from one another. I am sure Niebuhr had some idea that his sermons and his books and essays often could not be distinguished because he described the sermons in Beyond Tragedy as ‘sermonic essays’ (Niebuhr 1937, ix). The subtitle of that book is equally telling, namely, in those sermons he tells us he is exploring the complex subject of the ‘Christian interpretation of history’.

I think the power of his sermons as well as much of his other work was due in large part to what I can only characterize as his ability to formulate insights that prove to be unforgettable. I have always thought that Niebuhr was so persuasive because he had the ability to illumine our lives with well-hewn insights. Indeed, I suspect that often readers and hearers of Niebuhr became Niebuhrians because they were attracted to an insight and assumed that you could not have the insight without his general theological position. I will suggest later, however, that the relation between many of his insights and his theology is more ambiguous than it seems.

Before developing that thought, however, I need to give some examples of what I am calling Niebuhr’s insights as well as say something about what I take an insight to be. For example, consider this sentence from a sermon in Beyond Tragedy, a sermon that was entitled the ‘Transvaluation of Values’. Niebuhr wrote, ‘The culture of every society seeks to obscure the brutalities upon which it rests’ (1937, 205). Niebuhr could be giving expression to Hegel’s observation that history is a slaughter bench but the grammar of the insight is all Reinhold Niebuhr. The insight, moreover, expresses the main theme of the sermon which is that every form of human eminence is subject to sin and self-destroying pride which inevitably leads to civilizations being destroyed by the defects in their own virtues (1937, 212).

Niebuhr’s ability to sum up an argument by a telling insight reflected, as I suggested earlier, his extraordinary energy and imagination. It may seem odd to suggest that insights are the product of energy and imagination, but insights are no common thing. Bernard Lonergan, for example, begins his extended examination of the character of insights by directing attention to detective fiction. Lonergan observes that readers of detective novels are often given all the clues that they need to know who did it, but they often cannot spot the criminal. Lonergan notes that the reader needs no more clues to solve the mystery, yet they remain in the dark because to reach a solution is not the result of the apprehension of any one clue nor even the memory of all the clues. Rather the discovery of ‘who did it’ is a ‘distinct activity of organizing intelligence that places the full set of clues in a unique explanatory perspective’. Lonergan concludes, therefore, that insight is not just any act of attention or memory but ‘the supervening act of understanding’ (Lonergan 1992, 3).

Niebuhr developed ‘a unique explanatory perspective’ that allowed him to make ‘supervening acts of understanding’. I have no doubt that he had the gift of insight not only because he was an intuitive person and thinker, but just as important he refused to underwrite the sentimentalities that so often are associated with Christians who think being a Christian means they must be without judgement of others—e.g. ‘When it is all said and done we are all equally sinners’. Niebuhr, whose insights betray a person of remarkable practical wisdom, wrote to make idealists face the limits of the past by reminding them that the achievement of justice often comes by some suffering an injustice.

Abraham Heschel, Niebuhr’s good friend, in his book on the prophets makes some remarks about the character of insight that is illuminative for Niebuhr’s work. Heschel suggests conventional people see the present in terms of the past whereas people of insight think in the present. To be able to think in the present Heschel suggests requires an intellectual dismantling of the given which often creates a sense of dislocation. Insights are, therefore, accompanied by a sense of surprise because insights create a new way to see. It is a seeing, moreover, that is made possible through words. Heschel depicts the prophets as agents of insight just to the extent they had insights that shattered indifference (Heschel 1955, xii).

Niebuhr’s insights often seemed to correspond to Heschel’s description of the insights of the prophets. Accordingly, it is assumed that Niebuhr’s insights seem to be the outworking of his theology, but I think that must be carefully put. No doubt some of his insights seem to come directly from his theological reflections. For example, I have always thought his account of sensuality in The Nature and Destiny of Man to be Niebuhr at his best. He is particularly insightful, for example, in his account of drunkenness which he suggests rather than being a desire to enhance the ego is in fact more likely an attempt to escape knowledge of ourselves (Niebuhr 1964, 234). He is equally interesting in his account of lust which he describes as the attempt to lose ourselves by sinking into our bodies. According to Niebuhr sensuality is the final form of self-love which ironically takes the form of a ‘plunge into unconsciousness’ (1964, 239).

The insights that constitute Niebuhr’s account of sin as pride and sensuality make compelling reading. You cannot help but learn wisdom from Niebuhr, but that does not mean Niebuhr’s account of sin is theologically determined. In With the Grain of the Universe I suggested that sin was Niebuhr’s way of doing natural theology (Hauerwas 2001, 120). By that I meant to indicate that Niebuhr did not worry that his understanding of sin was basically a natural theology. By that I mean for all the insight that Niebuhr displays in his account of sin he assumes that sin can describe human existence even if God does not exist. Niebuhr seems to forget that sin names alienation from God.

Probably Niebuhr’s most famous insight is from The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness: ‘Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible; but man’s inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary’ (Niebuhr 1944, xi). This famous insight is quoted often but is seldom analysed for the care Niebuhr put into its form. No doubt if he were writing today the masculine would not be so dominant. But the words he uses are quite specific. We have a capacity for justice but an inclination to injustice. That is a distinction Niebuhr knew well was worth pondering and ponder it he did not only in this book but in most of his political writing.

Niebuhr wrote The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness at the height of the uncritical celebration of democracies towards the end of the Second World War. He wrote hoping to cool the ardour for democracies after the end of war. I call attention to this book as well as the central image that shapes the book because I think they suggest Niebuhr’s greatest strength—he was a man of extraordinary practical intelligence. That intelligence, moreover, was an expression of his willingness to say what he understood to be true even if doing so made him enemies he did not need.

Niebuhr the Man
Finally I want to make clear how deeply I admire Niebuhr the man. He seemed to be tireless, often teaching a class with a suitcase by his side. Moreover, he seems to have done what is extremely difficult to do—he was not trapped by his fame or success. To be sure, it seems clear that having married late he had married a very strong woman who seems never to have been impressed with Niebuhr’s academic and non-academic success.

Finally, ‘after Niebuhr’, I suspect few can imagine a theology that does not also address issues in political and social ethics. ‘Social ethics’ is now assumed by many to be a sub-discipline of Christian ethics that no longer requires justification. Though some within the assumed subfield of social ethics are very critical of Niebuhr for being too much the ‘establishment’, the various kinds of social ethics that are currently practised can trace their being to Reinhold Niebuhr. I confess I find that result sobering.

Niebuhr will be forgotten. That is the destiny of us all. I suspect that is a thought he might have had along the way. But with a physical and intellectual energy few possess he made a difference when a difference needed to be made. Those of us that live in his wake are in his debt.
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chapter 36

The Ironies of Proximate Justice


Jeffrey Stout







Reinhold Niebuhr liked to draw attention to the ironies of history. The oft-repeated ironic pattern he highlighted goes like this: people who believe in something come to power. They are able to put their outlook into practice. But things don’t turn out as they had hoped. The unintended consequences turn out to be at odds with the outlook’s ideals.

In the imaginary peaceable kingdom, the lion lies down with the lamb. But in the real world, pacifism exposes innocent third parties to Nazi slaughter. In the Marxist theory of history, a revolution against capital will pave the way to a society freed from class domination. But in the real world of communism, workers who thought they had nothing to lose but their chains soon find a dictator’s boot on their necks.

For Niebuhr, to be a realist about human nature is to recognize that all human action, above all at the collective level, is shot through with sin. Human beings are prone to pride and sloth. Human groups are prone to egotism and cruelty. Changing our political or economic arrangements is not going to eliminate evil from the world. It is not going to bring the perpetual clash of values to a peaceable end this side of God’s Kingdom.

All This is True, but What Follows?
Niebuhr inferred that the best we can do is to manage the resulting conflicts with an eye towards proximate justice. The conflicts are among self-interested individuals and among antagonistic groups; at bottom, among divergent values. Justice is one of many values to be promoted, an end to be approximated, but not single-mindedly. It imposes no absolute constraints on our selection of means. Every form of absolutism begins in a prideful claim to moral knowledge and devolves into domination in practice. Our tragic yet hopeful lot as human beings, this side of God’s Kingdom, is to choose the lesser evil, but with the promise of the Kingdom in mind. In our struggle to approximate justice under conditions of conflict, we must sin bravely, for sin we shall, regardless. In this world there is no true avoidance of sinning. Purism is quintessentially sinful. Its root is self-deceived pride; its fruit is moralized selfishness. Purists care more about keeping their own souls clean than about the suffering of their neighbours.

Nearly eight decades have passed since Niebuhr, referring to Nazism, declared that ‘we ought to do whatever has to be done to prevent the triumph of this intolerable tyranny’ (Niebuhr 1940). During that time, the ideal of proximate justice has been embodied in the actions and words of many powerful people. Isaiah Berlin and Michael Walzer are the political theorists of proximate justice, Max Weber its theorist of responsibility, Niebuhr its most revered theologian. How well has proximate justice fared, then, as an actual form of political life? Not well, I would say.

Proximate Justice and Permanent Emergencies
In the real world of proximate justice, the powers held by governmental and corporate officials have grown exponentially, while the constraints on using such powers have proven weak and ineffective. Why trust the powerful to do anything in particular, or to refrain from doing anything in particular, if proximate justice is their touchstone and ours? An official’s responsibility, conceived in Niebuhr’s way or in Berlin’s, is to make the trade-offs that seem necessary and reasonable when values come into conflict and the stakes are high. Justice is one of these values; it comes in degrees and often conflicts with other values. People who rank the values differently will resolve the conflicts differently. Advisors weigh in, expressing their preferences. Power holders decide, expressing theirs. What happens then?

When officials misbehave, the ideologues of proximate justice have little of value to say. The practices of accountability in a regime of proximate justice are often toothless. If justice is merely one value among others, a value to be promoted when convenient, but also something to be sacrificed when the survival or well-being of one’s group is thought to be threatened, leaders tend not to be held accountable for behaving unjustly. Almost anything, including torture and mass murder, can be described (and has been described) as a sincere attempt to approximate justice, as a responsible agent’s choice of the lesser evil.

Responsibility, according to this outlook, is the burden of judgement carried by powerful agents. The more power one has, the greater one’s burden. The most powerful agents, the heads of superpowers, bear the awesome, hand-wringing burden of deciding when murder, torture, and subjugation are evils to be undertaken or permitted that good may come of them. Responsibility operates in the existential void where a decider makes the most basic and consequential choices imaginable. It does not attach primarily to agents, our representatives, to whom we have delegated the power to exercise discretion on our behalf. In constitutional and covenantal thinking, a people’s agent is an office holder obliged by solemn oath to make judgements with the people’s principled commitments in mind and to stand ready to account for all actions undertaken in the people’s name. In a representative democracy, we ordinary citizens are office holders held accountable to one another in speech. Jointly, we hold our executive, legislative, and judicial representatives accountable, as well. Responsible agency is here an interactive affair, enacted in public view in light of norms that are held to be essentially shared.

The norms need to be both somewhat determinate and subject to consensual amendment to perform their function in discursive, electoral, and judicial accountability. When the norms are conceived otherwise, the line between official discretion and arbitrary choice is effaced. We do well to keep an eye on that line while reading what theologians are now writing—under the influence of Niebuhr, the early Karl Barth, Paul Lehmann, Walter Benjamin, and Carl Schmitt—about supreme emergencies, tragic choices, sovereignty, the state of exception, and divine violence. If there were no such line, if drawing the line were necessarily arbitrary in the normative sense, there would be no way to distinguish domination from its opposites or to give morally coherent reasons for resisting it.

Proximate justice moved rapidly from a world in which Nazism posed a singular emergency to one in which nuked-up communist dictators posed a continuing emergency. In the blink of an eye, this became a world in which any dozen or so Muslim teenagers pose an emergency. In the era of permanent emergency and permanent war, leaders claim entitlement to do whatever seems best, even if that means doing something that, considered apart from its allegedly massive benefits, would make any decent human being shudder.

A president who declares some actions so horrendous that they must be thwarted by any means necessary will soon need to make apology for actions of the same kind he promised to thwart. Lead your country into a war on false assumptions, impose military occupation on a subaltern population within your borders, or subject suspected terrorists to torture, and all you need to say to dodge accountability nowadays is that you had the terribly lonely burden of choosing the lesser evil. Prominent intellectuals, some of them theologians, will be pleased to write your justifications, beforehand and afterwards.

The Importance of Absolute Prohibitions
Niebuhrian realism has had little to say about the role of law in a free society. Antinomian realism, a position now gaining ground to Niebuhr’s left, argues that any state’s attempt to embody justice in positive law is inevitably a sham. In my view, a more realistic realism would ask what kind of structure social life has to have if the people participating in it can reasonably regard it as the locus of goods held in common—goods constitutive of rightly ordered, rightly valued basic relationships. Some values that are very important to us can be upheld and protected, in a constitutional or covenantal view, only if actions and relationships of certain kinds are ruled out very firmly indeed. To secure domestic freedom, for example, it is necessary for citizens to prohibit things such as economic oppression, racial segregation, slavery, rape, and torture. These are all species of domination, freedom’s opposite. Their shared trait is that they leave some individuals or groups unduly vulnerable to arbitrary power. ‘Arbitrary power’ in this context means insufficiently accountable, insufficiently constrained power—the sort of power that could be exercised at someone’s whim. A society that does not rule out the most salient species of domination has not secured basic freedoms for its population. The prohibitions have to be determinate and enforceable for the corresponding freedoms to be actualized.

One reason for ruling out some evils absolutely is that anything less than an absolute ban leaves the powerful perpetually tempted first to do horrendous things and then to make excuses for having done them. If the principles prohibiting the species of domination are treated as rules of thumb, or as merely prima facie duties, or as virtual rather than stringent absolutes, what will they actually rule out? It seems that they will have clear consequences only in circumstances where there is no other value or norm to come into conflict with them. They will have determinate implications only when no well-informed person would be tempted to violate them.

The social function of absolute prohibitions in the law is to screen out the considerations that might tempt someone to do horrendous things. I deny neither the existence of borderline cases nor the need for office holders to exercise discretion when deciding such cases. It is true that every species of intrinsic injustice has boundaries that must be decided by discretionary judgement. But the point of deciding hard cases in accordance with constitutional norms is to give the boundaries enough determinacy to secure the goods constitutive of right relation as something a community can share. The boundaries, once decided, are subject to criticism and revision; the deciders are subject to further accountability. Members of a society that prohibits a species of intrinsic injustice have some chance of holding one another accountable for doing atrocious things of that kind. A society in which the powerful cannot be held accountable in this way is one without effective checks on domination. It is no accident that officials who view themselves as ultimate deciders tend to favour their own groups whenever faced with supposedly hard cases. Egalitarian nationalists are nationalists while commanding troops, ordering drones, and detaining suspects, and egalitarians while wringing their hands.

A related point can be made about the ethos of principled citizenship. It is a point that Aristotle makes, if rather too briskly, in the Rhetoric (II.xxvi), and Danielle Allen is to be thanked for drawing out its implications (Allen 2004, 146–148). By committing oneself to a principle, and behaving consistently with it, one can create a possible basis for trust and mutual accountability—and thus a lasting political relationship, a kind of covenant—with some of one’s fellow citizens. Like the laws mentioned a moment ago, the principles enunciated by a leader, a movement, a religious group, a caucus, or a party can perform their trust-conducive social role only if they are somewhat determinate. One’s potential allies and opponents can acquire a sense of what you stand for if your maxims convey a precise and sincere notion of what you will and will not do. The sincerity will be tested soon enough.

For reasons I learned from Niebuhr and Paul Ramsey, I reject the pacifist principles of King and Gandhi. Yet for the Aristotelian reason just given, I also believe that the determinacy of those principles contributed to the trust that made the Civil Rights Movement and Swaraj as successful as they were. In contrast, none of us trusts centrist politicians these days to be constrained by the principles they profess. The maxims of proximate justice are too fungible to create reliable expectations about future conduct. A self-described Niebuhrian once campaigned for the American presidency as an opponent of the War in Iraq, of Guantanamo, of rendition, of cutting aid for the poor, of tax cuts for the rich, and of the new oligarchy. Each of these commitments turned to mush at the first sign of rough weather. His maxims were not principles, but rules of thumb. He was promising to approximate justice, not to act justly. His expressed commitments were fuzzier than his early supporters realized.

I would, of course, prefer Niebuhrian hand-wringing to the shameless cruelty currently taking its place. But these are two scenes in a single, unfolding drama. The centrist maxim is that domination is intolerable except in all those contingent circumstances where something else seems more important. Today the state of exception turns out to be everywhere, all the time. Absolute prohibition of domination had to be softened into a mere velleity before being shamelessly cast aside. The first step eased the way to the second. The worst things, according to a venerable maxim, are corruptions of the best things. Corruption appears to proceed by stages.

Niebuhr’s Critics and Niebuhr’s Legacy
The most important second-generation Niebuhrian, Paul Ramsey, recognized the same flaws in Niebuhr’s position that I have been pointing out. Ramsey wholeheartedly accepted Niebuhr’s conception of sinful human nature and his critique of liberal pacifism. Yet, as Ramsey gently put it, ‘All that Reinhold Niebuhr ever said about politics and war falls under’ the heading of ‘proportionality’ (Ramsey 2002, 429). From the vantage of Ramsey’s traditional and Scriptural sources, Niebuhr neglected the importance of refraining from intrinsically unjust means. Apologists for the bombing of Dresden, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki defended murder of civilian populations as proportionate and necessary under dire circumstances. Ramsey found this departure from the heritage of Augustine, Thomas, and Calvin gravely misguided and thought that Niebuhr lacked an adequate way to correct it.

Ramsey therefore sought to revive genuinely principled thinking about war—while nonetheless retaining a Niebuhrian doctrine of sin. He increasingly found himself in conversation with Roman Catholic advocates of natural law, such as the British Jesuit John Ford. In the context of the debate over situationism, Ramsey defended the indispensability of the Pauline prohibition of doing evil that good may come. What this general prohibition rules out as ‘evil’ includes, on Ramsey’s interpretation, anything murderous, which is to say anything rightly classified as intrinsically unjust killing.

I think Ramsey was basically right about the function of principles and the need for a realistic view of human nature. Unfortunately, his defence of the Vietnam War, his increasingly convoluted casuistry on the issue of nuclear deterrence, and his cultural conservatism on matters of gender roles and sexual conduct clouded his legacy. Many Christians to Ramsey’s left, both Protestants and Catholics, were understandably suspicious of his alliance with natural law absolutists. By the early 1980s, Ramsey and his Catholic associates risked their own form of corruption by tolerating the dog whistles, patriarchy, heterosexism, militarism, and unconstrained capitalism of the New Religious Right. What got lost in the subsequent culture war was the stake that egalitarian freedom movements had in principles capable of ruling out species of domination. That many of the moral absolutes Ramsey and his Catholic allies defended served to mask or justify relations of domination gave all moral absolutes a bad name.

By the time the US Catholic bishops issued The Challenge of Peace in 1983, the just-war Christians to Ramsey’s left had abandoned the sort of reasoning he saw as a remedy for the weaknesses in Niebuhrian realism. Under the influence of Bryan Hehir, the bishops adopted a framework influenced by James F. Childress’s ‘logic of prima facie duties’ and by Ralph Potter’s similar views (Stout 1990; 1991). The Niebuhrian proportionalism of two American Catholics, David Hollenbach and Michael Novak, was also in the air. For all intents and purposes, Ramsey’s attempt to stake out a principled Niebuhrianism between the poles of proportionalism and absolute pacifism went for naught.

This outcome helps explain the failure of Christian intellectuals—and of the churches more generally—to inform the public conscience during the post-1989 era of empire, torture, and counter-terror. This was also, I hasten to add, the period in which the resentments and cruelties of religiously inflected ethno-nationalism began to take hold. The entire story is as tragic as it is ironic.

I would like to look to Christians for leadership, as I did in my youth, when Daniel Berrigan, Martin Luther King Jr, and Elizabeth Anscombe earned my admiration for refusing to mince words about the nature and sources of injustice. I admired Niebuhr, too, and still do, but not for his doctrine of proximate justice. Not being a churchman, I cannot speak as one. But I can say why my political and intellectual friendships with Christians have mattered to me, and still matter to me, disappointments notwithstanding.

When, as a college sophomore, I first read Ramsey, I had to admit the weaknesses of my liberal pacifism. It was a hard lesson for me to learn from a defender of US involvement in the Vietnam War, but it wasn’t the only one. Ramsey also taught me that without placing principled limits on human conduct, our republics and traditions were in grave peril. Well, they are in grave peril, and the peril has grown more worrisome with each subsequent decade. Looking back, I am wondering how Christians, of all people, became as complicit in defences of permanent emergency and appeals to divine violence as they have become. The answer, it seems to me, must have something to do with the ironies of proximate justice. Perhaps someone can tell me why this explanation is wrong.
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chapter 37

The Art of Imperial Politics and the Interminable Frustrations of History


John Bew







In many ways, Reinhold Niebuhr performs a similar function in American intellectual life to that which Edmund Burke (1729–1797) has historically done in Britain. Their journey from an idealistic early period of their public careers to a more pessimistic or ‘realist’ disposition in later years is one obvious similarity. The combination of Christian faith and historicism—alongside suspicion of utopianism, materialism, and hyper-rationalism—has provided a texture and richness to their thought that goes a long way in explaining its longevity (Guroian 1981; Robinson 2000; Rice 2015). Much like Burke, Niebuhr’s influence extends beyond the academy and his writings have the habit of returning to fashion periodically. As one can see in the revival of interest in Niebuhr’s writings in the early twenty-first century, this tends to happen at moments of political trauma, national reckoning, or self-doubt.

Much like Burke also, Niebuhr’s legacy is contested by those in rival intellectual traditions. Both writers have been described variously as different species of liberal, conservative, idealist, and realist. It is more accurate to say that their writings resemble a shifting mosaic of all these intellectual traditions and more. The close reader of Burke and Niebuhr can nearly always find passages that chime with their world view. This makes the question of their meaning for later generations of readers sometimes hard to discern (Berke 1992). In past decades, for example, neo-conservative writers have cited the influence of both Burke and Niebuhr, just as their staunchest critics—particularly in the realist camp—have deployed the writings of both in rebuttal of such ideas (Elie 2007). Such debates are never definitively resolved because they occur in cycles; and the context in which these writers are discussed remains the most important determinant of how their work is understood.

This short chapter considers Niebuhr’s return to public prominence from the middle part of the first decade of the twenty-first century, through the presidency of Barack Obama, and into the era of Donald Trump, following his victory in the 2016 presidential election. It places what might be called the Niebuhrian ‘world view’—understood as Christian theology set upon an international historical canvas—against the backdrop of the so-called ‘crisis of world order’, about which much has been written in recent years (Kissinger 2014).

In truth, lamentations about the so-called ‘crisis of world order’ often have an introspective dimension to them. They tend to be tied up with a growing sense of anxiety about decline and a loss of competitiveness that has beset much of the Western world, particularly the United States. It is significant, then, that Niebuhr’s insights were most profound on the interaction between external trends in international affairs and the internal health of the Western soul (and body politic). In different phases of his career, it was developments in world politics that set the ambient music to his intellectual development: the First World War and its aftermath; the breakdown of international order in the 1930s; the question of American intervention in the Second World War; and the countless dilemmas imposed by the emergence of the Cold War in the 1940s, from containment to debates about intervention and the prospect of potential nuclear apocalypse. While Niebuhr adjusted his position on questions such as US military intervention overseas—supporting it in the two world wars but becoming deeply sceptical about its utility in the Cold War—there were certain consistent themes in his work that are as pertinent today as they ever have been.

This chapter begins by suggesting that Niebuhr’s writings are of particular use to those seeking to articulate a vision for American statecraft that escapes the ‘realist–idealist’ dichotomy that sometimes dominates discussion of foreign policy (and the pendulum swings between an interventionist or an anti-interventionist posture). It then identifies two consistent themes in Niebuhr’s writings that could be of use today as the US and its allies try to navigate a changing international order. The first is an appreciation of the ‘political art’ of those nations, such as the US, who are blessed (or cursed) with considerable power. This might also be framed as ‘imperial self-awareness’, however awkward the appellation of imperialism might be for Americans. The second relates to Niebuhr’s understanding of history, which has stood the test of time well, even in the aftermath of the Cold War that dominated his thinking after 1945. At a time when Whiggish or progressive narratives of historical development have been checked by events in world affairs, Niebuhr’s insights about the nature of historical change—unfolding as a drama rather than in patterns or cycles—assume new significance.

The Return to Niebuhr
It is no coincidence that Niebuhr’s return to fashion in the first decade of the twenty-first century came at a moment at which America’s understanding of historical development—or, at least, that held by a significant portion of its intellectual and political class—was shaken by a series of unexpected developments. The extent to which everyone subscribed to the ‘end of history’ thesis is easy to overstate, of course; and Francis Fukuyama, its author, has bemoaned the simplification of an otherwise subtle argument (Fukuyama 2014). Nonetheless, the period from the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 to the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq did undermine a widely held belief that had taken hold at the end of the Cold War: the idea that history was progressing in a way that favoured the spread and eventual triumph of liberal democracy, as the highest form of human government.

In the immediate period that followed the terrorist attacks against the United States, the foreign policy of George W. Bush’s administration combined traditional national security hawkishness with a desire to push forward a ‘democratization agenda’. The pace of historical development was to be forced in portions of the world, namely the Middle East, that had traditionally been more resistant. By September 2005, however, four years after 9/11 and into the second year of the American invasion of Iraq, catastrophe seemed to have befallen American foreign policy. Iraq teetered on the brink of a sectarian civil war and difficulties mounted in Afghanistan as the insurgency gathered momentum. There were shocking revelations about the treatment of prisoners under American command. That month saw the Baghdad bombings—over a dozen terrorist attacks in one day on 14 September—and worldwide protests against the war, with an estimated 150,000 protestors on the streets of Washington, DC alone.

It was against this backdrop that the octogenarian historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr wrote an article for the New York Times urging Americans to rediscover Reinhold Niebuhr, a theologian who had long since fallen out of public consciousness. Schlesinger had first heard Niebuhr preach in the winter of 1940–1941 in the midst of debates about whether or not America should enter the war. They had become close friends after 1945 and Schlesinger was particularly influenced by Niebuhr’s reflections on the sinful nature of man and the ‘humble recognition of the limits of our knowledge and our power’ (Aldous 2017, 134–138).

In the context of 2005, Schlesinger redeployed Niebuhr in a withering critique of the foreign policy pursued by President George W. Bush’s administration—particularly in its resort to a ‘preventative’ or pre-emptive war. This was something that Niebuhr had warned against many years before but which had found itself in the 2002 National Security Strategy. For Schlesinger, the Bush administration had failed to keep its ideological passions in check in its response to 9/11, attempting to ‘try to play the role of God to history’. He ended his article with a famous excerpt from Niebuhr’s 1952 book, The Irony of American History that warned about the dangers of self-harm:

If we should perish, the ruthlessness of the foe would be only the secondary cause of the disaster. The primary cause would be that the strength of a giant nation was directed by eyes too blind to see all the hazards of the struggle; and the blindness would be induced not by some accident of nature or history but by hatred and vainglory. (Schlesinger 2005)

In the first instance, then, those who sought to bring Niebuhr back into the political domain hoped to inject more humility, restraint, patience, and caution into American foreign policy. In a 2007 introduction to a new edition of The Irony of American History, the historian Andrew J. Bacevich focused on a similar theme—the need for American foreign policymakers to dispense with their hubristic ideas of ‘managing history’ (Bacevich 2008). This seemed to reflect a broader change of mood, occasioned by the so-called ‘return of history’. It was in the interlude between Schlesinger’s article and Bacevich’s introductory essay to the new edition that Francis Fukuyama also took to the pages of the New York Times, with a piece called ‘After Neoconservatism’. Attempting to distinguish his own thesis about the ‘end of history’ from the Bush administration’s decision to seek regime change in Iraq, he decried what he called a ‘Leninist’ (as opposed to Marxist) assumption that ‘history can be pushed along with the right application of power and will’ (Fukuyama 2006).

While the Niebuhrian critique of the Bush administration’s foreign policy gathered pace, the question of what a Niebuhrian should do when faced with such exceptional challenges had not yet been answered. In April 2007, as Bacevich’s new edition of The Irony of American History went to press, the Illinois senator Barack Obama—then a candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination—also expressed admiration for Niebuhr’s writing. In an interview with David Brooks of the New York Times, Obama commended Niebuhr for his Christian realism: ‘the compelling idea that there’s serious evil in the world, and hardship, and pain’ but that ‘we should be humble and modest in our belief we can eliminate those things’ (Brooks 2007; Holder and Josephson 2012).

Following his election and first year in office, Obama’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech of 2009 also borrowed from Niebuhr. On the one hand, in the spirit of the Niebuhrian revival, Obama explained that America under his presidency would pursue a humbler approach to the world in response to the overreaction of the Bush years. On the other hand, Obama repeatedly stressed that there were occasions in which war (or military intervention) was both necessary and just. For Obama, one of the uses of Niebuhr was that he bestrode the overly simplistic distinction made between a realist and an idealist foreign policy (and the pendulum swings between the two)—something that Obama, in theory at least, hoped to avoid. As he said in 2007, when first emerging as a serious presidential candidate, he took away from Niebuhr ‘the sense we have to make these efforts knowing they are hard, and not swinging from naive idealism to bitter realism’ (Obama 2009, 2015; Brooks 2007).

Niebuhr and Realism
Niebuhr’s relationship with the realist tradition in American foreign policy is worthy of unpacking here, as it is central to how he is viewed today. To claim him as a prophet for a twenty-first-century realist foreign policy—based on restraint and prudence—is to risk over-simplifying his corpus of work. In a Cold War context, Niebuhr can indeed be identified as belonging to a group of realist scholars and public intellectuals. He took an avowedly realist stance on some of the most significant foreign policy dilemmas facing the US—such as in his opposition to the Vietnam War—and many of his warnings about the impatience and excessive idealism that could infuse American foreign policy would leave realists nodding in agreement today (Bew 2016, 205–223). Against this, however, Niebuhr also questioned the intellectual logic of a number of concepts central to the realist tradition. He was concerned about the way in which criticisms of foreign policy idealism could descend into fatalism or cynicism. Notably, he was also dubious about the operational value of ‘prudence’—a lodestar for realists—and an approach to statecraft in which the national interest was deemed to be paramount.

As Niebuhr himself wrote, ‘The definitions of “realists” and “idealists” emphasize disposition, rather than doctrines, and they are therefore bound to be inexact’ (Niebuhr 1986, 123–124.). His own intellectual journey demonstrated the fluidity of such boundaries. After the end of the First World War, his refutation from the type of liberal internationalist idealism associated with Woodrow Wilson was emphatic. His flirtation with pacifism in the early 1920s was also fleeting. Significantly, however, Niebuhr was also alarmed at what he saw as the creep of undue cynicism among some of Wilson’s critics, or the acceptance of a materialist view of international affairs (Niebuhr 1986). He supported intervention against Japan following the 1931 invasion of Manchuria (in violation of the League of Nations Covenant). The same logic was to lay beneath his support for US intervention in the Second World War. Notwithstanding the prevalence of sin and self-interest in the domain of international affairs, a narrowly materialist and unsentimental foreign policy would not do. Speaking at Oxford University in 1939 he proclaimed that it was a ‘terrible heresy to suggest that, because the world is sinful, we have a right to construct a Machiavellian politics or a Darwinian sociology as normative for Christians’ (Inboden 2014).

The true test of American statesmanship was to find some sort of equilibrium—to ‘safeguard against both sentimentality and moral cynicism’. In pursuit of this equilibrium, Niebuhr dissented from those realists who regarded ‘prudence’ as the cornerstone for American foreign policy. Hans Morgenthau, for example, described it as the supreme virtue in politics (Morgenthau 1978, 4–15). Niebuhr agreed that there was an important role for ‘prudent self-regard’ in shaping nations’ foreign policy but he objected to the idea that considerations of prudence should provide a ‘procedural standard’ in statecraft. As one of four cardinal virtues, prudence sat most easily alongside temperance. Taken together, these would nearly always argue for restraint in foreign policy. But true prudence would also allow room for the other cardinal virtues, such as courage and justice. Niebuhr believed that ‘any kind of prudence which estimates common problems from the perspective of a particular interest will define the interest too narrowly’. By their very nature, humans were inclined towards ‘loyalties and responsibilities to a wider system of values than that of the national interest—to a civilization for instance, to a system of justice, and to a community of free nations’. This broader sense of justice, Niebuhr suggested, ‘must prevent prudence from becoming too prudential in defining interest’ (Niebuhr 1960, 344). It is worth noting that Edmund Burke also articulated a similarly refined notion of prudence in his writings on the French Revolution. In his Letters on a Regicide Peace, he argued that ‘the rules and definitions of prudence can rarely be exact; never universal’ and warned of a ‘false’ or ‘narrow’ prudence that derived not from a reading of the situation but from an ‘abject distrust of ourselves’ (Bew and Jones 2017).

One of the ironies of American history was that the nation’s founding myth—the idea that it could be a ‘city on the hill’—proved to be incompatible with the historical circumstances in which it found itself after the First World War. A nation constructed on an anti-imperial narrative had become, in essence, an empire by the sheer extent of its global economic power. Niebuhr saw America’s coming to what might be called superpower consciousness as a slow and fraught process. In a 1930 essay for The Atlantic, he described the United States as a nation comprised of ‘awkward imperialists’: surprised at how much power they had accrued; unsure about how to use it; but unable to escape the arena of world affairs in which they had been drawn (Niebuhr 1930).

American Foreign Policy
For Niebuhr, the essential question remained whether American foreign policy would mature in a way that kept pace with realities of world affairs. However, Niebuhr did not share the view of other realists—again, Morgenthau provides a useful metric against which to measure him—that America would reach maturity when it made the national interest the guiding light of its foreign policy. At one level, this can be understood as the ‘Christian’ component in Niebuhr’s ‘Christian Realism’ asserting itself. It is misleading, however, to presume that Niebuhr’s was a realism softened by a sense of moral responsibility to fellow man alone. In fact, it was Niebuhr’s reading of history that led him to the conclusion that there was a higher realism—a form of ‘political genius’—in aligning one’s own interests with those of a broader portion of humanity, either as individuals or nations. Self-awareness was the first step in this process of maturation. Empires were by nature vulnerable; they imposed themselves on others and provoked opposition and hostility.

Thus, it was the morally ambiguous art of imperialism that Niebuhr was convinced America must apprise itself of, in order to equip itself for the game of international power politics. In domestic politics, democracy was ‘a device for making power sufferable to a community’ by making it ‘derivative and responsible’ and by giving it ‘the semblance of social responsibility’. At the end of the Great War, some had hope that international affairs could be structured in such a way as to make the imbalance of power (seen, particularly in the connection between reparations and debt) less objectionable. The ideals of a parliament of nations, in the form of the League of Nations, or the idea of a democratic foreign policy, had been one device to achieve this. But they had failed. By 1930, with resentment against the US increasing after the Wall Street Crash, Niebuhr instead thought it more appropriate to look at imperial precedents for the effective wielding of great power. ‘In international relations it has not yet been possible to develop such a technique’, he observed, while noting that, ‘empires have had some success in assuaging the bitterness and mitigating the resentment which their power created’ (Niebuhr 1930).

More specifically, Niebuhr contrasted the failure of the German Empire, brought to a partly self-inflicted collapse in the last war, with the longevity and durability of its British rival. The Germans ‘were too much philosophers and therefore too much absolutists to engage successfully in the relativities of politics’. The British, by contrast, had managed to soften the edges of their imperialism by appealing to a higher cause, thereby demonstrating a ‘genius for politics’. This was a fine line to tread and Niebuhr was no apologist for British imperialism. ‘Moral pretension is the baser part of that genius’, he explained. Nonetheless, ‘the nobler part is the ability to gauge the interests and reactions of other than your own group so that no interest is pursued until resentment against it issues in social and political violence’. At times, the ability to see the others’ point of view and to understand their reaction to power ‘may rise until it achieves a moral quality’. ‘Such heights are not frequent in the history of nations’, Niebuhr conceded, ‘but a politically-minded people, such as the British, can achieve levels of social imagination which give their corporate life a semblance of morality and a reality of political effectiveness’ (Niebuhr 1930).

As such, the primary challenge for American statecraft was to develop a technique for navigating these challenges that was sustainable over the longue durée—a language of statecraft and an organizing ethic that reflected the historical circumstances in which it found itself. He was pessimistic that the US could develop such an art in time, however. ‘Responsibility sometimes forces the development of latent capacities, and it may be that we shall learn political grace and acquire a technique adequate for the problems before us in time to be saved from disaster’, he wrote, ‘But such evidence as is available certainly does not encourage the faith that we shall develop a political genius equal to the responsibilities thrust upon its by our imperial power’ (Niebuhr 1930).

In other words, Niebuhr’s foremost concern about American statecraft remained the same—that it was not maturing fast enough to keep pace with the international power the nation had accrued. After 1945, the complexities and dilemmas of American foreign policy multiplied in the setting of the Cold War. With its position of predominance came more responsibilities and different types of dilemmas. ‘We never dreamed that we would have as much political power as we possess today’, Niebuhr observed in The Irony of American History in 1952. American foreign policy must increasingly reckon with a ‘vaster and vaster entanglement of other wills and purposes, which made it impossible for any single will to prevail, or any specific goal of history easily to become the goal of all mankind’ (Niebuhr 2008, 69).

Cold War and American Power
If anything, Niebuhr’s sense of foreboding increased in the years following the publication of Irony of American History, against the backdrop of a number of ominous developments in domestic and international affairs. The most shocking of these was the testing of the hydrogen bomb, which took place from November 1953 to March 1954 and which revealed a new level of potential destruction, estimated to be a thousand times more powerful than the atomic bomb (Niebuhr 1954a).

By the mid-1950s, then, the tone of Niebuhr’s writings on American foreign policy had become considerably more sombre. He was less concerned about the detachment of the US from world affairs—naivety and immaturity—and more worried about the possibility of overreaction and impatience infecting American foreign policy. In this, he became more firmly aligned with other realists such as George Kennan and Hans Morgenthau. Yet even in this phase of his career, there was a striking consistency in his view that it was necessary to reconcile the national interest with a broader sense of international responsibility. ‘In individual life the wisdom which can not be supplied by self-regard is supplied by the natural sympathy of the self for others which extends beyond itself to conceive actions which are more wisely in the interests of the self than conceived purely by prudential calculations’, he wrote, in a 1954 essay on ‘National Interest and International Responsibility’. The prospect of mutually assured destruction by nuclear weapons made it even more necessary to proceed with a sense of responsibility to humanity as a whole. If people were ‘concerned for the security of a whole civilization or for a “way of life”, or if they have a genuine concern for the plight of people suffering under tyranny, these sympathies will operate to enlarge the scope of the national interest’, preventing it being narrowed to ‘terms of mere military power or economic well-being’. Therefore, the wise statesman ‘does not ask the nation to make a sacrifice for the more inclusive good’; instead he ‘tried to persuade the nation that its own good is involved in the larger good’. Here was the essence of Niebuhr’s realism: ‘The business of statecraft is always to find the point of concurrence between the national interest and the wider good’ (Niebuhr 1954b).

For Niebuhr, the challenge of navigating between one’s own interest and a broader sense of obligation to humanity was an interminable one. It was in his understanding of history—or, more accurately, his scepticism about general theories of historical development—that Niebuhr broke most emphatically with what might be called a conventional liberal world view. Criticisms of the Marxist interpretation of history—the march of historical inevitability—were one thing. However, Niebuhr felt that too many in the West made another miscalculation in their fidelity to a Whiggish view of domestic and international affairs. He was concerned by the prevalence of a ‘dogma [that] assumes that historical development will inevitably solve the main problems of human existence, including the problems of the human community’. Moreover, even those who challenged such a teleological view of history were too eager to discern patterns in it. In particular, he referred to the work of both Oswald Spengler and Arnold Toynbee, who in different ways revived the classical idea that nature and history (organisms and civilizations) both operate in terms of cycles of ‘birth, growth, decay and death’. In Niebuhr’s view, the ‘true historian’ rejected the idea that history occurred in patterns, cycles, or ‘metaphysical channels’. He or she understood that the drama of history was ‘falsified and obscured by “any philosophy of history”’ (Niebuhr 1954c).

If the march of human progress could not be guaranteed, this had implications for those who held to an idealistic view of the future of international relations. Unsurprisingly, Niebuhr was dismissive of the ‘pleasant day dream’ of some liberal internationalists that history was moving in a direction that would see national differences melt away and mankind increasingly governed by justice and reason. Niebuhr’s scepticism shone through in a 1953 review of Foundations of the World Republic, by the Italian writer Guiseppe Borgese, founding member of the Committee to Frame the World Constitution. Borgese had argued that there was a trend towards ever growing concord and harmony among elites across the world that would eventually facilitate world government. Niebuhr found the notion that there was ‘one congregation of believers in progressive evolution, biological, and spiritual, the non-denominational faith of this age’ absurd. Such a ‘non-denominational religion based in the hope of progress’ had never been as universally held as Borgese claimed. It was, at best, ‘a rather widespread faith in the technically advanced nations, about which the people of Asia, for instance, had heard little’ (Niebuhr 1953).

Instead, borrowing a line from the English historian H. A. L. Fisher, Niebuhr described history as consisting of a series of ‘unpredictable emergencies’. The future rarely developed in the way that humans expected. He credited only one influential historian of the nineteenth century, Jacob Burckhardt, with anticipating the rise of tyranny out of modern democracy; and not even the strongest critics of Marxism had foreseen the terrors of Stalinism. The path between the present and the future was not ‘totally opaque’ but the future was certainly ‘more unpredictable than this generation had assumed’. It was therefore necessary to ‘walk warily and be prepared for unpredictable events, both good and bad, in determining our course’ (Niebuhr 1954d).

And yet, just because the future could not be predicted did not mean that humankind should give up on a sense of destiny. An idealistic belief that the world could be saved from the scourges of conflict and war was not to be jettisoned entirely, simply because history did not lend itself easily to such manipulation. In other words, Niebuhr’s rejection of the idea that history operated according to rules did not lead him down the path of fatalism or despair. Articulating a vision of the future—and retaining a sense of destiny—was essential to civilization. On the one hand, there was no point in human history at which the human spirit could be ‘freed of natural necessity’. On the other hand, there was no point ‘at which the mind of man can not transcend the given circumstances to imagine a more ultimate possibility’ (Niebuhr 1954e). As Niebuhr’s friend Adlai Stevenson put it in a letter to the theologian, shortly after Stevenson’s defeat in the 1956 presidential election, ‘new thoughts for a new world are not desirable but imperative’. The West must lift its mind ‘to originality and daring’ if it was to survive (Stevenson 1957).

A vision for a future world order was a desirable thing, therefore, so long as it did not veer off into Panglossian abstraction or hubristic attempts to wrestle free from the historical circumstances in which one found oneself. What was lacking in American foreign policy was patience and forbearance when confronted with the emergencies of history. By the mid-1950s, it was clear that America was engaged in a ‘long trial of competitive co-existence’ with the Soviet Union. Niebuhr was concerned by those (he singled out General Douglas MacArthur and a number of Republican ‘hawks’) who declared their impatience with the seeming interminability of such a struggle. Specifically, he grew concerned about what he saw as a trend towards militarism in American foreign policy towards Asia. What Americans must understand is that they were ‘enmeshed in a skein of history which dwarfs even our great power and leaves us with no alternative than a patient and courageous wait about the torturous process of history which may solve some problems which the mere exertion of our power can not solve’ (Niebuhr 1955).

Realism in a New Era
Debates about the future of American foreign policy have become increasingly bitter since Niebuhr’s death in 1971. There has been a quantum leap in the circumstances in which the United States finds itself in the twenty-first century. Niebuhr did not envisage the type of triumph that America was able to claim at the conclusion of the Cold War. On the occasion of the centenary of his birth, in 1992, Arthur Schlesinger wrote an article in praise of Niebuhr for the New York Times, but Niebuhr did not seem a natural fit for that decade (Schlesinger 1992).

It is the fact that the West’s sense of historical continuum has been so disturbed that makes a Niebuhrian sensibility a useful aid to statecraft today. The twenty-first century is in its infancy but the equilibrium that Niebuhr hoped to see in American foreign policy has been upset by unusually violent lurches from idealism to cynicism. Niebuhr would have been well-prepared for the realization that there was no ‘end of history’ and that the dilemmas faced by the American empire would become even more complex, however much it yearned for simple solutions. He would have baulked at the idea that prudence or restraint alone would cure the ills of American foreign policy, while wishing that more prudence and restraint had been shown in the years since the end of the Cold War. He would have understood that the idea of a ‘liberal international order’ was not a gift from God but a product of historical contingency, and he would have seen wisdom in the attempt to reconcile self-interest with a broader conception of humanity. A twenty-first-century Niebuhr may think it time to abandon dreams of a perfect world order, but think it not beyond the gift of American foreign policy to rediscover a sense of ‘social imagination’, ‘corporate responsibility’, and ‘political grace’.
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chapter 38

Two Students

Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Kiyoko Takeda



Robin Lovin







Reinhold Niebuhr was a public figure whose influence was widely felt in religious, political, and cultural circles, and his legacy is apparent in the challenges his thought still poses to thinkers such as Stanley Hauerwas, Jeffrey Stout, and John Bew. But Niebuhr was also a professor who brought his distinctive ideas from Detroit to Union Theological Seminary in 1928 and who continued to shape the thinking of hundreds of future pastors and scholars over the decades that followed. If we had the time and the resources, we could trace his legacy far beyond the written record provided by the chapters of this Handbook.

To represent that influence, we will consider two students who were at Union during the years when Reinhold Niebuhr was developing some of his most important ideas, from the early 1930s to the appearance of the first volume of The Nature and Destiny of Man in 1941. The two were by no means typical. Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–1945) became a major theologian in his own right, and he is honoured as a modern martyr for his participation in German resistance to the Nazi regime and his death in a concentration camp shortly before the end of the Second World War in Europe. Kiyoko Takeda (1917–2018) is less well known in the West, but she was an important scholar and Christian leader in post-war Japan, and she served in the 1970s as one of the presidents of the World Council of Churches (Ward 2008). Neither was exactly a disciple of Reinhold Niebuhr, but both interacted with him closely during their time at Union, and he took an interest in their lives that bespeaks his own pastoral concern and his recognition of their potential for future leadership.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer
Bonhoeffer studied in the United States in 1930–1931. At the age of 24, he had already completed his doctoral studies in Berlin, but he was too young to qualify for a professorial position in Germany, so he took the opportunity to attend lectures at Union. He also travelled extensively in the US, making his way by automobile as far as Mexico, and he participated in worship and youth activities at Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem (Schlingensiepen 2010, 61–73).

One might suppose that with their shared background in German theology and Bonhoeffer’s obvious interest in American society, Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer would have found much in common. Both were in fact shaping decisive breaks with the liberal Protestantism in which they had been educated, and both would find their central interest in theology in the field of ethics. But their new ways of thinking took them in quite different directions. In 1930–1931, Niebuhr was moving towards the radical contrast between personal and social ethics that he published shortly afterwards in Moral Man and Immoral Society. Bonhoeffer attended Niebuhr’s lectures, but he found them lacking in theological substance—a judgement which he applied to most of what he heard in Union’s classrooms during that year. Bonhoeffer seems nonetheless to have taken some interest in Niebuhr’s writings, and when he began his own work on ethics in the early 1940s, he mentioned the distinction between ‘moral man and immoral society’. He was, however, somewhat critical of the distinction, and he identified its source, tellingly, as ‘the American philosopher of religion Reinhold Niebuhr’ (Bonhoeffer 2005, 51).

Also during this time, Karl Barth was becoming a leading figure in German theology, rejecting the connections built by his liberal predecessors between faith and human experience and declaring that there could be no ‘point of contact’ between human knowledge and divine reality apart from God’s revelation. Barth and Niebuhr would become theological adversaries, first at a distance and then, beginning with the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1948, in person. Bonhoeffer almost instinctively sided with Barth on these questions, against both his professors in Berlin and the faculty at Union. Upon his return to Germany, Bonhoeffer at once made a trip to Bonn to meet Barth in person, and Barth’s influence was apparent in the lectures Bonhoeffer delivered during his brief teaching career in Berlin.

Hitler’s rise to power in 1933 led to major changes in German academic and religious life. Karl Barth, who was a Swiss citizen, was dismissed from his professorship in Bonn and ultimately expelled from Germany, but not before playing an important role in opposition to the pro-Nazi ‘German Christian’ movement that took control of Protestant churches in many parts of Germany. The ‘Confessing Church’ that remained faithful to the historic Protestant confessions of faith set up its own organizations of pastors and congregations and its own theological seminaries, and Bonhoeffer eventually became the director of one of these schools. Meanwhile, New York became a magnet for German academic exiles, including the theologian Paul Tillich, who joined the Union faculty with help from Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr. By 1939, with war on the horizon, Bonhoeffer was also contemplating leaving Germany. The Niebuhr brothers encouraged him in this, and Bonhoeffer took up residence at Union in June. At the time, Reinhold was in England, preparing his Gifford Lectures for delivery at the University of Edinburgh, and Bonhoeffer had made a point to meet with him in England that April. Almost immediately after arrival in New York in June, however, Bonhoeffer discovered that the American theological environment was still uncongenial, and the role of the exile did not suit him. As Niebuhr would recall when he learned of Bonhoeffer’s death, Bonhoeffer wrote to him after a few weeks in New York that he had realized he would have to share in the trials of the German Church during the coming war if he expected to have a role in the reconstruction afterwards (Niebuhr 1945). Bonhoeffer left the US on 27 July, arriving back in Germany just before the outbreak of the Second World War.

Niebuhr, meanwhile, extended his European stay beyond the spring series of Gifford Lectures to lecture at Oxford and to speak at the First World Conference of Christian Youth in Amsterdam. He returned to Edinburgh for the second series of Gifford Lectures as the European war began. Thereafter, Niebuhr and Bonhoeffer had no direct contact, though Bonhoeffer was able to meet with Barth in Switzerland and with other ecumenical contacts in Sweden, both of which were neutral countries. Bonhoeffer’s connections with highly placed opponents of Hitler in Germany brought him into the German resistance and ultimately led to his arrest and to his execution on 9 April 1945 (Schlingensiepen 2010, 227–378). Niebuhr was among the first to share the news of his death with American churches.

Kiyoko Takeda
Kiyoko Takeda was born in a prosperous rural household in Japan. Impressed by the social mission of Japanese Protestants, she became a Christian in 1938 and immediately brought her talent for leadership into the YWCA and the ecumenical Christian youth movement. In 1939, she met Reinhold Niebuhr for the first time at the First World Conference of Christian Youth in Amsterdam, and she went on to further education in the US at Olivet College in Michigan (Ward 2008, 74). Her professors at Olivet reconnected her with Reinhold Niebuhr and with Union Theological Seminary, and she studied there with both Niebuhr and Paul Tillich.

The outbreak of war between the US and Japan in December 1941 put further plans for theological education in doubt and cast Niebuhr once again in the familiar role of adviser to exiles. There were a number Japanese Christians in the US at the time, and enemy aliens were not immediately expelled from the country at the start of the war. Niebuhr offered to be Kiyoko Takeda’s sponsor if she wished to remain in New York. Like Bonhoeffer, however, she felt that she had to share the experience of her people to have a role in their future. She returned to Japan in August 1942 on a ship arranged by the International Red Cross to repatriate Japanese temporary residents from the US (Ward 2008, 74–75).

Once back in Japan, she resumed work with the YWCA, and after the war a wide field of opportunities opened up for her in the ecumenical movement, both in Europe and in Asia. She helped restore relationships between Japanese Christians and those in other parts of Asia who had suffered during the war as a result of Japanese invasions. Although post-war ecumenical organizations were dominated by men whose agenda for Christian cooperation had been formed during the 1930s, their vision included an active International Student Christian Federation which became the training ground for a new generation of ecumenical leaders. Kiyoko Takeda was prominent among them.

She also developed a new role as a public intellectual, alongside her leadership in religious organizations. She was a cofounder the Science of Thought Research Group, and she joined the faculty of the International Christian University in Tokyo in 1953, where she eventually served as dean of graduate studies. Throughout these years, she took part in public debates on war, peace, and foreign policy, and she became the leading interpreter of Niebuhr’s thought in Japan, translating The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness into Japanese and writing her own monograph on his views (Ward 2008, 81–84). Her public role and her ability to draw Christian ideas into broader discussions of politics and policy suggest that she learned much from Reinhold Niebuhr, but her ideas differed from his in important ways. The Japanese context made her more sympathetic to pacifist interpretations of Christian ethics, and her commitment to international organizations went beyond what Niebuhr would have regarded as realistic.

Niebuhr never presented his own work to a Japanese audience, although Emil Brunner, who was a visiting professor at the International Christian University, encouraged him to do so. The professor and his former student did have opportunities to meet again in European ecumenical settings, as Takeda moved into leadership roles in the new global organizations of the World Student Christian Federation and the World Council of Churches. A conference in Geneva in 1951 led to an especially prickly encounter between Reinhold Niebuhr and Karl Barth (Fox 1985, 243–244). Takeda ever thereafter enjoyed telling how she drew the two of them aside and tried to mediate between them. (She described the occasion to me in a phone conversation in 2013.)

As that anecdote would suggest, Kiyoko Takeda retained a lively interest in church, culture, and society throughout her long life. Her moral energy was devoted to reconciliation, whether that was between competing ideologies, bickering theologians, or peoples divided by memories of war and violence. Like Reinhold Niebuhr, her work is hard to categorize, moving as it does between history, politics, religion, and social ethics. Her life also provides a connection between several generations, from the theological giants who were her teachers, to the diverse group of intellectuals and global Church leaders who were her colleagues, to a younger generation of Japanese students trying to find their place in Asia and in the world (Ward 2008, 80). Through her scholarship Niebuhr’s ideas found a reception in places where he never could go. Because of her leadership, those ideas continue to develop even where Niebuhr himself may be unknown.

The legacy of Reinhold Niebuhr is more than the many books he wrote, and it extends further than the influence of those who still reach for those books to shape their thinking and cite them in their own publications. When we assess his influence, we must remember all those students who, like Dietrich Bonhoeffer, mediated his ideas by disagreeing with them, or like Kiyoko Takeda, set his ideas to work in places that only she could reach.
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