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  Introduction


  George Kalantzis and Gregory W. Lee


  On October 28, 312, Constantine won arguably the most fateful military victory in the history of Christianity. Having crossed the Alps during the spring of that year, Constantine had his eyes set on Rome, where his rival for the imperial throne ruled. Some time before the battle, as later authors would recount, Constantine experienced a vision of a cross in the sky, coupled with an inscription that read, “By this conquer.” The Romans were used to signs and visions indicating the favor or disfavor of the gods, and Constantine knew immediately what to do. He had a copy of this sign made for his protection and a Christian symbol inscribed on his soldiers’ shields, and prepared for war.


  Constantine would proceed to defeat Maxentius and his troops decisively at the Milvian Bridge, an important entrance into Rome that crossed the Tiber River. But what exactly this victory meant would be debated even in Constantine’s era. His greatest hagiographer, Eusebius of Caesarea, would compare the moment to the exodus. Like Moses, Constantine grew up in the household of a pagan ruler (not Pharaoh, but the emperor Diocletian) yet managed to remain faithful to the one true God. Moses’ task was to deliver his people from tyrannical oppression; Constantine’s was the same. And when Maxentius sank like a stone into the Tiber River, was that not like Pharaoh and his armies drowning in the Red Sea after Moses and the Israelites had crossed on dry ground?


  Certainly, Eusebius had contemporary events on his side. Constantine would assume sole rule over the Roman West and soon issue with Licinius, his Eastern counterpart, a momentous decree of religious toleration. Promulgated in February 313, the “Edict of Milan” did not make Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire, but it did legalize and promote Christianity throughout Rome’s territories. Christians won the right to worship. Seized territories were returned. Bishops received imperial powers. Enormous churches were constructed. Scribes produced new copies of Scripture, some of which remain our most important manuscripts today. Within a few generations, in 380, Christianity would complete the transition from suspicious “superstition” to state religion when Emperor Theodosius I inscribed the faith into law.


  But what happens if circumstances change? In 410, fewer than two decades after pagan religion was banned in 393, Rome was sacked for the first time in hundreds of years. Romans who had never appreciated the Christian takeover had a ready explanation: the gods were angry that Rome had abandoned its traditional religion. This was divine retribution for converting to the God of Jesus. In the massive City of God, Augustine took up his pen against such critics, but his response posed as much of a challenge to the Christians of his day as to the pagans. It was silly to blame Christ for Rome’s recent calamity, when Rome had suffered much worse long before the incarnation. God’s mysterious will cannot be read off the vagaries of temporal events in the first place. There is, at bottom, no difference between the presumption of Christ’s favor after some military triumph and the attribution of some physical calamity to the wrath of the gods. Each reduces worship to the attainment of earthly goods.


  Moreover, God has not aligned himself with any one political community, no matter its power or the duration of its reign—no community, that is, except for the heavenly city, which is God’s people. But this community lives a very different existence from earthly orders. As Augustine argued, in a tradition of Christian writers extending back to the second century, other peoples put their hope in temporal reward, but the city of God looks for eternal blessing, walking by faith and not by sight, as a pilgrim in a foreign land. During this temporal existence, the heavenly city does need earthly goods, as does the earthly city, but it will only pursue them for the sake of heavenly things. The politics of God’s people will therefore not conform to the politics of the world, though there may be some room for cooperation and common ground. For the goals of the two cities cannot finally be aligned.


  Seventeen hundred years after the Edict of Milan, Christians continue to wrestle with the relation between church and state. What might a distinctively Christian witness mean in an increasingly polarized climate where the immensity of the challenges governments face seems matched only by the partisanship of the political system? What is the proper Christian response to unending wars, burgeoning debt, disregard for civil liberties, attacks on the sanctity of life, and economic injustice, not to mention ongoing challenges to traditional understandings of sexuality and marriage? Are Christians anything more than an interest group, open to manipulation by those who most enticingly promise to preserve a certain way of life? And how will Christians respond to their increasingly marginalized status in the West, where Christendom is at least on the wane, if not, as some have suggested, proceeding to its slow and final death?


  The twenty-second Wheaton Theology Conference, held on the campus of Wheaton College in April 2013, furnished an opportunity to consider these questions afresh. Despite the variety of perspectives and approaches the presenters contributed, one may note in these essays a certain commonality of theme: Christians must remind themselves that the primary locus of Christian political activity is the church. We do not finally put our trust in military power, economic might or even the wisdom of founding fathers. Our faith is ultimately in Jesus Christ and his love for the community he founded. The shape of our corporate life should therefore reflect above all else fidelity to him, and not just identity politics or pragmatic concerns.


  No one in contemporary theological discussion has insisted more persistently on the difference church makes than Stanley Hauerwas, so this volume begins with his defense of the church as a material culture defined by concrete practices and habits. The church’s politics cannot accommodate the privatization of religion, as the Enlightenment would have us believe. The assertion that Jesus Christ is the Lord of the universe is no matter of personal opinion, and the church is indeed called to public witness. The great twentieth-century example of this vision is Karl Barth, whose rejection of any theology rooted primarily in human experience not only animated his assertion of God as God but also illuminated his perception of the threat Hitler posed. Yet, as Barth himself would learn, this God has embraced humanity in the person of Jesus Christ, and it is precisely Christ’s materiality that grounds the church’s politics and its hope before an uncertain future.


  One way of reading Hauerwas’s essay is that commitment to scriptural authority is critical to Christian fidelity but cannot secure moral discernment in the absence of the virtues that enable Scripture to be heard properly. Mark A. Noll’s essay presents a more explicit warning in that regard, charting the ways preachers used the Bible both to oppose and affirm slavery during the era of the American Civil War. The Bible was very much the nation’s book, and these preachers all shared a high reverence for Scripture. Yet their presumptive use of biblical rhetoric in support of partisan political agendas, their failure to recognize their own cultural presuppositions, and their heretical assumption of American exceptionalism combined in many cases to equate America’s race-based slavery with the rather different institutions in view during the times of the Old and New Testaments. Thankfully, not all preachers fell into such traps, and Noll presents as a positive counterexample those more carefully attuned to the historical context of the biblical writings, the progressive character of revelation and the basis of biblical ethics in biblical theology.


  So much for clearing the brush. The next three essays consider the witness of Scripture and early Christianity concerning the church’s politics. Scot Mc­Knight begins with Jesus’ own example, focusing especially on Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God. This term is best understood against Jesus’ Jewish context as “the redeemed community under Jesus,” and bears strong eschatological, ecclesial, christological and ethical valences. Indeed, the kingdom is essentially the church, whose politics are characterized by love, divine power and the cross. These dynamics can be seen most clearly in Jesus’ responses to Pilate and Herod, his teachings on taxes and especially his entrance into Jerusalem, which marked Jesus’ rejection of triumphalism as well as his public protest against the temple system.


  Timothy G. Gombis turns his attention to Paul. Against common assumptions about Paul’s theology, Gombis argues that Paul’s gospel is thoroughly political, a quality best discerned against the narrative backdrop of Israel’s hope for the restoration of shalom, the flourishing of creation and humanity under God. Preconversion Paul persecuted Christians because he considered them a threat to God’s deliverance of Israel from her enemies. His experience on the road to Damascus helped him to see that God’s work of salvation would take time, that God’s politics must be shaped by the cross and that God’s new polis embraced all nations under Christ. Gombis also addresses ongoing debates on how to interpret Paul’s exhortation in Romans 13 to submit to earthly authorities, and whether Paul’s political rhetoric was meant to encourage direct opposition to the Roman Empire.


  George Kalantzis’s essay switches gears from the Jewish context of the New Testament to the Roman context of the early church. Roman politics was intimately intertwined with Roman religion and a perpetual cycle of mutual exchange between humans and the gods. Christian refusal to participate in pagan sacrifice thus constituted a rejection of Rome’s whole sacred world as well as a challenge to Roman identity itself. Christian martyrdom presented an alternate model of sacrifice in imitation of Christ that subverted Rome’s power precisely through the embrace of nonviolent resistance. Because early Christians did not consider Christ’s command to love one’s enemies compatible with violent aggression, they instructed catechumens and believers in the military to refuse the order to kill others and to leave the military if possible.


  Jana Marguerite Bennett’s essay marks a transition into contemporary issues, presenting church and family as topics for political theology. These institutions are generally considered “private” space, in distinction from the “public” sphere of the nation-state, though it is often recognized that well-functioning families contribute to the public good. Despite their superficial political differences, conservatives and liberals both presume this distinction between private and public, along with the centrality of the individual and his or her rights. Bennett challenges this Enlightenment perspective by suggesting ways the new creation inaugurated by Christ reconfigures individual, family and state, as well as the distinction between private and public. The establishment of the church challenges especially the significance of family and state, though the New Testament authors do not entirely work out the implications.


  William T. Cavanaugh’s essay considers a next level of society, that of corporations. Cavanaugh takes his cue from the 2010 decision of the United States Supreme Court in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission to grant corporations the same legal status as people. While Cavanaugh agrees with the dissent that this was a disastrous decision, he disagrees with the reason. Both classical and Christian traditions have stressed the individual’s identity as part of a corporate body. In modernity, as political communities have come to be described by social contract theory, the body has become an image instead for the business corporation. The market economy has, in turn, become a model for liberal democracy, where elections represent individual preference rather than sustained attention to the common good. Lost in this dynamic is a concern for social solidarity and equality, precisely the concerns the church must address. What Citizens United got wrong was thus the emphasis on business corporations and not the idea of corporate personhood itself.


  The next two essays consider politics at the level of the nation-state, both focusing on the question of violence. Peter J. Leithart asserts the Bible’s absolute opposition to violence, defined as “unjust and sinful use of force.” A survey of the Old and New Testaments reveals that God’s destruction of his enemies does not constitute violence, while violence can encompass a wide range of social sins not limited to physical harm. God’s “war against violence” reveals his refusal to overlook evil and serves as a paradigm for human judgment. Contemporary theorists have valorized violence as an energizing and creative force and as the necessary precondition for the state’s power. The church, by contrast, is a community of peace that absorbs violence in imitation of Christ. Leithart ends his essay by noting the failure of the church’s witness in its uncritical support for the military-industrial complex.


  Daniel M. Bell Jr. considers the question of just war, which he presents in two radically different forms: just war as Christian discipleship and just war as public policy checklist. The latter primarily concerns nation-states and inter­­national law; the former concerns the church and the formation of virtues. Bell brings this contrast to relief by considering the classic criteria of the just war tradition: legitimate authority, just cause, right intention, last resort, reasonable chance of success, discrimination and proportionality. Should the justice of a particular conflict be determined primarily by heads of states, or by heads of state under the oversight of the church, with individual soldiers given the right to exercise selective conscientious objection? Does proportionality permit overwhelming military force or only the minimum necessary to advance a just and highly restricted goal? Bell then provides a series of reflections on the way worship shapes Christians in the virtues necessary to conduct war justly.


  These questions about violence naturally lead into the next essay, Jennifer M. McBride’s treatment of repentance as political witness. McBride highlights the polarization of both society and churches on political controversies, noting the contaminating effect of triumphalism in shutting down productive conversation. She thus proposes a non-triumphalist witness that better promotes the common good in imitation of the crucified Christ. McBride draws particularly on the example of the Eleuthero Community, an evangelical congregation committed to ecological care that displays the value of confession and repentance in working with other organizations. The theological foundation for such a witness is Christology, especially Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on Christ’s solidarity with sinners. While Christ was indeed sinless, his assumption of human sin permits his public work to be understood as an act of repentance. By imitating God’s presence in public life, the church may also participate in Christ’s redemptive work—not by presenting itself as morally superior to other communities, a temptation for Christians across the political spectrum, but by acknowledging its own complicity in sin and thus directing others to God.


  The final two essays may be taken as a charge to action. David P. Gushee notes the absence in evangelicalism of a social teaching tradition, which one might find in Roman Catholicism or mainline Protestantism. His own work has attempted to address this lacuna with a “social ethics of costly practical solidarity with the oppressed.” Gushee presents his reflections on ten contemporary issues that tend to attract much controversy: abortion, creation care, the death penalty, economic justice, gay rights, gun control, immigration, torture, US war making and women’s rights. For some of these issues, the proper approach involves some measure of balance: Christians should promote the sanctity of life, but they must also foster environments where children can be welcomed and women with crisis pregnancies will find community and financial support. On other issues, Gushee presents a more prophetic voice: there is no moral legitimation for America’s post-9/11 use of torture on suspected terrorists, and evangelicals should frankly be ashamed of themselves for supporting torture more than people of other faiths or of no faith do.


  Archbishop David Gitari considers the implications of Jesus’ teaching in John 17 that Christians are in the world but not of it. Drawing on the 1976 Bossey Statement on church attitudes toward political powers, the 1974 Lausanne Covenant edited by John Stott, and his own experiences in Kenya, Gitari argues that Christian engagement with the world should involve social-political action and not just evangelism. This position draws theological support from the doctrines of creation, humanity and the incarnation, as well as reflection on the kingdom of God and the ministry of the prophets. As an Anglican bishop in Kenya, Gitari publicly challenged authorities for the assassination of powerful politicians and for rigging elections. This witness almost cost him his life in 1989 when thugs raided his home to murder him and his family, an incident that has still not received proper resolution. Gitari would advise Christian leaders against identifying too closely with any one politician or political party, but would support laypeople joining political life for the purpose of Christian witness. Still, he warns, Christian social-political action goes beyond humanitarian efforts to challenge the powers that be, and this will naturally invite resistance Christians must confront and not simply avoid.

  



  ■ ■ ■

  



  This volume has been made possible because of the longstanding partnership between Wheaton College’s Department of Biblical and Theological Studies and InterVarsity Press. The 2013 Wheaton Theology Conference was also sponsored by The Wheaton Center for Early Christian Studies, whose mission to promote historical and theological engagement with the early church’s witness complemented the vision for this year’s conference particularly well. The editors are grateful to Bob Fryling, Gary Deddo and the whole IVP team for their unflagging support of the conference. David Congdon deserves special recognition for bringing this volume to completion. Jeffrey Greenman, Wheaton’s outgoing associate dean of biblical and theological studies, provided leadership and encouragement at every phase of this project. Kristina Unzicker was the administrative guru who made the conference possible, Jillian Marcantonio played a critical role in the last stages of editing, and Shalon Park labored over the indices. Archbishop Gitari passed away before this volume could come to fruition. We are honored to include his call to sociopolitical involvement as final remarks from a life well lived. We dedicate this volume to the countless students of Wheaton College who engage in the very political act of bearing witness to the Lord Jesus Christ in all they do.


  1


  Church Matters


  Stanley Hauerwas


  The Theological Politics of the “And”


  I am a Christian.1 I am even a Christian theologian. I observe in my memoir, Hannah’s Child, that you do not need to be a theologian to be a Christian, but I probably did. Being a Christian has not and does not come naturally or easy for me. I take that to be a good thing because I am sure that to be a Christian requires training that lasts a lifetime. I am more than ready to acknowledge that some may find being a Christian comes more “naturally,” but that can present its own difficulties. Just as an athlete with natural gifts may fail to develop the fundamental skills necessary to play their sport after their talent fades, so people naturally disposed to faith may fail to develop the skills necessary to sustain them for a lifetime.


  By training I mean something very basic such as acquiring habits of speech necessary for prayer. The acquisition of such habits is crucial for the formation of our bodies if we are to acquire the virtues necessary to live life as Christians. For I take it to be crucial that Christians must live in such a manner that our lives are unintelligible if the God we worship in Jesus Christ does not exist. The training entailed in being a Christian can be called, if you are so disposed, culture. That is particularly the case if, as Raymond Williams reminds us in Keywords, culture is a term first used as a process noun to describe the tending or cultivation of a crop or animal.2 One of the challenges Christians confront is how the politics we helped create has made it difficult to sustain the material practices constitutive of an ecclesial culture necessary to produce Christians.


  The character of much of modern theology exemplifies this development. In the attempt to make Christianity intelligible within the epistemological conceits of modernity, theologians have been intent on showing that what we believe as Christians is not that different than what those who are not Christians believe. Thus MacIntyre’s wry observation that the project of modern theology to distinguish the kernel of the Christian faith from the outmoded husk has resulted in offering atheists less and less in which to disbelieve.3


  It should not be surprising, as David Yeago argues, that many secular people now assume that descriptions of reality Christians employ are a sort of varnish that can be scraped away to reveal a more basic account of what has always been the case. From a secular point of view it is assumed that we agree, or should agree, on fundamental naturalistic and secular descriptions of reality, whatever religious elaborations may lay over them. What I find so interesting is that many Christians accept these naturalistic assumptions about the way things are because they believe by doing so it is possible to transcend our diverse particularities that otherwise result in unwelcome conflict. From such a perspective it is only a short step to the key sociopolitical move crucial to the formation of modern societies, that is, the relegation of religion to the sphere of private inwardness and individual motivation.4


  Societies that have relegated strong convictions to the private—a development I think appropriately identified as “secularization”—may assume a tolerant or intolerant attitude toward the church, but the crucial characteristic of such societies is that the church is understood to be no more than a voluntary association of like-minded individuals.5 Even those who identify as “religious” assume their religious convictions should be submitted to a public order governed by a secular rationality. I hope to challenge that assumption by calling into question the conceptual resources that now seem to be givens for how the church is understood. In particular I hope to convince Christians that the church is a material reality that must resist the domestication of our faith in the interest of societal peace.


  There is a great deal going against such a project. For example, in his book Civil Religion: A Dialogue in the History of Political Philosophy, Ronald Beiner argues that in modernity the attempt to domesticate strong religious convictions in the interest of state control has assumed two primary and antithetical alternatives: civil religion or liberalism. Civil religion is the attempt to empower religion not for the good of religion but for the creation of the citizen. Indeed the very creation of “religion” as a concept more fundamental than a determinative tradition is a manifestation that, at least in Western societies, Christianity has become “civil.”6 Rousseau, according to Beiner, is the decisive figure who gave expression to this transformation because Rousseau saw clearly that the modern state could not risk having a church capable of challenging its political authority.7 In the process the political concepts used to legitimize the modern state, at least if Carl Schmitt is right, have been secularized theological concepts.8


  In contrast to civil religion, the liberal alternative rejects all attempts to use religion to produce citizens in service to the state. Liberalism in its many versions, according to Beiner, seeks to domesticate or neutralize the effect of religious commitment on political life.9 Liberalism may well result in the production of a banal and flattened account of human existence, but such a form of life seems necessary if we are to be at peace with one another. In other words, liberalism as a way of life depends on the creation of people who think there is nothing for which it’s worth dying. Such a way of life was exemplified by President Bush’s suggestion that the duty of Americans after September 11, 2001, was to go shopping. Such a view of the world evoked Nietzsche’s bitter condemnation, ironically making Nietzsche an ally of a Christianity determined by martyrdom.10


  An extraordinary claim to be sure, but as Paul Kahn has observed, the Western state exists “under the very real threat of Christian martyrdom; a threat to expose the state and its claim to power as nothing at all.”11 The martyr does so, according to Kahn, because when everything is said and done sacrifice is always stronger than murder. The martyr wields a power that defeats the murderer because the martyr can be remembered by a community more enduring than the state. That is why the liberal state has such a stake in the domestication of Christianity by making it but another lifestyle choice.


  In contrast, the modern nation-state, Kahn argues, has been an extremely effective sacrificial agent able to mobilize its populations to make sacrifices to sustain its existence as an end in itself. The nation-state, therefore, has stepped into the place of religious belief, offering the individual the possibility of transcending one’s finitude. War becomes the act of sacrifice by which the state sustains the assumption that though we die it can and will continue to exist without end.12


  I have earned the description of being “fideistic, sectarian, tribalist” because of my attempt to imagine an ecclesial alternative capable of resisting the politics Beiner and Kahn describe.13 For as Yeago observes, most churches in the West, with the possible exception of the Roman Catholics, have acquiesced in this understanding of their social character and have therefore collaborated in the eclipse of their ecclesial reality.14 As a result the church seems caught in a “ceaseless crisis of legitimation” in which the church must find a justification for its existence in terms of the projects and aspirations of that larger order.15


  In his extraordinary book Atheist Delusions: The Christian Revolution and Its Fashionable Enemies, David Bentley Hart observes that the relegation of Christian beliefs to the private sphere is legitimated by a story of human freedom in which humankind is liberated from the crushing weight of tradition and doctrine. Hart, whose prose begs for extensive quotation, says the story goes like this:


  Once upon a time Western humanity was the cosseted and incurious ward of Mother Church; during this, the age of faith, culture stagnated, science languished, wars of religion were routinely waged, witches were burned by inquisitors, and Western humanity labored in brutish subjugation to dogma, superstition, and the unholy alliance of church and state. Withering blasts of fanaticism and fideism had long since scorched away the last remnants of classical learning; inquiry was stifled; the literary remains of classical antiquity had long ago been consigned to the fires of faith, and even the great achievements of “Greek science” were forgotten until Islamic civilization restored them to the West. All was darkness. Then, in the wake of the “wars of religion” that had torn Christendom apart, came the full flowering of the Enlightenment and with it the reign of reason and progress, the riches of scientific achievement and political liberty, and a new and revolutionary sense of human dignity. The secular nation-state arose, reduced religion to an establishment of the state, and thereby rescued Western humanity from the blood-steeped intolerance of religion. Now, at last, Western humanity has left its nonage and attained its majority, in science, politics, and ethics. The story of the travails of Galileo almost invariably occupies an honored place in this narrative, as exemplary of the natural relation between “faith” and “reason” and as an exquisite epitome of scientific reason’s mighty struggle during the early modern period to free itself from the tyranny of religion.16


  This “simple and enchanting tale” is, Hart observes, captivating in its explanatory power. According to Hart, however, there is just one problem with this story. The problem is that every detail of the story, as well as the overarching plot, just happens to be false.17 Hart’s book provides the arguments and evidence to sustain that judgment. What I find so interesting, however, is that even if the narrative may be false in every detail it is nonetheless true that believer and unbeliever alike assume, though they may disagree about some of the details, that the main plot of the story is true.


  That this story now has canonical status has deep significance for how Christians should understand the relation between faith and politics. Put even more strongly, in the interest of being good citizens, of being civil, Christians have lost the ability to say why what they believe is true. That loss is, I want to suggest, a correlative of the depolitization of the church as a community capable of challenging the imperial pretentions of the modern state. That the church matters is why I resist using the language of “belief” to indicate what allegedly makes Christians Christian.18 Of course Christians “believe in God,” but far more important for determining the character of Christian existence is that it is constituted by a politics that cannot avoid challenging what is normally identified as “the political.” For what is normally identified as the political produces dualisms that invite questions such as, “What is the relation between faith and politics?” If I am right, that “and” prematurely ends any serious theological reflection from a Christian perspective.


  As I have already indicated, to make this argument necessarily puts me at odds with the attempt to make Christian convictions compatible with the epistemological and moral presumptions of liberal social orders. That project presumed a story very much along the lines suggested by Hart. Theologians trimmed the sails of Christian convictions to show that even if the metaphysical commitments that seem intrinsic to Christian practice cannot be intellectually sustained it remains the case that Christianity can claim some credit for the creation of the culture and politics of modernity.


  In particular, Christian theologians sought to justify Christian participation in the politics of democratic societies. The field of Christian ethics, the discipline with which I am identified, had as one of its primary agendas to convince Christians that their beliefs had political implications. The determinative representative who exemplified this mode of Christian ethical reflection was ­Reinhold Niebuhr. Thus his claim that “the real problem of a Christian social ethic is to derive from the Gospel a clear view of the realities with which we must deal in our common or social life, and also to preserve a sense of responsibility for achieving the highest measure of order, freedom and justice despite the hazards of man’s collective life.”19 Niebuhr reminded Christians that we do not live in a world in which sin can be eliminated but we nonetheless must seek to establish the tentative harmonies and provisional equities possible in any historical situation.


  Niebuhr, who prided himself for being a sober realist challenging what he took to be the unfounded optimism of liberal thinkers such as John Dewey, would have in like manner called into question the optimism of the story Hart associates with the celebration, if not the legitimization, of modernity. But Niebuhr’s support of liberal democratic political arrangements drew on a narrative very much like the one Hart identifies as the story of modernity.20 The result is ironic, a category Niebuhr loved, because Niebuhr’s arguments for the political engagement by Christians presupposed a narrative that legitimates political arrangement that requires the privatization of Christian convictions. One of the consequences is the loss of any attempt to say what it might mean for the gospel of Jesus Christ to be true.


  For instance, one of the curiosities associated with what have been popularly called “the new atheists” is their assumption that the most decisive challenges to the truthfulness of Christian convictions come from developments in the sciences, or perhaps more accurately put, the “method” of science. Such a view fails to appreciate that the most decisive challenge to the truthfulness of Christian convictions is political.21 The politics of modernity has so successfully made Christianity but another lifestyle option, it is a mystery why the new atheists think it is important to show what Christians believe to be false. Such a project hardly seems necessary given that Christians, in the name of being good democratic citizens, live lives of unacknowledged but desperate unbelief just to the extent that they believe what they believe as a Christian cannot be a matter of truth. As a result Christians no longer believe that the church is an alternative politics to the politics of the world, which means they have lost any way to account for why Christians in the past thought they had a faith worth dying for.


  The Witness of Karl Barth


  I need an example of what the connection between the truthfulness of Christian speech and politics might look like. An example is necessary because I am not sure we know how Christianity so understood would look. I think, however, we have the beginnings in the work of Karl Barth. Barth, more than any theologian in modernity, recognized that the recovery of the language of the faith entailed a politics at odds with the world as we know it. For Barth there is no kernel of the Christian faith because it begins and ends with the extraordinary claim that what we mean when we say “God” is to be determined by Mary’s willingness to be impregnated by the Holy Spirit.


  That is not where Barth began. Barth began presuming the work of Protestant liberal theologians was a given. It was, however, a political event that called into question Barth’s liberalism. On a day in early August of 1914, Barth read a proclamation in support of the war policy of Wilhelm II signed by ninety-three German intellectuals. To Barth’s horror almost all his venerated theological teachers were among those who had signed in support of the war. Barth confessed he suddenly realized that he could no longer follow their theology or ethics. At that moment the theology of the nineteenth century, the theology of Protestant liberalism, came to an end for Barth.22


  Barth characterized the theology he thought must be left behind, a theology identified with figures such as Schleiermacher and Troeltsch, as the attempt to respond to the modern age by underwriting the assumption that Christianity is but an expression of the alleged innate human capacity for the infinite. From such a perspective Christianity is understood to be but one particular expression of religion. Such a view of the Christian faith presumed that the primary task of Christian theology is to assure the general acceptance of the Christian faith for the sustaining of the achievements of Western civilization. Barth observed that theology so conceived was more interested in man’s relationship with God than God’s dealings with man.23


  For Barth, however, a theology understood as the realization in one form or another of human self-awareness could have no ground or content other than ourselves. “Faith as the Christian commerce with God could first and last be only the Christian commerce with himself.”24 The figure haunting such an account of Christianity is Feuerbach, whom Barth thought had powerfully reconfigured the Christian faith as a statement of profound human needs and desires.


  Drawing on Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky and Overbeck, as well as his discovery of what he characterized as “the strange new world of the Bible,” Barth proclaimed against the theology of his teachers: “God is God.”25 Barth did not think such a claim to be redundant, but rather to be the best expression of who God is; it is a response to the particularity of a God who has initiated an encounter with humankind. Barth says, “The stone wall we first ran up against was that the theme of the Bible is the deity of God, more exactly God’s deity—God’s independence and particular character, not only in relation to the natural but also to the spiritual cosmos; God’s absolutely unique existence, might, and initiative, above all, in His relation to man.”26


  So Barth challenged what he characterized as the accommodated theology of Protestant liberalism, using expressions such as God is “wholly other” who breaks in upon us “perpendicularly from above.” There is an “infinite qualitative distinction” between God and us, rendering any presumption that we can know God on our terms to be just that, namely, a presumption based on sinful pride. Thus Barth’s sobering claim that God is God and we are not means that it can never be the case that we have the means to know God unless God first makes himself known to us.


  Barth would later acknowledge that his initial reaction against Protestant liberal theology was exaggerated, but any theology committed to clearing the ground for a fresh expression of the Christian faith could not help but sound extreme. Barth acknowledged that his first salvos against Protestant liberalism seemed to be saying that God is everything and man nothing. Such a God, the God that is wholly other, isolated and set over against man, threatens to become the God of the philosophers rather than the God who called Abraham. The majesty of the God of the philosophers might have the contradictory results of confirming the hopelessness of all human activity while offering a new justification of the autonomy of man. Barth wanted neither of these results.


  In retrospect Barth, however, confessed he was wrong exactly where he was right, but at the time he did not know how to carry through with sufficient care the discovery of God’s deity.27 For Barth the decisive breakthrough came with the recognition that “who God is and what He is in His deity He proves and reveals not in a vacuum as a divine being-for-Himself, but precisely and authentically in the fact that he exists, speaks, and acts as the partner of man, though of course as the absolute superior partner.”28 In short, Barth discovered that it is precisely God’s deity that includes and constitutes God’s humanity.


  We are not dealing with an abstract God, that is, a God whose deity exists separated from man, because in Jesus Christ there can be no isolation of man from God or God from man. In Barth’s language: “God’s deity in Jesus Christ consists in the fact that God Himself in Him is the subject who speaks and acts with sovereignty. . . . In Jesus Christ man’s freedom is wholly enclosed in the freedom of God. Without the condescension of God there would be no exaltation of man. . . . We have no universal deity capable of being reached conceptually, but this concrete deity—real and recognizable in the descent grounded in that sequence and peculiar to the existence of Jesus Christ.”29


  I am aware that this all-too-brief account of Barth’s decisive theological turn may seem but a report on esoteric methodological issues in Christian theology. But I ask you to remember that Barth’s discovery of the otherness of God, an otherness intrinsic to God’s humanity, was occasioned by his recognition of the failure of the politics and ethics of modern theology in the face of the First World War. I think it not accidental, moreover, that Barth was among the first to recognize the character of the politics represented by Hitler. Barth was a person of unusual insight, or as Timothy Gorringe describes him, he was a person of extraordinary vitality who was a profoundly political ani­mal.30 But his perception of the threat the Nazis represented cannot be separated from his theological turn occasioned by his reaction against his teachers who supported the war.


  Timothy Gorringe rightly argues in his book Karl Barth: Against Hegemony that Barth never assumed his theology might have political implications, because his theology was a politics. That way of putting the matter, that is, “his theology was a politics,” is crucial. The very structure of Barth’s Dogmatics, Gorringe suggests, with its integration of theology and ethics displayed in his refusal to separate law from gospel, was Barth’s way of refusing any distinction between theory and practice. Barth’s Christocentrism meant that his “theology was never a predicate of his politics, but also . . . that politics is never simply a predicate of his theology.”31


  Gorringe’s argument that Barth was a political theologian was confirmed in 1934, the same year Barth wrote the Barmen Declaration, by Barth’s response to a challenge by some American and English critics that his theology was too abstract and unrelated to actual lives. Barth begins his defense by observing that he is after all “a modern man” who stands in the midst of this age. Like his questioners he too must live a life not merely in theory but in practice in what he characterizes as the “stormy present.” Accordingly he tells his antagonists that “exactly because I was called to live in a modern world, did I reach the path of which you have heard me speak.”32


  In particular Barth calls attention to his years as a pastor in which he faced the task of preaching the gospel in the face of secularism. During this time he was confronted with the modern world, but he was also confronted with the modern church. It was a church of great sincerity and zeal with fervid devotion to deeds of charity, yet one too closely related to the modern world. It was a church that no longer knew God’s choice to love the world by what Christians have been given to do in the light of that love, that is, to be witnesses to the treasure that is the gospel. The problem, according to Barth, is that the church of the pious man, this church of the good man, this church of the moral man, became the church of man.33 The result was the fusion of Christianity and nationalism.34


  Consequently the modern church is a near relative to the godless modern world. That error, Barth suggests, began two hundred years before the present with Pietism’s objections to orthodoxy. In the Reformation the church heard of God and of Christ, but love was not active.35 The fatal error was the Christian response: they did not say, “Let God be even more God and Christ be even more the Christ,” but instead they said, “Let us improve matters ourselves.” Reverence for the pious man became reverence for the moral man, and finally, when it was found that man is of so large an importance, it became less important to speak of God, of Christ, of the Holy Spirit. Instead men began to speak of human reason.36


  Barth then directly addresses his questioners, whom he identifies as “friends,” to tell them he is well aware of what is happening and that is exactly why he insists that he must speak of God. He must speak of God because he must begin with the confession, “I am from Germany.” Because he is from Germany he knows that he stands in a place that has reached the end of a road, a road that he acknowledges may be just beginning for social orders like America and England. Yet Barth claims he is sure that what has been experienced in Germany, that is, the remarkable apostasy of the church to nationalism, will also be the fate of those who think Barth’s theology to be a retreat from political engagement. Thus Barth’s challenge to his critics: “if you make a start with ‘God and . . .’ you are opening the doors to every demon.”37


  Barth early recognized such a demon had been let loose in the person of Hitler. He was able to do so because Hitler’s attempt to make Christianity a state religion by creating the German Church meant the free preaching of the gospel was prohibited. Theological speech and politics were inseparable. It is, therefore, no accident that Barth in the Barmen Declaration challenged the “German Christians” on christological grounds.38 Barth made this challenge because he assumed that Jesus’ claim, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (Jn 14:6 NRSV), is the defining politics of Christianity. Barth writes:


  Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust and obey in life and in death. We reject the false doctrine, as though the Church could and would have to acknowledge as a source of its proclamation, apart from and beside this one word of God, still other events and powers, figures and truths, as God’s revelation.39


  The witness that is Karl Barth—that is, how such a life fits into the ongoing story we must tell as Christians of our faithful and unfaithful living out of the gospel—means there is no way we can avoid making clear to ourselves and the world that we believe a new world began in the belly of Mary.


  Where Are We Now? Where Do We Need to Go?


  You may be rightly wondering, if not worried, where all this has gotten us. I should like to be able to say more about where we are now and where we need to go, but I am unsure who the “we” or the “us” may be. I have assumed I should—or perhaps more truthfully, I can only—speak from a first-person perspective, but hopefully it is one shaped by my Christian identity. Yet just as Barth confessed that he was German, so I must acknowledge that I am American. Indeed it may be I am more American than Christian, and thus tempted to confuse the Christian “we” and the American “we.” That confusion tempts Americans to assume we represent what any right-thinking person should say because our “we” is the universal “we.”


  American presumption is always a problem, but the problem is deeper than my American identity. For I think none of us can assume an agreed upon “we” or “us” to be a manifestation of the cultural and political challenges that are the subject of this conference. Given the difficulty of locating the “we,” some may worry that directing attention to Barth in order to show the political character of Christian convictions is morally and politically the exemplification of a profoundly reactionary position. In Nazi Germany a Barmen Declaration may have seemed prophetic, but after Hitler a Barmen-like account of the politics of Christian convictions suggests theocracy.40


  I confess I often enjoy making liberal friends, particularly American liberal friends, nervous by acknowledging that I am, of course, a theocrat. “Jesus is Lord” is not my personal opinion; I take it to be a determinative political claim. So I am ready to rule. The difficulty is that following a crucified Lord entails embodying a politic that cannot resort to coercion and violence; it is a politic of persuasion all the way down. It is tiring business, slow and time consuming; but then we, that is, Christians, believe that by redeeming time Christ has given us all the time we need to pursue peace. Christ, through the Holy Spirit, bestows on his disciples the long-suffering patience necessary to resist any politic whose impatience makes coercion and violence the only and inevitable response to conflict.


  For fifteen hundred years Christians thought Jesus’ lordship meant they should rule the world. That rule assumed diverse forms, some beneficial and some quite destructive. Constantinianism or Christendom are descriptions of the various ways that Christians sought to determine the cultural and political life of the worlds in which they found themselves. Some Christians look with nostalgia on that past, seeking ways to recapture Christian dominance of the world. That is obviously not my perspective.


  For as David Hart observes, Christianity’s greatest historical triumph was also its most calamitous defeat. The conversion of the Roman Empire, in which it was thought that the faith overthrew the powers of “this age,” found that the faith itself had become subordinate to those very powers. Like Hart I have no reason to deny the many achievements of Christendom. I think he is right to suggest that the church was a revolution, a slow and persistent revolution, a cosmic sedition, in which the human person was “invested with an intrinsic and inviolable dignity” by being recognized as God’s own.41 But this revolution, exactly because it was so radical, was absorbed and subdued by a society in which nominal baptism became the expression of a church that was reduced to an instrument of temporal power, and the gospel was made captive to the mechanism of the state.42


  In The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics, and the Modern West, Mark Lilla has written in defense of what he calls “the great separation” of politics and religion represented by Thomas Hobbes. He observes that though Christianity is inescapably political it has proved incapable of integrating this fact into Christian theology.43 The problem, according to Lilla, is that to be a Christian means being in the world, including the political world, but somehow not being of it. Such a way of being, Lilla argues, cannot help but produce a false consciousness. Christendom is the institutionalization of this consciousness just to the extent the church thought reconciliation could be expressed politically.44 Politics so constituted cannot help but suffer from permanent instability.


  Lilla, I think, is right that the eschatological character of the Christian faith will challenge the politics of the worlds in which it finds itself. But that is why, even at times when the church fails to be true to its calling to be a political alternative, God raises up a Karl Barth. For as Barth insisted, this really is all about God, the particular God of Jesus Christ. The humanity of that God, Christians believe, has made it possible for a people to exist who do in fact, as Nietzsche suggested, exemplify a slave morality. It is a morality Hart describes as a “strange, impractical, altogether unworldly tenderness”—expressed in the ability to see as our sisters and brothers the autistic or Down syndrome or disabled child, a child who is a perpetual perplexity for the world, a child who can cause pain and only fleetingly charm or delight; or the derelict or broken man or woman who has wasted their life; or the homeless, the diseased, the mentally ill, criminals and reprobates.45


  Such a morality is the matter that is the church. It is the matter that made even a church in Christendom uneasy. From the church’s standpoint today, Christendom may be a lamentable world now lost, but it is not clear what will replace it or shape the resulting culture or politics. Hart observes that when Christianity passes from a culture the resulting remainder may be worse than if Christianity had never existed. Christians took the gods away and no one will ever believe in them again. Christians demystified the world, robbing good pagans of their reverence and hard-won wisdom derived from the study of human and nonhuman nature. So once again Nietzsche was right that the Christians shaped a world that meant that those who would come after Christianity could not avoid nihilism.46


  Why this is the case is perhaps best exemplified by how time is understood. Christians, drawing as they must on God’s calling of Israel to be the promised people, cannot help but believe that time has a plot; that is to say, Christians believe in history. A strange phrase to be sure, but one to remind us of how extraordinary it is for Christians to believe we come from a past that will find its fulfillment in the future. Accordingly we believe that time has a narrative logic, which means time is not just one damn thing after another. The story of creation is meant to remind us that all that exists lends witness to the glory of God, giving history a significance otherwise unavailable. Creation, redemption, reconciliation are names Christians believe constitute the basic plotline that makes history more than a tale told by an idiot.47


  Yet the very assumption that history has a direction is the necessary condition that underwrites the story of modernity earlier characterized by Hart. This story has underwritten the new atheists’ presumption that if history is finally rid of Christianity we will discover through unconstrained reason how our politics can be made more just and humane. Thus Hart speculates that the violence done in the name of humanity, a violence that is now unconstrained, might never have been unleashed if Christianity had not introduced its “peculiar variant of apocalyptic yearning into Western culture.”48 Hart rightly observes that such a judgment is purely speculative given the reality that great empires prior to Christianity claimed divine warrants for murder. Yet Hart thinks that the secularization of Christian eschatological grammar is the “chief cause of the modern state’s curious talent for mass murder.”49 An exaggerated claim, perhaps, but it is at least a reminder that it is by no means clear why the killing called war is distinguishable from mass murder.50


  This last observation, I hope, draws us back to Karl Barth’s theological work. I suggested Barth exemplifies the politics of speech that is at the heart of Christian convictions. At the heart of Christian convictions is the belief in “the humanity of God,” a humanity made unavoidable by our faith in Jesus Christ as the second person of the Trinity. Christ’s humanity means no account of the church is possible that does not require material expression that is rightly understood as a politic. Church matters matter not only for the church, but we believe what is a necessity for the church is a possibility for all that is not the church.


  I suspect humans always live in times of transition; what is time if not transition? But I believe we are living in a time when Christendom is actually coming to an end. That is an extraordinary transition whose significance for Christian and non-Christian has yet to be understood. But in the very least it means the church is finally free to be a politic. If I may summarize what I take to be one appropriate response to this observation, it is quite simply this: let Christians make the most of it.


  2


  The Peril and Potential of Scripture in Christian Political Witness


  Mark A. Noll


  The Rwenzuru kingdom lies north of Lake Edward and northwest of Lake Victoria in far western Uganda.1 It experienced postcolonial political independence not as a blessing but as an occasion for guerilla warfare. The Rwenzuru felt particularly oppressed by the larger Toro kingdom, under whose authority they were placed by the new Ugandan government of President Milton Obote. In 1962, leaders of Rwenzuru issued a declaration of independence; acts of violence against Toro kings and armed resistance to the Ugandan government followed. Then in early October 1970 appeared a charismatic prophet, Timosewo Bawalana, who made a dramatic public appeal for the violence to stop. On October 3 he preached from Isaiah 1:10 (“Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom! Listen to the law of our God, you people of Gomorrah!”). On October 15 he wrote to the District Commissioner that the Rwenzuru soldiers had laid down their weapons unilaterally in a desire to follow the teaching of Revelation 19:11-16 with its apocalyptic depiction of “the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.” Later that month, and after the prophet had crowned a new king in Rwenzuru, he turned to Isaiah 2:4-6 as his text to guide the now-pacified kingdom (“They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more”).2 Significantly, because the prophet Bawalana had ties to the East African Revival, which since the 1930s had exerted such a great influence in the region and around the world, he made effective use of public confession as a means to establish this peace.
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