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Editor’s Preface to the First Through the Fifth German Editions


This book is not the Ethics which Dietrich Bonhoeffer intended to have published. It is a compilation of the sections which have been preserved, some of them complete and others not, some already partly rewritten and some which had been committed to writing only as preliminary studies for the work which was planned. These are the parts of the work which it was possible to conceal in a place of safety before they could be seized by the police. They have been retrieved from their garden hiding-places in the same disorder in which they were put there. And then there are other parts which were already in the hands of the Gestapo before 5th April 1943, the day of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s arrest.

Already at the time of completing his Nachfolge1 Bonhoeffer was planning a new approach to the problems of Christian ethics. He thought of this as the beginning of his actual life work. In June 1939 he was invited by Professor John Baillie, on behalf of the Croall Lectureship Trust, to lecture at Edinburgh, and he hoped to make his lectures the basis for his book. The war put an end to his preparations, and he did not take up this work again until 1940, when he was compelled to give up his clergy training duties and forbidden to speak in public anywhere in the Reich. He was also forbidden by the Reich Chamber of Literature to publish any kind of written work, because, it was said, he had neither “signed on” nor asked for exemption from “signing on” as a Nazi propagandist. The manuscripts which are now before us were written between 1940 and 1943 in Berlin, at the monastery of Ettal and at Kieckow. The work was interrupted by various tasks undertaken on behalf of the Brotherhood Council of the Confessing Church, by various journeys in connexion with political activities, and finally by Bonhoeffer’s arrest.

Bonhoeffer’s books did not progress chapter by chapter in accordance with a fixed and unalterable plan. Each one grew gradually by the coalescence of numerous separate studies of the subject until it formed a whole. The titles and the arrangement of the books were subject to constant change in the course of this process. We possess a sketch for the arrangement of the Ethics, dating from the autumn of 1940. It runs as follows:

 

I. The Foundations

Ethics as Formation

Inheritance and Decay

Guilt and Justification

The Church and the World, Christ and the Commandments

The Things Before the Last, and the Last Things

The New Man

 

II. The Structure

Structure of Personal Life

Structure of Classes and Offices

Structure of Communities

Structure of the Church

Structure of Christian Life in the World.

 

As possible titles Bonhoeffer jotted down the following characteristic phrases: “The foundations and structure of a world which is reconciled with God”; “The foundations and structure of a future world”; and “The foundations and structure of a united west.” His sub-title was: “A tentative Christian ethic.” A little later he wrote in a letter: “Today I have thought of a possible title for my book: ‘The preparing of the way and the entry into possession.’ This would correspond with the division of the book into the things before the last and the last things.”

The material has come to us in such a form that there has been no possibility of working out a clear arrangement of the extant chapters in accordance with the subjects they treat. The first sections have been arranged according to the outline to which we have already referred.2 The remaining sections in many cases approach from a new angle some topic which had already been treated before; these have been placed in the order in which they appear to have been written. Roman figures indicate the sections which are clearly intended to form coherent units and in which there is a clear line of advance within the particular range of problems with which they deal. A few sub-headings have been added by the Editor, according to the demands of the material.

Of the essays contained in Part Two, Numbers I and III were written as reports for the Reich Brotherhood Council and Numbers IV and V were sketched out in the prison at Tegel. It is to be hoped that the theological parts of Bonhoeffer’s letters from prison will later be published: they will show how he continued to concern himself with these matters until the very end.3

Special thanks are due to Frau Anni Lindner for her part in the laborious task of deciphering the manuscripts and arranging the innumerable small slips of paper in order.

On 18th November 1943 Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from Tegel: “I for my part have been reproaching myself for not having finished the Ethics. No doubt part of it has been confiscated. It has been some comfort to me to know that I had already told you the gist of it. Even if you no longer have it in mind it will still somehow crop up again indirectly. And in any case my ideas were not yet altogether in shape.” And on 15th December 1943 he wrote: “Sometimes I think I really have my life more or less behind me now and that all that would remain for me to do would be to finish my Ethics ...”

9th April 1948                Eberhard Bethge



Editor’s Preface to the Sixth German Edition1


The discussion of Bonhoeffer’s theological development, leading up to the Letters and Papers from Prison, made it seem desirable to examine the chronology of the composition of his approaches to the subject of ethics. The adaptation of this new edition for a uniform edition of Bonhoeffer’s works has been the occasion for an edition of the Ethics which attempts to present Bonhoeffer’s four different new approaches in chronological sequence. Some parts can be dated with confidence, but there are others for which only a probable date can be given.

A. The first approach is made up of what were formerly chapters IV and V. “The Love of God and the Decay of the World,” like “The Church and the World,” is close to The Cost of Discipleship in thought and language. Of course, there is no indubitable evidence that Bonhoeffer’s work on ethics began with these sections. Among the notes for “The Love of God and the Decay of the World” are types of paper which Bonhoeffer used for letters in the spring and summer of 1940. Notes and headings for “The Church and the World” are on leaves from a calendar for May 1939; among them are the two key biblical passages, Mark 9.40 and Matthew 12.30. The first sheets of “The Church and the World” are the same sort of paper as that used for the last pages of “The Love of God and the Decay of the World.” These chapters therefore should be dated 1939/40. They were probably broken off before August 1940.

B. The second approach can be dated more accurately. The first pages of what was formerly Chapter I, “Ethics as Formation,” was clearly written on the property at Klein-Krössin (Kieckow), in September 1940. That means that its theme took shape just after Bonhoeffer’s first momentous meetings with Colonel Oster at the Abwehr. During this period—up to October 1940—he also wrote the sketch for the arrangement of the Ethics mentioned in the Preface to the First Edition.2 The “Confession of Guilt” was thus written down at a time when Hitler had achieved his most astounding victory.

C. What was formerly Chapter III, “The Last Things and the Things Before the Last,” forms the third approach. It originated in Ettal between the end of November 1940 and the middle of February 1941, was broken off as a result of the first journey to Switzerland and never taken up again. But it represents the most complete section of the work for the Ethics. The heading “The Last Things and the Things Before the Last” can be found earlier on notes from Klein-Krössin. Bonhoeffer never had such a long period for work again.

The dating of what was formerly Chapter II, “Christ, Reality and Good,” is uncertain. It came at this point because in some respects that could be said to correspond to the Klein-Krössin sketch for the arrangement of the book, written in 1940. The paper used is of the kind that Frau von Kleist used to collect and prepare for Bonhoeffer in Klein-Krössin (by then it had become difficult to get rough paper). So the chapter could have been written in the summer of 1940 or in the summer of 1941, when Bonhoeffer was again staying in Pomerania. My own preference is for 1941. The pages of the manuscript end in Bonhoeffer’s handwriting with page 14, whereas “History and Good” begins on page 15, of course on quite different rough paper. The latter chapter was not begun until sometime during the course of 1941.

D. If this suggested order is correct, then the first theological starting point would be The Cost of Discipleship, the second “conformation,” and the third “justification.” The fourth, which follows, would be “incarnation.” What was formerly Chapter VI, “History and Good,” will have been begun in the summer of 1941, as is indicated by the type of paper being used in Klein-Krössin in August 1941. The second journey to Switzerland took place in September, and in November Bonhoeffer had pneumonia. After that, the work continued with interruptions until a long and intensive period of traveling began in April 1942. Bonhoeffer worked on this most political of chapters during the climax of his activity in the conspiracy. He rejected a first sketch which had already gone a considerable way3 and began once again in more detail. Seen in the light of the disposition of the problem as indicated, the first shorter attempt did, however, progress a good deal further. The second version quotes Bultmann’s Commentary on John, which appeared in 1941.

During the winter of 1942/43, what was formerly Chapter VII, “The ‘Ethical’ and the ‘Christian’ as a Theme” will next have taken shape. When Bonhoeffer was arrested, his desk was littered with jottings on this theme. They also included the heading “being there for the world.”

This arrangement of the Ethics makes Bonhoeffer’s inner development from the Cost of Discipleship to the threshold of Letters and Papers from Prison somewhat clearer, and so the transposition may seem justified.

The first section of Part Two, “The Doctrine of the Primus Usus Legis ...,” originated as a working paper for a commission of the synod in preparation for a declaration on the fifth commandment. This commission sat in Magdeburg on August 10, 1942, and on March 15, 1943, with G. Harder as chairman. Bonhoeffer probably presented his work at the second session—i.e., shortly before his arrest. Its conclusion contains a clear rejection of excessively apocalyptic preaching, and it strikes the note of true worldliness as opposed to the exploitation of worldly ordinances in the name of Christianity or the Church (see p. 312 below) to the point of demanding the necessary collaboration between Christians and non-Christians in particular matters of fact and in definite tasks. “ ‘Personal’ and ‘Real’ Ethos” was written as a critique of Dilschneider’s Ethics soon after that appeared; it was published in 1940. Unfortunately there is no hint so far of the occasion for “State and Church” and the time at which it was written. Two notebooks simply indicate the paper used at Klein-Krössin. “On the Possibility of the Word of the Church to the World” is written on atrocious paper, used only at a late stage, on which it was only possible to write in pencil; I therefore assume that it comes from Tegel, but this is not certain. “What Is Meant by ‘Telling the Truth’” does, however, clearly belong to the time at Tegel.

Other examples of Bonhoeffer’s ethical work of these years are: “Thoughts on William Paton’s The Church and the New Order,” written in September 19414 and the literary fragments from Tegel.5

There are more than a hundred sheets with notes of various kinds among the manuscripts—some only with headings, others with longer sentences and outlines.

July 1962                  Eberhard Bethge



STATIONS ON THE WAY TO FREEDOM


Self-discipline

If you set out to seek freedom, you must learn before all
things Mastery over sense and soul, lest your wayward
desirings, Lest your undisciplined members lead you now this way, now that way.

Chaste be your mind and your body, and subject to you and obedient,

Serving solely to seek their appointed goal and objective.

None learns the secret of freedom save only by way of control.

Action

Do and dare what is right, not swayed by the whim of the moment.

Bravely take hold of the real, not dallying now with what might
be. Not in the flight of ideas but only in action is freedom.

Make up your mind and come out into the tempest of living.

God’s command is enough and your faith in him to sustain
you. Then at last freedom will welcome your spirit amid great rejoicing.

Suffering

See what a transformation! These hands so active and powerful

Now are tied, and alone and fainting, you see where your work ends.

Yet you are confident still, and gladly commit what is rightful

Into a stronger hand, and say that you are contented.

You were free from a moment of bliss, then you yielded your freedom

Into the hand of God, that he might perfect it in glory.

Death

Come now, highest of feasts on the way to freedom eternal,

Death, strike off the fetters, break down the walls that oppress us,

Our bedazzled soul and our ephemeral body,

That we may see at last the sight which here was not vouchsafed us.

Freedom, we sought you long in discipline, action, suffering.

Now as we die we see you and know you at last, face to face.



PART ONE



I
The Love of God and the Decay of the World



THE WORLD OF CONFLICTS


The knowledge of good and evil seems to be the aim of all ethical reflection.1 The first task of Christian ethics is to invalidate this knowledge. In launching this attack on the underlying assumptions of all other ethics, Christian ethics stands so completely alone that it becomes questionable whether there is any purpose in speaking of Christian ethics at all. But if one does so notwithstanding, that can only mean that Christian ethics claims to discuss the origin of the whole problem of ethics, and thus professes to be a critique of all ethics simply as ethics.

Already in the possibility of the knowledge of good and evil Christian ethics discerns a falling away from the origin. Man at his origin knows only one thing: God. It is only in the unity of his knowledge of God that he knows of other men, of things, and of himself. He knows all things only in God, and God in all things. The knowledge of good and evil shows that he is no longer at one with this origin.

In the knowledge of good and evil man does not understand himself in the reality of the destiny appointed in his origin, but rather in his own possibilities, his possibility of being good or evil. He knows himself now as something apart from God, outside God, and this means that he now knows only himself and no longer knows God at all; for he can know God only if he knows only God. The knowledge of good and evil is therefore separation from God. Only against God can man know good and evil.

But man cannot be rid of his origin. Instead of knowing himself in the origin of God, he must now know himself as an origin. He interprets himself according to his possibilities, his possibilities of being good or evil, and he therefore conceives himself to be the origin of good and evil. Eritis sicut deus. “The man is become as one of us, to know good and evil,” says God (Gen. 3.22).

Originally man was made in the image of God, but now his likeness to God is a stolen one. As the image of God man draws his life entirely from his origin in God, but the man who has become like God has forgotten how he was at his origin and has made himself his own creator and judge. What God had given man to be, man now desired to be through himself. But God’s gift is essentially God’s gift. It is the origin that constitutes this gift. If the origin changes, the gift changes. Indeed the gift consists solely in its origin. Man as the image of God draws his life from the origin of God, but the man who has become like God draws his life from his own origin. In appropriating the origin to himself man took to himself a secret of God which proved his undoing. The Bible describes this event with the eating of the forbidden fruit. Man now knows good and evil. This does not mean that he has acquired new knowledge in addition to what he knew before, but the knowledge of good and evil signifies the complete reversal of man’s knowledge, which hitherto had been solely knowledge of God as his origin. In knowing good and evil he knows what only the origin, God Himself, can know and ought to know. It is only with extreme reserve that even the Bible indicates to us that God is the One who knows of good and evil. It is the first indication of the mystery of predestination, the mystery of an eternal dichotomy which has its origin in the eternally One, the mystery of an eternal choice and election by Him in whom there is no darkness but only light. To know good and evil is to know oneself as the origin of good and evil, as the origin of an eternal choice and election. How this is possible remains the secret of Him in whom there is no disunion because He is Himself the one and eternal origin and the overcoming of all disunion. This secret has been stolen from God by man in his desire to be an origin on his own account. Instead of knowing only the God who is good to him and instead of knowing all things in Him, he now knows himself as the origin of good and evil. Instead of accepting the choice and election of God, man himself desires to choose, to be the origin of the election. And so, in a certain sense, he bears within himself the secret of predestination. Instead of knowing himself solely in the reality of being chosen and loved by God, he must now know himself in the possibility of choosing and of being the origin of good and evil. He has become like God, but against God. Herein lies the serpent’s deceit. Man knows good and evil, but because he is not the origin, because he acquires this knowledge only at the price of estrangement from the origin, the good and evil that he knows are not the good and evil of God but good and evil against God. They are good and evil of man’s own choosing, in opposition to the eternal election of God. In becoming like God man has become a god against God.

This finds its expression in the fact that man, knowing of good and evil, has finally torn himself loose from life, that is to say from the eternal life which proceeds from the choice of God. “And now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever ... he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the garden of Eden, Cherubims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life” (Gen. 3.22 and 24). Man knows good and evil, against God, against his origin, godlessly and of his own choice, understanding himself according to his own contrary possibilities; and he is cut off from the unifying, reconciling life in God, and is delivered over to death. The secret which man has stolen from God is bringing about man’s downfall.

Man’s life is now disunion with God, with men, with things, and with himself.


SHAME


Instead of seeing God man sees himself. “Their eyes were opened” (Gen. 3.7). Man perceives himself in his disunion with God and with men. He perceives that he is naked. Lacking the protection, the covering, which God and his fellow-man afforded him, he finds himself laid bare. Hence there arises shame. Shame is man’s ineffaceable recollection of his estrangement from the origin; it is grief for this estrangement, and the powerless longing to return to unity with the origin. Man is ashamed because he has lost something which is essential to his original character, to himself as a whole; he is ashamed of his nakedness. Just as in the fairy-story the tree is ashamed of its lack of adornment, so, too, man is ashamed of the loss of his unity with God and with other men. Shame and remorse are generally mistaken for one another. Man feels remorse when he has been at fault; and he feels shame because he lacks something. Shame is more original than remorse. The peculiar fact that we lower our eyes when a stranger’s eye meets our gaze is not a sign of remorse for a fault, but a sign of that shame which, when it knows that it is seen, is reminded of something that it lacks, namely, the lost wholeness of life, its own nakedness. To meet a stranger’s gaze directly, as is required, for example, in making a declaration of personal loyalty, is a kind of act of violence, and in love, when the gaze of the other is sought, it is a kind of yearning. In both cases it is the painful endeavour to recover the lost unity by either a conscious and resolute or else a passionate and devoted inward overcoming of shame as the sign of disunion.2

“They made themselves aprons.” Shame seeks a covering as a means of overcoming the disunion. But the covering implies the confirmation of the disunion that has occurred, and it cannot therefore make good the damage. Man covers himself, conceals himself from men and from God. Covering is necessary because it keeps awake shame, and with it the memory of the disunion with the origin, and also because man, disunited as he is, must now withdraw himself and must live in concealment. Otherwise he would betray himself. “Every profound mind requires a mask,” said Nietzsche. Yet this mask is not a disguise; it is not intended to deceive the other man, but it is a necessary sign of the actual situation of disunion. For that reason it is to be respected. Beneath the mask there is the longing for the restoration of the lost unity. Whenever this longing forces its way towards fulfilment, in the partnership of sex when two human beings become one flesh (Gen. 2.24), and in religion, when a human being seeks for his union with God, whenever, that is to say, the covering is broken through, then, more than ever, shame creates for itself the very deepest secrecy. The fact that he was ashamed when he was discovered praying was for Kant an argument against prayer. He failed to see that prayer by its very nature is a matter for the strictest privacy, and he failed to perceive the fundamental significance of shame for human existence.

Shame implies both a positive and a negative attitude to man’s disunion, and that is why man lives between covering and discovering, between self-concealment and self-revelation, between solitude and fellowship. This means that in his positive attitude to his disunion, that is to say in solitude, he may have a more intense experience of fellowship than in fellowship itself, though certainly only of a disunited fellowship. But both must always be present. And not even the closest fellowship must be allowed to destroy the secret of the disunited man. It may, therefore, be felt to be a repudiation of shame if one’s relation to another is expressed in a free exchange of words, for one thereby reveals oneself and lays oneself bare before oneself. Nor will the most profound and intimate joy or grief allow itself to be disclosed in words. In the same way shame preserves a man against making any kind of display of his relation to God. Finally, man protects himself against any ultimate disclosure, he keeps his own secret even from himself when, for example, he refuses to become conscious of himself in everything that arises within him.

The covering of shame conceals everything nascent that proceeds from man’s yearning for the reattainment of the unity which he has lost.3 The secrecy of shame remains outspread over the creative power of man which comes to him in the self-sought union of the disunited. It is the memory of the disunion from the Creator, and of the robbery from the Creator, which is here disclosed. This is true of the coming into being of human life, just as it is true of the coming into being of a work of art, of a scientific discovery, and indeed of any creative work which arises from the union of man with the world of things. Only when life is born, when the work is perfected, is the secret broken through by jubilant open joy. But the secret of its coming into being it bears within itself for ever.

The dialectic of concealment and exposure is only a sign of shame. Yet shame is not overcome by it; is rather confirmed by it. Shame can be overcome only when the original unity is restored, when man is once again clothed by God in the other man, in the “house which is from heaven,” the Temple of God (II Cor. 5.2ff.). Shame is overcome only in the enduring of an act of final shaming, namely the becoming manifest of knowledge before God. “That thou mayest remember, and be confounded, and never open thy mouth any more because of thy shame, when I am pacified toward thee for all that thou hast done, saith the Lord God” (Ezek. 16.63). “I will do this ... You will have to be ashamed and to blush for shame at your behaviour” (Ezek. 36.32).4 Shame is overcome only in the shaming through the forgiveness of sin, that is to say, through the restoration of fellowship with God and men. This is accomplished in confession before God and before other men. Man’s being clothed with the forgiveness of God, with the “new man” that he puts on, with the Church of God, with the “house which is from heaven,” all this is comprised in the lines of the Leipzig hymn of 1638: “Christ’s blood and righteousness, that is my adornment and my fine raiment.”


SHAME AND CONSCIENCE


In shame man is reminded of his disunion with God and with other men: conscience is the sign of man’s disunion with himself. Conscience is farther from the origin than shame, it presupposes disunion with God and with man and marks only the disunion with himself of the man who is already disunited from the origin. It is the voice of apostate life which desires at least to remain one with itself. It is the call to the unity of man with himself. This is evident already from the fact that the call of conscience is always a prohibition. “Thou shalt not.” “You ought not to have.” Conscience is satisfied when the prohibition is not disobeyed. Whatever is not forbidden is permitted. For conscience life falls into two parts: what is permitted and what is forbidden. There is no positive commandment. For conscience permitted is identical with good, and conscience does not register the fact, that even in this, man is in a state of disunion with his origin. It follows from this also that conscience does not, like shame, embrace the whole of life; it reacts only to certain definite actions. In one sense it is inexorable; in forbidden actions it sees a peril to life as a whole, that is to say, disunion with oneself; it recalls what is long past and represents this disunion as something which is already accomplished and irreparable, but the final criterion remains precisely that unity with oneself which is imperiled only in the particular instances in which the prohibition is disobeyed. The range of experience of conscience does not extend to the fact that this unity itself presupposes disunion with God and with men and that consequently, beyond the disobedience to the prohibition, the prohibition itself, as the call of conscience, arises from disunion with the origin. This means that conscience is concerned not with man’s relation to God and to other men but with man’s relation to himself. But a relation of man to himself, in detachment from his relation to God and to other men, can arise only through man’s becoming like God in the disunion.

Conscience itself reverses this relation. It derives the relation to God and to men from the relation of man to himself. Conscience pretends to be the voice of God and the standard for the relation to other men. It is therefore from his right relation to himself that man is to recover the right relation to God and to other men. This reversal is the claim of the man who has become like God in his knowledge of good and evil. Man has become the origin of good and evil. He does not deny his evil; but in conscience man summons himself, who has become evil, back to his proper, better self, to good. This good, which consists in the unity of man with himself, is now to be the origin of all good. It is the good of God, and it is the good for one’s neighbour. Bearing within himself the knowledge of good and evil, man has become judge over God and men, just as he is judge over himself.

Knowing of good and evil in disunion with the origin, man begins to reflect upon himself. His life is now his understanding of himself, whereas at the origin it was his knowledge of God. Self-knowledge is now the measure and the goal of life. This holds true even when man presses out beyond the bounds of his own self. Self-knowledge is man’s interminable striving to overcome his disunion with himself by thought; by unceasingly distinguishing himself from himself he endeavours to achieve unity with himself.

All knowledge is now based upon self-knowledge. Instead of the original comprehension of God and of men and of things there is now a taking in vain of God and of men and of things. Everything now is drawn in into the process of disunion. Knowledge now means the establishment of the relationship to oneself; it means the recognition in all things of oneself and of oneself in all things. And thus, for man who is in disunion with God, all things are in disunion, what is and what should be, life and law, knowledge and action, idea and reality, reason and instinct, duty and inclination, conviction and advantage, necessity and freedom, exertion and genius, universal and concrete, individual and collective; even truth, justice, beauty and love come into opposition with one another, just as do pleasure and displeasure, happiness and sorrow. One could prolong the list still further and the course of human history adds to it constantly. All these disunions are varieties of the disunion in the knowledge of good and evil. “The point of decision of the specifically ethical experience is always conflict.”5 But in conflict the judge is invoked; and the judge is the knowledge of good and evil; he is man.


THE WORLD OF RECOVERED UNITY


Now anyone who reads the New Testament even superficially cannot but notice the complete absence of this world of disunion, conflict and ethical problems. Not man’s falling apart from God, from men, from things and from himself, but rather the rediscovered unity, reconciliation, is now the basis of the discussion and the “point of decision of the specifically ethical experience.” The life and activity of men is not at all problematic or tormented or dark: it is self-evident, joyful, sure and clear.


THE PHARISEE


It is in Jesus’s meeting with the Pharisee that the old and the new are most clearly contrasted. The correct understanding of this meeting is of the greatest significance for the understanding of the gospel as a whole. The Pharisee is not an adventitious historical phenomenon of a particular time. He is the man to whom only the knowledge of good and evil has come to be of importance in his entire life; in other words, he is simply the man of disunion. Any distorted picture of the Pharisees robs Jesus’s argument with them of its gravity and its importance. The Pharisee is that extremely admirable man who subordinates his entire life to his knowledge of good and evil and is as severe a judge of himself as of his neighbour to the honour of God, whom he humbly thanks for this knowledge. For the Pharisee every moment of life becomes a situation of conflict in which he has to choose between good and evil. For the sake of avoiding any lapse his entire thought is strenuously devoted night and day to the anticipation of the whole immense range of possible conflicts, to the reaching of a decision in these conflicts, and to the determination of his own choice. There are innumerable factors to be observed, guarded against and distinguished. The finer the distinctions the surer will be the correct decision. This observation extends to the whole of life in all its manifold aspects. The Pharisee is not opinionated; special situations and emergencies receive special considerations; forbearance and generosity are not excluded by the gravity of the knowledge of good and evil; they are rather an expression of this gravity. And there is no rash presumption here, or arrogance or unverified self-esteem. The Pharisee is fully conscious of his own faults and of his duty of humility and thankfulness towards God. But, of course, there are differences, which for God’s sake must not be disregarded, between the sinner and the man who strives towards good, between the man who becomes a breaker of the law out of a situation of wickedness and the man who does so out of necessity. If anyone disregards these differences, if he fails to take every factor into account in each of the innumerable cases of conflict, he sins against the knowledge of good and evil.

These men with the incorruptibly impartial and distrustful vision cannot confront any man in any other way than by examining him with regard to his decisions in the conflicts of life. And so, even when they come face to face with Jesus, they cannot do otherwise than attempt to force Him, too, into conflicts and into decisions in order to see how He will conduct Himself in them. It is this that constitutes their temptation of Jesus. One need only read the twenty-second chapter of St. Matthew, with the questions about the tribute money, the resurrection of the dead and the first and great commandment, and then the story of the good Samaritan (Luke 10.25) and the discussions about the keeping of the Sabbath (Matt. 12.11), and one will be most intensely impressed by this fact. The crucial point about all these arguments is that Jesus does not allow Himself to be drawn in into a single one of these conflicts and decisions. With each of His answers He simply leaves the case of conflict beneath Him. When it is a matter of conscious malice on the part of the Pharisees Jesus’s answer is the still cleverer avoidance of a cleverly laid trap, and as such it may well have caused the Pharisees to smile. But that is not essential. Just as the Pharisees cannot do otherwise than confront Jesus with situations of conflict, so, too, Jesus cannot do otherwise than refuse to accept these situations. Just as the Pharisees’ question and temptation arises from the disunion of the knowledge of good and evil, so, too, Jesus’s answer arises from unity with God, with the origin, and from the overcoming of the disunion of man with God. The Pharisees and Jesus are speaking on totally different levels. That is why their words so strikingly fail to make contact, and that is why Jesus’s answers do not appear to be answers at all, but rather attacks of His own against the Pharisees, which is what they, in fact, are.

What takes place between Jesus and the Pharisees is only a repetition of that first temptation of Jesus (Matt. 4.1-11), in which the devil tries to lure Him into a disunion in the word of God, and which Jesus overcomes by virtue of His essential unity with the Word of God. And this temptation of Jesus in its turn has its prelude in the question with which the serpent in Paradise ensnares Adam and Eve and brings about their downfall: “Yea, hath God said?” It is the question which implies all the disunion against which man is powerless, because it constitutes his essential character; it is the question which can be overcome (but not answered) only from beyond this disunion. And, finally, all these temptations are repeated in the questions which we, too, always put to Jesus when we appeal to Him for a decision in cases of conflict, in other words when we draw Him in into our problems, conflicts and disunions, and demand that He shall provide the solution to them. Already in the New Testament there is no single question put by men to Jesus which Jesus answers with an acceptance of the human either-or that every such question implies. Every one of Jesus’s answers, to the questions of His enemies and of His friends alike, leaves this either-or behind it in a way which shames the questioner. Jesus does not allow Himself to be invoked as an arbiter in vital questions; He refuses to be held by human alternatives. “Man, who made me a judge or a divider over you?” (Luke 12.14).

Jesus often seems not to understand at all what men are asking Him. He seems to be answering quite a different question from that which has been put to Him. He seems to be missing the point of the question, not answering the question but addressing Himself directly to the questioner. He speaks with a complete freedom which is not bound by the law of logical alternatives. In this freedom Jesus leaves all laws beneath Him; and to the Pharisees this freedom necessarily appears as the negation of all order, all piety and all belief. Jesus casts aside all the distinctions which the Pharisee so laboriously maintains; Jesus bids His disciples eat of the ears of the field on the Sabbath, although they would certainly not have starved without them; He heals a sick woman on the Sabbath, although she has been ill for eighteen years already and could certainly have waited a day longer (the Pharisee, too, has left room in his system for the genuine case of emergency); Jesus replies evasively to all the clear questions which are intended to determine His position once and for all. All this means that, for the Pharisee, He is a nihilist, a man who knows and respects only his own law, an egoist and a blasphemer of God. On the other hand, no one can discern in Jesus the uncertainty and the timidity of one who acts arbitrarily, but His freedom gives to Him and to His followers in all their actions a peculiar quality of sureness, unquestionableness and radiance, the quality of what is overcome and of what overcomes. The freedom of Jesus is not the arbitrary choice of one amongst innumerable possibilities; it consists on the contrary precisely in the complete simplicity of His action, which is never confronted by a plurality of possibilities, conflicts or alternatives, but always only by one thing. This one thing Jesus calls the will of God. He says that to do this will is His meat. This will of God is His life. He lives and acts not by the knowledge of good and evil but by the will of God. There is only one will of God. In it the origin is recovered; in it there is established the freedom and the simplicity of all action.

In interpreting some of Jesus’s sayings we will try to show what is new in that which He has brought with Him.

“Judge not, that ye be not judged” (Matt. 7.1). This is not an exhortation to prudence and forbearance in passing judgement on one’s fellow-men, such as was also recognized by the Pharisees. It is a blow struck at the heart of the man who knows good and evil. It is the word of Him who speaks by virtue of his unity with God, who came not to condemn but to save (John 3.17). For man in the state of disunion good consists in passing judgement, and the ultimate criterion is man himself. Knowing good and evil, man is essentially a judge. As a judge he is like God, except that every judgement he delivers falls back upon himself. In attacking man as a judge Jesus is demanding the conversion of his entire being, and He shows that precisely in the extreme realization of his good he is ungodly and a sinner. Jesus demands that the knowledge of good and evil be overcome; He demands unity with God. Judgement passed on another man always presupposes disunion with him; it is an obstacle to action. But the good of which Jesus speaks consists entirely in action and not in judgement. Judging the other man always means a break in one’s own activity. The man who judges never acts himself; or, alternatively, whatever action of his own he may be able to show, and sometimes indeed there is plenty of it, is never more than judgement, condemnation, reproaches and accusations against other men. The Pharisee’s action is clearly a judgement of the other man; it seeks for a public judgement, even though it be only in the public view of his own self; it desires to be seen, to be judged, and, if only in the sight of his own self, to be acknowledged as good. “All their works they do for to be seen of men” (Matt. 23.5). The Pharisee’s action is only a particular form of expression of his knowledge of good and evil, that is to say of his disunion with other men and with himself. It is consequently the gravest impediment to the achievement of that real action which arises from the rediscovered unity of man with other men and with himself. In this sense therefore, in the sense in which it arises from his disunited existence and not in the sense of conscious malevolence, the action of the Pharisee, that is to say, of the man who realized his knowledge of good and evil to the very extreme, is false action or hypocrisy.

To this extent there is now indeed a profound contradiction between the speech and the action of the Pharisee. “They say, and do not” (Matt. 23.3). It is not as though the Pharisees did nothing, or as though they were backward in the performance of good works. The opposite is the case. But their action is not genuine action; for indeed the action which is intended to overcome the disunion of man in good and evil does not achieve this aim but only aggravates the disunion still further. And in this way, for the Pharisee, the doing of the good which is intended to heal the inner disunion of man and his disunion with other men leads only to still greater disunion and to persistence in the defection from the origin. Finally, this same disunion of the man who sits in judgement over other men reveals itself in forms which can be understood in terms of psychology. The serious man, for example, in this way abreacts his instincts of revenge against the frivolous man, whom he secretly envies; it is precisely when a man discerns his own foible in another man that he is impelled to condemn him with particular severity; in other words the spirit of judgement brings forth particularly poisonous fruit when it springs from the soil of inward mendacity, desperate indignation and resigned laxness with regard to a man’s own weakness. All these facts must not, however, be allowed to distort the true picture; the passing of judgement does not spring from these vices of the human heart or from its wickednesses, be they never so rebellious; on the contrary, the passing of judgement is the origin of all these psychologically intelligible phenomena. It is not, as Nietzsche supposed, because it arises from these dark motives that judgement is wrongful; judgement is evil because it is itself apostasy, and that is also the reason why it brings forth evil fruit in the human heart. It cannot, of course, be denied that from the psychological point of view extremely noble motives may also be disclosed as determining the thought of the man who judges, but this fact can have no bearing on the character of judgement itself. “Judging” is not a special vice or wickedness of the disunited man; it is his essence, manifesting itself in his speech, his action and his sentiment. It is true that the Pharisee is seen in this light only from the standpoint of unity already recovered, from the standpoint of Jesus. The Pharisee himself can know himself only in his virtues and vices, but not in his essence, in his apostasy from the origin. Only the overcoming of the knowledge of good and evil can bring about the conversion of the entire existence of the Pharisee; only Jesus can overthrow the authority of the Pharisee which is founded upon the knowledge of good and evil. In the mouth of Jesus “judge not” is the summons addressed to disunited man by Him who is reconciliation; it is the call to reconciliation.

There is a spurious activity of man which is itself a judgement, and there is also, astonishingly enough, a judgement which is true activity of man, that is to say, a “judging” which springs from the achievement of union with the origin, with Jesus Christ. There is a “knowing” which arises from the knowledge of Jesus Christ as the Reconciler. “He that is spiritual judgeth all things, yet he himself is judged of no man” (I Cor. 2.15), and again, “Ye have an unction from the Holy One, and ye know all things” (I John 2.20). This judgement and this knowledge spring from unity, not from disunion. They therefore create not further disunion, but reconciliation. Jesus Christ’s judgement consisted precisely in His having come not to condemn but to save; “And this is the judgement, that the light is come into the world” (John 3.19. cf. verses 17 and 18), and likewise men who are reconciled with God and man in Christ will judge all things, as men who do not judge, and will know all things as men who do not know good and evil. Their judgement will consist in brotherly help, in lifting up the falling and in showing the way to the straying, in exhortation and in consolation (Gal. 6; Matt. 18.15ff.), and also, if the need arises, in a temporary suspension of fellowship, but in such a manner that the spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus (I Cor. 5.5). It will be a judgement of reconciliation and not of disunion, a judgement by not judging, a judgement which is the act of reconciling. No longer knowing good and evil, but knowing Christ as origin and as reconciliation, man will know all. For in knowing Christ man knows and acknowledges God’s choice which has fallen upon this man himself; he no longer stands as the chooser between good and evil, that is to say, in disunion; he is the chosen one, who can no longer choose, but has already made his choice in his being chosen in the freedom and unity of the deed and will of God. He thus has a new knowledge, in which the knowledge of good and evil is overcome. He has the knowledge of God, yet no longer as the man who has become like God, but as the man who bears the image of God. All he knows now is “Jesus Christ, and him crucified” (I Cor. 2.2), and in Him he knows all. As one who is without knowledge he has become the one who knows only God and all things in Him. Whoever knows God in His revelation in Jesus Christ, whoever knows the crucified and risen God, he knows all things that are in heaven, on earth and beneath the earth. He knows God as the ending of all disunion, all judgement and all condemnation, as the One who loves and as the One who lives. The knowledge of the Pharisees was dead and barren, but the knowledge of Jesus and of those who are allied with Him is alive and fruitful; the knowledge of the Pharisees is disruptive, but the new knowledge is redemptive and propitiatory; the knowledge of the Pharisees is the negation of all true action, but the knowledge of Jesus and of His own consists solely in action.

“But when thou doest alms, let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth: that thine alms may be in secret” (Matt. 6.3ff.). The Pharisee, too, knew that he was not to boast of his almsgiving, but that he owed thanks to God for all the good that he did. If Jesus had wanted to say no more than that, His saying would have been superfluous. But what Jesus wished to express was not this reasonable and pious thought, but something quite different and indeed exactly the opposite. The Pharisee who rendered thanks to God for his own good deed (Luke 18) was still the man who lived in the knowledge of good and evil, who passed judgement upon himself and then indeed thanked God that he was able to do so. The Pharisee knows the good that he has done. Jesus’s saying is not directed against the boastfulness or the self-satisfaction of the man who has done good; but once again He is striking at the heart of the man who lives in disunion. He forbids the man who does good to know of this good. The new knowledge of the reconciliation which is accomplished in Jesus, the knowledge of the voiding of the disunion, itself entirely voids man’s own knowledge of his own goodness. The knowledge of Jesus is entirely transformed into action, without any reflection upon a man’s self. A man’s own goodness is now concealed from him. It is not merely that he is no longer obliged to be the judge of his own goodness; he must no longer desire to know of it at all; or rather he is no longer permitted to know of it at all, and indeed he does no longer know of it. His deed has become entirely unquestioning; he is entirely devoted to his deed and filled with it; his deed is no longer one possibility among many, but the one thing, the important thing, the will of God. Knowledge can therefore no longer intervene and impede him, and now quite literally no time can be lost in delaying the deed, rendering it doubtful and judging it. The judgement remains hidden not only from other men, but even from the forum of a man’s own knowledge. The situation is quite clear: knowing of Jesus a man can no longer know of his own goodness, and knowing of his own goodness he can no longer know of Jesus. Man cannot live simultaneously in reconciliation and in disunion, in freedom and under the law, in simplicity and in discordancy. There are no transitions or intermediate stages here; it is one thing or the other. But it is impossible for a man by his own power to void and to overcome his knowledge of his own goodness, though he may deceive himself and mistake the methodical repression of this knowledge for the actual overcoming of it. That is why when Jesus speaks of the right hand which must not know what the left hand is doing, in other words of the concealment of a man’s own goodness, it is once again the summons to forsake disunion, apostasy and the knowledge of good and evil, and to return to unity and to the origin, to the new life which is in Jesus alone. It is the call of liberation, the call to simplicity and to conversion; it is the call which nullifies the old knowledge of the apostasy and which imparts the new knowledge of Jesus, that knowledge which is entirely contained in the doing of the will of God. The deep impression which this saying of Jesus made upon His disciples is clearly shown by the fact that wherever in the apostolic exhortation there is reference to giving, we always find added the requirement that it shall be done “with simplicity” (Rom. 12.8; II Cor. 8.2, 9.11, 9.13, etc.). One cannot fail to see in this a reminiscence of the saying in the sermon on the mount. But indeed even God Himself gives “simply” (Jas. 1.5) to him who asks Him “without divided thoughts” (µ⋋δέν διακρινóμενος). Though indeed the “double-minded man,” the άνήρ δίΨυχоς the opposite of the simple man, cannot expect to receive gifts from God (Jas. 1.7). And whoever receives simply will also give simply.

The parable of the last judgement (Matt. 25.31ff.) completes and concludes what has so far been said. When Jesus sits in judgement His own will not know that they have given Him food and drink and clothing and comfort. They will not know their own goodness; Jesus will disclose it to them. Then the time will have come for which there was no time here on earth, the time which will lay bare what is concealed so that it may then receive its public reward, the time of judgement. But even then all judging and all knowing will be on the part of God and of Jesus Christ, and we ourselves shall be filled with wonder at what we receive. The Pharisee, who thought that through impartial and earnest judgement of himself he could anticipate and prepare for the last judgement, cannot but regard as unintelligible and wrongful the message that he is to receive goodness solely from the knowledge, from the judgement and from the hand of Jesus.

The overcoming of the knowledge of good and evil, which is accomplished in Jesus, as well as everything which has been said here concerning freedom and simplicity, would, of course, be completely misunderstood if they were to be regarded as psychologically observable data, in other words if one were to begin again to reflect upon the presence of these things in oneself or in other men. From the psychological point of view it is, in fact, impossible for the left hand not to know what the right hand is doing and for simplicity always to do the one and only thing without knowing of any other possibilities. The reason for this is that the psychological view is itself always subject already to the law of disunion. Psychology, therefore, will never be able to discover the simplicity, the freedom and the deed of which Jesus speaks; behind the supposed simplicity, freedom and absence of reflexion it will always find a final reflexion, a final lack of freedom, a final disunion. And precisely this is to fail to grasp what Jesus means. From the psychological standpoint the man who has become simple and free in the discipleship of Jesus can still be a man of very complicated reflexion, just as, conversely, there is a psychological simplicity which has nothing whatever to do with the simplicity of the life which is reconciled with God. Thus the Bible speaks of an entirely proper and necessary questioning with regard to the will of God and of an equally proper and necessary examination of oneself, without thereby coming into contradiction with the fact that those for whom the knowledge of good and evil is nullified are no longer confronted with a choice between many different possibilities, but always only with their own election to the simple performance of the one single will of God, and that for the disciples of Jesus there can no longer be any knowledge of their own goodness.


PROVING


“Be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is the will of God” (Rom. 12.2). “I pray that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and discernment, that ye may prove the different situations (i.e., what is in each case right)” (Phil 1.9 and 10; cf. Rom. 2.18). “Walk as children of light ... proving what is acceptable unto the Lord” (Eph. 5.8ff.). These sayings show the error of the view that the simple recognition of the will of God must take the form of an intuition which excludes any sort of reflexion and that it must be the naive grasping of the first thought or feeling to force itself upon the mind, the error, in other words, of that psychologizing misrepresentation of the new life which has begun in Jesus. It is not said at all that the will of God forces its way into the human heart without further ado, charged with the accent of uniqueness, or that it is simply obvious, and identical with whatever the heart may think. The will of God may lie very deeply concealed beneath a great number of available possibilities. The will of God is not a system of rules which is established from the outset; it is something new and different in each different situation in life, and for this reason a man must ever anew examine what the will of God may be. The heart, the understanding, observation and experience must all collaborate in this task. It is no longer a matter of a man’s own knowledge of good and evil, but solely of the living will of God; our knowledge of God’s will is not something over which we ourselves dispose, but it depends solely upon the grace of God, and this grace is and requires to be new every morning. That is why this proving or examining of the will of God is so serious a matter. The voice of the heart is not to be confused with the will of God, nor is any kind of inspiration or any general principle, for the will of God discloses itself ever anew only to him who proves it ever anew.

Now how does a man set about this “proving what is the will of God”? The crucial precondition for this is that this proving takes place solely on the basis of a “metamorphosis,” a complete inward transmutation of one’s previous form, a “renewing of mind” (Rom. 12.2), a “walking as children of light” (Eph. 5.8). This metamorphosis of man can only be the overcoming of the form of the fallen man, Adam, and conformation with the form of the new man, Christ. This is shown quite clearly by the use which the Bible makes of these concepts on other occasions. The new form, by virtue of which alone the proving of the will of God is possible, has left behind and beneath it the man who in his defection from God won for himself the knowledge of good and evil. It is the form of the child of God who lives in unity with the will of the Father in the conformation of the one true Son of God. In the passage which we have quoted from Philippians St. Paul describes exactly the same situation when he says that living and increasing in love is the precondition of proving, because to live and to increase in love is to live in reconciliation and unity with God and with men, it is to live the life of Jesus Christ. One cannot, therefore, prove what is the will of God simply from one’s own resources, from one’s own knowledge of good and evil; on the contrary, only that man can do this who has lost all knowledge of his own of good and evil and who therefore abandons any attempt to know the will of God by his own means, who lives already in the unity of the will of God because the will of God has already been accomplished in him. Proving what is God’s will is possible only on the foundation of the knowledge of God’s will in Jesus Christ. Only upon the foundation of Jesus Christ, only within the space which is defined by Jesus Christ, only “in” Jesus Christ can man prove what is the will of God.

What does this proving mean? Why is it needed? This question may appear to be logically necessary, yet it is in itself wrongly conceived. The knowledge of Jesus Christ, metamorphosis, renewal, love, or whatever other name we may give it, is something living, and not something which is given, fixed and possessed once and for all. For this reason there arises every day anew the question how here, today and in my present situation I am to remain and to be preserved in this new life with God, with Jesus Christ. And it is just this question which is involved in proving what is the Will of God. Knowledge of Jesus Christ implies ignorance of a man’s own good and evil; knowledge of Jesus Christ refers the man entirely to Jesus Christ; and from this it follows that there must every day arise a new authentic proving which will consist precisely in the exclusion of other sources of the knowledge of the will of God. This proving springs from the knowledge that a man is preserved, sustained and guided by the will of God, the knowledge that he has already been endowed with the merciful union with the will of God; and it seeks to confirm this knowledge every day afresh in his actual concrete life. It is not, therefore, a defiant or desperate proving; it is a humble and a trustful proving, a proving in freedom for the ever new word of God, in the simplicity of the ever one word of God. It is a proving which no longer calls in question that unity with the origin which is regained in Jesus; it presupposes this unity, and yet it must always recover it anew.

But when all this has been said it is still necessary really to examine what is the will of God, what is rightful in a given situation, what course is truly pleasing to God; for, after all, there have to be concrete life and action. Intelligence, discernment, attentive observation of the given facts, all these now come into lively operation, all will be embraced and pervaded by prayer. Particular experiences will afford correction and warning. Direct inspirations must in no case be heeded or expected, for this could all too easily lead to a man’s abandoning himself to self-deception. In view of what is at stake there must be a lofty spirit of sober self-control. Possibilities and consequences must be carefully assessed. In other words, the whole apparatus of human powers must be set in motion when it is a matter of proving what is the will of God. But in all this there will be no room for the torment of being confronted with insoluble conflicts, or for the arrogant notion that one can master every conflict, or even for the enthusiastic expectation and assertion of direct inspiration. There will be the belief that if a man asks God humbly God will give him certain knowledge of His will; and then, after all this earnest proving, there will also be the freedom to make a real decision, and with it the confidence that it is not man but God Himself who, through this proving, gives effect to His will. Anxiety as to whether one has done the right thing will not now become a desperate clinging to one’s own goodness or swing round into the assuredness of the knowledge of good and evil, but it will be dispelled in the knowledge of Jesus Christ who alone delivers the judgement of mercy; it will cause a man’s own goodness to lie hidden until the proper time in the knowledge and the mercy of the Judge.

Union with the will of God does not exclude the proving of what is the will of God on each particular occasion, but rather demands it, and in the same way, side by side with Jesus’s saying about not letting the left hand know what the right hand is doing, there is St. Paul’s admonition to prove oneself with regard to one’s faith and works. “Examine yourselves whether ye be in the faith; prove your own selves. Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you?” (II Cor. 13.5; cf. Gal. 6.4). The simplicity of not knowing of one’s own goodness, because one is entirely taken up with one’s deed and looks only to Jesus Christ, does not mean frivolousness or heedlessness with regard to one’s own self. There is a Christian as well as a pharisaical self-proving; that is to say, a self-proving which is not directed towards one’s own knowledge of good and evil and towards its realization in practical life but which every day afresh renews the knowledge that “Jesus Christ is in us.” The Christian cannot now indeed examine himself in any other way than on the basis of this possibility which is decisive for him, the possibility that Jesus Christ has entered into his life, nay more than that, that Jesus Christ lives for him and in him, and that Jesus Christ occupies within him exactly the space which was previously occupied by his own knowledge of good and evil. Christian self-proving is possible only on the basis of this foreknowledge that Jesus Christ is within us, and when this name is spoken in its entirety it is evident indeed that this is not some neutral concept but that it is the historical person Jesus. In this self-examination, therefore, the Christian’s gaze is not directed away from Jesus Christ and towards his own self; it remains fixed entirely on Jesus Christ since Jesus Christ is already present and active within us; since He belongs to us, the question can and must certainly now arise, whether and how in our daily lives we belong to Him, believe in Him and obey Him. But the answer to this question cannot be given by us ourselves; in the nature of the case it can be given to us only by Jesus Christ Himself. No particular sign of our own steadfastness and loyalty can answer the question which we ask when we prove ourselves, for we no longer have at our disposal any criterion by which to judge ourselves, or rather our only criterion is the living Jesus Christ Himself. Consequently our self-examination will always consist precisely in our delivering ourselves up entirely to the judgement of Jesus Christ, not computing the reckoning ourselves but committing it to Him of whom we know and acknowledge that He is within ourselves. This process of self-proving is not superfluous, because indeed Jesus Christ really is and desires to be in us and because Jesus Christ’s being in us is not simply a mechanical operation but is an event which occurs and is verified ever anew precisely in this self-proving. “I judge not mine own self. For I know nothing by myself; yet am I not hereby justified: but he that judgeth me is the Lord” (I Cor. 4.3 and 4). The will of God requires to be proved ever anew just because it is the will of the living God; and it is in this proving that it takes effect. So, too, Jesus Christ is in us precisely by virtue of the fact that we ourselves prove ourselves ever anew in Him. Thus the Christian’s proving of the will of God is to a certain extent part of the will of God, just as the Christian’s self-proving is part of the will of Jesus Christ in us.

But this will in no case disrupt or even disturb the new unity with the will of God and the simplicity of doing. In order to understand this we must make clear to ourselves what is really meant by “doing” in the sense of the gospel.


DOING


It is evident that the only appropriate conduct of men before God is the doing of His will. The sermon on the mount is there for the purpose of being done (Matt. 7.24ff.). Only in doing can there be submission to the will of God. In doing God’s will man renounces every right and every justification of his own; he delivers himself humbly into the hands of the merciful Judge. If the Holy Scripture insists with such great urgency on doing, that is because it wishes to take away from man every possibility of self-justification before God on the basis of his own knowledge of good and evil. The Bible does not wish man’s own deed to be set side by side with the deed of God, even as a thank-offering or sacrifice, but it sets man entirely within the action of God and subordinates human action to God’s action. The error of the Pharisees, therefore, did not lie in their extremely strict insistence on the necessity for action, but rather in their failure to act. “They say, and do not do it.”

When the Bible calls for action it does not refer a man to his own powers but to Jesus Christ Himself. “Without me ye can do nothing” (John 15.5). This sentence is to be taken in its strictest sense. There is really no action without Jesus Christ. All the innumerable different activities which in general assume the appearance of action are, in the judgement of Jesus, as though nothing had been done. This saying of Jesus demonstrates more clearly than any other saying in the Bible that all action is entirely bound up with Jesus Christ and no clearer distinction can be drawn than this between true action and all kinds of false action.

Our definitions are designed to ward off possible misunderstandings of the action of which the Bible speaks and to display the peculiar character of this action.

The irreconcilable opposite of action is judgement. “He that speaketh evil of his brother, and judgeth his brother, speaketh evil of the law, and judgeth the law: but if thou judge the law, thou art not a doer of the law, but a judge” (Jas. 4.11). There are two possible attitudes to the law: judgement and action. The two are mutually exclusive. The man who judges envisages the law as a criterion which he applies to others, and he envisages himself as being responsible for the execution of the law. He forgets that there is only one lawgiver and judge “who is able to save and to destroy” (Jas. 4.12). If a man employs his knowledge of the law in accusing or condemning his brother, then in truth he accuses and condemns the law itself, for he mistrusts it and doubts that it possesses the power of the living word of God to establish itself and to take effect by itself. In making himself the lawgiver and the judge he invalidates the law of God. Hence there arises the irreparable cleavage between knowledge and action. If by his knowledge of the law a man has become the judge of his brother and so eventually of the law itself, then he can no longer perform the law, however much else he may appear to reform. The “doer of the law,” unlike the judge, submits to the law; the law never becomes a criterion for him such as he might apply to his brother; the law never confronts him otherwise than in summoning him personally to action. Even when he has to deal with a brother who is at fault, the “doer of the law” has only one possible means of giving effect to the law, and that is by performing it himself. It is precisely in this way that the law is held in honour and is rendered effective, and is acknowledged to be the living word of God which takes effect by its own power and which has need of no human assistance. This does not mean, then, that the doer of the law is content with his own doing and that with a sidelong glance he calls upon God to be the judge of his sinful brother whom he himself is, unfortunately, not permitted to judge. There is really no such sidelong glance here, but there is the only conduct which is appropriate to the law of God, namely the doing of the law, and it is only in this exclusive concentration upon one’s own doing of the law, without any other thought in mind, that the law is given its due and is allowed to exercise its power also upon one’s brother. There does not therefore remain, in addition to action or through action, some ultimate possibility of judgement; action is and must continue to be the only possible attitude towards the law of God; any residue of judgement would disrupt this action entirely and transmute it into false action, into hypocrisy.

Doing the law, of course, presupposes hearing the law. Yet even this formulation is questionable, because it might be taken to imply a differentiation and separation of hearing as the prerequisite and doing as the consequence. But if hearing is made independent of doing and if it acquires a right of its own, this means that doing itself is once again already disrupted. Certainly the doer of the law must also be a hearer, but only in the sense that the hearer is always at the same time the doer (Jas. 1.22). A hearing which does not at the same instant become a doing becomes once again that “knowing” which gives rise to judgement and so leads to the disruption of all action. If what is heard does not become doing, but if it becomes this “knowing,” then, paradoxical as this may sound, it is already “forgotten” (Jas. 1.25). No matter how long it may be stored up, reconsidered and elaborated as knowledge, it is forgotten as that which it essentially is, namely, as that which points solely and entirely towards action. The hearer of the word who is not at the same time the doer of the word thus inevitably falls victim to self-deception (Jas. 1.22). Believing himself to know and to possess the word of God, he has, in fact, already lost it again, because he imagines that a man can possess the word of God for a single instant otherwise than in doing it. St. James’s polemic against the hearer of the word corresponds exactly to Jesus’s polemic against the Pharisees. It is not that the zealous hearer of the word to whom St. James refers does not engage in many kinds of action, just as the Pharisee indeed was certainly not backward in action, but this doing is secondary to the hearing; it is connected with it through the intermediacy of knowing; the hearing is in itself an independent entity and the doing is now added to it as another; it is therefore false doing, self-deception, or, as Jesus calls it, hypocrisy. It is self-deception because the man who performs this false action does, in fact, suppose himself to be the one who is acting genuinely and cannot but utterly reject the reproach of hypocrisy. One is making the mistake of psychologizing the antithesis between the hearer and the doer of the word if one represents it as an antithesis between thinking and willing or between theory and practice. The Pharisee, too, knew that the word of God demands not only the thought but also the will, not only the theory but also the practice, and accordingly he exercised his will no less than his understanding in obedience to the word. It was not the thought and the will that the Pharisee failed to unite, but precisely the hearing and the doing. For the hearer of the word who makes the hearing independent there is the saying that “the doer shall be blessed in his doing” (Jas. 1.25). The doer is here the man who simply knows of no other possible attitude to the word of God when he has heard it than to do it; who therefore continues to concern himself strictly with the word itself and does not derive from it a knowledge for himself on the basis of which he might become the judge of his brother, of himself, and eventually also a judge of the word of God.
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