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This thesis examines the Christian anthropology of Reinhold Niebuhr as presented 

in the two volume worlg The N d w e  and Deshy of Mm, and explores its relevance for 

social ethics, from an evangetical theological perspective. The contention is that despite 

some weaknesses in Mebuhr's approach, his anthropology provides a useful foundation 

and corrective for evangelicai social ethics, which seek to wrestle with issues of 

contemporary signincance. 

In order to provide a frarnework for analysis, Niebuhr is placed first in his proper 

personal, historical, and theological contes. His anthropology is then elaborated and 

exploreci as it appears in 7;he Nature and Destiny of Mm. Elements of his doctrine of 

humaniîy are subsequently brought into synthesis for application to social ethics. 

Recommendations for further snidy are made, and an example is presented of how 

Niebuhr's anthropological paradigin works out in application to a specific, contemporary 

social issue, namely, the proMeration of information technology. 

AU of this serves tu dernonstrate the enduring relevance of a theologian whose 

work has been widely lauded and cnticised in the years since he iïrst elaborated his 

anthropological approach to theology. Rediscovering Niebuhr on his own terms dows  

fieedom to reapply his insights for the ethical and theologicai challenges of a new 

millennium. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The thought of Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971) has enjoyed wide a p p d  across 

political and academic disciplines. Regarded as the most signifiant Amerkm theologian 

of the twentieth century, Niebuhr has always drawn the attention of those who seek to 

criticise, afnrm, understand, or reapply his ideas. While his political ideas remained 

popular through the Cold War of the i 98O's, the study of his theology grew in popularity 

toward the end of that decade and into the 1990's. Perhaps this was due, in part, to the 

centenary of his birth, which was celebrated in 1992, and s a w  several new studies 

published in the years ieading up to that important date. More likely, the revival of 

interest grew out of a battle between iiberals and conservatives over who held title to his 

thought, as they both criticised and hailed him as a native son.' Wlth such debate 

undenvay, students and scholars turned to read Niebuhr for themselves, in a rediscovery 

l1n the preface to his later book, Ronaid Stone indicates the iikely connecbon between the 
liberal and wnservative hterpretations of Niebuhfs thought and the revival of interest 
which took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s. See Ronald H. Stone, Professor 
Reinhold Niebuhr: A Mentor to the Twentieth Centwy (Louisville, KT: WestminstedJohn 
Knox Press, 1992). Hans Hofkann describes Niebuhr as "resolved to be more orthodox 
than the orthodox fundamentaiist," (The Theologv of ReinhoId Niebuhr, trans. Louise 
Pettibone Smith [New York, NY: Charles Scniner's Sons, 19561, 1 L 4); while 
fundamentalist Gordon Lewis has described him as a "total relativist." (Gordon Lewis and 
Bruce Demarest, eds., Challenges to Inemuncy [Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 19841, 173). 
Conservative economist Michael Novak is a selfaescribed Nïebuhrian, as are several 
liberation theologians. Cf. Michael Novak, n e  Spinr of Democraric Capztalzm (New 
York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1982). Reinhold Niebuhr has been equally acclaimed and 
cnticized from both ends of the theoiogical spectrurn, and every point in between. 



of the mind of the man who contributed so significantly to the American politic& social, 

and theological scene. In so doing, they rediscovered the engaging style of a theologian 

whose writings have just as much relevance to the present human situation as they did 

when he first offered them to the world. Of course, renewed interest in Niebuhr is due in 

no small part to the revival of interest in ethics generally, and social ethics particularly, as 

the world has witnessed the end of the Cold War and the shift to a "new world order," 

where the issues of industrialisation have been traded for the complexities of technological 

development of society, and the marginalisation of the poor is a continuing reality. 

Reinhold has much to say to the present human situation. 

A similar motivation drives this present study. Reading liberation theologians and 

thoroughgoing capitalists who equally claim Niebuhr as their own, provides a challenge to 

discover him on his own terms. This need is particularly relevant for a society embarking 

on the challenges of a new millennium, where the gap between rich and poor grows 

increasingly wide in the midst of social individualism, and the drive to accumulate wealth 

and information. While evangelicals were once at the forefront of social thought and 

ethics in North ~rnerica,~ the pull of individualism has drawn them away fiom this 

orientation, and the social element has been buried beneath an ethic that is more concerned 

with rights than responsibilities, and offers more judgement than mercy. Although there 

are segments within evangelicalism that seek to address these issues, it seems there is 

indicient theological reflection contained therein, which would offer a foundation upon 

which to build a fiesh vision for addressing social needs and concerns into a new 

mille~iurn.~ If a Christian social ethic is to withstand the challenges of relativism and 

2 ~ h i s  is particularly true of evangelicals in the mid-late nineteenth century. See David 
Bebbington, Evmgelicafim in Modem Britain (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 
1989). 
3~rit ish evangelicals seem to have a stronger record than North Americans in this regard, 
particularly in relation to work done in social ethics in response to the Lausanne 



marginalism, even &om w i t h  the circle of faith, it must be grounded on a solid 

theological foundation, rooted in scripture, within the perspective of historic orthodoxy, 

and sufncientiy progressive in its expression to meet modern needs and concem. 

Moreover, it must seek to convict Christians of their active participation in systems which 

are opposed to the ethics of the Kuigdom of God in general, and the ethic of a , ~  in 

particular, convincing them of the hypnotic trance with which ethical rnaterialism has 

bewitched modem sociew. Reinhold Niebuhr has much to say about these issues, and 

though evangelicals rnay disagree with his method, many of his conclusions may be 

effectively appropriated into an acceptable fiamework for their understanding and 

int erpretation. 

The most helpful approach to Reinhold Niebuhr's ethic is to access it through his 

Christian anthropology. Shce aü of his statements and assumptions about ethics grow out 

of his observations of the human condition, it becomes a crucial cornerstone for 

understanding and analyshg his thought. In fkt, Niebuhr's entire theological system is 

built upon his anthropological studies, fmding its most mature and systematic expression in 

his NO-volume magnum opus. The Nàtture d Desiiny of ~ m , ~  originally presented as 

the Gifford Lectures at Edinburgh in 1939 .~  As this theologicai treatise demonstrates, 

Movement. CE Car1 F. H. Henry, Aspects of Christian Social Ethzcs (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1 964); Stephen Charles Mott, Bi6 lical Erhics md Social C h g e  ( New York 
and Odord: M o r d  University Press, 1982). These works represent the quickly-aging but 
more competent side of North Amencan evangelical reflection on social ethics, which 
themselves are in need of critique. 
?4lthough this author will seek to use gender-inclusive language, quotations taken directly 
f?om other works will generally remain unaltered. 
5 ~ d l i a m  John Wolf writes "Unlike systematicians like Aquinas or Barth who cover the 
whole corpus of Christian tmh by the method of a Smma, Niebuhr rnakes one docmne, 
brilliantly plurnbed to its depths, the basis of his whole thought. Articdated in tems of 
man's relations with his fellow men, the doctrine of man is determinative for his social 
ethics and for his interpretaiion of the meaningfùhess ofhistory." See Wfiam John Wolf, 
"Reinhold Niebuhr's Doctrine of Man, " in Reinhold Niebrhr: His ReWm~s, Social md 



"what Niebuhr had to Say about God was stated, almost incidentally, in relation to bis 

theological anthropology. For Niebuhr, knowledge of God's will for social policy was not 

possible without first understanding human nature and agency. "6 

Through an examination of Niebuhr's anthropology as it appears in the above 

volumes, certain conclusions about human nature and its ethical relevance wiU be 

appropriated into an evangelical understanding of such issues. Chapter 1 will place 

Niebuhr in his historical and theological context, crucial for a proper understanding of his 

thought. This will include a bnef persona1 biography of  N~ebuhr, his flirtation with and 

final rejection of Iiberalism and the social gospel; his place within the developrnent of 

neoorthodoxy and conmbution to American realism; the influence his Reformed tradition 

had on his formation; and a portrayal of his understanding of scripture as myth and 

symbol. Understanding the context of Niebuhr's thought provides a helpful vantage point 

for embarking on an analysis of his anthropology. Subsequentiy, chapter lI will focus on 

the first volume of 7 k  Nàture and Destiny of Mm, with its elaboration of  humanity as 

Niebuhr's starhg point for theology. The the-eternity didectic, so centrai to his thought 

will be explored, and then an examination of the human dialectical tension between the 

image of God and the problem of sin will be offered. Chapter III will concentrate on 

volume II of The Nafztre and Destiny of Man, and examine the relevance of Christology to 

the meaning of history and the human condition. The chapter also wiIl offer an 

exploration h t o  NiebuMs eschatology, including the role of love and justice in human 

social ethics. Chapter N will bring into synthesis the elements explored in previous 

chapters. It will offer conclusions regarding the usefulness of various elements of 

Politicai 7?1mght, eds.Charles W. Kegley and Robert W. Bretall (New York, NY: 
MacMiUan, 1 %6), 230. 
6~arlan Beckley, Passion fur Justice: Rehieving the Legacies of Walter Raicschenbzrsch, 
John A. Ryaq and Reinhold Niebuhr (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1992), 264. 



Niebuhr's anthropology for evangelical social ethics, and will critique several weaknesses, 

including his method, neglected ecclesiology, and tmcated pneumatology. 

Recommendations for fitrther study of these issues will be made. Overail, it w3l be argued 

thiit in spite of weaknesses, many elernents of Nebuhr's anthropology are useful tools in 

assembling an evangelical approach to social ethics. 

Though anthropology ùiformed Niebuhr's thought on a number of levels, its 

fullest expression is found in The Nature and Desfjny of  ad Fur that reason, the 

analysis of this paper will focus particularly on those volumes, H .  Nature and Human 

Destiny. Human Nmre was published in 194 1, with Human Desfisfiny following in 1943. 

Though examination will draw on insights gained from his earlier work, Mord Mm and 

Immoral Society (1932), and his later Introchlctimi zo Christrstrm Emcs (1956), it will 

concentrate mainly on his formal anthropological expression in his magmm q u s .  

Nevertheless Niebuhr's other writings have provided helpfbi ùlights, includmg a 

collection of semons entitled, Beyond Tragedy (1937) which is a beneficial introduction 

to his interpretation of Christian history. 

The literature produced on Niebuhr's thought could fill its own library. Even so, 

there have been no watershed works published which deal solely with Mebulu's 

anthropology, perhaps because it permeates every aspect of his thought. Biographies 

including June BUigham's Courage tu Change: An IntrOaLIction to the Life and l?~mghf of 

Reinhold Niebuhr ( 1  972), and the more recent volume by Richard Fox entitled, Reinhold 

7~iebuhr's theology was constantly fed by his understanding of the hurnan situation. His 
work, Mord Mm and Immoral Society represents his earlier and somewhat more 
optimistic thinking on the subject, while me Childen of Lighl and n e  ChiI&en of 
Darkness represents later application of anthropology to a study of democracy. 7he Sev  
and the Drmm of Histoty also represents a later and a more psycho-social analysis than 
solely theological one. Since examination of any one of these volumes could form a study 
in itself, this paper will limit the study of Niebuhr's work to n e  Nuture and Destiny cf 
Man, as it represents his theological development and understanding most clearly. 



Nieblihr: A Biography (1985), combine with insights of other writers such as Charles 

Brown's Niebuhr and His Age (1 992), to provide an informative oveMew of Niebuhr's Me 

and the influences which shaped it. General guides to Nebuhr's thought have also helped 

in gaining a proper perspective, including Gordon Harland, TCe 1310~ght of Reinhofd 

Niebzdir (1960), and Hans Hofmann. The Theology of Reinhold Niebuhr (1956). The 

collection of essays by various theologians responding to Niebuhr's work in Charles 

Kegley and Robert Bretall, eds., Reinhold Niebuhc His Reli'ws, Socid and Pulilical 

i'hmghi (1956) provided particularly helpfid insights, especidy the chapter by Wfiam 

John Wolf entitled, "Reinhold Nïebuhr's Doctrine of Man," as did those in Richard 

Hamies, ed., Reinhold Niebirhr and h e  Issues of Our Time (1986). The reaction of some 

of Niebuhr's closest colleagues is recorded in Harold Landon, ed., Reinhold Niehhr: A 

Prophetic Voice in Our Time (1962), which proved insightfûl as well as entertaining. 

Particularly usefbl was the analysis of Neibuhr's realism provided in a recent work by 

Robin Lovin entitled, Reinhold Niebuhr and Chridm Realism (1995). 

In addition, several articles and doctoral dissertations have offered assistance in 

accessing Niebuhr's anthropology and epistemology. Periodical submissions by Gustaf 

Aden, R o d d  Feenstra, Joseph Bettis, and Jan Milic Lochman and dissertations by J. K. 

Keeling, Thomas Nordberg, and George Lewis Lane gave valuable assistance. Articles in 

David Welis, ed., Refonned ï2eolog-y NI Amerka (1985) offered a perspective of Niebuhr 

f?om within the Reformed camp, and the articles by Demis Voskuil and Gabriel Fackre 

were helpful in gaining an understanding of the influence of Reformed theology on 

Niebuhr's thought. In a similar vein, Nicholas WolterstorEPs UntiZ Justice md Peace 

Embrace (1983) provided an excellent account of the development of social concem as a 

si@cant element of Reformed theology. Harlan Beckley offered an insightful 

description of Niebuhr's anthropology as part of his work, Passion for Justice (1992) 



which examined Niebuhr in contrast with social thinkers Walter Rauschenbusch and John 

Ryan. 

Ofutmost assistance in providùig this paper with a Wework  for analysis was the 

excellent study of Niebuhr's theology provided by Edward John CamelI in 23e 23eology 

of Reinhord Niebuhr (1951). CarneIl's ability to grasp, explain, and critique Niebuhr's 

thought remains unsurpassed. Although the conclusions of the present study remain 

independent of CamelI's observations, his work provided an invaluable tool for study. 

Worthy of equal note are several articles by CarneIl which are compiled in The Cme for 

Biblical Chrislanity (1969) edited posthumously by Ronald Nash. The avdable studies 

of Niebuhr's thought are extensive and too numerous to include in a study of such minimal 

proportions. For the purposes of this paper, literature has been limited to those works 

which have proven to be most relevant, most si@cant and most accessib!e, which is a 

subjective selection to some extent, but nevertheless a necessary one. 

Because so much work has focused on Niebuhr's thought for several decades, 

there are many ways in which any "new" study of his theology wiii prove redundant. 

However, one must c b b  the stairs one at a tirne before reaching the top. In order to 

reject or appropriate elements of Neibuhr's social ethics, an understanding of the 

anthropology upon which they are built must first be acquired and evduated f?om within a 

particular fiamework. This study will approach Niebuhr's anthropology from the 

perspective of evangelicalism in generai, and Baptist belief in particular, with Mebuhrian 

openness to aliow such systems to be challenged, if the course of the study proves such to 

be necessaqc8 Even so, certain assumptions about the authoritative nature of saipture as 

* ~ h e  term 'evangeiical' d refer to the spiritual-theologicai movement that has evolved 
since the eighteenth century and cuts across denominational lines. The special marks of 
evangelical religion have been described by Bebbington as conversionism, activism, 
biblicism, and cmcicentrism. CE Bernard Ramm, ?Xe EvmgeIicuI Heritage, Waco, TX: 
Word, 1973). The term "Baptist" refers to historically non-conformist doctrine, which 



revelation, and the witness of historic Christian faith will be consistently guarded so that 

theological integrity is maintainecL9 Finaily, the paper will provide an introduction for 

fùrther theological endeavours which seek to develop more solid and relevant models for 

evangelical social etbics in a world where two-thirds of global society are without basic 

needs, and without a voice. 

The underlying conviction that Christians in North Amenca and Western Europe 

ought to confess their suis of ignorance and indifference toward their sisters and brothers 

in need, and aclaiowledge their participation ui systems which perpehiate problems of 

injustice, before the complexities of such issues may be properly addressed, is a key 

motivation for this study. If an examination of Niebuhr's anthropology provides even a 

few srnail steps in that direction, then its purpose will have been achieved. These pages 

are offered in hope that new challenges will contribute to a progressively orthodox social 

ethic which seeks justice for ail of society, and not only a privileged few. 

maintains as distinctives: the authority of Scripture; the pnesthood of believers; soul 
liberty; separation of church and state; local church autonomy; wngregationai church 
govement; regenerate church membership; believer's baptism by immersion. 
g ~ e e  Alan P. F. Se& Aspects of Christian I~ttegrity (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 
1 WO), 14. Sel1 outlines parameters of theologicai integrity including: the Bible; the 
Christian communïty of interpretation; the context of theology conceived; and the Gospel 
of the grace of God. 



CaAPTER 1 

The Formation of Justice: Setting the Context for a Study of Reinhold Niebuhr's 

Christian Anthropology 

The significant contribution of the political and religious thought of Reinhold 

Niebuhr has been so deeply entrenched in Amencan culture that it is dficult to detennine 

where influences upon his life left off and his own influence began. In the years since his 

passing, many have offered interpretations of his work and thought, and in an attempt to 

sanction his support for their own approaches, have forced him into various Procrustean 

beds. It is of utmost importance, therefore, to attempt to grasp the significance of his 

work within its theological and philosophical context. Understanding the influences which 

fonned his own thinking and those to which he responded so vehemently is crucial to any 

examination of his work, particularly to grasp the ùitricacies of his Christian anthropology, 

which formed the centrepiece of his theology. In an attempt to reach such an 

understandhg this introductory chapter will place Reinhold Niebuhr in his appropriate 

personal, historical, and theological fiamework, which will inforin the more detailed 

examination of his work in subsequent chapters. 

Biography 

Reinhold Niebuhr's Life was a constant example of fait h-in-action and theological 

reflection-in-action as he responded to, and sought to duence, the political and social 

events of his time. The ftenzied Pace of his life and natural humility mishg fiom a self- 



imposed inferionty cornplex) meant that autobiographical notes are spruikled only 

haphazardly into his work, as he shed away fiom offering any substantial self-portrayal of 

his Life and ~areer .~  Overcoming this obstacle has resulted in several published 

biographies, which together with Niebuhr's own personal anecdotes offer a fairly cornplete 

o v e ~ e w  of his family life, pastoral concems, educational influences, and political and 

social inter est^.^ June Bingham asserts that one reason why Niebuhr leaves much of his 

persona1 life and identification of influences out of his work "may simply be the 

mornenturn of his thought." His unique ability to reflect upon and respond to several 

issues at once is graphically iilustrated: "Like a juggier with five balls in the air he cannot 

stop to explain which event led to what idea: all he can do is to get a quick response 

before its related ideas bear d o m  upon h h ~ . " ~  Kis characteristic reluctance to draw 

attention to himself on a personal level was revealed when asked directly if he would mind 

someone else producing an introduction to his iXe and thought. On such an occasion, he 

'~es~onding to essays written in tribute to him by Paul Tiich, John C. Bennett and Hans 
Morgenthau, Niebuhr wrote: "It is somewhat embarrassing to make a response to the 
analyses of my thought by three good fnends, chiefly because they are so extravagant in 
their estimate of the signiscance of my labors. One suspects that either fnendship has 
dulled their facdties or that they have concluded that a colloquium about the thought of 
an aged coileague is so much like a fûneral that the axiom applies: 'About the dead speak 
nothing but good.' Niebuhr indicated in the next paragraph that he wished he had spent 
more t h e  in study and less t h e  in cornmittee meetings, thinking perhaps it rnight have 
saved him "ftorn an inferiority cornplex, as I iived for years among devoted scholars 
without the cornpetence of a scholar." See Niebuhr's response in Harold R. Landon, ed., 
Reinhold Niebuhr: A Prophetic Vozce in Our T h e  (Greenwich, CT: Seabury Press, 
1962). 
2"~ishonest," was how Nebuhr described biographies. "They begin with a dishonesty 
because they are usually consciously humble, but this conscious hwnility c w o t  hide the 
fact that you find it worthwhile to record your own little story." Cited in June Bingham, 
Courage Io Change: An Intmhc~ion to the Lije and fimght of Reinhoid Niebuhr (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972), 18. 
3 ~ e e  Bingham; and Richard Fox, Reinhold Neibuhr- A Biogr@y (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1985). 
%id., 16. 



merely shgged reluctant approval and added that, "the life part could be reduced to one 

page."5 Despite such personal elusiveness, there were several innuences upon Niebuhr's 

Me which led him in péuticular persod and theological directions. From his childhood 

years in the parsonage and university education at Yale, to his pastorate in Detroit and 

faculty appointment at Union Seminary, Niebuhr was constantly absorbing, chailenging, 

and iduencing etements of human society. 

Reinhold Niebuhr was boni in Wright City, Missouri, in 1893, the son of Gustav 

Niebuhr, a pastor of the German Evangelical Synod. Reinhold's mother, Lydia, was the 

daughter of pioneer missionaries who served effectively as parish assistant, first to her 

father, then to her husband, and M l y  to  her s o d  Niebuhr would later comment that his 

mother was "a remarkable person. . . . [I]n my parish in Detroit, she was, in effect, a 

parish deaconess. She had great organizational skill. She made Me rather derable  for 

me as a young parson. . . ."? Niebuhr figuratively describeci her as his assistant pastor, and 

it is clear that ministry tasks occupied much of her time while her four children were 

growing up. 

It was Niebuhr's father who had a more obvious impact on his intellectual 

formation, even though he spent much time away from home with denominational 

responsibilities while his children were young. Reinhold spent the rest of his childhood 

years in Lincoln, Nebraska, where his father took a parish in order to spend more tirne 

with his family. Niebuhr was "thrilied" by his father's sermons and "regarded him as the 

most interesthg man in t o ~ n . " ~  Apart from his preaching, his theology and values also 

made a lasting impression on the young Reinhold. His father "had a great passion for 

%id., 18. 
6 ~ o x ,  8. 
'E3ingham, 1 02. 
*charles C. Brown, Niebuhr and His Age: Reinhoid Niebuhr's Prophetic Role i r ~  the 
Twentielh Century (Philadelphia: Trinity Press International, 1992), 9. 
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Arnerican egalitarianism and American fiedom, which for him particularly meant fkedom 

in the family."g Moreover, the very personality and Christian demeanour of his father 

attracted him to Chrïstianity and to the ministry. Nïebuhr writes, "Ifmy father had not had 

grace, I would not have been a Christian - or if he had been secular and without grace, I 

mîght have rebelled and become a Christian. But who knows? That's human fkeedorn." Io 

Upon Niebuhr's announcement at the age of ten, that he would pursue ministry as a 

career, his father began to tutor him in Greek and theology. Though he did not have the 

time to become a scholar himself, Gustav Niebuhr "was a widely read man, with deep 

respect for the traditions of German leaming."u Moreover, he was a thoroughgoing 

pietist, "and hence a determined foe of rationalism and relativism" but intelleetually 

curious. He introduced all of his children to theology, sharing with them the insights of 

Luther and Hamack, "without U y  sharing the liberal convictions of that [latter] 

theologian."12 Reinhold's fomd education was weli-planned by his father, as it was for 

the other Niebuhr children, save for Hulda, the ody daughter, who pursued her desired 

course of study only after her father's death. 

Niebuhr attendeci the denominational preparatory school and then Eden seminary 

where he encountered Samuel D. Press. He appreciated Press for his combination of 

"childIike innocence with a rigorous scholarship in Biblical and systematic subjects."13 

Press dso introduced Niebuh to some 

theology really begins with Amos," and 

prophet Amos and the apostle Paul a 

chdenging biblical figures. He taught that, "al1 

Niebuhr admitted that Press "first made both the 

reai influence in my religious life." l4 Niebuhr 

<)Bingharn, 38. 
IOcited in Ibid., 55. 
 F FOX, 14. 
12~rown, 11. 
13~ingham, 63. 
lJ~rown, 15. 



completed studies at both institutions as class valedictorian, though the parochial nature of 

the schools precluded the attainment of a recognised degree. 

From semhary7 Niebuhr went to Yale7 where he was challenged socially and 

theologically. The death of his father meant he would face financial stmggles, and the lack 

of a previous University degree stirred feehgs of inferionsr as he encountered many 

students f?om prideged backgrounds. In writing to Press after his d v a l  at Yale, 

Niebuhr wrote: "1 have bluffed my way through pretty weU by industrious reading but 1 

feel aIi the time like a mongrel among thoroughbreds, and that's what 1 He would 

later petition his denomination to provide adequate b d s  for the education of its miniaers. 

Despite his struggles, IVïebuhr was awarded the M.A degree from Yale in 1915, having 

been exposed to the influences of the Old Testament prophets, Pauline theology, the 

thought of Augustine, Wfiam James, Luther, Calvin and Kierkegaard, and his own 

teachers including D. C. Macintosh. Niebuhr would write often of the significance of both 

Augustine and James to his thinking. l6 Also at Yale, he became M y  immersed in the 

Ritschlian LiberaIism of his professon, a fact which concerned him regarding his fuhire 

within the denominatiod7 He need not have womed, since he would later serve as the 

Amerîcan champion of neoorthodoxy, attachg the modemist theologies with which he 

had become so weli acquainted. Yale gave Niebuhr the last of his forma1 education, which 

led him to c l ab  that he was neither a schoiar nor a theologian. Yet, "few ment thinkers 

l S~ingham, 84. 
I6~eibuhr adrnitted, "1 stand in the William James tradition. He was both an empiricist 
and a religious man, and his fath was both the consequence and the presupposition of tiis 
pragmatism." Cited in Bingham, 224. 
I7~iebuhr wrote to Press, "1 am a good deai womed about my fùture. In the first place, 
as you may know, 1 have not gone for two years to Yale without absorbing a good deal of 
its iiberalism. 1 have enough confidence in myselfto believe that 1 did not simply fd prey 
to my environment . . . Now 1 am a good deal womed that my liberalism will not at ail be 
liked in our church and will jeopardise any influence which I might in t h e  have won in our 
church . . . ." Cited in Bingham, 87. 



have given scholarly theulogians more tu k t e  about. He did not have a Ph-D., but few 

persons in the field of religion have had as many Ph-D. theses wriîten about thern."18 

Niebuhr accepted a p o b g  to Bethe1 Evangelical Church, "the newest and srnailest 

of the synod's congregations in Detroit."lg During the length of his pastorate, the city 

would grow three tirnes in size and become an industrial metropolis. The growing 

industrialisation of the city, the Great War, racial tensions, and the resulting social 

struggles would all have their influence upon Niebuhr. It did not take long before he 

realised, "1 was up against an industrial city, and 1 saw that human nature was quite 

different than I had learned at Yale Divinity ~ c h o o l . " ~ ~  This epiphany would eventually 

lead hLn to signiscant theological conclusions about the nature and destiny of humanity. 

During the Great War, Niebuhr was given responsibdity to head a commission 

established by the synod to maintain contact with its troops, and he would later spend t h e  

experimenting with pacifia groups. But while the war made its mark on Continental 

theology, the Amencan scene would not be similarly Uinuenced until the Second World 

War. By fm, the more influentid events of Niebuhr's pastorate related to the social issues 

emerging fiom industrialisation in general, and the Ford automobile assembly h e  in 

particular. As a result, "the social conscience Niebuhr had aquired fiom his pietist 

heritage became transformed to include not oniy charitable endeavours but promotion of 

legislation protecting indusaial workers and their f d e s . "  As Niebuhr wodd later admit, 

"1 cut my eye-teeth fighting ~ o r d .  "2 ' 
Niebuhr came into contact with Charles D. Wfiams, who introduced hirn to the 

social gospel of Walter Rauschenbusch, and taught him that "charity should not be a 

18~ohn C. Bennett, "On Looking Into Fox's Niebuhr," Christimtiîy and Criss 1 :46 
(February 3, 1986): 6. 
l?Fox, 41. 
20Browq 20. 
2LIbid., 24,28. 



substitute for justice."22 

over a large labour force 

his joumd: 

This axiom became more 

became more entrenched. 

apparent to 

In 1927, he 

Niebuhr as Ford's control 

reacted to this situation in 

What a civilization this is! Naive gentlemen with a genius for mechanics suddenly 
become the arbiters over the lives and fortunes of hundreds of thousands. Their 
mord pretensions are creddously accepted at full value. No one bothers to ask 
whether an industry which can maintain a cash reserve of a quarter of a billion 
ought not make some provision for its unernp~o~ed.~~ 

Niebuhr's reaction was saved not only for his jourclal. He was prompted to 

become involved in labour and socialia groups an f i a t i o n  which wodd endure. As his 

position grew more moderate, however, Niebuhr realised that, "Mr. Ford typified for my 

rather immature social imagination all that was wrong with Arnerican 'capitalismt. 1 

became a socialist in this reaction. . . . I becarne a sociaiist long before I enrolled in the 

Socialist Party and before I had read anything by Karl ~ a r x . " ~ ~  Friendships and contacts 

were solidified as Niebuhr contributed to the socialist movernent, and he was in turn 

innuenced by the people and activities he encountered. During his t h e  in Detroit he also 

became involved in a cornmittee on race relations, a situation which brought about his 

direct involvement in potitics. The end resdt was that Niebuhr rejected liberal socio- 

political interpretations of the gospel because of their persistent utopianism. He was still 

interested in exploring the social dimensions of Chnstianity, but set apart fiom pacsst and 

ManOst movements. Niebuhr wouid later conclude that his thne in the pastorate was a 

period of formation and growth. He wrote: "Even while imaglliing myseff to preach the 

Gospel, 1 had really experirnented with many modem alternatives to Christian faith, until 

221bid., 24. 
23~einhold Niebuhr, Leawsfrom the Notebook of a Tmed Cyzc (New York: Da Capo 
Press, l929), 1 54- 1 5 5. 
24~ited in Bingham, 134. 



one by one they proved una~ailin~."*~ Nevertheless, it was during his tirne in Detroit that 

"insights came to him as he developed. . . a deeper sense of sin as a social and personal 

rd i ty  . "26 

Provhg eariier feus to be unfounded, Niebuhr gained a quick reputation within his 

denomination and in wider circles. He wrote prolifically while travelling a preaching 

circuit through cdeges and universities, and his own congregation grew several times 

over during the same period. After travelling in Europe in the twenties, he was invited to 

take a teaching post at Union Seminary in New York, where he began to read theology in 

greater earnest. As he carefiilly studied Augustine, he was challenged simultaneously by 

his colleagues and new academic environment to broaden his exposure to the theological 

specmim. "The lines of Niebuhr's mature achievement began to take shape during his 

early teaching years at Union Seminary, in a milieu influenced by theoiogical ferment in 

Europe, the shakuig of old econornic certitudes in America by the Great Depression, and 

the orninous rise of ~ a z i s r n . " ~ ~  Niebuhr warned early against the dangers posed by Hitler 

and Nazism, protesthg anti-Semitic policies with Iewish fiends in New York. He later 

becarne a signincant contact for the Gennan underground, at least partly responsible for 

Paul Tillich's d e  flight to America. Muenced by world events and disillusionment with 

both capitalism and politics, President C o f i  of Union noted that Nïebuhr gradually 

"changed from being a violent social reformer to being a the~logian."~~ This change was 

confirmed by Niebuhr's appointment to deliver the M o r d  Lectures at Edinburgh in 1939, 

for which he prepared by extensive reading of Augustine, Luther, Calvin, Plato, Anstotle, 

25~ited in Ibid., 19. 
26~rown, 35. 
271bid., 36. 
28~ingham, 165. 



Kan& Heidegger and Kierkegaard, whose influences may atl be found in his work in some 

form or another. 

Niebuhr continuai to innuence the events and people of his day, particularly in the 

post-war years through the debate over cornmunism. But it was the encounters of his 

developmental years which provided the fondation and challenges for his later thought. 

An examination of his interaction with politics, economics and ecumenism would provide 

a substantial study in itself. Likewise, the influence of his colleagues; his d e  Ursula, a 

coUege professor in her own right; and his brother Helmut Richard should not be 

underestimated. Further, his interaction with neoorthodox theology fiom the Continent 

should be noted, and will be explored more fiilly later. But the events and encounters of 

his life examined here briefly contribute to an understanding of Niebuhr's theological 

formation, his politicai and theological realism as it developed through his career, and his 

rejection of liberalisrn in favour of neoorthodoxy. 

American Neoorthodory 

Despite his pietist background, Niebuhr adopted much of the Ritcblian theology of 

his professors. Classical liberalisrn dominated much of the theoiogical scene not only on 

the Continent, but in Arnerica as ~ e l l . ~ ~  It "took hold during the last quarter of the 

nineteenth century when the evangelical consensus began to crack under the intellectual 

2 9 ~ e e  David A Pailin, A New l'heology? (London: The Epworth Press, 1964), 4. In an 
examination of the theological ferment of the early sixties, Pailin identified the most 
significant modernist influences which formed iiberai theological thought, and offered a 
helpful summary. In particular he noted: Kant's eighteenth century rejection of traditionai 
proofs of God's existence which exalteci reason and separated it from faith; 
Schleiermacher's romanticised version of Christian faith; Hegel's immersion of religion Uito 
history and philosophy; Feuerbach's projection of theology fiom anthropology; and 
Kierkegaard's existentialism. Niebuhr was not immune to the influence of these thinkers 
either, and their contributions are obvious at various points in his theological analysis. 



pressures of Darwinism, Freudianism, historicism and higher crit ici~rn."~~ Liberalism 

produced an optimistic theology which emphasised the moral progress of humanity in the 

Kingdom of a d .  Love was to be the organising principle for an improved society, which 

would operate on the ethical prhciples taught by Jesus Christ. While Christian 

fiindamentalists later shored up their resources to do theological battie, liberals eagerly 

looked forward to a marriage with the new sciences and worldviews. Dennis Voskuii 

offers a helpful su- of the significance of liberalism for Amerkm theology: 

Nurtured during an era of national well-being, and building on a base of 
philosophical idealism, the liberals developed a theological system that breathed 
optimism and progressivism. It generally assumed the h a n e n c e  or indweUing of 
God in nature and humanity, expressed confidence in the goodness and 
irnprovability of human nature? stressed the person of Jesus as a universal moral 
model, embraced higher-critical study of the Bible, and adopted evolutionary 
theories of human development. Although it sustained consistent attacks fiom 
humanists on the left and Christian fundamentalists on the nght, liberalism was 
certainly the most compelling theological movement in Arnerica through the early 
quarter of the twentieth cennitym3 

The First World War de& a significant blow to liberal theology, c d h g  into question its 

optimistic view of human nature and society. A number of iiberal thinkers began to cal1 

their former assumptions into question, among them Reinhold ~ i e b u h r . ~ ~  His view of the 

war and pastoral expenence in indusmal Detroit led him to re-evaluate his understanding 

of the human situation and the assumptions of group organisation. 

Initially, N~ebuhr had found the social gospel to be an attractive model of social 

ethics based on his acquired liberal theology. As expounded by its most eminent 

3 % e ~ i s  Voskuil, "Neoorthodoxy," Refomed 7?1eology in America, ed. David Wells 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 1985), 248-249. 

llbid., 249. 
32~einhold and H. Richard Niebuhr, Walter Marshall Horton, Walter Lowrie, Wilhelrn 
Pauck, and Edwin Lewis were among the many American thinkers who shifted their 
theological emphasis away fiom liberalism during this era. 



proponent, Walter Rauschenbusch, a theologian who had experienced his own pastord 

crisis in New York's Hellts Kitchen, the social gospel embraced opfimistic liberal 

assumptions about people and ~ociety?~ The social gospel appealed to Niebuhr in the 

rnidst of social crises in Detroit, but at the same the ,  Webuhr's own mind was f led with 

unresolved tensions, his early idealism coüiding with experience as he wrote his f%st book" 

in 1927 entitled, Does CiviIimtiun Need ~ e l i g i u n ? ~ ~  W e  critical of many liberal 

proposais, the book was essentiaily a restatement of the social gospel, "grounded in the 

still dominant Ritchlian theology of the Arnerican Protestant milieu in the 1920's. . . . [I]t 

called for a fusion of religious goodwill and reason to solve urgent problems of modem 

civilisation - a strategy Niebutir five years later criticized as inadequate . . . ."35 Yet even 

this optimistic religious rnoralism was beginning to show cracks, as Niebuhr wrote, 

"humans are never as good as their ide al^."^^ 

As the international situation deteriorated, Niebuhr increasingly questioned the 

ability of classical liberalism to provide adequate answers to the current crisis. He made 

note of Augustine's comment that "the truest interpretations of the Christian faith may 

corne in such crises, when a proud culture is h~rnbled."~' Further to this comment, 

Niebuhr h d y  declared that "ail forms of modem secularism. . . whether bourgeois 

hurnanist or Manllst or Nazi, contained an implicit or explicit se~g.loriflcation."~~ This 

admission aiiowed Niebuhr to make "a decisive break with the social gospel synthesis, 

opening a way for the sou1 to save itseif beyond the necessities of society and politics."39 

3 3 ~ ~  Walter Rauschenbusch, A Kheology for the Soczai G q e l  (New York, NY: 1917). 
34~rown, 33. 
3 5 ~ i d .  
36~ited in Ibid., 33. 
)'Ibid., 63. 
38~ited in Ibid., 62. 
39~ondd B. Meyer, ne Protestant Search for Politicai Realism, 191% 19-U (West port, 
CT: Greenwood Press Publishers, l96O), 240. 



Donald B. Meyer has described Niebuhr's break with modern theological trends in this 

way: "Social gospel pastors tried to give positive and economic content to religious ideas. 

Niebubis thought, on the other hand, was a gradua1 theological elaboration of what was at 

first merely socio-ethical criticism. He was unable to ground his 'timely' analysis of the 

cnsis in the West except in Yimeless' theological ~ategories."~ 

Scholars like Niebuhr continueci to erode the hold of liberalism on American 

theology. "Their persistent attacks upon liberal doctrines of divine immanence, hurnan 

eEcacy, and cultural accommodation were certainly predicated upon the incipient 

doctrines of divine transcendence, human sinfulness, and d t w e  resistance. Still, neo- 

orthodoxy did not cohere as theological movement until the early 1930's. . . .!141 While 

"Arnerican neoorthodoxy began as a theological corrective. . . its critique of liberalism 

eventudy developed into a constructive and ~e~sustaining theological program," which 

would set the American theological agenda for two decades4* At the forefiont of this 

movement was Reinhold Nîebuhr, who published the movement's first eady treatise in 

1932 entitied, Moral Mm and Immoral ~ o c i e t y . ~ ~  

As Niebuhr's reputation grew in Arnerica, so did the neoorthodcx theology of KarI 

Barth and Emil Brumer on the Continent. Niebuhr's bilingualisrn dowed bim access to 

Continental thought before Engiish translations were avaiiable, and he interacted with both 

Barth and Brunner, though he preferred the theology of the latter. In 1928, Niebuhr met 

Brunner, who would later recall the sigrilficance 

lecture about sin led to an animated and passionate 

of the meeting: "What I said in my 

discussion. The concept of sin in those 

43 ~ometirnes referred to as the treatise for Ameriwi neoorthodoq, this book signded 
Niebuhr's eventual further retreat fiom liberalism. Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Mm and 
Immoral Society (New York, NY: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1932). 



days had almost disappeared f?om the vocabulary of enlightened theologians. But 1 sensed 

how this basic term seemed to stimulate Niebuhr, and set fire to his imagination. "*q 

Barth never managed to stimulate Niebuhr's thought to the same degree B m e r  

did. Niebuhr accused Barth of ignoring the social and ethicai dimensions of flÿth, yet in 

many ways, the two theologians had much in common. Joseph Bettis writes: "Both 

recognised that social ethics was decisive for theological reflection d u ~ g  their generation. 

And both recognised that in order to deal with social ethics adequately they would have to 

develop a way of thinkllig about theological problems very different fiorn the tradition of 

nineteenth-centuq Protestant Liberalism they ir~herited."~~ Though they held in cornmon 

an existentid emphasis on faith inherited fkom extensive reading of Soren Kierkegaard, 

Niebuhr never s h e d  Barth's deep pessimism about human nature and social organisation. 

In 1960, Niebuhr wrote, "Barth has long since ceased to have any effect on my thought; 

indeed he has becorne irrelevant to dl Christians in the Western world who believe in 

accepting common and collective responsibilities without illusion and without despair. "" 

Niebuhr could not readily embrace Barth's version of neoorthodoq, rejecting the serious 

disjunction which Barth drew between t h e  and etemity. Niebuhr found many areas of 

contact between God and the human person, as an examination of his anthropology w i U  

reved. As a result, Niebuhr reached a baiance between God's immanence and 

transcendence, where Barth was not w i b g  to concede any ground to immanence 

theology. 

In spite of his disagreement with Barth, it is accurate to describe Niebuhr as the 

father of American neoorthodoxy. Placing a renewed emphasis on the ethical 

%ted in Brown, 38. 
S530seph Bettis, "Theology and Politics: Karl Barth and Reinhold Niebuhr on Socid 
Ethics Mer Liberalism," Re&ion in Life XLVIII: 1 (Spring 1979): 53. 
%ted in Ibid., 55. 



trmcendence of God and the reality of human sin led him to pioneer the movement in a 

vibrant and eesh way in North Amenai. While intent to smash the same liberal icons, 

Niebuhr undertook the task in a very Werent maMer fiom his colleagues on the 

Continent. The approach he would prefer would interpret theology fiom the perspective 

of humanity, and would gradually be drawn under the banner of 'Christian realism.' 

Christian Realism 

Niebuhr's approach to theology grew out of the philosophical school of realism, 

sharing certain assumptions with moral and theological realism, which were his main 

c~ncerns.'~ In this respect he was intluenced by William James, though he did not agree 

with al1 of his theological conc l~s ions .~~  Niebuhr was less interested in offering well- 

constmcted doctrines and more wncerned to offer a practical application of absolute 

p ~ c i p l e s  to a world inhabited by sintiil humanity. Realism rejects idealist and utopian 

philosophies, directing a more objective approach to human behaviour. It assumes the 

existence of certain tniths which apply universally, beyond individual relativities and 

4 7 ~ o r  a full exposition of Niebuhr's Christian realism, see Robin W. Lovir~, Reinhold 
Niebuhr and Christian Realism (Cambridge, Great Brit ain: Cambridge Universiîy Press, 
1995). The type of realism described by LoWi is the embodiment of Niebuhr's thought, 
and offers the definition of realism accepted by this author. Niebuhr's realism was shaped, 
to some degree, by his own tacher D. C. Macintosh. Cf Douglas Clyde Macintosh, ed., 
Religms Realism (New York: M a c d a n ,  193 1). 
48~ee Robert H. Ayers "Methodological, Epistemologicai, and Ontologicai Motifs in the 
Thought of Reinhold Niebuhr," Modem Theology 7:2 (January 199 1): 153- 1 73. Ayers 
describes the influence of James' ernpirical-pragmatic epistemology on Niebuhr, with 
respect to his acknowledgement of science as a means of gaining knowledge of the 
naturai wortd, and his understanding that the usetùlness of the experiences of d d y  Me to 
form a basis for theories about the meaning of life "beyond the narrow scope of scientific 
thinking. " Niebuhr built on James' "radical empkicism. " arguing that facts and experiences 
have no meaning or significance apart h m  a principle of interpretation. For Niebuhr, that 
principle was fath, whose "criterion of meaning cornes by means of a special revelation 
which provides clues to the meaning of life and history without abolishing al1 mystery." 
Ayers, 163. 



circumstantial partidarities. In other words, "the moral realist holds that the tnith of 

mord claims depends on a state of affairs that exist independently of our moral 

beliefs. . . ." Accordhg to Niebuhr's realism, "social achievements provide no final goal. 

The dynamics of history are driven by the human capacity always to imagine Life beyond 

existing limitations. Biblical f ~ t h  gives vision and direction to that capacity for self- 

transcendence, but we are best able to challenge and channel our powers when we also 

understand what is reaily going on."49 

Niebuhr's realism set him apart fiom Rauschenbusch's social gospel, and distanced 

him fiom his own flirtation with Marxism. Robin Lovin characterised Niebuhr's shift in 

this way: 

The devotion of revolutionaries to their cause is real enough, but it is u~ealistic 
because the goals they espouse will not h d y  end social conflict and usher in the 
age of peace they promise. Moral ideas may be fervently held and actively 
practised, and to that extent they wili have real effects. To be realistic in Niebuhr's 
sense, however, they must also be tnieS5* 

Identification and application of this principle is no easy task, yet "no one is more 

conscious than he of the probiems and difficuilties involved in relahng an absolute, 

transcendent nom to the contingencies of particular situations. . . ."51 This cornmitment 

to the task of Christian realism entwined Niebuhr in the use of a dialectical approach to 

Christian doctrine and ethics, which wiil be examined more M y  later. h Niebuhr's own 

words: 

The ethical hitfirhess of various types of religion is detemiined by the quality of 
their tension between the historical and the transcendent. This quality is measured 

%W~II, 1. 
*OTbid., 11-12. 
S1~ordon Harland, ïhe ir3tmght of Reznhold Niebuhr ( New York, NY: M o r d  
University Press, l96O), 1 93. 



by two considerations: The degree to which the transcendent tmly transcends 
every value and achievement of history, so that no relative value of historical 
achievement may become the basis of moral complacency; and the degree to which 
the transcendent remains in organic contact with the historical, so that no degree 
of tension may rob the historical of its ~i~nincance.~~ 

Realism served as Niebuhr's fiamework for understanding humaaity, ethics, and society in 

general, and stnving for an understanding of its dialecticai significance becomes crucial to 

a proper critique of Mebuhr's theology. 

It is partly Niebuhr's Christian realism that has made him dïfEcuit to label, allowing 

him to be claimed as mentor by consematives and liberais alike.53 Niebuhr's realism "was 

not a fomal doctrine or even a set of positions on issues. It was a dynamic orientation 

towards the world, a cuitivation of tension in one's apprehension of it. . . . The living of 

Christian realism promoted changes of opinion as the Christian constantly renegotiated the 

balance between taking the world as it was and demanding that it embody higher standards 

of j ~ s t i c e . " ~  According to Richard Fox, there is no peace for a Christian realist, "only an 

occasional deep breath before the next in a never-ending senes of re-e~arninations."~~ 

Niebuhr was particularly focused in this direction as the development of his theologicai 

thought matured, and he sought to adjust his worldview accordingly. "The genius of 

Niebuhr's Christian realisrn," writes Fox, "was its capacity to generate an active 

52~einhold Niebuhr, An Intepretation of Christian Ethics, (New York, NY: Meridian 
Books, 1956), 18. 
53~yers  attributes misunderstanding of Niebuhr to a fdure to grasp Niebuhr's 
epistemology and ontology: "It may be that Mebuhr was at fauit for not dealing with the 
issues of methodology, epistemology, and ontology in a direct, simple, and systematic way 
in separate essays so that his positions in these areas would be immediately obvious. Had 
he done so pertiaps some of the wnfùsion concerning his theological positions could have 
been avoided . . . ." Ayers, 169. 
54~ichard Fox, "Reinhold Niebuhr - The Living of Christian Realism," Reznhold Niebuhr 
and the Issues of Olrr Time, ed. Richard Harries (London and Oxford: Mowbray, 1986), 
1 O. 
55Tbid., 22. 



wirmiitment to social and poïltical action while holding that action under the sanction of 

divine judgement." Fox fbrther identifies the reason why Niebuhr's reaiistic theology 

appealed to difEerent schools of thought at diierent levels: 

At its best Christian realism was a distinctively modern yet identifiably traditional 
f a .  It grasped the hdamental relativity of modern existence, the need to 
remain open to new experience, and the stultifjhg smugness of religion or piety 
that failed to appreciate the brokenness of human life. But it also grasped the 
enduring promise of historic orthodoxy, which viewed human nature as 
'determineci' yet still 'fieel to devote itselfto good or to evil in this earthly vale of 
t ears. 56 

This method of Christian realism with its elements of naturalism and pragmatism was 

eveotuaily applied to politics as weil. Though a thorough examination of such application 

is beyond the scope of this paper, it is important to understand the mord ambiguities and 

didectical tensions which realism would imply in Niebuhr's aathropology and approach to 

social ethics. The ided of love and its reaiistic zpplication in a striving for prolcimate 

justice wouid yield varied results which never negated the attempt. 

Camell dismissed the tenn 'realisrn' simply as a synonyrn for Amencan 

neoorthodoxy. He stated that the Amencan scene "refiises complete identification with 

Continental neoorthodoxy because its own retreat fiom liberal immanence is Iess 

ambiti~us."~~ While John Bennett perceived Niebuhr as "the sou1 of Europe hovering 

over Amencan thought," Carne11 described him as seeking "to tack between the faiiures of 

the Iiberals and the extremes of the Barthians, while yet returning to both to convert each 

into a more realistic f iarne~ork."~~ In any case, his achievernent of dialectical balance 

through this realistic approach could be understood as prescrïptive to his theology, 

5 6 ~ i d . ,  22-23. 
57~dward John Cameil, 7he Zheulogy of ReinhoIdNiebuhr, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1 %O), 3 7. 
581bid., 38. 
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whereas the term 'neoorthodox' is used more as a theologicaily and hiaondy  descriptive 

term, when applied to Mebuhr. The stniggie to h d  ethicai, religious, and scientSc 

episternological balance would lead hun to embrace a mythical understandhg of scripture, 

which served as the fondation upon which his theology was constnicted. 

Myth and Symbol 

Since Niebuhr believed that Christian doctrines must maintain a tension between 

the actua and the ideai in order to bear ethical n i t ,  he assumed that, "this tension must 

first i U h e  the ethical problems of history without sanctmg any actuai condition in 

history, and second, be credible in light of modem science and experience. For Niebuhr, 

the concept of myth functioned to resolve both these problems."59 To abandon traditional 

Christian d o c t ~ e s  which were no longer inteuectudly acceptable to the modem world 

was to baptise modem science and phitosophy as the ideal. At the sarne time, while 

orthodox Christianity was viewed as superior to iiberalism, Niebuhr criticised it because its 

religious truîhs are "still imbedded in an outmoded science" and "its morality is expressed 

in dogmatic and authoritarian moral codes. . . which have, whether legitimate or 

accidental, now lost both religious and moral meaningWa Niebuhr preferred to think of 

Christian tniths as embodied in rnyths, "for what is true in the Christian religion can be 

expressed only in symbols which contain a certain degree of provisional and superficial 

decePtion. "6 Cornparkg the temporal process to an artist's canvas, Niebuhr descnbed it 

j%eckley, 257. For Niebuhr, the great symbols of Christianity such as incarnation, 
atonement, judgernent, etc., are not to be understood literdiy fiom scriptural revelation. 
As myth they are true, but not literal. For example, the second coming is appreciated in its 
qmbolic sense, as it represents the triumph of the transcendent over history, and lends 
hope to human ethicai striving. It does not necessarily refer to the physicai, visible retum 
of Christ 40 earth. 
6%iiebuhr, Ethics, 14. 
61~eùihold Niebuhr, Beyond Tragedy (New York, NY: Charles Scnbner's Sons, 193 7), 3.  



as one dimension upon which two must be recorded. "This can be done only by symbols 

which deceive for the sake of tn~th."~~ Because biblical stories such as the account of 

creation cannot be M y  rationalise& they have "been an offence" to philosophers and 

scientists. lGebuhr was accused by liberals of being a "biblicist" for arguing that such 

myths and symbols needed to be taken seriously, though not Literally. Such deep tniths 

could only be expressed in myth, he argued, in terms that outrage reason because they 

describe concepts that are beyond rational conception. Through this approach, Niebuhr 

preserved his ability to take and use scripture seriously, without completely alienating the 

modem mindset. Such understanding of the bible as myth should not be confused with 

Ruciolf Bultmann's program of demytologisation, which sought to interpret biblicai myth 

in a consistent fashion, but disrnissed much of the historical element which Mebulx was 

not willing to abandon c ~ r n ~ l e t e l ~ . ~ ~  

Niebuhr saw myth as the strength of the Christian religion. As opposed to rational 

or non-mythcal religions which "tend to define the ideal in terms of passionless form and 

the world of actuality as unqualifiedly evil, it is the virtue of mythical religions that they 

discover symbols of the transcendent in the actual without either separating the one fkom, 

or identifjing it with, the other. "@ Moreover, he wrote: 

This is perhaps the most essential genius of myth, that it points to the timeless in 
tirne, to the ideal in the actual, but does not lift the temporal to the categosy of the 
etemai (as pantheism does), nor deny the si@cant glimpses of the etemal and the 
ideal in the temporal (as dualisrn does). When the mythical method is applied to 
the description of human charact er, its paradoxes disclose precisely the same 

62Lbid., 6. 
6 3 ~ f  Rudolf Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mplholgy (London: 1960). Mebuhr later 
regretted his own use of the term "myth", saying: "1 am sorry 1 ever used it, particularly 
since the project for 'demythologisingt the Bible has been undertaken and bids fhir to 
reduce the Biblicai revelation to etemaily valid truths without any existentid encounters 
between God and man." See Reinhold Niebuhr, "Reply," in Kegley and Bretd, 439. 
@~iebuhr, Elhics, 79-80. 
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personality which rnyth reveals, 
the nature of the u n i ~ e r s e . ~ ~  

that myth was really "the key to 

and more consistent 

Niebuhr's retrieval of 

Christian doctrines because it expresses tmth paradoxicaily. It uses symbols from the 

temporal worid that point to a transcendent dimension of reality." Though the ideal is 

never anainable within temporal existence, it nevertheles contains "the d tha te  tmth 

about how humans ought to Live together within h i s t ~ r y " ~ ~  

Consewatives have criticised Niebuhr vigorously on account of his view of 

scripture, especially as a result of his outright re-iection of orthodox approaches.67 in his 

examination of Niebulu's approach, E. J. Carneii noted that Niebuhr attempted to take the 

middle road of the realist, capitulating to the demands of science while rejecting the 

orthodox view of the Bible as God's objective revelation, true in whole and part. 

"Niebuhr, thus, is M y  congenial to destructive higher crîticism," he wrote. "While 

refusing to go as far as the Liberal who supposes that the Bible is just man's search for God 

in written forrn, Niebuhr halts far short of historicai Protestantism. The Bible contains 

tnith only at those points where it supports both the dialectical interpretation of history 

and the existential assurances within the race and the indiv id~al . "~~ Camell goes even 

fùrther to assert that Niebuhr has not broken with liberalism with respect to episternology. 

- - - - - - - . -- 

65~bid., 80. 
66~eckley, 260. Beckley notes that Niebuhr later exchangeci his use of the word 'myth' in 
favour of the word 'symboi' as a result of the skeptical connotation of 'myth', though their 
hct ion was the same. See Reinhold Niebuhr, The Selfand the Drumas of Hidoty (New 
York, NY: Charies Scnbner's Sons, 1955), 97. 
6 7 ~ e e  Reinhold Niebuhr, Refectiom on the End of an Era (New York, NY: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1934), 122. N~ebuhr writes: "In one sense all Orthodox Christian 
theology has been guiity of the sin of profanity. It has insisted on the literal and historic 
tmth of its myths, forgetting that it is the function and character of religious myth to speak 
ofthe etemd in relation to the ,  and that it cannot therefore be a statement of temporal 
sequence. " 
68~amell, 1 19- 120. 
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"He has simply enlargeci the Icemei' of Biblical truth to include Heilgeschichte. But both 

the kemel-husk theory of the Bible and the tendency to divorce theology fkom history 

r e r n a h ~ " ~ ~  It may be extreme to accuse Niebuhr of acquiescing to Harnack's 

hermene~tic ,~~ but the obsewation that his method leaves a gap far too wide between 

theology and history is valid, as are criticisms of his implied subjective, existentid 

episternological approach. Dficuliy with I%ebuhr's method emerges not so much with 

regard to what what he says about myth and symbol, but with what he refuses to a£Erm 

regarding historicity. 

For certain fimdamentalists who c h g  to the verbal plenary inspiration of scripture, 

Nïebuhr's mythicai approach is completely unacceptable, and many have closed themselves 

to bis i n ~ i g h t s . ~ ~  However, his goal may be defended as a respectable one. His method 

was radical for his time, when a widely-respected evangelicai academy did not exist, and 

69~id . ,  n. 1 19. 
Adolf Hamack, W?zut is Christianity?, trans. T. B. Saunders (New York, NY: 

1957). 
' l ~ee  Gordon Lewis and Bruce Demarest, eds., Challenges to Inerrmcy: A AeoIogicaical 
Response, (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1984). In Lewis' article editkd, "The Niebuhrs' 
Relativism, Relationalism, Contextuali;rrition, and Revelation," he argues that scripture 
must be understood as being human and divine "just as" Jesus Christ was human and 
divine, and thus rejects Niebuhr's work oumght. Modern evangelical interpretation, 
however, allows for a rnuch wider spectnim of understanding concerning the nature of 
scripture. Whereas Cameil in 1950 based his most swinging criticism of Niebuhr's liberal 
interpretation of the bible sinply on his use of the term 'second Isaiah,' such terms are 
debated much more readily in evangelical circles today without the conception or fear that 
the authority of scripture is compromised. c f  Cameii, "Conservatives and Liberals Do 
Not Need Each ûther," Chnstanity Today (May 1965): 39. He writes, "It is just about 
as meanin@ to say that palrn trees and icebergs need each other as it is to Say that 
conse~atives and iiberals need each other." His comment reveals the attitude of 
conservatives in the liberal-theological ferment of the sixties. He makes such a remark 
despite his contention that "it is a cause for no s d  sorrow that Protestantism is divided 
into such ideologically cornpetitive camps as conservatives and liberds. What joy would 
result, if aii who professed to be foliowers of Jesus Christ were to arrive at the unity of the 
faith. " Carnell, "Conservatives and Liberals, " 3 3. 
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conservative was beyond bridging. But even though his 

scholar to grasp Niebuhr's work because of his serious 

treatrnent of scripture, it fails to take into account the Werent types of literature within 

the mon,  and the intended literal or historic nature of some documents. This will lead to 

several serious flaws in his anthropology, as shall be explored in subsequent chapters. 

Although Niebuhr broke with orthodoxy in his understanding of scripture, some have 

argued that his Reformed herïtage was the influence which yet defeated liberal theology in 

his work, and what led him to maintain more than a thread of historical Protestantism 

throughout. 

Reformed Tùeology 

A further area of infiuence which must be explore& before a proper understanding 

of Niebuhr's theology is possible, is the infiuence of Refomed theology upon the 

formation of his thought. While Gabriel Fackre has noted that Niebuhr is rarely 

considered in the context of 'Reformed theologian,' there is reason to consider the 

possibility, since certain Reformed emphases may be argued to have led him ùito the task 

to which he was so wmmitted. Though ITtebuhr often criticised Calvin and CalMnism for 

their biblicism, econornic individuaiïsm, and detenninism, withùi that school of thought are 

certain infiuences f?om which he did not escape. An emphasis on the majesty and giory of 

God, juxtaposed with the misery of humanity is one area of correlation, which may be 

found in the Heidelberg Catechism. "Yet for Refomed piety and doctrine3" to which 

Niebuhr was exposed by his father and early education, "the divine majesty establishes 

itself as just that by confiiting aii our human notions of a retributive sovereignty. The 

fieedom of the high God suEuses the fires of judgement with the light of 



forgiveness. . . . "'* These are themes wbich guided Niebuhr to wnsider the nature of 

humanity and the diaiectical tensions between time and eteniity. Chapter II wilI 

demonstrate how deeply these concepts were entrenched in Niebuhr's thought as he 

elaborated his version of Christian anthropology. Divine sovereignty as a moral 

imperative, an ernphasis on the grace of God, and s ~ e s s  of humanity are Refonned 

doctrines which are inextricably woven into Niebuhr's theology f?om the beginning.73 

In fact, it would seem that the very enterprise which Niebuhr undertook could 

mise only kom a social concern moulded from within a Refomed tradition. For the 

Refonned theologian, the notion that "the saints are responsible for the structure of the 

social wortd in which they find themselves," is a fim conviction.74 Nicholas Wolterstofl 

argues plausibly that, "One has not caught the peculiar flavor of early Calvinist piety, nor 

indeed of much of later Calvinist piety, until one sees it as cornmitment to obedience out 

of gratitude for blessings received." Such gratitude is expressed in vocational caUing, 

Uiterweaving the secular with the sacred. What arises fiom this attitude of s e ~ c e  through 

vocational callùig is a recognition that while "each occupational role ought to serve the 

common good, as a matter of fact many are compted so that they do not. . . . [I]t d l  

72~abriel Fackre, "Reinhold Niebuhr," Refomed Ineofogy in Amenca: A History of lts 
Modern Development, ed. David F. Welis (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1985). 
73~rom a contrasting perspective, G. Brillenburg Wurth has pointed out that many 
similarities between Niebuhr and the Reformers ends here. In particuiar, he notes 
Niebuhr's understanding of justification by faith which l ads  to some sort of "existentid 
conversion" with "very little of the appropriation of the righteousness of Christ, as held by 
the refonners." Wurth concludes: "No matter how much Niebuhfs theology can be called 
stimulahg and profitable, our nnal conclusion is that it is unacceptable when measured by 
biblicai Reformation standards." G. Brillenburg Wurth, Niebuhr, muis. David H. 
Freeman, International Library of Phiiosophy and Theology Modem Thinkers Series, ed. 
David H. Freeman (USA: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1975), 36,4 1. 
74~icholas Wolterstoe UnrilJrîstice md Peace Embrace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1983), 3. Wo1terstor-E discusses how this conviction emerged out of Calvinism, and holds 
it in contrat to other traditions of social understandings. 



[then] be impossible to think of the social order as given by God. One will inevitably th& 

of it as made by human beings and capable of alteration. One WU think of us as 

responsible for its stnicture." The heart of "CdWiist social piety" here rests in "the 

awareness of a tension between demand and r e a l i t ~ ~ " ~ ~  This seems to be a given premise 

driving the social concem of theologians such as Niebuhr. 

Yet, wMe the search for haw Christians shouid insert themelves into such a social 

order is the task of the Refomed thinker, Baptist theologians must fbst smiggle with 

whether they should be so engaged. The comection between society and the church is 

assumed for the Reformed theologian where it is not for many others who have abdicated 

responsibility for social reforrn under the guise of "separation of church and state." This is 

an important distinction to grasp before undertaking an examination of Nïebuhr's 

anthropology h m  the perspective of the historicaiiy non-conformist church, and it places 

rnany of his assumptions and arguments withùi a more specific, Reformed context. 

This examination of Niehur's intellectual development, and of the theological 

context which numired and hosted his thought, provides an adequate foundation for 

approaching his anthropological insights. His family Me, writhg and teaching career, 

reaction to Iiberalism and flight to neoorthodoxy's realism, mythical understanding of the 

Bible, and Refomed influences all served to form the theological mind which in tum 

produced so much material for humanity to ponder for generations to corne. Placing 

Niebuhr within his historical and theological context aiiows fieedom to explore his 

thought and reapply its strengths for a new dleNÙum. The groundwork laid in this 

hoductory chapter provides a skeleton upon which may be hung some theologicai flesh, 

the meat of which is to be found in me Nmre and Destiny of Mm, the ultimate 

expression of NiebuMs intellechial, social, and personal influences. The following prayer 



offered by Niebuhr in 1960 encapsulates much of his theology in a doxological aatement, 

and serves as an appropriate bridge to a discussion of his anthropology: 

Etemai God, Father ALmighty, maker of heaven and earth, we worship you. Your 
wisdom is beyond Our understanding, your power is greater than we cm measure, 
your thoughts are above our thoughts; as high as the heaven is above the earth, 
your rnajesty judges ail human majesties. Your judgement brings princes to 
naught, and makes the judges of the earth as vanity; for before the mountains were 
brought forth or ever the earth and the world were made, even fiom everlasting to 
everlasting you are God. 

Give us grace to apprehend by faith the power and wisdom which lie 
beyond our understanding; and in worship to feel that which we do not know, and 
to praise even what we do not understand; so that in the presence of your glory we 
may be humble, and in the knowledge of your judgement we may repent; and so in 
the assurance of your mercy we may rejoice and be 

7 6 ~  prayer of Reinhold Niebuhr which closed his sermon at St. George's Episcopai 
Church in New York City in 1960. Cited by Fox in Hamies, 2 1-22. 



CElAPmR II 

Challenges to Justice: Considerations From the First Volume of Niebuhr's 

Anthropological Elaboration 

Though Niebuhr was more widely considered an ethicist than a dogmatician, the 

f5st volume of fie N d w e  and Dedry of Mm, elaborated Niebuhr's Christian 

anthropology through an interpretation of the existentid human situation. In the volume 

entitied, Hurnan Nature, Neibuhr introduced humanity as his theo logical starting point, 

expounded his perception of the human problem, and discussed the reality, expression, and 

consequence of human sin,  in light of divinely-revealed requirements and responsibilities. 

Niebuhr outlined the theological problem of human existence and conscience, criticising 

philosophical idealism for its rationalistic optimism and romanticism for its optimistic 

naturalism. It is dficuit to find agreement with Niebuhr's overall episternology and 

symbolic understanding of special revelation, as it lads him to a truncated or even non- 

existent pneumatology. This neglect seriously affects his anthropological conclusions, and 

raises questions about his theological method. Despite such weaknesses, Niebuhr's 

perceptive description of the human situation restored the notion of transcendence to 

American theology, and reintroduced serious contemplation of the concept of sinfulness 

whkh affects not only humans as individuals, but marks the social institutions of which 

they are a part. His most helpfil conclusions provide a positive challenge to evangelicals 

who may not share his method, as many of his proposais could be rendered acceptable on 

different epistemological grounds. 



Theology from Below 

The best place to begin an analysis of M e b W s  anthropology as it appears in the 

fkst volume of The Nature and Destiny of Mm, is in wnsideration of his choice of 

theologicai starting point. Lf it is me, as James Gustafson argues, that Nebuhr develops 

his theology out of ethical considerations and not visa versa, then his decision to begin 

systematic theological elaboration with the condition of hurnanity is not surpri~ing.~ 

Niebuhr's approach disagreed with that of Barth, who claimed that it was the doctrine of 

God which must fht  be developed, with ethics as part of and foilowing fkom the doctrine 

of God. Mebuhr rejected the method of the modem liberais, though he did not exclude 

completely the Kantian notion that whatever is said about God is based on ethics, since 

humans m o t  have a knowledge of God based on pure r e a ~ o n . ~  Gustafson argues 

convincingly that all theologians and ethicists f d  somewhere between these two positions: 

the theism of Barth or the ethicism of Kant, with most weight of preference being placed 

in one or the other direction. "This weight, if it does not determine the form and content 

totdy, makes a difference at critical points in the development of a position. " 

For Niebuhr, his ethical concems led him to existentid consideration of the human 

situation with its emphasis on fieedom and sin, as opposed to Barth's approach which 

began with God and developed an ethic based on grace. Indeed, Niebuhr's entire 

theological system grew out of ethical concems existentially discemed and approached 

l ~ e e  James Gustafson, "Theology in the Service of Ethics: An interpretation of Reinhold 
Niebuhr's Theological Ethics," in Haries, 24-45. 
2~lthough Niebuhr believed knowledge of God came to some degree through self- 
revelation, he was inevitably subject to the liberalism he sought to challenge, as were most 
theologians of bis tirne. Indirectly, Kantian thought led Niebuhr's approach to be founded 
on an ethical, as opposed to metaphysical, basis. Cf. Immanuel Kant, A Critique of Pure 
Remon, tmns. N. Kemp Smith, (London: 1929). 
3Gustaf!son, 25. 



through a study of humanity, or, a theology from below. In his understanding, "Every 

philosophy of life is touched with anthropocentric tendencies. Even theocentric religions 

believe that the Creator of the world is interested in saving man fkom his unique 

predicament . "4 

NiebuNs intensely practical concerns and social involvements combined with the 

modem& innuences on his own thinking, led him to conclude that theology must be 

apologetic if it is to have any significant value. For hVn, objective revelations of God 

conceming personhood and historical action were "absurd f?om a strictly ontological 

~tandpoint."~ His friend Paul Tillich aiticised him for his resistance to consider ontology 

as a valid theological exercise, and yet argueci that in the final analysis, Niebuhr's 

anthropotogy could not avoid ontological categories! This contention points again to 

Niebuhr's concept of myth. In an attempt to avoid liberal ontology, "Niebuhr advocated 

an apologetic that would make clear the ontologicaiiy ambiguous status of the concept of 

personaiity and history. Ln the midst of such arnbiguities, we must lave room for the 

nonrational, so that the message of Godls relationship to creation as evidenced in the 

syrnbols of the Bible cm be ~poken . "~  Yet7 as soon as a discussion of human nature is 

4~iebuhr, Human Ndure. 3. 
kegley and Bretaii, 19. 
%ee Paul Tillich, "Sin and Grace," in Landon, 27-41. TiUich argues specifically that 
Niebuhr's discussion of humanity's sinfuness cannot be addressed apart fiom ontological 
categories. When Niebuhr rejects sin as comprishg part of humanity's essential nature, for 
exarnple, Tillich correctly insists that he has stepped into ontological territory In reality, 
as Robert Ayers has noted, Niebuhr was critical of Tillich's epistemology and ontology, 
"but it does not follow &om this fact that he was without an epistemology and ontology." 
Ayers, 159. Ronald H. Stone points out that Tillich refused to acknowledge Neibuhr's 
epistemology because of its "strangeness" to his thought: 'Wiebuhr stood in the empiricd 
tradition of William James, which was anathema to German idealism." Stone, Prophet 10 
Poliricians, 148. 
'stadey Grenz and Roger Olson, TwentiethCenfiny ï&eology (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1 W2), 1 O 1 - 102. 



undertaken, such ontological issues are raised, and any atternpt to avoid them completely 

proves futile. In any case, it rnust be acknowledged that Niebuhfs primary motive was 

apologetic, pragmatic, and ethial, not ontological. 

The question must be proposed, "1s it valid to approach theology from the 

perspective of humanity?" Certainiy many wouid disagree, arguing that any howledge of 

God derived fkom a human perspective is mere anthr~~ocentrism.~ Yet, it must be 

acknowledged that there is no other way for humans to grasp even revealed concepts of 

God apart fkom their own nature and experience. Such acknowledgement does not negate 

the possibility of objectivity in theology, nor dues it nullify the value of scriptural 

revelation. Revelation actually contributes to the objectivity of the human theological 

task, since "the character of Being can be laiown only if Being reveals itself." While the 

desire and capacity to engage the search for God rests in human nature, "the knowiedge of 

God cornes to us as a As Barth has insistai, the message of the Gospel witnesses 

was not simply their own impressions or estimates of Jesus, but rather "thek theme was 

God's mighty Word spoken in Jesus' resurrection fiom the dead which imparted to his iife 

and death, power and control over ail creatures of all times." l0 Barth's preservation of the 

value of specific revelation is admirable, but his extreme presentation of a God who is 

completely transcendent Wtually eliminates any level of human understanding of divine 

8 ~ n  writing on knowledge of God, Barth distinguished his approach firom others, tike 
Niebuhr: "By this definition sornething fùndamentally different is taking place Eom what 
wodd happen, if 1 should txy and set before you conceptudy arrangeci ideas of an infinite, 
supreme Being. In such a case 1 would be speculating. But I am not inviting you to 
speculate. I maintain that this is a radically wrong road which can never lead to God, but 
to a reality caiied so only in a fiilse sense." Kat1 Barth, Dogrnatics in Outfine, tram G. T. 
Thomson, (London: SCM Press, 1 949), 3 7. 
g~ohn Macquarrie, "How is Theology Possible?" Ine Honest to GodDebate, ed. John A. 
T. Robinson and David Edwards (London: SCM Press, 1963), 193. 
%arth, Evangelical7ïteology.- An ItztrOdi~ctior~, trans. Grover Foley (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1963), 29. 



activity. The theulogical task inevitably includes elements of the transcendent and the 

immanent; participation of the Divine and the hwnan. 

While theological objectivity is best understood in iight of divine ~e~revelation, it 

does not preclude the use of philosophical tools to gain deeper access and appreciation of 

revelation, nor does it eliminate the possibility that human reason and philosophy rnay 

serve as indispensable and somewhat objective apologetic tools to bnng humans to a point 

of considering the meaning of revelation. l l John Macquarrie writes: 

When challengeci to produce the credentiais of his subject, the theologian cannot in 
the nature of the case offer a prooc but he can describe this area of experience in 
which his discourse about God is rneaningfùl he can ask his questioner whether he 
recognises his own existence in the Christian doctrine of man as £bite7 responsible 
and suiful; whether he finds hidden in himself the question of God. He can show 
that faith is not just an arbitrary matter, and he can make char what is the 
alternative to faith. Beyond this, perhaps, he cannot go, but is not this sufficient? 
For it brings us to the point where we see that this discourse about God has to do 
with the most radical matter in We7 the point where, exercising our fieedom in 
finitude, we decide to take either the risk of faith or the risk of unfith. l2 

Perhaps unwittingly, Macquarrie has summansed Niebuhr's existentid approach to 

theology in a way that higblights its ethical and apologetic value. While specific content 

for faith is to be derived fiom special revelation as opposed to huma. experience, 

beginning the theologicai task through an appeal to general revelation, through basic 

human experience, both individuai and shared, is a valid exercise.13 Offering an 

' l~ac~uar r i e  wrote regarding the possibility of explaining away the experience of grace 
through illusion or psychology, that theology must continue to go fonvard in the attitude 
and risk of fath. Although nothing may be proved, at least something may be described. 
With "the aid of the concepts of contemporary philosophy and theology, [the] way has 
been show to possess a coherent pattern, an intelligible structure, and an h e r  logic." 
Debate, 1 93. 
121bid. 
13validity may be questioned fiom a postmodern mindset which finds the notion of a 
common humanity as illusory. Much of Niebuhr's work would seem as nonsense to the 
postmodernist whose "concepts of rationality and knowledge emphasise historical and 



apologetic whkh appeals to cornmon human experience as a prelude to the introduction of 

the necessity of revelation may yet yield helpfùl results for theology and ethics. 

Even though Niebuhr's theology finds its starting point in hurnanity, it seeks to 

reject tiberal immanentisrn by the establishment of a dialecticai approach to time and 

eternity.14 In the introduction to his critique of Niebuhr's theology f?om the perspective 

of classical Reforrnation orthodoxy, E. J. Came11 proposed the concept of the the- 

eternity dialectic to be the key to understanding all of Niebuhr's literature. l5 In his study 

of Niebuhr entitled, ne 7heolog-y of Reinhold Neibuhr? Carneil explained how Niebuhr's 

dialectical theology emerged in every aspect, fiom the double environment of hurnanity, to 

the sigruficance of the Cross in light of humanity's sinful predicament. It is immediately 

cultural variability, failibility, the impossibility of getting beyond language to 'reality', the 
bgmentary and particular nature of all understanding, the pervasive comption of 
knowledge by power and domination, the fbtility of the search for pure foundations, and 
the need for a pragmatic approach to the whole matter." For this description of 
postrnodeniism, see David Ford, ed., Ine Modem i%eologians: An ~ntr&ction to 
ChriMimi 7heologv in the Twentieth Century, Vol. II (Odord, UK and Cambridge, USA: 
Blackwell, 1989), 291-293. On the other hand, such an approach as Neibuhr's gains 
validity fiom a postliberal perspective, which aErms orthodoxy in light of modem 
critiques and theologies. See Wiam C. Hacher, "Postliberal Theology," in Ford, 1 15- 
128. 
14~iebuhr's the-etemity dialectic is based in an existentid fiamework which seeks to 
balance Divine immanence and transcendence; finds tension between human shfhhess and 
humans as created in the image of God; and holds in creative juxtaposition the 
accomplishrnents of hwnanity in history and the finai judgement which not only stands at 
the end of history, but looms over it. It is quite distinct fiom other dialectical approaches, 
including the Hegelian view of history. 
%ee Cameii, The Theology of ReinhoIdNiebuhr. In this volume, Cameiî explores 
Niebuhr's dialectic as the organising principle for his thought. His fair and thorough 
treatment of Niebuhr is unmatched in the orthodox acaderny, and this paper cannot do 
justice to his treatment of the dialectical approach. S a c e  it to say that his analysis is 
helpful as well as complete, and contributed to this student's understanding what the 
relation between time and etemity means for Neibuhr's theology. 



dear that CarneU has clearly identined a significant approach to understanding Neibuhr's 

anthropology, in light of his rejection of Liberal modemism. The hart of the dialectical 

tension is discovered in the debate over the tramcefidence and immanence of God. 

Champions of neoorthodoxy sought to challenge the liberal focus on immanence 

by reestablishing the transcendeme of  God. The didectic that emerged fiom th& thought 

set up the juxtaposition in greater or lesser degrees. For example, Barth argued erirly in 

his work for wmplete discontinuity between God and humanity, insistùig that God is 

"whoily other," the deus abseundtus. The reason for discontinuity becomes evident. 

Humans "cm have faith in history only if God is moved out of the involvements of 

history's sinfulness. There must be a power over and above history ifwe are to have hope 

in eteniity on the one han& and a reason for stnving in history, on the other." In this vein 

Barth argued that "anything less than whoiiy other is but an oversized man."16 Bnuiner 

was somewhat more open to points of contact with natural theology and the imogo dei, 

especiaüy in later development, but he maintained that "genuine theology must be 

dialectid It is always a conversation between God and But neither Barth nor 

Bmnner found whole areas of contact between t h e  and eternity as Niebuhr did. 

Uniike traditionai orthodoxy, Niebuhr's neoorthodox dialectic drew its conclusions 

fiom existentid observation rather than Eom objective revelatory knowledge. This 

existentid foundation was laid by Soren Kierkegaard, who "bequeathed to Barth, Brumer, 

and Niebuhr th& dialecticai fiarnework." Ig From this perspective, faith cornes nom risk 

and cornmitment of the seif Revelation becomes significant when humans discover an 

awareness of sin, in a recognition of their distance fiom God. It is not objective or 

16carnell, Theology, 3 1. 
1 7 ~ m i l  Brumer, ReveIation m2d Remon, tram. Olive Wyon (Philadelphia, PA: The 
Westminster Press, l946), 15. 
L 8 ~ a r n e ~ ,  Theology, 33. 



propositional, rather it cornes to humans as a crisis to which they must decide to commit 

themselves. In this sense, humans conmbute something of themselves to the revelatory 

transaction: they "mut respond to the confrontation as weU as d e r  it."19 Out of such 

crises, faith emerges. Kierkegaard asserted: " Witbout risk there is no fith. Faith is 

precisely the contradiction between the W t e  passion of the individual's inwardness and 

the objective uncertainty. If I am capable of grasping God objectively, 1 do not believe, 

but precisely because 1 c m o t  do this 1 must belie~e.'~*~ 

Carneil placed Niebuhr adequately within this diaiectical fiamework: 

Niebuhr indeed follows Kierkegaard in definhg the relation between tirne and 
etemity dialecticaliy, but he recoils fhm Barthian extremes. Man is a sinner - but 
not total& a sinner. Otherwise, how could he ever know that he is a sinner? God 
is transcendent - but not wholly other. Clthemise, how codd man know God or 
how could God reveal himselfto man? Revelation is an offence to reason - but not 
cornpietel'y so. Otherwise, how could man recognize truth when he saw it? God's 
law is above our expectation - but not absoIutely so. Otherwise, how can we 
distinguish the voice of God &om the voice of the devil? Natural theology cannot 
establish God's existence, but it is notfznuïly biind. Otherwise, how could eternity 
be relevant to history or hiaory be interpreted in light of etemity? N~ebuhr, 
therefore, indicts Barth for talking about God and expecting his hearer to 
understand what he means. If there is no univocal point between time and eternity, 
meanlligfùl speech about God is impo~sible.~~ 

Here, the subtle differences in the existentid dialectic become more obvious. In fact, 

Niebuhr's critique of Barth's retùsal to accept the-etemity continuities is part of the 

brilliance of his argument. However, in his attempt to establish wide areas of contact 

within the dialectic, Niebuhr ends up placing far too much ability within humanity for 

response to the Divine. 

lglbid., 34. 
20~oren Kierkegaard, Concludng Unscienlifc Posfscript, tram. David Swenson, 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1944), 1 82. 
* lcarnel~, 3 7. 



Niebuhr is rïght in his insistence that there cannot be a cornpiete disjunction 

between God and humanity, but he does not recognise that the initiative for contact must 

rest and remain with God, whose grace breaks through the sinfiilness of humanity, not 

only for humanity's sake, but out of God's love and for God's glory. Niebuhr's refisal to 

deal in ontological categories is particdarly glaring here. Although Niebuhr successfully 

defends against such criticism in his appraisal of the image of God in humanity, in the final 

analysis, he does not take humanity's sin as seriously as he is accused of doing by some of 

his detractors. For if humanity's sin is as corrupting as Niebuhr would have us beiieve, 

then it is difncult to see what, ifanythùig, humanity contributes to an existentid encounter 

with God. The tension between time and etemity which Niebuhr attempts to highiight is 

relieved somewhat, when the magnitude of God's grace rnakes it evident that quite apart 

Iiom humanity, God is aIi in ail. Nevertheless, on other levels, the didectic proves quite 

helpful in strugghg with various anthropological issues which maintain consistent tension 

between t h e  and etemity, including the basic problem of the nature of human existence. 

NiebuWs dialectic is comprehended more M y  in his elaboration of the problem, and his 

belief that the Christian view presems the ody adequate solution. 

Finding an Explanation for the Existentid Problem 

As Niebuhr saw it, the basic task in understanding human nature, was to detemine 

to what degree humans were intimately bound by or comected to their naturd 

environment and its necessities, and to what degree they were fiee to transcend the natural 

world. One Niebuhrian scholar summed up his dilemma in this way: "If the self is 

identical with the natural world, then it is no more than one of the animais. I f  the self 

completely transcends the natural world, it is absorbed into a timeless etemity."22 To 

2 2 ~ o b  E. Patterson, Reinhold Niebuhr, Maken of the Modern Theologicd Mind, ed. Bob 
E. Patterson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1977): 64. 



explore this dynamic more M y ,  Neibuhr compared various views of humanity, rejecting 

them in favour of a Christian perspective which did not resolve tbis dilemma, but held both 

aspects in creative dialectical tension. None of the classical or liberal views of humanity 

could explain humaNty in a way that satisfïed N~ebuhr's observations. In his own words: 

The obvious fact is that man is a child of nature, subject to its vicissitudes, 
compelied by its necessities, dnven by its impulses, and confineci within the brevity 
of the years which nature pennits its varied organic form, allowing them some, but 
not too much, latitude. The other less obvious fact is that man is a spint who 
stands outside of nature, Me, himseK bis reason and his world. . . . How diflicult it 
is to do justice to both the uniqueness of man and his afkïties with the world of 
nature below him is proved by the almost unvarying tendency of those 
philosophies, which describe and emphasize the rational faculties of man or his 
capacity for ~e~transcendence to forget his relation to nature and to identify hîm, 
prematurely and unqualifiedly with the divine and the etemai; and of natualistic 
philosophies to obscure the uniqueness of man.23 

Niebuhr found it necessary to spend the fïrst several sections of the volume refùting the 

claims of those philosophies which iden&ed humans too closely with nature, or offered 

too much credibility to their rational faculties. He concluded that modem understandings 

of humanity had a single and common source of error: "Man is not measued in a 

dimension sufficiently high or deep to do fidl justice to either his stature or his capacity for 

both good and evil or to understand the total environment in which such a stature can 

understand, express and fhd itself. "24 

As Niebuhr embarked on an attack of inadequate views of human nature, he began 

to build the relevance of his case that the Christian view offered the preferred insights for 

understanding. William Wolf has indicated that "the theological signincance of this 

mastemil cultural approach to the doctrine of man is that Niebuhr has illumuiated the self- 

refuting quaiities of alternative explanations, and demonstrated in a preliminary way the 



remarkable relevance of the Christian e~~lanation."~~ Niebuhr launched his attack agauist 

rationalkm and idealism in various classical and modem expressions, centred on the 

problem of vitality and form, individuality, and conscience. His argument floweâ from his 

assurance that "it is infinitely easier to admit the fact of the double milieu than it is to 

explain the relation between the two sides without compting one or the ~ t h e r . " ~ ~  The 

end result was that Niebuhr " s ~ y  expose[d] some of the deficiencies in non-Christian 

anthropology," and through his approach, succeeded in a demonstration that "tnith is 

always seen in sharper contours when contrasted distinctively a g a  err~r."~'  

Niebuhr defines vitaity as human impulses and drives; form as the unities, 

instincts, cohesions and Merentiations of life. Both vitality and fom are present in 

human nature and spirit, with human fi-eedom providing the potentiai for good or e d ,  

though natural vitalities provide greater attraction to sinhl behaviours than those that eist  

in the spirit. Accusing Platonic thought of negating the value of the body and emphasising 

the essential value of nous, or reason, Niebuhr saves his harshest critique for modern 

idealists arguing "Kantian idealism throws the impulses of nature more completely hto an 

outer darkness than any fom of Greek clas~icism."~~ Hegelianism receives the same 

negative bmshstroke, as he accuses that approach to human nature and history of being a 

"rationalized version and corruption of the Christian view of the unity of human life and 

the dynamic quality of historical existence. "29 Such approaches fall into a dualistic error 

which "has the consequence for the doctrine of man of identifluig the body with evil and 

of assuming the essential goodness of mind or spirit."30 As Camell observed: Webuhr 

25~01f,  235. 
26~amell, 46. 
*'Ibid. 
28~iebuhr, Human Nature, 32. 
291bid., 32-33. 
301bid., 7. 



contends that the idealistic premise foUows oniy when one is not true to the full content of 

his experience. An existentially sensitive mhd is no Iess consciaus of the reality of 

physical impulses as being part of his real self than he is that the potentialities of 

ratiocination properly are h i ~ . " ~ l  Being true to the whole of human experience means 

acknowledging that humans are more than shply rational animals. Thus, with the defeat 

of rationalist philosophy in hand, Niebuhr shifts his attention to a refhtation of 

Romantisiq as it is fnanifested classicaiIy, and in Mancism. 

After engaghg the thought of Karl Man< and Friedrich Engels, Niebuhr explains 

how their systems have submerged fieedom and reason beneath nature and matter. This 

form of ideaiïsm compromises human individuafity as it makes "finite reason so continuous 

with divine or cosmic reason that essentiai individuality is finally 1 0 s t . " ~ ~  Although 

"idealistic philosophy always has the advantage over naturalism in that it appreciates [the] 

depth of human spirit. . . it usually sacrifices this advantage by identifjing the universal 

perspective of the self-transcendent ego with universal spirit. Its m e  self therefore ceases 

to be a self in a true sense and becomes merely an aspect of universal n ~ i n d . " ~ ~  Once 

again, modem systems of thought have failed to maintain a proper balance of vitality and 

fom, and neglected the senousness of the the-etemity dialectic for human history. The 

consequences of such errors are of ultimate sigdcance: "If the individual is nothing, 

justice for the individual is nothing. And if t h e  is nothing, justice for the individual in 

t h e  is nothing. Whenever either individuality or t h e  is corrupted, a respect for degrees 

of justice within history, which alone prevents social betterment f?om merging with social 

hdifference, is d e ~ t r o ~ e d . " ~ ~  The common failure of such systems of thought "to 

lcarnell, 47. 
321bid. 
33~iebuhr, Human Nature, 75. 
3J~amell, 49. 



achieve their avowed aim of establishg human individdty on a sure foundation 

suggests that the Christian concept is more in tune with r e a l i t ~ . " ~ ~  Idealisrn in its 

rationalistic forms, and naturalism in its romantic manifestations are to be rejected on nich 

grounds. 

Being unsatisfied with approaches which fail to wnsider all aspects of human 

nature in balance, Niebuhr outlines the crisis of modem humanity which overestimates the 

ability to live out ideafisms, and rests easy within mistaken naturalisrns. He seems 

genuinely hstrated with the constant elaboration of similar views, claiming 

"contemporary history is fiUed with manifestations of man's hysterias and funes; with 

evidences of his daemonic capacity and inclination to break the harmonies of nature and 

defi the prudent canons of rational restraint. Yet no cumulation of contradictory evidence 

seems to disturb modern man's good opinion of h i m s e l ~ " ~ ~  NO systern of rational thought 

or education is able to overcome this serious situation which characterises human nature. 

Though accused of over-generalisation and historicai inaccuracy regarding his treatment of 

cultural history, Niebuhr succeeds in his endeavour to prove that "both the majesty and the 

tragedy of human life exceed the dimension within which modem culture seeks to 

comprehend human existence."37 Even as hurnanity rests with an easy conscience 

regarding its predicarnent, Christianity provides an understanding of this existentid 

problem which takes into account al1 aspects of human nature and the important dialectiçal 

balance within and beyond history. Niebuhr's abiiity to argue the validity of the Christian 

approach over and against other worldviews, f?om a philosophical perspective, represents 

a particdar apologetic strength which may prove particularly helpful to contemporary 

theology . 

3 5 ~ o l f ,  235. 
36~iebuhr, Human Nature, 94. 
371bid., 122. 



The Christian View 

For Niebuhr, the strength of the Christian view of humanity is found in its nature 

as a revealed religion which emphasises equdy the transcendence and immanence of Go4 

and balances the image of God and creaturely necessities in htmmity. As Niebuhr 

proposed, there are certain comptions of understanding wilhin Chnstianity as well. 

Mysticism, for example, overemphises the immanence of God, equating the depths of 

the human sou1 with etemity. ûther errors so emphasise transcendence that any possibility 

of God acting in history is logically precluded. The relevance of a proper view of 

transcendence and immanence becornes particularly important to Niebuhr's anthropology: 

"The most important characteristic of a religion of revelation is this twofold emphasis 

upon the transcendence of God and upon His intimate relation to the world. In this divine 

transcendence the spirit of man h d s  a home in which it can understand its stature of 

fieedom. But there it also h d s  the limits of its freedom, the judgement which is spoken 

agallist it and, uitimately, the mercy which makes such a judgernent s u f f e r a b ~ e . " ~ ~  The 

insights of Christian revelation provide Niebuhr with his next step in his dialectical 

analysis, whereby humans are perceived as: spûituaily self-transcendent in the image of 

God; weak, dependent, and finite, with respect to their involvement in the necessities and 

contingencies in the nahual world; inevitably but not necessariiy involved in denial of their 

dependence and finitude which l ads  to evil in humanity, as people seek to escape the 

an>gety produced by such denial. 

Niebuhr clearly points out that neither fi tude, nor its accompanying anxiety, are 

evil in thernselves, but humanityts denial of finitude and reluctance to achowledge its 

dependent nature l a d s  to evil. Evidentl y, Niebuhr is dependent upon Schleiemacher for 

at least part of this a n a l y ~ i s . ~ ~  General revelation vis-a-vis human conscience and specific 

3 8 ~ i d . ,  126. 
3%iebuhr acknowledges the contribution of Schleiermacher to his thinking on the matter 



revelation through history combine to ver-@ NiebWs suspicions of the human 

predicament. In his analysis, "a religion of revelation is thus aione able to do justice to 

both the &dom and the fïniteness of man and to understand the character of the evil in 

him. . . [Tlhe revelation of God to man is always a twofold one, a personal-individual 

revelation, and a revelation in the context of social-historical e ~ ~ e n e n c e . " ~  Niebuhr 

correctly finds the locus of such dialectical tension in human nature, as it bears the image 

of God, and yet is bound to sin. 

Humans as Bearers of the Image of God 

The truth of this dual nature is expressed in the creation myth, which Niebuhr 

believes offers special revelation of humanity's existentid position as finite matures of 

God who yet bear his image, and stand under his grace: simui justus et peccator.41 

Arguing that ail logical concepts of derivation begin and end with the doctrine of God's 

creation ex nihilo, which atFirms the potential height of the human spirit, Niebuhr indicates 

the evil that emerges when humans deny their dependence upon God, and exercise their 

fieedom Ui negative rather than positive ways. Nevertheless, Niebuhr is carefùl to 

emphasise the positive nature of the fieedom of self-transcendence which represents the 

imago dei. For Niebuhr's purposes, "creation ex nihilo keeps the relations between tirne 

and eternity fluid enough to ailow for historical progress, and yet ngid enough to keep 

history tensiondy responsive to absolute noms of obligation. "j2 He contrasts his 

understanhg with several traditional perspectives, and reaches specific conclusions 

of dependence, but insists the human experience of God entails more than an experience of 
"unqualified dependence." Ibid., 128. 
40Tbid., 127. 
%uaaf~ulen highiights this paradox as an important Reformation doctrine. See Gustaf 
Aden, "Criticism, Claim, and Confidence: The Reaiism of the Christian Conception of 
Man, " Interpretution III (April 1 949): 13 1 - 14 1.  
J2~ame~l ,  55.  



regarding the nature of this paradox, as he interacts with historical Christian views of the 

rneaning of the imago dei in humanity.13 

Whüe some have equated the image of God with reason, Niebuhr argues that it 

entails more than human rational faculties. He is willing to include reason as part of the 

image, but &dom or self-transcendeme is the key element, which is present in the human 

spia. Kis affection for Augustinian theology becornes apparent here, as "the most 

profound theologians, beginnîng with Augustine, have associated the image of God with a 

human capacity to transcend reason, world, and the self?"' Unlike Luther, who argued 

that the image of God is obliterated in humanity as a result of the fail, Niebuhr believed 

that positive human potential remained intact, though tainteci. This is a helpful 

observation since contact between God and hurnanity would be precluded if humans no 

longer bore the capacity for existentid encounter of the ~ i v î n e . ~ ~  This comprises a 

serious disagreement between Niebuhr's view and Barth's doctrine of the image of God. 

For Barth, the image of God was borne in human form by Jesus Christ alone. To speak of 

the image in any other context resulted in analogous reasoning, in which he wanted no 

part. Niebuhr's view, however, takes into account the capacity that humanity has for 

good, in accordance with God's declaration at creation, and the freedom God has given in 

that capacity to know him and experience a relationship with him. 

43The image of God in hurnaniq is not to be considered independently of Niebuhr's 
appraisal of original justice. Though intimately wnnected, the concepts of image and 
original justice are not identical. The image relates the historical to the etemal in God, and 
original justice relates the historical to the eternal in humanity. For Niebuhr, "the concept 
of the image of God was secondary to that of original justice." See the discussion of the 
image of God in Woühart Pannenberg, AnthropoZogy in i%eologicuI Perspective, tram 
Matthew J. O'ComeU (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1985), 5% 
"~eckiey, 265. 
45~ackre, 37. Gabriel Fackre narrows d o m  Niebuhr's description of the image of God to 
describe it sirnply as, "The structure through which God makes his presence felt in the 
conscience of man is the "image of God" in man." 
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As created in the image of God, humans 

necessities of nature and to exercise f i-dom of 

creativity, and capacity for love and justice. 

bear the ability to 

spirit. Herein lies 

transcend ail the 

human potentid, 

Acknowledging his indebtedness to 

Augustine, Niebuhr concludes; "Under the influence of Augustinian ideas, Christian 

theology consistently interprets the image of God in t e m  of the rationai faculties of the 

soul, but includes among these the capacity of rising to the knowledge of God and (when 

unspoiled by sin) of achieving blessedness and virtue by reason of subjecting its Me to the 

~ r e a t o r . " ~  This capacity to know God and the ability to subject life to him WU be 

explorai in fiirther detail in the foiIowing chapter. At this point, it is simply important to 

recognise Niebuhr's understanding of the imago dei in order that it might stand in proper 

juxtaposition to the doctrine of humans as creatures. The balance found in the dialectical 

tension between the two doctrines wili [end helpful anthropological perspective to the 

development of a bibiical, evangelical social ethic. 

Sin 

The very ability to transcend nature dows humanity to recognise its ultirnate 

co~ectedness to it. Anxiety over dependency and finitude emerges f?om the tension 

between the fieedom of the imago dei and creaturely responsibility to etemal noms. 

Though fieedom and amiety do not themselves equate to sin, inevitably they lead to sin as 

they serve the temptation whereby humans seek to condition their environment so as to 

order or deny their essential necessities, and universalise their own particularities. 

Niebuhr's elaboration of the sùifulness of the human condition represents his greatest 

*~iebuhr, Human Name, 1 58. It is important to note, however, that Niebuhr maintains 
an understanding of hurnan individuality, even within relationship to the Divine. 
Conversion involves the subjection of self to God but individuality is never completely 
submerged or dissolved in the divine personality. 



theological contribution, and the 

rnind~et"!~ The very capacity for 
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doctrine he found "most lacking in the modem 

seK-transcendence which the image of God bestows 

upon humanity is minised as people retùse to acknowledge their creatureliness. 

As Daphne Hampson noted in her feminist critique of JYiebuhr's concept of sin, he 

is thoroughly dependent on Kierkegaard for his categories of a n i ~ l ~ s i s . ~ ~  She mites: 

"Kierkegaard, in B e  Concept of DreCICi and elsewhere, says that man is a double, both 

tied-to-nature and spirit, having both necessity and possibility. It is this duality, this 

Z w e i p ï t ~ n g ~  which gives rise to anxiety, to Angst. Niebuht, taking this as given, says 

that in this situation of anxiety man tries to discard his contingent nature and soar to 

pretensions of ab sol ut en es^."^^ Borrowing here f?om the Christian tradition from 

Augustine to Luther, Niebuhr views sin as "that ~e~centredness whereby the creature in 

his hrbris pretends to be adequate of himself; and so sets hirnself up in the place of God, 

refushg to be dependent."50 ANSety is not sinfùl in and of itself, rather it is the very 

presence of that anxiety that makes sin inevitable. Anxiety over the recognition of 

humanity's f i tude leads the ego to make itself the centre of existence, and through its 

pride and will-to-power, it attempts to subordinate other life to its WU, or becomes 

subrnerged in its Mtalities. "Arixety, as a permanent concomitant of fieedom, is thus both 

the source of creativity and a temptation to sin. . . . Mhen amiety is conceived it brings 

.''~renz and Olson, 1 03. 
J8~aphne Hampson, "Reinhold Niebuhr on Sin: A Critique," in Harries, 46-60. Although 
Hampson provides a concise and perceptive description of Niebuhr's concept of sin, her 
conclusions regarding their hpplicability to women are not r d i y  accepted by this 
author. However, Niebuhr's reiiance on Kierkegaard for his analysis here should not be 
underestimated. Cameil argued that it was questionable "whether one can appreciate 
Niebuhr fully until he understands his historical heage in Kierkegaard. " Camell, 7 1. 
Niebuhr himself professed Kierkegaard to be "the greatest of Christian psychologist S. " 
Hummi Nature, 44. 
4%ampson, 46. 
jobid. 



forth both pride and sensuality."51 Hampson is correct in her observation that Niebuhr 

depends on Kierkegaard's andysis of anxiety to derive his understanding of sin. This in 

itselç however, does not render his observations incorrect. In fact, there is a strong 

biblical basis for recognising the nature of sin as pride, as Niebuhr acknow~ed~es.~~ 

Niebuhr's conclusions here are easily acceptable within the framework of scriptural 

revelation, but it is important to recognise that the source of his thought is rooted in 

existentialism rather than revealed truth. 

Throughout Niebubr's analysis, the dialectical tension between the image of God 

and human sinfiiiness is consistently maintained. He d e s :  

The fact is that man is never unconscious of his weakness, of the limited and 
dependent character of his existence and knowledge. The occasion for his 
temptation Lies in the two facts, his greatness and his weakness, his unlimited and 
his limited laiowledge, taken together. Man is both strong and we& both fiee and 
bound, both blind and far-seeing. He stands at the junchire of nature and spirit; 
and is involved in both fieedom and necessity. His sin is never the mere ignorance 
of his ignorance. It is dways partly an effort to obscure his bhdness by 
overestimating the degree of his sight and to obscure his insecurity by stretching 
his power beyond its ~imjts.~~ 

Ronald Stone attributes Niebuhr's understandhg of anxiety and sin to his reading of 

Heidegger's Sein und Zezt. Drawing on Heidegger's analysis in order to explain "how 

anxiety is simdtaneously the cause of man's achievernents and the precondition of his sin," 

Niebuhr concludes that "man knows his Me is limite& but he does not know where the 

limits are. No achievement represents perfection, and there is no place for man to rest in 

his stniggle to escape his finitude." Given human nature, amiety is inevitable and 

necessary, "but only when the situation is misinterpreted does it produce a rebellion by 

S1~iebuhr, HUMCM Nature, 185- 186. 
521bid., 180. 
531bid., 181. 



man against the law of love."54 In the d o u s  search to escape human finitude, humanity 

must either acknowledge its finitude and subject itself to God, or assert itself in sin, 

rebehg against God. Where trust in God, or fàith, is not present, sin inevitably results, 

on both individual and collective IeveIs. 

Niebuhr describes sin specificdy as pride or self-love, which is expressed through 

human WU-to-power,j5 and sensuality. He deals moa extensively with the sin of pride, 

which is expressed in different forms. Pnde of power, intellectual or mord pnde, spiritual 

pride, and collective pride aii find their roots in anxiety's soil, while "Iack of trust in God 

Ieads to egotistic self-assertiveness in individual and collective In al1 of its forms, 

pnde is an expression of the individual's desire to assert a will-to-power, which 

overestimates its ability to overcome the limits of nature and finitude. "Man f d s  into 

pnde, when he seeks to raise his contingent existence to unconditioned existence."57 In 

the assertion of their will-to-power, humans seek to make people and nature subservient 

to their egos in a search for secure existence. This also may be expressed on intellectual, 

mord, and spiritrial levels, as individuals are convinced that they possess final truth. The 

resulting injustice for those subject to this assertion of power is obvious. 

54~tone, Prophet to Politicians, 97. 
55~iebuhr's conception of the will-to-power seeks to be biblicai and stands in contrast to 
Friedrich Nietzsche's use of the term. Nebuhr wrote that in Netzsche's view, ". . .the 
creation of too broad and too narrow foms for the expression of the will-to-live or the 
wu-to-power, proves the impossibility of penetrating to the paradox of human spirituality 
from the perspective of romanticism. " Moreover, Niebuhr critiqued that, "romanicism, at 
least in its M y  developed Nietzschean form, substitutes brutality for hypocrisy and asserts 
the particdar and unique, whether individual or coliective, in nihilistic disregard of any 
general system of value. " Human Nature, 39,9 1. 
56~atterson, 88. 
57~iebuhry Human Natt~re, 1 86. 



With such pnde, promotion of particular systems may be asserted at the expense of 

others, with no recognition that ail systems fd prey to the same sin of pnde and remain 

under the judgement of eternal principles.58 This is an extremely helpful observation 

which serves as a reminder that no human system of ethical action or thought is capable of 

embodying truth in its entirety. It also explains a major flaw of evangelical ethics (and 

evangelical theology), which ofien f d  prey to this very temptation. Potential for growth 

cornes when this will-to-power is weakened, and humans corne to "recognize that for each 

of us the school of thought where we feel most at home is not the only theoiogy which is 

er~lightenin~."~~ Nebuhrs elaboration of sin as pride and will-to-power provides useful 

building blocks for developing an understanding human nature that explains why humans 

behave ethically as they do. It provides an apologetic tool as it draws observations f?om 

common human experience, and suggests a way forward for further reflection. 

Unlike the sin of pride, sensuality seeks not so much to assert selfhood as to 

codbn  self-love, as it indulges the individual in the drives and desires of nature. If pride 

58~arneli points out a significant point in Niebuhr's thought in need of great clarification. 
If no daims to h a 1  truth are valid, then Niebuhis own claim that the agape of Jesus 
Christ is the nom for humanity must be caiIed into question. Cameli states: "It would 
seem, therefore, that the sin is not so much that a c lab to finalityper se has been made, 
but rather that the wrong type of a clah has been advanced. Ifthis is n a  valid then 
Niebuhr has no more righf t h  his opponent to muke o cl& toj?naIity,- for a principle 
which undemines everything unrtennines itselfalso. " See Carneü, 79. 
59~his  comment was made with respect to the theological ferment of the sixties, but 
d e s  a continually valuable caveat which characterises Niebuhr's approach. See Albert 
H. van den Heuvel, "The Honest to God Debate in Ecumenical Perspective," The 
Ecumenicai Review XVI (3, April 1964): 289. E. J. Cameli ais0 wamed early that 
"Conservatives must be mefiil not to defme saving faiith too narrowly. " E. J. Carnell, The 
Cme for Biblical Chrisimity, ed. Ronald H. Nash, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1969), 
123. 



is sin rooted in spirit, sensuality is sin rooted in nature. FUiding the ad* of finitude 

unbearable, sensuality either seeks to enhance the ego, or to escape it completely. Yet, as 

s e d t y  is indulged, the anxiety only grows in increasing tonnent. Patterson summarised 

Niebuhr's description of the cycle in this way: "Sensuality begins with self-love or self- 

gratification. Futility soon ensues, and sensuality becornes seIf-escape in foms of 

indulgence that soon reach a point where they defeat their own ends. When a sensuous 

process is deifïed it proves disillusioning, and a plunge hto unconsciousness is 

As CarneII indîcates, "the individual who ties to make a final alliance with the flesh will 

corne to grief inevitably, for the elernents in the union are incompatible. Spirit and flesh 

cannot finally rnarqP61 The allusion to a Pauluie description of the stniggle between 

spirit and flesh rnakes adequate reference to the human refusal to acknowledge the very 

existence of such tension, in the midst of an indulgent sensuality. 

It is unfortmate that Niebuhr did not elaborate the concept of sensuaiity to the 

same extent as the sin of pride. His inclusion of materialism, drunkenness, and semai 

indulgence or perversions as sins of sensuality leaves many open avenues for 

understanding his social ethics, especially in the modem age where individuals are more 

interested in accumulating goods and experiences for themselves, out of intense self-love, 

to the neglecî of society as a whole. Harlan Beckley has noted that this aspect of 

Niebuhr's analysis stands in relative isolation to the rest of his thought, since he never 

worked out its implications for justice as he did with the sin of pride. Niebuhr's neglect 

carries signifiant implications: "Had he integrated sin as an escape fiom freedom into his 

theory and conception of justice, Niebuhr rnight have had more to say about the dangers 

of passivity in the face of injustice." Beckleyk observations carry paNcular relevarice to 

the present study, as passivity is perceiveci as a particula. weakness of the evangelical 
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church. It is regretful that Niebuhr nwer worked out the implications of his thought in 

this regard. "Although he criticized Protestant orthodoxy and neo-orthodoxy for 

'defeatism' in the early thirties and again in the second volume of ?Re Nature and Desfhzy 

of Man, Niebuhr was far more concerneci about injustice resulting £iom inordinate 

assertions of power than about injustice as a consequence of refising to exercise our 

fieedom to achieve relative justice."62 'Ï'he importance of following through on the 

relevance of this aspect of Niebuhr's thought will be elaborated in the final chapter of this 

paper. 

Collective Egoism 

Although the will-to-power may be rnodifled on an individual basis through faith, 

justice, and love, the problem is compounded on a collective level. On a collective level, 

sin is not conditioned by conscience, as individuals submit to an ethic of a lower cornmon 

denominator. The insecurity, egotism, and greed which drive individual sin is significantly 

compounded on a group level. As groups make "unconditional claims for their 

conditioned values," they mistake their naturd particularities such as race or nationhood 

for values of universal s i@~ance .~~ Pnde causes them to ignore the injustice which may 

grow out of their assertions of power, and overlook the s ~ e s s  inherent in their own 

systems. Niebuhr writes: "Whenever the group develops organs of will, as in the 

apparatus of the state, it seems to the individuai to have become an independent centre of 

mord Hie. He will be inclineci to bow to its pretensions and to acquiesce in its claims of 

authority, even when these do not coincide with bis moral scruples or  inclination^."^^ 

62~eckley, 272-273. 
63~iebuhr, Human Nature, 2 13. 
%id., 208. 



Groups lack the &dom for self-evaluation which emerges on an individual level 

through seIf-transcendence. Being unable to distinguish between healthy self-criticism and 

self-destructive inner conflict, moral rebels and criminals are treated together as enemies 

of the group system. For Niebuhr, collective egoism represents the very essence of sin: 

Collective pride is thus man's last, and in some respects most pathetic, effort to 
deny the determinate and contingent character of his existence. The very essence 
of human sin is in it. It can hardly be surprishg that this form of human sin is dso 
most fiuitful of human guilt, that is of objective social and historical evil. In its 
whole range fiom pride of f d y  to pride of nation, coilective egoisrn and group 
pride are a more pregnant source of injustice and conflict than purely individual 

The problem appears insurnountable, but it is not hopeless. "Niebuhr contends 

that neither the individual nor the state can understand its true limitations until it sees itseif 

fiom beyond itself, Le., until the voice of God is heard speaking to and against the ego." 

The implied Christian perspective which balances the time-eternity dialectic is "gained only 

within Biblical presuppositions."66 Even though love and justice m o t  bear on a group 

in the same way they do in the Lives of individuals, sace ailows a measure of love and 

justice to work out in society to the ethical bettement of the collective. The implications 

of the solution are worked out more fùlly in Chapter III. But the observation of the reaiity 

of collective pride, and its potential for modification is an important anthropological theme 

to be taken into consideration in the development of any social ethic. The question 

rernains, however, how humans are to be considerd responsible for sin if it is actually 

inevitable. 



Inevitability and Responsibility 

FoUowing the declaration of Kierkegaard that "anxiety is the diainess of 

fieedorn," Nïebuhr wanted to assert the si@cance of the observation that ''the sarne 

fieedom which tempts to anxiety also contains the ided possibility of knowing ~ o d . " ~ '  

He believed that "if man knew, loved and obeyed God as the author and end of his 

existence, a proper limit would be set for his desires including the naturai impulse of 

s u ~ v d . " ~ ~  In reality, however, people do not acknowledge their creaturely dependence. 

As they assert their pride and power, they confirm the pre-existent condition of original 

sin. 

Though he later regretted his use of the term, Niebuhr's understanding of original 

sin contributes to the formation of his contention of responsibility despite ine~itability.~~ 

Ln Niebuhr's thought, the inevitability of sin is due not simply to the strength of 

temptation, but to a presupposed human condition. This precondition is present in the 

creation myth, because creation implies the diaiectic of fieedom and dependency, with its 

resultant anxiety which presents the temptation for sin. Wtthout the temptation, sin would 

not exist, and without pnor sin, temptation would not ex&. Niebuhr points to the myth of 

the faIl of the devil to argue for the precondition of sin as any assertion of self that grows 

out of fhedom and finitude. Herein Lies the paradox which renders sin inevitable, but not 

67~iebuhr cites Kierkegaard's Begntfder Angsi, upon which he is thoroughly dependent 
fdr this analysis. He elaborates: "The amie@ of fieedom lads to sin only if the pnor sin 
of unbeliefis assumed. This is the meaning of Kierkegaard's assertion that sin posits 
itself'." Niebuhr is not content to adopt a purely existentid understanding of sin as anxiety, 
as he includes the most important element of sin as rebellion against the loving will of 
God. See Human Nature, 252E 
68~bid.,. 253. 
69~ee  the preface of Human Nature. Niebuhr does not regret the content of his 
description of original sin, rather the use of the term which had little relevance for the 
modem mind. Thus, his intention does not represent a change in position so much as a 
desire to clan@ the apologetic task in which he was engaged. 



necessary. The fieedom which lies in the seKtranscending image of God laves humanity 

with a choice, whereby humans are aware of their participation in sin, and thus do not 

escape accountability. 

Ham Hohann noted that 'Weibuhr will never deny either the burden of sin or the 

-dom of man which is the fist condition of re~~onsibility."~~ If humanity could 

rationalise or educate its way out of sin, the inevitability of original sin wodd be denied, 

and if hwnanity was so utterly submerged beneath the rnarks of sin so as to obliterate the 

image of Gd, they could not be considered accountable for sin. According to Niebuhr, 

accountability for sin is confïrmed by the conscience: "The fact of responsibility is attested 

by the feeling of remorse or repentance which foliows the sinhl action." It is important to 

notice that conscience does not establish guilt, but rather cunfirrns it. As the self 

contemplates the sinful act, "it discovers that some degree of conscious dishonesty 

accompanied the act, which means that the self was not deterrninistically and blindly 

involved in it." The result of such contemplation will lead to remorse and repentance, 

which "are simifar in their acknowledgement of fieedorn and responsibility and their 

implied assertion of it. They dSer in the fact that repentance is the expression of fieedorn 

and faith while remorse is the expression of fieedom without f a i t l ~ . " ~ ~  Though Niebuhr 

acknowledges the possible complacency which may emerge in the conscience through 

deception and habitua1 patterns of action, he maintains individuai accountability for sin, 

arguing "that habitual sin can never destroy the uneasy conscience so cornpletely as to 

7%Iofmann, 197. 
71~iebuhr, Human Nature, 255. Niebuhr writes further regarding the ciifference between 
remorse and repentance: "The one is the 'Godly sorrow' of which St. Paul speaks, and the 
other is 'the sorrow of this world which worketh death.' It is, in other words, the despair 
into which sin transmutes the anxiety which precedes sin." 



remove the individual from the realm of mord responsibility to the reah of unmoral 

nature."72 Again, Hofmann offers a heipful summiuy of Niebuhfs thought: 

Sin belongs to the unf'athomable rnystery of God, who never lets sinfLl man fall out 
of His hand nor fiom the domain of His seeking love. Else the God who is 
Almighty would not be also absolute love and would not be the only true and just 
judge. Man's conscience, which so long as it speaks at all t e d e s  that man iu his 
original state decreed by God is truiy a person, and accuses him of perversion, is 
based upon this understanding of sin and proves its correctness. It is man, loved 
by God, loved in Eeedom and endowed with wiU, man at the meeting place of 
nniteness and fieedom, of nature and spirit - it is only this man who can redy sin. 
Sin is the final, aimost unbelievable, denial by man of the buis of his own 
existence. 73 

Niebuhr's observations are helpful and insighttùl as they reinstate sin as rooted in 

the will of humanity, something which liberalism had gone to great lengths to deny. 

Indeed, his conclusions represent a great step forward for theological anthropology. At 

the same tirne, it rnust be admitted that "the final authority which Niebuhr bows to is not 

the Biblicd witness, but rather the psychological experiences which men pass through 

when they analyse their own acts of wrongdoing. "74 The result is that the very depth of 

sin, which Niebuhr tries to establish, is denied, and the human conscience given greater 

autonomy as the locus of authority than is warranted, given Niebuhr's previous analysis. 

He argues the pre-existence of sin foms its inevitability within the will of humans, but 

7 2 ~ i d . ,  256. 
73~ohann, 1 97-1 98. Recognising Niebuhr's thought as not completely original, 
H o h m  r a d s  "between the h e s  here the experience of a vital and honest man, an 
expenence such as we find in Augustine's Confessions. The thinking parallels Luther's 
statement that by our power much is accomplished, surprisingiy much, but not the whole. 
Iust when we desue to do the whole, to complete our great and foolish rejection of our 
own potentiality as given and ordained by God, we fdl helpless and hopeless, in our fd 
pulling d o m  everything around us." 
7J~amell, 89. 



stops short of acknowledging sin as a constitutional de fi ci en^^.^^ On the contrary7 he 

argues, finaliy, that the true essence of humanity is justice, expressed in love, and 

demonstrateci in the love and gram of Jesus Christ. 

Original Justice 

According to his understanding of the creation myth, Niebuhr does not hold to a 

temporal state of perfection pnor to the fd.76 He assigns such b e k f  to a titeral and false 

reading of the bibiicd account. Perfect essence is regarded as the m e  nature of humanity 

as God intended at creation, known only through the revelation of Jesus Christ, who 

displayed the tme essence of  human nature. For both natural and spiritual elements of 

human nature, there is a corresponding intended perfdon.  While natural law 

corresponds to the natural essence of humanity in its perfected state, love is the 

corresponding principle of perfection to the spirit. The corresponding elements of 

perfection are not only desirable for humanityy but they serve as its requirements, and are 

75~arnell's analysis is particularly hteresting. He writes: "One of the most glaring lacunae 
in Niebuhr's system protrudes here. Niebuhr telis us very clearly why sinning (on his 
definition of sin) is inevitable - it is because men persistently refbse to remain within their 
appointed b i t s .  But what Niebuhr does not oblige to explain with persuasion is why this 
refusing is inevitable. He rejects the notion that there is a sinfiilness in the race which has 
corne d o m  through Adam through naturai heredity - 'an Augustinian comption,' in his 
words. But may it not actuaily be that man is far more constitutionally sinful than 
existentialism is willing to concede? How else can we explain the refusai of man to remain 
within his limits? When an automobile continually breaks dom, one soon suspects that 
there is a constitutional deficiency in the machine. What, likewise, of man?" Camell, 92. 
Camell is correct in his cnticism regarding the desirability of recognising sin as a 
constitutional deficiency. However, even though Niebuhr does not expiicitly descnbe 
original sin as an Uiherent constitutional corruption, the notion is not completely foreign to 
his thought. Sin rnay not be seen as total destruction of essential nature7 but it is regarded 
as a corruption. See Human Nature, 269,275-276. In any case, NiebuIr certainly stands 
apart from his Liberal colleagues who argue the virtues and potentialities of humanityy 
while he consistently reiterates the inevitable sinfulness of humanity. 
7 6 ~ f  Pmenberg, n. 56. 



possible because humanity's essential nature, though compted, is not destroyed by sin. 

Niebuhr is aware of the possibility that nich concessions to human self-esteem may 

contribute to the sin of pride, yet he is anxious to correct the "errors" of the Protestant 

doctrine of total depravity, and the Catholic understanding of the dom«n supernatzrrde. 

The perfection of humanitfs essential nature serves as law to individuals through self- 

transcendent memory of essence compted but not destroyed, a Iaw not completely 

extemal to indhiduals, but "written on their hearts." Niebuhr recognises these laws are 

not simple possibilities for humanity, but rather they are to be understood as uttirnate 

possibilities. 

Love becomes the most significant mord requirement, because unlike any law or 

system of justice, it binds human spirit to human spirit, in a way that transcends natural 

partidarities. "The law of love is thus a requirement of human freedom; and the fieedom 

of the self and of the other both require it."" Love as the justitia origina1i.s of human 

nature carries particuiarly demanding moral requirernents, and represents the fulcrum of ai l  

of Neibuhr's theotogical and political writing: 

In its fieedom it constantly rises above. . . laws and mles and realizes that they are 
deterrnined by contingent factors and that they f d  short of the ultimate possibility 
of loWig the neighbour "as thyself". A sense of justice may prompt men to 
organize legal systems. . . through which a generai sense of obligation toward the 
needy neighbour is expresseci. But no such system can lave the self satisfied when 
it faces particular needs among those who are the beneficiaries of such minimal 
schemes of justice. The fieedom and uniqueness of the other also raise moral 
requirernents above any scheme of justice. . . . Love is thus the end terni of any 
system of mords. It is the moral requirement in which d schemes of justice are 
fÙWed and negated. . . . It does not carefidy arbitrate between the needs of the 
self and of the other, since it meets the needs of the other without concem for the 
~ e l f . 7 ~  

"~iebuhr, Human Nature, 2%. 
7 8 ~ i d .  



To what degree the orighai nghteousness of love may be realised in the history of sinful 

humanity becomes Neibuhr's obvious concem, to which he directs his attention in H m m  

Dedny, volume II of n e  N'ire d Destiny of Mm. 

Those aspects of Niebuhr's anthropology addresseci here retain unique and 

enduring relevance to social ethics. The notion of approaching theology f7om below 

offen apologetic strength, though appeals to cornmon human expenence become less 

useM in a postrnodern age, unless the human aory is told h m  a narrative approach. This 

is possible using Neibuhr's anthropological paradigq considering the broad philosophical 

history he addresses. H d t y  as the starting point of theology relates weN to a world 

which is consumed by reflection and appreciation of itself. Likewise, Niebuhr properly 

elaborates the existentid problem of human existence as rooted in the dialectical tension 

between humans as bearers of freedom in Gods image, and humans as dependent and 

finite creatures. But NiebuMs greatest strength is his recognition of the human condition 

of sin, which holds certain anthropocentnc tendencies in check. Sin as pride, will-to- 

power, and sensuality applies itself well to a social ethic which sees misappropriation and 

use of power as a signincant human problem, and the indulgence of ~ e ~ l o v e  as a 

signincant factor in the negiect of social ethics on behalf of certain groups and individuals. 

Likewise, the notion that groups are deceived by sin to imagine their particularities to be 

universally valid and m e ,  l a d s  to a call for confession and repentance. Niebuhr's 

establishment of responsibility for sin despite inevitability offers an important 

anthropological reevaluation of relativistic tendencies in ethics, and suggests the notion of 

spiritual judgement or accountability, related to original justice in humans. Love as the 

expression of original justice offen a way fonvard for anthropology in social ethics, and 

its fU meaning in the agqe of Christ will be revealed in an examination of Neibuhr's 

second volume, Human Destiny. 



CEAPTER III 

The Possibüity of Justice: Considerations From the Second Volume of Niebuhr's 

Anthropological Elaboration 

Leavuig his audience with a sense of need as a result of the intense sinfulness of 

humanity outhed in Hzmm Nàtz~re, Niebuhr continued to provide solutions to the 

problems raised in that volume. Two years after publication of volume 1, Niebuhr offered 

volume II, Human Destiny, to the world for consideration. Its themes of Christology and 

eschatology introduced the solutions of grace and love into the human situation, as 

revelation and fulfilment. Bob Patterson has noted that Niebuhr's "doctrine of grace has 

been denied, distorted, or neglected by critics, both friendiy and unfnendly."l Such 

mistreatment is true of much of the theology portrayed in ?%ebuhr's second volume, which 

has received Little attention compared to  his doctrine of s h 2  Nevertheless, an 

examination of this volume iUuminates a study of Niebuhr's anthropology by providing a 

solution to the existential problem of humanity's sin, appropriated through the revelation 

of Chnst, and lived out in comrnunity through an ethic of love. This chapter will examine 

Niebuhr's anthropological thought centred on two themes, Chnstology and eschatology, 

l~atterson, 102. 
2~gain, Patterson writes, "The early writings of Niebuhr were far more concerned with an 
analysis of man's sins than they were about Godk grace. His early concern was to shatter 
the idols of man's selsesteem. The 'growth in grace' in his books came later, finding 
systematic treatment in volume 2 of his M o r d  Lectures. But his treatment of sin in 
volume 1 was lauded and criticised so extravagantly that it overshadowed the second 
volume when it appeared two years later." Patterson, 102. 



and will relate possibilities for love and justice to the Kingdom of God. Niebuhr's 

theology suffers here fkom an apparent lack of doctriod understandmg of the Holy Spirit 

and ecclesiology, and his symbolic portrayal of biblical tmth leaves his method less than 

satisfjing. Nevertheless, his elaboration of the signiIicance of grace and revelation, 

kingdorn and power, for the socio-ethical attitudes and actions of humanity provides many 

helpfùi insights in the construction of an evangelical social ethic which takes justification 

and judgement into equal consideration. 

Ch ns tology 

Niebuhr's Christological presentation was not partieulady systematic, but 

significant to bis thought nonetheless. By his own admission, Christology eventually 

becarne central to his thought and crucial to his anthropology, though he never elaborated 

it dog~naticall~.~ hterpreting the revelation of Christ in hiaory in relation to his tirne- 

etemity dialectic, and tiom the existentid perspective of its meanhg for humanity, Niebuhr 

concluded with an understanding of Christology as it offered a nom and a basis for ethical 

striving. In the tradition of the Reformation, Niebuhr "rnoved fiom the benefits of Christ 

to his promises, fiom what Christ does to us to what he is for us."4 Hans Hofmann has 

noted that Niebuhr's Christology was intended to be nothing more than an analysis of the 

truth about Christus pro nobis and Christus in nobis, and yet Paul Lehmann shows how a 

3~iebuhr writes: "The situation is that 1 have come graduaily to realise that it is possible to 
look at the human situation without illusion and without despair oniy £hm the standpoint 
of the Christ-reveiation. It has come to be more and more the ultimate truth. . . . 1 have 
come to know with Pascal that only in 'simplicity of the Gospel' is it possible to measure 
the fùli 'dignity' and 'misery' of man. Thus the Christological center of my thought has 
become more explicit and more important. But. . . I have never pretended to be a 
theologian, and so I have elaborated the Christological theme only in the context of 
inquiries about human nature and human hiaory." See Reinhold Niebuhr, "Response," in 
Kegley and Bretall, 43 9. 
.'~atterson, 105. 



rereading of Niebuhr's theology &om the perspective of bis Christotogy reveals "a fkesh 

and rewarding discovery of an hainsic  nit^."^ As L e h m a ~  has made clear, one would 

not expect an extended treatrnent of Christology in a treatise on human nature and human 

destiny. Nevertheless, in Mebuhr's examination of what Christ has done in and for 

humanity, as the second Adam and as the Son of God, the anthropologicai significance 

becomes clear. "Plainly, if unobtmsively, NiebuWs account of Jesus Christ is the 

presupposition of his anthropology. "6 

As for his theology in general, Niebuhr's Christology grew out of a rejection of 

liberai Protestant formulations of optimism and triumphalism, which lefi the problem of 

evil either defeated or unresolved. It was his concern to challenge such sirnplified notions 

of history, which do justice neither to the power of love nor the seriousness of sin. 

Niebuhr wrote: 

If the revelation of history's meaning is aven through vicarious suffering of a 
guiltless individuai or nation this means one of two things. It may mean that 
vicarious love is a force in history which graduaiiy gains the triumph over evil and 
therefore ceases to be tragic. This is the optimistic interpretation which liberal 
Christianity has given the Cross of Christ. According to this interpretation the 
power of love in history, as symbolized by the Cross, beguis tragicaiiy but ends 
trîumphantly. It overcomes evil. But the idea of the de r ing  servant in history 
may also mean that vicarious love remains defeated and tragic in history; but has 
its triumph in the knowledge that it is ultimately right and tme. Such a tragic 
conception still leaves the problem of the evil in history unreso~ved.~ 

For Niebuhr, the concepts of revelation and history are inseparable. History gives 

humanity its freedom and its accompanying sinfiil assertions of self-interest, and at the 

same t h e  bears the redeeming activity of God. Hans Hohann observed, "Because 

%ee ho ha^, ZMf; Paul Lehmann, "The Chnstology of Reinhold Niebuhr," in Kegley 
and Bretali, 253. 
6~ehmann, 254. 
'~iebuhr, Human Des finy, 45. 



history is the bearer of God's redeeming activity moving towards its goal, and also at the 

sarne time the bearer of man's seIf-will and rebellion, intolerable tension exkits between the 

redemptive will of God and the sinful wiIi of man, between grace and sinw8 Dialectical 

tension must remain the motif for interpreting the action of Jesus Christ in history, which 

implicitly rejects liberal misrepresentations of the human situation. Any interpretation 

which does not take fieedom, sin, or history seriously "must be judged inadequate and 

fdse not only on the grounds of biblical Chnaology by above ali fiom the viewpoint of 

realistic anthropology and ethics." If Christ is nothing more than the "ideal man" whose 

perfèct example may be emulated, then "in the background there lies an idealistic and 

optimistic conception of man, who is in the last resort seif-sufficient and who is capable (in 

the essence of his humanity reached in Christ) of being himself the ultimate ideal and 

110rm.~9 

Jesus Christ reveals to humanity the law of love, which transcends history, even as 

it enters history. It is a super-historicai nom in the sense that it reveais the infinite 

possibilities of human Me, which yet remain mattainable by humanity in history as it 

consistently fds short of the revealed ideal. Ln this Christoiogical explanation, Mebulx 

shows "there is in the human situation both more and less than was imagined by the aii too 

simple anthropology which is at the background of liberal Christology. . . . By its lineaiity 

the hurnanizing conception of Jesus disturbs this dialectic of human existence."10 Niebuhr 

maintains the dialectic with his ethical înterpretation of the Cross of Christ. Here, the 

connection between revelation and history is best illustrated, as it keeps the human 

diaiectic in proper perspective. Hans ho ha^ sumarises Niebuhr's thought on this 

8 ~ o h ~  204. 
9 ~ .  M. Lochman, "Realism in Niebuhr's Christology," The Sconish J m d  of 17reolq-y 1 1 
(1958): 256. 
Io1bid. 



point: "Only to man in tnie relatedness to  Himseif does God in Christ reveal Himself as 

He i q  as the God who in His redeeming love clairns man for Himself in order that man 

may cany that love with its restoring power into society and so be directed toward the 

goal at the end of the days. . . . Only in that relatedness can man comprehend the tme 

rneaning of his own existence and ail of history. " l 

Even as Niebuhr sought to refute the claims of liberal Chrïstology, he was equally 

intent to correct the 'mistakes' ofthe orthodox understanding of Jesus Christ. Although he 

moved in an increasingly orthodox direction throughout the development of his 

Christology, Niebuhr refùted orthodoxy's expression of Christology in metaphysical 

rategories. "According to Niebuhr, the orthodox dogrna holds in wntrast to the Liberal 

conception a basic tnith when it asserts that Jesus Christ is the fùhess but also the 

transcendent nom of humanity," wrote J. M. Lochman in the Scottish J m m I  of 

Tlieoiop. %ut even this dogma rnisrepresents the final truth when it tries to express the 

symbolic and dialectical truth about the revelation of God in the terms of Greek 

rnetaphysics. " l2 For Niebuhr's existentid thinking, such a theological mode1 reduced faith 

and overemphasised human capacity to know the unknowable. Niebulu beiieved tint 

whenever attempts are made to express Christological truth in metaphysical tems, "this 

means, in effect, that an ultimate mith, transcending all human wisdom and apprehended 

by fath, is transmuted into a truth of human wisdorn and incorporated into a metaphysical 

~ystern."~~ Niebuhr's goal became the successful hterpretation of the "metaphysical 

dogma" about the two natures of Christ in "more personal ethical concepts." It was 

hportant for Niebuhr that Jesus was sinless, but especially so on the Ievel of his humanity, 

as he who was more than human revealed the "impossible possibility," thus depicting the 



"basic dialectic character of our situation. It is anthropologically relevant and for that 

reason more comprehensible to the modem man than metaphysical concepts;" a statement 

which points again to Niebuhr's apologetic and ethical concems over his desire to offer 

As a presupposition of his anthropology, Niebuhr's Christology is built upon the 

sarne existentid methodology. His rejection of metaphysics in favour of ethics is apparent 

throughout his Chnstological elaboration, and he specifically states his preference in this 

respect: 

Theologies c o n ~ u e  to elaborate systems which either clah the authority of the 
Cross for the relative n o m  of histo~y or which raise the perfection of the Cross 
and the sinlessness of Christ to a position of irrelevance. But meanwhile Christian 
faith has always understood, beyond all canons of cornmon sense and ail 
metaphysical specdations, that the perfection of the Cross represents the 
fiilnlment- and the end -of historic ethics. l5 

This abandonment of metaphysics in favour of ethics represents both strengths and 

weaknesses of IViebuhr's thought. In one sense, it sharpens his focus in the direction he 

intends, but it lads to a serious neglect of biblical revelation and historicai Protestant 

theology regarding the meaning of the incarnation and atonement. 

Despite Niebuhr's reaction to orthodox Christology, Paul Lehmann argues 

somewhat plausibly that Niebuhr graduaily moved fiom "a less and less irnplicitly to a 

more and more explicitly evangetical Chri~tology."~~ From the very earliest writings, 

Lehmann suggests, Niebuhr "concentrated upon the guif' between Christianity and 

contemporary culture and upon the anthropological consequences of that gulf." For 

'%ee Lochman, 26 1 .  
15~iebuh., Human Destiny, 75. 
16see Lehmann, 263E "Evangelicai" in this sense refers to the universal nature and 
relevance of the Christ event. 



Nebuhr, "neither orthodox nor liberal interpretations of the Christian faith have given 

relevant expression to the insights of Christian faith, so that its truth and power have been 

obscured."I7 In his twentieth-century version of "the benefits of Christ," Niebuhr retied 

on a Liberal Protestant fiamework to underscore the contemporary relevance of 

Chnstianity in generai and Christology in particular. But tme to his Refomed heritage, he 

eventudy shifted fiom a concern for the relevance of Christ to an interest in the tmth of 

Christ, "and in so doing made contemporary sense of the Chnstological insights of 

orthodoxy." Although Mebulx starteci with "the benefits of Christ," this beginning 

". . .[gave] contemporary meaning and effectiveness to the Christus in nobis." l8 Niebuhr's 

Reformed roots played a role in keeping him theologically grounded: 

Unlike the Cbristology of medieval and Protestant scholasticism, the Reformers 
broke fresh ground for understanding and interpreting the person and work of 
Jesus Christ by stresshg the link between Christology and anthropology. 
Niebuhr's Christology stands in this tradition and shares its movement fkom the 
benefits to the promise, tiom the Chrisrus in nubis to the Christus pro nobis, from 
what Christ is and does in and to us to what He does and is for u d 9  

The comection between anthropology and Christology is maintaineci through 

Niebuhr's conceptual shift, though its point of reference has changed. As Lehmann sums 

up, "The tumiog point in the theology of Reinhold Niebuht is the point at which the 

concem for the relevance of Christianity is stated less and less with reference to the human 

situation to which the Christian faith is relevant and more and more with refmence to the 

truth of the Christian faith by which the human situation is illumined and reso~ved . "~~  

NiebuWs shift lads him to attempt to interpret humanity in Iight of Christology, and once 



Chn'stus in nobis is rediscovered, he is able to move once more to the relevance of 

Christus pro nobis. 

Jesus Chnst as the second Adam presupposes a e s t  Adam. What is to be known 

about the perfection of humanity in a £irst Adam can be known ody as Christ has revealed 

it, since perfection of humanity is never realised in history. Niebuhr interprets the 

orthodox understanding of Christ as human and divine in terms of the "paradoxical 

relation of a divine agqe, which stoops to conquer, and the human agccpe, which rises 

above history in a sacrificial This explanation of the doctrine preserves the 

dialectic of the possibilities and limitations of history. As the possibilities and limitations 

of history are revealed and shed in their signincance for hurnanity, themes of grace and 

atonement become particularly relevant to Niebuhr's anthropology. 

Niebuhr understood grace in a two-foid nature. It is both tmth and power: truth 

as it confkonts humanity with the "impossible" ideal in Christ; power as that which makes 

the tmth "possible" in history. Christ as the second Adam revealed the perfection of 

human nature, which is part of human essence, but impossible within history which 

involves fieedom and fitude. Christ as the Son of God revealed the divine love of God 

whose grace offers forgiveness for sin and ernpowerment to strive for proha te  justice 

even in the midst of sinfùl conditions, out of gratitude for God's great love. Spiritual 

regeneration is the resulting process from acknowledgement of Christ as second Adam 

and Son of God. Niebuhr centred on three aspects of Gaiatians 2:20: "1 am crucified with 

Christ: nevertheless 1 live; yet not 1, but Christ liveth in me. . . ." In this verse he saw an 

explanation of the process of regeneration, wherein the converteci self confesses new life 

as the result of divïnely ùitùsed power. "Niebuhr rnaintained that the new Ne, a product 

of the grace of God, is a r d t y ;  but the new life is never a fully accomplished reality. It is 



fWy accomplished in intention rather than achievement. Grace does not completely 

rernove the contradiction between God and 

Wanting both to support and deny the sovereignty of divine grace, Niebuhr 

preserved human responsibility by "interpreting God's electing grace and man's fkee wiU as 

an existentid relation He said that the relation cannot be subjected to a precise logical 

analysis. Free wiii as a force working independently of grace is true on one level of 

expenence (the suiful self), while God's gram as the exclusive source of human 

redemption is true on another level (faith)."23 In this way, existentid conversion "is 

theoretically as repetitious in the individual as the experience of the ' f a  itself. . . the 

dialectic is broken if the conversion experience is not kept as much a marching of truth 

within history as the experience of falling."24 As Niebuhr wrote, "The shattering of the 

self is a perennial process and occurs in every spiritual experience in which the self is 

conf?onted with the claims of God, and becornes conscious of its sinful, seK-centred 

 tat te."^^ Here, Niebuhr departed f?om orthodox understandings of conversion, which "the 

classic Reformas taught with singleness of mind. . . was a unique experience in man and 

was not r e~ea ted . "~~  This error is due, in part, to Niebuhr's limited view of the 

Niebuhr is quick to dismiss liberal understandings of the atonement, which 

rnisinterpret the meaning of the incarnation, and the need of h ~ ~ m a n i t ~ . ~ ~  But in Niebuhr's 

27~iebuhr accuses Hastings Rashdall of being "a typical Anglican rationalia," by 
undermining the importance and the significance of the atonement. Human Destiny, 59. 
Cf Hastings Rashdall, The Idea of Atonement N> Chnsti~171 ïheology, (London: 19 19). 
This volume upholds an exemplarist theory of atonement, rejecting substitutionary theories 
as incompatible with modern conceptions of justice. 



thinking, "there can be no simple abrogation of the math of God by the mercy of God." 

It is a complex notion whereby "the wrath of God is the wortd in its essential structure 

reacting against the sinful comptions of that structure; it is the law of Iife as love, which 

the egotism of man defies, a defiance wbich l ads  to the destruction of We. The rnercy of 

God represents the uitimate fieedorn of God above his own Iaw; but not the fieedorn to 

abrogate the law." This mystery is grasped only as God's justice and forgiveness are 

recognised together as one. Knowledge of the divine mercy through God's justice and 

forgiveness brings hwnanity to despair, without which "there is no possibility of the 

contrition which appropriates the divine forgiveness." Moreover, 

It is in this contrition and in this appropriation of divine rnercy and forgiveness that 
the human situation is M y  understood and overcome. In this experience man 
understands himseif in his hiteness, realizes the guilt of his efforts to escape his 
hsufnciency and dependence and lays hold upon a power beyond himself which 
both completes his hcompleteness and purges him of his false and vain efforts at 
self-completion. ** 

For Niebuhr, this appropriation of righteousness, through human realisation of gudt and 

reception of forgiveness through grace, represents the signincance of the atonement. This 

conception stands in critical contrast to other explanations. 

Niebuhr especially criticises historical orthodox positions, which he accuses of 

falling prey to Greek rnetaphysics, to the perd of faith and existentid understanding. It is 

Niebuhr's misunderstanding of the nature of sin which Ieads to this somewhat tmncated 

version of the atonement. If sin is not something which humans do againsf God, then 

there is no need of a Christ who reconciles them metaphysically and existentially to God. 

In Carneli's view, Niebuhr's Christology reveals that he does not realIy take sin seriously at 

dl: 



Man is only in an existentid predicament. He does not stand under the wrath of a 
severe God hto whose hands it is a fearful thing to fd .  The transition £tom 
sintiiiness to e t e d  salvation is rather painless. Sin will easily be forgiven, for 
God will take al1 of Our sUis into and upon Himself. Niebuhr speaks very ofien of 
judgement, but his descriptions are always uifomed with a half-hearted liberdism. 
God is picttued in a way man hopes that He is, and not according to the way Jesus 
Christ warned in advance that He actuaily is. 29 

The result is that Niebuhr does not fàithtùlly balance the dialectic of God's justice and 

mercy. For in the end, God's justice is swailowed up in his mercy, and the need of 

humanity for a radical, metaphysical solution to sin is watered d o m  to a simple 

recognition of human finitude. At this point, Lochman insists that we encounter Niebuhr 

"at the frontier of religious idealism dressed up as 'realisrn' and in the Christological sphere 

we are near a certain form of d o ~ e t i s m . " ~ ~  

Niebuhr's Christology as it a p p a s  in me Nùture and Destiny of Man certainly 

represents a maturation of his thought tiom earlier writings. Niebuhr hirnself wrote in 

1939 that his early Christological thought contained al l  of the "theological windmiIlsN 

against which he was then fighting so ~ i ~ o r o u s l ~ . ~ ~  At the same the,  it must be argued 

that he never fÙ11y recovered ffom those early iiberal innuences on his thinking, as 

Lochman has demonstrated convincingly. Lochman points out significant weaknesses of 

Niebuhr's C hristology w hich rem& centrai to his anal y sis throughout its development . 

While Niebuhr's dialectic "has some justice done to it by traditional Christology," there are 

"traces of a methodological approach which make it questionable &om a theoiogicai point 

of view." The major weakness of NîebWs methodology is that its symbolism leads to 

formulation where "we find in Jesus Christ an illustration, a reflection of the general 

2 9 ~ a m e ~ ,  201. 
3'bchman, 258. 
%ee Reinhold Niebuhr, "Ten Years That Shook My World," Chrisfian Centzîry 56 (April 
26, 1939): 542. 



problems of anthropology and ethics rather than a unique and cuncrete event in which the 

real God in the real man intervenes in our history . "32 

Niebuhr rejected outright Barth's denial of the AnhepfUngspt(nkt, which Niebuhr 

believed "exists in man by virtue of the residual element of justita originaks in Es 

being."33 Moreover he wrote: "The relation between the truth, apprehended in God's self- 

disclosure, and the tmth about Me which men deduce through a rationai organisation of 

their experience, might best be clarifiecl through the analogy of our knowfedge of other 

persans." Niebuhr's affection for analogous reasoning became very apparent here. Even 

so, Niebuhr maintained that the other self cannot be understood in the depths of 

personality unless he speaks. "Only the 'word' of the other self; coming out of the depth 

or height of his self-transcendeme can hal ly  disclose the other "In as subject and not 

merely object of our knowledge. Only this communication can give the final clue to the 

pecdiar behaviour of the ~ther."~? The revelation in Christ is acknowledged, but its 

relevance reduced to what it reveals of humanity, rather than what it means for God. "For 

Nïebuhr Chnstology is relevant so far as it explains this [dialecticd] view of world and of 

man. In so far as it contradicts this it is re je~ted ."~~ In this way, Niebuhr consistently 

32~ochman, 256-257. While Patterson argues, "Niebuhr eventuaily came to the place in 
his Christology where he ernphasized equaily well the truth of the Christian faith and the 
relevance of this truth to the human situation," (Patterson,105), it seems questionable 
whether such a dialectical balance was ever explicitiy reached. This is at lest partly due 
to Niebuhr's fdure to elaborate his doctrinal understanding in a more systematic fashion. 
To be fair, his intention was always to provide a foundation and motivation for human 
behaviour rather than oEer elaborate d o c t ~ a i  explanations. But Mebuhr's symbolic 
interpretation of the Cross-Resurrection event does little justice to his understanding of 
history and its significance as a solution for the human situation. 
33~iebuhr regardeci B m e r  as being closer to the tmth on this issue, as he engaged in 
vigorous debate with Barth. Niebuhr conceded that Barth was successfil in pointing out 
inconsistencies in Brumer's work, but argued that alone did not prove him wrong. See 
Human Destiny, 64. 
34~id . ,  65. 
35~ochman, 262. 



based his Christological analysis on existentid observation, adjusting the orthodox 

understanding as deemed necessary, rather than aflowhg the historical witness to stand as 

a corrective to his own theology. 

Overall, Niebuhr's Chnstology remains unsatiswg and unwnvinchg. As for 

most Christologies of Niebuhr's the ,  "the pnce paid for a more plastic and to the modem 

man more comprehensible formulation of the fiindamental meaning of history is too 

Especially signincant for ethics is Niebuhr's binitarian approach to theology 

which neglects the ongoing role of the Holy Spirit in the world, particularly in relation to 

eEorts of justice. This concem will be addressed more M y  later in relation to Niebuhr's 

understanding of the Kingdom of God. An appropriation of Neibuhr's concept of grace 

as truth and power may yet prove helpful in an evangelical ethical construction, but his 

overd understanding of incarnation and atonement leaves the problem of sin unsolved, 

and thus the potential of the nniggle for justice is weakened, if not obliterated. 

Eschatology and Ethics 

Robin Scroggs has Wîitten that the interpretation of ethics wilI ultimately depend 

on the kind of eschatology chosen as the 1node1.~~ This has proven true from Albert 

Schweitzer's "consistent eschatology" to C. H. Dodd's "reaiized eschatology" and beyond. 

For Niebuhr, his views of history, Christology, and eschatology, are ail dependent one on 

the other, as they together relate to and assist his understanding of the human situation. 

Getting fiom Mebuhr's conception of sin and justification, Christ and divine love, to an 

obligatory social ethic, necessitates travelling via his eschatology. Niebuhr's 

eschatological presentation as it validates human action within history, and yet supersedes 

3 6 ~ i d . ,  263. 
37~obin  Scroggs, "The New Testament and Ethics: How Do 
Here?" Perspectives in Religrgrous Studies 2: 4 (Winter 1 9 84): 

We Get From There to 
79. 



it with an unattainable ideal and transcendent culmination yields most helpful results with 

respect to anthropology and ethics. The challenge provideci by the expectant and 

empowered interim between Christ's a p p m c e  as the fùifïlment of history, and the 

parmsiu which represents the end of history gives value to historical efforts which stnve 

for justice, while acknowledging the limiteci nature such efforts will have. It also satisfïes 

the biblical eschatological requirement which sees ultimate fiilfilment of justice and 

righteousness as possessed and given ody by God in the culmination of history (beyond 

histoiy), without negating human responsibility to approximate such ideals within history. 

Niebulu's eschatology is the place where arithropology fhds all of its m e d g  with respect 

to the revelation of Christ, and the ethical requirement of love revealed in the Cross. It 

maintains the dialectics of history, humanity, and God, understanding that ali historical 

f u b e n t  is in God alone. The symbols of second coming, last judgement, and 

resurrection give meaning to the interim period where humans are responsible to display 

love in societal relationships in iight of the divinely-revealed essential nature of humanity. 

The didectic between what is possible for humanity and what is required, reveals the 

Kingdom of God in hurnans whose uneasy consciences vaiidate the reality of the Cross, 

and atonement for sin, 

Hans Hofmann surns up Niebuhr's view of eschatology in relation to his other 

doctrines quite succinctly in the following paragraph: 

In His creative love, God made man a mature in His own image, fitted for loving 
in fieedom. Man in his obstinate self-seeking tore hirnself loose f h m  love. The 
man, so ruined and lost in chaos of bis own making, God restored through His 
redeerning act in Jesus Christ. Fulally it is God who in the m e n t  of historical 
tirne, in His final judgement and His final redemption ends the confusion and 
torture of human sin. By and from this end, God gives now faith and trust to the 
man who surrenders himselfto Hm. God üluminates history with a meaning given 



by this end and fulfilment. So God establishes the individual unity of man's being 
and action, here and now, under the light of tbis last j ~ d ~ e r n e n t . ~ ~  

Niebuhr viewed the ciifference between end as goai and end as extermination as a key to 

eschatologid understanding. He used the tems telos and finis to describe these two 

concepts, which are beyond history, but give history its meaning. 

The interim between telos and finis adequately provides an understanding of 

Niebuhr's "impossible possibilityy" validating the need to stnve for justice in society as the 

temporal expression of eternal divine love. The tension between revealed perfection and 

attainable, proximate ethics provides a way of understanding the fdure of humanisr to 

achieve love on a socio-political level, and provides further evidence for N~ebuhr's 

refutation of utopian social systems. At the same tirne, if the doctrines of second coming, 

last judgement, and resurrection are understood strictly in a symbolic sense, even the 

depth of meaning such symbols impart to history will seem to fa11 short of the fuhess of 

these doctrines provided by orthodox Christianity. Understanding their "symbolic" 

meaning for existentid experience is helpful, but it lacks a tùrther dimension whereby the 

etenal interacts with history metaphysically as weii as existentially, making these symbols 

much more senous in light of etemity, and also lending increased meaning to history as 

interirn. 

Niebuhr was correct in his assertion that the eschatologically-revealed nature of 

God forms the primas, ethical sanction. This view stood in direct contrast to other 

popularly-held notions of ethics in relation to eschatology. Albert Schweitzer argued, for 

example, that Jesus beiieved in the immediate future realisation of the ~ i n ~ d o r n . ~ ~  In this 

case, "ethics cm oniy have occupied a subsidiaiy place in his thinking, as goveniing the 

3 8 ~ 0 h ~  225. 
3 9 ~ ~  Albert Schweitzer, Ine Mysîery of the Kingdom of Gd, tram. Walter Lowrie 
(London: Black, 1925). 



brief interim between the present and the anticipated apocalypse of the ~ i n ~ d o r n . " ~  In 

Schweitzer's understandhg of "Uiterim," not only were the eschatological views held by 

Jesus mistaken, but the interim ethics are not to be considered normative, and "are invalid 

for determining proper behaviour" t ~ d a ~ . ~ I  Some have corne to Schweitzer's defence, 

arguing that he "was not advocating that the content of Jesus ethic was derived fkom his 

belief in the Kingdom, rather that the impetus Eom the urgency of repentance was due to 

the neamess of the end."q2 In any case* this notion is contrasted by Niebuhr's symbolic 

interpretation of last judgement, which stands over and at the end of history at d l  &es, 

making the ethical task an urgent and necessary one. In this way, Niebuhr maintained the 

urgent nature of the interim while stdi holding ont0 its reality in the present, and through 

ail of history fkom the telos to thefinis. 

Niebuhr's view also protected him h m  the type of incomplete eshatology which 

C. H. Dodd e~aborated.~~ Dodd's "realued eschatology" fked ethics 6om the tirne 

constraints placed on them by Schweitzer. For Dodd, "Jesus' ethic is a moral idea given in 

absolute terms and grounded in fundamenta timeless, religious principles, for the 

Kingdom of God is the coniing of the etemal into the temporal."4J So far, Niebuhr 

would agree. But Dodd contended that eschatology essentially fails to play a signincant 

role for ethics, and ethics cm dispense with eschatology ali together. Since the Kingdom 

was fully reaiised in the appearmce of Jesus, the eschatologicai element is no longer 

%nice Chilton and J. 1. H. MacDonald, Jems and the Ethics of the Kingdom (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, I987), 7. 
%ee Ronald Russeil, "Eschatology and Ethics in 1 Peter," The Evmgelical Quaver& 
XLW:2 (April-June 1975): 78. 
4 2 ~ e r s ,  cited by Douglas Elzell, "Eschatology and Ethics in the New Testament," 
Southwestern Jaurnai of Theology WUI:2 (S pring 1 980): 76. 
4 3 ~ f .  C. H. Dodd, "The Kingdom of God has Corne," Expository Times 48 ( 1  936-3 7): 
138-42. 
'%ee George Eldon Ladd, A Thedogy of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1974), 12 1. 



relevant. This is easily contrasted with Niebuhr's understanding, whereby the ethical ideal 

stands above and at the end of histoy in judgement of human actions. Moreover, the 

Kingdom of God in humanity bears out the tmth of these symbols through the conviction 

of conscience, heightened because of the eschatological reality of the Kingdom of God. 

For Neibuhr, social ethics are impossible without eschatology. 

George Eldon Ladd has argueci that Jesus' ethics had a masure of both continuity 

and discontïnuity with the Law as he reinterpreted it by his own a ~ t h o r i t ~ . ~ ~  He showed 

respect for the Law, but the amival of the Kingdom cballenged its interpretation and 

understanding. In this sense, the Kingdom of God has been "realized" in history, in the 

person of lesus, but contrary to Dodd's thinking, eschatology continues to provide the 

fiamework for ethics because the Kingdom awaits final consummation. Therefore, Ladd 

contended "that ksus' ethîcs can be best interpreted in tenns of the dynamic concept of 

God's rule which has already m d e s t e d  itself in his person but will wme to 

consummation only in the eschatological hour."& Ladd concluded, "The essential 

righteousness of the Kingdom, since it is a righteousness of the heart, is actudy attahable, 

qualitatively, if not quantitatively. Ln its m e s s  it awaits the cornhg of the eschatological 

Kingdom; but in its essence it can be realised here and now, in this age."J7 Although it 

must be acknowledged that Neibuhr's actual view of what constitutes Christian ethics 

would mer  somewhat fiom Ladd's, it is clear that the biblicai view of the eschatological 

ethical sanction is maintained in both cases. Niebuhr would kart$ agree with the notion 

of qualitative ethical realisation in an interim period between the realisation and fulfilment 

of the Kingdom of God. 

4 5 ~ o r  this Uiterpretation, see George Eldon Ladd, n e  Presence of lhe Future (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974). 
"fiid., 283. 
4 7 ~ i d . ,  294. 



Amos Wdder is another scholar who has written extensively on the topic of ethics 

and e ~ c h a t o l o ~ ~ . ~ ~  He argued convincingly for the intimate and necessary conneaion 

between both subjects: "Jesus speaks as though the present Kingdom of God presupposes 

a different relation between man and man, and man and God, and therefore a diEerent 

ethic. . . . And in so far as the Kingdom is already corne, a new order of relationships and 

responsibilities is ~ f f e r e d . " ~ ~  In this respect, eschatology becomes the very foundation of 

Christian ethics, as it was for Neibuhr. Moreover, Wdder suggested that the essential 

sanction for righteousness is the nature of Go4 revealed eschatologicaUy in the person 

and ministry of Christ. He described the concept of judgement as being closely related to 

the essentiai sanction, but itseifforming only a formal, secondary sanction. Neibuhr would 

s~bscnbe to this understanding, with love serving as the essential sanction for 

righteousness, as revealed in Christ. ludgement, standing beyond history, provides a 

constant secondary sanction as well, reminding the conscience of the d e  of Go4 through 

his Kingdom which awaits final consummation Niebuhr, in this case, would not include 

individual ethics in the discussion, but would focus stnctly on the social ethical sanction 

demanded by love and expressed through justice. The character of God, and God's 

judgement need not be seen as separate essential or secondary ethical sanctions, rather, the 

fact of judgement reveals something of the character of Gods justice and righteousness. 

In this sense, the two concepts become inseparable, and the primary ethical motivation 

remains the character of God, which was revealed for Niebuhr in the agqe of the Cross. 

In any case, it may be concluded that the realisation and the consummation of the 

Kingdom together fom one inseparable, essential sanction for ethics, as Niebuhr argued. 

4 8 ~ e e  especiaily Amos Wilder, Eschatollogy and Ethics (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1978). 
4gIbid., 147. 



Liberation theologians seem to have borrowed heavily h m  Niebuhr's view of 

eschatology. Juan Bonino &es clear his belief that "an eschatological faith makes it 

possible for the Christian to invest his Me historically in the building of a ternporary and 

imperfect order with the certainty that neither he nor his effort is meaNRgIess or 1 0 s t . " ~ ~  

Leonardo Boff speaks of the KLigdorn of God as a metaphor for a "transcendent reality 

which is the divine saivation of human beings. "5  Many Iiberation theologians adhere to a 

didectical understanding of Kingdom and history. But many have not heeded Niebuhr's 

caveats closely enough to avoid falling into the traps of imrnanentism and ~ t o ~ i a n i s r n . ~ ~  

Niebuhr warned that no mere politicai-ideofogicai movement was capable of obtaining 

perfect justice w i t b  history. Niebuhr's dialectic aiways maintained a proper balance 

between God's immanence and transcendeme, and the ability to achieve this provides 

&&on to any enterprise in social ethics which seeks to be fathful to the biblical 

account, and to orthodox Christianity . 

A major weakness of Niebuhr's eschatology, however, is revealed in his 

understanding of the nature of the Kingdom of God. This aspect of his thought is not 

completely clear, as he offers no distinct definition of what codtutes the Kingdom. It 

may be derived fiom his discussion of the Kingdom and justice, that he embraces an 

Augustinian understanding of the eschatological Kingdom, toward which d of humanity 

moves, under the Pace of God. Niebuhr is not so naive as to think that the Kingdom is 

ever achieved by a s f i l  humanity, but he sees the institution of laws and use of poiitics as 

50~uan Bonino, Revolufionury Theology Comes of i g e ,  (London: SPCK, 1975), 152. 
51~eonardo Bo% Faith on the Edge, trans. Robert Barr (San Francisco, CA: Harper and 
Row, 1989), 146. 
52~eferring to the dialectid tension between the "already" and the "not yet" of the 
Kingdom of God, John Stott Mtes, "An overemphasis on the 'alreadyt lads  to 
triumphalism, the claim to perfection. . . which belongs only to the consummated 
kingdom, the 'not yet'." See John Stott, 7he Cross of Christ, (Domers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity, 1 986), 240. 



tools which move humanity toward the Kingdom in increments of h i ~ t o r ~ . ~ ~  Niebuhr's 

argument seems particularly self-defeating here, since the notion of the sinflllness of 

humanity, expressed through coliective egoism, is sornewhat overlooked if humanity is 

progressing toward an improved existence. Niebuhr is eager to point out that his is not a 

view of human progress toward some utopian kture, yet even the use of laws to promote 

justice assumes the human ability to manipufate history toward positive goals. Of course, 

Niebuhi's d o c t ~ e  of the image of God and onginal justice discussed in Chapter [I, 

combined with the grace of God in Christ, d o w  the possibility of improvement and 

progress. But his proposais regarding the application of balance-of-power theories and 

systems of democracy, thernselves f d  prey to human assertions of sin. Niebuhr's 

application, perhaps more than his theology, needs to be updated. 

Before proper application of Niebuhr's eschatology can be made, his view of the 

Kingdom of God requires some clarification and correction.54 Although Niebuhr does not 

equate the Kingdom with the world, neither does he distinguish it from the world. He is 

correct Ui his assertion that the Kingdom stands in tension between reaiisation and 

consummation, but he negiects to point out that it is the Kingdom, not the world, which is 

moWlg in anticipation of fùture perfection. The world is not to be considered evil, but 

neither is it to be equated with the Kingdom? Niebuhr would agree with such a 

natement, but he does not make bis position altogether clear. Again, his refiisal to deal in 

ontological categories means he limits his understanding of the Kingdom to human 

conscience and experience. 

5 3 ~ e e  Niebuhr, Hummt Destiny, 244-286. 
S 4 ~ o r  a particularly helpful biblical exposition of the meaning of the Kingdom of God, see 
G. R Beasley-Murray, Jesus und the Kingdom of God, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans7 
1986). 
%eorge Eldon Ladd, A Kbeology of the New Testament7 rev. ed., ed. Donald A. Hagner 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993): 5 1-52. 



Part of Mebuhr's fdure to clarify the distinction between the Kingdom and the 

world is rooted in his neglect of pneumatology and ecclesiology, and how they bear on the 

human situation as he describes it. He medons his belief that it is the Holy Spirit who 

b ~ g s  about repentance and faith, but he does not elaborate the role of the Spirit working 

through the Kingdom to bring about transformations of humartity.j6 Nor does he specify 

how the HoIy Spirit works through the church to confkont the world with the realities of 

the Kingdom ofûod. Contrary to Niebuhr's belief, it is not in hurnanity but in the church, 

where God meets the world in Christ, through the power of his Holy Spirit. 

These wealoiesses bear pamcular relevance when Nebuhr's application is taken 

into consideration. He would be the fïrst to acknowledge that his concepts of balance-of- 

power and democratic capitalism have been given far too much credmce, given the 

realities of human nature. Even as he stood on the edge of a "potentid international 

cornmunity," he suggested that it would 

be constructed neither by the pessimists, who believe it impossible to go beyond 
the balance of power p ~ c i p l e  in the relation of nation to each other; nor by the 
cynics, who would organize the world by the imposition of imperid authority 
without regard to the injustices which fiow inevitably from arbitrary and 
irresponsible power; nor yet by the idealists, who are under the old illusion that a 
new level of histonc developrnent WU emancipate history of these vexing 
problems. 57 

Rather, he argued, that the new world must be built by those who are resolute, who 

"'when hope is dead will hope by fgth'; who will neither seek premature escape fiom the 

guilt of history, not yet cal1 the evil, which taints all their achievements, good. There is no 

%f. Niebuhr, H t m m  Destiny, 112. Niebuhr's doctrinal weakness with respect to 
pneumatology is particuiarly glaruig here, as he attempts to explain the role of the Holy 
Spirit in human transformation. Later, in his discussion of the Kingdom, pneumatology is 
either completely absent, or confùsed with his doctrine of grace. 
j71bid., 285. 



escape Eom the paradoxïcal relation of history to the Kingdom of G0d."j8 Those who 

have applied Niebuhr's ideas doggedly and unswervingiy to theology, politics, ethics, and 

history, have fded to folow his o m  caveat. Niebuhr's waLning, and his challenge, 

remind those who seek to apply his anthropology to social ethics to examine their own 

systems and applications, coastantly and consistently. This is particdarly relevant as some 

Christian social ethicists have corne to understand that, 

our social systerns are not eternal or absolute but reflect the ambiguous nature of 
humankind and the angelic guardians of culture. Our institutions are not just a 
constra.int on sin. . . they themselves are full of sin. The structures of social life 
contain both good and bad. Because of the hold of self-interest we wiU tend to see 
ody the good in those social fomis which favor our interests unless we have a 
strong theology of sin. Our social life is fden with us, and no social system is 
beyond the need of reform or perhaps even of re~onstitution.~~ 

Freedom to re-evaluate and reconstitute social systems is possible when humanity sees its 

social organisations in light of the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom which is an eternal 

reality directed by the Spirit of God dows  humanity to see their own structures as f i t e ,  

meaning reform and renewal are possible. Such a view of the Kuigdom of God 

strengthens Niebuhr's argument that human endeavours are always tainted by sin, and 

humanity must be cautious to recognise the tentative nature of all efforts. 

Niebuhr's anthropological understanding of the eschatological sanction for ethics is 

besi summed up in the following statement by Camell: "What man does ui hiaory rnakes 

a difference in etemity."60 This is the single moa important conclusion of Neibuhr's 

thought which must be appropriated into any theoretical-ethical construction. Christ 

stands as the revelation of etemity to a humanity in turrnoil of sin because of its refusal to 

581bid., 285-286. 
59~tephen Charles MottY Bzblical Ethics and Social Change, (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1982), 14. 
60~amell, 1 8 1 .  



accept its finite nature. The revelation of the essential ethicai nature of humanity makes 

strivhg for the ethicai ideal possible, even as judgement stands over and the end of 

history. There is a need for humanity to be convinced of its finiteness, that it rnight accept 

this revelation, and understand the necessity of ethical social action in history. For those 

Christians who have accepted the revelation and judgement of Christ, there is a need to 

demonstrate continually the ethical sanction embodied in that revelation, and the 

respoosibility for justice embodied in judgement. Mebuhr's 'mythical' interpretation of 

eschatological symbols notwithstanding, the very meaning of history in the interim 

between telos andfinis as found in the notion of s e ~ c e  and self-sacrifice for the Kingdom 

of God validates his eschatological ethical sanction. 



Chapter TV 

Recasting The Mould of Justice: Conclusions on the Contemporary Relevance of 

Niebuhr's Anthmpology for Evangelical Social Ethies 

To this point, much of Mebuhr's anthropology has been examined, dong with its 

related methodological issues and theological assumptions, and its outgrowth of social 

ethics. The task remains, then, to gather together those aspects of Niebuhr's 

anthropological thought which might be appropriated into a eamework for an evangelical 

social ethic, and to idente and abandon those positions which are sirnply unacceptable to 

orthodox Christianity. This is not to say that some of Niebuhr's ideas will not seriously 

challenge widely-held assumptions within evangelical circles, which have not been 

examined ronsistently with the kind of ~e~critical analysis demanded by the urgent needs 

of society. l ln fact, much of Mebuhr's approach stands as a judgement over indulgences 

of individuality, and a corrective to self-interested socio-political evangelical theology, 

llohn Stott refers to the abandonment of social ethics by evangelicals as "the great 
reversai," quoting works by Timothy L. Smith and David O. Moberg. Stott sumrnarises 
their conclusions to suggest that a focus on the fùndamentals of the faith, predennid 
eschatology and a reaction against liberal approaches all contributed to the decline in 
social concem among evangelicals. Aithough there was somewhat of a renewed concem 
growing out of the Lausanne movement of the 197Qts, evangelicals have never tùily 
recaptured their heritage of social involvement. However, British evangelicals have 
experienced more of a renewed concern than their North Amencan counterparts. See 
John Stott, Decisive Issues Fucing Chnsians Tu&y, (Grand Rapids, MI: Fleming H. 
Revell, 1 !BO), 6- 1 O. Cf Timothy L. Smith Revivaiim and Social Refonn, (New York 
and Nashviile: Abingdon, 1957); David O. Moberg, me Great Reversal, (UK: Scripture 
Union, 1973). 



particularly in North Amenca. Perhaps Niebuhr's most significant contribution will be 

seen as the mould of justice is recast @om the perspective of anthropology, giving new 

relevance to evangelical social ethics, and supplying an apologetic tool in the process of 

evangehsm. 

Identifying the Problern 

In recent decades, evangelical Christianity has stood apart from Nïebuhr's strategy 

for social engagement as evidenced by Car1 Henry's watershed work, A p c t s  of Chn'stim 

Socia/ Ethics, pubbshed in 1964. Ln his volume, Henry defines the ar&ument existing 

between Niebuhr and evangelical Christianity, as represented by the evangelist, Bay 

Graham. Henry seeks to discover "whether the evangelist by his emphasis on spiritual 

decision and dedication offers a solution too simple for presumably insoluble social 

problems, and whether the professor by his reliance on legislation and compulsion as the 

means of social bettement minimùes and neglects the transforrning power of the Holy 

Although Henry's intentions expressed in this volume offer a corrective in 

themselves, his claim that regeneration serves to transforrn society so that it will becorne 

more loving and just does not take into consideration the cornplexities of human nature 

and social existence, as Neibuhr doesS4 

2 ~ h e  appendix of this paper offers an example of how a paradigm buiit on Niebuhr's 
anthropology may be applied, in order to evaluate a particular issue of social relevance. 
3 ~ a r l  F. H. Henry, Aspects of Chnstim Social Ethics, ((Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1964), 15. 
4~enry  actuaiiy turneci to prescriptions for individuals in order to attack social problems. 
While Niebuhr would agree that regeneration is important to the application of love and 
justice in society, he recognised that the sin of human nature would never be overcome in 
history, and so ethical applications would aiways be prolrimate, not final solutions. He 
also recognised that even regenerate humans exhibit a lower form of morality when 
finctioning as part of a social group. Niebuhr's realism offers an important corrective to 
Henry's somew hat naive and idealist approac h. 



In a recent article in Christianity Tariay, PMp Yancey notes the lack of love and 

grace in the attitudes of many "Christians" toward people ofopposing ethical persuasions. 

Such attitudes polarise individuals and shift the focus fiom social to personal ethics, where 

walls are erected and enemies defined. Evangelical Christianiw has been particularly guilty 

of getting "caught up in the polarization" and shouting across picket hes at the "enemy 

on the other side. "5 Yancey asks: 

Who is my enerny? The promiscuous person dying of AJDS? The abortionists? 
The HoUywood producers polluting Our culture? The secularists attacbg my 
moral priociples? The dmg lords niling our inner cities? If 1 cannot show love to 
such people, then I have not understood Jesus' gospel. 1 am stnick with law, not 
the gospel of grace. If my activism, however well-motivated, drives out such love, 
I betray Jesus' kingdom. . . . Jesus declared that Christians are known by one 
distinguishing mark: not political correctness or mord supenority, but love. 

In this single, concise paragraph, Yancey has defined a si@cant shortcoming of 

contemporary evangelical ethics, and confirmed the continuing relevance and value of 

Niebuhr's anthropological approach. 

Contemporary evangelical ethics tend to neglect the social aspect of love, while 

h t e d  on a divisive us-them dichotomy between church and society, otherwise identifieci 

as the 'culture w d 6  Fed by the proliferation of existentialist philosophy and its 

appropriation h o  posmiodern culture, individuals and groups use the very relativisrn they 

5~ancey 35. 
6~nice  Reed confirms this analysis as he comments on the tendency to view ethical 
questions fiom a position of individual morality, out of a failure to see humans in the 
context of their social relationships. "Unfomuüitely, modem methods of evangelism 
frequently reinforce this outlook instead of transforniing it. Those who are converted feel 
thernselves to be over against the rest of the world. . . . In his attack upon the 'social 
gospel,' the evangelical fiequently denies the validity of social ethics for the Christian, and 
is consequently unable to see the way God is acting in every situation and area of human 
activity. " See Bruce Reed, "Biblicai Social Ethics: An Evangelicai View," Christian 
Social Ethics in a Changing WorId An EnrmenicuZ IneologrgrcaZ Inquiry, ed. John C. 
Bennett (New York and London: Association Press and SCM, 1966), 105. 



seek to defeat, to defend their own perspectives. As Car1 Henry lamented in his book of 

three decades ago, those who choose to deal with the sociai aspect of ethics, tend to focus 

more upon ethicai materialkm and its simple prescriptions without considering the 

necessity of a theological foundation. Henry wrote: 

Since the rise of the "social gospei," Protestant ethical theory has lost vital contact 
with biblical perspectives. mead, Protestant expositon have tended to promote 
the "practicd idealism" of Anglo-saxon social philosophy in the name of Christian 
religion. Christian social ethics, therefore, has preoccupied itseif mady with 
material bettement. Although now and then asserthg a Christological foundation 
in broadest generalities, Protestant moralist s have addressed the social situation in 
ternis of particular programs having ecclesiastical approval rather than in tenns of 
a theological interpretation of social order. Neither motivations nor goals are 
disthguished clearly in relation to justice or love? 

The need for serious ethical reflection of positions and approaches is as evident as it was 

when Heruy wrote his sociai ethics.* There is clearly an obligation to build a theological- 

philosophical foundation for any ethical system, and Niebuhr's ability to do this was his 

genius . 

Anthropologicd Foundations 

As nearly every social ethicist adrnits, a 

humanity. For this reason, N~ebuhr's focus on 

'~enry, 159. 

proper ethic mises from a proper view of 

anthropoiogy as a theological foundation 

8 ~ l a n - ~ e l l  has argued that theoretical ethical refiection should not be as scarce as it is. In 
its absence lies the way of "wanton moraiising and that thoughtless jumping upon passing 
ethical bandwagons of which we have so much at the present time." He writes fùrther: 
"While not arguing for antisocial ethics or even for asocial ethics, 1 do feel that some move 
far too quickly to socio-ethical prescriptions. We can see where they have aniveci, but 
since we cannot make out the route by which they have travelled, their conclusions are 
offered for acceptace only on their own authority." Sell is correct in his observations that 
such authofitarian legalisms are ethically unacceptable regardless of whether those 
advocating them are theologicaily conservative or liberal. See Alan P. F. Sell, "A 
Renewed Plea for hpractical Divinity," Stzidies Nz Christian Ethies 8 (1 995): 70. 



for ethics reveals a helpful approach, and a possible conective to tbeological error. 

Niebuhr's cornmitment to understand humanity as it exists within history; to illumine 

humanity's weaknesses and strengths; to balance the the-etemity dialectic within human 

nature and destiny; and to take scriptural revelation seriously serves as a strong foundation 

for a proper social ethic. 

Niebuhr avoided anthropornorphism of God in his approach, always keeping his 

understanding of humanity under the judgement of revelation, but it is easy to fall prey to 

error when building a theology based on anthropology. Many who have borrowed f?om 

Niebuhr have made serious mistakes, failing to ascribe to God those q d t i e s  which are 

God's alone. Peter Beyerhaus has recognised the d i f n d t y  which some arithropological 

systems have experienced when "theologians use the name 'Go& to denote humanity's own 

destiny [and] they ascribe to man in his corporate appearance divine dignity and 

power. . . . With this, the primal temptation of the snake in the Garden gains a fnghtening 

new relevance and actuality: 'Entis sicut ~ d . " ~  Mebuhfs ability to avoid such 

difnculties lends firther credibility to his particular anthropological approach. 

Part of the reason Niebuhr could build his theology successfully on an 

anthropological system successfÙUy was due to his maintenance of the tirne-eternity 

dialectic at every level of analysis. At no point is this more evident than his elaboration of 

the dual nature of humans as h i t e  creatures, yet bearing the image of God. Despite the 

fact that Niebuhr often reached such conclusions based on existentid philosophy, their 

usefùlness may yet be afnrmed by a proper reading of scripture, and so they bear a 

particular relevance for evangelical theology. John Stott readily afnrms the dialectical 

nature of humanity as a key to understanding social ethics. He writes: 

'YOU shd  become as Gods! Peter P. J. Beyerhaus, G d s  Kingdom md the Utopian 
Emor (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 1 W2), 127. 



The bibtical understanding of humankind takes equal account of the Creation and 
the Fail. It is this that constitutes the 'paradox of man'. We human beings have 
both a unique dignity as creatures made in God's image and a unique depravity as 
sinners under his judgement. The former gives us hope; the latter places a limit on 
our expectations. Our Christian critique of the secular mind is that it tends to be 
either too naively optimistic or too negatively pessimistic in its estimates of the 
human condition, whereas the Christian min4 firmly rooted in biblical realism, 
both celebrates the glory and deplores the sharne of our hurnan being. We can 
behave like God in whose image we were made, only to descend to the level of the 
beasts. We are abie to think, choose, create, love and worship, but also to refuse 
to thllik, to choose evil, to destroy, to hate, and to worship ourselves. . . . This is 
'man1, a mange bewildering paradox, dust of earth and breath of God, shame and 
glory. So, as the Christian mind applies itseif to hurnan life on earth, to our 
personai, social and poiitical affairs, it seeks to remember what paradoxical 
creature we are - noble and ignoble, rational and irrationai, loving and selnsh, 
Godlike and bestial. Io 

The tmth is that Niebuhr's understanding of humanity in its dual nature is a solidly 

Protestant orthodox portrayal of anthropology, when examined fiom a bibiical 

perspective. On the one hand, humans bear the image of God which affhns their fieedom 

to fUïl potential and possibilities. On the other hand, humans are bound by creaturely 

necessity, which inevitably yields sin. 

Understanding humans as bearers of God's image, as elaborated by Niebuhr, and 

supported by the biblical and histokal wiûiess, canies particular implications for social 

ethics. If ail human beings bear the image of God, then certain requirements for treatrnent 

of others are implied. Out of this grows Niebuhr's concept of rnutual love, which is rooted 

in scriptural revelation, and the example of Christ. "The commandment to love one 

another is grounded on this common image of sharing in the image of God - on the fact 

that my fellow human being is, in Isaiah's wordg of my 'own flesh and blood'."ll 

Moreover, as Calvin wrote, "Whenever 1 see a man, 1 must, of necessity, behold myself as 



in a mi r r~ r . " '~  The image of God gives humans the responsibility to w e  for one another, 

even as it a&ms the geedom and ability to act in accordance with the revealed ethic of 

love. 

The other side of the dialectic, that humans are also matures, bound by physicd 

necessity and finitude, baiances the image of God in humans with humans as sinners. The 

need to recapture a doctrine of sin before humanity is able to apply itself to social reform 

has been expressed on various levels by evangelical scholars. Kenneth Hamilton has 

affirmed the need for a doctrine of sin on an individual level while Stephen Mott has made 

a similar plea on a collective level.13 Niebuhr's explanations of sin as pride, expressed in 

will-to-power and self-indulgent sensuality are particularly helpful in constructing an ethic 

which takes social sin senously. As expressed in Chapter II, the will-to-power explains 

the desire of humans to exert control over others for their own protection and gain, and 

sensuality explains the passivity of many Christians in the face of grave injustice. l4 

While the acknowledgement of humans as sinners balances anthropological 

assessrnent of human potential, Niebuhr's more helpfiil contribution cornes by way of his 

explanation of sin as expressed through collective egoism. Mott does an admirable job of 

explainhg biblically how sin manifests itself in structures as they are made up of 

coiiedvities of individual, sinful people. l This pardels Niebuhr's assertion that humans 

tend to assert theu particularities as universalities, as an expression of sin on a collective 

12~alvh,  Cornmenfary on a Hannony of the Evangelists, Matthew, Mmk, a d  Luke, 
tram Williams Pringle (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1956), 1:304, cited in Wolterstofl, 
78. 
13see Kenneth Hamilton, Earthfy G d :  me Churches and the Bettement of H m a n  
Existence, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 70-77; Mott, 3-21. 
I 4 ~ 0 t t  is helpful here, as he asserts that "=me of our greatest evils are characterized by 
this absence of conscious individual decisions on critical issues." Moreover, he fimis 
t hat "our churches are not exempt fiom this moral myopia. " Mott, 12- 1 3. 
15Tbid., 3-21 



level. Niebuhr's caution to grasp always the tentative nature of human systems, and be 

open for evaluation in Light of divine judgement is one to be t a k a  sxïously by an 

evangelical social ethic. This is a particularly relevant caveat for many evangeiical social 

thinken today. Traditiondy, there has been an unwillingness among evangelicals to 

evaluate their own social structures, as Robert Fowler has noted. In his research of 

evangelical involvement in the hunger movement of the sixties and seventies, he found that 

with oniy some exceptions, 

most evangelicals involved in the hunger concem were not radical regarding 
Western institutions nor interesteci in sweeping structural changes. Indeed, that 
was one of the most important, and possibly most attractive, aspects of the hunger 
issue for evangelicals. It was a vehicle, a sincere and purposefil vehicle, for those 
evangeiicals who wanted to participate in a new mood of social concem but had no 
intention of supporting raciicai, not to say revolutionary, schernes. Hunger was 
always an important issue - and usuaIly a d e  one? 

Fowler's observations are confimeci by a cursory dance of several contemporary 

evangelical social thinkers, including Ronald Nash. For example, Nash is very intent to 

point out that Third World poverty has no comection with the Fust World, thus 

abdicating responsibility for two-thuds of the world's poor. Assedng that "nations are 

poor prirnarily because of intemal factors and not because of such extemal factors as 

exploitation.," Nash proceeds to explain that poverty is attributed more to lack of 

education and ambition than anything else. l7 Such views confirm Niebuhr's analysis 

regarding collective egoism and the assertion of human pnde through a will-to-power. 

Wolterstoflconfinns that these "views conceming the roots of mass poverty are almost 

entirely mistaken and that their popularity among academics and the general public can 

l6~obert Booth Fowler, A New Engagement: Evangellcal Political alagcghl, 1966-1976, 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1 982), 1 84. 
17~onald Nash, Povew and Wealrh: me Christian Debate ûver Cqitalism, 
(Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1 SM), 1 93. 



ody be amibuted to the fact that it serves our seKinterest to hold them."18 Thetefore, 

Niebuhr's anthropology becomes not only a tool for analysis of extemal sociai activities, 

but a crucial aspect of seEexamination as well. 

There is a caveat to be heeded here, however, in order to avoid removhg the 

concept of sin fkom its biblical roots. Sin in its collective interpretation should 

accompany, rather than replace, the concept of sin on an individual level.19 Mott is 

careful to point out that social evil is not to be separated fiom individual evil, since social 

institutions are made up of individuals and individual decisions. 20 Sirnilarly, Beyerhaus 

argues that "the redemptive reign of Christ is misunderstood in a 'theology of Iiberation' 

which interprets his death on the cross not as the ground for the forgiveness of sins, but 

rather as an exemplary confrontation with historical powers in order to liberate the 

Uinocently suffering poor fiom captivity. . . ." Perhaps equaiiy mistaken, is a theology 

which equates every biblical description of p~cipalities and powers with sinfiil sociai 

structures.2' Niebuhr's dependence upon Christian revelation which understands sin as 

rooted in human nature, offers a corrective to this potential error, and serves as a proper 

fiamework for evaluation. 

Niebuhr's solution to sin, narnely the gram that is available to hurnanity as mith 

and power, may also be derived from biblical p~ciples.  The grace and justice of God 

which stand in judgement over human endeavour also make attainrnent of relative justice 

18wolterstor& 86. Ody under such seK-evaluation as advocated by Niebuhr are 
academics such as WolterstorfFable to reach the conclusion that "the mas poverty of the 
Third World is for the rnost part not sorne son of naturd condition that exists 
independentiy of us; quite the contrary, a good deal of it is the result of the interaction of 
the core of the world-system with the periphery over the course of 
centuries. . . . Underdeveloprnent has a history, a history inseparable fiom ours." 
l%olterstorffis mindtirl of this in his discussion of Gustavo Gutierrez's 77zeoIog-y of 
Liberution, 46-48. 
20M~n, 14. 
21~eyerhaus, 160. 





So far, it has been demonstrated how aspects of lViebuhr's anthropology may be 

incorporated into a social ethic that is theologically orthodox and evangeiical. Niebuhr's 

system is not only intriguing, but helpfil in iden-g weaknesses, and drawing together 

various components of evangelicai social ethics into a foundation for a more 

wmprehensive theology. The usefulness of the resulting paradigm is iiiustrated in the 

appendix of this paper, where Niebuhfs anthropology is applied to a specific socio-ethical 

problern. But to be fillr to Niebuhr, several of these appropriations of his thought have 

been lifteci out of his theological context in order to be preserved, and applied in the 

present. It would be ditncult and unreasonable to embrace Mebuhr's system in tuta 

However, much of Niebuhr's anthropology is too valuable to discard out of disagreement 

with some aspects alone. The attempt made here has been to understand Niebuhr in his 

context, then appropriate and apply those aspects of his thought which bear relevance 

outside of bis context, in accordance with an evangelid theological understanding. 

Niebuhr's anthropology contains enough historical Protestant orthodoxy to make this 

exercise entuely possible without forcing him into a new Procrustean bed. In order to 

maintain the integnty of the exercise, however, certain weaknesses, and disagreements 

with Niebuhis approach must be summarised, which will lead to several recornmendations 

for further study. 

Anthropologicd Questions 

Before summarising critical questions about Niebuhis anthropology, it must be 

admitted that Webuhr cannot be evaiuated with clinical objectMty. The most that one 

can do is to place oneseîf in the middle of the warmth and challenge of the system, 

sensitively matching Mebuhr's claims with the witness of reality itself. Critical estimates 



cannot be decisive; hence, a compromise which the reader must patiently a~cept."~~ Even 

so, observations about Niebuhr's epistemology lead to other concerns about his neglect of 

certain doctrines, including pneumatology and ecclesiology, as previously mentioned. 

Similarly, questions about his epistemological basis call into question his presentation of 

soteriology, and portrayal of the Kingdom of God in relation to hurnan conscience. 

Overall, these questions lead to serious misgivings about Niebuhr's systern as a whole, but 

do not negate the attempt to salvage those parts of his anthropology which are acceptable 

on dserent epistemological grounds, as the previous discussion demonstrated. Such 

questions present a challenge to delve deeper into Niebubr's thought, in order that those 

aspects of his thought which are retrievable might be understood and applied in a way that 

lends integrity to the theological task, and remains faim1 to Niebuhr's intentions. 

Niebuhr's contention that humanity must avoid the pride of universalising its 

particdarities, and considering its systems as possessors of h a 1  mith, is a helpful caveat, 

but it becomes unacceptable when followed to its logical concl~sion.~~ At this point, even 

Niebuhr's dialectic starts to break down. Carneil clarifies this in his discussion of 

Niebuhr's conception of epistemological tolerance: 

Either tolerance rests on the scepticism that final truth cannot be haci, and thus 
Christianity's objectivity is lost; or we widen Our epistemology to include £314 
contextual knowledge of God, Christ, sin, grace, and forgiveness, and then the 
relation between tirne and eternity is no longer exclusively dialectical. Either the 

25~dward John Carneil, "Niebuhr's Criteria of Verification," in Kegley and Bretall, 388. 
This author agrees with Camell that: "The more 1 ponder Niebuhr's arguments, the less 
successfùl is my escape from their force. But the sotenc standards seem somewhat less 
than satisfjbg. Try as 1 may, in my most charitable moments of meditation, 1 am unable 
to avoid conclucihg that Niebuhr's theology rests on disappointhg subjectivism and 
skepticism. " 
2 6 ~ t  this point, Niebuhr's analysis would apped to the postmodemist, who holds to the 
relativity of tmth. 
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dialectic renders final truth invalid, or final tmth renders the didectic invalid. This 
is a forced option.27 

Whiie Cmeii's position is overstated somewhat, he is correct in pressing Niebuhr on this 

point. Niebuhr agrees that truth is attainable, and appeals to scriphue to provide a 

masure of objectivity to his anthropology, but his system, when followed consistently, 

wouid render his own mith claims as nothing more than an assertion of  ride.^* 
Niebuhr counters such accusations by holding fiist to his the-etemity dialectic, 

and explains existentially how he believes tmth may be known, but he is unsuccessful in 

proving himseif free f?om the subjectivity against which he argued so ~ e h e r n e n t l ~ . ~ ~  

Niebuhr explains that "The personai encounter in religious experience is determined by the 

pattern set in the revelation in Christ and wouid not be conceivable without this revelation. 

The experience is 'subjective' only in the sense that the forgiveness of God mua be 

appropriateci in repentance, trust, and cornmitment, involving the whole of the self." He 

continues to point out the potential for error, as "any liberaiism which can be intellectually 

accepted, and any Biblicism which changes belief fiom repentance and cornmitment to the 

mere acceptance historical propositions, equaUy rob the experience of its resources of 

'wisdom and p ~ w e r ' . " ~ ~  In this observation, Niebuhr is correct. It is not in his explmation 

of subjectivity, or even its defence, that he f d s  into error, but in his dogged maintenance 

of the dialectic where it contradicts his own epiaemology. He argues rrgainst CameU: 

27~amell, "Criteria of VerScation," in Kegley and Bretd, 390. 
28~d agrees that "Niebuhr's appeal to the Bible gives the impression of being lifted 
from the quagmûe of subjectivism, and for this happy inconsistency 1 register thanks; but 
in such a case he solves the dialectical nddle by plowing with my heifer. " Ibid., 3 89. 
29~egarding his understanding of the subjectivism for which Carnell accused him, Niebuhr 
wrote: "1 believe this kind of 'subjectivism' has compteci much of liberal Chnstianity and 
that it is important to insist on the Biblical idea that the sou1 encounters God as the 'divine 
other' if not the 'wholly other'. " Niebuhr, "Reply to lnterpretation and Criticism," in 
Kegley and Bretail, 443. 
301bid. 



Professur Camell is concemed to know upon what bais one can maintain the 
absoluteness of the Christian faith while recogninng the relativity of any 
formulation of the meaning of the f ~ t h  and the corruption of the experience to 
which it may be abject. My answer is that the faith proves its absoluteness 
precisely where its insights mke it possible to detect the relativity of the 
hterpretations and to question the validity of any claim, including Our own, that 
we have been redeemed. At those points it is proved that faith has discemed and is 
Ui contact with the 'true' God and not with some id01 of our imagination.31 

Niebuhr's contention regarding the existentid nature of encounter with God rnay be placed 

in a more helpfid context through a f a i W  exegesis of scripture. 

It is in Niebuhr's understanding of scriphire as myth that the notion of the authority 

of biblical ethics, as expressing specific divine commands, is called into question. Niebuhr 

argues that individuals may subscnbe to the ethic of Jesus, but that it is inapplicable on a 

collective level. While this observation holds some merit, and would make an ïnteresting 

study in itsee it does not seem immediateiy substantive. The possible result of such a 

view is that some vdid elements of anthropology and ethics are overlooked in favour of 

single guiding p~ciples.  Henry argues, for example, that 

Scripture warns agaiost so fùsing and confushg righteousness and love that the 
dominance of either nullifies the other. The Bible stands sentry against speaking of 
God's love as the foremost or conditioning divine attribute; it discredits fitting 
God's justice to love's convenience. Whenever love tnumphs at the expense of 
holiness, whenever love takes priority over righteousness, we have moved outside 
the scriptural orbit .32 

While Henry rnay be ovemating his case7 especiaily as it is applied to Niebuhr, he does 

raise signiscant questions about why love must be wnsidered prior in the development of 

social ethics. 1s love, and its expression through justice, the only ethical requirement, fiom 

a scriptural perspective? Does proper contextuaikation mean the abandonment of 



appropriation and application of specific ethical admonitions in scripture, as Niebuhr 

seems to argue? There are certainly other perspectives on this issue. 

Donald Hay argues against Rondd Preston's notion that cultural distance and 

contextuaikation render application of scriptural ethical admonitions i n v a ~ i d . ~ ~  Hay 

contends that scripture may be examined and applied with integrity, such that individual 

principles will fit together to fom a consistent whole. Nebuhr's anthropology d o w s  the 

possibility of such an approach, but he does not subscribe to it himself The result is that 

Little examination is made of specinc ethical teachings in scripture, especiaily those which 

May have social relevance. 

Camell has noted that throughout his dialecticai philosophy, Niebuhr "retains a 

critical autonomy over the system of Scripture." He continues, 

whether such autonomy is good or bad depends upon how seriously one accepts or 
rejects the Bible as a system of thought. Orthodoxy is persuaded that one has no 
final truth about God untii he submits to the Bible's self-testimony. Neoorthodoxy 
judges the Bible by dialectical insights; orthodoxy judges dialectical insights by the 
~ i b l e . ~ ~  

Despite such scathing observation, Camell is forced to admit that Niebuhr indeed defends 

the Bible as the Word of God, though his purposes are not to find in it specific ethicai 

admonitions and principles, for social theory, or anthropology. There is a wide circle of 

scholars who disagree with such notions. VirtuaUy ail evangelical scholars view the ethical 

3 3 ~ a y  writes that "Preston believes it is difficult, if not impossible, to give any prior 
description of what the Christian e t h i d  input is going to be. He acknowledges that it will 
corne ffom Christian theology in its understanding of God and man. But the content is not 
made clear. This precludes any ngorous thinking about Christian social ethics." Hay, 66. 
Cf Ronald H. Preston, Church ami Society in the Lare Twentieth Cenmy: Ine Economic 
and Politicai Task (London: SCW 1983). 
34~dward John Camell, "Reinhold Niebuhr's View of Scripture," 7be Case for Biblical 
Chrisizmzty, ed.  Ronald H .  Nash (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1969), 109. 



authority of scripture as providing theological content to some degree, including the Old 

  esta ment .3 

To carry these questions or objections any farther would be to abandon the scope 

of the present study. Suflice it to Say, at this point, that Niebuhr's epistemological b a i s  in 

general, and his approach to scnpture in particdar, are responsible for raising the rnajority 

of questions about his anthropology, which is othenvise insightful chaIlenging, and widely 

supported by the scriptural record. It is the existentiai, diaiecticai, symbolic reading of 

scripture that renders several specific aspects of Niebuhr's anthropology unsatisfying, 

including: the role of the Holy Spirit in conviction, regeneration, and empowement for 

social engagement; the relationship between anthropology and ecclesioiogy, especially in 

relation to social ethics; and the concept of the Kingdom of God in relation to humanity 

and the struggle for justice. These aspects will be included as recommendations for 

further study, since a full exposition would move beyond the anthropological focus of this 

paper. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

The &si recommendation for £ùrther midy which would enlighten understanding 

of his anthropology, is to engage in further reflection upon Niebuhr's view and use of 

scriphire. It would be usefid to examine Nïebuhr's socio-political writings to see if and 

how he uses scripture when discussing particda. issues of anthropologicai or ethical 

sipnincance. Furthemore, exploration into how the bible ought to be used in social ethics 

would prove useful especially with respect to laying an anthropological foundation. 

35~ee, for example, Christopher J. H. Wright, Wuiking in the Wqs of the Lord: R e  
Ethicd Authority of the Old Testament, (Domers Grove, IL: InterVarsis, Press, 1995); 
Mon, Biblical Ethics midSociai C h g e ;  Richard Bauckham, me Bible in Poiitics: How 
to Read the Bible Politicai&, (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1 989). 



Questions to be answered would include: Is the approach f a i m  to scripture? Does it 

take into consideration a holistic view of scriptural teacbiag? To what degree may 

scriptural admonitions be used by fke yet finite humans to establish social noms? More 

specifcdly, N~ebuhr's application of anthropoiogy to particdar ethical questions would 

need to held agauist the scriptural witness for evaluation. Such an exercise would reveal 

to what degree he remains f'aithfûl to his expressed understanding of scripture. 

SUnilarly, M e r  research into Niebuhr's understanding of the nature of conversion 

would yield helpful information regarding his understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit, 

in the individual and the church, as they relate to the Kingdom of God. E s  existentid 

appraisal of human encounter with the divine raises questions regarding the efficacy of 

grace, and Goci's imparted righteousness. If Niebuhr's process of conversion is an 

experience which takes place over and over again, at what point does the imputed 

righteousness of God defeat sin in the lives of Chnstians? Niebulu would argue in his 

diaiectical style, that sin is never defeated in the life of a believer, which is existentially 

tnie, but metaphysically fdse. This is an ontologicai category which rnay not be 

overlooked, because it bars  far-reaching implications for anthropology and social ethics. 

For example, if the Kingdom of God is present in the life of a Christian, does it shply 

corne and go, at the whim of the Divine? In what sense does the Holy Spirit becorne a 

present and enduring reality in the life of believers, individually and collectively, convicting 

of social sin, and empowering for social transformation? Since pneumatology is such a 

neglected area of study for Niebuhr, it would prove an interesting exercise to accumulate 

ail references to the Holy Spirit in his wrïtuigs, in order to make some observations about 

his understanding of pneumatology, especidy as it relates to his doctrine of hurnanity. 

If Niebuhr understands the KUigdom of God as that power which cornes to bear in 

the human conscience, then it raises the question of whether he confuses the Kingdom of 

God with the Holy Spirit. His great anthropological contribution of sin in humanity is 



undermined, ifthe Kingdom ofûod, as it bears on the human conscience is considered the 

locus of ethical authority. Evidence demonstrates that the conscience is neither lasîhg nor 

ngorous as a basis of ethical decision, even when enlightened by the Holy Spirit. In this 

sense, Niebuhr again fds prey to the subjectivity against which he argues. Further 

investigation into his understanding of the Kingdom and human conscience is required. 

It is inmguing to notice that Niebulx has elaborated a thorough description of 

hurnan nature and destiny without relating humanity, in any concrete way, with the church. 

He has failed to describe the relationship between the Kingdom and the church; the 

church's role in confkonting the world with God's love and justice; and how the church, as 

a collective of believers contn'butes to the moulding of justice in the minds and Lives of 

such believers. Further study would explore Nebuhr's other writings on this subject, and 

would examine how his anthropology informs his view of ecclesiology, and visa versa. 

The present study has focused anthropological reflection to two of Niebuhr's 

volumes, The Nahrre mrmdDestiny of Mm. The next logical step would be to trace out the 

implications of Mebuhr's anthropology as t is worked out in his later writings, patticularly 

those of political-ethical significance, such as The Chzkikn of Lighr and the Childien of 

Dmkness. Tracing out Niebuhr's own application of his anthropological thought, would 

provide clues to such application in the present, in a way that is faiffil to Niebuhr's 

understanding of how his theology bears on ethical rnatters. 

Other studies which might prove informative and revealing would be cornparisons 

of Mebuhr's anthropology with that of other social ethicists. The areas in which he difFers 

fiom other approaches, or which others have borrowed Eorn his thought, would prove 

particularly enlightening. 36 Moreover, further study on the application of Niebuhr's 

anthropology to specific issues of social concem would be the final goal of any study of 

36~his is the very strength of Beckley's examination of Niebuhr, as he compares Niebuhr's 
understanding of justice to that of Rauschenbusch and Ryan. 



Niebuhr's thought. To understand him within his histo~~al context is necessary, but to 

retrieve those elements of his thought which bear enduring relevance in uncoveruig the 

mysteries of human collective existence, is the goal of any study ofNebuhr's theology, the 

present endeavour included. 

Jacques Ellul wrote that the Christian must plunge into social and political 

in order to have an influence on the world, not in the hope of making it a paradise, 
but simply in order to make it tolerable - not in order to diminish the opposition 
between this world and the Kingdom of Go4 but simply in order to rno- the 
opposition between the disorder of this world and the order of preservation that 
God wills for it - not in order to 'bring in' the Kingdom of God, but in order that 
the Gospel may be proclaimed, that all. . . [humanity] may really hear the good 
news.. - .  37 

The theologicd foundation needed to plunge into such a task is provided by Reinhold 

Niebuhr. His anthropological system, despite its weaknesses, offers challenge, courage, 

and motivation for the ethical task. Gabriel Fackre concluded that "the pst's provisions 

served Mebuhr weil in his joumey through an era that had to be rerninded of forgotten 

things - the biblical wisdom about the sin ùi man and the tragic in history. Realism was 

healthy food, and Niebuhr a good guide for having been strengthened by it."38 While it 

must be acknowledged that the pilgrim now faces a new leg in the joumey, it is not 

necessary to leave such a competent guide behind. Invithg Nebuhr dong to face new 

challenges and issues, would prove him to be a wise choice as travelling cornpanion. For 

although times and issues have changed, human nature remains the same, and so the value 

37~aques Ellul, me Presence of the Kingdom, (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster Press, 
19s 1), 47. 
38~ackre, 97. 



of Niebuhr's anthropology, and its relevance for social ethics, endures. As the jouniey 

continues, and the task of striving for justice is codtonted afkesh, rnay it be with 

confidence that travellers rnove on, making Nebuhr's prayer their own: 

O Go4 you have bound us together in this bundle of We; give us grace to 
understand how our iives depend upon the courage, the indu-, the honesty, and 
the integrity of our fellows; that we may be miridfùi of their ne&, grateîùl for 
their fiaiithfulness and faithfiil in our responsibilities to them; through Jesus Chnst 
Our ~ o r d . ~ ~  

39~ited in Horton Davies, ed., The Commz~niun of Saints: Prayers of the Fmmrs, (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdrnans, 1 990), 120. 



SURFING TEE WEB WITH REINHOLD MEBUHR: THE REIXVANCE OF 
CHRISTIAN ANTKROPOLOGY FOR A SOCIETY LOST IN CYBERSPACE 

The President of Acadia University, Dr. Kelvin Ogilvie, has heralded the Acadia 
Advantage program as "the single most significant educational project ever undertaken" in 
the history of the institution. l The implication is that the re-wiring of the entire campus, 
through a mamage with big business, for participation in the new miUeN1ium of 
information technology is an important and necessary developmentd step if students and 
educators are not to be "lefi behind" in the rapid growth of technology. The 
eschatological undertones of these conversations are not to be overlooked. They point to 
the value which such educational leaders and others are placing on information 
technology, to such a degree that cornputers are portrayed as sining at some utopian 
funire, smiling and reaching out th& hands for us to grasp and receive the salvation tiom 
ignorance by which we are inevitably bound. The ody action ensuring future hope is to 
immerse oneself in technology, surf the web, and obtain an amail address. As one who 
partakes of such technological advantage and yet maintallis an uneasy wariness of its 
utopian eschatological propositions, 1 intend to evaluate the current societai enchantment 
with cornputer systems tiorn the perspective of Reinhold Niebuhis Christian 
anthropology, as porirayed in his two-volume magnum o p ,  n e  Nutatu and Destiny of 
 an.^ Using Niebuhr's paradigm, this paper will refùte the notion of technological utopia; 
contrast the power and potentiai of cornputers with the limits of information technology in 
society, portraying it as value-laden rather than value-neutral; and examine some 
implications for justice and society. The paper WU argue that a conversion is necessary, 
but not of the type offered by technology. Instead, it will support the appropriation of an 
evangelical "third birth", whereby Chnstians enmeshed in 

kelvin Ogdvie, cited in "Acadia Advantage a First," Bulletin 
Alumni Magazine, 80:3, ( S p ~ g  19%): 3. 

individualistic, self-serving 

The Acadia University 

2 ~ e e  Reinhold Niebuhr, me N m r e  and Destiny of Man, Vol I Htîman N i e  and Vol II 
Htmm Desfiny, (New York, NY: Charles Scribnefs Sons, 1941 and 1943). These two 
volumes represent the most mature, systematic expression of Nïebuhr's thought, and 
reveal clearly the anthropological basis of his theology. 



instruments of society repent of their participation in and perpetuation of sinful structures, 
and under the judgement and imparted righteousness of God's grace in Christ, receive the 
empowerment of the Holy Spirit to stiive for more universally just and socialiy beneficial 
applications of the use of ùiformation technology. 

While information technology is being heralded as the fthire of education, not only 
at the post-secondary levei, but in grade school as well, the notion that humanity is able to 
achieve some type of utopian perfection withh history rernains unchallenged by many who 
are responsible to co&ont issues of present and future ethical ~i~nificance.~ W~thin such 
a philosophy, cornputers becorne the new "îdol" in the pursuit of humanity to mach higher 
levels of development and attain to possibilities previously uncon~eived.~ Every 
generation of every cuiture and civilisation f d s  prey to the self-deception which seeks to 
challenge the limîts of hurnan capability, without understanding the nature of those ~imits.~ 

j~dward LeRoy Long Jr. documents the growth of attention gained by information 
technology through the nineteen eighties by science and humanities scholars. In the same 
penod, there was Little increase in publication of articles reflecthg ethical consideration of 
related issues, at least fkom a Christian perspective. A cursory glance through periodical 
iiterature in the current decade wnfirms his observation that "The development of the 
cornputer, which is having a profound effèct on many aspects of our lives, has received 
relatively little attention fiom Christian social ethicists. See Edward LeRoy Long Jr., "The 
Moral Assessrnent of Cornputer Technology," The Public V i o n  of Christian Ethies, 
eds. Beverly W. Hamson, Robert L. Stivers, and Ronald H. Stone (New York, NY: The 
Pilgrim Press, 1986), 241-258. There is an increase in ethical attention to issues 
precipitated by the advent of the World Wide Web, but it focusses primarily on issues of 
privacy, criminal activity, and personal ethics, rather than the social ethicaf aspect, as 
evidenced by random web searches, and the reading lists of university courses offered on 
the subject. 
q ~ h i s  analysis is confhmed by Henry Wiseman, a political scientist who claimed, "This is 
the age of the vimiai deification of technology." See his foreword "The Challenges of 
Technology," Erhics and Technoiogy: Ethical Choices in the Age of Pervasive 
Technoiogy, eds. Jorge Nef, Jokelee Vanderkop and Henry Wiseman (Toronto, ON: 
Wali and Thornpson, 1989). 
kf. Reinhold Neibuhr, "The Tower of Babel," Beyond Tragedy, (New York, NY: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1937). In this collection of essays on the Christian interpretation 
of history, Niebuhr cautions "In every civilisation its most impressive period seems to 
precede death by only a moment. Like the woods of autumn, We defies death in a glorious 
pageantry of colour. But the riot of this colour has been distilled by an alchemy in which 
life has already been touched by death. Thus man claims immortality for his spintual [and 
rational] achievements just when their mortal fate becomes apparant; and death and 



Christian ethical reflection is required, because as "tme religion," Christianity mates  a 
"profound uneasiness about our highest social values. Its uneasiness springs nom the 
knowledge that the God whom it worships transcends the limits of finite man, whiie this 
same man is constantly tempted to forget the finiteness of his cultures and civilisation and 
to pretend a finaiity for them which they do not have. Every civilisation and every culture 
is thus a Tower of   ab el."^ For that reason, "an ethic that has no categories for relating 
to the technological forces that are shaping our hves is irresponsible and irrelevant. An 
ethic that avoids decisions, or sinks into apathy, or focuses ody on srnali, private rnatters 
without developing categories for naming and dealing with the principdties and powers is 
deciding to let the principaiities d e  without challenge. " 

As Reinhold Niebuhr challenged the assumptions of human progress when he 
observeci the human cost of the industrial revolution, so do his reflections endure in their 
relevance for the present technological revotution. He vigorously refùted utopian 
philosophies of humanity which maintained the basic goodness of human rationality, or 
those which immersed human potential within the necessities of nature. For Niebuhr, in 
either perspective, "Man is not measured in a dimension sufnciently high or deep to do tùll 
justice to either his stature or his capacity for both good and evil or to understand the total 
environment in which such a stature can understand, express and find itself'."* The 
problem of the cornputer age is echoed proleptically in Niebuhr's earnest criticisms of 
utopianismts rationalism, and of the autonomous uidividuaiity of Renaissance philosophies: 
"The prophetic-Biblical note of God as the judge of men whose thoughts are not our 
thoughts is wholly lost in the contemplation of God who is the fuKlment of each unique 
hurnan individuality but not the judge of its sin!"' The uneasiness regarding the 
expectations of humanity immersed in information technology is given within 
Niebuhr's the-eternity dialectic. Io 

Niebuhr's dialectic challenged the m o d d s t  ernphasis on the immanence of God, 
within an anthropological context, as Niebuhr joined other champions of neoorthodoxy in 
re-establishing the concept of divine transcendence. At the same time, neither Barth's deus 
abscondils, nor Brunner's understanding of Anhepfungschpnkt as "conversation" 

mortality are stangely mixed into, and potent in, the very pretension of immortaiity." p.41 
6 ~ i d . ,  28. 
' ~oger  Shinds thought is encapsulated here by Glen Stassen, "A Computer-ethical Cd to 
Continuous Conversion," Review and Expositor 87 (1 990): 203. For a &U exposition of 
Shinn's perspective, see Roger Lincoln Shim, Forced Options: Social Decisiom fur the 
Z I s t  Cenmy 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Pilgrim Press, 1985). 
*~iebuhr, Human Nizîure, 124. 
glbid., 62. 
l~hilosopher-theologian Edward John Camell explored Niebuhr's dialectic as the 
organizing principal of his throught, and the key to understanding his theology. See his 
very thorough treatment in The 7heology of Reznhold Nzebuhr, (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdrnans, 1 95 1 ). 



found whole areas of contact between t h e  and eternity as Niebuhr did. l1 In this respect, 
Niebuhr saw the unique ability of Christianity to explain the dialectic of human nature: 

The most important characteristic of a religion of revelation is this twofold 
emphasis upon the transcendence of God and upon His intimate relation to the 
world. In this divine transcendence the spirit of man h d s  a home in which it wi 

understand its stature of Eeedom. But there it also finds the l M i t s  of its fieedom, 
the judgement which is spoken against it and, ultimately, the mercy which makes 
such a judgement derable. l2 

The insights of Christian revelation provided N~ebuhr with the next step in his 
dialectical analysis, whereby humans are perceived as: spiritually ~e~transcendent in the 
image of God; weak, dependent, and finite with respect to their involvement in the 
necessities and contingencies of the naturai world; inevitably but not necessarily involved 
in denial of their dependence and fïniteness which lads to evil in humanity, as individuals 
and groups seek to escape the anxiety produced by such deniai. The basic problem in 
understanding human nature, as Niebuhr saw it, was to detemillie to what degree humans 
are intimately bound by or connected to their natural environment and its necessities, and 
to what degree they are fiee to transcend the natural world. As Bob Patterson 
commented, "If the self is identicai with the natural world, then it is no more than one of 
the animds. If the self completely transcends the naturai world, it is absorbed into a 
timeless etemity."13 The tension between the finitude of nature, and the self- 
trmscendence of human spirit which comprised Niebuhr's the-etemity dialectic on this 
level, a&ms the contemporary tension between what hümanity is able to achieve through 
information technology and the limits which characterise every human endeavour. For 

"cf. Emd Brunner, Revefution md R e m ,  tram Olive Wyon (Philadelphia, PA: The 
Westminster Press, l946), 1 5. See also Cameli, 3 7. Cameii explains: 

Niebuhr indeed follows Kierkegaard in defining the relation between thne and eternity 
diaiecticdy, but he recoils from Barthian extremes. Man is a simer - but not total& a 
sinner. Otherwise, how could he ever know that he is a sinner? God is transcendent - 
but not wholly other. Otherwise, how could man know God or how couid God reved 
himself to man? Revelation is an offense to reason - but not completely so. 
Otherwise, how could man recognize ~h when he saw it? God's law is above our 
expectation - but not absoIute@ so. ûthenvise, how can we distinguish the voice of 
God f?om the voice of the devil? Natural theology cannot establish God's existence, 
but it is notfinally blind. Otherwise, how could eteniity be relevent to history or 
history be interpreted in light of eternity? Niebuhr, therefore, indicts Barth for talking 
about God and expecting his hearer to understand what he means. Ifthere is no 
univocal point between t h e  and etemity, meaningfùl speech about God is impossible. 

12~iebuhr, Hiiman Ndure, 126. 
1 3 ~ o b  E. Patterson, ReznhoId Niebuhr, Makers of the Modem Theologicai Mind, ed. Bob 
Patterson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publisher, 1977), 64. 
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Niebuhr, the strength of the Christian view of humanity is found in its nature as a revealed 
religion which emphasises equally the transcendence and immanence of God, and balances 
the image of God and creaturely necessities in hurnanity. lJ 

There is reason to believe that humanity is able to accomplish great things through 
the use and development of information technology. The fact of its existence says much 
about the ability of humanity to transcend itseif and conceive of progress which seems 
almost Iùnitless. Edward LeRoy Long ir. has acknowledged that "human intelligence 
includes the capacity to wonder, even to wonder about what cornputers will do, to discem 
meanings in facts and interpret the significance of events, as well as to gather uiformation. 
Human inteUigence continuously transcends itself and even asks what seifhood is." l5 The 
capacity of humanity to wonder and contemplate, about its own existence afnrms the 
potential of information technology. 

In theological terms, Niebuhr fkds the capacity for seEtranscendence rooted in 
the human spirit, as a part of the imago dei. It is a quaiity of Eeedorn unique to humanity 
which enables it to reach beyond itself and to conceive of itself in relation to its 
environment. While some have equated the image of God with reason, N~ebuhr argues 
that it entails more than human rational faculties. While reason may be included as a part 
of the imago dei, fieedom and seIf-transcendence of the human spirit is the key to 
understanding its meaning. Unlike Luther, who argued that the image of God is 
obliterated in humanity as a result of the f d ,  Niebuhr believed that positive human 
potential remainecl intact, though tainted. This is a helpfil observation since contact 
between God and humanity wodd be precluded if humans no longer bore the capacity for 
existentid encounter of the ~ i v i n e . ' ~  Acknowledging his indebtedness to Augustine, 

I 4 ~ o r  a helpful discussion of the balance between creaturely necessity and possibiity in 
technologicai society, see Max L. Stackhouse, "Godly Cooking? Theological Ethics and 
Technological Society," First M g s  13 (May 1991): 22-29. CE Richard L. Gorsuch, 
"Computers: The Old/New Problem of Dominion," Review md Expositor 87 (1 990): 1 89. 
Gonuch writes, "Cornputer idolatry has as a principal danger the denial of authority and 
dominion which God has entmsted to us. Instead, we tum that task over to the cornputer, 
giving it power and authority over our lives and over our culture. Computers, even as the 
idols of Baal, are made with human hands. They have no authority or dominion other than 
that which we choose to give them." For fùrther elaboration on technological idolatry, see 
Ronald G. Ragsdale, "Technology: Possible=Permissible?" JuumuZ of Chrisfian 
Educatim Papers 95 (3une 1989): 13f 
lS~ong, 248. Long acknowledges, by comparison, the limits of artificual intelligence, 
which do not have cornpletely self-programmllig capabilities necessary for seff- 
transcendence. 
I6cf Gabriel Fackre, me Promise of Reinhoid Niebzh, (Philadelphia, PA: Lippencott, 



Niebuhr concludes, "Under the influence of Augustinian ideas, Christian theology 
consistently interprets the image of God in t m s  of the rational faculties of the sod, but 
includes among these the capacity of rising to the knowledge of God and (when unspoiled 
by sin) of achieving blessedness and virtue by reason of subjecting its life to the 
Creator. " l7 

In the image of God, humans bear the ability to transcend all the necessities of 
nature and to exercise fieedom of spirit. Herein lies every human potential, creativity, and 
capacity for love and justice; the ability to order the environment to meet human needs and 
desires. It becomes evident that it is the image of God, with its ~e~transcendent freedom, 
that aIlows the development and application of technologies of all h d s ,  including 
information technology. The imago dei gives humanity the fieedom inherent in 
technology, which "reduces the degree to which humans must passively depend on the 
givens of the bio-physical order," and allows it to order life in a manner which benefits 
societyig Previously fatal diseases are now curable, communication is no longer bound 
by time and space, and cultures are able to exchange ideas and perspectives in ways never 
before w nceived. 

However, this fkedom does not give humanity any notion of its limits and 
liabilities with respect to technology and the ability to progress infinitely. Max Stackhouse 
writes: 

The capacity to transcend the constraints of circumstance and bio-physical 
determinism and the ability to overcome given limitations of time and space are 
necessary ingredients of human society, but one thing they cannot do for us is tell 
us how we ought to use our fieedom. Indeed, as we know, the eeedom bought by 
technology is often used precisely to violate human rights, to constrict for some 
what it enhances for others, as well as to construct instruments of destruction. l9 

1970), 37. Fackre describes Niebuhr's thought in relation to the imago dei simply as, "The 
structure through which God makes his presence felt in the conscience of man is the 
'image of God' in man." This represents a serious disagreement between Niebuhr's view 
and Barth's doctrine of the image of God. For Barth, the image of God was borne in 
human form by Jesus Christ alone. To speak of the image in any other context resulted in 
analogous reasoning, in which he wanted no part. Niebuhr's view, however, takes into 
account the capacity that humanity has for good, in accordance with God's declaration at 
creation, and the fieedom God has given in that capacity to know him and experience a 
relationship with him. 
17~iebuhr, Ht~rnm Destiny, 158. It is important to note that Niebuhr maintains an 
understanding of human individuality, within the human-Divine relationship. Conversion 
involves the subjection of self to God, but individuality is never completely submerged or 
dissolved in the divine personality. 
18~tackhouse, "Godly Cooking" 24. 
191bid. 



This highlights Niebuhr's understanding of seIf-transcendence, extending beyond the 
simple fieedorn of homo faber, to the spirihial fieedom to "violate both the necessities of 
nature and the logicai systems of r e a ~ o n . " ~ ~  Self-transcendent fieedom deceives 
humanity, as the ability to survey the whole of nature lads it to consider itself to be the 
totaiity of existence. Closely related to the human capacity for seIf-transcendeme is the 
"inclination to transmute. . . [its] partial and finite self and. . . [its] partial and hite values 
into the *te good. Therein lies. . . [humanity's] sin," which cautions and conditions 
human expressions of limitles~ness.~~ For Niebuhr, the view of humans as bearers of the 
imago dei must be baianced with a perspective of their creaturely ne~essities.~~ 
Subsequently, Niebuhis theological observations lead one to question seriously the 
"infinite" potential of information technology, as proclaimed by ds conternporary prophets. 

III 

The Lùnits of information technology in society, and an understanding of all that 
cornputers cannot do, are appreciated best in light of Niebuhr's anthropology of sin. For 
Niebuhr, the veIy ability to transcend nature allows humanity to recognise its dtimate 
comectedness to it, and anxiety over dependency and finitude emerges. This existentid 
reading of the human situation is helpfid in so far as it portrays the creaturely balance of 
the image of God and responsibility to etemal norms. Freedom and amciety lead to sin as 
they serve as the ternptation whereby humans seek to condition their environment by 
ordering or denying their essential necessities, and universalising their own particularities. 
The capacity for self-transcendence which God bestows on humanity through the imago 
dei is rnisused as people retùse to aclmowledge their creatureliness. The resulting anxiety 
leads the ego to make itself the centre of existence, and through pide and self-love, it 
attempts to subordinate other life to its wiU, or become submerged in the vitalities of 
nature. In the anxious search to escape human finitude, humanity must either 
acknowledge its finitude and subject itself to God, or assert itself in sin, rebeliing against 
God. Where faith is not present, sin results on both individual and collective levels. 

In Niebuhr's understanding, lack of faith, or refusal to trust in God "leads to 
egotistic self-assertiveness in individual and collective ~ e .  "23 Pride is expressed through 
self-love in the human d-to-power. In the assertion of their will-to-power, humans seek 
to make people and nature subservient to their egos in a search for se&e existence. 
resulting injustice for those subject to this assertion of power is obvious. It is 

The 
also 

2%liebuhr, Human Nature, 1 24. 
211bid., 122. 
2 2 ~ f .  Carneli, 55. He writes that for Niebuhr's purposes, the doctrine of "creation ex 
nihilo keeps the relations between tirne and etemity fluid enough to allow for histoncal 
progress, and yet ngid enough to keep history tensionally responsive to absolute norms of 
obligation." 
23~atterson, 88. 



expressed in intellechial, mord, and spintual levels as individuals become conMnced that 
their grasp of £inal t h  is to be appropriated by the collective. With such pride, 
promotion of particular systems may be asserted at the expense of others, with no 
recognition that ail human systems fd prey to the same sin of pride and remain under the 
judgement of etemal principles? 

Remarkably, the claims made by computer enthusiasts for the future of information 
technology fa11 well within this paradigm. It is becoming increasingly evident in the world 
that "computers give much power to those who program them, those who own them, 
those who are skiiied in their use, and those who own the companies that rnake them. The 
biblical question is who gets this power and who gets left out?"25 Purveyors of computer 
technology advocate its development as the nom for all of society, and so assert their 
will-to-power, even while they accumulate the benefits of power which information 
technology generates. Glen Stassen observes in the following caveat that "computers 
bring dangers of centralisation of great power, accumulation of great influence, and 
exclusion of a great many people."26 1s it any surprise, then, that those who aiready hold 
a great deal of power in big business, who were among the first to exercise the power of 
information technology, have such a keen interest in the computerisation of education? As 
the cost is handed d o m  to students, higher education becomes the exclusive domain of 
the wealthy. The implications persist on a global level, where weakhy countries have the 
opportunity to extend their power over and above the continudy neglected two-thirds 
world. What relevance does access to information technology have to a society which 
struggles to meet the most basic needs of its people? If the axiom is tme, that knowledge 
is power, the implications for future global power structures become obvious. 

Unlike the sin of pt-ide, the sin of sensuality seeks not so rnuch to assert selfliood as 
to confkm self-love, as it indulges the individuai in the drives and desires of nature. 
Patterson has described Niebuhr's presentation in this way: "Sensuality begins with seK- 
love or self-gratification. Futility soon ensues, and sensuality becomes self-escape in 
foms of indulgences that soon reach a point where they defeat their own ends. When 

24~amell notes that this sigruficant point of Nïebuhr's thought requires great clarification. 
If no claims to truth are valid, then Niebuhr's own c lah  that the a g p  of Jesus Christ is 
the nom for humaRity must aiso be caiied into question. Cameii states, "It would seern, 
therefore, that the sin is not so much that a claim to kalityper se has been made, but 
rather that the wrong type of a daim has been advanced. Ifthis is no? valid, then Niebuhr 
hm no more righf than his oppolent to make a ciuim to finoiîy: for a principIe which 
undemines everything untknnines itselfalso. " Carneil, 79. To be fair to Niebuhr on this 
point, the finality he referred to was of the type that sought to universalize natural 
particularities within society, and within history. It does not seem that Niebuhr was 
referring to eternal tniths, whose validity he established through philosophicai arguernent 
as standing over and beyond history, but rather those historical, natural contingencies 
which humanity imagines to be of etemal significance. 
25~tassen, 198. 



sensuous process is deifïed it proves disillusionhg and a plunge into unconsciousness is 
rnadeSn2' Niebuhr included rnatenalism, drunkemess and semal perversion in his 
understanding of sin as sensuality, which represent the kind of self-love to which 
contemporary society fails prey, even in its enchantment with computer technology. 

It is unfortmate, as Harlan Beckley has noted, that this aspect of Niebuhr's analysis 
stands in relative isolation to the rest of his thought, as he nwer worked out its 
implications for justice, as he did the sin of pride. Niebuhr's neglect carries signrficant 
implications: "Had he integrated sin as an escape fiom fkeedom into his theory and 
conception of justice, Nebuhr might have had more to say about the dangers of passi* 
in the face of injustice. " Beckley's observations cmy paIticuIar relevance to the passivity 
caused by the self-indulgence of those captivated by computer technology. "Niebuhr was 
far more concemeci about injustice resulting fiom inordinate assertions of power than 
about injustice as a consequence of refùsing to exercise our fkeedom to achieve relative 
justice."28 While power is certainly an anthropological-ethical issue to consider in relation 
to the use of computers, the notion of seff-indulgence to the neglect of serious social 
needs takes on even more significance. 

Stassen admits that "a world of computers contais too much power for a merely 
individualistic ethics to cope. . . cornputers give great power to some; we need an ethic of 
justice, laws, and wvenant to cope with their expanding power."29 He has propheticdy 
described the present passivity to the accumulation of power in his assertion that the age 
of computers "cries out for an ethic that works for social change, and discloses the 
pernicious impact of narrow interests. When computers are power, discrimination and 
underfhding in education are disempowering debilitating, and dernor~ic."~~ The same 
observation regardhg the exclusion of marginal groups applies beyond the realm of 
education, to social programs and foreign aid.31 But the extension of power and the 

27~atterson, 93. 
28~arlan Beckley, Passion for Jusiice, (Loiusville, KY: John Knox Press, 1992), 272- 
273. 
29~tassen, 197. 
30~id . ,  200. 
31~orsuch has noted that "big business could weIl misuse computers to ma@ the 
differences between the nch and the poor. The 'have' couritries are moving Uito the 
computer age first and couid use the advantage of computers to assure their prominence 
and the subjugation of the 'have not' counmes." Gorsuch, 188. Edward LeRoy Long 
supports this view, insisting that "it must be recognized that computer Literacy can easily 
become another means for exacerbating social inqualities. When public school financing 
is done by local districts, the affluent districts wiU have the resources to purchase 
computers, whereas the marginal districts will not. Privileged groups will be given the 
opportunity to learn the skills that make advancement possible, while impoverished groups 
will not. Such a consequence cm be counteracted by intentional social policy, but the 
ideological climate in which we find ourselves seems adverse to the idea that the afnuent 
should help the impoverished." Long, 252. 



neglect of passivity will only be challenged when hwnans recognise their limits and confess 
their pride as sin. Gorsuch supports this view in his contention that "technology does 
indeed give us wnsiderably more power, authority, and dominion over the world around 
us but. . . such power does not equate to wisdom. Given our sinfid natures, the major 
result of great power is that we can rnake greater mistalces and create greater abuse than 
we were capable of before technology. "32 

The first step toward an ethic which deals with the anthropological issues of 
computer technoiogy is to recognise the value-laden nature of such technology. In an 
article in R e  Conrad Grebel ReMew, Robert Fortner discusses this issue, aguing that 
humans can become so awed by technology that they become blind to its consequences. 
He insists that the computer has a built-in bias toward e5ciency for which it was 
produced and "developed within an historical and traditional wntext which constrains 
human choice, even if the technology was the producf of human de~ision."~~ In other 
words, "the computer is an instrument, but it is not a neutral instrument, since its use is 
socially and historically conditioned. . . ."34 As C.S. Lewis observed, "Man's conquest of 
Nature tums out, in the moment of its consurnmation, to be Naturegs conquest of  an. "35 

In Niebuhrian terms, the more humans seek to deny their finitude by extending 
their pride and power through the use of technology, the more sin is manifesteci which 
leads to injustice and exploitation of the less powerful. The manipulation of the 
environment by human beings who bear the image of God may bring benefits to society, 
but the sin of the creature's lack of dependence and faith in God restricts those benefits to 
the advantage of a few. When God's grace cornes to bear on this situation, through the 
revelation of Jesus Christ, a way fonvard is made availab~e.~~ As the ultimate nom of 
agqe  is revealed, so is the required response of humans to repent of sin and strive for 
justice in society. In the end, "we may need to repent for an hadequate ethic, and to ask 

32Gorsuch, 188. 
33~obert Fortner, "Privacy is not Enough," The Conrad Grebel Re* 7/2 (Spring, 
1989): 164-165. 
34~bbe  Mowshowitz, "The Bias of Cornputer Technologyy" EIhics and the Mmgagement 
of Compter TechnoIogy, eds. W. Michael Hofkan and J e d e r  Mïils Moorre, 
(Cambridge, MA: Oelgeschlager, Gunn & Hain, Pubiishers, Inc., l982), 30-3 1. Cf 
Jacques Ellul, 7he Technologieal Societyy (New York, NY: Vitage Books, 1964). Ellul 
discussed decades ago the threat that technology poses to value systems. 
3 5 ~ .  S. Lewis, me Abolition of Man, (Glasgow: Wdliam Collins Sons, 1943 & 1978), 
41. 
3 6 ~ o r  a fuller understanding of Neibuhr's Christology see Niebuhr, Hzman Destiny. 



God to wnvert our ethic and make it stronger. What we may not do is to see cornputers 
as ethically neutral and let them rernove our responsibility for God and c ~ m r n u n i t ~ . " ~ ~  

N~ebubr's ethic of love and justice stands at the beginning of ethical reflection on 
the human enchantment with computer technology. It challenges the inherent evii in social 
structures without neglecting human responsibility for social sin. Humanity will be able to 
rise to such challenge only when it recognises that our social institutions "are not just a 
constra.int on sin. . . they themeives are fùil of sin. . . Our social life is fden with us. and 
no social system is bey&d the need of reform or perhaps even of re~onstitution."~~ As 
the revelation of Christ entered histosy and God's judgement stands over history, grace 
through fdth enables humanity to humbly repent of its nearly blind participation in the sin 
of idolatry, seIf-assertion and self-indulgence, with respect to computer technology, and its 
accompanying social consequences. 

This process has been described by Stassen as the process of "conthuous 
conversion", but a proper pneumatology would dow for an existentid expenence of 
repentance and conversion whereby hurnanity is Uuminated and empowered for social 
self-examination and change.39 The individuaiity of evangelicalism has resulted in a 
second birth expenence which is divorced fiom social re~~onsibil i ty.~ The concept of a 
"third bktb," empowered by the indwelling Holy Spirit, would take into consideration the 
necessary growth in faith which must be taken seriously if humanity is to deal biblically 
and theologically with the anthropological and ethical challenges of the cornputer age? 

The reality is that "the new iiberation brought by technology poses an old ethical 
problem: the peril of &dom without nom."42 It is evident that computer and 
inf'ormation technology is enjoying the fkeedom with which humanity has endowed it, and 
it is lefi with theologians and ethicists to wrestle with the issues it raises, not only with 
respect to individual dilemmas, but social concems as well. The technology is aiready well 
advanced beyond the level of ethicai reflection. Now is the t h e  to "begin to apply the 
Tnith of the Word to our choices, rather than to accept the choices of the world to which 

37~tassen, 196. 
38~tephen Charles Mott, Biblical Ethies and Social Change, (Mord: Oxford Universtiy 
Press, 1982), 14. 
3 9 ~ e e  Stassen, 209. Cf. Niebuhr's theology which offers a truncated pneumatology at best. 
%chard Mouw writes that "the proclamation 'Jesus saves' is hcomplete until it is clearly 
related to the building up of the life of reconciliation that salvation b ~ g s . "  Politicai 
Evangelism, (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1973), 14. The reality is that contemporary 
society has so emphasized "individualism", that the social aspect of conversion has been 
cornpletely neglected. Since it was not part of the original conversion of the evangelical 
"second birth" of the majority of Christians, it is to be seen as a subsequent 
acknowledgement of social sin, repentence of participation, and Holy Spirit empowerment 
for the task of justice, which was Niebuhr's chief concem. 
4 1 ~ f  the two-fold biblical mandate of Christ to love both God and neighbour. 
%tackhouse, 22. 
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we se& to ~itness."~~ As President Ogilvie enthusiastically proclaims, "Grab your 
electronic surfboard because the wave is upon us," I would like to introduce him to my 
 end Reinhoid Niebuhr, and offer the foifowing caveat, "Don? go surfing alone." 
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