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Abstract

Theology of Culture in A Japanese Context:
A Believers' Church Perspective

Atsuyoshi Fujiwara

This thesis explores an appropriate relationship between Christian faith and
culture. We investigate the hallmarks of authentic theology in the West, which offer
us criteria to evaluate Christianity in Japan. Because Christian faith has been
concretely formed and expressed in history, an analysis and evaluation of culture is
incumbent on theology. The testing ground for our research is Japan, one of the
most unsuccessful Christian mission fields. Thus this is a theology of culture in a
Japanese context.

Through a dialogue with H. Richard Niebuhr, John Howard Yoder, and
Stanley Hauerwas, we embrace a believers' church perspective as our basic vision.
The believers' church critically evaluates culture and seeks to transform it by
standing on the boundary between the Kingdom of God and the world, and
voluntarily participates in the redemptive suffering of God with the creature. It
strives to be faithful to God and to imitate Jesus Christ, instead of seeking to control
the world. It trusts in God; for it is He, and not we, who is in charge of history.

Examination of Japanese Christian history is conducted in the light of the
criteria above, in order to consider how Japan responded to Christianity. The criteria
help us see the problem of nationalism both in superficial Christianity in Japan and
in Constantinian Christianity in the West. We discuss three major Japanese
theologians: Kazoh Kitamori, Yasuo Furuya, and Hideo Ohki. They help us refine
our criteria for suffering, for theological assessment of Japan, and for the nature of
believers' church as covenant community. We find in our investigation that although
Christianity has always been in a minority in Japan, the church in Japan -- like the
church in the West -- inclines to be co-opted by political powers, which is a core

problem.
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Introduction

Christian faith experiences a tension between its transcendent nature and the
surrounding culture. On the one hand, Christian faith originates in the revelation of
God, which transforms culture itself. On the other hand, the revelation is received
and interpreted by humans in concrete situations. As Paul Tillich states, there is no
such thing as "pure revelation."! Although interpretation of revelation is not merely
a human activity, but under God's providence, it does reflect the human dimension.
Past interpreted revelation has been further reinterpreted by following generations.
Thus Christian faith is inevitably shaped by culture; and it conversely transforms
culture. It is no exaggeration to say that two millennia of Church history have
demonstrated the struggle between Christian faith and culture. In an effort to
address this struggle, this thesis explores relevant issues pertinent to the relationship
between faith and culture.

The term 'culture' is used in a broad sense. It includes not only arts such as
music, painting, and architecture, but also social systems, customs, thoughts and
beliefs. The term 'society' or 'world' is also used where emphasis is laid on the latter
aspects.2 Although culture often means valued elements of human production, it is
suggested in Chapter 1 that it should also include the negative as well.? Thus culture
means the totality of human products.

Christianity is not simply abstract. Christian faith has been concretely
formed and expressed in history. The trial ground for our research is Japan. It is
known as a desolate swamp for Christian missions, and as such, it provides both a

concrete and challenging context to test a theology of culture.

ITillich 1955, 5. Tillich says, "Wherever the divine is manifest, it is manifest
in 'flesh,’ that is, in a concrete, physical, and historical reality, as in the religious
receptivity of the biblical writers."

2'World' is also used to indicate elements of creation which are characterised
by unbelief and distrust in God.

3See Chapter 1, ITI-B 'Culture' and III-D-3 'Discernment of Culture.'
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Our primary concern is not a socio-anthropological methodology of how to
contextualise the Christian message in Japan.# Although Japanese Christians often
envy Western nations where Christianity has dominated their cultures, we must be
aware of problems in Western Christianity as well.> We are also not interested in
artificially forging 'Japanese' Christianity by amalgamating the Christian tradition
and Japanese culture. Such an effort is often motivated by ethnocentrism or
nationalism, which distorts Christian faith. Japan has already experienced this kind
of Christianity, as we shall see in Chapter 4. Rather, we undertake a theological
inquiry into what might constitute an authentic and vibrant Christianity for Japan
through an analysis of Christian faith and culture.

To achieve this purpose, a dialogue with Western theologians is warranted, if
not essential. It is unfortunate that there is a tendency in Asia to ignore Western
Christian traditions and to create a so-called 'Asian Christianity,' fusing Oriental
traditions and Christianity.¢ This occurs as a reaction to imperial Western
Christianity. However, ignoring the long tradition of Western Christianity is
doomed to result in complacency. A dialogue with Japanese theologians is also
indispensable. It helps us understand their struggle in the Japanese situation.
Moreover some of them have produced critical works about the problem of Christian
faith and Japan. Through our dialogues with both Western and Japanese
theologians, we seek to establish a theology in order to engage culture,
constructively yet critically, specifically the Japanese.

Chapter 1 discusses the theology of H. Richard Niebuhr. His Christ and
Culture (1951) has probably been the most influential work in this field.” Beyond

this work, he has made other substantial contributions.® Recently, Christ and

4See Fukuda 1993 for a recent attempt at contextualisation in Japan.

5For instance, when Japanese Christians asked the Anglican theologian, Alan
M. Suggate, if the West has ever redressed the issue of imperialism, "He had to
confess that he could not think of any serious movement to this day to deal
constructively with Britain's imperial history." Suggate 1996, 250-251.

6See Furuya 1984, 219-234; Furuya 1989, 26-29.

"Niebuhr 1975.

8See Chapter 1, I 'Introduction.'
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Culture was squarely challenged by John Howard Yoder's article, "How H. Richard
Niebuhr Reasoned: A Critique of Christ and Culture" (1996).° This work, to my
knowledge, is the most fundamental criticism of the book, although it has yet to
receive a serious response.? The critical engagement with both Niebuhr and Yoder
in Chapter 1 leads us to embrace a believers' church perspective as the basic vision
for a viable theology of culture.

Chapter 2 critically examines two major theologians in the believers' church
tradition: John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas. Although there are other
theologians who take 'the church confronting culture' approach, such as John
Milbank, we focus on Yoder and Hauerwas because they are the leading
representatives of this approach within the believers' church tradition.1? Chapters 1
and 2 set forth the basic criteria for illuminating the problem of Christian faith and
culture.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 discuss the history of Christianity in Japan: the sixteenth
and seventeenth century Catholic missions, Christianity from 1859 till 1945, and
Christianity from 1945 till 1985. These sections selectively discuss historical and
theological issues, according to how Japan responded to Christianity in the light of
the criteria developed in Chapters 1 and 2. However, the history of Christianity in
Japan is not simply evaluated by the criteria. The criteria have been further refined
in a dialogue with Japanese Christianity and its theologians. Although they cannot
be examined in great detail, we have to explore all three periods since all throw light
on our chief concern. Whilst Japanese Protestant theologians and church historians
do not pay much attention to the first period, we find significant illumination from

the Catholic missions of that period in matters which Protestant missions overlook.

9Yoder 1996. This article was originally written in 1958 and circulated
whilst remaining unpublished.

10Professor Glen H. Stassen, a co-author of Authentic Transformation with
Yoder, kindly forwarded my electric mail question to Yoder, if he had seen any
serious response to "How H. Richard Niebuhr Reasoned." Yoder replied: "I HAVE
SEEN NO SERIOUS RESPONSE ANYWHERE." Yoder suddenly passed away in
his office in the morning of 30 December 1997, shortly after he had answered my
inquiry.

I1Milbank 1990; Milbank 1997; Le Masters 1992.
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Nevertheless, more emphasis is given to the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries since our concern is about Japan and Japanese Christianity today. In
Chapters 4 and 5 Protestant Christianity receives more attention than Roman
Catholicism and Greek Orthodox. This is partially because Protestantism has had
more influence on Japan.»? We have chosen three significant Japanese theologians
to achieve depth in discussion: Kazoh Kitamori, Yasuo Furuya, and Hideo Ohki.

I am aware that this thesis is an ambitious undertaking, tackling a huge
problem of Christian faith and culture as well as the history of Christianity in Japan.
Nonetheless such a comprehensive endeavour is essential if the central issues are
really to be grasped.

In referring to Japanese words, including names and places, long vowels are
indicated with a circumflex. Exceptions are well-known cities, names, and terms
which are widely accepted.13 Contrary to Japanese custom, I follow the Western
practice of putting the family name second. In quotations, italics are in the original

unless noted.

1ZFuruya 1997, 7.
3For example, Tokyo instead of Toky0, and Kazoh Kitamori instead of Kazd
Kitamori.
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Chapter 1
H. Richard Niebuhr: Transformation Approach

1. Introduction

H. Richard Niebuhr was always concerned about the relation of Christian
faith and culture in history from his early stage of academic life. His doctoral thesis
at Yale was on Ernst Troeltsch.14 Troeltsch, sometimes considered ‘the first 21st
century theologian,''5 was concerned about the problem of the absoluteness of
Christianity. He was aware of other beliefs, and of the relativity of Christian
churches in history.1é His history of religion approach finally led him to a
conclusion of religious pluralism.1? Humans are historically conditioned and so are
the churches. Obviously Troeltsch exerted a significant influence on Niebuhr.
Whilst rejecting Troeltsch's pluralism, which gave up the universal uniqueness of
God revealed in Christ, Niebuhr valued his critical historical studies and accepted
the relativism of human endeavour, so that no historical church can claim
absoluteness. Niebuhr intended Christ and Culture (henceforth C&C) to be a
supplement and correction of Troeltsch's The Social Teaching of the Christian
Churches from the viewpoint of "theological and theo-centric relativism."18

Niebubhr, in his first book, The Social Sources of Denominationalism (1929),
inquired how religion and culture are related in American Christianity from a

religious and socio-economic perspective. It was an analysis of the reason why

14Niebuhr 1986.

15Professor Claude Welch sometimes called Troeltsch the first 21st century
theologian in his Ph.D. seminar at Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley. Garrett
E. Paul also writes in the "Introduction to the English Edition" of Troeltsch's The
Christian Faith: "The man once thought to be the last theologian of the nineteenth
century may yet turn out to be the first theologian of the twentieth -- or even the
twenty-first." Troeltsch 1991, xvi.

16Troeltsch 1972, 92-93. He especially recognises Judaism, Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism, Platonism, and Indian philosophy of religion.

1"Welch 1985, 282-289. Welch discusses the development of Troeltsch's
thought on the issue of the absoluteness of Christianity.

18Troeltsch 1931; Niebuhr 1975, xii.
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Christianity was shaped into sect, denomination, and church. He realised that the
churches were divided because of different economic, educational, ethnic, and class
backgrounds rather than theological diversities. He found that a historical,
sociological, and ethical approach was more fruitful in revealing differences of
Christian denominations than a doctrinal approach.1® The emphasis of this study
was on how Christianity was dependent on culture, and it failed to throw light on
how Christian faith, which is essential in Christianity, in turn shaped culture.2°
Niebuhr's deep dissatisfaction with this work led him to a further study, The
Kingdom of God in America (1937). Here he analysed leading forces within the
Christian movement which moulded American culture. In this work we can already
see his preference for transforming faith, which becomes a core answer to his Christ-
and-culture inquiry. In The Meaning of Revelation (1941) Niebuhr tackled the
problems of "the relations of the relative and the absolute in history."21 Whilst
acknowledging the unavoidable legitimacy of Troeltsch's historical relativism,
Niebuhr sought to combine it with the constructive work of Karl Barth. In this book
too he suggests a "conversion" approach.22

Radical Monotheism and Western Culture (1960) was published after Christ
and Culture (1951), which is discussed below.23 Again he analyses Christianity
from a historical and socio-religious perspective and presents polytheism,
henotheism, and radical monotheism. Niebuhr values radical monotheism for its
potential continuously to reform the church and the world. The Responsible Self
(1963) was published after his sudden death in 1962 by his son Richard R. Niebuhr
and James Gustafson. Niebuhr says: "Responsibility affirms: 'God is acting in all
actions upon you. So respond to all actions upon you as to respond to his action."'24

Gustafson tells us that it was "the most memorable theme in his [Niebuhr's] course

19Niebuhr 1957, vii.
20Niebuhr 1959, ix.
2iNiebuhr 1960a, vii.
22T6b6 1980, 129-134.
23Njebuhr 1960b.
24Njebuhr 1978, 126.
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of lectures on Christian ethics" for most of his students.25 God is acting in history,
establishing His kingdom; we are to respond to what God is doing in history with all
our being.

Thus, Niebuhr's main concerns lay in the relationship between the Church
and the world, the relationship of the relative and the absolute, and a responsible
ethic of the whole person to God -- all of these always to be thought out historically.
Christian response to the world should be personal response to what the sovereign
God is doing in a particular situation; although such human responses in history
were relative, the absolute God revealed Himself in Jesus Christ and through
Christian communities guided by the Spirit. His understanding of the Christian faith

and the world is most explicitly spelled out in C&C, on which we now focus.

I1. Christ and Culture

The problem of Christian faith and culture has been discussed since the very
early stage of Christianity. Niebuhr calls it an "enduring problem" and asserts that
the essential problem is not Christianity and culture but Christ and culture.
Christianity here is never considered absolute but relative because it "moves between
the poles of Christ and culture."2¢ After defining both Christ and culture, which are
discussed below, he then presents five types of Christian response to this problem.
We examine each type, and then discuss Niebuhr's significant subjects: theocentric

relativism, culture, Christ, and transformation.

25Niebuhr 1978, 25.
26Niebuhr 1975, 11.
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A. Two Extremes

1. Christ against Culture: Exclusivist Approach

The first approach emphasises the absolute authority of Christ and
uncompromisingly rejects loyalty to culture because culture is fallen. The conflict
between Christ and culture is conspicuous in this "either-or" position. It interprets
the world dualistically: "Whatever does not belong to the commonwealth of Christ is
under the rule of evil."27

Niebuhr values this radical approach for three reasons: it is rightfully drawn
from the Lordship of Christ; it is a typical early Christian attitude; and it has a
balancing function to all other Christian groups, just as Romans 13 is balanced by I
John.28 When one recognises Christ's radical authority, this exclusive answer is
inevitable, without which Christianity loses its essential aspect.

Although it is an inevitable Christian answer, Niebuhr asserts that it is also
an inadequate response. Firstly, the radical approach, withdrawal from society or
rejection of culture, is not directly effective in changing culture.2® Although it
prepared a way for reformation in the society and church, such a reformation was not
achieved because of this radical spirit. It was rather carried out by other people who
embraced a different conviction over the problem of Christ and culture.

Secondly, these radical Christians, whilst rejecting culture, make use of its
benefits.30 The writer of I John and Tertullian, in condemning pagan philosophy,
used its vocabulary. Tolstoy was in the midst of the Russian cultural movement of
his time. Humans are part of culture, and all that they, even radical Christians, can
do is to select and modify, under the authority of Christ, what is already there in

culture.

2’Niebuhr 1975, 50.
28Niebuhr 1975, 45, 65-68.
29Niebuhr 1975, 66-67.
30Niebuhr 1975, 69.
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Thirdly, the exclusivists tend to undercut the seriousness of sin.31 They try
to protect the holy community from the fallen world by separating from it. The
assumption is that sin abides in culture and the community is unaffected, or less
affected, by sin. Nevertheless such a community and the individuals comprising the
community are obviously tainted with sin, too.

Finally, Niebuhr gives two profound theological arguments against this
radical position from the doctrine of the Trinity.>2 One is that radical Christians'
loyalty to Christ tends to result in so-called "Unitarianism of the Son,"33 ignoring
God the Father and Creator and the Holy Spirit the Sustainer of the world and the
church. The other is that the radicals' rejection of the fallen world leads them to a
suspicion of the Creator of the world. Radical Christians have a tendency toward
heretical dualism: an evil material sphere and a spiritual sphere guided by Christ and
the Spirit in the believer. Thus they fail to understand the doctrine of the Trinity,

slighting the presence and work of God and the Spirit in culture.

2. Christ of Culture: Inclusivist Approach

The second extreme approach relaxes the tension between Christ and
culture.34 It is a "both-and" position and harmonises Christ and culture by
overlooking conflicting elements in the New Testament and society. The adherents
of this harmonious approach are selective in their attitude both to Christ and to
culture, and their Christ tends to be rational and abstract rather than historical and
concrete. Their Christ is regarded as the greatest human achievement, or one which
should be treasured, yet not as Lord of culture.25 However it is to be noted that
Niebuhr tells us that they at least recognise something beyond reason and partially

acknowledge "a revelation that cannot be completely absorbed into the life of

31Niebuhr 1975, 71-76, 78
32Niebuhr 1975, 79-82.
33Niebuhr 1983, 152.
34Niebuhr 1975, 83-88.
35Niebuhr 1975, 41.
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reason."36 Niebuhr was probably prepared to call them Christians for this reason.
We can infer that their Christ is not totally swallowed in culture but contains a
meagre tension with culture, although it is significantly less than any of the other
four types.

Niebuhr sees two positive aspects in this inclusive position. Firstly it
indirectly helps the expansion of the kingdom of God. Evangelism is not their
primary intention. However they stimulate other Christians to take the risk of
indigenising Christian message, such as translating the gospel into the "vulgar
tongue,"37 which can result in fruitful evangelism. They also tend to talk to the
leading class of the society in the sophisticated language of their time, and Niebuhr
calls them "missionaries to the aristocracy and the middle class, or to the group
rising to power in a civilization."38 The conversion of the leadership class, no matter
how political it would be, enhanced the Christianisation of the society.

In addition, Christ-of-culture people help others by reminding them of "the
universal meaning of the gospel."3? Although Jesus' primary interest was in the
Kingdom of God, He did not ignore the world. He regarded some wise men as
nearer to the Kingdom of God than others.2? The inclusivists are aware of the
differences of culture. Unlike Christ-against-culture people, they do not reject
culture as a whole because of their high estimation of it.

However, this position has been criticised by both Christians and non-
Christians, and Niebuhr also has the lowest assessment of this type.41 It did not gain
disciples for Christ; and its New Testament Jesus is constantly distorted.42
Furthermore Niebuhr gives three other shortcomings, which are also applicable to

the radical Christians.4® Firstly, sin is treated superficially. Both exclusivists and

36Niebuhr 1975, 111-112.
37Niebuhr 1975, 104.
3¥Niebuhr 1975, 104.
39Niebuhr 1975, 105.
40Mark 12:34.

4INiebuhr 1975, 109-110.
42Niebuhr 1975, 108-109.
43Niebuhr 1975, 112-115.
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inclusivists tend to presuppose an area free from sin: the holy community for the
former and higher human spirit for the latter. Secondly, cultural Christians, as much
as radical Christians, tend to treat law more seriously than grace. Whilst the radicals
emphasise human response more than divine initiative, cultural Christians prefer
self-depending knowledge. Whilst the former is due to Christ's Lordship, the latter
shows more independent spirit, which seems at variance with the shape of the New
Testament witness. Thirdly, Niebuhr comes to the doctrine of the Trinity. Both
radical Christians and accommodationist Christians, he says, dislike the doctrine.
The former tend to consider the doctrine as an integration of biblical theology with
cultural philosophy; and the latter incline to identify Christ with the divine spirit

because of their abstract tendency.

B. Moderate Answers

Niebuhr's other three types remain in between the two extreme types above.
They are described as superior answers to the former two, and share four common
convictions which distinguish them from those extreme positions.44 Firstly Jesus
Christ is the Son of God the Creator. Nature, on the basis of which culture is
produced, is good. Therefore Christ cannot simply be against culture. Moreover
they believe that humans are responsible to God in actual and concrete situations.
Being given freedom and ability, developing culture is part of human obedience to
God. Furthermore the central positions recognise the serious nature of sin and its
universality. Whilst exclusive and inclusive Christians tend to disregard the radical
nature of sin, these believe that humans can never attain to holiness. Finally the
central Christians agree on the understanding of grace and law. They believe in the
supremacy of divine grace and necessity of human obedience. Human culture is
possible only by divine grace; and the experience of grace leads one to actualising

the law in society.

44Niebuhr 1975, 117-119.
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1. Christ above Culture: Synthesist Approach

The synthesist approach is a "both-and" response like the harmonious
approach. It acknowledges the gap between Christ and culture, and affirms the
priority of Christ. Nevertheless the synthesists regard culture as having positive
value of its own, although imperfect, and their Christ is the instructor rather than the
judge. They think that Christian teaching and good products of culture are different
but not always contradictory. We can infer that the synthesists by Niebuhr's
definition do not accept any and every aspect of culture, but affirm culture
conditionally and selectively.

Niebuhr describes the synthesist position as an attractive choice. The
synthesists open the door for the co-operation between Christians and non-
Christians. At the same time, they maintain a distinctive Christian message.
Moreover, particularly in the medieval period, they preserved and developed Greek
and Roman culture for the following generations.*5

Their shortcomings are spelled out as well. The synthesists tend to consider
their approach, in particular Aquinas' theology, equal to the eternal law of God. Any
answer is produced in a particular culture and is relative, but the synthesists by
Niebuhr's definition do not recognise the cultural limit of their answers; when they
realise such a limitation, they are regarded as moving towards Niebuhr's own view,
the conversionist.4¢ In addition, synthesist understanding of sin is superficial.
Although they do affirm sinfulness of humans and take sin more seriously than
cultural Christians, their recognition of it is not sufficient. Human reason for them
may be darkened but it is not totally damaged, and this does not seem to be profound

enough at all for the radical, paradox, and conversionist Christians.

4SNiebuhr 1975, 143-145.
46Niebuhr 1975, 145-146.
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2. Christ and Culture in Paradox: Dualist Approach

The dualist position, like accommodationist and synthesist positions,
attempts to give a "both-and" answer to Christ-culture problem. However dualists
do so in an extremely sharp tension. Unlike the accommodationists and the
synthesists, the dualists, along with the radicals, are sensitive enough to recognise
the serious depravity of both the human and culture. They are certain about two
things: sectarian withdrawal from society could not help them since both the church
and the world are seriously affected by sin; nevertheless God sustains them in
culture and they are responsible for the world. Thus they hold the conflicting
elements together: loyalty to Christ and responsibility to culture.4”? Their most
explicit paradoxes appear in "law and grace" and "divine wrath and mercy."48
Human performance falls short of the law, yet grace overcomes the law without
ruining it; the wrath lies upon sinful humans, yet mercy embraces them. The
dualists choose to live in the dynamic tensions.

The dualist position brought profound understanding of sin and its
redemption by Christ. Its dynamic understanding of the Christ-culture problem was
not only more persuasive and realistic but also more inspiring than other static
approaches.

Nevertheless, Niebuhr points out three insufficient aspects of the dualist
approach. Firstly the dualists open the door to the antinomianism.4® No matter how
morally humans try to live, they still fall short of the divine law. This can
discourage people from living conscientiously. Secondly the predominant spiritual
concern leads them to be culturally conservative. Their regard remains mainly in the
religious realm, and social matters are principally left untouched. We can say that its

distorted examples in modern history would be pro-Hitler "German Christians"5°

47Niebuhr 1975, 152-156.
48Niebuhr 1975, 157-159.
49Niebuhr 1975, 186-189.
50Yoder 1996, 39.
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and not a small number of Japanese Christians during the second world war. Both of
them were schizophrenic with the loyalty to the nation and to Christ. Thirdly they
have a tendency to pay insufficient respect to the positive aspects of God's creation
because of their principal preoccupation with Christ's redemption, the radical nature
of sin, and spiritual matters. Although it is ultimately temporary, fallen, and needs

to be redeemed, it is nonetheless a good creation.

3. Christ the Transformer of Culture: Conversionist Approach

The conversionists recognise a sharp distinction between Christ and human
achievement; they are aware of the radical sin in the human and culture. However
they have a distinctively positive attitude toward culture. They believe that God
reigns over culture and therefore Christians are responsible for cultural duties.

Niebuhr gives three characteristics of the transformation approach related to
their involvement in culture.>! Firstly they value the creation as much as
redemption. They see the work of God in Christ not only in the Cross, the
Resurrection, and the Second Coming, but also in the Incarnation. Christ who
creates the world participates in culture. Secondly the conversionists sharply
distinguish the evil human fall from the good creation by God. This corruption is
from the created goodness and is exclusively a human act. Although it is evil, it is
perverted good. Thirdly their understanding of history is existential. They believe
that God interacts with humans in the here and now. They are more concerned with
the present divine restoration than events in the past and future.

Augustine was a living example of the transformation of culture.52
Following his conversion, he transvalued and reshaped what he had learned as a non-
Christian, instead of rejecting it all. Augustine believed that Christ "redirects,

reinvigorates, and regenerates" all human activity, which is perverted and corrupted

5INiebuhr 1975, 191-196.
32Niebuhr 1975, 206-217.
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from the essentially good.>? However Augustine did not dream of the total
transformation of culture in which all human activities are directed to God in
harmony and peace. He rather stayed with the traditional eschatological vision of
the Scriptures: eternal separation of the saved and the damned.

Niebuhr wonders why Augustine did not thoroughly carry out the
conversionist view, and conjectures that it is to be attributed to his defensiveness and
justification of Christian tradition.5¢ Obviously Augustine did not dishonour the
Christian tradition, nor did he depart from the Scriptures. Augustine did have a
defensive aspect as a church leader. Yet it seems to me rather that Augustine took
sin more seriously than Niebuhr, and this did not allow him to entertain the
optimistic idea of a thoroughly transformed culture at the end.

F.D. Maurice is the most unmistakable example of the conversionist for
Niebuhr. Maurice fully held an affirmative attitude toward culture. He was deeply
convinced that Christ, not the devil, is Lord of the world and that nothing can exist
without Him. He believed the pervasion of culture seriously enough to distinguish
himself from inclusivists and synthesists. In addition, he did not separate Church
and culture like dualists or exclusivists. For Maurice, "the Kingdom of Heaven is
within us, not through some efforts of ours to believe in it, but because it has always
been . ... He [Christ] came that He might make us know where itis...."55 The
power of evil did not exist apart from forms such as "a spirit of self-seeking, self-
willing, and self-glorification,">¢ which also existed among Christians. Such a
separation of the Church and the world appeared to Maurice self-centred, and he
insisted on an inclusive transformation: the conversion of the whole of humanity.
He believed that all humans are created by God and members of His kingdom, and
God can transform them into participation in the kingdom of God in the

eschatological present, which was called "transformed culture."57 The

53Niebuhr 1975, 209.
54Niebuhr 1975, 216-217.
55Maurice 1884b, 576.
56Niebuhr 1975, 224.
57Niebuhr 1975, 228.
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transformation required "humiliation" and "exaltation."58 The humiliation allows
people to accept that Christ is the head, and not they; the exaltation comes from the
understanding that they are to serve the head and all others. Universal salvation was
necessary for him, because he could not "believe that He will fail with any at last; . .
. ; but His will must surely be done, however long it may be resisted."s® This led to

controversy and the loss of his chair at King's College, London.

II1. Assessment

A. Theocentric Relativism

In order to discuss Niebuhr's theology, first we must deal with his basic
conviction, which penetrates his discussion of the Christ-and-culture problem. It is
theocentric relativism. Niebuhr rejects both "sceptical historical relativism" and
"subjective idealism" and advocates "theocentric relativism."é°

Sceptical historical relativism emphasises objectivity, and claims the
"unreliability of all thought conditioned by historical and social background,"¢? and
believes that "we are without an absolute."¢2 It is the understanding that every
human action is carried out in history, limited in time and space, and therefore no
universality and absoluteness can be claimed. Not only do we live in a temporal and
historical world but also we, including our reason, are relative. "Our historical
relativism affirms the historicity of the subject even more than that of the object;
man, it points out, is not only in time but time is in man."é3 This is what we are, and

this is what we have in our theological inquiry.

58Niebuhr 1975, 226.

$SMaurice 1884b, 577; Niebuhr 1975, 226.

60Niebuhr sometimes uses the term "historical relativism" in a positive sense,
in which it is the same as "theocentric relativism.”" See for example, Stassen 1996,
150-151. However "theocentric relativism" expresses both our relativity and the
reality of what we see more appropriately than "historical relativism."

61Niebuhr 1960a, 16.

62Niebuhr 1975, 238.

63Niebuhr 1960a, 13.
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It was Niebuhr's intention in C&C to bring Troeltsch's sceptical historical
relativism into "the light of theological and theo-centric relativism."64 Troeltsch
gave up claiming the universal validity of Christianity, although he indicated that it
was the absolute truth for the European-American world.é5 The problem of the
relativity of Christianity which Troeltsch raised is so profound that no serious
theologian can avoid it. Niebuhr affirms, through Troeltsch's critical eyes, that any
form of Christianity is relative between the poles of Christ and culture, and says: "I
have found myself unable to avoid the acceptance of historical relativism." However
he does "not believe that the agnostic consequence [of the relativism] is
necessary."66 He believes in Christian faith as the absolute truth revealed to humans
from the divine through Jesus Christ, and seeks a way to hold both relativism and the
absoluteness of Christianity. "Relativism does not imply subjectivism and
scepticism. It is not evident that the man who is forced to confess that his view of
things is conditioned by the standpoint he occupies must doubt the reality of what he
sees."®7

Subjectivism seeks "to overcome the limitations which empiricism had
brought to light by exalting the subjective as alone real."¢8 Its typical example is
existentialism represented by Kierkegaard and Bultmann. It tends to neglect
objectivity and to become individualistic.6® As Tillich called The Meaning of
Revelation "the introduction into existential thinking in present American theology,"
Niebuhr's theology has an existential substance.’® However it is not individualistic

existentialism but "social existentialism," which emphasises the corporate and

¢4Niebuhr 1975, xii.

65Welch 1985, 287-289.

66Niebuhr 1960a, vii.

67Niebuhr 1960a, 18.

68Niebuhr 1960a, 16.

69Niebuhr's critical attitude toward subjectivism can be seen as early as 1927.
T6bo 1980, 44-45.

70T illich 1941, 455.
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communal aspect.”’! Niebuhr strongly rejects personalising and privatising
theology.72
It was Niebuhr's attempt to bridge a gap between Troeltsch and Barth. He

states in The Meaning of Revelation:

Students of theology will recognize that Ernst Troeltsch and Karl Barth have also been my
teachers, though only through their writings. These two leaders in twentieth century
religious thought are frequently set in diametrical opposition to each other; I have tried to
combine their main interests, for it appears to me that the critical thought of the former and
the latter belong together. . . . It is work that needs to be done.”3

Thus Niebuhr acknowledges our historical relativity (Troeltsch) as a starting point of
his theology, and at the same time claims the reality of our experience of God in
confessional and communal forms (Barth).7¢ Although historical relativism means
despair to Troeltsch, Niebuhr rather accepts it as a starting point of his theological
inquiry.

Niebuhr believes that theology should be confessional and communal. These
are the conditions for theocentric relativism. In The Meaning of Revelation Niebuhr
divides history into two: the outer history and the inner history.’s "In external
history we deal with objects; in internal history our concern is with subjects."76
Whilst external history is "I-it" history "as a realm of the pure reason, internal
history is "I-Thou" history "as a sphere of the pure practical reason."”? Confessional

and communal Christian theology belongs to the internal history.78

"INiebuhr 1975, 241.

2Niebuhr 1960a, 21.

73Niebuhr 1960a, x.

74 Although Niebuhr enthusiastically supports Barth's confessional and
communal approach, he does not fully accept Barth's theology. Barth was reacting
against human-centred liberalism, and inclines to overemphasise the transcendence
of God and to neglect God's interaction with humans in the relativity of history.
Niebuhr says: "If an anthropocentric mode of thought tried to define religion within
the limits of humanity then this purely theocentric approach tends to present a faith
within the limits of deity." Niebuhr 1931, 420-421.

73This may be Troeltsch's influence since "Troeltsch makes a methodological
distinction between the self-understanding of contemporaries or those involved and a
verdict coming from outside." Drescher 1993, 289-290.

76Niebuhr 1960a, 64.

7TNiebuhr 1960a, 65.

78H. Richard Niebuhr with this inner history became a forerunner of narrative
theology along with Karl Barth. Barth's understanding of the revelation is two-fold:
objective and subjective. God once in history revealed Himself in the event of the
Incarnation; and the revelation is experienced in the present by the individuals and
communities. Barth believed that the objective event in the past could become a
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He asserts that our statement about God is to be the statement of faith, and
rejects so-called neutral and objective statement about God.”® He supports Luther:
"At the beginning of the modern era Luther vigorously and repeatedly affirmed that
God and faith belonged together so that all statements about God which are made
from some other point of view than that of faith in him are not really statements
about him at all."#® Niebuhr believes that Christian theology must be dependent on
God and therefore "every effort to deal with the subject [revelation] must be
resolutely confessional."81 "There seems to be no way of avoiding such static and
deistic interpretations of the revelation idea . . . save by the acceptance of the
confessional form of theology. . . . A revelation which leaves man without defense
before God cannot be dealt with except in confessor's terms."82

Although Niebuhr does not deny apologetic theology, he correctly deems that
it should be secondary to kerygmatic or confessional theology: "Such defense may
be innocuous when it is strictly subordinated to the main task of living toward our
ends, but put into the first place it becomes more destructive of religion, Christianity
and the soul than any foe's attack can possibly be."83

Although Niebuhr's relativism is confessional, it is not mere individualistic
subjectivism. It has an objective aspect within internal history. Niebuhr believes:
"[Christian theology] must ask what revelation means for Christians rather than what
it ought to mean for all men, everywhere and at all times."8¢ His relativism stands

"with confidence in the independent reality of what is seen, though recognizing that

subjective experience although he did not explain how it could happen. Barth 1956,
203-279, especially 237-240. See also Stroup 1981, 48, 51, 266.

79Niebuhr 1960a, 37.

80Niebuhr 1960a, 23.

81Niebuhr 1960a, 40.

82Niebuhr 1960a, 41-42.

83Niebuhr 1960a, 39. Niebuhr chose to focus on Karl Barth, instead of Paul
Tillich whose theology he studied first, or Emil Brunner who was accepted widely
by American theologians. Furuya insightfully suggests that it is because of
Niebuhr's conviction that theology should be non-apologetic and confessional.
Furuya 1963, 87-89.

84Niebuhr 1960a, 42.
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its assertions about that reality are meaningful only to those who look upon it from
the same standpoint."85 This is an objective aspect.

Rejecting individualistic subjectivism, Niebuhr suggests communal theology.
He states: "We can proceed only by stating in simple, confessional form what has
happened to us in our community, how we came to believe, how we reason about
things and what we see from our point of view."86 Internal history "can only be
confessed by the community."87 He summarises his position, emphasising the

significance of communal narrative:

Christian theology must begin today with revelation because it knows that men cannot think
about God save as historic, communal beings and save as believers. . . . And it can pursue its
inquiry only by recalling the story of Christian life and by analyzing what Christians see
from their limited point of view in history and faith.88

Thus, Niebuhr emphasises the confessional and communal aspect of theology.8®

In the past, theologies directly appealed to nature, intuition, or the Scriptures.
However Niebuhr is convinced that looking at external nature, internal intuition, or
even the Scriptures cannot be a basis of theology if they are not interpreted from the
perspective of Christian faith.9¢ Rejecting external objectivity and merely internal
subjectivity, Niebuhr upholds "the theology of revelation,"” which is based on what
we see in our relativity.®! In spite of our limit and relativity, God has disclosed
Himself to us in history, particularly through Jesus Christ to the full extent; and such
a knowledge of the absolute gives us confidence, and guides us to humility or
acknowledgement of our limit. "Just because faith knows of an absolute standpoint
it can therefore accept the relativity of the believer's situation and knowledge. If we
have no faith in the absolute faithfulness of God-in-Christ, it will doubtless be
difficult for us to discern the relativity of our faith."®2 Thus theocentric relativism is

an acknowledgement of our relativity because of our faith in the absolute and infinite

85Niebuhr 1960a, 22.
86Niebuhr 1960a, 41.
87Niebuhr 1960a, 73.
88Niebuhr 1960a, 42.

89See also Niebuhr 1948, 516.
9%0Kliever 1991, 71.

9INiebuhr 1960a, 37.
92Niebuhr 1975, 239.
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God, who reveals Himself to us as reality despite our relativity. This is a significant
characteristic of Niebuhr's theology.

It is to be noted that the meaning of being confessional and communal in
Niebuhr's theology slightly changes in the later period. As mentioned above,
Niebuhr divides internal history and external history in The Meaning of Revelation
(1941). This is due to the Kantian separation of pure reason and practical reason.
Niebuhr treats revelation as a matter of the inner history; confessional and communal
theology also belongs to the internal history. Such a modern dualism unhealthily
divides the self instead of uniting it. It also leaves the external history untouched by
Christian faith. In The Responsible Self (1963), however, we see that Niebuhr later
tries to overcome this dualism by the concept of the "responsible self" as a whole
person responding to God in all aspects of life.?3 He says: "In religious language,
the soul and God belong together; or otherwise stated, I am one within myself as I

encounter the One in all that acts upon me."*¢ He humbly presents this suggestion:

It may be that the general problem which we have tried to solve with the use of these two
familiar distinctions [facts and values] can be brought to our attention in a slightly different
perspective with this view of ourselves as responsible beings, though it remains doubtful
whether the ultimate problem of the unity of the self can be solved by means of this
approach entirely more satisfactorily than it has been by means of the older distinctions.®>

Thus in the later period, Niebuhr does not regard revelation and being confessional
and communal as simply matters of internal history. However the confessional and
communal aspect continues to occupy a significant role in his theocentric relativism.
John Howard Yoder criticises Niebuhr's relativism in defence of 'radicals' on
the ground that the New Testament and most classical theology insist that God's will
can be known to us. He says, "God's transcendence is namely the ground of the
assurance that our knowledge of God's call . . . is reliable and binding because, even

though partial, it comes from God when it encounters us in Christ," whilst for

93T6bd 1990, 135-136, 157-161. Tobo discusses Niebuhr's shift from a
modern dualism of pure reason and practical reason to postmodern integration of
them.

94Niebuhr 1978, 122.

95Niebuhr 1978, 83.
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Niebuhr "the transcendence of God is a code term to reinforce our uncertainty about
the normativity of the incarnation."9é

It is certainly true that orthodox Christian tradition tells us that God's will is
fully revealed in Christ, whose life and teaching are the norm for every Christian.
However the interpretation of the New Testament and its application do vary
according to people; and the interpretation and application are entrusted to the
church which is also historical and diverse. God actualises His purpose in spite of
human shortcomings and diverse Christian beliefs. Niebuhr's severe criticism of the
radicals, to which Yoder belongs, is directed against their arrogant attitude that only
they know the truth, denying human diversity and fallibility.

Moreover Niebuhr's relativism does not necessarily affirm that all five types
are "equally true" as Yoder assumes.®” Some are described as better than others.
Niebuhr nevertheless believes that God works also through those who have different
convictions from him. We are to confess our own conviction with confidence and
humility, and not to force it on other people as the Christian truth, neglecting our
fallibility and diversity. As Niebuhr says, we are not in the position to declare the
Christian answer. Sheep know the voice of their good Shepherd, and we should trust
the providence of God in history. If our purpose or activity is of human origin, it
will fail; yet if it is from God, no one will be able to stop it.?8¢ We should remain in
the position of witness but not in the seat of the judge. Niebuhr in his typology takes
the pluralistic stance that we need all five types because of his theocentric relativist
conviction that humans cannot have the absolute form of Christianity. It is noted in
the Acknowledgements, continually repeated in the discussion of types, and again
confirmed in the final chapter of the book. In spite of his favourable attitude toward
the conversionist type, he is determined not to give the final answer, showing a

respect for every type.??

96Yoder 1996, 81.

97Y oder 1996, 80.

9%8John 10:4, 27; Acts 5:38-39.

99See Ottati 1988, 324; Yeager 1996, 104-105; Niebuhr 1975, 233. Cf.
Yoder 1996, 41.
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The theocentric relativism reminds us of the incompleteness of the churches.
Although a concrete Christian community should be a locus for Christian theology
and actual Christian living, its elevation to the infinite position is a fatal mistake.
The better a church is and the more we commit ourselves to a church, the more
easily such an elevation occurs. It blinds us to the work of the Spirit in other
Christian communities and in the world; and it can be nothing but a hindrance to co-
operation between the churches. Theocentric relativism safeguards us from such a
mistake.

Niebuhr's theocentric relativism is thus a healthy attitude and a significant
contribution to Christian ethics. It affirms human fallibility and diversity, and
evades claiming a universal validity of a certain interpretation and application of
Christian faith. This prevents us from arrogantly self-righteousness theology.
Nevertheless it claims the absoluteness of the revelation in confessional and
communal form. This is not a broad way but a delicate path on the boundary of the
infinite and the finite. Seeking the will of God despite our relativity requires our
seriousness and commitment to our community and to our confession. By contrast

the lack of seriousness and commitment leads us only to a sceptical relativism.
B. Culture

Niebuhr defines culture in a loose fashion. Culture is "that total process of
human activity and that total result of such activity to which now the name, culture,
now the name civilization, is applied in common speech." He also calls it "the
‘artificial, secondary environment' which man superimposes on the natural." It is
what the New Testament writers called "the world," to which Christians of every
generation are bound.2°% He then gives four characteristics of culture: it is "social,"

a "human achievement," "a world of values," and a place of "pluralism."101

100Niebuhr 1975, 32.
101Njebuhr 1975, 32-39.
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However, Yoder insists that Niebuhr, without noting it, redefines culture as
"a given non-Christian civilization to the exclusion of the cultural productivity of
Christians," or as a "majority position of a given society."1°2 Yoder's own
Mennonite perspective is the basis for this judgement; for he is sensitive to the
Mennonites' contribution to culture and objects to the fact that Niebuhr simply puts
them into the 'against culture' category.

Counter-attacking, Yoder argues that Niebuhr presupposes two
characteristics of culture without stating or justifying them: it is "monolithic" and
"autonomous." Yoder disputes this on the ground that culture is not monolithic or
autonomous in relation to Christ.293 He continues that when culture is assumed to
be monolithic, then given Niebuhr's types, one should either reject culture totally, or
accept it all, or keep it all with Christ in paradox, or transform it all. Otherwise one
must be considered inconsistent, and this is precisely the accusation Niebuhr levels
at theologians.

Yoder is partially correct that Niebuhr assumes that culture is monolithic and
autonomous. In the discussion of culture Niebuhr tends to grasp culture
comprehensively, which gives a monolithic impression.19¢ Niebuhr sets up the
problem as a matter of two poles: Christ and culture. Here culture appears to be a
solid object 'out there' rather than a complex entity. Niebuhr assumes that radicals
always rejected culture and states: "For the radical Christian the whole world outside
the sphere where Christ's Lordship is explicitly acknowledged is a realm of equal
darkness."195 Moreover Niebuhr's "dualist joins the radical Christian in
pronouncing the whole world of human culture to be godless and sick unto
death."1%¢ Here again he seems to consider culture monolithic. For these two types,

culture is foreign to Christ, and therefore it is autonomous of Christ. Thus Yoder's

102Y oder 1996, 56. Charles Scriven also mentions Niebuhr's redefinition of
culture. Scriven 1988, 46-47.

103Yoder 1996, 51, 54-57.

104Njebuhr 1975, 29-39.

105Njebuhr 1975, 106.

106Nijebuhr 1975, 156.
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observation of Niebuhr's assumption that culture is monolithic and autonomous is to
this extent correct.

Just as Niebuhr's comprehension of historical figures is not fully accurate, so
his assumption of the monolithic and autonomous nature of culture is not accurate
for radical and dualist Christians. Radicals, for example, selectively accept some
elements in the given culture. Tertullian uses pagan philosophy to express his
thought;1°7 and Tolstoy discriminates good art from bad art. Their attitude is
constantly selective. They end up, it is true, not accepting many aspects of the
majority opinion of the society, but they never reject culture as a whole. There is,
says Yoder, nothing reprehensible in this; this "inconsistency" is not "a logical or
moral flaw."1°8 Niebuhr says that Paul's ethics is not solely derived from the
teaching of Christ, but is "based on common notions of what was right and fitting,
on the Ten Commandments, on Christian tradition, and on Paul's own common
sense."1°9 However, Paul does not take his ethics from just any part of culture, but
carefully chooses some elements of cultural wisdom which could be used for
Christian ethics. He takes a selective attitude. The dualists also have a selective
attitude. In reality Christians similarly have taken a selective attitude toward culture
in history.

However Yoder is wrong to consider that Niebuhr consistently adhered to the
idea of a monolithic and autonomous culture in his survey.11° For we find that
Niebuhr says: "Cultural Christians note that there are great differences among the
various movements in society; and by observing these they not only find points of
contact for the mission of the church, but also are enabled to work for the
reformation of the culture."112 Cultural Christians select "from his [Christ's]

teaching and action as well as from the Christian doctrine about him [Christ] such

107Yoder 1996, 56-57.

108Yoder 1996, 54.

109Niebuhr 1975, 165.

110Y oder 1996, 54, 85. Yoder consistently assumes that Niebuhr's culture is
monolithic and autonomous till the end of his essay.

111Njebuhr 1975, 106.
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points as seem to agree with what is best in civilization," and "harmonize Christ and
culture, not without excision, of course, from New Testament and social custom, of
stubbornly discordant features."112 This implies that they ought selectively to accept
what is to be affirmed in culture.

Whilst cultural Christians select both from culture and Christian
perspectives, synthesists see culture more through Christ in their selection and are
discriminating in their cultural selection. Clement understands that, as a motivation
of economic activities, "stoic detachment and Christian love are not contradictory"
although they are distinct.113 It is obvious that stoicism is chosen out of many
philosophical thoughts. "His [Clement's] Christ . . . uses its [culture's] best product
as instruments."114 Aquinas likewise selectively accepts Aristotelian philosophy out
of countless human thoughts.

The transformationists are ambiguous in their treatment of culture. The
fourth gospel, with its exclusive tendency, assumes that transformation is limited to
the few. Augustine too does not pursue a theology of thoroughly transforming
culture. Therefore they are considered inconsistent by Niebuhr. They selectively
choose some elements of culture for transformation. They believe that although
salvation is possible for any human, not everyone goes through the narrow gate.

Maurice is a better example of the transformation type for Niebuhr. He takes
a somewhat monolithic approach to culture and insists on an inclusive position: the
conversion of all humankind. The transformation requires humility to acknowledge
Christ as the head and willingness to participate in His kingdom. However he
believes that the whole world will be converted at the end because God cannot fail in
His work. Although the acknowledgement and participation are conscious acts,
which each aspect of culture has to select individually, Maurice does have a strong

monolithic flavour of culture in his idea of universal conversion.

112Niebuhr 1975, 83-84.
13Niebuhr 1975, 124.
114Niebuhr 1975, 127.
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Thus definition of culture changes according to theologians. 'Monolithic' is
more applicable to some than others. Niebuhr expects accommodationist, synthesist,
and some transformist Christians selectively to accept some elements of culture.
Likewise in those three cases, Christ's divine nature as the Creator and the Sustainer
of the world is more emphasised than radical and dualist types, and culture is not
autonomous of Christ. The degree of such acceptance varies according to the type.
Niebuhr's vagueness of definition and his simple two-pole setting of Christ and
culture to cover all five types obscure the complexities.

In sum, Yoder is quite right that culture can never be monolithic. Culture is a
name given to an extremely complex human product, and there is no such thing as a
block of culture 'out there.! Christians throughout history have selectively dealt with
different aspects of culture. Although Niebuhr does not always deal with culture as
monolithic, and culture actually is never monolithic, he sets up the Christ-culture
problem with two poles in such a way that culture appears monolithic and
independent of Christ. The sheer breadth of his definition of culture inescapably

creates the impression that culture is considered monolithic.

C. Christ

Niebuhr defines Christ in a loose sense just like the case of culture. As
culture is described as one pole, Christ appears to be the other pole. Some scholars
question this two pole setting. Douglas F. Ottati notes: "It seems equally important
to ask not just about the adequacy of the five types, but also about the
appropriateness of the theological polarities in terms of which the types are

constructed."115 Moreover Yoder sharply criticises the polarity setting.

Jesus has become in sum one of the poles of a dualism. Itis we ... who shall judge to what
extent we give our allegiance to him and to what extent we let his critical claims be
conditioned by our acceptance of other values, within the culture, which He in principle
calls us to turn away from. We also are in charge of defining the other pole of the dualism. .

1150ttati 1988, 325.
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.. (According to Niebuhr) we still have the last word; Christ does not. Jesus is very
important; Lord he is not, if "Lord" denotes an ultimate claim,116

Yoder claims that Christ must not be simply one pole because such a Christ is a
reduction of the Christ in the New Testament. In consideration of this critique, we
have to answer two questions: whether Niebuhr's Christ is always just one of two
poles; and whether Niebuhr's Christ is a reduction of the Christ of the New

Testament, and therefore inadequate.

1. One of Two Poles?

To the first question I would like to suggest that Niebuhr's Christ is not
always simply one of the two poles. Although Niebuhr's Christ is described as one
pole, the simple two-pole framework appears only in the chapters of the "enduring
problem," "Christ against culture," and "Christ and culture in paradox," where
culture appears monolithic and autonomous from Christ. However since the
theologians covered in his survey had different understandings, the Christ
accordingly changes as Niebuhr describes other types of Christianity.

The radicals' Christ was the closest to that of the New Testament among the
five types. Their Christ has an absolute authority, which demands His Lordship
above all creatures. His exclusive divine aspect has a keen tension over against the
fallen world. The Christ of the dualist Christians has an absolute power and
authority as divine. He condemns the fallen world, but commands Christians to
endure there, pursuing their responsibility for society. The world is too fallen for
Christ to transform it completely until the very end of history. In these two cases

Christ clearly becomes one pole.

116Yoder 1996, 43. Yoder also asserts: "The tension will not be between . . .
‘culture' . . . and 'Christ' . . . , but rather between a group of people defined by a
commitment to Christ seeking cultural expression of that commitment (on one hand)
and (on the other) a group or groups of other people expressing culturally other
values which are independent of or contradictory to such a confession. This latter
group is what the New Testament calls 'the world." Ibid., 74.
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However, in the other three cases Christ is not simply the other side against
the world. The Christ of cultural Christians is the furthest from the New Testament
and has very little tension with the world.117 Their Christ is a good teacher. He
does not condemn sins and has little Lordship or divinity. He is almost a part of
culture, and thus there is very little polarity in Him. The Christ of the synthesists has
more tension with culture than the Christ of cultural Christians. However He is to
affirm the goodness of nature rather than to judge it. The Christ of the
transformationists has absolute power and authority. Their Christ has two aspects.
On one hand He tells the world what needs to be transformed; on the other hand He
is the Creator and the Sustainer of the world. The inclusive divine aspect of their
Christ is emphasised more than any other type; the Son participates in creation and
the Father participates in the redemptive work of the Son.128 This Christ is not
simply one pole but He also supports the other pole.

Thus Christ is not always described as one of the two poles. Christ can be a
part of culture (accommodationist); and Christ can be a transcendent Creator and
Sustainer of culture (conversionist). Niebuhr does not give a precise definition of

Christ, which is probably due to a variety of understandings by theologians.

2. Reduction of New Testament Christ?

Now we have to discuss the other aspect of Yoder's claim that Niebuhr's
Christ is a reduction of the Christ of the New Testament and therefore inappropriate.
Yoder states, although the "'radical' position is the one which comes closest to what
the introductory chapter had told us about the teachings and nature of Jesus" and "to
which reference is constantly made in the course of the later discussion," it is most

fundamentally challenged and its historical treatment is most unfair.12® "H. Richard

117Niebuhr 1975, 108-109.

118Niebuhr 1975, 192.

119Yoder 1996, 42, 46, 61. It is interesting that McDermott, a Roman
Catholic theologian, feels that H. Richard Niebuhr is "against the Catholic synthetic
position," and asserts: "Whereas 'Christ and Culture in Paradox' had a biblical
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Niebuhr is committed, in addition to his sincere loyalty to the Jesus Christ of the
New Testament, to the independent value of certain 'other sources' of moral
judgment. They are not autonomous over against God, but they are independent of
Jesus."120 Yoder further states that since Niebuhr's Christ "points away"121 from the
cultural realm, it needs "the corrective of a 'more balanced' position."122 Niebuhr
thinks, according to Yoder, that "the New Testament's critical judgment on
creaturely rebellion must be redefined so that it need not be taken seriously as an
alternative but only as one perspective among several."123 Yoder thus argues from
the radical viewpoint that Niebuhr's Christ is not the Christ of the New Testament
with radical authority and commands, but merely "a straw man."124

Yoder further censures Niebuhr's understanding of the Trinity. He asserts
that there is a tension in Niebuhr's Trinitarian thought between Christ (His radical
teaching), and the Father (origin of the goodness of nature) and the Spirit (divine
providence in history), and gives a sharp critique of it. He says that although the
doctrine of the Trinity was meant to "safeguard the unity" of the Father, the Son, and
the Spirit, Niebuhr rather affirms the distinctions or complementary differentiations
between them.125 Thus Yoder insists that both Niebuhr's Christ and his Trinity are
distorted. Since Yoder assumes that Niebuhr's five types are not descriptive but
normative to lead the reader to the transformation type, we should focus on the
Christ of the transformationist in this discussion, excluding the Christ of the other
four types.126

Since we cannot separate Niebuhr's Christ from the doctrine of the Trinity,

we assess Niebuhr's Christ and his understanding of the Trinity together.127 Stassen

advocate in St. Paul, 'Christ the Transformer of Culture' followed John's gospel, and
even 'Christ Against Culture' was based on the Apocalypse and I John, the Catholic
position of 'Christ Above Culture' lacked all biblical support." McDermott, 106-107.

120Yoder 1996, 63.

121Niebuhr 1975, 28.

122¥ oder 1996, 60.

123Y oder 1996, 64.

124y oder 1996, 60.

125Yoder 1996, 62.

126Yoder 1996, 41.

127Cf. Kliever 1991, 138.
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insightfully asserts that Niebuhr's implicit backbone is his Trinitarian understanding
of the sovereignty of God. Stassen traces Niebuhr's life story, and convincingly
argues that the sovereignty of God is the predominant subject in Niebuhr's theology,
and it contains three essential themes: "(1) the reality of God's rule in and over all,
including the bitter and the tragic; (2) the independence of the living God from
subjective values and human institutions, which God judges; and (3) the redemptive
manifestation of God in Christ, within our real history."128 Stassen shows how often
and profoundly these three themes appeared in Niebuhr's writings, including The
Kingdom of God in America, in which Niebuhr sought transforming faith in
American history, and C&C, in which transformation is a key concept.122 There
seems no reason to doubt the significance of the three themes in Niebuhr's theology
particularly in relation to transformation.

In the discussion of Christ in C&C, Niebuhr describes the Son in relation to
God; Christ should not stand alone but as Son of the Father.13° Although he does
not explicitly mention the Spirit in the chapter, the Spirit seems to be implied there
and appears in the later chapters. Niebuhr's critique of the radicals and affirmation
of the conversionists are based on his Trinitarian approach that the radicals, being
Unitarians of the Son, fail to see good nature in culture, whilst conversionists
acknowledge it, along with cultural Christians. Stassen is correct to say that this
"three-fold or Trinitarian understanding of the sovereignty of God" is Niebuhr's
criterion in assessing the five types.131 "His [Niebuhr's] criteria are the three
dimensions of the sovereignty of God he has consistently advocated."32

We cannot help receiving an impression from C&C that the radical teaching
of Christ in the New Testament is somewhat moderated by the abstractness of the
Father and the Spirit. Yoder is right in pointing it out. However the moderation is

not because of Niebuhr's commitment to "other sources" independent of Christ as

128Stassen 1996, 131.
129Stassen 1996, 131-140.
130Niebuhr 1975, 11-29.
131Stassen 1996, 142.
132Stassen 1996, 140.
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Yoder asserts. In fact, Niebuhr takes the Christ of the New Testament seriously. He
clearly states: "The fact remains that the Christ who exercises authority over
Christians or whom Christians accept as authority is the Jesus Christ of the New
Testament; and that this is a person with definite teachings, a definite character, and
a definite fate." He also says that although the understanding of Jesus Christ may
differ according to one's position "there always remain the original portraits with
which all later pictures may be compared and by which all caricatures may be
corrected."133 For Yoder the moderation appears to be a reduction of the New
Testament Christ, a tension within the Trinity, and Niebuhr's commitment to other
sources. However it is rather to be regarded as a tension within Christ. Niebuhr uses
expressions like "God-in-Christ" and "Christ-in-God,"134 in signifying Christ's
participation in the Creation and God's participation in the Incarnation, Death, Cross,
and the Resurrection;?35 and he does not sharply distinguish Christ from the Father
and the Spirit. Naturally culture is not totally alien to Christ-in-God. Niebuhr's
culture is not autonomous from Christ; although he seeks values also outside the
New Testament, they are not independent of Christ the Creator.136 Instead of a
tension within the Trinity, it is a tension between Jesus Christ who revealed Himself
in the first century Palestine window and Christ-in-God and Christ-in-Spirit as the
second Person of the Trinity. Using Stassen's three themes, we can state that God's
concrete disclosure in Christ (the third principle) is weakened by God's absolute rule

over the world (the first principle) and God's dynamic transcendency beyond our

133Niebuhr 1975, 12, 13.

34For instance, Niebuhr 1975, 192, 249; Niebuhr 1970, 117, 118, 119, 120,
121, 124, 129, 130.

135Niebuhr 1975, 192.

136 A significant difference between Niebuhr and Yoder's Christology is that
whilst Niebuhr emphasises the Christ's Creator aspect as much as the Redeemer
aspect, Yoder intensely regards Christ as Messiah and Lord. "These practices
[which Yoder suggests as the church's social ethics] are enabled and illuminated by
Jesus of Nazareth, who is confessed as Messiah and as Lord. They are part of the
order of redemption, not of creation. . . . The standard account of these matters had
told us that in order for Christians to be able to speak to others we need to look less
to redemption and more to creation, or less to revelation and more to nature and
reason. . . . In the practices I am describing (and the thinking underlying them), the
apostolic communities did it the other way around." Yoder 1994, 370-371.
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comprehension (the second principle). We cannot simply call it a reduction of the
New Testament Christ; for the New Testament does testify not only to the humanity
of Christ but also to His eternal nature and active participation in the Creation.237
Nevertheless it is a problem that Niebuhr does not discuss the relationship or priority
between the two; for it can open the door to diluting the radical teaching of Christ
not by His transcendent nature but by our own reason, common sense, or even
convenience. When we face the radical teaching of Christ, we very often give the
final authority not to Him but to ourselves, compromising such teaching.

Niebuhr's three-fold understanding sounds perfectly orthodox. For sure he
carefully avoids the pitfall of a Unitarianism of the Son. He warns against
overemphasis on Christ in Christian theology, and says that he must reject "the
tendency in much postliberal theology to equate theology with Christology and to
base on a few passages of the New Testament a new unitarianism of the second
person of the Trinity."138 Niebuhr rejects the idea that theology "substitute[s] the
Lordship of Christ for the Lordship of God" and that "theology is turned into
Christology."13® He particularly sees the problems of the Unitarianism of the Son in
its exclusiveness. Since the Son always sought the will of the Father and glorified
Him, we should not focus only on the Son, ignoring the Father.

Nevertheless although Niebuhr intends to hold to the Christ of the New
Testament, in reality the concrete and radical teaching of Christ does not at all
occupy a significant role in C&C. We must therefore seek a way to hold the
orthodox Trinitarian understanding of Christ without losing a sharp edge of the
teaching of Christ in the New Testament. As a result Niebuhr's theology leaves the
final authority, not to Christ, but to us to judge right decisions. Niebuhr was too

reluctant to give concrete ethics even in confessional and communal form.14°

137Logos Christology is a typical example of this kind.

138Niebuhr 1960c, 250.

139Niebuhr 1960b, 60.

140A ccording to Kliever, "His [Niebuhr's] early counsels to moral inaction
and monastic withdrawal were themselves strategic moves rather than programmatic
policies and even these he later saw to be ill-advise and ineffective." Kliever 1991,
150.



45

Although his theocentric relativism or permanent revolution may dissuade him from
being concrete, he still can and should present concrete suggestions in confessional
and communal form. Christian ethics should seek the direction of the concrete to be
effective as much as possible. Christ's teaching, His life, and other New Testament
teaching are concrete. Although our efforts in concrete expression of ethics are

relative and incomplete, mere abstract ethics can hardly transform the world.

D. Transformation Revisited

As we have seen, the transformation type is described by Niebuhr as the most
attractive position among the five types, and in fact almost every reader claims to be
a transformationist.241 Moreover it is impossible to be totally against culture.
Scriven correctly states: "Complete separation from the surrounding cultural life is
impossible. Some integration is inevitable."142 The real question is how to
transform culture.

However that aspect of the transformation type is not fully discussed by
Niebuhr.243 Characteristics of the transformation approach in C&C by Niebuhr are:
recognition of the goodness of creation, the distinction between human rebellion and
the good creation, and an existential understanding of history. They are legitimate
guidelines, but not yet concrete enough to present a direction to transform culture.
Here we seek an appropriate understanding of transformation on the bases of Yoder's

suggestions and Niebuhr's other writings.

141Yoder 1996, 52-53.

142Gcriven 1988, 63.

143In addition, no negative aspects are identified and discussed in the
transformation model except for the allusion to the necessity of valuing other types
of Christianity, although the first four types are described as necessary but
insufficient, and receive critiques. Although Lonnie D. Kliever regards the "silence"
as something "like an artist's signature, [which] tokened Niebuhr's identification with
the conversionists," it is simply an unfair handling. Kliever 1991, 58.
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1. Radical Monotheism

In "Reformation: Continuing Imperative" (1960) Niebuhr states:

The immediate reformation of the church that I pray for, look for and want to work for in
the time that may remain to me is its reformation not now by separation from the world but
by a new entrance into it without conformity to it. I believe our separation has gone far
enough and that now we must find new ways of doing what we were created to do.144

This is an important autobiographical article near the end of his life, in which he
reflects on the intention and direction of his theological inquiry. Obviously "new
entrance into the world without conformity to it" refers to the transformation
approach; and he believes that the transformation in his day needs at least "a
resymbolization of the message and the life of faith in the One God."145 The
resymbolisation can be understood as reinterpreted traditional terms and Christian
deeds in the contemporary world; and it is possible only through the life of renewed
faith in the only true God.24¢ In conclusion Niebuhr states: "The reform of religion
is the fundamental reformation of society."147 Thus he claims that clear monotheism
and the living faith as continual reformation are necessary for the transformation of
society. This leads us to the discussion of radical monotheism.

In Radical Monotheism and Western Civilization (1960) Niebuhr firstly
discusses two aspects of faith: trust and loyalty. Trust is "the passive aspect of the
faith relation"; and "loyalty or faithfulness is the active side."148 For instance in
nationalism we trust and rely on our nation as a source of our value; and we value
and make a commitment to our nation. Likewise in Christian statement, "in the one
sense it means 'T trust in God,' in the other, 'I vow allegiance to Him."'149

Niebuhr then describes radical monotheism in comparison with henotheism
(social faith) and polytheism (pluralism). He describes radical monotheism with its

two mottoes: "'l am the Lord thy God; thou shalt have no other gods before me' and

144Niebuhr 1960c, 250.

145Niebuhr 1960c. 251.

146Niebuhr sees successful resymbolisations in the Reformation, the Puritan
Movement, the Great Awakening, and the Social Gospel.

147Niebuhr 1960c, 251.

148Niebuhr 1960b, 18.

1499Niebuhr 1960b, 18.
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"Whatever is, is good."'150 This is a statement of radical Lordship to the ultimate
God and an affirmation of the original goodness of the world as His creation.
Radical monotheism rejects any substitute for the ultimate and infinite God; and by
acknowledging Him as the Creator and the Sustainer of the world, "it reverences
every relative existent."151 The acknowledgement of the ultimate, which may sound
exclusive, results in the most inclusive thought. As Niebuhr repeats, radical
monotheism exists "more as hope than as datum, more perhaps as a possibility than
as an actuality, yet also as an actuality that has modified at certain emergent periods
our natural social faith and our polytheism."152

Social faith "has one object, which is, however, only one among many"; and
pluralism "has many objects of devotion."152 Pluralism, according to Niebuhr,
historically appears following the termination of social faith. "When confidence in
nation or other closed society is broken, men who must live by faith have recourse to
multiple centers of value and scatter their loyalties among many causes."154
Dissolution of social faith often brings forth individualism, such as epicureanism,
existentialism, and egoism.

Although social faith trusts one object, it substitutes the infinite God with a
finite being, such as a nation, an ideology like Communism, civilisation, or even the
church. Niebuhr asserts that both Judaism and Christianity as organised religions
were "involved in the conflicts of radically monotheistic faith with its rivals."155
Particularly Niebuhr sees two forms of henotheism in Christianity: church-
centredness and Christ-centredness.1>¢ When "the community that pointed to the

faithfulness of the One . . . points to itself as his representative," henotheism

150Njebuhr 1960b, 37.
151Njebuhr 1960b, 37.
152Niebuhr 1960b, 31.
153Niebuhr 1960b, 24.
154Niebuhr 1960b, 28.
135Niebuhr 1960b, 63.
156Niebuhr 1960b, 58.
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appears.1>7 When Christ's "relation to the One beyond himself is so slurred over that
he becomes the center of value and the object of loyalty,"258 henotheism appears.

Niebuhr's radical monotheism is a significant contribution to theology of
culture. In the light of the One beyond many, it sharply discerns not only false
culture but also false religions in (and outside) the church, both of which occupy the
throne of the ultimate God.

Niebuhr's keen sensitivity about historical relativism rejects any substitution
for the ultimate God. He is correct that the church cannot be a substitute for God,
nor can Christ by Himself be independent of the Trinity. Niebuhr rejects
Unitarianism of the Son, as much as Unitarianism of the Father and that of the Spirit.
Here Yoder sees a tension between the Father and the Son, and Carl Michalson sees:
"Niebuhr's strictly monarchian view of God."15° It is true that Niebuhr's theology
does contain such a danger. However Niebuhr's theological agenda is of relativity
and absoluteness; and from this viewpoint, radical monotheism, which points to the
ultimate absolute, is a logical and necessary outcome. Niebuhr's theology does not
move from the known to the unknown; it rather holds both concreteness and
abstractness at the same time.2¢9 He sees Christ through God and sees God through
Christ.261 Although Christ represents God and says that "whoever has seen me has
seen the Father,"162 He cannot be taken as the replacement of the Trinity. Although
the three Persons are one, the Trinity is of three Persons. The life and the teaching

of the Son should be understood in relation with the Father and the Spirit.163

157Niebuhr 1960b, 58.

158Niebuhr 1960b, 59-60.

159Michalson 1957, 248. Michalson blames Niebuhr in that "Niebuhr tends
to regard the ascription of deity to Jesus of Nazareth as a compromise of the unity of
God."

160Hans W. Frei states: "Niebuhr trod a delicate path between image- or
story-shaped and universal ethics, and between universal and particular story-shaped
theology. Unlike Barth, he refused to make a decision between a narrative and, shall
we say, a trans-narrative, universal understanding of God's acts in history." Frei
1991, 19.

161Cf. Stassen 1996, 182.

162John 14:9.

163Particularly physical aspects of Jesus on Palestine was limited during his
earthly life; and although his recorded teachings are the norms for Christian ethics,
they by themselves do not necessarily cover all aspects of our life today.
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Whilst historical relativism reveals the incompleteness of the church and
points to the abstract and metaphysical aspect of the ultimate God, theocentric
relativism illuminates the other aspect: His concrete revelation in a finite world.
Henotheism is not simply to interpret the will of the ultimate God in concrete
contexts; it is rather to replace Him with another being. We can say that radical
monotheism has two sides. On one hand as a passive side it points to the ontological
and metaphysical aspect of the ultimate God and rejects any substitutes for Him; on
the other hand as an active side it points to His concrete aspect: His incarnation,
revelation, and person. Personal encounter with the personal God and faithful
response to Him as a whole person is an essential element in Niebuhr's theology.
Unlike Tillich whose ontology predominates over personhood of being itself,
Niebuhr emphasises God's "personlike integrity" over ontology.164 He asserts: "God
is steadfast self, keeping his word, 'faithful in all his doings and just in all his
ways.''165

Radical monotheism is not in the first instance a theory about being and then a faith, as
though the faith-orientation toward the principle of being as value-center needed to be
preceded by an ontology that established the unity of the realm of being and its source in a
single power beyond it.166

However its function of pointing to the infinite One tends to lead our faith in
an abstract direction. Moltmann says: "Christianity cannot therefore any longer be
represented as a 'monotheistic form of belief' (Schleiermacher). Christian faith is not
'radical monotheism."167 Yoshinobu T6bo asserts that Moltmann misunderstands
Niebuhr's theology by overlooking Niebuhr's God as one who reveals Himself as the
first person.168 To6bo is correct that Niebuhr's God is not absorbed by ontology.
Nevertheless his radical monotheism gives us an impression of abstraction despite
his emphasis on the personhood of God. This is because of the lack of communal

and confessional aspects, which he previously suggested in The Meaning of

Interpretations of the teachings are possible because of our trust in the providence of
the Father and the guidance of the Spirit.

164Tillich 1955, 83.

165Niebuhr 1960b, 47.

166Niebuhr 1960b, 32.

16’Moltmann 1974, 215.

168T5b6 1984, 217.
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Revelation. Although Niebuhr does not "see how we can witness to the divine
sovereignty without being in the church nor how we can understand what God is
doing and declaring to us in our public and private experience without the dictionary
of the Scriptures," he protests "against the deification of Scriptures and of the
church."1é2 His church is not in the position to discern henotheism and polytheism.
It is the selves in the church who are to discern them.

Niebubhr's radical monotheism needs to be supported by the concrete aspect
of theocentric relativism: confessional and communal theology. An abstract aspect
of Niebuhr's theology, radical monotheism, needs these concrete complementary

elements.

2. Yoder's Approach: Selective Discernment

Yoder claims that the New Testament does not regard non-Christian culture
as monolithic, and it has no other examples except for transformation with selective
discernment.27° Thus he rejects Niebuhr's five-type approach. The alternative
suggested by Yoder can be summarised as follows.

Firstly, we need to discern each aspect of culture and separately to deal with

it, since culture is a complex entity rather than monolithic. Yoder claims:

Some elements of culture the church categorically rejects (pornography, tyranny, cultic
idolatry). Other dimensions of culture it accepts within clear limits (economic production,
commerce, the graphic arts, paying taxes for peacetime civil government). To still other
dimensions of culture Christian faith gives a new motivation and coherence (agriculture,
family life, literacy, conflict resolution, empowerment). Still others it strips of their claims
to possess autonomous truth and value, and uses them as vehicles of communication
(philosophy, language, Old Testament ritual, music). Still other forms of culture are created
by the Christian churches (hospitals, service of the poor, generalized education,
egalitarianism, abolitionism, feminism). Some have been created with special effectiveness
by the Peace Churches (prison reform, war sufferers' relief, international conciliation).1 71

Since culture is a compound substance, discernment is thus crucial for Yoder. He

insists that we need to discriminate each aspect of culture in a given situation.172

169Niebuhr 1960c, 250.

170Y oder 1996, 87.

17lY oder 1996, 69.

172Cf. Dyrness 1988, 11-12.



51

Secondly Yoder insists on a community approach, rejecting an individualistic
approach. For Yoder it is the believer's church, unlike Niebuhr's 'self,’ that makes a
decision. He says: "It is normally to the Christian fellowship that the command of
God comes."173 The community, unlike individualistic decision making, can reflect
on a variety of opinions as it consists of diverse people. Yoder states: "Normatively
and normally, the body of Christ actualizes the plurality of members and charisms,
thereby attaining a credibility such as cannot be claimed for the 'established'
traditions where a ruler, a professor, or a priest makes decisions for the community
by virtue of his office."174

Thirdly the believing community for Yoder needs distinctiveness from the
world. When we try to transform culture, says Yoder, we need "a place to stand"
(church) and "a bar and a fulcrum" not of our own making (canonical foundation).175
He warns of "those who seek to modify society by taking 'more positive' attitudes
toward it"; for they "are actually rendered unable to do so, when by 'positive attitude'
they mean abandoning an independent standpoint."17¢ Accordingly the church, with
its distinctiveness, offers an alternative culture to the world. He says: "The Christian
church as a sociological unit is distinguishable from the rest of culture and thereby
constitutes a new cultural option."177

Finally Yoder suggests seven cases in the New Testament which reveal
norms to deal with culture: John 1:1-14, Heb. 1:1-2:9, Col. 1:1-28, Rev. 4:1-5:4, Phi.
2:5-13, Pauline literature about "principalities and powers,"178 and Acts 14 and

17.27° After working on common elements in these cases,18° Yoder asserts that two

173Y oder 1996, 74.

174Y oder 1996, 76.

175Yoder 1996, 74, 77.

176Y oder 1996, 71.

177Yoder 1996, 75.

178Perhaps this should include the following passages: Romans 8:38; Eph.
3:10; Col. 1:16, 2:15; and Tit. 3:1.

179Y oder 1996, 85-87; cf. Yoder 1984, 46-62.

180Y oder says: "In each of those [first] five cases, the apostle faced the
challenge of how to affirm Christ's Lordship in the face of a value structure, or a
power structure, or a meaning system, which denied that Lordship." The five texts
commonly express: (1) being "quite at home in the new linguistic world, using its
language and facing its questions,” (2) placing Jesus, not "into the slots the cosmic
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kinds of question must be asked for "authentic transformation": procedural and
substantial.181 The former is the question of how believers should proceed with
decision making; and the latter (although not fully spelled out) is the question of the
content of discussion by believers. He values "the concrete community process of
discernment, as that community converses, in the light of the confession 'Christ is
Lord,' about particular hard choices."182

He notes that believers are "a royal and priestly people"” as they "serve God"
(as priests) and "rule the world" (as kings). "A community uniting in the celebration
of the sovereignty of the slain lamb participate[s] in his sovereignty and thereby in
making the world go the right way," "as they stood in the midstream of world events,
but refusing to confess any other Lord."283 Such a communal identity is an
indispensable qualification for a church which is to make distinctively Christian

decisions.

3. Discernment of Culture

Yoder's suggestion of selective treatment to different elements of culture is
beneficial, and its general direction should be supported. Culture is not monolithic
and each aspect should be handled separately. Christians in reality have selectively
dealt with different aspects of culture. As we have seen, Yoder gives five ways to
treat different elements of culture: categorical rejection, conditional acceptance,
giving a new motivation and coherence, acceptance as vehicles of communication by
subordinating to Christianity, and creation of new forms of culture by churches.
Although these are just examples given by Yoder and his treatment may not be

limited to them, they should reflect his basic attitude toward dealing with culture.

vision has ready for it," but above the "cosmology and culture of the world," (3) the
suffering of Christ in the cosmos, "which accredits Christ for this lordship," (4)
Christians are called to participate the suffering of Christ, (5) Oneness of the Son
with the Father, (6) Christ brought victory. Yoder 1996, 85; Yoder 1984 53.

181Yoder 1996, 87-88.

182Y oder 1996, 74.

183Yoder 1996, 88.
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A selective attitude contains two characteristics: to reject the unacceptable
and to transform the rest. Yoder is correct that there is something to be categorically
rejected. However we have to be very careful both in categorical rejection and
conditional acceptance.

When we find reflections of our sins in culture, we must reject both our sins
and their cultural reflections. The core of our sin is distrust in God or self-
centredness.184 These are two sides of a same coin, and ultimately deify oneself in
an extreme case. Our sins such as idolatry, polytheism, and greed can be attributed to
them, and sins are reflected in culture in various forms.

It is to be noticed that Yoder is rejecting not only sins but also other parts of
culture, which are perverted by sins yet have a potential to be transformed. They
need to be treated carefully. We have to avoid an 'effortless' rejection without a
consistently selective attitude; for it neither indicates zeal for redeeming culture, nor
reflects the nature of God who seeks sinners to repent.

Although God instructed the Israelites to destroy ungodly people, their
towns, and their possessions, particularly in Deuteronomy, it was a special occasion
and it does not have to be taken as the norm for an ordinary life.185 It was when a
new generation of Israelites who did not experience the Exodus and receiving the
law at the Mt. Sinai was about to enter Canaan, and a purified identity as the people
of God was particularly needed. Repeated is the statement: "You must purge the evil
from among you."18¢ The Israclites were perhaps not ready to discern what was
acceptable in the Gentiles' culture without losing their distinctiveness.

In other occasions God is described as the guardian of the world. When God

was concerned about Nineveh, His concern was not only with more than a hundred

184Romans 14:23.

185Deuteronomy 2:34; 3:6; 7:2, 26; 13:5-17; 20:17-18. See also Exodus
22:20; Leviticus 27:29; Numbers 21:2-3.

186Deuteronomy 17:7; 19:19; 21:21, 24; 24:7. This theme is also repeated in
I Cor. 5:13. The inauguration of the New Testament church was also a beginning of
anew era.
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and twenty thousand people but also with many cattle.287 If God is the Creator and
the Sustainer of the world, does He not show concern about the culture, which
influences people and environment as well as being conversely a human product?
When God redeems people, culture is not excluded from the redemption.

In Radical Monotheism and Western Civilization, and the supplementary
article in the volume, Niebuhr repeatedly affirms the goodness of every creature
because of its relation to the Creator.288 "They [some beings] are enemies to each
other as often as friends; but even enemies are entitled to loyalty as fellow citizens of
the realm of being."*8° He basically accepts culture as a whole and pays respect to
it. Nevertheless, in the deeper discussion of culture in C&C Niebuhr includes only
the valued part of human production in his "culture,"190 and therefore there is no
attempt to transform negative aspects of culture. Although there is an expression
such as "the redemption of the created and corrupted human world and the
transformation of mankind in all its cultural activity," in the discussion of Augustine,
the "cultural activity" seems to be still limited to only positive aspects of culture.191
Thus Niebuhr does not clearly intend to transform negative aspects of culture.,

We should not give up on and cut off negative aspects of culture from a
transformational attempt. Culture is a human production after all; and if the most
wretched person is called to repent, we should not close the door for redeeming the
most despicable aspect of culture created by humans.

Yoder's selective attitude is to be valued. However we have to maintain a

careful attitude in selection. An element of culture consists of numerous

187Jonah 4:11. Many cattle can be interpreted at least as human possession,
which affects human life. This passage may even be interpreted as God's concern
about animal lives. In either case, it is clear that God's concern is not limited to
humans only but includes at least what affects human life.

188Niebuhr 1960b, 32, 52-53; H. Richard Niebuhr, "Theology in the
University," in Niebuhr 1960b, 98. (Originally published under the title "Theology--
Not Queen but Servant." Niebuhr 1955.) H. Richard Niebuhr, "Faith in Gods and in
God," in Niebuhr 1960b, 126. (Originally published under the title "The Nature and
Existence of God," in Niebuhr 1943.)

189Niebuhr 1960b, 38.

19Njebuhr 1975, 29-39.

9INiebuhr 1975, 215.
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components. Categorical rejection should be limited to core elements of sin. Our
attitude should reflect the character of God who seeks sinners to repent. We should
seek to redeem culture instead of carelessly rejecting it. There is no element of
culture that is totally evil. The whole creation is perverted good, including men and

women; and culture is a human production.

4. Three Factors for Transformation

Culture is a human product. In this section, I would like to suggest that
Christian transformation of culture can be caused by three factors: personal
conversion, corporate conversion, and superficial adoption. Transformation is used
as a profoundly positive change. Conversion here means not only conversion of
people to Christian faith as a one-time experience but also renewal as a continual
experience.

Personal conversion with awareness of social responsibility is a basis for
cultural transformation. In a personal conversion process we usually acknowledge
and repent our sin, and surrender ourselves to the Lord. In biblical metaphor it is
death and resurrection; and it is also called a born-again experience.12 There is
something that we must die to; that is sin.2®3 As the Pelagian Controversy
highlighted in the fifth century, sin has two sides: a side of environmental and
internal human condition, and a side of human response. The former is a fallen
world due to the original sin over which we have no control; and the latter is an
aspect of our unwillingness to follow God. Our focus here is on the latter. It is
impossible to experience a conversion without denying ourselves.

What is the relationship between persons, society, and culture? A society
consists of persons; persons influence a society, and vice versa. Culture is produced

by a society; and culture also influences both persons and society. Repentance is

192John 3:3, 7; I Peter 1:23.
193Romans 6:2.
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often used with reference to individuals, whereas culture is a product of a society.
One may ask if we can discuss a personal matter and a social matter on the same
principles. Obviously a society is not simply a sum of persons' gathering,
nevertheless they do share a common element. As much as God calls individuals to
repent, He calls a corporate body to repent. In the Hebrew Scriptures the Israelites
are called to repentance; and in the New Testament churches are called to repentance
as well.2?¢ The Social Gospel movement was correct in observing the social aspect
of sin, overcoming individualistic Christianity in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.}?5 A corporate body, which produces culture, is also called for
repentance.

H. Richard Niebuhr also holds a view of continuity between individuals and
societies. D.M. Yeager discusses Niebuhr's understanding about the two through his
own assessment of evangelical theology, of liberal theology, of social gospel
movement, and of neo-orthodoxy.19¢ She concludes that Niebuhr believes that "the
'self and the 'world' are built on the same principles" although he never assumes that
"the groups are simple sums of the individuals they contain, such that if you have
changed the majority of the individual units you have changed the aggregative sum
that is the group."*®? Lonnie D. Kliever also asserts that Niebuhr rejects a separation
of social and personal ethics, and deems that we should not apply different Christian
approaches to individuals and to a society, namely a personal conversion approach to
individuals and a middle axiom approach to the society.18 H. Richard Niebuhr is
fully aware that there are super-personal organisations, and huge differences between
the morality of selves and the morality of societies. However unlike his brother

Reinhold, who believes there is a significant gap between individuals and groups,19°

194For example, Revelation chapters 2 and 3.

195Niebuhr 1936, 177.

196Y eager 1996, 96-113.

197Yeager 1996, 111.

198K liever 1991, 152-153. Kliever's discussion is based on Niebuhr's course
'Christian Ethics' (1952).

199R einhold Niebuhr 1936.
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he sees a continuity between them.29° Although changing society through making a
moral impact on individuals is difficult, he believes that "change is possible because
social structures are originally the product of individuals."201

Niebuhr values both individual and social conversions, and the question is
not "social versus individual salvation."2°2 However he denies the direct
involvement of the church in social reform which the Social Gospel advocates: "It
[the Social Gospel] has tended to speak of social salvation as something which men
could accomplish for themselves if only they adopted the right social ideal, found
adequate motivation for achieving it and accepted the correct technical means. . . .
God, in this theory, becomes a means to an end."2°3 Niebuhr rather deems with neo-
orthodoxy that the main concern of the church should be the proclamation of the
gospel revealed in Christ. He thinks that "the Social Gospel rests upon a false

analysis of the social situation," and states:

A true analysis will see that our social injustice and misery cannot be dealt with unless their
sources in a false faith are dealt with. . . . Men will be ready for no radically new life until
they have really become aware of the falsity of the faith upon which their old life is
based.204

He believes that personal conversion should precede social reform, as otherwise
social reform cannot leave a long-term effect. Thus Niebuhr takes religiously direct
but socially indirect strategies, which he calls "the social equivalent of the
Evangelical strategy."2°5 He emphasises both responsibility for societies and
personal conversion; he believes that social responsibility can be achieved only
through personal conversion with awareness of social responsibility.

H. Richard Niebubhr is right to see the continuity between individuals and
societies. Although they are different, they are closely related; and we lose

theological coherence if we take different approaches to them. He is also right to

200H, Richard Niebuhr claims that society should be understood not only as a
physical but also "a spiritual form of human existence," otherwise the Church's care
of society becomes confined to "interest in the prosperity and peace of men in their
communities." Niebuhr 1970, 127-128.

201K liever 1991, 154.

202Njiebuhr 1936, 181.

203Niebuhr 1936, 180.

204Niebuhr 1936, 180.

205Niebuhr 1936, 181.
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deem that personal conversions are necessary for effective social reform. However
we should notice that Niebuhr does not pay attention to the aspect of the corporate
conversion. His interest seems to be limited to responsible selves. Corporate
conversions can result in the transformation of culture as much as personal
conversions.2%6 We shall discuss the relationship between individuals and corporate
body below.207

Culture is a social production. Although a culture is inseparable from a
society and persons, its nature is different from that of a society and persons. Can
culture repent? Our answer is negative. If a society has communal subjectivity, it
may repent as a corporate body.298 However culture as a production of a society
does not have a personality to repent with. However in the procedure of personal or
corporate repentance, culture rather functions as a mirror to reflect who we are and
what we need to repent of and to change.

One may ask whether cultural transformation without personal and corporate
conversions is possible. Our answer is positive. The world can accept some
Christian influence to improve social situation without accepting the confession that
Jesus Christ is Lord. This is what I mean by superficial adoption.20?

Japan was given a new Constitution after the World War II by the General
Headquarters. It protected human rights far more in comparison with its previous
Constitution, and prepared a way for the miraculous reconstruction of the economy.
The Constitution certainly improved the social situation. Nevertheless Japan did not
experience a conversion. Although it was forced by victorious nations to deny its

traditional value system supported by Shinto, it was simply a repentance before the

206Corporate conversion here does not mean institutional mass conversion to
Christianity, such as Constantinian Christianity. It presupposes internal conversion
(and renewal) experience.

207Chapter 1, IITD6 'Corporate-Personal Model.'

208See Chapter 5, IIID3¢ 'Congregation' for the discussion of communal
subjectivity.

209Y oder's 'pioneering' function of the church is of this kind. See Chapter 2,
IVC2 'Pioneering.’
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victorious nations which are relative and not before ultimate God. Such a superficial
change allowed Japan to remain the same.

Improvement of society does not necessarily require conversion. An
improved social situation without conversion can result in proud self-sufficiency and
accordingly in turning away from God. Therefore this superficial adoption is social
improvement, and is significantly different from personal and corporate conversions.

Thus Christian transformation of culture becomes possible through personal
and corporate conversions with awareness of the social responsibility. As Niebuhr
deems, social reform without personal (and corporate) conversions cannot leave a
long term effect. However it is also supplemented with superficial adoption.

Culture is a social production, which also influences people. Improvement of the
social situation and positive cultural change are desirable. Culture reflects the
character of the society and persons. Therefore it is impossible to transform culture

without working on the character of the society and persons.

5. Community Approach

Yoder insists that Niebuhr ignores the local Christian church, and his C&C is

thoroughly individualistic:

Niebuhr's treatment in C&C is striking by the absence of any reference to the place of the
Christian community in the process of decision. . . . But (to our surprise) all that Niebuhr
says in C&C about cultural discernment can be exhaustively understood in terms of the
mental process of solitary individuals.210

The decision of faith,211 Niebuhr suggests, entails freedom, social
existentialism, and theocentric relativism.212 Niebuhr notes that although we have

freedom, it is limited and is bound to a given situation. It is not a freedom

210Y oder 1996, 74-75.

211 Although Niebuhr first discusses in the context of deciding one's own
attitude to the Christ-culture-problem, he later applies it to general decision of faith.

212Niebuhr 1975, 234, 241. Although Niebuhr uses terms such as
'individualism' and 'moment,’ they can be summarised as "social existentialism."
Although Niebuhr here uses "The Relativism of Faith" as a heading, "theo-centric
relativism" (xii) expresses the concept most clearly.
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independent of the situation but a freedom dependent on it.213 Qur decision must be
made existentially, here and now, in which eternity appears. Although our decision
must be individual and existential, Niebuhr rejects Kierkegaardian subjectivism
because it is ultimately concerned only with individualistic matters, ignoring social
responsibility; moreover it overemphasises Christ alone, ignoring His witnesses. For
Niebuhr, our responsibility for society and the "companionship of fellow knowers" -
are important for the individual's decision.21¢ This is his social existentialism.
When one makes a decision, says Niebuhr, the self is not "alone here with the
responsibility of decision," but the self "is compresent with a historical qther and
historical companions."215 He also writes in The Meaning of Revelation: "What is
past is not gone; it abides in us as our memory; what is future is not non-existent but
present in us as our potentiality. Time here is organic or it is social, so that past and
future associate with each other in the present."21¢ He thinks that our decision is not
to be a lonely action but to be supported with the memory of those who went
through it before us, with the anticipation of those who will face a similar situation,
and most of all with God who dwells in the eternal present. Thus Niebuhr values a
community aspect highly, and discusses it in C&C. Yoder is wrong to consider that
a community aspect is lacking in C&C.

However as mentioned above, Niebuhr sees henotheism in church-
centredness as well as Christ-centredness. Although Niebuhr does not "see how we
can witness to the divine sovereignty without being in the church" and believes that
theology's "home is the church," he is keenly aware of the historical relativity of the
church.217 Thus community aspect in Niebuhr's theology is certainly weaker than in
Yoder's theology.

Moreover we still have to ask what Niebuhr means by "companionship." He

says that it is for "the living dialogue of the self with other selves" so that one does

213Niebuhr 1975, 250-251.

214Niebuhr 1975, 245.

215Niebuhr 1975, 247-248.

216Niebuhr 1960a, 69.

217Niebuhr 1960c, 250; Niebuhr 1960a, 21.



61

not live "in lonely internal debate."218 It seems to have a complementary
characteristic to the existential decision.

In order to clarify it, we must examine Niebuhr's understanding of Christian
community. To Yoder's surprise, the church is very highly valued in Niebuhr's
theology. "Being in social history it [a theology Niebuhr intends to pursue] cannot
be a personal and private theology nor can it live in some non-churchly sphere of
political or cultural history; its home is the church; its language is the language of
the church."229 In "the Hidden Church and the Churches in Sight," Niebuhr
discusses the relationship between the Church and the churches. In a summary

statement, he asserts:

First, the Church is an eschatological society, or, as we may better say in our times, it is an
emergent reality, hidden yet real; and secondly, the religious institutions called the churches
are subject like all the rest of this secular society of ours to a constant process of
conversion.220

The churches obviously mean local churches. Regarding the Church, Niebuhr
rejects three wrong understandings. The first is to identify "one's own religious
organization with the true Church."221 This is an elevation of the finite to an infinite
position, and is represented by the Roman Catholic Church. The second is to
assume that the Church "is made up of scattered individuals." He believes that the
Church "is not simply a society of saved men but the saved society of men."222
Here again we see Niebuhr's intention to fight against an individualistic approach.
The third mistake is "to assign the being of the Church to the realm of ideality while
the churches are regarded as belonging to the realm of sense experience."223 The
Church is not merely an ideal as an unreachable goal but a reality which appears in
daily life. He states: "The Church of faith is more real and dependable than the
churches; the latter are trustworthy only insofar as the former appears in them."224

Although Niebuhr sees the Church not only in the churches but also in other forms,

218Niebuhr 1975, 245.
219Njiebuhr 1960a, 21.
220Niebuhr 1945-1946, 114.
22INiebuhr 1945-1946, 109-110.
222Niebuhr 1945-1946, 113.
223Niebuhr 1945-1946, 111.
224Niebuhr 1945-1946, 112.
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"the presence of the Church is so tied up with the activity of the churches that we do
not know how to separate them."225 Thus for Niebuhr, the Church and the churches
are inseparably related; the churches become genuine when the Church appears in
them; and the Church expresses itself in the churches most explicitly although there
are other appearances.

In C&C, Niebuhr states:

Faith is a dual bond of loyalty and trust that is woven around the members of such a
community [in which one is faithful to all bound to the truth]. It does not issue from a
subject simply; it is called forth as trust by acts of loyalty on the part of others; it is infused
as loyalty to a cause by others who are loyal to that cause and to me. Faith exists only in a
community of selves in the presence of a transcendent cause.226

Considering Niebuhr's understanding of Christian community, the community here
should not simply mean any local churches but (1) present local churches in which
the Church appears and (2) the genuine churches in the past and in the future,
including those of all five types.

What then is the function, in the decision making, of those who are
'‘compresent' with the self in memory, anticipation, or actual dialogue? We have to
ask the same question which Niebuhr asks in his criticism of identifying revelation
with the person of Jesus: "How can we have personal communion with one who
exists only in our memory and in the monuments, the books and sentences, which
are the body of our memory?"227 The living faith of the dead as a memory can
challenge, encourage, and shape our faith more than the dead faith of the living; and
the anticipation of those who shall follow us identifies our role with that of those in
our memory. Although they thus can help us, they, in our wishful speculation, can
be used to rationalise our individualistic decision making. How about the case of a
local church? Although the actual dialogue is more concrete than indirect dialogues
with people in the universal Church, its function here is limited to advice, and it does
not play an active role in decision making. For Niebuhr decision making is still left

to the self as an existential matter after all. Thus Niebuhr's social existentialism is a

225Niebuhr 1945-1946, 108.
26Niebuhr 1975, 253.
27Niebuhr 1960a, 148.
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modified individualistic subjectivism, which we call the personal approach below,
with the awareness of others and social responsibility. To that extent there is some

substance in Yoder's criticism.

6. Corporate-Personal Model

We have seen that Niebuhr's approach is not fully corporate. In his theology
decision making is after all left to the self as an existential matter. Supporting
Yoder's direction toward community involvement in decision making, I would like
to discuss further human encounter with God and appropriate community
involvement in decision making. Decision making and encounter with God are
related because our decision making is a response to the divine in the encounter.

Decision making in the Scriptures is not always by a community; God does
speak to a person. For example the calling of prophets often came individually.
Jesus' mother, Mary, was called individually. Jesus dealt with persons individually
in his ministry to heal them, to challenge them, or to call them to follow Him. Paul
was called individually, and did not go up to Jerusalem to see other disciples for
three years.228 These are all existential and individual encounters with God, which
the Scriptures value highly. Protestant reformers and their forerunners had to make
significant decisions individually against the Medieval Roman Catholic Church.
Martin Luther, on doctrine of justification by grace through faith, did not wait for the
communal agreement of the Roman Catholic Church or of his monastery. It was his
own conviction rediscovered in the Bible.

These people were already in some kind of community. After the existential
decision making, they tried to re-form the community into God-centredness or
joined a God-centred community. The promise of God to Abram was to become a
father of all nations; and he took his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot and his family on

his journey. Messages of the prophets were recognised, accepted, and preserved by

228Galatians 1:17-18.
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the Israelites, although sometimes it was after rejecting and persecuting them.229
Mary stayed with her relative Elizabeth for about three months, who was in a similar
situation in pregnancy with John the Baptist. Jesus formed a community of his
followers. The pouring out of the Spirit on the Pentecost came upon the community,
and it was the community that was renewed by the Spirit and was enlarged in
number. Paul was in the company of Ananias soon after the conversion experience,
and later with Barnabas, in addition to numerous anonymous Christians. He was at
the table of the Jerusalem Conference for the community decision making. Luther
stood on the doctrine with Paul, and had a companionship with Philip Melanchthon
and other scholars at Wittenberg. Thus after an existential decision making, they re-
formed or joined a God-centred community, and community life is a norm for
Christians.

It is a post-modern trend, after the breakdown of modern Western
individualism, to find a solution in Oriental corporateness. In Christian theology,
however, it is rather to be called a rediscovery of community, which has always been
a part of Christian tradition. Community decision making is to be valued because of
at least following reasons. Firstly in the Hebrew and early Christian tradition God
speaks to a people rather than to individuals. Secondly when a community involves
a variety of people in decision making, it can reflect the plurality. Thirdly Christian
community decision is harmonious when genuinely seeking the will of God with the
confession that Jesus Christ is Lord. Community decision has a rich, deep,
convincing unity with the support and commitment of the members, which is far
beyond individual decisions, just as any gifted solo singer cannot reach the depth,
richness, harmony, and volume of a well-trained choir. Fourthly, community
decision making is a reflection of our respect for other believers to whom the Spirit
is given.

Now let us turn to the quality aspect of community decision making.

Community decision should not simply be a sum of individual decisions, which can

229Cf, Kraus 1993, 44.
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be compared to untrained congregational singing. Just as a choir needs practice to
sing as a choir, a church needs to learn to be united under the Lordship of Christ for
decision making. It requires a sacrifice, a commitment, and a mutual respect.

I would like to suggest distinguishing four kinds of encounter with God and
decision making: totalitarian, individualistic, personal, and corporate-personal. All
of them can be existential.

Totalitarianism is a blind obedience to the decision made by a community.
A member is absorbed in a community, and cannot make his or her own decision.
Tillich calls this "heteronomy" which "imposes a strange (heteros) law (nomos)."23°
Those who passively obey the decisions made by the church hardly experience
existential encounter or existential decision making. It is typically medieval
although it can be observed in our period.

Individualistic experience is independent of a corporate body in spirit. It is
essentially modern, and Tillich calls it "autonomous" which as the nomos of autos
(self) "means the obedience of the individual to the law of reason, which he finds in
himself as a rational being."231 One does not have to be alone to be individualistic;
one can be individualistic even in a multitude of people in worship and in decision
making. As H. Richard Niebuhr points out, this can lead one to meet the Christ of
one's own wishful projection since the Christ does not have to be supported by the
Scriptures or His witnesses in the past and in the present.232

When one experiences God with awareness of the social aspect yet without a
concrete believing community, it is personal. One has an awareness of his or her
social responsibility, of witnesses to Christ in the past, present, and future; and one
experiences God and makes decisions in that awareness. In this case a person has a
spiritual or universal community, which is not merely a flight of imagination but is
based on existential and historical reality. Although the person may belong to a

local church, the person does not allow the church to be involved in his or her

230Tillich 1951, 84.
231Tillich 1951, 84.
232Niebuhr 1975, 245.
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decision making. The person listens to his or her church along with awareness of
Christians in the past and future and of God in the present; nevertheless it is the self
who makes a final decision. Niebuhr's "self" is of this kind. Niebuhr does value the
Church very highly, and says: "There is no apprehension of the kingdom except in
the Church. . . . and, finally, the subject-counterpart of the kingdom is never
individual in isolation but one in community, that is, in the Church."233 He also
clearly states that the Church is indispensable in human relations to the divine
reality.23¢ On the other hand, however, he says: "The Church is no more the
kingdom of God than natural science is nature or written history the course of human
event." He also asserts that "negatively, the Church is not the rule or realm of
God."235 Here we see his relativism. His keen awareness of the fallen nature of the
Church allows him to trust neither the universal Church nor local churches to play an
active role in decision making.23¢ This is his inconsistency with his theocentric
relativism, which does affirm God's self-disclosure to us in history, and what we see
in our relativity. If we seek to be consistent with theocentric relativism, our
theology must become communal and confessional in our own local Christian
community.

When a person has not only the universal spiritual community but also a
concrete believing community involved in decision making, it is corporate-personal.
There is a corporate existential encounter with God. Our encounter with God is not
always individualistic or personal. We also experience God existentially and
corporately. God teaches, leads, and rebukes a community as He does a person. In
such a corporate encounter with God, we experience a personal encounter with God.
The concrete community does not have to be an organised church. It is a gathering
of believers genuinely seeking the will of God under the confession that Jesus Christ

is Lord. Yet it needs a strong accountability to one another in order to be mutually

233Niebuhr 1977, 19.

234Niebuhr 1977, 20.

235Niebuhr 1977, 19.

236By the term "the Church" Niebuhr means both local and universal in this
context. Niebuhr 1977, 24.
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responsible. Otherwise people cannot trust the community in significant decision
making. One may experience God in the midst of the community or in a separate
place with the awareness of being a part of the community. The decision is made on
both corporate matters and personal matters. On the corporate matters, each person
seeks what God wishes for the community. In such a community, there should not
be fully individualistic or totally personal decision making even on personal matters
such as marriage or a job, since they affect the community and the community cares
about the person.

Corporate-personal self is on the boundary of corporate and personal, and
can reform a community. As it is open for community to be involved in decision
making, it positively participates in decision making of the community.
Occasionally one disagrees with some or the rest of the community, or may even
come to a decision to withdraw from the community. It too should not be an
individualistic decision or a simply personal determination; it also should be
corporate-personal decision. One should stand with those who made a such
decision in the past in a godly manner (the universal Church), and should have a
group of believers who accept one's view (visible church). One should have a loving
heart to the community which one is leaving. In this way, such an unfortunate
process can be constructively treated.

When one has a strong sense of belonging to a local community, one tends to
regard the finite, incomplete, and relative body as the ultimate church. However one
should humbly be aware that both one's faith and that of one's community are
relative and supported by believers in the past and present, and therefore cannot
proclaim universally valid truth. All that we can and should do is to proclaim, in a
confessional form, our truth to which God guides us in our particular situation in our
relativity as a community narrative. However it is not simply a subjective matter; it

is not an individualistically subjective truth nor a communally subjective truth. It is
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based on the revelation of God, which is absolute. The communal and confessional
truth is a knowledge of the absolute in our relativity.237

A community approach is a norm in divine encounter and Christian decision
making. However any community has a possibility of making a wrong decision, and
a personal conviction should not be swallowed by a community. On the other hand,
an individualistic or a personal conviction should not ignore a corporate decision.
The corporate-personal should be normative in decision making. A local Christian

community should be involved in Christian decision making.

-,
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7. Christian Community with Distinctiveness

Niebuhr has a keen conviction about the church's social responsibility. In
"The Responsibility of the Church for Society," Niebuhr asserts that the church is
responsible to God for society. Just as he did in C&C, he rejects two extreme forms
of Christianity as temptations prevalent in history: the worldly church
(accommodationist) and the isolated church (exclusivist). "It [the worldly church]
thinks of itself as responsible to society for God rather than to God for society";238
the isolated church "seeks to respond to God but does so only for itself."239

Isolationism in the Church "disclaims accountability for secular societies."240

237Hans W. Frei, in his discussion of Niebuhr's understanding of history,
explains this human situation: "We can only tell the story of our communities as part
of a fragmentary yet not wholly unknown, a hidden but genuinely universal
narrative." Frei 1991, 8.

238Niebuhr 1970, 120.

239Niebuhr 1970, 124,

240Niebuhr 1970, 125.
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Rejecting both "attending to either extreme" and "seeking for a compromise position
between them," he declares that the right way is to make clear the Church's
responsibility o God for the neighbour.241

In order to carry out the responsibility fo God for society, Niebuhr then
proposes three functions of the Christian community: the apostolic function, the
pastoral function, and the pioneering function.242 The apostolic function is to
announce the Gospel to all individuals and societies to make them disciples of
Christ. Both God's judgement and mercy must be preached. In other words, the
apostolic function is "to proclaim to the great human societies, with all the
persuasiveness and imagination at its disposal, with all the skill it has in becoming
all things to all men, that the center and heart of all things, the first and last Being, is
utter goodness, complete love."243 The pastoral function is to be concerned with
social matters. Although Niebuhr's primary concern is people, such a concern leads
him to concern to society in which they live. Niebuhr says: "The Church cannot be
responsible to God for men without becoming responsible for their societies . . .. If
the individual sheep is to be protected the flock must be guarded."244 The
responsible church should not only proclaim the gospel but also be actually involved
in the reformation of society directly and indirectly. The pioneering function of the
Church is to provide a godly model to the society, representing the whole society to
which it belongs. The Israelites were meant to be pioneers "in understanding the
vanity of idol worship and in obeying the law of brother-love. Hence in it all nations
were eventually to be blessed."245 Jesus Christ represented and pioneered for all the

humans in His obedience to God. Niebuhr says:

In this representational sense the Church is that part of human society, and that element in
each particular society, which moves toward God, which as the priest acting for all men
worships Him, which believes and trusts in Him on behalf of all, which is first to obey Him
when it becomes aware of a new aspect of His will.24¢

24INiebuhr 1970, 126.
242Niebuhr 1970, 126.
243Niebuhr 1970, 127.
244Niebuhr 1970, 129.
245Niebuhr 1970, 130.
246Niebuhr 1970, 131.
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Thus pioneering is actualisation of the apostolic proclamation within the Church,
and Niebuhr states: "This [pioneering function] seems to be the highest form of
social responsibility in the Church" among the three functions.247

Niebuhr's pioneering church is similar to Yoder's believers' community
witness. As I discuss below, Yoder too uses the term, 'pioneering.’ Both of them
strive to present to the world what God requires of us as the church. However they
differ in their emphasis on the relation to the society. Yoder asserts that the church
is to offer an alternative culture to the world. Here the church's distinctiveness from
the world or its discontinuity with the world is stressed. One the other hand,
Niebuhr's pioneering church represents the world, and the continuity between the
church and the world is stressed. Here the church is described as a part of the world.
He says: "In its relation with God it is the pioneer part of society that responds to
God on behalf of the whole society."248 The church not only tells and shows what
needs to be done, but also obeys God as the representative the whole world.

Niebuhr's criticism of isolationism is appropriate in that the Church should
never disclaim its responsibility for the world. Niebuhr's pioneering church is not a
believers' church; it accepts both sheep and goats. How can such a church achieve
actualisation of the apostolic proclamation which requires discernment of the will of
God and sacrificial obedience? He does not show us a concrete blueprint. On the
contrary Yoder's assertion that the believers' church should have a distinctiveness
from the world is concrete and convincing. The believers' church by definition
consists of believers. Although humans strictly cannot distinguish believers from
non-believers, the believers' church is sociologically distinguishable from any other
church. We do need a place to stand and to nurture our discernment for
transformation, which requires some distinctiveness from the world. Therefore
Yoder's suggestion that the church should be an independent standpoint for

Christians to transform culture is very persuasive. In order to carry out its

247Niebuhr 1970, 132.
248Njebuhr 1970, 130.
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responsibility for the world, the church must be distinctively Christian. The danger
of cultural captivity is ever present. For example Liberation theologians point out
that we tend to overlook the suffering of the marginal when the church identifies
itself with the ruling class. By doing theology from the viewpoint of the socially
marginalised, they reveal blind spots of the church.

However as Niebuhr reminds us, the Church and the world cannot be
mutually exclusive. The Church can neither be fully independent of the world, nor
can the world be apart from the Church. "The world is sometimes enemy,
sometimes partner of Church, often antagonist, always one to be befriended; now it
is the co-knower, now the one that does not know what Church knows, now the
knower of what Church does not know."24? The Church is a part of the world and is
in the world; yet it is not fully of the world. Although the distinctiveness of the
Church is always relative, it is what is required as a standpoint. Ifiit is totally a part
of the world, it cannot transform the world; if it is utterly detached from the world
and is totally in a different dimension, it cannot contact the world nor transform the
culture. As the divine incarnated in the world of relativity, the church, the body of
Christ, must be located in the world. In order to transform culture, we cannot simply
adopt culture as our standpoint. We then lose our discernment and motivation to
transform it. We are not yet given the ultimate kingdom of God. Even if it was
given, it could not have a common ground with the fallen world. It must be on the
'boundary' (Tillich) of the world and the kingdom of God on which we should stand
for transformation. The margin of the world is not enough, since the margin is part
of the world after all.25¢ We need a boundary, which is comprised of both divine

distinctiveness and fallen world. It is the believers' church.25?

249Niebuhr 1977, 26. Niebuhr locates the Church six polarities: subjective
and objective, community and institution, unity and plurality, locality and
universality, protestant and catholic, and church and world. Niebuhr 1977, 19-27.

250For example, Liberation Theology.

251In a paper "What is the Church?" (1932) Bonhoeffer similarly discusses
the two aspects of the church: human and divine sides. However whereas
Bonhoeffer emphasises the duality as a description of what the church is and not as
the norm of what the church is to be, I claim that the church has to strive to become
distinctive from the world whilst most keenly recognising its worldly aspect.
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IV. Conclusions

What can we learn from H. Richard Niebuhr and from his critics for our
purpose of constructing a theology to deal with culture, particularly that of Japan?
The transformation approach should be a norm for a Christian involvement in
culture. I have suggested modifying Niebuhr's transformation approach. Firstly the
definition of culture should be extended to any part of human product. Both Niebuhr
and Yoder assume that culture is a valued part of the human production. However
the negative aspect of culture needs to be transformed as much as the positive aspect
of culture. We must not uncritically reject the negative aspect of culture from our
transforming attempt as Yoder does.

Secondly a community approach should be the norm over an individualistic
or personal approach. Particularly the corporate-personal approach is suggested.
Although Niebuhr emphasises the Church, his self is personal and does not
necessarily allow the community to play an active role in decision making.

Thirdly Christian distinctiveness of believers' church is suggested as a
ground for discerning and transforming culture. H. Richard Niebuhr disagrees with
Reinhold Niebuhr and theologians of the social gospel, who insist on direct
involvement of the Church in social problems. H. Richard rather seeks conversion
of individuals, which hopefully leads to transforming culture. This is a right path.
Nevertheless despite his emphasis on the significance of the Church, his self is
personal, and his Church is vague, without concrete involvement in the life of the
selves. Accordingly his Church seems too weak to support selves' discernment of
different elements in culture or to produce an alternative culture for the world.
Niebuhr's responsible self without corporate support seems unsteady and insufficient

for transforming culture.

Although it is "God [who] makes the church what it is" as Bonhoeffer says, God
invites the church continuously to participate in His work to make the church be

itself. Otherwise it becomes just a part of the world and ceases to be the church.
Bonhoeffer 1965, 153-157.
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Fourthly Niebuhr's theocentric relativism is an invaluable contribution,
particularly in the age of pluralism, especially in the setting of polytheistic nations
like Japan. Although his theocentric relativism holds the absoluteness of Christian
faith revealed in revelation, it accepts the limit and relativity of Christianity; and
such knowledge of the absolute enables us to accept the relativity of our faith. As
we shall see, Japanese political leaders, in encounter with Christianity, tried to be
worshipped as gods in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; later in modern
history Japanese nationalism attempted to elevate its finite Tenné [the Emperor of
Japan] to the throne of gods. Both of these endeavours were carried out in the
framework of Shinto, which is still vitally alive in the heart of the Japanese today.
This reminds us of Niebuhr's statement: "If we have no faith in the absolute
faithfulness of God-in-Christ, it will doubtless be difficult for us to discern the
relativity of our faith."252

It is unfortunate that Niebuhr is too reluctant to suggest Christian ethics in
concrete forms and remains abstract. Theocentric relativism leads us to witness to
the truth in communal narrative and confessional form. In other words, the local
church as committed believers' community should be a locus of theocentric
relativism; such local churches should witness the truth in their own setting.
Witnessing to truth by the believers' church in a confessional and communal form is
a direction in our theology.

Finally Niebuhr's radical monotheism is a significant contribution to our
theology to deal with Japan. It reminds us about the danger of polytheism and
henotheism both in Japanese society and Christianity in Japan. As Yasuo Furuya, a
leading Japanese theologian, points out, "nationalism in Japan or Shinto, which is
the spiritual core of Japan and of which the Tenné is at the centre, is obviously a

form of this henotheism."253

252Njebuhr 1975, 239. Cf. n. 92.
253Furuya 1989, 207.
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We need a place to stand and a standard by which to discern Japanese culture
for transformation. In our approach, therefore, radical monotheism plays a role in
reminding us of the relativity of the church and the danger of the Monotheism of the
Son. Although a local Christian community is a locus for theology, it must not be
elevated to the infinite position. A local community is also an object of theology,
and it and its decision making are continually to be critiqued by the standard of
radical monotheism. The teaching of Christ should be understood in the context of
the Father and the Spirit with Him. This is where Yoder fails. His strong emphasis
on the Christian community and the teaching of the New Testament results in
insensitivity to human relativity. Whilst holding distinctive and concrete teaching of
the New Testament as a norm, we should be humble enough to take our

interpretation of it in our situation as confessional and communal narrative.
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Chapter 2
John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas:

Believers' Church Approach

I. Introduction

This section examines John Howard Yoder and Stanley Hauerwas' approach
in transforming culture. They represent a theological group, Radical Reformation,
which gives a distinct light to the relationship between the church and the state.
Although Radical Reformation is a historical movement in the sixteenth century, the
term is used in a broader sense.254 Its main character is that of a committed
believers' community, which we upheld in Chapter 1. It therefore includes not only
the Anabaptist movement, its direct offsprings, and the Free Church movement (such
as the Puritan Nonconformists), but also committed believers' community within the

more mainstream churches.255

A. Life

John Howard Yoder (1927-1997) is a Mennonite theologian and ethicist. He
grew up in a Mennonite congregation in Smithville, Ohio. He was educated at a
Mennonite institution, Goshen College. At the University of Basel he pursued
doctoral research on the Anabaptist movement in the sixteenth century and received

a Th.D. in 1962. There he studied with biblical scholars Oscar Cullmann and Walter

254] basically agree with Arne Rasmusson in his use of the term 'Radical
Reformation,’ which includes " Anabaptist movements of the sixteenth century, and
its direct descendants," "Believers' Church or the Free Church movement, and "a
recurring phenomenon throughout all of church history." Rasmusson 1994, 16.

255The best description of the Believers' Church to my knowledge is given by
Donald F. Durnbaugh: "the covenanted and disciplined community of those walking
in the way of Jesus Christ" after thoroughly discussing it. He insightfully gives
seven characteristics of it: "voluntary membership," rejection of a mixed assembly
("separation from the world)," "performance of 'Christian works," "loving
chastisement" of each other, "mutual aid," "a 'belief and neat order for baptism' and
other church practices," and the centrality of the Word. Durnbaugh 1985, 32-33.
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Eichrodt; he also received profound influence from Karl Barth although he was not
his Doktorvater.256 He taught theology and ethics at the Associated Mennonite
Biblical Seminaries, Elkhart, Indiana until 1984. He taught at a Roman Catholic
institution in the same state, the University of Notre Dame, until his sudden death on
30 December 1997, a day after his seventieth birthday. His most important work is
The Politics of Jesus (1972, 1994), in which he discusses the political dimension of
Jesus' life and teaching.257 However his fundamental claim that the Jesus of the
New Testament -- and nothing else -- is the authority for the Christian appears
already in a collection of essays, The Original Revolution (1971).258 Other collected
essays are published as The Priestly Kingdom (1984)25° and The Royal Priesthood
(1994),260 which are also significant for our purpose of discussing transformation of
culture. His interpretation of the Jesus of the New Testament led him to numerous
works on pacifism, which includes The Christian and Capital Punishment (1961),261
The Christian Pacifism of Karl Barth (1964), The Christian Witness to the State
(1964),262 Karl Barth and the Problem of War (1970),263 Nevertheless (1971),264
Christian Attitudes to War, Peace, and Revolution (1983),265 When War Is Unjust
(1984).266 Yoder's keen interest remains in the Christian witness to the world,
which includes biblical scholarship, ecclesiology, and ecumenical perspectives. His
arguments are based on a fundamental conviction of the sovereignty of God and
inaugurated eschatologically: God is in charge of history and the world and the
Kingdom of God has already been inaugurated with Jesus.

Stanley Hauerwas (1940- ) was born in Texas, and is a Southern Methodist.

After receiving a B.A. from Southwestern University, he completed a B.D. and a

256Nation 1997, 9.
257Y oder 1994a.
258Yoder 1971.
259Y oder 1984a.
260Y oder 1994b.
261Y oder 1961.
262Y oder 1977.
263Y oder 1970.
264Y oder 1992a.
265Y oder 1983a.
266Y oder 1984b.
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Ph.D. at Yale, where he learned the significance of narrative in understanding the
Gospel through Hans Frei and that of character and virtues in Christian ethics
through James Gustafson. He was professor of theology and Christian ethics at the
University of Notre Dame, from 1970 to 1985, where he was "sustained morally and
financially by Roman Catholics." There he met Yoder, who left a crucial influence
on him. It includes interpreting the life and ethics of Jesus as the norm for Christian
ethics and locating the church as an alternative society to the world. He currently
teaches at Duke University, a Methodist institution in North Carolina. Hauerwas
"believes that the most nearly faithful form of Christian witness is best exemplified
by the often unjustly ignored people called anabaptists or Mennonites."267 However
he does not limit his theology to anabaptist theology, and admits Catholic and
Methodist influences on him. He states: "I do not believe that theology when rightly
done is either Catholic or Protestant. . . . No theologian should desire anything less
than that his or her theology reflect the catholic character of the church."2¢é8

Hauerwas is not keen to systematise his thought. Although he has written
several full-scale books, his favourite form of writing is the essay, and these are
reproduced in numerous volumes.26°

Hauerwas' interests and emphasis have shifted roughly across four fields,
although they are closely related. In the first period, up to 1977, he rediscovered and
stressed virtue and character, which had been neglected in modern Christian ethics.
In the second period, from 1977 to 1983, he concentrated on narrative. From 1983
he indicated his commitment to non-violence and discussed the church's social
responsibility. Finally since he moved to Duke Divinity School in 1985, his interest
has included the Church's indispensable role in interpreting the Scriptures: the
Scriptures are not self-interpreting, but it can be rightly interpreted only by the

people of God.27°

26'Hauerwas 1981, 6. See also Hauerwas 1987, 92.

268Hauerwas 1984, xxvi.

269See Bibliography.

270Hauerwas 1993, 22-28. See also Hays 1997, 254 and Wells 1995, 55.
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Yoder and Hauerwas share a basic approach in common, though there are
some differences.27? Both are postliberal Christian ethicists; both regard biblical
narratives, particularly the life and teaching of Jesus, as the norm for Christian
ethics; both believe that pacifism is the way of Jesus and therefore the Christian
way; both believe that imitating Jesus is not simply a devotional matter but a
political choice; both believe that the church as an alternative polity to the world is
crucial in transforming culture; both find the most sincere Christian witness in the
Anabaptist and Mennonite tradition; and both express their thoughts in the form of
essays rather than a systematised form. Here I shall focus on the common substance,

rather than differences, and discuss it for our purpose of transforming culture.

B. Basic Theological Claim

What is Christian responsibility for the world? Hauerwas' and Yoder's
answer is that Christians should trust in God in the context of the Christian belief
that God (and no human) is in charge of history. We should live faithfully to the
biblical stories, especially to the story of Jesus. Yoder most sharply advocates this
type of approach with his defence of "providence,"” and Hauerwas learns it from

Yoder.272

271The differences between them include following five aspects. (1) Whilst
Yoder's interpretation of the Scripture is based on quite updated historical and
critical scholarship, Hauerwas, particularly recently, avoids such a critical
interpretation and rather interprets the Scriptures through the work of major
theologians such as "Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Barth, and Yoder." (2) Whilst Yoder
claims that the Jesus Christ of the New Testament forms and shapes the life of the
church, Hauerwas argues that only a truthful and peaceful church can understand the
Jesus of the New Testament rightly. (3) Whilst Yoder emphasises that the church is
to imitate Jesus, Hauerwas stresses both the imitation and the formation of character
and virtues in the church so that by habits it practices the will of God. Hauerwas
1993, 9; Hays 1997, 245, 259-260, 254, 262; Hauerwas 1984, Chapter 5; Hauerwas
1981, 36. (4) Whilst Yoder emphasises the otherness between the church and the
world, Hauerwas acknowledges the continuity between them but claims the
continuity is not solid enough to build a Christian ethics. (5) Whilst Hauerwas limits
his focus on narrative and character, Yoder utilises every available method.

212Hauerwas 1984, 126.
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Yoder asserts that Christians do not need to try to control the world by
power; for God is in control of His universe, including human history. Christians
should rather live as Christ lived. Social reform was not Christ's primary concemn;
He rather lived, trusting in God, seeking God's will, and manifesting who God is
through his way of living. This is also the way His early followers tried to live. We
shall discuss this in the section below IV. 'Christian Community.'

Hauerwas basically accepts this approach. He particularly emphasises
forming character rather than decision-making, who we are rather than what we do;
for who we are determines what we do. Hauerwas' basic theological claim, trust in
God's sovereignty, has threefold implications: emphasis on character, narrative, and
community. Although our main interest is Christian responsibility for the world, in
discussing Hauerwas' theology we have to examine these major themes since they

are inseparably interwoven with Christian responsibility.

I1. The Narrative Approach

Each community has its own narrative, which gives it an identity. When
people participate in the community, they too share the narrative. Narrative theology
here emphasises not only narrative, but also the community which shapes and keeps
narrative and the concreteness of history rather than abstract principle.

The narrative approach is significant in Hauerwas' and Yoder's theologies.
Yoder claims: "Our identity is a narrative identity, not a deductive identity.

Christian ethics is derived from a story, not from principles."273 He also adheres to
the story particularly in The Politics of Jesus, and refuses to "leave the story
behind."27¢ However he does not discuss narrative approach as much as Hauerwas.

As Paul Nelson says, Hauerwas is perhaps "the most significant and influential

273Y oder 1979a.
274Y oder 1994a, 13.
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exponent of narrative among contemporary Christian ethicists," and "narrative would

be identified as the dominant and controlling term" in Hauerwas' theology.275
Narrative for Hauerwas is the form to interpret and to express history

coherently. Narrative is universally essential to all human understanding; and

narrative is particularly crucial to Christian theology.

A. Why Narrative?

1. Narrative as an Essential Form in Human Understanding

Firstly Hauerwas deems that history can be best understood in narrative.
When we talk about an event, we usually describe it in narrative. Hauerwas states:
"The telling of the narrative is itself a reinterpretation of the history. We see that
because the self is historically formed we require a narrative to speak about it if we
are to speak at all."276¢ We can interpret ourselves, the world, and God only through
our own internal history. Narrative appropriately treats the particularity and
historicity of the agent, which modern ethics has overlooked.

Secondly narrative helps us see history coherently. It is possible that we
randomly pick up historical facts and make a meaningless list. However if we
interpret and describe history in a meaningful way, it must become narrative. Only
by doing so can we find consistency in history. Hauerwas states: "A story, thus, is a
narrative account that binds events and agents together in an intelligible pattern. . . .
To tell a story often involves our attempt to make intelligible the muddle of things
we have done in order to have a self."277 We are historical beings, and our selthood
is formed through our interpretation of our past. When we talk about ourselves we
select certain events in the past which are important to us. Such a selection enables

us coherently to comprehend the self in history.

275Nelson 1987, 109, 111.
276Hauerwas 1984, 26.
27"Hauerwas 1977, 78.
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Thus Hauerwas claims that narrative is generally an essential form

throughout humanity. This is his foundationalist aspect.278

2. Narrative as an Essential Form in Christian Theology

Hauerwas believes that narrative is especially crucial in Christian theology:
"The narrative mode is neither incidental nor accidental to Christian belief. There is
no more fundamental way to talk of God than in a story."27°

Firstly Hauerwas claims that narrative precedes other modes of talking about
God. To the challenge that we can talk about God through doctrine, he asserts:
"Such 'doctrines' are themselves a story, or perhaps better, the outline of the story. . .
. Doctrines, therefore, are not the upshot of the stories; they are not the meaning or
heart of the stories. Rather they are tools (sometimes even misleading tools), meant
to help us tell the story better."28¢ Thus Hauerwas claims the superiority of narrative
to doctrine and any other forms in speaking of God.

Secondly Israelites and Christians experienced God in history and
deliberately chose narrative literary form as a dominant mode in expressing their
faith. "To know our creator, therefore, we are required to learn through God's
particular dealings with Israel and Jesus, and through God's continuing faithfulness
to the Jews and the ingathering of a people to the church."281 Although there are
factual aspects in Christian convictions, "those 'facts' are part of a story that helps
locate what kind of 'facts' you have at all."282 Thus Hauerwas believes that narrative

is essential in understanding Christian belief.

278Frei, as a nonfoundational narrative theologian, asserts: "I am not
proposing or arguing a general anthropology. I am precisely not claiming that
narrative sequence is the built-in constitution of human being phenomenologically
uncovered. That may or may not be the case. Rather, I am suggesting that it is
narrative specificity through which we describe an intentional-agential world and
ourselves in it." Frei 1993, 112.

279Hauerwas 1984, 25.

280Hauerwas 1984, 25-26.

281Hauerwas 1984, 28.

282Hauerwas 1977, 73.
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In these cases above Hauerwas seems to mean narrative as a literary genre.
For example, Hauerwas claims: "Narrative formally displays our existence and that
of the world as creatures -- as contingent beings."283 However we have to note that
there are other ways to convey the concept of creatures' contingency. Often
doctrines, poems, and paintings play such a role. Doctrines can articulate a detailed
statement in a logical and precise manner; poems can express feeling. Psalms
express people's awe and emotion better than narrative. Although narrative as a
literary form is a good vehicle to convey interpreted history, it is to be
complemented with other forms. Although the 'outline' of the narrative (and other
forms) may not be superior to narrative, narrative cannot claim exclusive supremacy,
either. They are complementary to each other. Narrative has unfairly been a long-
neglected field. However it must not be overemphasised as a reaction, since it has
its own limits just as any other approaches.

By the term narrative, however, Hauerwas seems to mean both literary form
and human understanding. He uses the expression such as 'locating our stories
within God's story' and uses the term 'narrative' both as literary genre and as the
understanding of the event.284 He also states: "Stories are not just a literary genre,
therefore, but a form of understanding that is indispensable."285 He mixes the two in
his discussion of narrative. This confuses the reader and needs further clarification,

which I offer below.286

B. Christian Story: The True Story

Traditionally Christianity has claimed that the truth was revealed from God

through Jesus. However we are aware that there are other religions and other stories

in human history. Theologians have struggled with this question of Christian

283Hauerwas 1984, 29.

284Hauerwas 1984, 27, 28, 29.

285Hauerwas 1977, 76.

286Chapter 2, IIC 'Conclusions: Distinction of Understanding and Genre.'
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absoluteness and other religious traditions particularly since the nineteenth century.
Hauerwas asserts that Christian story is a true story. What does he mean by that?
Hauerwas thinks that if a tree produces a good fruit, it is a good tree: if a
story produces faithful people, it is a true story. In this section I would like to
discuss three elements related to this idea of true story: concept of true-ness, problem

of relativity with other religions, and diverse traditions within Christianity.

1. True-ness

Hauerwas' "true-ness" has two aspects: a sense of absoluteness and life
involvement.
Firstly Hauerwas thinks that truth has an absolute aspect. He disapproves of

pragmatic relativism. Hauerwas states:

We should not want to know if religious convictions are functional; we should want to know
if they are true. . . . Yet this is futile insofar as ethics depends upon vital communities
sufficient to produce well-lived lives. If such lives do not exist, then no amount of
reflection can do anything to make our ethics fecund.287

He rejects the idea of using religion as a servant to keep social order. Rather from
the distinctive Christian viewpoint he asserts that truth has an absolute and
unchangeable essence which must not be modified for our convenience.

Secondly true-ness is closely related to real human life. Although truth has
an absolute element, it is not statically and rigidly objective and is not isolated from
human life. Rather it dynamically confronts us with the need to change. Hauerwas
states: "We often think that a true story is one that provides an accurate statement, a
correct description. However, I am suggesting that a true story must be one that
helps me to go on." "A theory is meant to help you know the world without
changing the world yourself; a story is to help you deal with the world by changing

it through changing yourself."288 Thus truth existentially affects our life.

287Hauerwas 1984, 15.
288Hauerwas 1977, 80, 73.
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We can also see his stress on life style when Hauerwas discusses the use of
goodness which is similar to truth: "To say a bad person has done some genuinely
good thing is a misuse of the notion of good. Of course what they have done may be
good in the sense that some good effects have resulted, but the 'action' is not good if
it has done nothing toward putting them on the path toward being good."28° He
believes that character and action are inseparable, and a true story shapes character.

Thirdly true story, by confronting us with the need to change, helps us see
God, ourselves, and the world properly. It gives "coherence to a person's life."290
Hauerwas asserts: "A true story is one that helps me to uncover the true path that is
also the path for me through the unknown and foreign." Our sinful eyes do not wish
to see our fallenness and descend into self-deception; and our seeing "is bounded by
trying to secure our past achievements."2°1 However a true story gives us courage to
face reality and live amidst the human predicament with hope.

Thus the true-ness is also inseparable from human life. A true story
existentially confronts us and helps us see rightly. Hauerwas obviously speaks from
a distinctive Christian perspective, which helps him see properly. His understanding
of true-ness is not 'objective,' but is determined by the absolute standard from the

Christian viewpoint.

2. Relativity with Other Religions

There are numerous stories in human history which have created a variety of
religious beliefs. If religions produce good people, are they equally true? Can
religions be judged in their trueness only by their function of producing good
people? If the Shinto story of creation of Japan produces good people who are
faithful to their story, is it a true story? If the answers to these questions are positive,

we are in religious pluralism and our engagement is not with theology but with

289Hauerwas 1994a, xxiii.
2%Hauerwas 1977, 35.
291Hauerwas 1977, 80.
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anthropology, psychology or sociology.292 If we claim the absoluteness of Christian
truth, we need to acknowledge an independent external authority outside our belief
which judges the goodness of people.

Although Hauerwas does not give positive answers to these questions, his
position is somewhat ambiguous. On one hand he rejects total relativism; on the
other hand he rejects absolutism. Whilst he does not affirm that every religion is
equally true as long as it creates good people, he is aware that we do not sit in the
absolute throne to judge all beliefs.

Firstly Hauerwas has a strong nonfoundationalist element. He speaks from a
distinctively Christian viewpoint as a Christian witness without making a
'propositionalist-cognitivist' statement.293 He asserts that Christian ethics must
testify to Christian belief nurtured in Christian narratives instead of dissolving it into
universal principles. Hauerwas is no friend to sceptical relativism; he believes that
the Christian story is true. Yet his focus is on inviting people to a life which was
made possible to us by God's grace through the cross and resurrection of Christ,
rather than rejecting other beliefs as false. He states: "We do not wish to claim that
the stories with which Christian and Jews identify are the only stories that offer
skills for truthfulness in the moral life."29¢ Thus this is a confessional approach
rather than a doctrinal approach with forcing authority.

Secondly Hauerwas' approach has a slightly foundationalist flavour. He
seeks objectivity within a nonfoundational approach. This is what I meant by
‘ambiguous.’ He gives four criteria for assessing narratives: "(1) power to release us

from destructure alternatives; (2) ways of seeing through current distortions; (3)

292Hauerwas states: "It would be disastrous if this emphasis on the
significance of story for theological reflection became a way to avoid the question of
how religious convictions or stories may be true of false, i.e., you have your story
and we have ours and there is no way to judge the truth of either." Hauerwas 1977,
72.

293George Lindbeck identifies three theories for understanding religion: the
cognitive-propositionalist approach, the experiential-expressivist approach, and the
cultural-linguistic approach. Propositionalists objectively judge religions as true or
false. Lindbeck 1984, 16-19.

294Hauerwas 1977, 38.
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room to keep us from having to resort to violence; [and] (4) a sense for the tragic:
how meaning transcends power."295 These are merely guidelines and not
universally objective standards. Hauerwas as a nonfoundationalist states: "There is
no story of stories, i.e., an account that is literal and that thus provides a criterion to
say which stories are true or false. All we do is compare stories to see what they ask
of us and the world which we inhabit."29¢ Thus Hauerwas denies a meta-narrative
standard to judge all narratives. Nevertheless he tries to provide vague working
criteria to help us recognise a true story. Although two different paradigms share
nothing in common and are incommensurable, we can compare the quality of
theories within the same paradigms. Even if we cannot precisely judge the quality of
the two things from two different paradigms, their qualities are different and
sometimes people share a same judgement. Even if two stories are
incommensurable, it is not totally impossible to see the variety of trueness amongst
stories.297 Thus Hauerwas is trying to assess narratives in different paradigms
without setting up a definite standard outside the paradigms. The validity of his
criteria is not solid. Nevertheless his resolute claim for testing narratives without
giving up such an attempt should be valued from the perspectives both of critically
reshaping Christian performance and of enhancing dialogue between different
religions.298

Thus Hauerwas asserts that the Christian story is a true story. It is not simply
a nonfoundationalist confession of belief; rather it has some foundationalist
characteristics. Although he denies that non-Christian stories are false, he never
talks about any true non-Christian story. Instead we hear him confessionally

asserting that the Christian story is a true story.

295Hauerwas 1977, 35.

296Hauerwas 1977, 78-79.

297Cf. Murai 1978, 109-147.

298] indbeck and Milbank also suggest testing the truthfulness and falsity of
narratives by assessing the church. Lindbeck 1984, 64.
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3. Relativity within Christianity

The Christian story shapes our faith and living so that we are to live
according to the story. Hauerwas thinks that when we are faithful to Christian story,
it shapes our character toward the likeness of Christ. He, like Yoder, particularly
declares pacifism as an essential element. However there are many communities
within Christianity which have different traditions and emphases; quite apart from
the major divisions -- the Roman Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, and
mainstream Protestantism -- there are numerous subdivisions particularly in
Protestantism. Although Christian communities largely agree on the centrality of the
story of Jesus: passion, the Cross, and Resurrection, they have interpreted it and
acted differently throughout Christian history. Moreover many of such practices
came not simply out of political convenience but also out of serious and pious
considerations. Both Yoder and Hauerwas put heavy weight on the story of Jesus.
How do they reconcile diverse Christian performances from a central story?299

Samuel Wells calls this "Hauerwas' weakest point," and Hauerwas does not
give a clear answer to it.3°° Wells shows that although Hauerwas and Johann
Baptist Metz share many common convictions (the inseparable relationship of
narrative and community, the centrality of the memory of Jesus' cross and
resurrection, and the significance of Christian social action as imitating Christ), they
disagree on the use of violence.3°1 Whilst Metz supports "revolutionary force,"302
Hauerwas is a committed pacifist; just as Yoder is a steadfast advocate of pacifism.
Even these theologians of very similar positions go in different directions in terms of

practice. Hauerwas positively acknowledges the diversity of Christian

299Paul Nelson likewise points out this problem of diversity around the New
Testament story. "In the first place, attention to different narratives within scripture
may yield discrepant conclusions. Second, the same narrative or biblical narrative as
a whole can be construed in different ways and used to warrant a variety of
substantive theological proposals." Nelson 1987, 83-84.

300Wells 1995, 81-82.

301Cf, Lauritzen 1987.

302Metz 1968, 14.
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convictions.3%3 Nevertheless both Yoder and Hauerwas seem to believe that they
know the truth on which everyone should agree at the end, which appears quite
arrogant.

In my judgement although we must agree on basic Christian convictions as
long as we continue to do Christian theology, we should confessionally stay with our
own convictions about ambiguous areas, including pacifism.3%¢ However firm our
convictions may be, we should not declare it as the truth for all and for every
situation. Our understanding is always fragmentary and relative.

The confessional form of theology is more needed if Christianity has had
diversity from its beginning. James D.G. Dunn concludes in his study of first
century Christianity that "there was no single normative form of Christianity in the

first century" although there was "an identifiable unity." He further declares: "How
few the essentials are and how wide must be the range of acceptable liberty."305
Whilst first century Christianity is usually considered a norm for the Christian
church, Dunn persuasively claims that it had both unity and a wide range of
variety.306

All we can and should do is confess our convictions and live accordingly.
This is the attitude of H. Richard Niebuhr's theocentric relativism, which we uphold.
If we fully trust in God's providence (as Yoder and Hauerwas claim), there is no
need for us to force others to accept our convictions. We should witness what we
believe as our confession without condemning others as false. If it is of human

origin, it will fail; yet if it is from God, no one will be able to stop it.207 It is this

303Hauerwas 1981, 52, 66, 92.

304Rome, 14:5. "Some judge one day to be better than another, while others
judge all days to be alike. Let all be fully convinced in their own minds."

305Dunn 1990, 373, 374, 377. Dunn asserts that the unifying element is a
common faith in Jesus-the-man-now-exalted.

306Dunn claims that there is "the fundamental unity," "fundamental tension,"
and "fundamental diversity" in the New Testament, and rightly asserts about the
diversity: "Uniformity is not only unrealizable but theologically wrong-headed, since
it would only result in the fundamental diversity itself in new and schismatic forms."
Dunn 1991, 280.

307Cf. Acts 5:38-39.
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confessional theology that requires trust in God's sovereignty and an awareness that

we are not in control.

C. Conclusions: Distinction of Understanding and Genre

I have mentioned the limitation of the narrative approach. It is an
enormously rich yet unfairly ignored approach. However it cannot claim exclusive
supremacy and needs other approaches.

This becomes clearer if, in discussing Christian narrative, three elements of
narrative within the internal story are identified and distinguished: original
experience, narrative as common understanding of experience, and narrative literary
form. They are not necessarily separable, but identification of them clarifies our
understanding.

'Original experience of Christian narrative' is personal or corporate
experience which the community has not much interpreted and reflected on yet. In
the Gospel narratives themselves we see actions which seem to be spontaneous
response to Jesus rather than premeditated choice.398 Experience is an act of
immediacy; the time direction of experience itself is primarily forward.3°°

When the experience is interpreted and shared by a community, it becomes
narrative as common understanding. Its time direction is primarily backward as we
reflect on experience in the past.310

This narrative as understanding can be communicated in many different

ways, including narrative literary form. For example, the first Christians had an

308The biblical narratives are an interpretation of experience by Christian
communities in narrative literary form. Therefore we cannot find the original
experience in the Scriptures. Having acknowledged the limit, Thomas confessing
"My Lord and My God," Zacchaeus giving up his possessions, Mary listening to
Jesus without helping her sister Martha, and Peter jumping into water seem to be
examples of immediate response.

309See for example Mori 1976, 42, 70-71.

310 ouis O. Mink also points out the retrospective nature of stories.
Maclntyre 1985, 212. Maclntyre's quote is from Mink's "History and Fiction as
Modes of Comprehension."
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original experience with Jesus and its interpretation as the common understanding of
the Christian community, from which four Gospel narratives were produced.31! The
original experience and its interpretation had potential to be expressed as narratives,
doctrines, poems, paintings, music, sculpture, architecture, and so on. Although we
did not have the original experience, we have an indirect access to Christian
common understanding through biblical narratives and through other parts of the
Scripture. Through the Scripture, we take a risk of diving into the narrative as the
common understanding of early Christians.

Why is such a distinction of original experience, narrative as understanding,
and narrative literary form necessary? There are at least four advantages.

Firstly the distinction between narrative form and understanding helps us to
be humble in interpreting the Scripture and to avoid the hubris of the biblicist.
Biblicists regard the surface of the Scripture (though not limited to biblical
narratives) as the Truth and believe that they unconditionally know the Truth.
However the distinction reveals the possibility of failing to grasp early Christians'
understanding rightly even though we have a direct access to biblical narratives.
This leads our theology to a humble confession rather than forceful doctrine for
everyone to accept unconditionally. This is an identical claim to H. Richard
Niebuhr's theocentric relativism.

Secondly the distinction helps us avoid over-emphasis on biblical narratives.
The Scripture contains not only narrative literary form but also other forms such as
laws, poems, and letters. Narrative form is one of the ways in which the writers
express their common understanding, although it can be central for integrating other
forms into itself due to its inclusive historical nature. This distinction reveals that
narrative literary form is not the only method to express human experience and its

interpretation.

311James Dunn discusses the diverse understandings of Christian faith in
early Christianity despite the fact that they agree on their focus on Christ as "the
unity between Jesus the man and Jesus the exalted one." Dunn 1990, 371-372. See
also Dunn 1985, Chapter 4.
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Thirdly the distinction between the original experience and narrative as
understanding highlights the significance of interpretation and urges us to reflect on
our experience actively. There are many experiences we refuse or do not even care
to interpret. We instinctively refuse to interpret some of our experiences when they
were too painful; we very often do not pay enough attention existentially to
interpreting experience. Although we can say that they were interpreted as
valueless, we are habitually careless in reality.

Arimasa Mori similarly distinguishes taiken from keiken: the former is
experience itself which anyone can have and the latter is existential learning through
experience which makes one grow.312 He claims that although everyone who lived
in the early 1940's in Japan had a taiken of the Pacific War, only a few people had a
keiken of it. The taiken is similar to the 'original experience,’' and the keiken is akin
to ‘narrative as understanding of experience' although he does not use the term
'narrative.'313

Finally the distinction helps us clarify the problem in transforming culture.
Culture is a vague term, including both the common understanding of particular
people and its expression in various forms. The distinction shows us that both
understanding and its expressions are to be transformed. When we talk about
culture, we often focus on the expression. Yet culture as the common understanding
of people produces the expressions, and the cultural products shape our

understanding in turn. Our focus should be on both of them.

312Mori 1976, 25-28, 44-46, 57-58, 62-67, 72-76, 94, 98-112, 116, 151-152,
173, 181, 183-185, 204. Mori calls this growth henbou [transfiguration], and claims
that Japan as a corporate body has to experience henbou. Ibid., 73-74, 91.

313Mori 1976, 204-207. Mori's keiken is a more vague and broader concept
than interpretation of experience as narrative. Although he talks about corporate
aspects of keiken, such as keiken as Japanese people, it does not necessarily mean
interpretation of specific events in the past; it rather means commonality of
existentially reached conclusions which people from a country share. However
when people do not share their own common interpretation of actual events, their
unity is fragile. I think that Mori's keiken should be supplemented by 'narrative.'
See also ibid., 108-110, for a discussion that a new keiken replaces an old keiken.
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IT1. Ethics of Character

'Ethics of character' is Hauerwas' ethics rather than Yoder's. Yoder rejects
limiting his ethics to any one category such as deontological, teleological, or
character ethics. What he is afraid of is a division such as: I am a legalist; you are a
situationist; he is a utilitarian; and she is character-oriented. He rather asserts that
everything available should be utilised: "Serious moral debate only takes place when
both available choices are being talked about in the same language, in the same
universe of discourse, and by appeal to commensurate warrants."31* He likewise
does not think that whole categories of behaviour can be identified as virtues or vices
"without taking part with that person in the struggle and the tension of applying
them to his or her situation."315 However both Yoder and Hauerwas agree on
rejecting an ethics of abstract principle which is applicable to everyone in every

situation.

A. Rejecting Foundationalist Ethics

Enlightenment ethics seeks a universal foundation and objective rationality
for morality. It is an attempt to avoid vicious subjectivism and sceptical relativism,
and certainly has a value. However both Yoder and Hauerwas utterly deny it. Yoder
asserts, in discussing the morality of the Christian community, that ethics should be
"closely bound to the local situation.” The discussion should "not be taken into
account in general statements of rules" which disregard the context.316¢ Yoder not
only emphasises the context of moral discernment, instead of principles, but also
believes that personal relationship is the centre of ethical problems. "There is in
every serious problem a dimension of personal offense or estrangement. . . . The idea

that questions of right and wrong could best be studied somehow 'objectively' or

314Yoder 1984a, 114.
315Y oder 1994b, 333.
316Yoder 1994b, 333.
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'disinterestedly’ is in itself an unrealistic misunderstanding of the personal character
of every decision-making process."317 Hauerwas claims: "It [attempting to seek a
universal foundation for ethics] is a worthy effort, but one doomed to fail, for such
ground lacks the ability to train our desires and direct our attention; to make us into
moral people."318 Modern ethics is represented by teleological and deontological
theories. Although they have different emphases, Hauerwas sees a common flaw in
them: "distorting our moral psychology by separating our actions from our
agency."319 Rational foundationalist ethics is concerned with universal principles
and concentrates on actions and their consequences; it therefore lacks an attention to
the people who act as agents and to factors which shape people, such as character,
history, narrative, and community. Narrative forms community in history; and
character is formed in history by community and its narrative.

As for our activities, moreover, modern ethics stresses making right
decisions. "On such a model, ethics becomes a decision procedure for resolving
conflict-of-choice situations. This model assumes that no one faces an ethical issue
until they find themselves in a quandary." In such an understanding "moral
decisions should be based on rationally derived principles that are not relative to any
one set of convictions."320 Although Hauerwas affirms that we must make decisions
and actions are important,321 he thinks in contrast that "from the perspective of
virtue, in a certain sense decisions are morally secondary."322 His emphasis is rather

on building up character.

317Yoder 1994b, 328-329. See also ibid., 343.
318Hauerwas 1984, 11.

319Hauerwas 1984, 21.

320Hauerwas 1977, 18.

321Hauerwas 1984, 127.

322Hauerwas 1981, 114; Hauerwas 1994a, 83-89.
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B. Character

Hauerwas attempts to unite the self and action which were separated in the
modern period. He suggests that we "understand the self fundamentally as agent,"
and focuses his ethics on this self.322 Hauerwas asserts that ethics should primarily
focus on people rather than actions since our character determines how we see the
situation and how we act: "An ethic of virtue centres on the claim that an agent's
being is prior to doing. . . . What is significant about us morally is not what we do or
do not do, but how we do what we do."324

Howeyver it is not his intention to neglect actions. He believes that action,

agent, and agent's character are inseparably related.

To emphasize the idea of character is to recognize that our actions are also acts of self-
determination; in them we not only reaffirm what we have been but also determine what we
will be in the future. By our actions we not only shape a particular situation, we also form
ourselves to meet future situations in a particular way.325

Thus Hauerwas' strong stress on character and virtue is a reaction to modern ethics
which abandoned the quality of the agent and concrete and contingent elements

which formed the agent, such as history, community, and narrative.326

1. Character, Virtue, and Virtues

Character, virtue, and virtues are significant concepts in Hauerwas' ethics.
How are they related to each other? Hauerwas finds that both Aristotle and Aquinas
do not "make an explicit terminological distinction between the virtues, virtue, and
character,"327 and he too seems reluctant to give a clear distinction.328 However

some of his writings indicate his understanding about them.

323Hauerwas 1984, 38.

324Hauerwas 1981, 113. See also Hauerwas 1977, 46, Hauerwas 1984, 116;
Hauerwas 1994a, 113.

325Hauerwas 1974, 49,

326" Any account of the virtues is context-dependent. . . . Any account of
virtue involves the particular traditions and history of a society." Hauerwas 1981,
112.

32THauerwas 1994a, 74.
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Firstly Hauerwas suggests distinguishing individual virtues and virtue.32°
The former includes concepts such as kindness, honesty, courage, and so on, and
"are the trained skills of the person enabling him to act one way rather than
another."33° The latter is used in phrases like "person of virtue." Although it is an
ambiguous term, Hauerwas seems to use it interchangeably with "character." He
uses expressions like "a person of virtue or character."331

Secondly Hauerwas indicates the priority of becoming a person of character
or virtue over gaining virtues. "Indeed to have the virtues rightly, it has often been
argued, requires that one must acquire and have them as a person of character."332
He similarly states: "We cannot depend on 'the virtues' to provide us with a self
sufficient to give us the ability to claim our actions as our own. Rather, virtues
finally depend on our character for direction, not vice versa."333 Thus up-building
of character or becoming a person of virtue has priority in Hauerwas' ethics.

What then does Hauerwas mean by character? It has two aspects: character
as the qualification of self-agency and character as orientation of self-agency.334 On
one hand "Character is the qualification or determination of our self agency, formed
by our having certain intentions (and beliefs) rather than others.”335 On the other
hand "character is not just the sum of all that we do as agents, but rather it is the
particular direction our agency acquires by choosing to act in some ways rather than
others."33¢ Whilst the former stresses a function of character in the moment of a

decision, the latter emphasises it in the continuity of life.

328Hauerwas says: "I will make no attempt to suggest how the relation
between virtue and the virtues should be understood. Indeed I remain unconvinced
that any one account of this interaction is necessary." Hauerwas 1981, 113.

329Hauerwas 1981, 112.

330Hauerwas 1977, 49.

331Hauerwas 1981, 112.

332Hauerwas 1981, 113.

333Hauerwas 1981, 143.

334Hauerwas 1994a, 114-128.

335Hauerwas 1994a, 115. See also ibid., 11.

336Hauerwas 1994a, 117.
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2. Habits

The emphasis on character leads Hauerwas to the concept of the formation of
good habits.337 Today the term 'habits' generally means an automatic and
mechanical response without deliberate thinking. Yet to be a person of character, for
Aristotle and Aquinas, meant that one "has acquired certain kinds of habits called
virtues," and Hauerwas uses the term in this sense.338 Habits as virtues are formed
through intentional and deliberate actions. This seems to overlap with the second
aspect of character mentioned above, character as orientation. Thus habits are a
readiness or tendency for, not momentary, but lasting action.33° "The man of virtue
is formed from repeated acts of deliberate decision and, when formed, issues forth in
deliberative decision."34° Character is formed from repeated and deliberate virtuous
actions, and character in turn produces virtuous actions.

Hauerwas asserts that an ethics of character with virtuous habits is more
appropriate than decisionist ethics in two aspects.34? Firstly most of the decisions

we make are not 'hard' decisions. Hauerwas states:

Morality is not primarily concerned with quandaries or hard decisions; nor is the moral self
simply the collection of such decisions. As persons of character we do not confront
situations as mud puddles into which we have to step; rather the kind of 'situations’ we
confront and how we understand them are a function of the kind of people we are.342

We make decisions because of who we are. Although character is formed through
deliberate choices and actions, decisions in daily life are usually made by habit
rather than by deliberate choice. Hauerwas gives an example of his friend, who was
proposed by a stewardess in a plane "that they might enjoy one another's company
for awhile." "In refusing the stewardess," says Hauerwas, "he did not feel as if he
had made a 'decision'; the decision had already been made by the kind of person he

was and the kind of life he had with his family."343 Many decisions we make in life

337See for example, Hauerwas 1984, 42-43.
338Hauerwas 1994a, 69.

339Hauerwas 1994a, 70-71.

340Hauerwas 1994a, 71.

341See Wells 1995, 24-26, 51-52.
32Hauerwas 1981, 114-115.

343Hauerwas 1984, 129-130.
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are this kind. In addition, as Wells correctly says, the aspect of habits "preserves
Hauerwas' ethic of virtue from charges of elitism." This "dimension of non-
cognitive yet learned behaviour" is "a level open to people [even] with a mental
handicap."344

Moreover even hard decisions we make are not derived simply from rational
principles. Although they can be helpful, it is character as tendency to act that is
central in decision-making. "Thus persons of character or virtue may, from the
perspective of others, make what appear to have been momentous and even heroic
decisions, but feel that in their own lives they 'had no choice' if they were to
continue to be faithful to their characters."345

Virtuous people are virtuous not because they are knowledgeable about
different moral principles and utilise them in decision-making. Most of the time
they intuitionally make decisions by habit. Even when they make hard decisions,
their character leads them through the decision-making process. Thus Hauerwas
asserts that building character and how we act accordingly should occupy the centre

in morality.

C. Conclusion: Both Character and Decisionist Ethics

Hauerwas believes that biblical narrative forms Christian character. He
rejects any attempt to depart from biblical narrative in order to form abstract moral

principles.

Attempts to formulate a 'biblical ethic’ result in the somewhat embarrassing recognition that
the 'morality’ that is said to be 'biblical' is quite selective and even arbitrary. . . . Indeed when
biblical ethics is so construed one wonders why appeals need be made to scripture at all,
since one treats it as a source of general principles or images that once in hand need no
longer acknowledge their origins.346

Paul Nelson distinguishes three kinds of Christian ethics regarding the use of

biblical narrative by reference to three theologians: James Childress believes that

J4aWwells 1995, 52.
345Hauerwas 1981, 114.
346Hauerwas 1981, 58.
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moral principles should be construed from the Scripture; Hauerwas rejects such
principlisation and adheres to narratives; and Paul Ramsey identifies "certain themes
and principles embedded in the narrative and to reformulate them for use in ethics,"
mediating between the two positions. Nelson discusses a dispute between Hauerwas
and Ramsey about abstracting from the biblical narrative. Ramsey, for example,
considers the "love" of I Corinthians 13 not only as "narrative dependant” but also as
"conceptualizable as the traits of any other theory of virtues."347 Hauerwas criticises
Ramsey for abstracting moral principles out of their biblical context. Hauerwas
rejects processing principles out of context even if they are originally derived from
biblical narratives.

Nelson negatively asserts that Hauerwas "has a material view of how
narrative is to be understood, which he deploys in a highly normative fashion" and
claims: "It seems that one either understands biblical narrative as Hauerwas does or
one does not understand or appreciate the role of biblical narrative at all."348
Hauerwas (like Yoder) has such a tendency, but the problem for Hauerwas here is
the adherence to the context of biblical narrative rather than construing the narrative
in a certain way. We must remember that Hauerwas does not deny deriving
principles from biblical narratives although he clings to the particularity and
concreteness of narrative.34® [ would call this deriving principles 'the primary
principlisation." What he is opposed to is not extracting principles in the context of

narrative but separation of principles from narrative.35° He refuses to rejects to

347Nelson 1987, 114-115.

348Nelson 1987, 115-116.

349Hauerwas 1977, 52; Hauerwas 1981, 113; and Hauerwas 1984, 22.

350Hauerwas states: "Principles without stories are subject to perverse
interpretation . . . , but stories without principles will have no way of concretely
specifying the actions and practices consistent with the general orientation expressed
by the story." Hauerwas 1974, 89. He also states: "I do not doubt for a minute that
the Gospel entails claims that may properly be called 'metaphysical,’ but I do not
believe they are known or best displayed by a clearly defined activity called
'metaphysics." Hauerwas and Jones 1989, 308. Wells states: "There is a danger in
overstating the difference between 'narrative ethics' and an 'ethics of principles'. For
narrative ethics cannot do away with principles. But Hauerwas derives principles
from the narrative, whereas those he opposes derive principles from theories of
human nature or elsewhere." Wells 1995, 80-81. Likewise, Yoder, whilst
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regard the principles as independent of the narratives and to reformulate the
principles out of the context, which I would call the secondary principlisation. He
also rejects moral principles which do not originate from biblical narrative but from
experience and reason, which I would call natural law principles. The second
principlisation is an attempt to bridge the primary principles and the natural law
principles.

Hauerwas' emphasis on the adherence to biblical narrative is understandable.
Just as kerygmatic theology precedes apologetic theology, the distinctive Christian
message embedded in the biblical narrative should occupy a primary position.351
Extracting principles as primary principlisation is necessary both in forming
character and in applying the narrative in our lives. An "outline" of narrative helps
us remember the story; and we do have to make decisions, although our life is not
full of quandaries and our character plays a considerable role there.352

Natural theology has apologetic value in its appeal to the goodness of the
world, to reason, and to the order of creation. Natural theology works especially
when a society has a common Christian foundation, as in the Medieval period in
Europe. Although there is an abyss between the fallen creature and the Creator, in
such a world the discontinuity did not practically appear to be a problem. Likewise
the secondary principlisation is a diluting of the Christian message and is not in
continuity with the primary principlisation.352 However it not only works in a

strong Christian culture but also has an apologetic value in other cultures, such as

emphasising the priority of the story, affirms a limited use of principles: "We use
principles to help us understand the story." Yoder 1979a.

351H. Richard Niebuhr correctly asserts that apologetic theology should be
secondary to kerygmatic theology. Niebuhr 1960a, 39. Paul Tillich -- probably the
most distinguished apologetic theologian of this century -- states: "Apologetic
theology must heed the warning implied in the existence and the claim of kerygmatic
theology. It loses itself if it is not based on the kerygma as the substance and
criterion of each of its statements.” Tillich 1951, 7.

352Hauerwas 1984, 26.

353The principlisation here is a matter of interpretation of the Scripture and is
different from the discussion of the Creator and creature. However they are related
from the viewpoint of Christian distinctiveness and its generalisation.
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Japanese culture today, as long as its limitation as being a dilution of Christian
distinctiveness is realised.

Therefore the primary principlisation should be positively encouraged and
the secondary principlisation should be conditionally accepted. However Hauerwas
rarely mentions his approval of extracting principles from biblical narratives. His
strong rejection of the secondary principlisation gives us an impression that he
denies principles and rules all together. We need both character ethics and
decisionist ethics (with the primary principlisation). The former has been unfairly
neglected and deserves more attention today. However character ethic has its own
limit; and character ethic has no right to demand its own supremacy. As long as we
are directly rooted in the Scripture and not merely on speculative reason, we should
use other methods. Yoder likewise claims that there is no reason to limit our
theological inquiry in one way although he rejects natural law ethics apart from

directly Scriptural support:

Some ethicists believe that the most important, and the procedurally prior, task of the
ethicist is to disentangle the varieties of modes of moral argument and to argue that one of
them is right. Do these apostolic models of social-ethical creativity [which is the five
pioneering practices of the church which Yoder discusses3>4] reason consequentially or
deontologically? Do they prefer the modes of story or of virtue? As far as I can tell, the
questions are impertinent. Not only would the apostolic writers not have understood what
these questions mean, had they understood them, they would have refused to answer. They
would have seen no reason to choose among those incommensurate kinds of resources; why
not use them all? . . . [Methodological analysis] is not the prerequisite for the community's
right or capacity to reason morally.355

Hauerwas' strong support of character is understandable. Nevertheless character
ethics needs other means. Both character and decisionist ethics are needed for

Christian ethics.

IV. Christian Community

Christian community plays a crucial role in Yoder's and Hauerwas'

theologies, and this section is an essential part of this chapter. Character, narrative,

and community are closely related in Hauerwas' theology. Narrative attracts people

354See Chapter 2, IVC2 'Pioneering.'
335Yoder 1994b, 372.
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and forms a community; and the community shapes narrative and people's character.
"The formation of such character is not an isolated event but requires the existence
of a corresponding society -- a 'storied society."'256 He rightly claims that
community and its narrative precede an individual and one's character. "The self is
subordinate to the community rather than vice versa, for we discover the self through
a community's tradition."357 Yoder and Hauerwas never regard Christian faith as an
individualistic matter; rather it is social and communal matter.358 Hauerwas asserts:
"The first words about the Christian life are about a life together, not about the
individual."35° He claims that the early Christians clearly recognised the importance

of Christian community:

What was original about the first Christians was not the peculiarity of their beliefs, even
beliefs about Jesus, but their social inventiveness in creating a community whose like had
not been seen before. . . . What is interesting is that they thought that their belief in God as
they had encountered him in Jesus required the formation of a community distinct from the
world exactly because of the kind of God he was. You cannot know what kind of God you
disbelieve in, from a Christian perspective, unless you see what kind of community is
necessary to worship him across time.36°

Thus community of faith requires our attention.

Our concern is transformation of society. How do Yoder and Hauerwas
think the transformation should be achieved? How should the Christian community
play a role in the transformation? They disapprove of the church's direct
involvement in social reform.361 They rather claim that the church should become

the true church, and by doing so it should become an alternative society to the world.

356Hauerwas 1981, 91.

357THauerwas 1984, 28.

358 Although Hauerwas earlier discussed general moral experience, he has
recently focused on Christian morality and Christian community. As Arne
Rasmusson states, "it is the church, not community as such, that has a central role in
his theology." Rasmusson 1994, 178.

359Hauerwas 1984, 97. See also ibid., 93.

360Hauerwas 1985, 42-43.

361This reminds us H. Richard Niebuhr's religiously direct but socially
indirect strategies. Niebuhr's emphasis was both on responsibility for societies and
on personal conversion since the former, he believed, can be achieved only through
the latter. Niebuhr 1936, 181. \
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A. The Church Should Become the Church

Both Yoder and Hauerwas assert that the church should be the church for the
sake of transforming society. Hauerwas asserts: "The first social ethical task of the
church is to be the church -- the servant community. Such a claim may well sound
self-serving until we remember that what makes the church the church is its faithful
manifestation of the peaceable kingdom in the world."362 For him Christians' "most
important social task is nothing less than to be a community capable of hearing the
story of God we find in the scripture and living in a manner that is faithful to that

story."363 Yoder in his article "Let the Church Be the Church" asserts:

The summons [to become what we are] is simply to live up to what a Christian -- or the
church -- is when confessing that Christ is Lord. And yet at the same time this imperative
says negatively, "You are not what you claim to be. . . . She [the church] has been giving her
attention to being something other than the church,36¢

In The Politics of Jesus he also asserts on the basis of Hendrik Berkhof's

interpretation of Paul:

The very existence of the church is its primary task. It is in itself a proclamation of the
lordship of Christ to the powers from whose dominion the church has begun to be liberated.
The church does not attack the powers; this Christ has done. The church concentrates upon
not being seduced by them. By existing the church demonstrates that their rebellion has
been vanquished.365

362Hauerwas 1984, 99-100. Hauerwas also asserts: "The church must
recognize that her first social task in any society is to be herself." Hauerwas 1981,
83-84. "The church's social task is first of all its willingness to be a community
formed by a language the world does not share"; "The call for the church to be the
church means that the church is the only true polity we can know in this life."
Hauerwas 1985, 11, 130. Miscamble correctly asserts: "This is not only Hauerwas'
departure point. It is also his conclusion." Miscamble 1987, 72. Although
Hauerwas asserts that the church must be the church, he does not describe in depth
how the church can transform the world. Wells correctly claims: "If the Church's
first social-ethical task is to be itself, one needs to know more what 'being itself
involves." Wells 1995, 99.

363Hauerwas 1981, 1.

364Yoder 1971, 113-114. This essay, "Let the Church Be the Church," was
originally written for a lecture at the Episcopal Pacifist Fellowship in 1964.

365Yoder 1994a, 150.
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1. Community of Character

Adding to this claim that the church has to become itself, Hauerwas asserts
that only a community of character and virtues which is formed and shaped by the
story of the Kingdom of God can understand the Scriptures and tell their stories
rightly.

The church is where the stories of Israel and Jesus are told, enacted, and heard, and it is our
conviction that as a Christian people there is literally nothing more important we can do.
But the telling of that story requires that we be a particular kind of people if we and the
world are to hear the story truthfully. That means that the church must never cease from
being a community of peace and truth in a world of mendacity and fear. The church does
not let the world set its agenda about what constitutes a "social ethic," but a church of peace
and justice must set its own agenda.366

Hauerwas provocatively challenges the widespread Protestant assumption that
everyone can and should read the Bible. Although "most North Americans assume
that they have a right, if not an obligation, to read the Bible," Hauerwas does "not
believe, in the Church's current circumstance, that each person in the Church thereby
is given the right to interpret the Scripture."3¢7 He deems that one cannot read the
Scriptures rightly without being a part of a godly community. This certainly throws
a new light on the issue of the significance of the church.

Then, how can the church become a community of character without reading
the Scriptures rightly? Richard B. Hays correctly points out that Hauerwas thinks
that the church learns from "the example of the lives of the saints [faithful
Christians]" and from "the church's liturgy, especially the Eucharist."3¢8 It is true
that the lives of ordinary yet faithful Christians are often neglected despite the fact
that we do learn from them. They may be our parents, members of our local church,
or Christians in the past. Whether physically alive or not, they are compresent with

us.362 It is extremely unfortunate that Japanese Protestant churches practically

366Hauerwas 1984, 99-100 (italics mine). John Milbank's claim that theology
as itself is a social science is akin to this assertion that the church should set its own
agenda. "There can only be a distinguishable Christian social theory because there is
also a distinguishable Christian mode of action, a definite practice. . . . The
[Christian social] theory, therefore, is first and foremost an ecclesiology." Milbank
1990, 380.

367Hauerwas 1993, 15, 16.

368Hays 1997, 255, 256.

369Cf. Niebuhr 1975, 247-248.
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neglect Japanese Christians in history (even those who are recognised well by non-
Christian scholars). They tend simply to remain objects of scholarly research. The
Eucharist enacts a central part of biblical narrative and can help us learn it. From the
story of the Emmaus road in Luke 24:13-35 Hauerwas argues that it was not the
explanation of the Scriptures but the table fellowship with Jesus that opened the eyes
of the 'two of them' and stresses the significance of the Eucharist.370

Both the lives of the saints and the Eucharist are undoubtedly significant in
enhancing our understanding of the Christian belief and life. However, both the
assessment of who the faithful Christians are and the interpretations of the Eucharist
vary.37t Moreover how can the church which cannot rightly learn from the
Scriptures learn rightly through the saints' lives and through the Eucharist? Having
recognised the case of the Emmaus road story, I still think that the church also has to
learn from the Scriptures in order rightly to interpret the lives of faithful Christians
and the liturgy. The church needs the Scriptures as the norm and other resources
(including the lives of the saints and the liturgy) in order truly to become itself.
Although the character of the church does matter for interpreting the Scriptures as
Hauerwas claims, learning through the saints' lives and the liturgy does not
necessarily precede the right interpretation of the Scriptures. They dialectically
function. Nevertheless it is a significant suggestion that we must pay an attention to
the character of Christian community, the lives of the faithful Christians, and

enacted Gospel narrative.

370Hauerwas 1993, 49-62.

3710n one hand there is the traditional diversity between transubstantiation
(Roman Catholic Church), consubstantiation (Luther), remembrance (Zwingli and
Anabaptists), and spiritual presence in the communion elements (Calvin). On the
other hand there is diversity between the liturgy and the table fellowship common
meal which represents economic sharing (Yoder). Although Hauerwas understands
that Jesus' breaking bread with His disciples as a fellowship meal, he tends to regard
the Eucharist as liturgy which is an enacted story. See Hauerwas 1993, 60;
Hauerwas 1983, 26. It may be due to his ecclesial preference to be a "high-church
Mennonite." Hauerwas 1981, 6 (italics mine). See Chapter 2, IVC1 'Contrast
Model.'
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2. Against Constantinian Christianity

The statement, the church should become the church, implies that the church
is not what the church is to be. What is the problem, and when did the negative shift
begin? Yoder asserts that the church seeks power to influence society just as the
state governs by power. Yoder points out that the shift was symbolically marked by
the conversion of Constantine.372

Both Yoder and Hauerwas reject the idea that the church should control the
world, which is represented as Constantinian Christianity. They rather insist that
Christians should live by imitating Christ and God. Yoder repeatedly discusses the
"Constantinian reversal," which is a major theme for him.373 Although the reversal
certainly started before the year A.D. 313, the conversion of Constantine marked
new characteristics in Christian history. What did Constantinian Christianity bring
about?374

Firstly the church became "establishment" not only in social status but also in
attitude. "What changed between the third and the fifth centuries was not the
teaching of Jesus but the loss of the awareness of minority status, transformed into
an attitude of 'establishment."'375

Secondly "the meaning of the word 'Christian' has changed." Before

Constantine one had to choose to become a Christian with conviction; yet after

312Y oder states that the shift "began before A.D. 200 and took over 200
years; the use of his [Constantine's] name does not mean an evaluation of his person
or work." Yoder 1994b, 57.

313Constantinian reversal is discussed in the following articles. "The
Constantinian Sources of Western Social Ethics," in Yoder 1984a, 135-147; "The
Otherness of the Church," in Yoder 1994b, 53-64; "Peace without Eschatology?"” in
Yoder 1994b, 143-167; and "The Kingdom as Social Ethic," in Yoder 1984a, 80-
101.

374LeMasters 1992, 153. Philip LeMasters articulates errors of
Constantinianism from his studies of Yoder: "(1) compromising the demands of the
gospel in order for the church to gain worldly power and prestige; (2) 'baptizing'
uncritically a dominant cultural order which is in tension with the exigencies of
God's reign; and (3) seeing the church as just another form of human social
organization with no peculiar moral identity, as not being a foretaste of the new age
and distinct from the larger society." LeMasters sharply criticises Constantinianism
from the believers' church perspective just like Yoder and Hauerwas.

375Yoder 1971, 129.
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Constantine "it would take exceptional conviction not to be counted as Christian."
The church was no longer the assembly of believers; rather "the church was
everybody."376 Yoder calls this phenomenon "the reversal of ecclesiology and
eschatology."377 Before Constantine one had to believe God's sovereignty by faith;
yet after Constantine millennium appeared to be a present fact on earth in dominant
Christian culture. "Even if we had found it psychologically attractive," says Yoder
"the vision of a local monocultural unity [such as 'Caesaro-Papism'] could remove
all subjective choice from the belief question."378

Thirdly the government came to be regarded as "the main bearer of historical
movement."37° Although the people of God as community were the main figure in
biblical tradition, "with Constantine the civil sovereign becomes God's privileged
agent."38% The church becomes simply a religious division of the government.
"What is called 'church' is an administrative branch of the state on the same level
with the army or the post office."381

Fourthly Christian morality became double-standard. The New Testament
teaching was too demanding and unrealistic for the nominal Christians; and

"minimal morality of the 'precepts" was applied to them. A higher level of morality
"compatible with the call of the gospel is manageable only by virtue of some degree
of special motivation, usually expressed in a vocational withdrawal from ordinary
life."382 Yoder values the medieval church as it maintained distinctive Christian
elements of otherness in the upper storey, even though they were distorted; he rather
blames the magisterial Reformers who abandoned the upper level altogether

including "the higher ethical commitment of the orders, the missionary and

international character of the Roman Church,"383 due to their opposition "against

376Yoder 1984a, 136.
377Yoder 1984a, 137.
378Yoder 1984a, 60.
379Yoder 1984a, 138.
380Yoder 1984a, 139.
381Yoder 1994b, 60.
382Yoder 1984a, 83.
383Yoder 1994b, 59.
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works righteousness and monasticism."38¢ The Reformers simply removed the more
demanding level of morality and opened the door for the 'cheap gospel.'385

Fifthly ethics fell into utilitarianism.386 When the church stands on the side
of the ruler, it tries to control the society, seeking "the most desirable 'for the good of
the whole'" rather than seeking what the New Testament requires of the church.387
"Right action is what works; what does not promise results can hardly be right."
Being dominated by nominal Christians, the church no longer expected God's
intervening in history and started practising the "engineering approach to ethics."
"Any ethic, any tactic, is in the minds of many, self-evidently to be tested by its
promised results."388 This is an ethic of responsibility fo the world, ethics from the
ruler's viewpoint, and an ethics of Christianity as the majority. Here the church is
the lord over the world or God's agent to rule over the world.

Sixthly the church adopted natural morality to control society. When
Constantine became a Christian, it was assumed that "in order to continue being a
sovereign, he needs to continue to act the way a (non-Christian) sovereign 'naturally’
acts, thereby creating some tension with what the later prophets and Jesus taught
about domination, wealth, and violence."38° It is presumed that "the moral insights

of Gentile antiquity and the teachings of the Old Testament are for some reason

384Y oder 1984a, 139.

3851t is to be noted, however, that Luther indicated a keen interest in
committed believers' house church, which was not actualised under his leadership.
"Those who want to be Christians in earnest and who profess the gospel with hand
and mouth should sign their names and meet alone in a house somewhere to pray, to
read, to baptize, to receive the sacrament, and to do other Christian works.
According to this order, those who do not lead Christian lives could be known,
reproved, corrected, cast out, or excommunicated, according to the rule of Christ,
Matthew 18 [:15-17]. Here one could also solicit benevolent gifts to be willingly
given and distributed to the poor, according to St. Paul's example, II Corinthians 9. .
.. In short, if one had the kind of people and persons who wanted to be Christians in
earnest, the rules and regulations would soon be ready. But as yet I neither can nor
desire to begin such a congregation or assembly or to make rules for it. For I have
not yet the people or persons for it, nor do I see many who want it. But if I should
be requested to do it and could not refuse with a good conscience, I should gladly do
my part and help as best I can." Luther 1965, 64.

386Yoder 1984a, 140.

387Yoder 1984a, 84.

388Yoder 1984a, 140.

389Yoder 1984a, 82.
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closer to 'nature' than are the teachings and example of Jesus." Natural moralities
were accepted because they are "more affirmative than is the New Testament about
the use of coercion, violence, wealth, status, tradition, and the justification of means
by ends."320

Yoder insightfully describes the state church as the "chaplain,” which takes
the form of either priest or Puritan. The priest chaplaincy "limit[s] himself to calling
down sacramentally the blessing of God upon society, sanctioning whatever means
society (or rather the prince) needs to keep society (or rather the prince's place in it)
afloat."391 "The [priest] chaplain is called to bless an existing power structure. . . .
[He] in turn will put the stamp of divine approval upon what is being done there."392
It obviously lowers moral standards. On the other hand the Puritan chaplaincy
"impose[s] the right standard on a whole society."3°3 "Those who do keep the rules
are proud of it because they can; those who do not wish to keep them or cannot
because of the way they are defined, are crushed or driven away." Although
Puritanism enforces higher rules on everyone than the priest chaplaincy, it
"concentrates its attack upon the coarse and crude sins which it is possible externally
to punish or prevent."3%¢ Yoder rightly asserts that "most debates about ethics have
been between the Puritans and the priests. It is between those who say that there are
objective, absolute standards which must be forced on everyone, and those who say
that if we have to do what we have to do we had better be able to say it is morally all
right."395

Yoder rejects these chaplaincy approaches in which Christian morality is
realistically diluted for everyone in the society. He rather claims that Christian
ethics must be limited only to committed believers because it requires utter trust and

obedience to God.3%¢ Likewise Hauerwas claims: "Christian ethics can never be a

3%0Yoder 1984a, 84.
3%91Yoder 1971, 120.
392Yoder 1971, 119.
393Yoder 1994b, 344.
394Y oder 1971, 120.
395Yoder 1971, 121.
396Yoder 1964, 29.
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minimalistic ethic for everyone, but must presuppose a sanctified people wanting to
live more faithful to God's story."3°7

Yoder sees Constantinian Christianity not only in the medieval period but
also in modern history. Although Renaissance, Reformation, Enlightenment, and
Revolution gave significant impacts to it, and its form was reshaped each time,
Yoder critically points out that the basic structure remains the same and

Constantinian Christianity exists today.3°8

Each view along this progression is clear in rejecting the former one as having been wrong,
and is blaming the blindness of earlier generations of churchmen for having accepted such
identification with an unworthy political cause. This sense of rightness over against the
others blinds each generation to the fact that the basic structural error, the identification of a
civil authority as bearer of God's cause, has not been overcome but only transposed into a
new key.39°

Thus Yoder asserts that the church is to be believers' church, it should always have a
minority stance, and it must never try to control society from an established majority
viewpoint. That is how the church originally was. He does not accept the opinion
that the non-established church has a value as an antithesis to established
Christianity in the West, but not in countries like Japan where Christianity has
always been in a minority. "I should not ask what complementary corrective is
needed from a minority perspective after granting that the majority establishment
does most of the work of being the church. I should ask rather what the whole
church is called to be in the world where she is (really) in a minority position,"400
There is no doubt that the church intended to make the world better by
Christianising it. The assumption there was that Christian culture, even in diluted
forms, would be better than a pagan culture. Perhaps this is generally true. However
when the church stood on the side of rulers in gaining controlling power of the
world, it lost Christian distinctiveness. Both Yoder and Hauerwas rightly assert that

the church must be the community of committed believers.

397Hauerwas 1984, 97.

398A typical example of this century is Reinhold Niebuhr's theology. Yoder
1971, 138-139.

399Yoder 1984a, 143.

400Yoder 1984a 81.
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3. Jesus and Other Authorities

What is the core theological problem of Constantinian Christianity? Yoder
asserts that it is the problem of authority: whether Jesus is the Lord or there are other
authorities. It is a question of "whether it is ultimately Jesus or some other authority
whom we confess as 'the light of the world."'4°1 Yoder stands in the tradition of
kerygmatic theology.4+°2 "When we confess that Christ is the light of the world this
implies a critical attitude toward other pretended 'lights.! When we confess that
Jesus Christ is Lord, this commits us to a relative independence of other loyalties
which we would otherwise feel it normal to be governed by."493 This is his central
claim and is the criticism given to H. Richard Niebuhr's Christology above. In
"Christ the Light of the World," Yoder criticises natural theology, just war theory,
and the theology of Reinhold Niebuhr from this viewpoint, and asserts that they have
other authorities besides Jesus, such as reason, situation, or the order of creation.404

In The Politics of Jesus he similarly claims:

[Social ethics] will derive its guidance from common sense and the nature of things., We
will measure what is "fitting" and what is "adequate"; what is "relevant” and what is
"effective." We shall be "realistic" and "responsible." All these slogans point to an
epistemology for which the classic label is the theology of the natural: . . .. Whether this
ethic of natural law be encountered in the reformation form, where it is called an ethic of
"vocation" or of the "station," or in the currently popular form the "ethic of the situation," or
in the older catholic forms where "nature" is known in other ways, the structure of the
argument is the same: it is by studying the realities around us, not by hearing a proclamation
from God, that we discern the right,49>

Other authorities can be summarised as "immediate revelation of the Holy
Spirit" and the goodness of the Creation which includes reason, situation, and the

order of creation.4%¢ Yoder says:

From Montanus in the second century to the "situation ethics" of the mid-1960s, it has been
held that if we were to do away with the definite prescriptions of past authority, there would

401Yoder 1971, 135. See also ibid., 140.

402Hays points out that although Yoder is close to Barth, "Yoder's position is
more nuanced than Barth's, both