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ABSTRACT

t

The major emphasis in.this dissertation is qn the
develoément of H. Richard Niebuhr's concept of person as
a key for understanding his approach to the theological
probiem of fofmulating the confent of knowledge of God
as it arises in the faith‘expefience. This study begins
with a brief introduction indicating the problgmaéic
character of the development of Niebuhr's concept of
person,'namely that while he.clearly‘emphésized its
centrality thege is absest in his Qritings an explicit,
form;l stapement that defines the conceptual,coﬁtent of
what he intended by the term "person." The discussion
that follows %g an attempt to bring forward what seems
© to havé beén the content of Niepuhr'é concept 6f person.:
This will involve the process of raising to prominence the
uconstants“.that appear in his reflec;ions on the relation "
.bet%een the'divine and the hﬁmén as felation between persgns{1
The .first chapter involves an invesﬁigation of the influence
that the thouéht of Exnst frpéltscb, Karl Barth and others
Qﬁ?-on Niebuhr's own tliinking. Therein is indicated the
general framework of thought ih.wbich he.had set for

'himself-the task of providing for, contemporary theology a

i1i
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means of expressing the content of faith so as to avoid the
excesses of revelational dogmatism, on the one HKand, and
rationalistic relativism, on the other. The development

of his approach--a personalistic.confessionalism--appears

in its general form in the second chapter, which involves

_a survey of his writings. The third chapter sets forth,

as the cumulative effect of his writings, what appeared

to be the essential components of Niebuhr's theolégical

JE

concept of person: act, freedom, faithfulness, and

dialogue. The fourth chapter ind%cates how Niebuhr seemed.

to have envisioned the role of this concept as a crucial,

corrective principle for modifying such outstanding .

approacheslto.the problem of knowledge of God as. those of
Troeltsch and ‘Barth. This chapter also offers a suggestion

+ LY

"as to what would be a consistant application of his thought

_to a development in theology since his death.. The final

chapter contains the present writer's response to certain
N L 3

critical reflections on Niebuhr's. thought relevant to

the central theme of the dissertation and a concluding

-section which suggests that the major emphasis angd

development of this discussion may be a nodest but
faithful and promisiﬁé way to understand and appreciate
more fully the essence of Niebuhf‘s complex and subtle

thought.
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\; The problem this awareness set for the theologian was, in

INTRODUCTION

¥
In the preface to his book 'Thé Meaning of Revelation

H. Richard Niebuhr wrote ' )
We are aware today that all our philosophical
ideas, religious dogmas and moral imperatives
are historitally conditioned and this awareness
tempts us to a new agnosticism. I have found ‘
~myself unable to avoid the acceptance of .
historical relativism yet I do not_believe the
,agnostic consequence is necessary.l -

Niebuhr's view, that of properly formulating for modern man

the content which is involved in the knowledge of God given

°

in revelation. He set For himself a task that invplved a

combination of the interests of Ernst Troeltsch and Karl k .
. 4 . ;
Barth.2 The book.cited above and subsequent writings by

Niebuhr clearly éﬁggest that he sought to propose an

-

alternative to the solutions o@fered by Troeltsch and -
Barth to the problem of how man, conscious of his radical

historicity, can know God who is absolute in his sovereignty

1H. Richard Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1941. Seventh printing,.1960), p. vii.

21pid., p. x. In terms of the basic convictions that
guided Niebuhr's thoughts over the years, Ernst Troeltsch and
Karl Bdrth represent.the fundamental polarization of his
thought, ‘which, as Hans Frel has indicated, was a search for
the means of uniziné "a doctrine of radical monotheism and
Christocentric fevelation with an understanding of our life
as responsible persons in an endlessly varied cultural history."
Faith and Ethics, ed. Paul Ramsey (Harper Torchbook Edition:

New York, 1965; Frei's article, "Niebuhr's Theological Back-
ground"}, p. 64.
1
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and freedom. In the course of reading his works one comes o
to see that a key to his proposal is the concept of person-
hood.

The most important fact about the whole approach

to revelation to which we are committed by the

acceptance of our existential situation, of the

point of view of faith living-in history, is_that
we must think and speak in terms of persons. :

But what is it that we are thinking when we ;re thinking
,in terms of persons? That we must think in this manner,
Niebuhr has suggested, is the most important fact about our
whole appréach éo revelation. Understanding and evaluag}ng
this approach as an alternative would seem to demand a clear
statement of what the content of those: thoughts is when we
are thinking in terms of persons.

But. here lies the problem. Niebuhr gave no explicit,
formalustatémént that defines what he.considered to be the
conceptual content of the term "person“jwhen referring to
knowledge of God. Given the fact that Niebuhr insistéd“we
must think in te{ﬁs of pérsons, and given the fact that ifa, N

gives no formal statement as to what we are thinking when we

‘think that way; the central question becomes: What, then, is

@

the content of our concept of divine personhood according to ™

Niebuhr's way of thinking?
This question will be-the chief concern of the folldwing

discussion. 1In the course of this discussion it will be shéwn

lxbig., p. 143. Niebuhr's emphasis on the personalist
dimension in Christian thought can be seen also in Christ and
Culture (New York: Harper, Torchbook Editiqn, 1956), especially
pp. 11-29 and 230-256; and in Radical Monot901sm and Western
Cul ture (New York: Harper Torcnoook, 1970), and 'The Reswvon-
sible Self (New York: Harper and ?83, 1963).
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that while Niebuhr nowhere gave a forxmal definition of its
/
content, the concept of divine personhood was set forth in

another way. It will be shown also that the manner in which

he presented this concept wds determined by a partlcular
understanding of the theologian's task. Nlebuhr 1nolsted
that the theologian begins with a different question than

that of the philosopher. BN
As a Protestant- theologlan or as a man who seeks ’
to understand what he believes with the’ aid of
Protestant theology, I do not raise the question
of God in the way the philosopher of religion or B8
the metaphysician does; while I cannot maintain
that my way of asking is supecrior to theirs,
neither can I be easily convinced that my
question is illegitimate, that it is_not a
true, human, and important question.

The primary question for theolegy, as he. saw it, was not

°

"Does God exist?" or "What is the first cause, what the

@

ultimate substance?" but rather "How is faith in God
possible?" As thé beginning of theological inquiry,
therefore, this ques£ion inv;lves reflection upon the
suhjective or personalbaspect of religious experience.
Tbat”this approach exposes the theologian to certain dangers--
to solipsism, for insténcc——NieBuhr readily admitted, but he

a

recognized that every form of inquiry runs certain risks

lNlebuhr, "Falth in Gods and in God," in Radlcal
Monotheism and Western Culture, pa 115.
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and- the qritical tdsk 1s always ‘an important part of our ¢

1

rational kndeavors. ccording to Niebuhr thg;;heologian

develops his own me in friew of the situation in which

a

A

(he) works and of yéct with which (he) deéis."z That

situation is one ¢f participation in faith and that object
is God.as present|to faith. .The concept of personhood of
‘ ~
God was set ;orth by Niebuhr in t%Ems of the concrete, living

experience of God

\ . . .
n re{;:;on to man and man in relation to
s 3

G&d, or, simply, God & » _ds known in fa%th. While he was
concerned to discuss the personhood of God from a tﬁeological
perspective Niebuhr™34d not regard that approach as necessarily
antithetical to other ways of discussing it. He not only
acknowledged the inherent difficulties andlinadequacies invoived
in thcofogié%l discussion of the subject but élso indicated _ ‘
the neced for éollaboration with .and complementation from other

4 our study of this subjecé is primarily

perépcqﬁives~on it.
concerned with the internal coherenée,.meaning and function
‘of the concep£ of diyine pérsonhood in Nioﬁ%ﬁfﬂ theology.

We must, of course, recognize that tbqre éré relevant
phi}osophical issues connected with such concepts as fperson"

and *God" but we will not attempt to 1 with them here.

The following discuss}on seems to Nave a significance and

£

lIbid.,_pL 116. See also Radical Monotheism, pp. 14-16.

2Niebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p.

31bid. Sece also The Purpose of the Ch'rch and Its
Ministry. (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1956), pp. l112f.

4Nicbuh;, Christ and Culture, p. 14. Most of Niebuhr's
major works indicate this attitude regarding subjects which
become concerns of disciplines other than theology.

*
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integrity of its own since further clarification of Niebuhr's

v
.

thought in ‘terms of its theological character may contribute

positively toward discussion of its relationship'and

relevanéé to oghér ways of thinking. The following

diséussioﬁ will be an attempt Eo bring more sharply into view-
. what the essential components of Niebuhr's*thpught on the -
personhood of God were and how they determined his éfforts

Eg combine the main interests of Troeltsch and Barth,
providing what seemed to be an alsernative for théology in

its task of explafning how radically historical men come to-
"know the absoluteness of God. This discussion.will take pléce
in the larger-context of'viewing,influences of Niebuhr's

. thought, - the general development of his theo}ogy toward a
bersonalistic confessionalism, and specific commentaries on

o -

" his thought regarding tﬁat'development.a

G

%



- CHAPTER ONE
MAJOR INFLUENCES IN NIEBUHR'S THOUGHT

It has been said -that an adequate starting point for

a description of Niebuhr's thought is to view his position
y 1

E™ . .
as lying between those of Ernst Troeltsch and Karl Barth.
* ! . L !

It has also been said that a description based excl&gévely
on that view could lead to a misunderstanding.é Niebuhr
himself insisted thé@ his pérsonal and intellectual
integrity never rested upén loyalties to the kind of
‘liberalism, sometimes associated with Troeltscg, or of
neo-orthodoxy, linked with Barth, that had been connected
with certain periods in his own thought.3

- Niebuhr read widely and éeeply, as his works reflect.
As one commentator put it, he attended to‘the extremes

taken on various issues yet he saw them not as "alternatives
N .

between which we must choose" but rather as "limits between

lgee Libertus Hoedemaker, The Theology of H. Richard
Niebuhr, (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1970), p. 12; also
Hans Frei, op. c¢it., p. 64:; and Nicbuhr,* The Meaning of
Revelation, p. x; "Reformatioh: Continuing Imperative,®
Christian Century, LXXVII, 9 (March 2, 1960), pp. 248-251.

2Sidney Ahlstrom, "H. Richard Niebuhr's Place in
American Thought," Christianity and Crlisis, XXIIi}\ZO
(November 25, 1963), p. 215. (See below p. 64.) \

N e

3NiebuHr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative,"
po 248. "

. . 6
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which we must move, and elements of truth that must ipform'
bne another."l - . i

Niebuhr's general background included, on the one hand,
the Puritan tradition in which his personal religious
convictions were rooted, and, on the other)hand, the ataéemic
tradition of nineteenth century Protestant theology which .
profoundly influenced his intellectual developmenf.2 In the-
former tradition Niebuhr learned to regard the awareness of
God in the miraculous act of self-revealing. The emphasis
is on divine sovereignty and freedom and the unworthiness of
man who; in- his lostness, sinfulhess, and idolatrousneQS,
can only look upon this action of God as.a great mystery of
1nf1n1te gracxousness to which he must respond in utter
gratltude. In the ldkter tradltlon Niebuhr inherited the

Yy

problems raised by Kant regardlng the. relation of knowledge

of God to-the rest of our knowledge., Is God known as an

" external reality in relation to man, dgrasped in the manner

that the mind apprehends other objects in the natural order,
or is reason in its speculative operations incapable of’
knowing .God and  therefore such knowledge is gained in

another way?3 The basic issue was the unacceptability of

 paniel Day Wllllams, "H. Richard Niebuhr: A Personal
Memoir," Christianity and Crisis, XXIII, 20, \November 25,
1963), p. 212. Williams does not deny that Niebuhr had no
alterhatives of his own.to offer but rather .emphasizes the
latter's careful concern to avoid fixing too ecarly on the
formal doctrine or choosxng an excessively narrow base.

2
Sce Hans Frei, “Nlebuhr s Theologlcal Background, " in

Faith and Ethics, pp. 9-64.

Ibld., p. 32f.



s
authéri;arian dogmatism, ;ecou%se to the irrational,
supérnatu;%listic explanations}based on miracle, and the
agnostic dualisms that kept kanledge of God and the éest

of our knowledge in separate, irreconcilable mental realms.

The attempts made by Kant, Schleiermacher, Hegel, Kierkegaard
and Troeltsch to explain the nature of man's knowiedge of

God are some of the most important threads of thought-woven
into the nineteenth century, creating the intellectual -
context in'thch Niebﬁhr sought his own solution to the
question: How dp we kpow god?l It was this same develop- .
ment of thought that gave'riée to Karl Barth's reaction in

the first quarter of the twentieth century'.2 The long

struggle to ground theological thought in a metaphysical
syétemkwas met by his in%isténcé that the knowledge of God

of which the theologian speaks is grqQnded in the

miraculous event of Jesus, that tﬁe-focal point, the

beginning and'end of all theological reflection, is -the

objectiQe reality of God as He Jj& revealed in Christ.
Knowledge of God does not depend on our previous knowledge
of ourselves or the world but.on God's absdlute‘and

sovereign frgﬁﬁdm of-action in revealiﬂg Himself. Neither

lrrei\obberved that the practical, moral emphasis /f
the Puritan tradition and the speculative, theoretical
interest ’ nineteenth century Protestant thought were .
actually not that far apart and it was the concern of crisis-
theology. in the 1920s to bring to bear on the moral life and the
life of the mind the knowledge of God's transcendence and
sovereignty. Frei,” op. cit., p. 1l.

.2Barth's second edition of Der R8merbrief (1922) is often
considered as the beginning 6f a new movement labelled “craisis-
theology" because of its emphasis on the radical distance

between man and the gqualitatively wholly Other-ness of God

(a Kierkegaardian theme). Barth, Tho,ﬁplstle to the Romans,
trqnsl.‘from saxth edition by Edwyn C.|lHoskyns (London: Oxtord
University Press, 1963). : : ‘
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the external world of nature nor the inner rational
operations of the human mind were to be considered,
according to Barth, the sources of coming to understand the
relation betwéé;\béa/égd man, Only by attending to the
miracle of\Eod's Word does the theologian pursue his course
and learn to speak of God. Theology is to be conducted
solely in terms of the)concrete confrontation in which God
first speaks to the theolggian.

The radical break from the nineteenth century's
preoccupation with man and his mind, particularly as that
bfeak was proposed by Karl Barth, became, for Niebulr, an
occasion of profouhd deliberation and decision. "The 30's,"
he wrote, "were for me as for man? of my ‘generation in the
church the decisive pgrioé in the foémation of basic
personal convictions and in the establishment of theolagicél
formulations of those convictions."l In following the
line of march thgt nmoved from Schleiermacher té Troeltsch
he had.%earned, as had Barth, that Christian thought must-
seek its origins in the experience of faith, in the céncrete
and real relation that exists betﬁeen God and ﬁan in
revelation. But,.like Barth, he came to rcal}ze that the.

tendency to turn. from the object of that faith~relation to

lNigbuhr, ZRcformation:‘ Continuing Imperative," p. 248.
These convictiofis were listed by Nicbuhr as 1) the sovereignty
of God, 2) the lostness, sinfulness, and idolatrousness of
man, .3) the miraculous character of faith, and 4) the radical
historicity of human existence.

¢
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the subjective activity of faith; to turn theo-logy into
faith-ology or religion—ology;'was a temptation to which
the nineteenth century had ‘repeatedly succumbed. This
had led, in turn, to what Niebuhr considcreg//the most
prevalent source of erroy in all thinﬁing, and perhaps
especially in theology and ethics"--self defensiveness.
In other words, a Eheology'which attends primarily to the
subject, man, rather than to the object, @od, tends to
becone defénsive about the formlin which fa;th is expressed’
by map instead of "resolutely confessing" the content of
that faith.> ‘

The a@areness of the radically historical character
of human existence was central to Niebghr's hought. Man's
consciousness of his existing in time and ti&e existing in
him, of ¢he radigal relativity of hlS situation, the
llmltatlons that spatlo temporal~reallt1es put on hls grasp -

of the meaning of life, had become a major concern among

many thinkers from the mid-nineteenth century on.

’ lNiebuhi‘, The Mecaning of Revelation, p.ix. He adlso
pointed out that theologians must.begin where Schleiermacher
and Ritschl began, namely, with existing faith in God, but
without reverfing to a defense of faith itself,. religion, or
the-natural spiritual life of man, as the ultimatec purpose
of theology. 1Ibid., pp. 22-38.

2That God is known only /insofar as he relates to us is
essential for Niebuhr's "conicssxonallst approach" which will
be discussed later in this s/udy . See below pp. 96f, Z216f.

3The profound implicatipns of such thought centering on
man and his consciousness of time may be seen in termé of
Nietzscle's relentless pursuit of the consequehces which a
thoroughgoing haistorical relativism brings. For a brief but
. lucid ‘presentation of this,/ see George Grant, Time As Historv,

'Massey Lectures, Ninth SLrleS, Canadian Broadcastlng Corpor-
ation. . |

/
!




11
. It bad become increasingly clear, according to Niebuhr,

that "if reason is to operate at all it must be content to

. . 1 . . o
work as historical reason.” While ‘this recognition of

reason's historical limitations must also apply to theology

[3

it does not imply subjectivism and scepticism.

It is not evident that the man who is forced to
confess that his view- of things is conditioned
by the standpoint he occupies must doubt the
reality of -what he sees.' It is not apparent
that one who knows that his concepts 'are not
universal must also doubt- that they are concepts
of the universal, or that one who understands
how all his experience is historically mediated
must believe that nothing is mediated through
history.2  » -

In other, words, the recognition of our relativity did not
mean, for Niebuhr, that we are without an absolute; that the
absoluteness of God is not trulf mediated to us in history.
Réther it méant that the Christian claim to knowledge of
the Ab%olute must include the acceptance of the relativity’
of the 5eliever's situation ana knowiedg?.3f Thus, one of
the basic problems for the theoiogién today, as Niebuhr saw
it,_was that of‘formulating the coﬁﬁent of .knowledge of God
Fex‘ﬁiven in revelation, "meaning by that word simply historic

. ™

faith;"4.so as to reflect poth the conviction that the

. l'Nieb_uhr, Tﬁe Meaning of Revelation, ,p. 16.

21bid., pp. 18-19. : - .

3 ‘Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 238-239.
4

Niebuhr, The Mecaning of Revelation, p. 22.
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objective‘reélity known is God in his absoluteness énd
sovereignty and the récognition of the radical historiéity
of human éxistence. é ~,

In summary, then, Niebuhr's double background, i.e.,
the Puritan tradition of divine-sovereignty; human
sinfulness, miraculous grace, and the nineteenth century
academic tradition, especially as it became increas;ngly
conscious of human historicity and relativity, is the.
essential framework in which his thought developed. 1In (
Aterms of outstanding figures in twentieth century religious -
thought, Karl Barih's emphasis on the absolute independence
and sovereignty of God'; self-revealing action and Troeltsch's
emphasis on the radically relative perception of that action
are the'major positions between which Niebuhr found his own
théught drématically polarized. - ‘

As indicated earlier, there were many sources‘to which
Niebuhr turned for illumination and guidance in the course
of his reflections. The interqctions bétwee insights
gained %rom them and from Troeltsch .and BartS;combined
with the activity of his own creative mind, led Niebuhr to
de;elop a distinctive alternative as.an answer to the
qugstion: How is knéwledgc of God_possiﬁle'for rﬂdfcally
historical man? &he‘first step in.tracing this developmeﬁt
is a discussion of the hajor influenées on Nicbuhr's thought.
It will include a summary o£ the influence of'TrqclEéch

and Barth respectively, as they rcpresedtcd for Niebuhr .the

most impressive pgsitions being put forward in his day.



It will also include a summary of other thinkers whose
insigRhts were most important in the process of formulating

his own answer to the question above.

13
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A. Ernst Troeltsch

»

In a reflection on Niebuhr's contribution to American
thought Sidney Ahlstrom, a former colleague of his at Yale
University, wrote:

Niebuhr's academic career began, in effect, at Yale
in 1924 with a submission of his doctoral disserta-
tion, an impressive exposition of "The Religious
Philosophy of Ernst Troeltsch,” the great German
church historian, sociclogist, and theologian.
Though never published, the thesis is in one sepse
the most important thing he ever wrote, for 1t
focused interests that must have been forming for

a decade angtrset the general direction of His
career as a”fheologian. His best~-known works all
bear at least some marks of this influence.?

Not only does Niebuhr appear to have found in Troeltsch's
thought crucial insights into the problem that Christianity
faced in modern times with the increasing awareness of

»

human historicity and the relativity this implied for its

claim to knowledg the absolutenes§3of’606, but he also

seems to have developed profound respect for, and emulated,

to some extefit at least, the style of his thought. 1In' the

introduction to his dissertation, Niebuhr wrote.:

Troeltsch limited neither his interests nor his
activities to the sphere of his profession but

was deeply concerned to find. a solution for the .
problems of contemporary religion and social

life by means of the practical measures Church

and state could take as well as bg philosophical

and theological labor of thought. -

lanlstrom, op. cit., p. 213-214,

, 2Nicbuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's‘Philosophy of Religion”
(Yaleé University doctoral dissertation, 1924, University. of
Michigan Microfilms, Ann Arbor), p. 2. '

-
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These and other comments on Troeltsch's broadness of
sympathies, respect and tenderness, resistance to
systematization, and openness to dialogue and criticism by
which he could learn from others, are strikingly similar
to the asse;sment of Niebuhr's own intellectual and
personal traits offered by his students and coliea,gues.1

A further dimension to the pervasive influcnce of Troeltsch
can be seen by briefiy reviewing the con;cnt of Niebuhr's
doctoral dissertation. 1In so doing, we can see not only
how thoroughly he g;;sped the esscatial provlem Troelt:isch
was trying to solve but alsb’severai of -the specific
insights which Troeltsch gained in the process of developing
his philosophy of religign and which remained significant
for Niebuhr as he developed his own thought.

In his dissertation on Troeltsch's philosophy of
religion Niebﬁhr considered the chapter; on Troeltsch's
theory of rel igious knowledge and on the philosophy of
history the central chapters of his thesis.2 Combined
with the!chapters on Troel€sch's psychology of religion and
on his metaphysics, these constituted what Niebuhr understood

as the fourfold structure of Troeltsch's method in the

philosophy of re'ligion.3 The centrality of the epistemological

lriston Pope, "H. Richard Nicbuhr: A Personal Apprecia-
tion," in Faith and Ethics, pp- 8; also D. D. Williams,
S. Ahlstrom, J. Allen, in Christianity and Crisis, XXIII, 20,
(November 25, 1963), pp. 209-219. .

2Niebuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's Philosophy of Religion," p. iii.-

31bid., pp. 92f; especially pp. 102,108, 109.




and historical consideration in the development of his
thodght on Troeltsch stemmed from Niebuhr's conviction that
the problem of religion presented itself to Troeltsch in

a twofold'manner.l On the one hand, there was the problem
of dealing with the subjectivism QE’ ure empiricism which
would reduce rgligion to an illusion.2 on the other hahd,
there was the problem of dogmatism which would isolate a
particular religion’from the rest of history as a miracu-
lously born religion, making an assessment of its relation
to other elements in human civilization impossible to
determine on rational grounds.3 Thus, 'Niebuhr saw Troel tsch
as having assigned himself the dolible task of 1) amending the
theory of religious knowledge, pqrticularly as it was
expressed in Ritschlianism Eo overceome the skepticism toward
which the empirical approach to religion tended, and 2)
_providing a philosophy of history

which will know how ko choosé the true, the

permanent and the good out of history and so
achleve a standard by means of which it will

lypid., p. 92.

21hid., pp. 104f.. : ‘

3Niebuhr viewed Troeltsch's thought as a constant effort
to overcome the supernaturalistic dogmatism of Ritschl, and his
followers. Cf. Ibid., p. 43f. Troeltsch was not opposed to
all refercnce to the supernatural but rather only to that
“type which "clawms a miraculous origin for one religion
while denying it to all others." Cf. Ibid., p. 47; also
pPp- 223f.
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be possible to measure historical realities,

such as Christianity and the othef religions,

and determine their value for us.

Both tasks were launched by Troeltsch through implementation

‘of the Kantian notion of the a Driori? In seeking to

discover the essence of religlous history which would enable
us to determine the value of Christianity and other religions

Troeltsch found his answer in the historical a priori,

which is the presence of a system of potential values in
the observer by mearis of which he is able to evaluate
historical entities as they Empress themselves upon the
obser&er.3 In seceking to establish the validity of religious
knowledge which would preserve its non-scientific, atheoretic
character and yet maintain the rightfulness of its claim to
be knowledgé Troeltsch found his answer in the religious °*

a priori which is "the absolute relation issuing from the

essence of recason to an absolute substance, by virtue of

which all realities and especially all values are related to

L]

l1bhid., p. 97. This philosophy would be the result of an’
approach that takxes the historical method seriously and.seeks
.to overcome history by means of history. C£. Ibid, p. 48: Such
a philosophy would meet the challenge of modern -thought charact-
erized by a) the genetic mode of historical explanation which
views Christianity as part of general religious history, part-
ially dependent upon the faiths of the Gracéco-Roman world, gnd
b) the socirological mode of thought which demonstrates the
dependence of Christianity in any.form upon general cultural,
social and:economic conditions. Ibid., pp. 95-96. )

N
21bid-, pp. 98-110. "Apriority means simply that certain
principles or values cannot be explained as derived from pre-
suppositions or antecedents. . . They convice by means of
their immanent mecaning and are not dependent for that meaning
upon anything outside of themselves." Ibid., pp. 169-170.

31hid., pp. 111-112, 243, 246.

[y
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an absolute substance as their source and standard."l

THus, Nicbuhr's attempt to set forth Troeltsch's philosophy

4

of religionvled him to discover two distinct methods having

been developed by Troeltsch. The first method, which

Niebuhr suggested was primary and to which Troeltsch seemed
inclined toward the end of his career as well, emphasized

the hiséorical, or ethical, a priori. The procedure involved'
the introductory stage of an osjectively descriptive history,
using psychology and sociology as auxiliary sciences,

followed by a philosophy of history with its central doctrine,
i.e., the a.priori principle that all our values are.

relative to our historical situation, yet absolutely binaing
within that situation, aﬁd the subsequent epistemdlogical

and metaphysical stages in which the source of the a priofis
and their relation to reality are explained. Throughout

this method the central concern is to develop a philosophy

of religion which will enable us to assess the value éf
réligion as a social and historical reality, to answer this
question: Is Christianity the absolutely valid religion
which must be synthesized with our wgole culture, and if it
'is, how is this synthesis to be brought abéut?2 The secoend
method focused primarily‘on the problem of the Validity of
rcligious knowledge and, Niebuhr observed; where Tréeltsch

discussed explicitly the possibility of a philosophy of

l1pid., p. 181; See also p. 112.

zibid}, p. 94.
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religion he described the procedure as beginning with an
3 .

empirical study of religion, or the Psycholoqgy of religion,

which discovers the phenomenal essence of religion, followed

‘ N 1

by epistemology, which discovers the a priori essence of

reli¥gion, and then the phiiosoohy of the historv of religion

and the metaphvsics of religion.l In this method the

L3

. C . . . \ .
religious a priori, which Troeltsch is seen to hawg defined
variously, but most characteristically as reference to an

a8

Absolute Source and Goal, is the crucial key.:2 Because the

religious a priori is -discovered as always filled with

-

.empirical content and appears in history as subject to -
H

development and change the philosophy of religious history

is the study of the empirical actualization and historical
development of the a vpriori eiement. The metaphysics'of
religion seeks to discover thé relation of feligious'

knowledge (the idea of God) to the rest of our knowledge,

f individual consciousness to consciousness in general.

.

The centrallty of the chapters on Troeltsch's theory of
religious knowledge and his philosophy of history .is -
apparent, therefore,‘in'view of the fact thqo'thesé chapters

contain Niebuhr's interpretation of the two key ideas, i.e.,

- »

the historical, or ethical, a priori and the religious

a priori, which led Troeltsch to develop two methods in his
-./. -

.
)

l1ipid., pp. 103f.
21bid., pp. 181f.

31bid., pp. 265F.
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philosophy of religion. in the chapter which introduces the
second half of his dissertation Niebuhr pointed out that the
presence of these two methods in Troeltsch;s thought was

due to the different conceptions of religion which tne latter
had.l The first regarded religion primatily as, a social and |
historicai reality, the second viewed religion as primarily
the immediate, personal. and inner experience of the.presence
of an Absolute, or of God.

Here Niebuhr detected the basic source of-aifficuity
with whien Troeltsch's philosophy of religion was beset and
which caused so much of the "uncertainty" evldent in his
work.2 on the one hand, he attempted to base his philosophy
of religlon.on_the a priori of hlstory, which was an ethical
a priori b& medns of which the various historical religions
and their relative value could 5? judged. The result was

that the standard of judgment, though a priori, was relative

$

lThe first half of the dissertation is a discussion of
Troeltsch's development in stages: early influences (up to
1891), the anti-Ritschlian reaction (1891-1903), and neo-
Kantian and historical periods (1903-1913; 1913-1923). It
was Niebuhr's conclusion that the doctrine of the religious
a priori, although important at mid-pdint in Troeltsch's
career, was not to be 'regarded as tne key to his thought.
Rather, the historical interest was primary, and the constant
_element in Troeltsch's work was the idea of the metaphysics
of .the spirit and its historical evolution. In other words
.the kecy, from Niebuhr's, point of view, was Troeltsch's
doctrine of the participation of the finite spirits in the
Infinite, "the final thought...in.which all the many interests
"and directions of his thought converge.! (Ibid., 266; see also
below p. 22.) .

21bid., p. 112. / :
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and therefore Christianity's superiority was relative to
western civilization, though absolute. The ethical a priori,
in other words, imposed an absolute obligation upon the
knower sut the obligation was relative to the knower's
situation in history. On the other hand, Niebuhr pointed

iout, Troeltsch also attempted to base his philosophy upon

.a religious a priori, discoverable in mystic experience,
which refers all things and all values tqran Absolute as
their goal .and souxce. This apprbach‘inciuded the notion
that the a priori is actuélized and developed in the concrete
and relative situation.l

) “ According to Niebuhr, Troeltsch's ambivalenée about the
approacﬂ which would best serve ig constructing a philosophy
of religion for Christianity stemmed from the basictstfucture
of his problem, one which Niebubr himself is .seen to havé
adopted, and this, as Hoedemaker aptly stated, amounted to

“the persiséeﬁt tendency to.approach religion culturally with

an emphasis on relativity, and.to approach culture religiously
. &»

with a quest for the abso]_‘,utc."2

¢ .
Niebuhr concluded his discussion of Troeltsch's:

methodological problems with the following comment.

Troeltsch's philosophy of religion must be
regarded then as something less than a unified
structure. Two approaches and two main ideas

o

lIbid., pp. 112-116. The religious a'prlori is grounded
in Troeltsch's metaphysical doctrine of participation, i.e.,
the participation of the finite spirits in the Infinite Spirit.

ZHoedemaker, op. cit., p. 17.°
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are combined without being brought into

complete accord. They do not conflict as

much as they resist inclusion into a single

scheme. . . The inclusiveness of the attempt

merigs admiration which }t maK be necessary

to withhold from the results,

Niebuhr's assessment of Troeltsch's attempt to have the
pest of both worlds, so to speak, was té point out that the
latter was convinced of ‘the historical and social conditions
_ to which all moral and meﬁtal life is subject and that the

final source of all aprority whether in the realm of ethics
.or natural sciences was the union of the finite with the
Infinite, the individual Qith Go’d;2 In all stages of the
development of his philo= phy of religion, the governing
principle was, according to Niebuhr, Troeltsch's metgphysical
doctrine of "participation," i.e., that there exists a secret
alliance between human reason and reality and this secret
alliance is the identity of human monads with the DiQipe
aAll-Life.3 Thus, every section of history is in immediate
relation to the Absolute.4 All finite spirits participate in
the Infinite.5 Even in the first "empirical" state of. inquiry
_ﬁiebuhr detected thé influence of\Egis doctrine in that

Troeltsch insisted that wherever theé phenomenon of féligibn

appecars there is the expressed belief in the presence of God,

-
%

1Niebuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's ?hilosophy of Religion," p.AllG.
21pid., p. 115. ‘ '
31pid., p. 217.
41bid., p. 257.

51bid., p. 266.
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that religious experience is based ul timately on " a hidden
alliance between man and the ultimate reality."l Earlier in
his dissertation, in the historical survey of Troeltséh's
works, Niebuhr pointed out that although Troeltsch
persistently sought to find the system of culture and
religion in the material of history and through an empirical
method, and ;l£hough the historical interest was primary, it
remained the case’ that "the fundamental and constant element
in his thought was the idea of a metaphysics of the spirit
in its historical evolution."2 In Troeltsch's philosophy

of history the truth .or value of religion hinged on three
basic elements, accordiné to Niebuhr. They were: - 1) the
relativity of all historical values, including religion; ot
2) the a priori and imberative obligation of such values:;
and 3) the existence of a presentiment, ;% intuition, a
direct inner experience of Divine Life. Niebuhr observed
Ehat while Troeltsch was often seen as a relativist and waé
most ‘frequently criticized in terms of the first of.those
three elements in his thought it was his (Niebuhxr's) view -
éhat the emphasis upon the a priori‘characteq of religion
and the. trend toward a metaphysical interpretation of

apriorism warrant the suggestion that the second and third

elements were more important to Troeltsch. He- stdtéd, then,

. A

lIbid., pp. 144-145, 150. Thus, Niébuhr's description
of Troeltsch's philosophy as a "modified monadology." 1Ibid.,
p. iii.

21pid., pp. 85-86.
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that Troeltsch's philos&phy of religious hi;tory c&?%d be
regarded as a philosophy of "complete obligatién“ réther than
a "philosophy of relativism.“1

Finally, Niebuhr saw the metaphysicai doctrine of
Troeltsch--the participation of the finite spirits in the
Infinite--as "the.final éhought . . . in which all the many
interests and directions of his thought converge."2 This
doctrine, based to a large extent upon the philosophy of
Leibniz, Niebuhr regarded as the basis for Troeltsch's
"modified monadology" and altﬁough in that approach finite
beings participate @n,the Infinite they remain always finite,
so their thoughts can extend from the inner intuition oftthis
only to approximations. According to Niebuhr, Troeltsch
wished to retain the element of mysticism in religion without
allowing for fanaticism. Niebuhr's dischssion of the
metaphysics was very brief, és Troeltsch's own writings
presented it in a rather sketchy manner. To.what extent
Troeltsch believed his metaphysical notion of participation
fcsolved the antinomiecs of his philosophy is unclear but
Niecbuhr suggested, at the end, that the dualisms of rationalism
and irrationalism, the relative and the absoluté, plural ism

- . . . 3
a&nd monism seem to have been carried "only a step farther back.”

lypid., p. 263.
21bid., P. 266.

31bid., p. 270.
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In Niecbuhr's view, Troeltsch's philosophy was a philosophy
of compromise,

of the compromise between the religion of the
individual and the faith of the church, the
compromise between rationalism and irrationalism,
bgtween the categorical imperative and the demands
of the natural man, between the service of humanity
and the service of the State. Hence, in religion,
it is both a philosophy of absoluteness and of
relativity, of faith apd of doubt.1

The .above passage'appeared.as an appendage to Niebuhr's
dissertation. Judging from his later reflections on the

ethical failure of Christianity (in The Social Sources of

Denominationaliém% which he attributed directly to its

compromising attitude with the social and economic demands

of secular life,.and on the radical transformation of values

brought about by God's self-revelation (in The Meaning of )

Revelation), from his statements (in Christ and Culture)

that "an absolute standgard cannot be compromised--it can .
‘

only be” "broken" and "we cannot excusec ourselves by saying
that we have made the best compromise possible,"——ané,
finally, from the dcveloémcnt of the theme of radical
monotheisﬁ and the ethics of responsibility based on that
‘theme, Niebuhr, at the very start of gis academic careér,
expressed in that oné phrasc‘labelling Troel tsch's philosgphy
of religion the crucial, compelling question to whiéh ﬁe

. devoted the major part of his life's work--What is the

Christian thecologian's answer to the philosophy of compromise?

-

libid., p. 270.
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Niebuhr's indebtedness to Troecltsch did not consist,
however, in merely raising the above qugstion. While he
may have withheld admiration for the }esults of Troeltséh's
attempt to combine the historical and‘the mystical elementg
in religion there are clear indications of a number of
specific insights, over and above the principle of
historical relativity and the structuring of the problem it
poses, that canebe singled out and regarded as significant
conéributions to Niebuhr's eventual formulation of an

alternative to Troeltsch. The following is a brief presen-

tation of what those insights were.

l. Troeltsch's Psychology.

In the discussion of the method of psychology of religion_
Niebuhr noted the suggestion by Trocltsch that in man's
ethical, religious and aesthetic consciousness there can be
seen to exist a further capacity, an Anlage, by which he
experiences his existence both in time and 'as a causal agent
in a distinctively differcent manner than éositcd by the
natural sciences. Besides mechanistic, serial’ time and
cause and‘effoctﬁoquivalcncy there is ratioqal causality
'and inﬁelligible time. Troeltsch modified the Kantian
doctrine of the phcenomenality. of time and of causal
equivalence by adding ésychical time and causality. As to
the former, Troeltsch saw the need to cgncedc Ehat the rational
acts of consclousness enter into time possessing “in&elligible
temporality" and, as to the lattér, there needed to be

recognized psychical cause which involves succession without
) !
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equivalence, a break in the causally determined series,
interference on the part of autonomous reason.l Recognition

of this aspect of the psychical life of man is necessary,

A Y )
Troeltsch stated, because

I question the applicability of the causal view, in
the sense of gencral uniform neccessities, to the
historical -object and to the living totality of
psychical processes, not only because a purely
mechanical and causal view and an appreciating
evaluation cannot be simply placed alongside of
each other as parallel views which do not touch
each other, but also because I have not been able
to convince myself in any case of the actual
successful application of the causal view to the
connection between feelings and desires upon the
one hand and ideas and generally valid values ~“ ,
upon the other hand. I believe also that the ,
whole higher psychical life with its reference
to an un-sensual recality demands ontological
explanation by means of independent principles.

In other words, an empirical approach to psychology based
exclusively ogcthé mechanistic interpretation of time and
causality failed, in Troeltsch's mind, to do just?ce to the
spiritual life.of man a$ a free, autonomous being.

Niébuhr's development of the concepts of time and history

in The Meaning of Revelation and in The Responisible Self are

N S

lNiobuhr, "Ernst Troecltsch's Philosophy of Religion,™
pp. 122-126.

2Ibid., p- 123. Nicbuhr's translation of this statement
by Troeltsch is slightly different from the English edition of
Troeltsch's Die Asolutheit des Chraistentums (fubingen: J.C.B.
Mohr, 1902, 2nd cdition, 19LZ), p. wv. Translator David Reid's
version is as follows: ... a purely causalymechanistic view
and an cvaluational one simply cannot:*be left as parallels that
never meet, ...I have never been able to convince myself that
the causal approach, starting from. perceptions and desires and
ending up with ideas and universal values, can really prove
feasible. Further, I think that the entire life of the human
spirit, in its%relation to an intangible reality, requires an
ontological foundation in principles independent of those
appropriate to the causal mechanistic approach. Troeltsch, The
Absoluteness of Christianity and the Historv of Religions, trans.

* by Davaid kulqigﬁicnmond: Jonn Knox Press, 1971), p. 31,
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.sugge;tive of Troeltsch's influeénce. The "time that is in
man" and the "timefullness of man" ‘treated respectively in
those two wo;ks are notions that bear in their inténtions
at least a striking resemblarce to the idea put forward in
hTroeltsch's psychology. Niebuhr had noted in his dissertation
that Troeltsch's thoughts followed Bergson to some ¢xtent,
especially regarding the interaction in which body and sen;e—
organs appear as the focusing point of mind-~energy and as
its apparatus. He mentioned Bergson as an influence in his

writing of The Kingdom of God in Americal in which the

dynamic §?iritual aspect of the past-, present-, and future- |
orientated interpretations of God's Kingdom was the main
{
theme. Niebuhr tried to show the inner, spiritual cause -
that moved Christianity and wa; responsible for the distinctive

characteristics it acquired in the course of its history in

America. o

Another element of Troeltsch's thought on psychology
seemns tp have had a lasting effect on Niebuhr, namely, the
methodological principle which Troeltsch expressed as

"Nachfuchlen und Beschreiben, " or 'the sympathetic apprehension

. L]

and description of psychic states wikth the aid of one's own

real or at lecast hypothetical religious fpelings."z' Troeltsch's

I3

1Niebuhr, 1ine - in America (New York:
Harper and Row, Harper .Torchbook, 1959. Originally
publ ished in 1937.)

2Niebuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's ?f%igsophy of Religion,"‘
p. 131. ’
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argument for this notion was based on the fact that in .
dealing with the religious experience of man one is concerned
with the spiritual personal life of the individual or
community and, in order to grasp the essence of that, one
must possess in reality, or acquire througH hypothesis and
sympathy, the religious states under consideration. The
counterpart to this in Niebuhr's thought is his insistence
that only from the standpoint of participation in faith

can one‘do theology.l. Niebuhr was convinced that the only
God the Christian theologian could talk about was the God
known in actual relgtion.2 The ability of the psycholegist
to appreciate religious quality as a requirement of the
psychological method in Troecltsch's thought bccaﬁc in
Niebuhr's theological method‘thc indispensable qualification,
for the theologian, of participation in the activity of
faith. While Troeltsch considered the metaphyéical doctrine
of participation as the basic ground for the possibility of
having this ability and, ultimately, for coming to know-
ther persons, Niebuhr understood the basis for being able to
do theology as the concretc confrontation of God, and the

knowledge of other persons is radically transformed by- that

INiebuhr, Radical Monotheism and Western Culture (New York:
Harper and Row 1970), p. 15, Originally published, 1960.

2Niebuhr, The_Purposce of the Church and Its Ministry (New
York: Harper 1950), p. 112, Toward the..end or his life Nicbuhr
regretted - -his own use of the term higtorical relativism and
suggested that "historical relationalism” was perhaps a better
term to express the subjective, participatory dimensaon of faithe
reasoning because it involves the subject without necessaraly
implying subjectivism. See¢ Niebuhr, "Reformation: ‘Continuing
Inpdrative, " p. 249.
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confrontation. As with this element in Troeltsch's thought
so in all the others which carried over into Niebuhr's
reflections, the theocentric principle is the fundamental

corrective.

2. Troeltsch's Epistemology and Metaphvsics.

L

In his discussions of Troeltsch's epistcmology and
metaphysics Niebuhr pointed in_that the‘former's religicus
a priori, defined as the intuition of the union between the
finite spirits and the Infinite, was his solution to the
problém of the knowledge of other persons--a problem which,
according to Niebuhr, Q%s of central significance to
Troeltsch's whole theory of knowledge.

The knowledge of othdr persons is possible because

of the commeon participation of the finite monads

in the Infinite Spirit and because of their common

identity with that spirit and so with cach other.l
Niebuhr, however, saw the divine solf-revela£ion not as a
development, or mere confirmation, of a metaphysical notion of
pafticipatlon in divine personhcood, but rather as a radical
and permanently revolutionary transformation of any prior

notions we might have had in that respect.2

o

. INiebuhr, "Ernest Troeltsch's Philosophy of Religion," p. 218.

2Niebuhr, The Meanina of Revelation, Chapter 4, especially
pp. 175ff. Hans Frel alludes to tne fact that since Nieouhr never
developed a theory of . analogy regarding the knowledge of God as
person and human sclf-knowledge 1t appears that he was convinced
that personhood was uncquivocally the "common ground” that both
God and men shared. This characteristic of Niebuhr's thought may
be yet another carry-over from Troeltsch. Niebuhr avoided
metaphvsical consaderations but regardless of the interpretation
one might put on the apparcnt suggestion that personhood is the
common ground Niebuhr would insist on the transformative erfect
of God's seltf-revealing on any understanding we might have hnad.
prior to revelation. (Sce below, pp. 149f).



.

31

3. Troeltsch's Philosovhv of History.

—

In the section on the philosophy of history the elements
of individuality and development in Troeltsch's conception
of history are' of partjicular significance in terms of

Niebuhr's thought. 1InChrist and Culture he referred to

the fact that his intentions were "to supplement and in part
.correct” Troeltsch's work by viewing the "relative history of
\-~)finite men and movements (as) under the governance of the

absolute God."1 From a theological, or theo—centricf

.

/
standroint the individual [in history*\unique and unrepeatable,

peculiar to its own time and‘placc, and the develdﬁment of
history, the dynamic éver-changing process of individuals in
thelr interreclatedness, were aspects of the human condition
confronted by a personal deity calling those individuals in
their relatedness to respo d in faith, which Niecbu

dcscriﬁed as "reliance of a person on a person.” Indiyiduality
and the developmental characteristics of history are not to be
viewed from the Christiaﬁ'pcrspcctive as merely the

- particular fate in which Christianity is one of the ine

>

bilities to which some are obligated to respond in "consistent

compromise, as little unsatisfactory as we can manage,'" but

¥

rather as a particular fate which demands, like it or not, a

response of uncompromising loyalty to the One whose loyalty

.

1Nicbuh%, Christ and Culture, p. xiil.

]

2Niebuhr, "Faith in Gods and in*God," Suppl cmentary

Essay in Radical Monotheism and Western Culture, p. 125.
Originally puplished as "The latyre and Lxistence of God™ in
‘' Motive IV (1943), pp. 13-15, 43<dpb. o

tnaoane
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towards us is unlimited. The individual developing in
history was viewed by Troeltsch primarily as an element in
the large metaphysical scheme that seemed to have been in the
back of.his mind throughout his writings. Niebuhr's
correction of Troeltsch's historical relativism involved the
transformation of individuality and deyelopment into personal
becoming before the Absolute Pépson of God. Thus, when he
wrote that he believed it to be "an aberration of faith as
well as reason to absblutize the finite but all of this
relative history of finite men and movements is under the
govern;nce of God,"l Niebuhr was expressing his understanding
that the corrective principie of Judaeo—christiah radical
monotheism was that the God who rules over relativity has
revealed himself as a person.2 While Niebuhr's acceptance of
the relativist position was complcte,'insofar as goth the
objects of history and the observer himself are recognized
as spatio-temporally conditioned,.it was, for him, the
personalis§ dimension of ‘revelation that ultimately renders

that condition mcaningful and upon which an uncompromising

faith rests.3

i

lyiebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. xii.

2Niobuhr, Radical Monotheisnm, pp. 59f; and The Meaning
of Revelation, Chapter 4.

3Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 239-241.
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Niebuhr's work on Troeltsch was undoubtedly a crucial

factor in ‘the subsequent develobment‘pf his own thought. .
v . il . '
In a very real sense the Troeltschean problem, i.e., of

reconciling the acceptance of relativihy and the claim to
knowledge of the absolute, became Niebuhr's own problem,
- t

and the latter's attempts to solve it involved both'positive

>

 and negative reactions to some of the insights gained by

‘Troeltsch. Aas Niebuhf's’personalist approach seemeg to
reflect the essential character of his response to Troeltsch's,
phiiosophy of comprcﬁise it is no less true that this

approach was also his response to the Chri@tocentric dogmatism .

4 >

of Karl Barth, whose thought will be the subject matter of

-

the following section.

N -

. .
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. B. Karl Barth¥"

v

’

It was only three years'before Niebuhr completed his
dissertation on Troeltsch that Karl Barth published his

second edition of the Rsmerbrlef:l The beginning of what

became a long debate with Schleiermacher's thought and

Schleiermacher's disciples, '‘Barth's Romerbrief was written

with the intention of liberating theology from the

¢

.historicism and psychologism he saw emanating from die

religionsgeschichtliche Schule and its preoccupation with

the his;oricity of Jesus as a relative manifestation of the\
Absqlute. -While Barth agreed with the position that viewed
history as the sphere\qé\éhe relative he rejected the
notion that it possessed any inherent megning o£ value
= worthy of theoclogical concern. Barth cénsidered religién,
like history, to be in the realmof the relative and while
'both‘¥evcal certain aspects of the human Eondition and its
possibilities it was his purpose to, draw the Christiaﬂ
/‘theologian's attention to the absolutely freé initiative of
God as the sole sourge of réal meaning and Qalué for man.2
The emphasis for Barth was on tbe,miracle of Jesus Christ.

Jesus is the miracle of God's entrance into human history

without becoming part of history. The point of entrance,

( o ,
. lKarl Barth, Epistle to the Romans, trans. by Edwyn
Hoskyns, (London: Oxford University Press, 6th Ed.,‘}957).

21bid.,~"The Preface to the Second Edition," pp. 2-15;
and pp. l15ff, 148. Sce also Thomas W. Ogletree, Christian
Faith. and Historv (New York: Abingdon, 1965), ‘pp. 81-96.

. )
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according to Barth, is a'boundary between two dimensions
of reality, time and eternity.l This particulAr point is
‘once for all”and is the light of eternity shining on the
temporal world revealing the latter for what it is, giving
it its ultimate meaning and value from above. But the main
issue is the séparation between Christianity and history
which this revelation implies. To overcome the inherent
problems this creates for man, not the least of which are
the questions of how he knows God at all in this separated
condition and how thi§ condition can be made meaningful,
Bartk saw 1t necessary to use dialectical~language and
spoke of God revealing himself as the~unknown, and of man
attaining his meaning by acknowledging his meaninglessness.

The Epistle to the Romans shows that the major thrust of

Barth's argument is to re-establish'the absoluténess,

freedom and sovereignty of God for theology and to emphasize .
'the fact that its subjéct, God, is tﬁe fundaméntal point of” )
departure for reflegtion, in contrast to philosophy and
religion which have nature or the human subject as their
beginning.
| The Txoeltschean alternative to rationalism and
cxclusivistic supernaturalism, namely a"re-animated broad

- . \A»
and dcep realism"3 which would provide theology with the

[
-

lparth, The Episﬁlc to the Romans, p. 29.

wa21bid., p. 45, 145. (The influence of Kierkegaard is
evident throughout this work, and explicitly acknowledged. -
See pp. 99, 116-117, 439{f.)

N 3Niebuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's Philosophy of Religion,"

p. 214. )
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means for addressing itself to modern man's increasing
historical awareness, was challenged by Barth.i Troeltsch's
réalism was apparently not realistic enough to suit Barth.
Perhaps also Troe}tsch's relativism was not relativistic
.enough for Barth, in the sense that the latter seemed to
suggest that the lessons of history should have taught the
former to seek its meaning elsewhere. Insisting‘that he
was neither anti-philosophical nor blind to history's
lessons, Barth offered his alternative, a theological
realism which ;hderstdod the Word of God given to faith as
the only proper object of theology and by which its content
and method are to be determined.

The impact of Barth's thought was felt strongly in
Europe and, shoftly thereafter, in North America. The
movement it started, variously called "dialectical thgology,"
"crisis-theology,” "neo-orthodoxy" and "Bérthianism," was
an important element in what Niebuhr referred to as a
"decisive period in the formation of basic personal convictions
and in the establishment of theological formulation of those
convictions."z_ Its most positive influence on Niebuhr was

the reinforccmgnt of his conviction df God's absolute

sovereignty. as the fundamental principle for Christian

lcf. Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 204.

2Niebphr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," Christian
Century, LXXVII, 20 (March 2, 1960), pps 248, 250.°
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theology. Niecbuhr was hesitant, however, to pursue what he
saw as the increasipgly egpistemological interests of Barth.
According to Niebuhr, Barth and his followers seemed to
turn to "orthodoxy as right teaching, right doctrine, and
‘to faith as fides, as assent," and Nicbuhr was led farther
away from that movement as his own thought focused more and
more on the primacy of personal relations in understanding

faith.t )

The Christocentric theme in Barth's thought was a
definite .barrier for Niebuhr. He considered the exciusivity
implied by Barth's emphasis on the Christ—eQent as the sole
sofifce of our knowledge of God to be a wcakening of the
principle of God's sovereignty and, as well, making it
almost ﬁnpoésible for Ch;istianity to address itself to all
men, enclosed as they were in their own particular experiences

and cultural loyalties. On more than one occasion Niebuhr

indicated that he thought crisis-theology lacked means of

lIbid., p. 250. For a summary of the development of
Barth's thdéught sce Thomas F. Torrance, "Karl Barth," in
Ten Makers of Modern Protestant Thouaht, edited by George H.
Hunt (New York: Association Press, 1958), pp. 58-68. Therein,
Torrance.points to three staaes in Barth's thought. The first,
a liberal critical stage; the second, a dialectical stage; and
the third, a biblical dogmatic stage. With respcct to this
development Niebuhr. appeared to agree with Barth's initial
effort to overcome the man-centered tendencies of liberalism,
but with the growing Christological emphasis.and the accompany-—
ing cpistemological concerns of the sccond and third stagco

" Niebuhr became more critical of Barth
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expressing to man his social and ethical task in the world.l

N
While Niebuhr wished to maintain the sovereignty of God and
the centrality of Jesus in Christian faith, he did not agree
with the exaggerations of the other-worldly and

'Christological tendencies he detected in Barthian thought.2
In reaction to the post—liberai tendencies to equate theolé@y
with Christology,- Niebuhr wrote:

In my confession of faith, as in that of many men

I know, the experience of trust in God and the

vow of loyalty to Him comes before the acknowledgement

of Christ's Lqordship.3 .
It may be the case that Niebuhr misunderstogd Barth to have
meant that we could speak of crisis in the human-divine
relation only in terms of Christ and tﬁcn,bedause of Christ
thetcrisis is dissolved. Barth's intentions cah, however,.
be interpreted otherwise, th;t is, to have pointed to the
fact that thé particulariiy of the Christ-e&egt as a.radical
confirmation, once for all, revealed precisely that God ié

sovereign and in Jesus we see how little right we have to.

speak of God at all.4 Whether Niebuhr saw this dimension

lSee Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism,
P. 275; and Niebuhr's "Translatcr's Preface," for Paul Tillich's
The Religious Situation (Cleveland: World Publlshlng Co., Meridian
Books, 1969), p. 22.

2

Sce Frei's comments in Faith and Ethics, pp. 101, 10S.
3Niebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 250.

Akarl Barth, Church Dogmatics II, 1, (Edinburgh: T. and
T. Clark, 1957), pp. 53-56, L28ff.
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to Barth's thought or not is hard to tell, .but the fact

remains that he felt the latter's emphasis on the particularity

«

of the Christ-event to be over-emphasis.

while the Christocentric and epistemological concerns of
Barth were issues that separated Niebuhr from him, certain

.

, . / .
elements in Barth's systematic theology (as expressed in the

Church Dogmatics)concerning,the nature of God and man show

their thoughts to be guite similar. The following will be
a brief summary of Barth's understanding of the personﬁood
of God and man since it is on this matter that the influence
of Banthdon Niebuhr is most relevant to the central concerns

of this dissertation.

l. Barth on the Concept of God as Person.

It Qas Barth's constant theme that God is known in the
revelation of Jesus Christ, and that this knowledge depends
absolutely on'God's initiative. -Whatever readiness there is
in man is there only Ehrough the power of Géd acting in
Jes'us.l As Barth discussed the "Reality of God" which-
becomes known to' man through God's revealing power, the
fyndamental emphasis is«on the being of God as person.2. The
first element in the conceptualization of God is that of his

being in act. We know that God is.act bccause that by which

l1bid., pp. 128-178.°

This theme in Church Dogmatics 1is a consistent development
from the conviction he expressed in The Epistle to the Romans.
"God is Personality: He 1s One, Unique, and Partaicular--and
therefore He is Etérnal and Omnipotent." (p. 276)
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we know God at all is through his action upon us.l But in
that action God is known to be more than pure act--he is
a particular act and ‘this is emphatically revealed in Jesus
Christ.2 The uniqueness of God's being-in-act establishes
the absoluteness of his freedom in acting.3 As self-
originating activity, God owes his being-in-act to none
other than himself. This much, Barth insisted, conveys the
essence of God as person. But which person? This is
settled, again in revelation, by the singularity of the act
which essentially is the action of love.4 The self-
désignation of God as "I am" turns us to the act that he
is and in that-action we discover that God is He Who,
without Having'to do so, seeks and creates fellowship
between Himself and us.

God, then, is a beiné in act, free, loving: The
expression of God as love (I John 4), however, does not allow
us to say that love ig God, but rather intends to convey to
us the particular loving act God is, which, as Barth went on
to say, "has only to be his love to be everything for us."

This notion was implied carlier by Barth in Romans when he

lBarth,'Church Dogmatics II, 1, p. 261ff.

21pid., p. 264. ' . .
Ibid o .
1bid., p. 265, ana 297ff.

41bid.; p. 272fF.

5 ..
Ibid., p..276.
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translated pistis in Paul's epistle (3,3) as "faithfulness"
because the context called for that special nuance. ("For
what i1f some were without faith? Shall their want of faith

make of none effect the faithfulness of God?“)1 There he

-

’

argued that no single text but rather the whole thrust of
revelation as set forth in the Bible's entirety conveys to
Christian theology the notion of God's loving act in terms
of his steadfast fideiity, in being, as he said later, for .
man "everything.J God as person, then, meant for Barth
that he is a free being in act whose action is love.

In Anselm's Proslogion Barth found his answer to the
problem of whether the reasoning of faith actually attains
to positive knowledge of God. Barth understood Anselm to
say thét'faith seeks}to understand Bgmanly what it has come
tp know by virtue of the gift of actual participation in
:Cod's mode of being.2 But if God maﬁes himself present to
us as a éerson‘gur knowledge of him is such that our own
self-understanding as persons attains meaning in a new light.
As Hans Freti, interpret#g Barth, put it

On the relation of faith, it is God who is
the analogue and man who is the analogate.

lBarth, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 1l4.

2Barth, Anselm:. Fides Ouxrens Intellectum, transl. by
Ian W. Robertson (New York: The world Publashing Co., Meridian
Books, 1962), p. 17.
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.

In faith and to faith the creature and not

the Creator stands in neced of explanation,

of clarification by analogy.

The Chrispological doctrine of Barth suggested, then, that
the pure subjectivity o} God as person 1s made an objecé
for human -thought through the presence of Jesus in our
history. Barth emphasized, however, that, in all this, the
primaryawareness that men have of God is that of-being
known, Eeing recognized, by God Himself.

There is indication that Niebuhr thought it unnecessary
to posit an analogy, or theory of analogy, in order to explain
how Christians know God as person. It has been suggested
that, perhaps, he did not see-this as necessary because he
was convinced that between God and man personhood was "common
ground* both shared.2 Whether this was his intention he
did not explicitly say, but what clearly mattered more for
him was the theme of transformation by which he intended to
showwtggt any prior knowledge we-may have had abogt God or
ourséives is converted, or transforﬁed, by revelation. A’
theology that begins with revelation meant for Niebuhr that
the only knowlédge of God available in theology is krowledge

gained in the concrete relation God establishes with man.

His " main argument with Barth was that to posift an idea of

E lFrei, op. cit., p. 52.

Elbid,, p. 101. See also Niebuhr, The Responsible Self,

p. 115, and The Meaning of Revelation, p. 138f.
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what God is in and of himself, ontically prior to his
self-revealing, would be attempting to penetrate beyond the
givéness of that relation. This effort would suggest that
there Ls a further dimension to God's personhood not included
in his self-revealing-and that somehow we should try to find

out what that is. It Qas,Niebuhr's constant position that

" to go beyond the relational context in which faith is born,

or in other words to seek God in isolation, as He is in

© Himself, is not to seek God as he is known by the Church.l

He considered Barth's epistemological and speculative

interests to be abstractions from the concrete relation in

which God is known. When Niebuhr judged that Barth was

becoming increasingly’ speculative, his interest in Barth
steadily declined. ‘

Avmajor point of agreement, however, between Niebuhr
and Barth was clearly the understanding that the primary
awareness of the begliever is that of being known, being’
valued, judged and loved. By attending to that action we
are enabled to conceptualize the zontent of that action,
which elicits at the very outset not a proposition about God

but a direct address to God., i.e., "Thoun are my God." Such

a concept would, then, be the concept of a person.2

lNiebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry,
pp. 112ff. -

2Niebuhr, The Mecaning of Revelation, p. 153. See also
Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV, 1, pp. 3, 743. )

s

‘»
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2. Barth on the Concept of Man as Person. N ~\

"Man 1is made an object of theological knowledge by
the fact that his rcggzionsbip to God 1is revealed to us
in the Word of God."l When Barth said, "To be a man 1is to
bg with God", this mgant, for him,lthat the impgssible has
been made possible by virtue of the incarnation of God in
Jesus. The impossible man, unknown to any other’science,
is made the real man, Jesus, and the possibility of knowing
the impossible is now, for us, a reality. Theology
concentrates on the real man revealed to us through Jesus
as "man iﬁ relation to God."2 The sovereign, free decision
by God creates the being of man as hearer of God's Word--
this is the great "Yes" of God to man who without revelation
caﬁ?bnf§,;ear "No."> The answer to man's quéé}, "Who am I
really?" is simply this--one summoned by God. Barth
maintains that to ask further, "But who is it that is
summoned?" is a question that must not be raised because the
only reality that pgccedes the one summoned is the One who
summons, and then we are asking about God, not man.4 our

<knowledge of who we are derives from our knowledge of God.

lparth, church Dogmatics, II1I, 2, p. 19.

i

21bid., p. 139, also p. 134.
31bid., p. 143.

41pid., p. 151.

———

]
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This position precludes, for theology, any systematic
approach that would seek to discover the potentiality man

v to being called by God's Word. The history

may haye éri
of man to which theology must attend, in other words, is
the history that includes Jesus.s In contrast, then, to
Troeltsch's program for overcoming history by means of
history Barth insisted that we overcome history by attending
to the only "primal history" that exists--the.relation to
God in Jesus.l It is a history of divine graciousness jand
human gratituae, or ingratitude, the latter dispositions,
i.e., gratitude or ingratitude, being the results of the
inescapable fact that Jesus:is part of our history, to be
accepted or rejected. In either case the mcaning of history
now derives totally from his presecnce in it.

The real man, therefore, 1is discovered in Jesus, and
Barth proceeded to define the reality that man is in the

light of Jesus. The content of the concept of the real man

includes ac¢t, freedom, and responsibility before God.2
S :

This knowledge -of man derives from God's sglf—revela&f%n

and not from unaided natural regsod. The central element

is. that our free, active and reéponSLble being is "before
God." Such is the knowledge of man as pcrson. Barth
acknowledged that man can know himself as person in a general’

-

way prior to revelation.

1

libid., p. 157ff.

21bid., III, 2, p. 194.

L



As man is, he is endowed with reason to perceive
God and responsibility to answer ham, he -3
capable of history and decision, he is therefore--
let us accept the term--pversonal, and ir all these >~
things he is thus able to pe the partner of God. 1
what Barth insisted on, however, was that such knowledge
\ '
falls short of the reality that 1is revealed in Jesus
insofar as such human sel f-knowledge without ‘the Christ-
event is ultimately meaningless. Even after revelation
this "general knowledge" must be regarded only as

"symptomatic" in that the reality man is can be known ®olely

through Jesus. In the volume on The Doctrine of God Barth

stated that man is not a person in a real sense until he .

comes to know God in Jesus.
Man finds what a person is when he finds it in
the person of God and his own being as a person

in the gift of fellowship afforded him by God-
in person. ' :

Conclusion

As we will €we in Ehe discussion of Niebuhr's concept
of person,_the elemgnts in Barth's notion of God and man as
persons were cssentialiy the same as Niebuhr's. Their
differences as Eheologiaﬁs lay not so much in the content

off their concepts, then, as they did ‘in .their disagreene it

as to the Christological emphasis and the general epistemo-

[y

. ~
R
logical question regarding the possibility or impossibility
Yiys
1bid., p. 202.
2 T

Barth, Church Dogmatics, II, 1, p. 284. . -7

-
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of knowing God in his aseity or solely in his relation to
man. For Barth, -"He can be known of and by Himself."% For

Niebuhr, God can ‘be known by the Christian only as he relates
X . .
to us and this means that the concrete relationship, i.e.,

4

faith, is a constitutive’element of such knowledge.

The .God who makes Himself known and Whom the
Church seeks to know is no isolated God. If-
the attribute of ‘aseity, i.e., being by and

for itself, is applicable to Him at all it

is not applicable to Him as known hy the Church.
what is known and knowable in theology is God.
in relation to self and neighbor, and self -
and neighbor in relation to God. This complex
of related belngs is the object of theology

1Y

Thus Niebuhr insists that the knowledge of God given in
faith cannot be a'stépping stone to further pepetration of
God's being in isolation from the concreto, living encounter
with Him.3 .

With respect.to Barth's Christological‘doctrine Niebuhr
fearod that it had, in a sense, become é;g of Barth's theology;
thét‘it turned theoloéy intolchnistoiogyf; Moreover, Barth's.
alternatiye to the liberal'érotestant thogght of the nineteenth

century, of which hé considered Troeltsch one of the foremost

s

libid., p. 65. _ " ‘ :

2Niebuhr, The Purpose of thé_church and Its Ministrv,
p. 112. . ' .

L3
*

3Cfr. Frei, op,_cit., pp. 71-72 n. 15. Also Hoedemaker, o
op. cit., p. 80, where the author suggests that Niebuhr was -~
opposcd to the concept of analogy as proposed by Barth (see,
above p. 39) and, perhaps, considered an alternative, i. e.,
an "analogy of concrete response," which would a) avoid “the
exclusxvxty of Barth's Chrlstologlcal emphasxs,-and )
heéighten the ongo;ng,transformatlve charactcr of Faith’

4see Barth, Church Dogmatics, I, 2, p. 123 _ .

.
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representativés in the twentieth century, was -such a
radical turn away fFOm thé subject, man, and toward the
object, God, that whereas before it was a problem to get

from man to God, now it had become, in Niebuhr's estimation,

a problem of getting from God to man.

After }educing all experience and reason in
the religious realm to pure subjective
processes the Barthian movement succeeds
only in arriving at a Kantian agnosticism

in which God remains forever unknown.. To
rescue itself from this position it must
fall back, as it is doing to an increasing
extent, .upon authoritarian dogmatism. The
wholly transcendent God can enter into

human life only by means of a revelation,
which stands in contrast to all religious
experierice, to all history as well, and
which can, in the last arnalysis, be accepted
only as pure dogma. In effect, therefore,
the theology of crisis is not so much a
realism as a complete dualism which tends :
to become a dogmatism.l ) ’

Nicbuhr considered Barth's correction of the path tﬁat

had been taken%fromgSéhleiermacher to Ritschl, then to
Troeltsch, a ﬁgéded one,.gut‘he thought Barth's solution

to be an over—l;c'orrection.’2 Barth had agreed that the man-
centeredness oé“%he nineteenth century illuminated human
conégibusness with the awareness of man's radical historicity,.
but beyond that simple fact he did not seem to think there

was anything of further interest for the theclogian to pursue

-
~

in that mode of considering man. - Niebullr, on the other

hand, thought that to ignore this awareness and to fail to

2

.

!
i lNicbuhr, "Religious Realism in the Twentieth Century,"
Pp. 420-421. '
2Nicbubr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 250.

-

»
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bring the truth it conveys to bear on the concerns of theology

would not serve the purpose for which the corrective measure

' made by Barth was intended, namely, to be able to communicate

the knowledge which Christianity claims not only to its own
members but to all men. Thus, agreeing with Barth in many
regpects as to the content of Christian faith, especially
that which pertains to the knowledge of God and man as
persons, he was dissatisfied with the exclusivistic and dogmatic
tendencies which made the communication of that content no
easier than it had been before.l These tendencies not only
created a communication problem but also involved, in
Niebuhr's view, an underestimation of man's finitude and
historicity as an integral part of the knowledge which
revelation conveyé. Niebuhr appears to have had greater
sympéthy with Troeltsch's emrdeavor in that regard.

Barth's profound effect on Niebuhr's thinking was evident
throughod%.the latter's writing. The combination of Barth's'
with Troeltsch's influence led him to consider the reconéilia-
tion of their interests a task which, ié he himself could not
accompl ish, was one that needed to b; done.2 How c¢an faith
in Jesus as God's own self-revealing actlon‘be a knowlédge

of absoluteness when faith in Jesus is grounded in the

4ians Frei sees Niebuhr's turn to Existentialism partly
as his concern with the problem of communication. See Faith

and Ethics, pp. 79-87, and 103ff.

»

2 NieBuhr, The Meaning .0f Revelation, é; X.

-
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relativitie§ of history? In search for a way to explain how
this is possible, Niebuhr turned to many sources and from
them gained new insights which led to the fogmulatioh of an

-

aliernative to Troeltsch and Barth.
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C. Other Influences.

Niebuhrsras not only profoundly influenced by the
thought emanating from nineteenth and twentieth century
Europe but also by the intellectual history of his own

native land.l In his first book, The Social Sources of

Denominationalism (1929), he attended to thdse elements

in American Christianity which showed the particular problem
of the Protestantléhﬁrches to be the compromise of loyalty
to God with lesser loyalties to self, denomination, and
nation. 2 Concentrating on the sociological and economic-
forces at work in shaping.the American churches as
institutions divided by their secular interests, Niebuhr
ended the study with a general moral appeal to good will

and renewed effort té incarnate the ideal of Jesus "that
they all may be one." Dissatisfied with this approach, he
;ought’to discover the inner forces that were at work and
which acéounted for the dynamism and independence of spirit
that lay behind the external, institutional“develépment of
the churches in America.. Borrowing an idea fro& Bergson, \
he attempted to gain ah understanding of the relatiqn.of

the aggressive, spiritual and living force to the "spatiali-

» -

zations" in which Christianity took visible shape.

lyocdemaker underscores the importance of the American )
experience of "sovereignty and pluralism” as the native matrix
in which Niebuhr's theology developed its distinctive character.
while this double awarcness of American Christianity was regarded
by Niebuhr as something common to all men Qf faith its realiza-
tion in American history of thought and life afforded him a
unique perspective. Sce Hoedemaker, opo. cit.; pp. 1-11.

[

2Niebuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism, p; 284.

2

L]
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This approach resulted in his éecond book, The Kingdom of
1

God in America, published in 1937.
Perhaps the most profound effect of his re-studying the
history of American Christianity was the rediscovery of

Jonathan Edwards.2 The latter's emphasis on divine

sovereignty; on ,Ats pervasive presence in tbe totality of
life, on the discovery of God through religious affections
endowed by the magnitude of God's.mercy with theé grace to
acquire a new "sense of the heart,” were themes which grew
in intensity in Niebuhr's own thoughf.3 While Niebuhr saw
Edwards as a radically theo-centric theologian, he saw also
that the latter's integest continually focused on the human
problem of how faith -in the Absolute Qasuto be realized in
the relativity and pluralism of American life. -But Edwards'
anthropocentric concerns took as their startiné point the
discovery of God, through his powerful grace, as all loving,

all beautiful, and all good. This awareness of God, according

to Edwards, was not to be secured by reasons of the mind.

¢

a

lyiebuhr mentions Henri Bergson and Karl Barth as major
influences in developing his new approach. Cf. Nicbuhr, The
Kingdom of God 'in America ‘(New York: Harper Torchbooks Edition,
1959), p. x1ii.

2Hoedemaker suggests that the rediscover{ of Edwards was
for Nicbuhr one of the aspects of his rediscovery of God! See
Hoedemaker, op. cit., p. 38.

-

3The pervasive presence of God in total life, the greatness
of God 'and the uncompromising loyalty to his realm required by
faith, arc Edwardsean themes which seems to account for Niebuhr's
attraction to Spinoza.* Niebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 89;

The Respdnsible Self, p. 171; Hoedemakex, op. ¢i1t., pp. 56, 73f,
138. . . ’ ’

.
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Rather it was in thé affective life, in the emotions,
passions and will, in the consent of being to being, ‘that
life before a self-revealing God was to be lived. Indications
. . . L 1

of Edwards' influence abound in Niebuhr's writings. The
goodness of God, of which Edwards spoke so eloquently, was a
profound problem for Niebuhr, during the years of World War IL
especially,-but that this continued to be the case was
impressively communicated by the personal reminiscence of
Daniel Day Williams, who wrote:

More than once he (Niebuhr) would ask, as if out

of the depths of personal wrestling, "How can

there be a good God?" He did not bypass Luther's

question, "How can I get a merciful God?" That

question was indeéd always in his thought, but

sometimes I felt that even more fundamental for

him was the question of. the goodness of God who

rules such a tragic history.

Niebuhr also found:Horace Bushnell to represent a keen

theological sense of the importance of relating Christian

awareness of divine sovereignty to the daily tasks of life

-

lsece Nicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, especially
Chapters 3 and 4; Chrast and Culture, pp. 219-220; Radical
Monotheism and Western Culture, pp. 32, 34, 52, and its
- Supplecmentary Essays, "Center of value”, p. 105; "Faith in
Gods and in God", p. 116. Also the chapter on Jonathan
Edwards in Christian Ethics, Waldo Beach and H. Richard
Niebuhr. (New York: The Ronald Press, 1955), in which Niebuhr
~refers to Edwards as "America's greatest theologian®; and
"Reformation: Continuing Imperative,”" p. 250. Sce also James
. Gustafson's Introduction to Niebubr's The Rcspon51ble Self,
p. 26, and Hoedemaker, op. cit., pp. 33-38.

2paniel Day Williams, "H. Richard Niebuhr: A Personal
Memoir," Christianity and Crisis, XXIII, 20 (Nov. 25, 1963),
p. 213. For Niebuhr's thoughts on the war sce: "War as the
Judgment of God," Christian Century, LIX (1942), pp. 953-955;
and "War as Crucifixion," Christian Century, LX (1943),
pp. 513-515.




in a complex and confusing world. Commenting on those in
the nineteenth century revivalist movement who protested
against static versions of divine sovefeignty and who yet
sought to be critical and dialectical in their reflections,
Niébuhr wrote, "Of these Horace Bushnell was the greatest.”
The resistance to concentration on doctrine and to systemati;
zation of faith, and the insistence on the living and dialec-
tical character of Christian thought and life were aspects of -
Bushnell'é thought which clearly influenced Niebuhr.r Bushnell
is listed by Niebuhr among the "theologians of Christian .
experience (in contrast to "theologians of Christian doctrine")
with whom he preferred to be identified.2

TwO othér 2merican thinkers were influential in helping
Niebuhr formulate his thoughts regarding the social character

of human existence and how that. aspect was to be understood

a art of \the divine-human relation. The influence of

Georgk Herbert Mead, the social psychologist, and Josiah
Royee, the philosopher, répresent the liberal heritage which
Niebuhr never entirely abandoned. The former,‘a behaviorist,
considered that all human activity, including that‘of the
mind, could be objectively observed and anélyzed. From his
studies he concluded that the, human self was dctermined by
its relations in a social pattern of resp&nses. Al though

L3

Niebuhr's understanding of human existence as relational

lNiebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America, p. 193.

2Niebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing’ Imperative,” p. 250.
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and responsive was grounded in a theological interpretation
of revelation, he found in Mead's writings a compatible set
of concepts and expressions with which to convey his own
ideas. In an article on the ego-alter dialectic and
conscience Niebuhr borrowed heavily from Mead's concept of
the social character of existence as self.

The development of the self}s knowledge of itself,
according to Mead, occurs through the mediation of others.
Response to others is the context in which selfhood 1is -
shaped. The self is a system of relations and responses
and can become an object to itself, i.e., known to itself,
only by taking on the attitudes of others toward it, and this
in the context of their shared experiences._ Mead was not a
Christian theologiaq and therefore did not deal directly
with the implications: of his theory for understanding
selfhood in relation and response to God. Nicbuhr considered
Mead's interpretation of the social dimension of the self too

narrow, that is, as if the self existed in only one society.

INiebuhr, "The Ego-Alter Dialectic," in Journal of
Philosophvy, XIII, 1945, pp. 352-359; also The Responsible
Self, pp. 71-72, 76. G. H. Mead, "Genesis of the Self and
Social Control," in The Philosophv 6f the Present, ed.,

E. Murphy (Chicago: Open Court Press, 1932); The Social
Psycholoay of George lHerbert Mead, ed., A. Strauss (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1956); Mind, Sclf and Socicty,
ed., C. W. Morris (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1934). . .




"The self does not deal with one 'generalized other' only
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but with many, and not all its 'others' are 'generalized'."l

Mead's influence on Niebuhr involved an appreciation of
the basic pattern of human existence as self in relation to
other but without the limitations which, according to
Niebuhr, Mead set on the social sphere in which the self
exists. Niebuhr concluded, in thg article mentioned above,
that when ‘the theologian conceives of the social aspect of
the self in terms of the Holy Spirit as the "other" in the
human conscience he sees man as consoled by the infinite
loyalty of the other even while he is being called tg
fulfill infinite demands. 1In this article is seen the
combined influence of both Mead and Royce.

Royce's thoughts on the triadic structure of interpre-
tation, i.e., as involving self, other and object (the
latger being a kind of third "self" in that it is the
product of a previous interpretation), on the will to
interpret as creating community, and on the act of loyalty
to a cause as that which unifies the individuals in a
community, influenced Niebuhr's éonception and formulation
of faith (as’ trust and }pyalty) and of the character of the

2

faith-community. In Christ and Culturc, for example,

lNiebuhr, “The Ego—dltcr Dialectic, " p. 354.

25¢e Nicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 22; Christ and

Culture, p. 253n; The Responsible Self, p. 83; Royce's Works:

The Philosophv of Lovalty (1908); The Sources of Religious
Insight, Chapter Vv, (1924) The Problem ot Christianity,
Vol. I, Lectures II and 1V.
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Niebuhr wrote, "Faith exists only in a community of selves
in the presence of a transcendent cause."l' More an idealist
_type of philosopher, Royce's emphasis on the rindivadual and -
the decisiveness by which he becomes a genuine self earned
from Gabriel Marcel the comment that Royce marked a
transition from Idealism to Existentialism in Amexican,
thought.2 Niebuhr's own turn towards "Existentialism" was
due partly to his concentration on faith as trust and
loyalty which he expressed as having come from both -
experience and study.B- The latter source undoubtedly
included the works of Josiah Royce, which he mentioned as
having given him occasion for many "rich and fertile
rcflcctions."4

In Existentialism Niebuhr found reinforcement of his

concern for the personal, the I-Thou relations between God

and man and between mén. Writing on Kierkegaard, he observgd
that the former had sought to rescue the irreducible subject-
self from the illusions of objectivism and, in 50 doing,
rescue Christianity from "“the illusion that (it) can exist:
in an objective form so that aﬁything objective can be'

Christianity. Only the subjective individual can be a

lNicbuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 253.

2zabriel Marcel, quoted on the jacket of Royce's The
Religious Aspect of Philosophy (New York: Harper, 1958).

3Niebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 249,

4Niebuhr, ‘Christ and cul ture, p. 253n. See also Frei,
op. cit., p. 78, n. 32.
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Christian."l Niebuhr's attraction to Kierkegaard was more
in terms of the emphasis the latter placed on subjectivity,
freedom and responsibility in decision than on the qualitative
otherness of God. Although Niebuhr also stressed the
significance of the latter concern, it was not as pronounced
in his thought as in the early Karl Barth. For Niebuhr it
is in deciding (loyalty) that one becomes a self and, of
course, the decision 1is not about things or ideas but
rather about an other, a self.2 For Christians this decision
is not towards other Christians, or the church, or doctrines,
or creed, but towards that infinitely holy other who
confronts them as a self.

When Niebuhr's existentialism is described as a concern
for the problem of communication this coincides with his
very own interpretation of Kierkegaard whom he describes as
"a witness to the witness.53 )In the existentialist approach
Niebuhr seems to have found a way of formulating the Christian

faith-understanding of God so that one is pointing persistently

to the object, God, and de-cmphasizing, though not ignoring,

’ [

lNicbuhr, "Soren Kierkegaard,"™ in Christianitv and the
Existent:ialists, ed. Carl Michalson (New York: Chas. Scribner
and Sons,195v), pp. 35-36.

25ce Niebuhr, Radical Monotheis sm, pp. 47-48,

3Niebuhr, "Soren Kierkegaard," p. 42. Hans Frei, op, c¢it.,
p. 79 , sces Nicbuhr regarding the process of communlcatlng,
the communicated content, and the being that communicates as
inseparable. This is clearly born out 1n Nlcbuhr s The
Meaning of Revelation, pp. 141lf .
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the subjective experience in which the knowledge of égd
arises. Although God is present to the theologian oniy as
he relates to him and the relational dimension is the
necessary context in which thought about God takes place,
éhe content 1is not simply the relat}on itself but rather
the relation as relation to God. The problem of communica-
ting this existential awareness is, on the one hand, the
problem of resisting the temptation to ago beyond the éclf—
witnessing (or'solf—rcvenlingi of God, to transcend the
relation, to penectrate, as it were, the aseity of God,l and,
on the other hand, of resisting the temétation to dwell
exclusively on the subjective experience of this witnessing. ~

Niebuhr's major criticism of Kierkegaard was the latter's
apparent lack of concern for the social dimension of the self.
Kierkegaard's "passionate belicver" scemed to Niebuhr an
isolated self sceking in his decision to believe in an"solitary
Christ" confronting a "solitary self."2 This criticism also
incl?dod an expansion o0f the notion of self as an historical
being whiéh, although pressed into decision in a crisis
homent, a decisive Now,‘makcs that decision as coming out
of the past and going into the future. Christ is a "compresent”
self who 1is remembered as well as expected, according to

Nicbuhr.3 For Niebuhr the absolutceness and otherness of God

is not viewed as abstracted from .society and history, but
4 ! ’

L4
Y

1Niebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry, p. 112.
2Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 245-246.

31bid., pp. 246-248. 'This same idea is expressed in The
Responsiblce Self, Chapters 2 and 3.

/” .

)3
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concrétely present to both.

From among the existentialists it is the thought of

a

Martin Buber that Niebuhr found most useful for éxpressing

A N

the manner in which knowledge of other persons comes about.
"Selves are known in act or they are not known at all.“l
Persons are known insofar as they reveal themselves by their
knowing activity. We know other persons in their knowing us;
and in our responding to th&t action. The knowledge of
person happens in the meeting, however, and ‘gself-revealing
without response bfings no genuiné knowleége of person.

But, Niebuhr insisted, the response 1is second and the’
revealing 1is first.2 In Buber, then, Nicbuhr found a means
of expréssing the radically social dimgysion which he found
wanting in Kierkegaard, whose emphasis 5ﬁ the isolated self
failed to take into account the human experience of
encounéering huwan selves in their self-revealing, of
responding to that action, and in community raising the
existential question, "How chn we find a friendly God?"3

(In both The Meaning of Revelation and in Radical Monothecism

Niebuhr stressed the importance of thg eoOmmunal 3ssurance

that God has indeed revealed himself to man as falthful,

‘Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 146.
21hid.

3Niebuhr, Christ and Cul ture, p. 244.
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friendly being.l) _ . ‘ ' .

s ' “ &
Paul Tillich was another important” figure in N%ebuhr's
development. Durlng ‘the early 19303, Niebuhr wro?e two ,

articles, and also a Preface for his translation of Tllllch s

The Religious Situation, in which he reflected upon a new

movement of thought taking place in Europe (partlcularly *

¢

Germany) and in North America. This movement, "rellglous ¢

realism,“2

z »
Niebuhr saw evidenced in such thinkers ag Tillich, ”
? v Y.
Barth, and D. C. Macintosh. He described this movement :as

an attempt to correct the anthropocentrism that began with
b e ) . - ST . ;'
Kant whose Copernican-like revolution in thinking restored ,

s . b,

man, particularly as a logical mind, ﬁoitﬁe central ‘place

v . . NS A

in the cosmos. Niebuhr pointed out that S ,
"y s+ + .« religion and theology were subject-centered; = .
they were valued not as revelations or ,systemati- .

.zations of reality nor as efforts to tramscend -the .
limits of reason and of humanlty but as aids in the | )
struggle for existence, in the self-assertion of . %
the human spirit, in control of life. The finalX
fruit of this development is modern humanism with ° .
its ‘elimination #rom religion of all but human
objects and purposes.3 . .

. L [N

\ t - +

In response to this, religious realism faces the world and E

. \ 1 : ‘ .
lNiebuhr,‘The Meaning,of Revelatien, p. 141, "Assurance "
grows out.of immediate perception plus‘social corroboration
and ocut of neither one of these alone."  Also, Radical Mono- -
theism, p. 124, "...how is such faith" p0551b1e9 ...for most )
men another clement is involved-=the,cQncrete meeting with

other men who have received this falth and the concrete

meetlng with Jesus Christ." .

ch.'.Ral.i.aiQiLs_leiém, ed. D:.C. Macintosh (New York:

Macmillan, 1931) ., Macintosh'defines “rcllglous realism" in -

the Preface. Niebuhr's own interpretation is indicated above.

3N1ebuhr, "Religious Realism in the Twentieth Century, in é?o
Religious Realism; Pp. 415 416. Niebuhr's reflections on German
and American approaches, to theology can also be seen ,.in his
argticle, "Can Germans and Americans Understand Each Other?* in
Christian Century, XLVII (July,23 1930), pp. 914-916.

Yoo«

a
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its problems with critical eyes, understanding the mind's

limitations and the stark giteness of facts it seeks to

understand, aware of failure and decline as much as success

»

and progress. Most of all, religious realism, according to |

Niebuhr, attempts “to treat religion as an independent

L4

‘ experience and shifts its attention E@om the religious,
subject to the religious object, "from man to God."l He
referred to this movement as an "objectivistic revolt" and
found Karl Barth to be the-threme version of this. As was
pointed out above, Niéﬁuhr suggested that the rfesults of
‘Barth's approach led to a form of Kaﬁtiap?agnosticism from
which it tried to recover by an authoritarian dogma*ism. “

In his translation of Tillich's book Niebuﬁr introduced~to"

« the English~speaking world a realistic approach thég he

- considered more helpful in overcominé both the ﬁanthropocrépic"

excesses of liberalism and the Barthf&n?dogmatism.3 He refers

~

to Tillich's "belief-ful realism" as

-

. lipia., pp. 416-419.
2Ib1d., p. 421. See above p 48.
. 3Paul Tillich, The Rollqlouq Sltuatlon (Cleveland-’ The

. ‘World Publishing Company, Meridian Books Edition, 1969. -
v e . Originally published in 1932.) 1In an article written prier
" to the publication of his translation of Tillich's book,
Niebulr used the term *"anthropoeratic" to emphaSLZe that
aspect of anthropocentrlsm which seeks to control the
objective world in terms of economic and political power.
Tillich's work addressed itself directly to the destructive
forces of capitalism and communism in modern society., One
~0f Nicbuhx's chief criticisms of Barth was the social -
impoterigy: of his' other-worldly eémphasis. See "Religious
Realism in-the Twentieth Century," pp. 413-428.

“

~ . N a
a
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" self-presentation of God as person,aqs beyond knowiedée‘of |
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an approach that is "willing to concedée individuality and
uniqueness to things," but which also discovers in same
their reference to the transcendent and eternal source of
meaning and ground of being.l Faith and.realism be%ong
together precisely because the objgct they attend to .
simul taneously demands ‘that we transcend the experienced

reality and rejects every transcending of realipy.

“Beliéf—ful realism" expresses the true tension that exists

in reality as experienced. Tillich's intention, as Niebuhr

saw it, was to create a theological climate in which the

terms of tbe criéis relation, the Wholly Other and the human
self, could speak effectively to each other so that fait% .
might become once again a transformer of‘cdlturéf It seems‘thag

as  Tillich's thought took shape in his systematic theology

his interest in a metaphysicél system within which

‘to view the concrete'religious situation and from which to

build a religious socdialism caused Niebuhr to turn qwa& from
Tillich. Thg latteF's insistence- that "being itself" waé the
only non-symbolic réference to God and his rejeétion of the
reference to God as a self, would seem to be, in NiéBﬁh;ts
mind, an agstraétiOn from the concrete relatioé inlwhiqﬁacéd
is kﬁown. For‘NiebﬁgrAObjcctiviﬁy meant recogpitipn}of the .

.

this there is nothing that can be- thought or said which would

Situation, p. 16.

lNiebuhr, "Translator's Preface,”" in The Religious

.

ra ” .
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. hot be a departure from revelation.l

Among the rep;esentatives of religious realism in the
‘twentieth century was the North American philosopher, D. C.
Macintosh. His efforts to approach the sﬁbjecg matter of
theology sdient%fically were viewed by Niebuhr as useful
in their interests but unsatisfactory in their results.2
Because of the value presuppositions, which suggested that
theology can dcvelop-on the basis of knowledge of value gained
pfior to religious experience, the result was that knowledge
of God gained in rgvglation.woﬂbd be little more than
confirmation or develobmgnt of previous knowledge about
the value God must be in order to be God, rather than a
radical transformatio; of all previous thinkiné. Niebuhr

suggested a corrective to Macintosh's approach by proposing

that the deity-value revealed in revelation is ‘the active

P
£

valuing of God.3

3
That has the value of deity for man which values
him. The valuation of -which man becomes aware
in religious.experience is not first of all his
“valuation of a being but that being's valuation
of hin.

' AN oo .
lNiebuhr, The Mecaning of Revelation, p. 142-144. For an
1lluminating discussion of the conflict between Niebuhr and
Tillich see Hans'Frei, op. cit., pp. 82~84. '

) -‘2Niebuhr, "value Theory and Theology," in The Nature of
Religious Exverience, ed. J..S. Bixler, R. L. Calhoun, H. R.
. Nicbuhr (Freeport, N. Y.: Books for Libraries "Press, 1971.

Originally published in 1937.) pp. 93-116.

3Niebuhr,_"Valug Theory and Theology," pp. 113ff.

41pid., pp. 115.
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Al though Niebuhr's thought developed more and more toward
emphaéis on the personalist dimension of faith-understanding,’
® the value-theory approach remained very much part of his

thinking as is seen in the folléwing passage from The Mecaning

of Revelation.

Whatever else deity may be in philosophical
definition or in practical worship it must be
value. The word God is a value term like the
word friend...The essential goodness of the
Father of Our Lord Jesus Christ is the simple
€veryday goodness of love~-the value that
belongs to a person rather than the value we
find in an idea or a pattern...We sought a*
good to love and were found by a good that
loved us...Revelation is not the development
and not the elimination of our natural reli§ioh;
it is the revolution of the religious life.

The influence of Macintosh on Niebuhr's thought was
part of that entire tradition stretching back to Ritschl
and Schleiermacher whose intentiohs weré basically the same,
‘i.e., to approach theology empirically and to establish its
independence in terms of the objective }eality made available

in the concrete relation between God and man in revelation.

Niebuhr found in the writinygs of the English theologian

F. D. Maurice an expression of what he called in Christ and

. o T2
Cul'ture, "the great central tradition of the Church."
Maurice's emphasis on the transforming effect of Christ on
culture was viewed by Niebuhr as being in the tradition of

the Fourth Gospel and the teaching of Augustine, Calvin,

lNicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 188-190.

2Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. i90; 218ff.

’
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Wesley and Jonathan Edwards.l This tradition, according
to Niebuhr, maintained a positive attitude toward creation,
understanding the fall as a warping and"misdirecting:of

man's nature and the relation of God. to man in history as
. .

a dramatic interaction which brings about a reshaping,
redirecting and revitalizing o6f man in his world éo God's

own greater glory. In terms of this tradition of "conversionism"
Niebuhr considered Méurice the most coqéistent thinker in recent
hJ’.st:E?ry.-2 .The importance of a God-centered theology, the idea
thgt conversion to God-is a universal and present possibility,
and the hecessity of avoiding defqnsivengss in theology aqd,
igstead, taking a. confessional approach were points of emphasis
in Maurice's thought which Niebuhr noted and which appear to

have had %Rsignificant effect on his own thinking.3

Summary

Sidney Ahlstrom rejected the idea .of interpreting Niebuhr
as a mediator between Troeltsch and Barth insisting that
Niebuhr's thought involved considerations which were "at once

more general (a renewed appreciation for classic Christian

lipid., pp. 218ff.

. 2Ibid., pp. 224, 229. \Nicbuhr also vigwed Maurice's

.influence as "pervasive and permeative." (p. 220)

3This is clearly implied in his remarks in Christ and ™
Cul ture, but.the influence of Maurice can alsqg, be secn in The
Mecaning of Revelation, and Radical Monotheism and Western
Cul ture, especially.in their emphasis on God-centeredness and
the amplied universality of the possibility of faith.
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theology) and more personal (in answering my queries on

this subject he referred to his own Turmerlcbnis of
. )

justification by faith--his terms)." In the same article,
however, Ahlstrom maintained that Nicbuhr's dissertatdion on
Troeltsch was, perhaps, "the most important thing he ever
wrote" $etting the general dir ection of his career 'as a
theologian. "His best known works all bear at least some
marks of this influence."2 Ahlstrom also noted Ehat in the
1930'5 Niebuhr began a "lifelong‘gfotest" against the
"Unitarianism of the Second Person" guch as he found in
Barth's_christomonism, and that the last quarter century

of Niebuhr's labors invqlved a deepening of the concept of
divine sovereignty, a concept central to the concerns of

the crisis theology of Karl Barth.3 Niebdh;'s own intention

(cf. Preface to The Meaning of Revelation) to combine the

main interests of Troeltsch and Barth was expressed in terms
that indicated his conviction abéut thé major importance of
such an effort. Viewing Niebuhr's thought as an attempt to
mediate between Trocltsch and Barth secms to the prcséng
writer not only appropriate but most adequate as a general
framework for appfoachinq Niebuhr, insofar as his writings

appear to be a continuing response to the basic issues raised

1anlstronm, op. cit., p. 2185.
21pid., p. 214.

31bid., p. 215.



by these two thinkers. The elements of truth in their
thought and in the thoughts of many others interacted
continuously in Niebuhr's reflections as he creatively
advanced toward his own solution to the problem of the
relation between. the absolute and the relative seen with
the eyes of Christian faith.

The prece d ing summary of various thinkers and
movements of thought influencing Niebuﬂr's'theology
indicates the breadth of hls vision. 1t would, perhaps, be
impossible to measure the exact deg;ee to whlch the many
sources he investigated influenced his thlnklng, just as
i might also be impossible go account for all of tne
sources.l One thing is certain, howeve;, and that is that
Niebuhr's development involved an increasing emphasis on
the personalist dimension of faith. By his own .admission
the existentialism of such a. theologian as Rudolph Bul tmann
was an épproach'which Niebuhr favored and, although he
expressed some resecrvations about Bul tmann's emphasis on
the virtue of obedience as the key:to understanding Jesus,
the empirical and ethical strain in‘Bultmann's theology
caused Niebuhr to state that he felt "a grecat kinship withl

-

him in his intentions." For Niebuhr the exlistentialist

lsome idea of the breadth of Niebuhr's reading is indicated
by the number of book reviews he published between 1931 and
1959. Sce Faith and Ethics, pp. 297-30l.
" .
2Niebuhr, “"Reformation: Continuing Imperative," -p. 250.
‘Seve also Chrigt and Culture, pp.22f.
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approach in theology, as Frel pointed out, meant that the
focal point of theological reflection was the concrete
relation between the irreducible divine and human selves
so that the knowledge which theology attempts to
formulate is knowledge of persons as they are found in

relation and not of essences or things or even values

{(such as the excellence of obedience, br love, or fa;th),

which might be.grasped in a purely theoretical manner,

69

. - ,
outside the context of the concrete relation. The following

chapter traces the development of Niebuhr's thought in this

direction.

leg. pred, op. cit., pp. 80f. Also, Niebuhr, The

Purpose of The Church and Its Mlnlqtgy, PP 11217 and Chris

and Cul ture, pp. 15f:
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’ CHAPTER TWO®
TOWARDS A PERSONALIST THEQLOGY :

A SURVEY AND ANALYSIS OF NIEBUHR'S WRITINGS

Near the end of his life H. Richard Niebuhr wrote a
reflection on what\he referred to as his "tlieological
pilgrimmage."l He stated that his thoughts over a period of
thirty years appearea to him as having b;en not only a
continuous but also a‘consistqnt development of basic
convictions and concerns. His writings seem to confirm
this. The following survey of Niebuhr's works is intended
to shgw that those convictions and concerns led him -to seek
in the personalist dimension of Chriséian faith a means of
expressing not only the content of the knowledge of God given
in faith but also how that knowledge-can assist the Chrisgzan

in understanding and effectively relating to his world.

" Briefly stated, Niebuhr's convictions were the absolute

éoveroignty of God, human ldstness, sinfulness and
idolatrousness, the miraculous character of faitp, and the
radically historical character of hufman existencé: His
concerns were cﬁiefly for the continuous reformation of the

church and the revitalization of the church's relation to *

the world. By the personalist dimensidén of faith is meant:

that aspect of faith which lecads to the understanding of God's

) A N ’ f
INiebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," pp. 248-251.

70
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. relation to man and man's relation to God as peing essentiélly
the relation of person to person. 1t means, in other words,
that the object of faith, God, and the subject, man, are
undersfSSE\;i::lxpressed primarily in terms of the experience
of their existing in relation as persons. Thus the communica-
tion to Jther men of the knowledge involved in the“fqith
experlience, and the relation of the faithful to the world in
gencral, are in terms of.the meaning of existence as persons
before the person of God.
- The following preséntation of Niebuhr's works will -show#®
that from the earliest expressions of his concern about the
pessimism of a materialistic age to the final formulgtions
of the faith conviction that "whatever is, is good," his
thought is a consistent and constant development toward a
personalist interpretation of faith in the absolute sovereignty
of Eod. Nicbuhr's career may be regarded as a pursuit of the
answer to th¢ question, "What does it mean to exist as a
personseunder a sovereign, bersonal God?" As has been shown
in-Chapter One, his quest involved him in a continuous dialectic
involved in the double awareness 6f the absolutencss of God
and the relagivities of huwnan existence, between the interests
of such great thinkers aghBafth and Trooltsch; and between
the other-worldly and this-worldly concerns of the church.

b Niebuhr's wriﬁings will bé.examined below in thrég
periods: early, middle and late. The carly period Eovers
the time fgom the completion of his doctoral dissertation on

Troeltsch in 1924 up to his publication of The Mecaning of
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Revelation in 1941. This book and his writings during the
decade following are the works that make up the middle period.

The publication of Christ and Culture in 1951 and subsequent

writings up .to his death in 1962 mark the late period. This
division of Niebuhr's carcer is not intended to suggest any
radical changes in his thinking from one period to the next
but is employed, rather, in order.to group his works/hn terms
- of the increasing degree of emphasis on the personafist
dimension in his thinkihg. At a very early stage Niebuhr
showed a sensitivity for the evolutionary charactér of
religious thought outside the pale of the church and the
responsibility of Christian thecology to recognize this same
quality in its own reflections on the idea of God.l While
there appears no reason to doubt that, frdm the start,
Niebuhr's conception of God involved the rotion of a personal
being his writfngs indicate that in his growing concern to
express the mganing of faitg\in the liviﬁg God to coHtemporary
hen both inside and outside of‘the church thé concept of God
as a person became increﬁsingly more central.

N \

\

A. ERarly Period

In an article he wrote in 1925, entitled, "Back to
. {
Benedict?" Niebuhr described the fundamental problem to which

. . , ) 2 .
he devoted much of his life's work. Faced with the steepness

lN'obuhr, "An Aspect of the Idea of God in Recent Thought, "
?hoold@ucQ} Maagazine of the Evanfelical Synod of North America,
XLVII (1920), pp. 39-44. . '

"« %Niebubr, "Back to Benedict?" in The Christian Centurw
XLII (1925), pp. 860-861. S8See also "Reformation: Continuling
. Imperatave,” pp. 250-251. '
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of thé ideal of Jesus and caught up in the luxuriousness
and self-indulgence of, a materialistic age, Christians in

the modern world, according to Niebuhr, were experiencing

.

disillusionment and a resurgence of pessimism. The

~

o
complexity of contemporary life, lack of restraint, softness,
and materialism had all but completely disheartened thogf
who recalled the demand of Jesus to seck first the kingdom

of God. To overcome pessimism and compromise with the world

Niebuhr recommended a "revivification and adaptation of the N

C . . 1
Benedictine order of life--a new monasticism.”

But the Christian's return to simplicity, iron-clad
discipline, and mysticism was not to be understood as a

permancnt escape from the world; rather it was to be a

temporary separation to recover his integrity with the P

(L

“understanding that he-would once again be faced with the

-

choice between crucifixion and compromise. The Christian-.

. . . » .
dilemma was the probleﬁ of being-in the world bdt‘not‘og .
the world, of having,, 6 as 1t were, a dual citizenship' and

Being caught up continuously in two-world thinking and in

. . 2 . . ;
twé-world ethics.™ Niebuhr's argument in "Back to Benedict?"

+

lIbid., p. 860. Nlebuhr compared the period between
300 and 600 A.D. to the present, pointing out that, while the -,
concrete conditions may have been dissimilar -in many ways, the
attitude that led to monasticism was very much the same, i.e.,
"the pessimism, conscience-stricken consciousness of compromise,

the need for hardness and for martyrdom in a comparatively soft
time,.." .

2Niebuhr's persistent struggle with this problem can be.
scen in most;of his writings. See The Mecanina of Revelation,
pp. 81-90, where he describes the paradoxical existence of the
Christian in terms of the relation between faith and history.
The Social Sources of henominationalism and The Kingdom of God
in Anerica exempliiy tne nature ol Niebuhr's dialectical
approach to the proplem. ) :
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contained certain characteri§tics that remained part of his
thinking throughout the years. The fundamental framework

of his thought was constituted by the tension between man's
relation to God and to the world. His deiiberations were
directed to the concrete situatiohn, the complexities of
daily life, its sufferings and hopes, the loyalties and
disloyalties of men as they are manifest in everyday, common
experience. He brought to bear on the present the knowledge
of the past as well as the éxpectations and anticipations
that men expressed as regards-the future. Niebuhr showed

at this early stage of hid career that, while loyalty to

God was the ultimate conccrn‘ the means taken to reinforce
that loyalty nust include continuous involvement with the
world. Solutions to the Christian dilemma were -o be neither
excape from nor combromise with the world but rather a saving
activity involving the realization of the ideal of Jesus in
the world. "u.t is not for love o? self that the monk retires

«

from the world but for the love of his brethren who may be

saved by no other meéhs.“l

In his first book, The Social Sources of Denominationalism,

Niebuhr dealt with the problem of the ethical failure of the -~
divided churches which he saw as Lhe result of the compromising
attitude of Christians toward the sécial,and economic forces
influencing their lives. In other Qords, the tension of

being in relation to God and to the world had bem, in

©

1

Niebuhr, "Back to Behcdict?", p. 861. ' m_ Cgl

Jur—
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Niebuhr's- judgment, " resolved in favor of the demands of

* the latter.- When Christian faith is clothed in terms df.
. philosophy, its ethics organized, and it is placed in the

world as’'part of the world, it is compromised. The

inevitability-of this taking placé does not make it any
less an evil, according to Niebuhr, and when it is
4 > . <

e i st Ly 1 :
unacknowledged it is doubly evil. The book then traced
. s -
the history of Christianity in America in terms of the’

compromising effects of social and economic influences

which led to the manifold divisions of tﬁe churches., The
: ’ .

. problen, as Niebuhx saw it, was one of lovalty. The basic

- loyalty to God,:which'is-the essence.of Christian.life and

¢

by which hutian solidarity ‘is possible, was not the governing

principle- throughout much of that history but rather

loyalties to lesser caises, i.e., race, color, class,

economic interests, nationalism, provincialism, etc.,
N :, . R s o

_determined to a great.extent the external-shape that

.

In, his concluding chapter, "Ways to Unity," Niebuhr

"

rejectéd the. afternatives-of the Social Gospel-and of -

—

' lNiebuhr, The Social . Sources of Déhominationalism{

"Z2Niebuhr, The Social ‘Sources of Denominationalism.
The influence of .Treeltsch,. Weber, Tawney and others is
evident throughout this work.. See.Niepuhr's acknowledge-
ment of these and ‘others in the Preface, p. vii.

. L M ".

° S
. .,..,0.
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crisis-theology as solutions to the problem of the-:church

coming to understand itself.as”in but not of the world. -
. . 12 « 17 [

The former was too this-worldly a solution, and the latter

too other-worldly.l Niebuhr's final apbeal_%as to the

‘gospel ideal oé Jesus which meant a renewal of/ the sense of.
’ broc e;%ood among men under the uniinog FatKZ:hood of QOd.
*The” examples of those who had followed that ideal most
closely: e.g., '‘the early Christian community‘of apostles
and disciples, St.'Francis‘and Eis followers, George Fox
and his'Friends, and "less dramatic appearances of the
‘fellowship of love" found in hospitals, m1551ons, prisons,
etc., _were recommended by Nlebuhr on the ba51s of their
havrng concr;Zelv penetrated into the world wrthout having .
lostpcﬁeir.essentlal loyalty to God. * '

'Although Niebuhr ead_not at that time formulated an
adequare response to Troeltsgh's bhilosopby of compromise,
it was clearly a cause to wﬁlqh he wa#s devoting his thought,
The first hint of the direcrlon his thoughts were to take
is found in his indication that an answer lay in the o

understanding of the nature of that loyalty to which’

. .o '
Christians are called and in the understanding of the nature

4

- -

of the object of that_loyalby.. Niebuhr's first book was an -

occa51on for hlm to eyamlne the thls-worldly side of ‘the

l1bid., pp. 269-274; 275-278. ° v
21pbid., pp. 282-283 I o _
S PR STmERE D a _ -
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Christian dilemma. He thoroughly studied the lesser -
loyalties of the Christian American and’ the objects of
Zhose loyalties. 1In these he found the cause of division
among Chriétians. His response to this was a moral appeal
to good will and to a return to .the gospel 1deal This
answer, he admitted later, was "wholly 1nadequate. e But
it seems importaqﬁ to observe at this point that_Niebuhr's.

-

work in The Social Sources of Denominationalism was a

significant step in what proved to be an attempt to express
- _ - . . . .
more clearly the Christian understanding of the meaning of
‘existence as relation to God and to the'world.

The period between The Social &ources of Denominationalism

and The Kingddm of God id America was, according to Niebuhr,

a decisive.one in "the formation of basic personal convictions

"and in the establishment of theological formulat;ons.bf

those conyictions.“g"During that time several of his writings

s

lNiebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America, p. X.
. ® .

2Niebuhr' s Christ and Cultdﬁé deals with the’ typical
ways this relatlonshlp has been understodd by Christians.:

. Later it will be shown that Niebuhr did not consider it
possible in this life 'to "solve" the dilemma.. His work was °
deyoted more to the cause of.understanding more clearly the
terms of the dilemma. His basic conviction of the sovereignty
of God led to tHe further conviction that the solution lles
.ul timately with God

?Nlebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 248.
5 Mg .‘ . -



were concerned with the problem of method in theology.
Other publications were continuations of his struggle with
the practical ethical problems of Christian response to

the complexities of the modern world.z' In a book co-authored

‘'with Wilhelm Pauck and F. P. Miller 'the contributions by

Niebuhr once again stressed the permanent tensioh that

Christianity deals with because it is to be ih but not of

3

the world. Niebuhxy argued that Christianity must seek to

maintain its independence from the world withéut failing to

" serve .the world by leading it effectively to the.peace and

unity of children under One God.

Hence the church's strategy always has cual

character and the dualism is in constant danger

of being resolved into the monism of other-

worldliness or of this-worldliness, into a more
cor legs quiescent expectancy of a revolution

beyond time or of a zzpé reform program carried
~on in terms of the exdstent order. How to.

lsee Niebuhr, "Can Germans and Americans Undérstand )
Each Other?" in The Christiad Century XLVII (1930),. pp. 914~
916; "Religious Realism in the Twentieth Century," in

Religious Realism, ed. D. C. Macintosh (New York: Macmillan,
1931), pp. 413-428; -translator's Preface to The Religious
Situation:by Paul ‘Tillich (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1932),

.pPp. vil-xxii; "Value Thedry and Theology," in The' Nature of

Religious Experience, ed. J. S. Bixler, R. L. Calhoun, _
H. R. Niebuhr (New York: Harper & Bros., 1937), pp. 93-116.

2See Niebuhr, "The Irreligion of Communist and Capitalist,“

"in The Christian Century, XLVII (1930), pp. 1306-1307; )
““Religion and LEthics, " in The WorldTomorrow (1930), pp. -443-

446; "The Gracec of Doing Nothing," 1A%The Christian Century,

XLIX (1932), pp. 378-386. (See Bibliography below for complete
list.) o .

3Thc Church.Adainst the WOridf W. Pauck, F. P: Millerx, .
H. R. Niebuhr (New York: .Willett, Clark and Co., 1935).
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maintain the dualism without.sacrifice of the
main revolutionary interest contributes one of
the important problems of a church moving toward
its independence.
Niebuhr's persistent attempt to make ever clearer
the characteristics of the Christian dilemma is evidenced
during this period. While he engaged in that effort he
also turnéd his attention to the movements taking place in

-

thé academic community in Europe and America. He detected

<

a pfofound-éoncern for the need of a method that would
provide thézggans of setting‘forth the content of Christian
faith in a way "which maj represent not only 'the experience
and the.spirit of the twentieth‘eenQury but contain within‘
it as mueh offthat.which is common to all the centu;ies as
it is possible for a philosophy or a thedlogy to confain.“z
While Niebuhr clearly agreed with Karl Barthls interests.és
regards the re—affi:mation of God's sévereignﬁy as a

fundamental principle, in Christian theology and the

.

"Iniebunr, "Toward the Independence of the Church," in
The Church Against the World, p. 155. ° Nicbuhr can he seen .
here ‘combining theihdea of loyalty to God and the revolutionary
effect such loyalty has upon Christian life and thought. The .
revolution, however, comes from the divine ingression into
. the world and it has a double ‘effect, i.é., it revolutionizes
- human understanding of God as well as of the world.. The
Christian is viewed by Niebuhr as standing in thec midst of
this double movement, transformed, ‘as it werc, with respect
to both directions towards which the duties of his dual
citizenship call him. The themes of conversion, transformation
and. revolution become inércasiﬁgly more importadnt to Niebuhr
as his thought developed. (See The Meaning of Revelation,
pr. 156f). . i o

: 22Nicbuhr, “Religious Realism in the-TQentieth Century, "
p. 428. .o ’ '

.
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consequent requ1rement that theology establlsh firmly its
lndependenoe as a dlsc1pllne, he did not agree with the

other-worldly empliasis in Barth's approach and, later,

Barth's Christological emphasis. In Paul Tillich's notion
.0of "belief-ful realismt Niebuhr found an encouraging sign

in the search for a theological methbd.li This approach,

he thought, avoided the distancing from the concrete presenty
.which he feared would render theology socially impotent:

One of the keynotes of this realism is emphasis
on the apprehension of God in the present and
the desire to understand history not by means

of an impossible attempt to transplant ourselves
into some remote past but by a resolute effort
to wrest from contemporary experience its
ultimate significance and revelational value...
In realistic judgment of contemporary civiliza-
tion and in the demand that religion be made
effective in social life the religious realists ¢
move far away from the traditional.Lutheran
position which has been re-affirmed so often

by post-war German theology.?2 .

Once again Niebuhr showed his constant preference for
en appreggn~to the problem of.the relation between faith
and éqlture that preserves the paradoxical entanglement of
the‘two, the intrinsic tension between them, the dilemma of

-duallty in unity that they pose’, and yet is an approach

that offers some hopc of understandlng and effectively 5,

!

l"Belief-ful realism" is a combined attitude. Faith
transcends and recalism rejécts transcending. Experience
of reality gives rise to such tension afd therefore our
attitude must lnclude both terms of the tension. Niebuhr,
Translator's Preface in The Religious Situation, PP 9-~24.

erebuhr, “Can Germans-' and Amerlcans Understand Each
Other?" p. 916.
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communicating the meaning of existence in such tension.

The issue became, in his mind, one of resisting the "either-

orists" and the "nothing-butists" who insisted that

Christianity had to seek its self-understanding io terms
of religiong_x;,ethics.‘l while the answer, to be a Christian
answer, mus£ be in terms of Jesus Ch;ist; who represents
the living upion between theo-centric and anthropocentsic
faith, the search for an answer in Christological thought
results iﬁ the same issues breaking oﬁt.agaih, i.e., the
Jesus of ﬁistory vs. the Christ of faith. Theology, Niebuhr
insisted, must find a way to "apprehend inigll their
stubborn actuality the facts of history and\EPe fact of God."
. In the search for a method, one of the avenues N%ebuhr-
considered was that of value-theory. The tradition of
empirical theology that traces its.lineage to Schleiermacher
involves the basic conviction that religious knowledge is
uniqué and this uniqueness is dye to the fact that knowlédge
of God is a’ 'type of value—knowlcdge, or valuatlon 3 Niebuhr ”

Insisted, however, that the value which comes to be known

in faith does not depend on knowledge of value galncd prlor

to rellglous experlence. The former is unique in the sense

-

that it arises in the experience of the source of all values

l1pid., p. 915.

21bid., -p. 915.

3Niebuhr, "Valuc Thcory and Theology," p., 112. (see
abov pp 64f )

/// ' . . .
¢ / ) ‘.' ‘ .. » . -
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and valuing.l Niebuhr expressed these thoughts in the

same year that his book The Kingdom of God in America was

published. It is, of course the principle of divine
sovereignty that Niebuhr applied to value-theory as the
corrective principle which yould make-value-theory a useful
means b§ which theology might develop an unéerstanding of
the content of fqith.

In The Kingdom of God in America certain characteristics

Of.Niebuhr's thought became more pronounced, and a stronger
sense of direction was indicated. -This,book illustrates

the dialectical character of his thought as. he réflected
uédn.thé'tension between religious fajth and cultural
fealities.~ It demonstrates his inclinétion to deal with
.the extréme_poles of that tengion_in order'phat the elements
of:truth contained injbéth might inform each other; Niebuhr
’shows his pnefefeﬁcé for beginning.withlfhgse extremes as
they are expefiencéd, and for gelating past and p}eseﬁt

expréssidns of them. Thercfore, rather than a radical

. . ! . . :
departure from his approach. (in The Social Sources of t

Denominationalism), it may be regarded as a development of

it involving a more inclusive viewpoint, thatais, bringing

1Ibid., p. 115. There is a sllght hint. of Nlebuhr'é
movement towards pdrsonalist thoughL in his insistence th.:t
"the dclty ~value in revelatlon 1s not that GCod exists but
that he "loves us" and "judges us" and makes life worth =
living. The full lmpllcatlons of this are worked out in
The Mcanlng of Revolatlon, cspecially pp. 175fF.
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into view the relation of the inner, spiritual motivations

of Christianity to the external, organizational and

©

institutional forms it ddoptedil The character of Niebuhr's
_thought became increasingly more a pursuit of the full
implications of the basic conviction of God's absolute

A

sovereignty in the world.

The Kiﬁgdom of God in America§wéé the fruit of Niebuhr's
reflections on (1)' the contgmquary‘intellectual climate
creﬁted by crisis—theology,3 on g2) the .fresh insights he

fgained from a restudy of the sourcés of American religious
history;‘as,well as tﬁe "Great Tradition" which inciuded
Edwards, Paécal,_Luther, Calvin, Thomas and Augustig¢,4

i aﬁd on (3)_the concrete presénp with itg urgent need for
a fresh interp;etation of b?w Christian faith is to be
exprqséed in America's complcx{ changiﬁg cglture.5

4 . oL
[} &

lHoedcmaker op, cit., pp. 38-41. Hoedemaker sees
Niebuhr maintaining the ba51c method of observation and
analysis used in The Social Sources but with a widening of
the material and a relinguishing of the presupposition that
social and economic forces excluolvcly determined the shape
of faith in America. This view is warranted by Niebuhr's

own comments in the Preface to The Klnqdom of God in America,
pp. ix-xvii..

»

2Niebuhr,'The Kzngdom of ‘God in America, p,.l7f.

3Nlcbuhr notes the insights of Karl Barth as significant
to his studies during this period. Ibid., p. xii, and also
"Reformation: Continuing Imperatlve," P- 248.

. 4Nicbunr explicitly indicated that The Klnqdom of Gbd in
America involved a - ‘restudying of the materials dealt with an
his earlicr writing. .The book begins with a concisa review
of the Great ' Tradition to illustrate- the precise nature of

> the problem of constructive Protestantism. Ibid., p. X, 17-44;
also, "Reformation: ‘Coftinuing -Imperative;" p. 249. ‘

5Niqbuhr,,The.Kingdom of God in America, pp. 1-15.

P
.
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The first area of reflection led him to seek the inner,
dynamie and spiritual dimension of faith as it appears in
Jhistory, and to focus on the religious ideas that determined
the movement of Chriskianity in America. The second led
him to discover the genuine roots of the religiosity
expreséed in the speeches and writings of religious leaders
ig American history. The third area of reflection led him
to address his readers in terms of the need to view their
current situaﬁion as (a) meaningful only if Christian life
is seen as a living dynamism, an organic'ﬁovement, (b)
involving a continuous dialectic in which one moves both
in tﬂe direction towaros God amo the world, and (c¢) demanding
'attentlon to the fundamental falth conviction that God is
a sovereign living, loging qu.l It 1s cruc1al for under-
standing the development of his thought from this period to
note tﬁe 1mportance of this last p01nt The s?vereignty of
God and what thls means was at ﬁhe very center of Niebuhr's
theological concerns and it seems to the present writer
that oet of this pivotal coocern emerged the insight that a
personalist dpproach to theology was a key element in

providing an altcrnatlve method for understandlng and

expressing the content of faith in a soverelgn God present

o

Ibid., pp. xil-xvi. It was Niebuhr's convxctlon that
apart from God being & l'iving, loving sovcrelgn the whole
relation between Christianity and culiture in America is
"meaningless and might as well not have been."
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to man in history.l

The Protestant reformation, according to Niebuhr,
was the revitalization of.the insistence oun the concretely
Pfesent govereignty and initiative of God..2 ‘It was, above Le
all else, the re—affirmétion of divine ipitiative, the
free, active ruling of God over his cregtion upon which
thg reform movement was baseg. This aspect of faith -
underscored the vividness, absoluteness and immediacy.éf
God's presence to the world, but; as Niebuhr pointed out,
it left the reformefs with the problem of human construction.3

N

How was this faith to be effecfively worked out in the
%emporal order? Ameficé was an opportuhitf for the reformed
faith to attempt conséruckion without having: to strugéle'
against.already established institutions or organizations.
It was virgin territor?. Niebuhr discovered in the history
of American Christianity three-staéés of development, each
stage charac;eriéed by a diffe;ent.emphasiS'on some aspect

, . _ 4 ’ . .
of the idea of "the kingdom of God." The scventeenth

century was characterized by the dominance of the theme

|

1in a sense Niebuhr's confessionalism adlcal monotheism,
and .theocentric relativism, along with hlS personallsm, are ,
'dcplvatlves from the principle of sovereignty: Sovereignty,
however, comes to mean transformation, and the revelation of.
God as person is the very heart of-this meaning. (Nicbuhr,
The Meanxngﬁof.Revc&ation, Chapter 4.)

v

‘ 2Nlcbuhr, The Klngdom of God in Amerlca, pp l7 18.
31bid., pp. 25, 30.

4Niebuhr insisted that the thrcefold scheme emerged out
of the hlsLory itself and was not an imposition of preconceived
ideas upon hlctory. Nicbuhr, Iﬁc Kinagdom of God in America;
Pregﬂce p. xiix, and Introduction, p. 1l4.

- ! . . 3

‘
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of confidence in God's sovereignty, the eighteenth by the
conviction that, through Christ, God's kingdom was not only
rcvealea but begun in a special wgy on earth, and éhe
nincteenth was marked by an increasing emphasis on the
approaching fulfillment of the kingdom.

As regards the first stage of American Christianity,
Niebuhr pointed out that the -sovereignty of Géd meant for
‘the early setélers that Géd's will had to be sought in
every endeavor ana this will could be found only in God's

own self—revelation. The Bible, accordlng to Nlebuhr, was

P

agreed upon by all as the sourcé of. knowledge of God's

will, but it was not the full,embodiment of that will. The.
Bible was geﬁerally ppderstood as a book of life, of

mov&ment, of history, and therefore the will ¢of God is also

to be found ip that which lives, moves and exists in.hisgory.
Sovereignty, in other words, included the acéivc presence 6f
God through his Holy Spirit.l The constitutio§ of God's will.
on earth was grounded in the conviction that the relation

of the Chrisgian faithfui to'their God was a living‘reaiity
and throughouL thc long history reachlng back to the o)
prophcts and apostles that falth rcfcrrod to thc free act1v1ty

of the.soverc;gn One who ruled in the present as He had in

the past, but who did not rule tpé_prcsent by the past.2

/

L‘\/ ’
1Nlcbuhr, .The Kinadom of God-in America, p..61f. While

the, Puritans, according to “Niebuhr, tended Loward biblical
legalism and the Quakers toward spivitual subjectivism, both
were able to remind themselves that the sovercignty of God
and whaL‘God s will was were the basic 1ssues.

2 v
Ibld., p. 65.
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-

The second stage, dominated by the theme of thg reign
of Christ in the‘world,‘revealed the increasing awareness
of American Christians that not only had God acted but
God is acting in hi;tory. The r%vival of faith during
this peridd, commonly rpferrcd(to as the Great Awakening;
was characterized by intensive preaéhing and -teaching
'on ‘the need to repent and seek forgiveness, but to do so
because‘membership in the kingdom of;God had provided
them with the knowledge of the goodness of God.l Greét
§mphasis was placed on-the knowlodge; immediate and
personal, of the gracious activity of God in the'daily
1iges bf the people.2 Niebuhr saQ Wesley, Edwards, and

their colleagues as having tried to bring together the . ' .
e : - + . \

1qomponents of divi?e initiative in revelation, the uselof /
sacred scripgurc, ana subjective experience: in educatingy

the believers as to,tﬁc content of the knéyledgg of Géd?

and how that ds to be related to the complexities of life.3

In writing about this'period.Niébuhr'sthed a profound

appreciation for the thought of Jonathan Edwards. The

latter's emphasis on the pervasive ‘presence of God, the

“ N ‘ . /.—%
lIbid.,'p. 105. Niebuhr's interprctatidn of the Great

Awakening as emphasizing the_coodness of God corrected some

misunderstandings of that perioa. Sidney Ahlstrom, op. cit.,

p. 215; Hoedemaker, op. cit., pp. 33-38.
2

Niebuhr, The Kiqgaom of God in America., p. l06f.

31bid., pp. 108f.
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the gpodnésslénd beauty of 6od discernible in the world
through the gift of a new sense of the heart, and the
universal “sweep of the gréce which allows ;ny.man té
participate in the knowledge of the glory of God, are
but a few of the themes thgt re-ap éaf in Nicbuhf's later
writings and seem to have had their or;gin, to,spﬁe extent,
%in his redigéovzry of Edwards.l

T@e third stage.of developﬁent in'American Christianity.
was pFepéfed for by the Great Awakeniﬂg. The idea cf the
coming.of‘the kingdom of éod was intimateiy connected with
faith in the liviné initiative of'God.2 with the® growing
convictionAtﬂa; God's positive acEion in the world was making
.pbssible WEaE:yas dmpossiblé.for man,'ninetgenth century
-America waé marked by é‘ééﬁfidehce which took shape in what
has become known as the Socidl Gospel fnovemcnt.3 Niebuhr
?onsidored tﬁis mo;eméht to bé the direct heir of the spirit
of Edwards .and othexs in fhe éigﬁtcentﬁ century who4preached
the powér and godéness of God. Gladden and Rauschcnbusqh;
Niegbuhr pointed out, were arrect déécéndants of the
evangelical tradition of the preceding ‘century's bonfidgnce.

(- .

X

llbid.,‘pp. lOlff;.ll3f§;.l3é%f; 206££. 'Niebuhr lists
Edwards's book The Nature of True «Virtue (1755) as one that
greatly influenced, has personal and intgllectual formation. -
"Ex Libris," The Christian Gentury LXXIX (1962), p. 754.

-

2Nicbuhr, Thg.Kiﬁngm of God in America, p. 13}.

J oot —

31bid., p. 151£f. S, - L
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that Christ had giscn and was coming again in glory.
Niebuhr coécludéd his reflection oh the inner lifé
of Christianity in America with a summarizatﬁoh‘sﬁ‘the
effects of institutionalization and secularization or,
as he put it, the "petrification" of the movement as a
‘result of defcnsiveness.l The inner life musé take shape
in the external world but when it does there is often the
loss of spontaneity and originality that was present in
the first stages of construction. There is the tendency
to rely on the institutions thecmselves to preservée the
pfophetic spirit, to trusgxin laws, rituals and symbols
rather than in the divine initiative ruling human minds
and hearts. Thus, Niebuhr observed, faith itself is no
longer'regarded as a living relation to God, but a
mechanical oneé. Liberalism was an gtteﬁpt to restore
vitality to iﬁstitutionalized faitﬁ, but it was different
from the evangclical revivals .in that the latter were
revolutionary and the formcf e&olutionary. In liberélism
it appeared therc-was only oneAmovoment——forward. The
dialectic was fﬂst. There were no crosses, to be borne,
onfy crowns to be worn. Nicbuhr saw the liberal movementé
of the ninetecenth century as having had their roots in the
revivalist movements of the eighteenth but liberalism came

cventually to mean belief in progress itself rather than

in the sovercign One without whom progress, much less life,

lrbida., pp. 168ff.
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would not be possible. Such naive optimism evoked this
comment from Niebuhr:

A God without wrath brought men without sin

into a kingdom without judgement through the

ministrations of & Christ without a cross.

The Kingdom of God in America reveals how Niebuhr

came to view the problem of the relation between Christian
faith and existence iﬁ the world as ‘one to be resolved in
terms of the primacy of divine sovereignty and man's utter
dependence on God. These principles made up the ground
upon which developed what the present writer rega;ds as

four fundamental themes of Nicbuhr's theology: 'bersonalism,
confessionalism, monotheism an&’relativism. O0f these, the
last two are easily identified in his writings during the
1930'5,2 and the first two are present,(ﬁuring that perlgd,
by intimation and implication. The true meaning of human
existence in history, according to Niebuhr, must be found
in the absolu.eness and sovereignty of God. But in
referring our haistory to God's sovereign rule we also
discover that an essential part of that rule requires us

to remain in the world and to participate in its redemption.
How do we come to recalize. this? Niebuhr's answer is

...1f we are to understand...Christianity we
need to take our stand within the movement

lNiobuhr, The Kingdom of God in Ameraca, p- 193,

2Ib1d., passim; also in'The Church Against the World,

pp. 1-13, 123-150, and "value Theory and Theoloay™ in The
Nature of Relidgious EBExperience, pp. 93-116, and "Man The

Sainner,” in Journal ot Reliaion, XV (1935), pp. 272-280.
\
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so that its objects may come into view. If

we adopt a point of view outside it we shall

never see what it has seen but only the

incidental results of 1ts vision, which we

shall then seek to explain as due to some

strange transmutation of political and

“ economic interest. -

Every movement, like every person, needs

to be understood before 1t can be criticized.

And no movement can be understood until 1its

presuppositions, the fundamental faith upon’

which 1t rests, have been at least provisionally

adoptag;} .

Niebuhr suggested that this approach is objectivistic in
the sense that by standing within the movement one is able
to discover the igeal in the real, that one 1is inte;preting
Christianity out of itself, and not importing ideas that

originated from without.2

It is fe%ativistic in th2 sense
ghat it rejects the assumption that any one standpoint is

a universal one. It requires that whosoever seeks to
understand another, be it movement or person,.must be willing
to acknowledge that his position, with its particular
interests and presuppositions, affords him only a partial,
relative perspective of the reality of another's experiences.
Niebuhr insisted that this works, both ways, i.e.; not only
for those outside the Christian community wishing to

understand it but also for the Christian wishing to

understand another viewpoint. What was extremely important

1

N

ZIde., p. 14.

Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America, pp. 12-13.
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for Niébuhr, it seems, was that the Christian anve‘gll
should .understand this principle of relativity, for his
sel f-understanding was that of being before an alsalute
and sovereign God. Niebuhr came to sec tkat because the
faithful Christian is turned both toward God and toward
his temporal world he must avoid all defensiveness that
secks to justify his faith, its formulations, -its
institutionalizations, and seek, rather, to live in
repentance, do his work énd make his confession.l It is
not simply the awareness of the relativity of our existence
that requires us to be non-defensive and confessional in
our app?oach, according to Niebuhr, but the awareness of
relativity before God. Thus, confessionalism is grounded
- in monotheistic or theo-centric relativism. It is, in
other words, God's absolute sovereignty that calls for
this approach and it is also that which makes sense of
the relalivities of history.2 Thus the themes in The

Kingdom of God in America, of sovereignty, of Christianity

as movement before God in history, and of a non-defensive
attitude as a requirement of faith and proper mode of

expression of faith, appearsas seminal ideas which spring

libid., pp. 176ff.

2., . . . .- .

Ibid., p. xvi. This approach is emphasized in The
Mcaning of Revelatiaon, pp. 40f, and Christ and Culture,
pP. xii.
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forth in his later works explicitly as a radical monotheism,
theo-centric relativism, and confessionalism.

In summary,ehen, Niebuhr expressed three convictions
that had been fostered in him as a result of his study for

. . 2 . i
The Kinadom of Cod in Ameraica. First, that Christianity

must be understood as a movement, it must be viewed in

terms of its active, dynamic living gualities. Seccond,
Christianity is dialectical movement, that is, it is neither
a one-way moyement either in an other-worldly or this-worldly
dircction nor is it dualism. Rather it is a movement in
which men are caught up in a process which includes both
love to God and love for the worid. Bccause of the
inclusiveness of this dynamic dialectical movement it can
never come to rest in this life--"Only God can provide the
synthogis."3 Third, Nicbuhr became convinced that American
Christianity and Amecrican cul ture coJld not be understood

at all "save on the baslis of faith in a sovereign, living,

4

loving God.*" In the body of the book there is ample evidence

lhow these and personalism are interrelated ¢an be scen
in Radical Monotheism and Western Culture and the supplementary

cssay attached to that work entitled, “Faith in Gods and in God."

2Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America, pp. xiii-xvi.
3Ibid., P. xv.

41bid., p. xvi.
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of Niebuhr's having focused on those aspects of Christian
thought and life in American history that manifested a
profound sense of God's active presence, powér and goodness.
One might suggest that there are intimations of a further

conviction, later explicated by Niebuhr, that the key to

understanding the nature of the relation between God and

man in this dvnamic dialectical movement is to be found

by pursuing the full implications of those elements

re-affirmed by the reformers as regards the object of

Christian faith, namely, that God is free, God i& active,

God is faithful, and God 1is now engaqing men in saving

dialogue. 1In writings that were to follow, Niebuhr can be
seen to have developed these very elements as the content

of the concept of God as person.

B. Middle Period

-

-

what is the meaning of revelation? It scems that this
question became for Nicbuhr the focal ﬁoint in which the
central concerns of his previous writings werc brought
s’
together and resolved. The subsidiary questions about the
relation of the absglutc and the relative in history, about
the connection between scientific or objective history and }

religious history, and about the problem of natural and

revealed religion are dealt with by Niebuhr in The Meaning

of Revelation as all part of the genceral problem posed for

-

the contemporary theoldgian faced with the challenge set for

Christians by the increasing awarcness of historical



95 |

L

relativity.l Niebuhr saw in the resolution of the problem
of accounting for the.knowledge of God within the
limitations set by human hiétoricity the need for combining .
the interests of Ernst Troeltsch and Karl Barth.'2 From the
former he had learned to accept the relativity not only of
historical objects bu; also of the historical subject, the
observer and interpreter. From the latter he had learned
the importance of re-affirming the primacy of God and human,
dependence on him as the foundational conviction upon which
theology rests. )

If revelation r.eans botﬁ history and God, how can the
relativity impliod_gy the former and the absoluteness demander
by the latter be brought together without having, in the end,
to choose between agnosticism or skepti;ism, on the one hand,
and dogmatism, on the otheg? The theologian must begin with
faith, Niecbuhr insisted, fér thatiis the limitation intrinsic
to the Judaco-Christian tradition, namely, that "one con
speak and think significantly about God only from. the point
of‘vicw o faith in him,"3 Luther's prainciple that faith.and
"God belong together ana Schlclermachc;'s and Ritschl's attemp:.
to obsérvc thak principle is éhc Protestant tradition in which

Niebuhr saw himself working. To give a true account of what

INiebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 7-22.
2

Ibid., p. x.

31bid., p. 23.
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" that tradition belicves and understands it is necessary

to begin with revelation, with the specific faith it
brings about in the specific history in which it occurs.
There 1is, then, the limitation of faith and thé
limitation of history. There is a further restriction,
however, 1f one is to adhere to the tradition and that
is to resolutely direct one's thoughts and specech, when
thinkiﬁg and spcaking out of faith, toward the proper
object of faith, toward God. In Niebuhr's mind the
failure to adhere to this line of inquiry and expression,
i.e., faith to God, had, in the past, led to the mistake
of substituting faith itself, religion, creed or church,
for God. A Christianity become overly concerned about
itself seeks to establish the superigrity of its views
over the views of others, the sovercignty of its claims
over the claims of others and, what is worse, the
substitution of the soverecignty of its claim$ for the
sovereignty of God. Because, for Niebuhr, Christian
faith is faith in an absolute and sovcreign God and
because that faith is historicﬂfaith it was his conviction
that the only approach possible for the Christian theologian
was resolute confessionalism.

As we begin with revelation only because we

are forced to do so by our limited standpoint -°°

in history and faith so we can proceced only

by stating in simple confessional form what

has happened to us 1in our community. How we

came to believe, how we reason about things
and what we see from our point of view.l

Y1pid., p. 40-4l.
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Defensive apologetics is a mistaken approach because it
fails to observe both the sovereignty of God in faith and
the radical historicity of human existence.

In confessing what happened, how it caused faith, how
reason conducts i;s inguirics and what is seen from this
point of view, the Chris;ian theologian, according to
Niebuhr, does not begin by asking what revelation ought
to mean for all men in all times and places but rather he
seeks to know what it means for Christians.

Niebuhr's presentation of history viewed from the
perspective of a participant and from that of an observer
and his analysis of speculative, lmpersonal objective
reasoning in distinction from practical, personél
affective reasoning, or “reasoning of the heart," are not
so much distinctions he made on the basis of a philosophy
of history or theory of knowledge as they are applications
of the first self-evidencing principle of revelation, namely,
that revelation is the emergence of God as a person.2 The
point of departure for Christians recasoning about their
history and expressing the content of their reasoning with
images from their remembered past and their present
experience is the existing faith in which they participate

as individuals and members of a community conscious of God

libia., p. 41-42.

21bid., pp. 153-154.
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present to them as person. Thus, in the second chapter of

The Meaning of Revelation dealing with Christian history

and the third chapter on Christian reasoning Niebuhr can be
seen applying the implications of the fourth and final
Chapter, "The Deity of God," in which he stated the fundamental
proposition upon which he based his whole approach éo theology.

The most important fact about the whole

approach to revelation to which we are committed

by the,acceptance of our existential situation,

of the point of viewsof faith llVlng in history,

is that we must' think ‘and speak in terms of

persons.l

It is because the revelation of God is the revelationw
of a person that the Christian views his history as’the
history of a self. Revelation inQolves the disclosure of
the personal nature of both God and man. It is because the
central image in that history is the image of a person that
the Christian reasons about himself in terms of pérsonal.
images. Because the center of value is a person the
Christianicomes to view his moral life as ; relation with
a faithful, ecarnest, never+resting, eternal sclf so that
all human actions %fe regarded as responses to God's action.
Finally, all previous concepts of deity that men may have
acquired are subjected by the Christian to the concrete

.

experibnce of the person the nature of whose presence

transforms cvery™{hought about deity.

libid., p. 143.
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For Niebuhr the meaning of revelation, the problem of

method in theology, understanding the relation between the
—

absolutc and/ﬁhe relative in history, the connecgions
between ob]¥ct1"e ‘and religious history, and the problem
of natural and rewealed religion were resolved ultimately
in terms of the theological principle that to begin in
faith, to start with revelation, is to thaink and specak in
terms of the knowledge of God as person. As regards method,
then, it must be grounded in the concrete experience o€§£he
divine person and guided by the elements that emerge in that
experience as the content of the concept of personhood.
Nicbuhr did not begin with philosophy of religious history
nor did he begin with a dogmatic assumption about the nature
of God as he is in himself, in his aseity, or ontic priority.
Rather he began with the concrete existing faith of the
Christian as the expression of knowledge of God as he
relates to tho Christian. In so doing, however, Nlebﬁhr
does not exclude the principles of radical historicity or
of the absolute primacy of God. He maintained th;t the
viewpointof the Christian is limited by his spatio—témporal
relativity whilg he insisted on the absoluteness of the
objective reality being regarded. Niebuhr acknowledged ‘the
understanding of God achieved through natural roa;on as he
set forth the damensions of God's own self-revealaing which
transformed that understanding. The meaning of revelation,

for Niebuhr, 1s the meaning that cmerges out of the

experience of God as person. This meaning, i1n turn, directs
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Christian thought with respect to the understanding of
historical existence, the rational processes of memory
and imagination, and interpretation of moral existence.

By attending to the personalist dimension of
revelation Niebuhr was convinced that theology could
avoid "the most prevalent source of error in all thinking
and perhaps especially in theology and ethics," i.e.,
defensiveness, and also "the great source of evil in

. . L . 1 .
life," i.e., the absclutizing of the relative,. It is
because God himself is known to men as their knower, theilr
author, judge and only saviour, there 1s no room for
defensiveness or for deifying the relativities of the
finite world.
. This, however, secems to be the consequence of

the revelation of the person--truth 1is

transformed and the scarch for continuous

relations 1nh the world which contemplative

recason vicews 1s eoxpedited and liberated.

The pure reason docs not need to be <limited

in order tnat room be made for faith, but

faith emancipates the pure reason from the

necessity of defending and guarding the

interests of selves whaich are now found to

be established and guarded, not by nature,

but by the God of revelation whose garment

nature is.?
The moral law, Nicbuhr poainted out, 1s changed in its
imperativeness in -that man's transgressions are no longer

viewed as goilng against his nature or his consclence ox

socral life but rather as violations against "the eternal

lIbid., pPp. vill-1X.

21pid., p. 175.

‘
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. 1
earnestness of a personal God.“ The emergence of God

as person transforms cvery aspect of our thinking, deciding

and acting lives. This is the heart of Niebuhr's argument

in The Mecanina of Revelation. God comes to men not as the

>

power men concelived as rogards ultimate power in the
universe but as a power that is manifest in infirmity and
through death.2 Again, the goodness of Géd is shown in
his revelation as ”thé simple cveryday goodness of love--
the value which belongs to a person" and this "puts our
expectations to shame."3 Al} of Christian thought and life
is "lived not before or after but in the midst of a great
revolution."4 Part of this revolutionary existence invo&vesﬁ
thinking about the relations between the absolute and the
relative, of objective and religious hlétory, of natural
and revealed religion in terms of the self-revelation of
God as person.®

Having made the self-revelation of God's personhood
the key for approaching the apparent conflicts involved in
man's. double awareness of reallity, i.e., that it 1s human
and divine, temporal and eternal, finite and infinite, how

does Niebuhr appear to have avoided the danger of

or defeénse of the concept of personhood? Did he, perhaps,

commit the grave sin of absolutizing the relative by

suggesting that we must think 1in terms of persons?

lipida., p. 166.

21bid., p. 186-187.
31bid., p. 189.
41bid., p. 183.
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Conféssionalism, conversionism, and the primacy of God
were his safequards in this respect.

In thé first place, as Christians living in history
we cannot say what fcvclation must mean for all men

cverywhere at all times but only what it means for

Chrisrlans.l In the second place, an apologetic for the
personhood of God would suggest that the revelatfgn of God
as person is a possession, but Niebuhr repeatedly emphasized
the dynamic and revolutionary character of God's presence
'so that Christian awareness is subjected to continuous
transformatioﬁ. Finally, this transformation theme merely
.underscores Niebuhr's theocentric approach w%ich understands
that the primacy of God and man's dcpenﬁengc are the
fundamental principles of Christian theoibgy. Niebuhr's
conviction of God's absolute sovercignty is reflected by

his restraint in sciting forth a definition of divine
personhcod. The elements comprising the conceptual content
of the person of God are implicitly contained in The Meaning

of Revelation, but they are overshadowed by the emphasis on

conversion and its permancntly revolutionary character.

This conversion and permanent reveolution of our

human religion through Jesus Christ is what we

mean by revelation. Whatever other men may say /)
we can only confess, as men who live 1n history,

that through our history a compulsion has been

placed upon us and a ncw beginiing offered us

which we cannot evade.

libid., p. 41-42.

21bid. , P. 191.
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In terms of the task that Niebuhr had set for himself
in writing this book 1t appears that his concern for the
interests of Barth are expressed by the thcmé.of
transformation as the confessionalist approach showed
the interests of Troeltsch. That Gda emeryes as person
in revelation and causes the individual and his community
to reflect upon their history in terms of their own
existence as persons scems, to the present writer, to have
been the unifying principle in Ni?buhr's proposal for
combining those interests. It seems also that the elements
comprising the content of the concept of divine personhood
were not set forth by Niebuhr in a formal definition
because of his deep concern for avolding the substitution
of conceptual content for concrete experience.

-

The Meaning of Revelation was published in 1941.

America's involvement in the seccond World War was regarded
by Niebuhr as a secvere test of Christian faith in the
sovereignty and goodness of God, in the conviction that

the living God is present to us in our history. In three

1 Ibid., pp-. 125f. Niebuhr speaks of theology being
concerned with the unigue, unrepetitive pattern that cmerges
in revelation and although concepts are necessary for external
contemplation of life the real work of rcason in Christian
history 1is that of understanding in terms of persons.
Nicbuhr, in other words, seems to admit of a conceptual
understagdlnq mvolved when thainking and speaking i1n terms
of persons but insists thal the recasoning process must take
place 1n the concrete situation ol the present, self-revealang’
activity of God.

-
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articles on the war Nicbuhr attempted to set forth an
interpretation of that tragic event which would be
consistent with the conviction that God was, indeed, a
living God and acting in history.l Niebuhr emphasized
the sovercignty of God and the transformational effects
of the cross of Jesus i1n helping men to understand how
God could be present in such tragic history.

The crucifixion of Jesus was considered by Nicbuhr
as that action of God by which all thinking and speaking
of God became subject to a total revolution of men's minds
and hearts.2 Faith in the sovereignty of God was "radically
monotherstic” faith which meant that i1t viewed 1in evcrythiné
that happened the action of the one, universal God.3 Not
to see God in the war, according to NieBuhr, would be to
abandon monotheism, divane sovereignty, faith in the

4 .Tho problem of God, Nicbuhr wrote in a later

resurrecction.
article, arises for the Christian as a practical, personal

problem and 1ts first guestion 1s not "Does God exist?" or

INiebuhr, "War As the Judgment of God, " The Christian
Century LIX (1942), pp. 630-633.

2Niobuhr, "War As Crucifixion," p. 515.

3Niebuhr, "Is God 1n the wWar?® p. 954. lere the term
"radical monotheism" appcars for the first time in Niebuhr's
wrating. This type of faith, Niecbuhr wrote later, "dethrones
all absolutes short of the principle of being i1tself. At the
same time 1l reverences every relative existent.  1ts two
great mottoes are: I am the Lord thy God:; thou shalt have no
other Gods betore me--and--whatever 1s, 1s good.™ Radical
Monothelom and Western Culture, p. 37.

4Niebuhr, “War As the Judgment of God, " p. 632,



"what is the first cause, what the ultimate substance?”
1
but rather "How is faith in God possible?™ How, in other
|
words, does the ultimate power, the séeming vold out of which

A Y
.

everything comes and the cnemy of all human causes and man-
made gods become for man a trustworthy, faithful friend? Not
only is this a question for time of war but it is a question
men seck to answer in all times. The Christian answer is
given in simple confessional form. It has happened. It is
in our history. For Christians 1its occurrence involves a
concrete meeting with Jesus Christ and the consequence of
that encounter is "the reliance of a person on a person."
God becomes known as friend. Niebuhr pointed to the
conscquences of this knowledge of God given in faith as

that of opening the mind to inguire about all of existence
and of expand:ng the heart to cembrace all of beinyg, for all
truth and all goodﬁoss 15 grounded in the ultimate being

who recveals himself as truthful and loyal. "So," Niebuhr
wrote, "faith in God involves us in a permanent revolution
of the mind and heart, a continuous life which opens out
infinitely into ever new possibilities.™

"

During the period after the war up to the time of his

publication of Chraist and Culture most oi:i;obuhr's writings

11@icﬁ)u}1r, “"I'arth in Gods and in God," a Supplcementary Essay
in Radical Monotheasm, p. 115-116. This essay appeared originally
as "Phe Nature and bExistence of God," in Motive IV (1943), 13-15,
43-16.

21pbad., pp. 124-125.,

31hid., p. 126.
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were concerned with drawing out the full implications of
radically monotheistic faith in terms of the church's
relation to the world. Nichuhr's interests t;rnod to the
problem of how a faith that is subject to continuous
transformation 1s to address 1i1tself concretely to the world
without overemphasizing on the one hand, its role of pointing
the world to God and, on the other hand, its role of

}

responsibility to the world.l

C. Late Period

Christ and Culture was an essay on "the double wrestle

of the clurch with 1ts Lord and with the cultural society
with which 1t lives in 3?mb10515.“2 Niebuhr indicated that
1t was his intention in this work to further, as well as
correct, the work donce by Ernst Troeltsch 'an The Social

. 3 .
Teachinags of the Christian Churches. The corroective
AY

lniebuhr, “Towards a New Other-worldliness, " in Theoloay
Today, I (1934), pp. 78-87; "The Hidden Church and the Churcac:
- 1n Sight," 1n Religron and Iafe XV (1915-1946), pp. 106-117;

. e

“The Responsibility or the Church for Society,” in The Gospel,
The Church _and The World, ed. K. Scott Latourctte, (Now York:
Harper (1946), pp. 111-133; "The Norm of the Church," 1in
Journal of Pelicron . fhou ht IV (1940-19:7), pp. 5-15; "The
Doctrine of tne Trinity ana the Unity of the Church,™ in
Theology Toaday TIL (1946), pp. 371-381; "The Giit of Catholic
Vision, " in Theoloonr Today IV (19.48), pp. 507-527; and "The
Digsorder of Man in the Church of God,"™ Man's Disorder and God's
Desagn, "The Jomsterdam Assombly Seraes,'" (New York: Harper
L949) I, pp. 78-88.

2Nicbuhr, Christ _and Culture, p. xi.

3&)_1_(1., P. X11.
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principle which Niebuhr applied was that of regarding
historical relativism in the light of theco-centric
relativism, -that is, to view the human condition of existing
in space and tune as meaningfual only and precisely in terms
of such existence being "under the governance of the
absolute God."l

Nicbuhr traced the history of Christianity in the
light of five types that appear as a result of the ways
Christians had come to understand and express their dual
relatigon to God and to the world: Christ against cul ture
(e.g., Tertullian and Tolstoy), Christ of culture (e.g.,
Abelard and Ritschl), Christ above culture (e.g., Clement
Qf Alexandria and Thomgs Aguinas), Christ and culture in
paradox (c.«¢., Paul and Lutheg), Chrast the transformer of
cul ture (O.g.,ﬁﬁugustine and F. D. Maurice). The "enduring
problem" thatﬂNlobuhr dealt with in this work 1s the problem
of understandinng how radically monotheistic faith, that is,
faith in an absolute and sovereign dcity\bofore whom all
values in the world are sccondary and relative, and the
rational and moral lafe of man in society, were to be relatod?
Althouch Niebuhr may be regarded as preferring the fifth

-~

-

lIth:, p. X21. Nicbuhr states here that "Isarah 10,
I Corinthians 12, and Augustine's Cirtv of God, indicate the

context in which the relataivitiecs of history make sense.™

21bid., pp. 1-11.
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type, i.e., the relation of faith in Christ to life in
culture 1s that of the former having a transforming cffect
on the latter, his.concluding chapter in the book underscores
the pranciple of theo-centric relativism which prohibits

the assumption that there can be the Christian answer

\

given by any one interpreter. He wrote

Yet one is stopped at one point or another from
making the attempt to give a final answer, not
only by the evident paucity of one's historaical
kneledye, as compared with other historaical
men, and the evident weakness of one's ability
in conceptual construction, as compared with
other thinkers, but by the conviction, the
knowledge, that the giving of such an answer

by any finite mind, to which any measure of
limited and little~farth has been granted

would be an act of usurpation of the Lordship
of Christ which at the same time would involve
doing violence to the liberty of Christian men
and to the unconcluded history of the church

in culture.l

Since men must and do decide, however, Niebuhr
considered the following characteristics as thosc whach
accompany all such decisions. (1) They are made, according
to Niebuhr, on the basis of relative insight and fﬁith, but
they are not relativistic; (2) They are individual decisions,
but not individualistic:; and (3) They are médo in freedom, but
not in independence. A damension that runs through all three
is that although decisions are.made in the’momont, they are

o
not nonhistorical. This meant that the human response to

lipia., p. 232.

21bid., pp. 233ff.



109

Christ as God's self-revealing in the world was a truly
relative and historical decision but its reference was to
an absolute and eternal recality, that each person is fully
responsible for his own action but his action is performed
in communion with others who are also deciding and acting,
and that although each decision is made freely it is made
under the conditions of time and space and in the presence
of a transcendent cause whose loyalty elicits trust. A7all
this, again, 1s to be rcyarded as a process that takes
place in the present moment but in reference to the past
and to the future..

Each present moment in which Qe decide is filled

with memories and anticipations; and at each

present moment there 1s present to us some other

whom we have met before and expect to meet again.
Niecbuhr understood Christ to be "compresent" with men in
their decision-making. ChrisL'iS the self-revealing of a
living God who has made history sacred by the "remembered
actions of the one who inhabits otern1ty."2

In Christ and Culture the themes of divine sovereignty

and goodness, of human historicity and relativity, of
existence as that of selves in community, and of the
transforming power of God's loyalty to men were brought
forward once again by Niebuhr as the fundamental themes of
Christian theology. Of special significance, however, in

this consistent development of his thought 1s the account

.
.

lIbld., p. 247.

21bid., p. 249.
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Niebuhr gave as to how men have come to recognize in Jesus
Christ the essence of the relationship that God has
established with men. In a brief essay at the beginning
of this book he attempted to reach a “definition® of
Christ. "A Christian," he wrote, "is ordinarily defined
as one who believes 1n Jesus Christ or as a follower of
Jesus Christ." He belongs to a community of believers for
whom Jesus is the key to understanding not only themselves
and their world, but he is also the key for their Knowledge
of God.l Who is Jesus? 1In order for the Christian to say
what his understanding of God is he must give an account
of his understanding of Jesus. That Jesus is for the
Christian a definite person whose Louchings and actions
and sufferings are of one piecce, who is one and Lhe same
whether he appears as man of flesh and blood or as risen
Lord, is a fundamental starting point for the Christian who
speaks out of his actual history.2

Nichbuhr acknowledged two difficulties in attempting
to answer the question, Who is Jesus?  The first was the
“impossibility of stating adeguately by means of concepts
and‘proposxtions a princaipla which presents itsel{ in the
form of a person,” and the sccond was that of saying,
"anything about this person which 1s not algo relative to

the particular standpoint in church, history and culture..."3

lIbid., p. 11.
2 . .
Ibid., pp. 12-13.

3Ihig., p. 14.
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He maintained, however, that one could point to the concrete
phenomena in which the person of Jesus appears and in that
way, imperfectly and inadequately, come to some knowledge
as to the esscnce of Jesus' personhood. Nichbuhr sought to
do this by attending to the moral phenomena of Jesus' life,
his virtues, i.e., the excellences of character exemplified
in his words and actions and communicated to his followers.
No sinale virtue of Jesus reveals his full essence as a
person, nor sinply the combinat:ion of them alone; rather
each and all manifestations of Jesus as a moral being make
sense 1n thelr apparent radicalicsm only in terms of their
expressing his existence as relation to Qgg.l In other
words, according to Niebuhr, the knowledge of Jesus is
grounded in the awarencss given through his concrete moral
life that he exaisted and exists as one who 1s in relation
to God. Thus, the symbolic title "Son of God" was
considered by Niebuhr as the oxpr;ssion which most adequatcel:
conveyed his existence as a person.

But the essence of Jesus 1s revealed in hig moral
existence as having another side to it. Jesus is also
regarded as one who existed and exists in relation to the
world and to men in the world. As he manifested his trust
and loyalty to God so also he demonstrated his love and

faithfulness to men. Hig existence as a person was a

libid., p. 27.
21bid., pp. 27-29.
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double movement--toward God and toward men. In Jesus men
come to sce the meaning of personal existence as being
grounded in the continuous movement toward God and toward
the world and as not being the exclusive action of either
one or the other. Niebuhr concluded by pointing out that
even when theologies fail to do justice to this truth

Christians laving with Christ in theilr cultures

are aware of 1t. For they are forever being

challenged to abandon all things for the sake

of God; wnd forever beindg sent back into the

world to teach and pyagtlce all the things that

have been commanded them. <
What 1s of special significance in this moral analysis of
the person of Jesus is the suggestion by Niebuhr that the
uniqueness of his personhood can, to a certain degree, be
apprehended in and through his concrete moral actavaty.

Niebuhr's Chraisiclogical thought reflected his
consistent cmphasis on the concreteness of the knowledge
of God given in revelation. While 1t is true that for
Christians this concreteness 1s focused on the definitenes:

of Jesus in history Niebuhr later rejected the notion that

knowledge of God, concretely manifesting himself{ to men,

lIbid., p. 28f. -

21hbid., p. 29.

3Hans r'rea, ov. art., pp. 104-11v. Frer considers thas
suggestion by Niebuhr to be of singular imporiance for contem-
porary Christoloay and comments that this 1s an "isolated
moment” in Niebuhr's thouaht where he moves toward a construc-
tive theoloay and 15, pernaps, a truirtful avenue throuah which
to pursuce historical and metaphysical analyses of personal
being. (Sce below, pp. 229f)
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is exclusively restraicted to knowledyge of Jesus.l The
depth and breadth of faith as an integral part of human
exlistence became a dominant theme 1n Niebuhr's thought during
the last decade of has life.2 For the Christian it is true

)

that the experience of Jesus 18 the 1lluminating event 1n
which God 1s concretely revealed but Niebuhr seemed to
move beyond thig p01h;71n his thinking and indicated that
the very content of that knowledge gained througyh Christ
illuminated the whole of life so that the pervasiveness of
God's presence to the world, the personal character of that
presence, and the universality of the faith perspective are

brought into view.

In Radical Morothelem and Western Cul fure Niebuhr

presented hig conEopt of the task of theology as developing
the reason that accempanles fairth and beaing critical of

that reasoning. Theology begins wiih the knowledge of God
given in faith and because this 1s 1ts beginning 1t cannot

"abstract discourse about the objective realaty, God, from

INiebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," pp. 250-
251. For an excellent treatment of Nicbunr's Christologacal
thought and how he avolded "Christemeniom,” sce L. Kliever,

"The Chrastoloyy of H. Richard Vlgbth,' Journal of Religion,

vol. 50, 1970, pp. 33-57.
Hiebuhr, "Center of value," 1n Mceral Principles of .

2

Action: Min's Dthical Inmperatite, od. Ruth N. Anshen (New York:
Harper, 1952 ) s P 1n2-175. (uluo publiashed 1n Radical

Monotheism as a Supplementary bEssay, pp. 100-113); “The Triad
of 1@111n":uv%>vnr Sewton Rulletin, XLVID (1954), pp. 3-12;

"On the Nature oi Palwh, ™ an peldarous Proerience and Truth,

ed. S. Hook.(mvw Yox*. Now Yorx University Press, 19ol),

pp. 93-102; and The Resronsible Self, especially Chapter 4
oensible ! Y I ’

"Res ponal)lllny In Absolutae Depenacnce. ™)
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discourse about the subjective actavity of faith, however
. Wl . . . .
the latter 1s defined. while confidence in God 1is
always present, rcason ingquires about what this confidence
means in terms of man's relation to the world. Reason also
secks to understand more fully and more surely the things men
ceme to believe about God as arresult of their confidoence in
2 ¢
ham, what 1s most essential, however, to Niebuhr's way of
thinking 1s that the theologyian does his work as one who
actively participates in the community of faith. Because
the God of whom the theoloaian speaks 1s one known in faith,
the method by which he seceks to develop his reasoning and be
critical of that reasoninag is distinct from other kinds of
inguiry.  Theolowy, according to Niebuhr, must pursue its
own way independently but not in isolation {rom other
»

rarional 1nguiries in which ren engago,’

By farth MNicbuhr meant that "attitude and action of
confidence in, and fidelity to, certain realities as the

4
sources of valuce ang-odbjects of Joyalty." The phenomenon
of faith manifestis r1tseli, according to Nicbuhyr, in threc
L]

.
ways.” (1) The object upon which men place their confidence

lNiebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 12.
2Ibad., p. 14.

31bad., p. 15-l6.

11b1d., p. 16, ,

S1hid 2.
} .. bp. 2d4ff.
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is somctimes manifold, in which case faith 1s polytheistic.
No one center of value makes life worth while or mecaningful
but rather there 1s a plurality of gods. (2) There 1s also
that faith which exhibits 1tsclf as trust in and loyalty
toward one center of value tdaken from experience of finite
realities and elevated as first and highest in the order
of valued objects, e.g., society itself. This "henotheistic™
faith 1s manifested i1n history by such closed societies as
those found in praimitive cultures, in various forms of
natHOndlism, and 1in cases where religious communltlés refer
to God as the principle of their own closed concept of
thgmselves as select or chosen. (3) There is, finally, a
fype of faith which Niebuhr sugugested exists perhaps more
as a hope than a datum, yect has been an actuality at certain
times in history, altbough 1ts uppearance secems to have
been mixed with clements of polytheism and honoth01gﬁ- This
third faith, radical monotheirzsm, has for 1ts value-center the
One:beyond the ﬁany, the prainciple of being itself. It is
faith 1n God. It 1s not faith that God exists but rather it
is confiadence 1n and loyalty to the ultimate which has made
itself known as faithful self.l

To say that God makes himself known as First
Person 15 to say that revelation means less.
the disclostire of the essence ot objective
being than the demonstration to selves of

faithful, truthful bhecing. What we try to <«
point to with the aid of conceptual terms as @

4

R
1pia., p. 44. 4
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principle of being or as the One beyond the
many 1S acknowledged by selves as "Thou."

The integrity that 1s before them here 1s the
oncness of a self; it is the faithfulness
that keeps promises, 1s indefectibly loyal,
is truthfulness in frecedom.

The chief thrust of Niebuhr's—argument as regards
the concrete experience in Judaeo—Chrlsgian history of the
self-presentation of the one God 1s that the essence of
that experience consists in the awareness of God as

-

falthful;2 The response to God 1is, in turn, faithfulness,
l.e., trust in aAd loyalty toward the prainciple of Being
itself as trustworthy and faithful to men and all created
existence. Such response must be total, according to
Niebuhr. As the source of existence is faithful, so must
the self that responds in faith respond in the totality
Jf his life. It 1s not a part of the self that responds
to a partially present éod, but the wﬁole self encountering
God in the totality of belng.3 Radical monotheism has the
effect of transforming human attitudes toward all lafe, all
existence. All that exists 1s holy. Whatever 1s, is qood.
Nicbuhr v1owéd the;ex1stéﬁco of this kind of faith in
the western world as one that struggled, and Contlnues’to
struggle, with the problvh of incarnating 1tsel% in the
world as rel;glon, as part ok the pqlitical order, as a

faith that exaists in a world of science. " Its farlurés in

these areas are always signalled by the breakdown of

LY
[

l1bid., pp. 46-47.
2Ib1(1., p. 47.
3ibid., pp. 48f(f.



confidence in the absolute fidelity of God accompanied
by increasing confidence in lesser values, e.q., in
doctrines or ecclesiastical institutions, in political
systems, or scientific theories. Niebuhr concluded his
discussion of radical monotheism as follows:

A radically monotheistic faith says to...

all other clawmants to "the trutth, the whole

truth and nothing but the truth," to all the

"circumnavigators of being" as Santavana calls

them: "I do not believe you. God'ais great."l

The heart of Niebuhr's argument in Radical Monotheyam was,

as in the case of The Meanaina of Revelation, that the

revelation of God as person\%s-that principle by which the

~

human .self comes to view itself and its world as standing
in relation to the source of 1ts own and all other
existence wherein the sovereignty and goodness of the
source radically transforms all meaning other than that
which comes from the source i1tself.

In the Robertson lectures, posthumously published as

The Responsible Self,”™ Niebuhr presented a crat:cal

analysis of man's exastence as a moral beanag from the
standpoint of one who beliceves that "man eoxXists and moves

and has his being an God; that his fundamental relation

is to God.“3 While this may have suggested that his

I3

approach was simply a Chraistian ethics Nicebuhr insisted

lipia., p. 89.
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ZNiebhhr, The Responsible Self, (New York: Harper & Row,

1963).

31bid., p. 44. .
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that the object of his concern was broader, that he
intended to reflect upon human moral life in general but
from a Chrastian perspcective. It becomes clear in the
course of thesc lectures that the central concern of his
entire theological carcer -jas being worked out in terms
of the moral guestion: low is 1t possible for man, existing
as he does in the world, as it 135, to respond in all his
actions to the One liwving, loving, sovereign God?

Niebuhr's convictions regarding the sovereignty of
God and the relativity of human existence, his radical
monotheism, his personalist and confessionalist approach,
all appear as guiding themes in his inéorpretation of
moral existence. The symbol of response was considered by
Niebuhr as a ugseful instrumwent of analysis {rom the
stanc:oint of one who understood all action to be the
action of God. His moral motto was: God is acting in all
actions upon you. So respond to all action upon you as

: 1 .

to respond to his action. The image of man-the-responder
(homo dialocicus) was suggested by Niebuhr as an alternative
or- additional way of conceiving man's existence as an  agent
in charge of hais actions. The carlier images of man-the-
maker (homo faber) and ﬁan—the-CLLi:cn (homo politicusg)
attended to those aspects of man's moral activity which
demonstrated - his awareness of being purposceful and goal-
oriented, on the one hand, and law-abiding, on the other.
By emphasizing the responsive character of hwnan existence

Niebubr intended to shift attention from formal prainciples,

;3}>1d., p. 12o.
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such as the idea of the good or of the right, the lawful,
to concrete values, to the existing actions that the self
is suffering or undergoing. Man-the-responder asks "What
1s going-on?" 1in order to know what is the fitting action

1

to taxe. Nicbuhr's sungmnation of moral action was

the a1dea of an acent's action as resvonse to

an action upon him in accordance with his

interpretation of the luatter action and with

his expectation of response to his response;

and all of this in a continuing comswunity of

agents.2

Nicbuhr's view of moral life as fitting response was
intended to correlate with what he considered the question ,
raiscd at crucial moments in the history of Israel and the
carly Christian community. They drd not ask, according to
Niebunr, "what is the voal?" or "What is the Law?" but
rather "Wiat 1s happenang?" and then "What 1s the fitting

. .3 . ,

response to what 1is happening: It 1s evident, xn the
light of Niebuhr's earlier writings, that the sovereignty
of God was the thevlogarcal princaiple that guided his approach
to cthics.

In pursuing the implications of moral life as fitting

response to actions suffered by the self Niebuhr attended

to three aspects of human consciousndss entering into
%

lIbid., pp. 60-6).
2lhiﬂ-' p. 65.

31bid., p. 67.

v
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deliberations which precede the decision as to what is
fitting. The first awareness 1is that of being a social
self, "To be a sel{ in the presence of other selves 1is
not a derivative experience but primord;ql."l The human
self, according to Nicbuhr, is seen to exist ags a social
being 1n continuous dialogue with otherc wherein the
communicative exchange always involves a third self, 1.e.,

a prior interpretation which as such is somethaing of a

8.
third self.” There are two “triadic® structures in which
men find themselves involved in their interrelatlons.3 The
first involves response to natural events in which the human
self respondg to other selves in all responses to nature.

.

There is an exchange of interpretations and there is
anticapation o further response both from nature and rrom
social companions. The seccond triad invols s human existencce
as being loyalty to causes. ' Here the self and his socaal
companions participate in exchange of interpretation as to
what causce deserves thedr loyalty and what response 1s
fitting. Applicd to ic Christian context, the sclf'and
hags companions dare bound together by their loyalty to the
cause of Jesus.  In looking té Jesus, however, 1L is
discovered that he points beyond himself to the ultimate

person, the ultimate cause, and just as teleological ethics

J’I)>j(1., p. 71. ‘ “ ‘

21bid., p. 79ff.

3lﬁiﬂ-' pp. 82£f.



121

moves to its final question, "What is the form of the
ul timate good?" and as deontological ethics eventually
asks, "What 1s the universal form of the law?" so in the
cthics of response the triadic interrelationships of
social selves lead to the question, "what is the universal
community? What is thd¢ ultimate society in which the
self lives and moves and has its‘boing?"l

The sccond awareness of the moral self is that of
being in time. "Pasg, prosént, and future arc dimensions
of the actaive self's timo—fulness."2 In making the fitting
response, Nichuhr suggested, the self bases its interpreta-
tions of what is going on in terms of what has happened in
the past and what is the anticipatéd result in the future.
Fittingness or unfittingness of human actions refers to the
total movement in whichr the self Xnows 1tself as standing
in the prosbnt,\comlng out of the past and moving into the
future. Agaia, as in its conscilousness as a soclal being .
80 1n its awareness of being in time, the self attempts to
understand the total context into which its responsible
actions fit. 1In raising the question of the ultimate
“historical context the self is faced, finally, with the
alternatives of interpreting life as a life of sclf-defense,
of survival, of movement f{rom nothingncess Lo nothingness, of
future wath no future, gi of interpreting the iifetlme of

-

»

12

ipig., p. ss.

“Ibid., p. 93.
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the self as a history surrounded by eternal life. It is
Ehis revision of the historical mythology of death that
Chrastianaity, as well as other great religions, present to
the tame-full self. With this revision the self is called
upon to redefine what 1s the fitting response and to
interpret the actions upon it as responses to eternal action
in a universal society of bcing.l

The third feature of Gxistence as a self is its
awareness of being a unique subject, absolutely dependent
in 1its existence, completely contingent, inexplicably
present in its here-ness and now—noss.2 After interpreting
all the actions upon it which define its physical and mental
limitations as well as 1ts religious fate there remains the
inescapable awareness that the self 1s unique, flung, as it
were, 1nto of&stenco and held there by some radical action
which is ot its own and cannot be identified with the
manifold actions surrounding it in the finite world. what
action has brought about that which I am? Wwhat, finall?,
is the interpretation that the self places upon that radical
action? This interpretation 1is, in the final analysis, an
attitude of trust or distrust towards that which causes the
self to be Lhaé which it is. The self ultimately lives in

faith. Faith, according to Niebuhr, 15 the attitude of the

l1pid., pp. 106-107.

21b1d.,“p. 109.
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self in its existence toward all existences that surround
. . 1 i
it, as beings to be relied upon or suspected. But response
to the radical action By which the self is, is the qualifying
element 1n all its interpretations and recactions to the
finite world of actions in whach 1t is involved. As in the
case of 1ts 1nterpretation of existence as a social being
and as a time-full being, so in its interpretation of its
existence as dependent being the self secks to discover the
fittingness of action in terms of an ultimate context. When
the self learns to trust the radical action by which its own
subjective inteqgrity is established, 1t becomes one self in
its responsive life and interprets all dctions upon 1t as
expressive of One intention or One ccntext. Thus, the
responsable seli affirms: God 12 actine in all actions
upon me.,

For us who are Chraistidns the vossaibilitv of

making this...interprectation of the total

action upon us by the One wno embraces and

1s present in the many 1s inseparably connected

with an action in our past that was the

response of trust by a man who was sent into

life and sent into death and to whom answer

was made i1n hias resurrection from the dead.

In his analysis of man as a moral being Niebuhr i1s secen
to have applied to each dimension of man's sclf awarcness,
i.e., as a social self, a time-full self, and a dependent

self, the radically monotheistic, principle of God's absolute

sovereignty. In ecach cade the universal and ultimate context

lipaa., p. 118.

21bid., p. 126.

31bid., p. 143.
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is viewed in terms of its providing meaning to man's
existence as onc in which the fitting act, the responsible
act, 1s that which is made with reference to a universal,

cternal, and loyal being. Niebuhr's God in The Responsible

Self 1s the good God, the porva51001y present God, of

Jonathan Edwards, the God who was "in the War," the God
who came to appear in the moral lafe of Jesus, the farthful
First Percon of the radical monotheistic traditaion.

In his ethics Niebuhr was convinced that "all 1life has
the character of responsiveness,"l and as a Christian he
belicved that the life of the self has|bccn 1lluminated by
the revelatory action of the source of all life, an aétion

which, as he wrote in The Mecaning of Revelation, 1s "the

o

emergence of a persén."z Oonly in the presence of, and in
response to, this person can man hopc to avoad the error

of self-defensiveness and of absolutlzing the relative.
Chrastian 1172, as all life, according to Niebuhr, 1i1s lived
in the presence of the divine person the knowledge of whom
is given; it is a grace, a gift. But the guestion remains
at the end of this survey of Niebuhr's writings: What 1s
the content of this knowledgye of God as person? That God
is conceivod.of as a person in Niebuhr's theology, there

1s no question. What constitutes the concept of God as

-

lipia., p. 46.

E

zuiebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 153-154.




person, however, is not immediately apparent and the task
that has been scet for the following section 1s that of
attempting to explicate those elements which appear as
constants in Niebuhr's thinking and speaking in tdrms of

persons.



CHAPTER THRLE

THE CONCLEPT OF PLERSONIOOD

Introduc:srv

It was noted ecarlier that Niebuhr was aware of two
major moverents of thought influcencing the theological
climate of his day and that his own thinking appears to
have been an attempt to mediate between them.l There was,
on the one hand, the so-called liberal movement of thought
with 1%s5 characteristics of confidence }n science and
€rrhacis ©° religlous experience as empilrical datum for
develor:ineg undorstanding of man's eoxastence, and there was
on the ot.er hand, the counter-rover.ont to re-affirm the
absolute primacy of God and utter dependence o»f man on Cod's
own free initiative in illuminating man as regards the
meaning of his existence. The former way of thinking focused
on man and his world. Among the recent discoveries made 1in
that approach was the radical relativity of human knowing
1tself; that 1s, the spatio-temporal point of view of the
human subject conditions his knowledge of roqllty.2 The

latter, God-centered approach, however, insisted on the

1see above, pp. 6f and pp. 70f; also The Meanina of
Revelation, pp. x1i-x, and "Religious Realism 1n the iwentieth
Century,” in Felicgious Rkealism, pp. $13-428, and "Reformation:

Continuing Imperative," p. 248.

2N10buhr, The, Meaninag of Revelataon, pp. 7f.
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necessity of acknowledging the absolute freedom and
sovereignty of God who, in confronting man, makes man
aware not only of his own relativity but of God's absolutencss,
not only of reality as 1t appears in 1ts conditionedness but
also of the unconditioned conditioner, of the Real as infainite
and oternnl.l
A major problem for theoloay, as Niebuhr saw 1it, was
thst the Christian is cuught an a dilemma by virtue or the
fact that his understanding of God, of himself and his world
rests on the content of knowledge involved in the experience
of revelation, an event in history, in the limited context of
particular space and particular time, and yet it is an
understandins that involes the self-disclosurs of an
rniinite, eternal and abscliile Beang.  The guestion hich
Nieopuny consitdered crucial for the contesporars Christian
theologiun was thas: How can revelation wrean both relativity
and abseluteness, history and God?2 It seemed that
eventually one had to choose between the position that the
knowledge gained in revelatiaion involved a special grace and
Its comnunication was an exceptional mode of discourse carried
on in an excluéivo context among thosé in possession of such

grace, and the position that, as history, revelation involves

®

.libid., pp. 17f, 156f, 173f, 162f.

2I)>id., pP. 59.
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knowledge no different from that which is5 acquired through
other historical events, that is, relative knowledae, the
a L,

communication of which 1siitself subject to the relative
conditions of the knower. In the casec of the latter
Niebuhr saw the presence of a tepdency toward agnosticism
and skepticicm with respect to the possibility of any real
knowledge of God. The former position, however, was
burdened by a doamatic exclusivism which made meaningful
communication beyond a closed cowmunity practically impossible.

As Schleiermacher had learned tp accept the critique
of religious thought in the light of Kantian idealism and
turned to an cmpirical method in theology which reasoned
about God 1n ters of the concrewe experaence of faith so
now, accordint o Miebhuy, the modern insicht intc the
radrcal astoricity of human existence reqguires the theologaan
to adjust to this new knowledge and deal faithfully waith it
as he.pontinuus’to set forth the knowledee involved in that
historxcal faith which confesses that the absolute One
beyond the many, the source of all being, the cause of all

. ‘ 1

exi1stence, has made itself known in Jesus Chrast, Rather

than regard the rise of relataivacm as a threat to faith

Niebuhr considered 1ts lirmiting effects as cemplementing

the eoffects resulting from God's self-revelation. The double

relatavism, 1.e., of the particularity of history and of

N

11bid., . 8f 22f, 38f. .-
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faith, require that theology take a confessional approach,

namely, that i1t proceed
only by stating in sinple, confessional form'
what has happened to us in our community, how
we came to believe, how we reason about things

and what we sce frem our point of view.l

It scems morcover thit Niebuhr considered the redern conscious—

ness of relataivity an asset rather than a liabalitv for

theoloav because 1t served to brina home even rmore forcefullwy

<«

certain all tco often forzo-ten aspoects essential to

reflection on the fundamental convictions of faith., God's
self-revelation is not an occasion for boasting, Niebuhr

insisted, nor for claiming supreriority over other religious
traditions. God 15 not a possession of the church or of a

theological system but rather he is 4 living God whose

[N

presoncs 1n ar hlSCCZ’Y convicls u

g}

of our povery, sin and

5
misery as 1t convinces us of his own infinite goodness. In

a sensec, then, Niobuhr was suggesting that the heightened
awareness of human relativity gained from discoveries in the
natural sciences, sociology, and history served to underscore
the necessity of taking the confessional approach in theology.
The knowlellge of God given in faith impresses upon the
believer that his thinking and speaking are actions of a

sinner rather than a saint. Faith as well as history impress

upon us the fact that our thought and speech ar¢ expressions

-

Yipia.; p. 41. :

“Ibid., pp. 41-42.
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not of what all men must believe or know: but rather what is
believed and known by particular men in partiéular times and
. . 1 .

places with a particular faith. Theology must be confessional
because it beyins with the twofold conviction of God's
absoluteness and man's relativity. Faith convinces men that
God alcne 1s absolute and all else, including our thoughts
and speech about God, i1s relative. Nodern scientific and
historical reasoning reinforce the conviction about the
relativity of finite existenceé without necessarily imposing
doubt as to the existence of a universal, absolute reality.

Relativism does not imply subjectivism and’

skepticism. It is not evident that the man

who 1s forced to confess that his view of

thaings 1s conditiontd by the standpoint he -

occupies must doubt the reality. of what he

sees. It 1s not apparent that one who knows

that his concepts are not universal must also

doubt that they are concepts of the unaiversal,

. or that one 'who understands how all his
. ' experience 1is hxtorically medirated must

believe that nothing 1s mediatéd through .
history.? .
g

The knowledge of God given to m&n in faith 1is. subject
to conﬁlnuous conversion. Revalﬁtion involves men in a
"porman&nt revolution," a metanoia, which does not end in
‘ this life. Tﬁus, in Niebuhr's thinking, theology which
reflects on this knowledge is not only limited to a

confessional approach but also an its very confession is

suhject to continuous revision and correction. The knowledge

lipid., p. 42.

21bid., p. 18.

14
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" of Godsabsoluteness as it is revealed to men demands this.
How, then, is it possible to speak of God, to convey
knowledge of the absolute, with 5ny consistency or clarity?
Is there some common grouAd between the absolute and the
relative, between God and man in the world, so that although
reference to it will admit of limitation and allow for
continuous reformation the reference will nevertheless
genuinely reflect knowledge of God? It is the present
writer's position that Nicbuhr focused on the content of

the knowledge of God as a _person in order to answer those
questions. It seemed to have been his understanding that
the personalist dimension of faith wasa key which enabled
Christian theologians to think and speak in a manner
appropriate to the experience of God in'rcvolatlon and also
" enabled than to avoid certain dangers ¢i the past which
involved either relativizing of the absolute or absolutizing
of the relative. The revelation of God as a person was the
cornerstone of Christian faith, according to Niebuhr, and
‘therefore theology must begin with reflection on that crucial
fact in 1its hlstory.l In so doing, however, it sets forth
the understanding of the relation between the absolute and
the relative as well as the related terms thomseives as
primarily a function of prqctlcal reasoning, the reasoning

of selves.

' lNicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 45; and The Mecaning of
Revelation, pp. ld42-143.
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But it is not merely because it is part of our rational
nature to recason practically that we must think as "éelves."
Rather, the object which confronts us in the concreteness
of our world determines our thinking, that is, because the
object gives rase to trust and loyalty, to faith, we begin
to reacon as selves.

The revelation of God in history, as we shall
sce, 1s the revelation of a self.l

Revel ation means the point at which we can

begin to think% and act as members of an

intelligible and intelligent world of persons.2

Revelation 1s the emeruence of the person on
whose external garmenis and body we had looked
as objects of our masterful and curious

understanding. Revelation means that in our

common history the fate which lowers over us

as persons in our comrunities reveals 1tself

to be a person an cosmunlty with us.

In Niebuhr's think:ng it was the content of the knowledge
of God as a person that allowed the theologian to think and
speak in such a way as Lo account for the absql&tenoss of God
and the relativity of man, the traditional understanding of
the’SOVOTCigﬂty and freedom of God's rule over the world, and
the new knowledge of the radical hastoricity of man ain his
apprchension of the self-revealing divine ruler in time and
space. It becomes quite clear that the thrust of his writings

from The Meaninag of Revelation on indicates that, in Niebuhr's

phlnkinbgfor the Christian to say "God" is to say "person",

and the content of this thought, so expressed, 1s the crucial

Iricbuhr, The Mecaning of Revelation, p. 88.

21bid., p. 94.

31bad., p. 153.
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determining factor in the account given of the history and
reasoning of Christian faith.

The following scection will be an attempt to set forth
what appears in Niebuhr's writings to be the content of the

.

concept of God as a person, as he conceived 1it.

A. The Concept of God as a Person. God is a person. This

conviction wasg, for Niebuhr, the cornerstone of all radical
A § . .

monotheirstic fuith, The event that gives rise to such

faith 1s a moment in which the ultimate makes itself known

to man as a faithful self, as an "I," a faithful,

. 2 . . . .
truthful being. It 1s the revelation of the principle of
Being as Pirst Person. 1t is the occasion of man's natural
faith which, distrustful of the ultimate environment, is
transfomed into radical faith, that 1s, a trust in and
loyalty towards the ultimate cause which is no longer a
meaningless void or an cnemy of all human causes but rather

) . 3 . . .
a companion and friend. Radical faith 1s an attitude
toward the source of all existence, including the existence
of the self:; a1t 15 an attitude of reliance on a person.

lNiobuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 45.

21bid., pp. 45-47.

3Niobuhr, "Faith in Gods and 1n God," 1n Radical
Monotheism, p. 122,

bid., p. 125.
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The development of integrated selfhood begins as the
ultimate unity in the universe, the oneness behind
everything, 1s disclosed as a faithful bcing.l Faith 1is
the response of trust in the One beyond the many who
emerges in the midst of the many as theilr knower, author,
judge and savaiour. i

Nicbuhr spoke of this knowledge of God as a person
gaven Lo faith in revelation with a twofold cmphqsis. on
the one hand, the o@pha51s was on the knowledge of being
confronted, that is, falth was considered as a responsc to
the awareness of the human subject that he is being known,
beiny judged, valued, acted upon. But this suggests that
there 1s no positive apprehension of God, rather only the
acknowledaerwent of scme being behand the action Lthat causes

- . 3 .

awarcness of peing acted upon, On the other hand, Niebuhr
spok¢ of the positive recognition of God as a person in
terms of the relational characteristacs which the human self

has learned to adentafy in 1ts experiences of other finite

selv.s.4 But this suggests that human knowledge of God is

lﬂjebuhr, Radical Monotheiow, p. 47, also The Responsible
Self, p. 86. .

2Nlebuhr, The Meanina of Revelation, pp. 152-153.

3Ibid., pp- 152f, 183f.

AN1ebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 143-147; also
Radical Monotheiom, pp. «o-do, and Ihe besponsible Self, passim.
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anthropomorphic, that Ehinking and speaking of God in tcrms

of beiny a person is due to the exigencies of the human

situation, which includes the secarch for understanding of

the meaning of existence as person.l How did Nichuhr

propose that these two aspects of our awareness of God

could be brought 16Lo meaningful relationship so as to

. provade a unified concept of God? Before suggesting how he

did this 1t may be uscful to summarice briefly the nature

of the problem as 1t scems to have presented 1tself{ to him.
The ermphasis on the confrontational aspect of our

knowledge of God was more objectivistic in its approach and

emphasized the idea of divine transcendence in explaining

the nature of faith. Thé omphaSLS.on the relational

dumension, however, was rore subjectivistlc insofdar as 1t

seemed Lo succest an immanent cround for graspaing the divine

as a personal reality addressing us at that lovel of

ceonscilousness in which we have previously lecarned to identify

ourselves as subject-sclves, or perscons. The latter approach

represented a large part of the thinking that characterized

the nincteenth century Protestant theology from Schleiermacher

to Ritschl. Niebuhr acknowledged the value of the latter

ljians Frei arcued that Nicbuhr vacillated between “a
dualism which can agive no specific content except ‘confrontation,
to the concept (of God's personhood) and a relationalism that
makes the content. of the i1dea anthropomorphic.” Op. cit., p. 102.
(See below pp. 230f.)
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movement of thought insofar as it restored emphasis on the
traditional principle that "God and faith hold close
together," but rejected the tendency toward over-cmphasizing
faith and turning theology into "faith-ology," or
“religionolegy", or, as Ritschl had dono,‘viowing God in
terms of man's own natural awareness of himself 3s being a

attention from the God of faith to faith in God/ Nichuhr

superior value over against nature. In Lheso-jgifts of
detected the persistent error of defensiveness which mcant
for him that theology became concerned with establishing
the superiority of Christian faith rather than with the
sovercignty of God. As consciousness of the relativity of
human existence increased thoolog§ became subject to the
destructive influence of that réasoning which reduced
religious beliefs to mere subjective strivings to cstablish
the superiority of man over the rest of nature. The idea
of God as an objective reality gave way to the idea that
God was a projection of the human seclf. Theology was then
faced with the challenge of such thinking as represented by
Feuerbach, Nietzsche, and Freud.

In the first quarter of the twentieth century a revolt
against the subjectivist tendencacs of the anthropomorphic
mode of thought'occurred. An attempt to restore God-centered
thlAklhg in theology' emphasized the confrontational dimension
of faith over against the relational dimension. This shift
of emphasis centered on the idea that our knowledge of God
1s grounded an the miraculous event of God's self-revealing

action in Christ. It meant that the miracle of Jesus, and
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no prior undérstandiné of our existence as selves, is the
sole source of our knowledge of God as a person. The
knowledge of ourselves as persons is derived from the
knowledge of God as a percon and this latter knowledge
is given in the roment of confrontation. There is no prior
ground in our natural reasoning about ourselves upon which
this knowledue of personhood is based. 1In other words,
the human situation, which involves consciousness of
existing as selves in relation to other selves, is not the
basis for reasoning about God as a person. Rather the
concrete confrontation of man by the Person of God in Christ
is the sole basis for such reasoning. Thilis position, as we
have seen, was held by Barth who eventually sought to
overcome the ecpistemelogical dualism 1t suggested by an
ontology ""wiicn acknowicdaes the abscolute ontic priority of

the subject of revelation, insisting on 21is priority to

’

revelation while asserting that in revelation the subject
becomes genuine object for analogical knowledgo."l In tlris
way our knowledge of ourselves as persons 1s determined by
our knowledge of God as a person, it is God who is the
analogue and man who 1s the analogate.

While Niebuhr agreed that the subjectivistic tendencies
of much nineteenth century thought needed corréctlon he also

regarded the objectivism of the Barthian movement an over-

correction. It becamec his purpose to show that adherence

lSco Frei, op. cit., p. 86.
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to the principle invoked by Luther, that God and faith
hold close together, required Christian theoloyy to pursue
its cour<ce of recasoning by attending to both the subjective
activity of faith, the anthropocentic dimension, and the
object of that faith, God, the theoceniric dimension, in
expressing the content of knowledge of God as a pcrson.l

It was axiomatic for Niebuhr that Christian theology
was reflection on God and man (seli and neighbor) as they
are found in rclation.2 This meant for him that neither
the objective term of the relation nor the subjective term
were reflected upon in isolation. But it also meant that
such reflection was primarily reflection upon the meaning
of exastence as nterzersonal and therefore the essential
content of such knowledae consisted of elements which
convéyod *he meaning of divine and human existenco-as-
person. Both the one who confronts and the one who is
confronted are conceaved in tewmrs of personal coxistence and
the relation itself is understood as personal rolation.3

While there i1is evidence in Niebuhr's thought which would
indicate the real determining factor in such a'porsonallst ;

approach 1s the human desire to hdve meaning placed upon a

t

lNlobuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 21£, and Radical
Monotheism, pp. 12t.

2Niebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry,
p. 112.

3Niobuhr, The Meaning ot Revelation, p- 144-146.0

v
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life already experienced as personal there is the further
insistence 'that the revelation of God as a person did not

mean simply the fulfillment or satisfaction of ary natural

desires but rather the radical permanent transforratien
of all pror understand:ing of personal existence and even

- . 1
the transformatiaoen of these desires themscelves. Thus the
relational dimension is gquiwlified by the confrontational
dimension so that while we may reflect on God as one who
establishes his relationship to us as a personal being his
being as a person confronts us in such a way as to place us”
in a situation of continuous conversion.

It is the present writer's position that Niebunr
consistently recsented the content involved i1n the knowledge
0of God 1in this rmanner. It appcars to have bheen his
underst.nding thot knowledae of the divine person 13 such
that confrontation 15 as necessary a dinension of such
knowledge as 1s the relational dimension. DBoth aspects
together account for the concretg transtormation that takes
place in hunan thought and speech about God. While there is
positive content in the concept of God as a person the
elcments that rake up that content 1fivolve human reason and

1

human expression in a continuous conversion process. In

»

1Nlobuhr, Thre Mecaning of Revelataion, pp. 182-191. The
'dduty' of God 15 presented in the final chapter of this work
as the transforming eifect of God's self-revelation on all
previous thoughts and desires with Tespect to the nature o God.
‘He singled out three in particular; unity, power and goodness.

.
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other words, Niebuhr's approach suggests that reasoning

in faith involves reflection on certain constant elemenés
that constlitute the concept of God as a person, but those
elements are a dynamic composite which by themselves

cannot beceme a defense. Rather, reflection on God as.a
person in terms of what is known throuch his confrontation
of man and the relationship 1t establishes requires that
human reason continuously enlarge upon the initial
understanding given in the revelatory event. It was clecarly
Niebuhr's téinking that the failure of theology to avoid
becoming defensive, absolutizing the relative, or to resist
the temptations against agnosticism and skepticism, wastin
part a farlure in attending to the perconalist dimension of
faith., It was his understanding that the knowledge of God
as a rersoh given in revelaotion involved huran reason and
human‘llfe 1n a permanent revolution.l All knowing, willing

and actinc, the total lifc of the human self, 1s subject to

2
continuous conversion _and correction. What the elements

contained in Niebuhr's concept of God as. a person were and how
they functioned as permanent correctives are the two 1ssues that
will be treated ih the following presentation. The first thing
to be said before making this presentation is that while

the conceptual content as proposed is considered to

1

Niebuhr, The Memag of Revelation, p. 183.

2Nicbuhr, The Respongsible Self, p.o 125,

o
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be faithful to Niebuhr's thinking it does not appear in his
own writings in the oxp11c1g mannecr or order that the
present writer has chosen to present it. It is also necessary
to point out that the elements which will be put forward as
the constant compunents mmplicit in Niebuhr's thought on
the person of God are conceptual ¢lements of what is,
according to Niebuhr, grusped as a concrete unity in the

3
experrence of faith.  Thus, while thinking and speaking of
God as a person involve formulation and exprussion of
conceptually distinct items of awarencess they poant té a
unificd.and unifying realaty confronting the thainking and
speaking subject and eliciting the latter's responsce to
it as oﬁe.l For Niebuhr, radical farth i1s that attitude of
the hunan self which accerts the ultimate One woevond the
many, the principle and ccurce of all being, as a reality
to be relied upon and loyal towards so that the existcence
of the self ard all existences surrounding i1t are understood
to be meaningful and worthwhlle.z In reference to the object
of such faith hwuan recacon takes note of the following four .

constants whenever 1t reflects upon the presence of that

reality which causes the subject to confess in faith "Thou

art my God": 1) act, 2) freedom, 3) faithfulness, and 4) dialoqgue.

lNiebuhr, ngjcal Monotheism, pp. 47-48.

2Nlcbuhr, The Responsible Self, p. 118; also "Faith in

Gods and in God, " in Raurcal ponotheism, pp. 116f, and
Radical Monotheism, wpp. 32%.
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1. God is one who acts. One of the four basic constants that

appear in Niebuhr's reflections on God as a person is that

of act. In his first book, The Social Sources of

Denominational isn, Niebuhr's concern was directed toward

the failure of Christianity in its loyalty toward God.
The sins of compromise were regarded as faillures to

»
recognize that righteousness is to be found in the divine
agyressien, that is, in the action of the one who rules

. N - 1 . .
over the world in sovereignty and freedom. This actave
presence of God in the world was the fundamental faith

conviction re-affimed by the Protestant reformation. In

. . . 2 .
hils next work, The Kinadom of God in America, Niebuhr

considered that restoration of the viavid awarcness of God's'
active and immecdiate presence in ruling over the world. as
the Rey purpose of the reform movement. While.the reformers
struggled with the problem of externalizing this awareness
in the concrete, visible ordering of life they understood
their actions as attempts to respond to the over—préscnt,
ever-active God. In 1932 Niebuhr suggested that™the

del iberations o£ Amcricans concerninggtheir involvement in
the conflict between Japan and China should include serious

reflection on the fundamental Christian conviclion that God

is acting in history and that America's decision regarding

lNiobuhr, The Social Sources of Denominationalism, pp. 5f.

2Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America, pp. 17, 24.
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its role in that conflict be determined by this conviction.l

Pervading his argqument in The Meaninag of Revelation is the

notion that Christianity understands its history as one "an
which God has acted concr@tedy and continues to act

2 . .
concretely. God is active as knower, judge, author, valuer
and saviour--and Christian faith is response to the awareness
of this divine activity at the beginning and eond of all human

. 3 . .
life. Niebuhr stressed the moral transformation that occurs
as a result of God's self-disclosure as a faithful, never-

N . 3 L’}
resting, etecrnal and infinite self. Because God becomes
known in faith as a living, contemgorary, active being
addressing man in overy new moment the moral law is
universalized and intencified so that the believer learns
to regard alli of being as the action of God and moral’

. . . S
life as response vo that action, 1.e., as regspcnse to God.
The moral imperative is transformed, according to Niebuhr,

. . . . O
into the indicative.
Revelation of God as « person transforms natural

reasoning about deaty in that notions about divine being as

Iniebuhr, "On the Grace of Doing Nothing," in Christian
Century XLIX (1932), pp. 378~380.

2Niobuhr, The Meanina of Revelation, Chapters 3 and 4.

31bid., pp. 152-154.
rs

A1pid., p. 1066.

Stbid., p. 168. .

GIbid.,[p. 170f; (Sce also The Responsible Self, p. 126.)




144
unity, as unconditioned,‘as the absolute beyond the relative,
are transformed by the concrete presence of gabnenoss that
méets man an and through the many, as an unconditioned being
that conditions, as an absolute that rclativizes.l The
knowledde of God as a person given in revelation is the
knowledge of an active being whose very activity enters
into human recasoning about God in such avway as to transforﬁ
every aspect of thought gained prior to revelation. If
natural rcason required that deilty beisxrong, that it be
powerful, reasoning in faith requires that divine power be
found in weakness, suffering and death.2 If natural reason
demanded that deity be good, reasoning in faith dcmandsAtﬁat
the goodness be recognized as one that exceeds all human
evaluation, as a coodness that' is pure activity.3

The theme o% God as an cver-active being present in
all cvents was v1goréusly set forth by Nicbuhr in his
articles on the war.4 In these he identified the authont%e
Judaeco~Chraistian awareness of God as that which secs God at

work in everything. To sce God in the war, according to

Nicebuhr, as to stand where Isaiah and Jesus stood. Lt 1is to

P!
™ o v 4

have faith 1in God.as sovereagn act; to believe that he-acts

~

libaa., pp. 175£, 183f.

21bid., pp. 1861.

L —yee a

31pid., p. 189¢.

4Sce reference to war articles on pp. 104f above.
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even in decath as one who raises men from the dead.
The human activity of faith is response to agency
and power.

Faith, in other words, always refers primarily
to character and power rather than to existence.
Existence 1s implied and necessarily imuplied;
but there 2¥s no direct road from assent to the
intellectual proposition that something exists '
to the act of confidence and reliance upon 1it.
Faith 1s an active thing, a committing of self
to something, an anticipation. 1t is directed
toward something that is also active, that has
power or-is power. It is distinguished {rom
belief both on its subjective side and with
respect to that to which it refers. TFor belief
as assent to the truth of propositionsg does not
necessarily involve reliance in action on that
which is believed, and it refers to proposi-
tions rather than, as faith does, to agcncaes,
and powers.

Faith is the response to a strange happening, a meecting,

an action in concrete history, which has caused men to

interpret all of history as the action of one etcrnally

active Eeing. To live in this faith is to be caught up

in a continuous intellectual and morél activity that finds

God in all the many actions which make up human expcrioncé
'

and to which man responds in his daily living. As we saw

earliecry, Niebuhr squéstod in his book Christ and Culture,

that by attending to the moral activity of Jesus one ¢an
grasp to some extent the person of Jesus. In so doing,

one discovers that the essence of Jesus's person involves

1Niobuhr, "Fairth in Gods and in God," pp. 116-117.
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a dynamic double movement of God to man and man to God.
The faith in God which arises in the event of Jesus 1is
faith that involves the believer in that dynamic activaty.
Personal exastence is "relation to God."l In the faith
which has Jesus as :1ts central image, the Christian learns
to interpret all of life as participation in the activity
of God. The emergence of radical monotheistic faith in
Western culture, according to Niebuhr, occurred in that
moment when God became known as the one who 1s present and
acting in cvery event.2 Radical faith is the conviction
that in all the actions which surround the self there is
present a steadfast, truthful being. "Radical faith
becomes incarnate insofar as cvery reaction to every event
becomes response in loyalty and confidence to the One who
is present in all such ovents.”3 Inmany of Niebuhr's
references to God as a person the component act appcars as an

essential element. ..

2. God is one who acts freelv. The second constant that

appears in Niebuhr's thought about God as a person is that
God is not only one who acts but one who acts freely. For
Nicbuhr the sovercignty of God meant’ that God rules over .

the world in absolute frecedom. It is solely by God's own

INiebuhr, Christ and Cul ture, pp. 11-29.

2Ni0buhr,*quiqﬁl Monotheism, pp. 38-48; also The
Meaning of Revelataon, p. 136; and The Responsible Self,
p- 167, .

3Nicbuhr, Radical Monothceism, p. 48.
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initiative that the world exists and that he has chosen
to make himself present to it.l To speak of revelation,
according to Niebuhr, is not to speak in terms-of
discovery, as Columbus discovered America, but rather in
terms of confrontation, of the initlatiQQ of an other
taking upon itself the decision to manifest itself, to
make itself known. The knowledge of a person begins with
the frece act of the other iInitiating encounter. "Knowledge
of other selves must be received and responded to..." but
the response is socondi2 Tﬂus, with respect to the
knowled-e of God given in faith the emphasis is on the
independence of action on the part of God in bringing about
knowledge of him as a person.

Niebuhr spoke of God's self-presentation in terms of
being a surprise, a sudden, unoxpoctéd event, a miracle.

The independence of God's action in revealinqg himself as a

<

INiebuhr, “Faith in Gods'and in God, " pp. 122f; The
Responsible Self, pp. 121f, 173. Sece also The Kinadom of
God 1n smeraca, chapters 2 and 3, where Niebuhr discusses
the frecdon of God's creative and redemptive action as a
central theme ©f the Rerormation and also the major motif
of 17th century Protestantism in North America.

2N10huhr, The Mceaning of Revelation, pr. 145-146.

3Nicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 152, 183;
Christ and Culture, p. 254,

9
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person 1s such that it represents a "surd.”

Here the great surd enters. What is the absurd

thing that comes into our moral history as

existential selyes, but the 'conviction, mwediated

by a life, decath, and a miracle bevond compre-

hension, that the source and around and

government and end of all things--the power we

(in our distrust and dasloyalty) call fate and

chance--1s faithful, utterly trustworthy, 1

utterly loyal to all that issues from 1t?

Not only 1s the object of faith before us as an
absolutely free being acting independently of our huwnan
expcdctations but it 1is present as the source of frecdom,
as a liberating force openinag the human mind and heart to

. . 2 .

ever-new possibilities. In the midst of all our cfforts
to discover a being or beings upon which we can rely for
ul timate meaning and value the One who reveals himself
appears not as something we can possess, or as something
that belongs to the structure of things, or something that
meets our expectations, but rather as a being so utterly
independent of us that coming to trust in it involves us

in a moral and intellectual emancipation and transforma-

, . } 3
tion without limitation. "

Niebuhr, "Christ and Calture" p. 254.

2NLebuhr, “Faith in Gods and 1in God," p. 126
3The‘gonora] thrust of Nicbuhr's argument in, The Mceaning
of Revelation is that the emergence of God 1n our history as
a person 15 s0 radically andependent ot our own natural
expectations as to plunge us into a “permanent revolution”of
our speculative and practical reasoning processes, of religious
Yife 1n general, and, as he Iater stated, of total life. Cir.

The Meaninag of Revelation,” passim, especirally Chapter 4; and

Radhcal Menothersm, p. «3.

s
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This, however, scems to be the consequence of

the revelation of the person (God)...truth s

transformed and the scarch for continuous

relations 1n the world which contemplative

reason views 1s exped:rted and liberated.l

For Niebuhr, then, the enperience of God as a person
1s subjectively as well as objectavely understood as an
expericnce of freedom. In the prescence of an absolutely
independent being which elects to make rtself known by
concretely acting in man's history the latter is set free
to explore a world whose ground, source and goal may be
found in every event. T[or the Christian this conviction

about God being present in every action amerges asa result

of the memory of Jesus, which event, as poanted out above,

. .

1s q miraculous surd in our history. The faithfulness of
God toward tne one who vut his-trust in him 15 ecvident
through events tnat re:nenontly revolusionize human

. . 5
understanding as to the unity, power and goodness of deity.

The theme of transformatran which permeates Niebuhr's

IS

reflection on the effects of God's self-revelation in Jesus

is rooted in the understunding, given in faith, that the

action of God 1s utterlv indepcendent of human thouaht.

The action of God 1is such that divine unity 13 another

manner than we desired, divine power is present as destroying

lNiebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 175.

2ijd., pp. 183f.



150

our expectations of power so that we cannot come to the
end of the road of our rethinking tha idecas of power and
omnipotence, and divine ¢oodness puts all our expectations
to shame as we are caught up ip a great turmoil of
transvaluatlon.l It is one thing to come to the knowledge
of God as the one who 1s acting in all actions upon us and
quite another to learn th;t this radical action is a

gracious invitation to trust in that action and to be
loyal to the entire realh of being in which that action is
present. The conceptual component of f{recedom points to
that aspect of the experienced unity which gives rise to the
believer's awareness that the one who confronts him does so
in a manner inderendent of the latter's own actions or
thought and this independrnce i1s a permanent facror
throughoat the trustful dralogue thar follows uron the
initial confrentation.

0 take note of the intimate

-

llere we might pause
relationship that exists between the components of Niebuhr's
concept of God as a person. Although we can separate them
in order to consider their special quality as:conceptual
components, they are concretely experienced as a unified

) . .
reality. Only when the gratuitous and omnipresent act is
grasped as a faithful being initiating genuine dialogue,

does the reality of God as a person present itself to

llbjd., pp- 184-191.

2Niebuhr, Radical Monothelsm, pp. 46-48; The Responsible

Self, pp. 101-145, 175 Lo iomang of Beveloaraon, pp. ‘D35-1 0,
146-147.
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consciousness and, even then, 1its dynamic¢ aspect defies
exhaustive formulation for its final dimensions await
completion in that moment when the response of the human
self has been lifted beyond 1ts limitations by virtuc of
the very power which hag called it forth.l For Niebuhr
thercfore, the concept of God as a person arises out of
the experience of God as one who is not only acting in all
actions upon us but who is also acting freely so that cvery
action is a new and unexpected unfolding of himsclff‘
Finally, the emergerce of God as a person in our history
causes us to view our existence ain time as a continuing
encounter with once whose presence cenables us to revise our
understanding of history from one that is an ultucately

death-deal ing environment to one that is appreohended as a

. R ... 3
history\surroundcd by eternii ille.

lNiebuhr, The Meanin: oi Revrelation, p. xiii-ix,, 132-137.
2

Niebuhr, "Faith in Gods and in God," pp. 125-126.

3Niebuhr, The Resronsible Self, Chapter 3; also The Gospel
For a Time of Ferars, (Wasmington, D.C.: Henderson Services, ’
1950), 7The jleanine of Revelation, Chapter 4, Christ and Culture,
pp. 249-256. These writings, in general, convey the adea thar
the divine person confronting us in time 135 such that our ability
to reinterpret the past and "the future is enhanced beyond measure,
for the knowledge of the absolute frecdom of God's actavity, made
known in revelation, frees us from the limitations of inherited
interpretations and predictions. The crucial character of the
component of freedom in cur concept of God as a person stoms
“from the radical transforming etfect that his {reedom has upon us.
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3. 6God 1s one who acts freely as faithful being. The third

constant in Niebuhr's thought about God as a person is

that of faizthfulness. In God's free, self-revealing act

the human self i1s made aware of the faithfulness of God
toward man and all existences surrounding man., The
ul timate environment is faithful.

Now a strange thing has happened in our history
and i1n our personal life: our faith has been
attached to that great void, to that enemy of
all our causes, to that opponent of all our
gods. The strange thing has happened that we
have been able to say of this realirty, this
last power in which we live and move and have
our being, "Thougyh Lt slay us, vet we will
trust at."

Niebuhr pointed to the revelatory event recorded in

Exodus 3, 1.7, and <av thore the motif of radical faith

being sounded, namely, that being can be relied upon to
maintain as well as are value in a universe of inter-
dependent valuos.2 God's "I am” means not only that hé

is the principle of Being but that the principle of Beaing
is First Person. TFrom that point on, Nicbuhr observed, no
event in nature or in social history occurred but what it
was regarded by radical faith as the action of the
faithful oOne. ° The postulate that God is faithful remained
after every hypothesis about the hodc of his faithfulness

. 3 _ _ .
had broken down. . The integrity of the One beyond the many

lNicbuhr, "Faith in ¢Gods and in God," p. 12

to

ZNiebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 43,

31bid., p. 42.
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is the integrity of a faithful self and man's response in
faith is, according to Niebuhr, the development of integrated
selfhood.1 To find a fairthful person present in all that
happens 1s to live an integrated life. This notion was also
set forth by Niebuhr in his articles on the war mentioned
earlier.2 There the context was one of formulating the
conviction of radical monotheism that God 1s acting in all
events, ceven tragic ones. Not only does he act but his
actions are those of a faithful being whose presence in

the death and caffering of combatants gives ultimate meaning
and value to those cvents. fThis 1s the significance of
Niebuhr's reference to Jesus as our Rosetla stone in this

reagard, for in his own sufferince and death men are made to

sce that Ged 1s faithful. It has beconme our fundamental
conviction i L "God is faxthtul, that e kept farth with
Jesus Christ who was loyal to Him and to his brothers; that
Christ is risen {from the dead that the Power is faithful
so Christ's faithfulness is powerful..." and in all this it
becomes clcar to us, Nicebuhr went on to say, "...that
faithfulness is the moral reason in all things.”

In our mogal life the ultimate decisaion to be made is

between trust and distrust toward the radical action by

llbid., p. 47.

25ce above p. 144,

3N1cﬂ)uhxy Christ and Culture, p. 255,
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an "I," in

our particular histories with our particular mental, moral

and physical make-up.

~ ' . .
No matter how responsible I may be in my

various roles as member of socireties and

holder of offices 1 «wn not a whole,

responstble self until I have faced up to
this aciron, 1lnterpreted 1t, and given my

answer.

The Christian facaing up to, interpreting, and answering

this action issuing in the self is "inseparably connected

with an action in (his) past that was the res

ponse of trust

by a man who was sent into life and sent into death and to

. . . 2
whom answer was made in his resurrection from the deadg.”

With Jesus we are able to address that radical action as

"Our Father." The revelation of God ain Jesus

the confession of faith vwhich 18 not a4 propos

that God exists but rather the ditect address
w3 ) ) .

God. A constant elcement in the concept of

put forward in Niebuhr's works 1s, then, the

faithfulness.

4. God_is_onc_whose free, active faithful be

dialogue.  The content involved in the knowle

in revelation is not, according to Niebuhr, s

gazes in contemplation upon God in isolation,

lNiobuhr,jﬁg;)g;uzﬁﬁgl&p self, p. 125.

2]bid., p. 143.

3Niebuhr, The Mecaning of Revelation, p.

has elicaited
itié#‘sLatinﬂ

“Thou art my
God as a person

component

ing initiates
dge of God given
uch that once

in his aseity.

151.
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Nicbhuhr insisted that the knowledge of God as a person is
the result of a genuine dialogue involving the initial
movement of God toward man as an invatation to respond
freely and consciously as one self to another self. For
Christians the possibility of entering into the dialogue

with God involves "the concrete meeting with other men®

t
. 4

who have so encorod and "the concrete meeting with Jesus
. 1 \ 'Y -

Christ." The kKrmowledae of God 1s knowloedge that involves
the concrete relation of God, self and neighbor.

The Ged who makes himself known and whom the

Church seeks to know is no isolated God. If

the attribute of ascity, i.e., being by and

for itself is applicable to him at all it is

not applicable to him as known by the Church.

What 1s known and knowable 1in theology 1is

God 1n relation to self and neichbor, and

self and neighbor in relation to God. This

complex of related beings 1s the object of

theolo,y.2

To Xnow Got as a person, according to Niebuhy, 1is
to know him as one who has inaitiated concrewe relatronship
with others and with oneself. Theology, he maintained, is
properly conducted by those who actively participate in the
response of trust and loyalty, that is, in faith,which has

before it the ultumate environment calling upon selves to

decide freely to be loyal to its cause.

JNicbuhr,“Faith in Gods and in God," p. 1l24..

2Niebuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Tts Ministrv,
pp. 112-113.

3Nicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 47.

~
&
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Niebuhr pointed out that the word "revelation" is

-

used in speaking about the manner in which God is known'

-
[

because it is a fitting oxpressibn for the knowledge of

a person.l Knowledge of persons beains with the
initiative of the other but cannot be properly knowledae
of the other unt:1l it 1s responded to.2 While we cannot
truly come fo know another person unless the latter
initiates action with the intention of reveal ing himself,
neither is it possible to know that person unless we
genuinely respond to that action. Revelation is the
initiation of dialogue and as such 1t is the revelation

of a person. Niebuhr's approach to the principle invoked
by Luther, that God and faith‘hold close together, was to
focus on the essentaal dialogical dimension éf the divine
and ;he human as a dynamic inter-personal relationship.
The divine 1s present as a reality inviting response and
the character of the invitation is such that the appropriate
response is the "reliance of a person on a porson:”3 When

the divine is thus present and responded to, the life of

lNiobuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 143, Nicbuhr
cites Buber's boox, L and Tuon, as a source of insight into
the special character or knowledge of person. Sce also The
‘Responsable Self, pp. 72{, wherc Niebuhr sces Mcad and Buber,
though naving "very different gencral orientations," having
reached similar conclusions.

-

2Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 143f.

3Niebuhr, "Faith in Gods and in God," p. 125.

o R
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the human self becomes involved in a continuous and radical
rcvolution of mind and heart. When the human self has been
invited to trust and loyalty in its relation with the
principle and source of all being all particular beings
arce then regarded with reverence and love.l

The initiation of digloguc by God plunges man into a
world of ever-new possibilities, infinite expansion and
intensification of the activaties of mind and heart, or,
in other words, the continuous development of his total
selfhood which has discovered its meaning and value i1n terms
of the invitation to resrond to the faithful, ever-present
One who confronts the self in the manyness that constitutes
its world. The human sclf becomes 1ltself in an ongoing
dialogue with the world which has now become for it the
embodingnt of the Infinite and Eternal Other. For Nicbuﬁr,

then, the.chneept of God as a person involved, as a basic

element, th& component of dialogue.

Niebuhr's™eferences to God pointed consistently to

the four components set forth in the preceding pages. It

+1s our position that these constituted for him the theological

-

concept of God as a person. Reasoning in faith meant, for

. . . ¥ \
Niebuhr, that activity of the intellect abstracting, comparing,

and conceptualizing, whiclhi procceds from and returns to the

4

Libia., pp. 125-126.
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Foncrote reality of being confroptéd by God, of experiencing
God in relation to self and ﬁQighbor, aﬁd self and neighbor
in rciation to Go‘d.l T%us; what is present to rqupn\when*
it performs its proper functicn are the “"forms, patterns,
ideas inaredient in the Thou§ﬁ"2 The concrete experience

-

upon which reason works, however;: is thq complex relation

«

of God, self and neighbor. Becayse for Niebuhr the ’

knowledge of self and neighbor is intimately conneéted

with knowledge of God, he did not see how they could be

separated. In the following section we will examine

Niebuhr's thought on man as. a pérson and *see, finally, how,
: " . i

in the context -0f faith, the concepts of God and man as

-

:

persons are rclated. : T e : .-

, o~y

. -

v

INiebuhr, The pPurpose of the Church a Tts Minli
s > pOse . (r}@ s Ministyy,
pp. lI2f. . B

21pid., p. 130.

¥
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B. The Concept of Man as a Person. Niebuhr acknowledged

that the conviction that God is a person runs the risk if

. . 1
creating anthropomorphic images of God. The awarcnessiof

existing as a person, or a self (Niebuhr used the two terms

4

-,

interchangeabiy), vas in Miebuhr's view a brimary cognition
of man. There 1s, then, the danger of thinking and speaking
about God as a person with concepts and language that arise
from human self—éonsciousncss. But he insisted that thcolody
could only think and speak of God as\he is known in the
concreteness of the relation of his self-revealing action
towards man and the latter's response in faith..2 1f
revelation 1s the revelation of a self, the emergence of a
person, the point at which men begin to think and act in an
intelligent and 1intelligible world of persons, andaf &Rith is
the acknowledgement of a "Thou,"” an act of reliance of a l
"person on a pe%son, th'devcibpmont of intcgr&téd’selfhood,
then one of the t§sks of theology, according to Nicbuhr, is
to develop human understanding of what it means fto exist as

5 person in the presence of God who reveals himself as a
‘peréon. .

-

INiebubhr, Radical Monothcism, pp. 44-45.

- 2Nicbubr, The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry,
pp. 112-113; also Ruadical Monotheism, pp. 12-leo.

3Niobuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 87, 94, 154,
and Radical Monotheism, pp. 47fL, 122f. ¢ . "
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The fact that we proceed to reason about our existence
as persons before the person of God is not a matter of choice;
"we reason hbecause we must.“l Reason permeates falth.2
Reflection precedes, accompanics, and’follows our actions,
it is a necessary ingredient in all activity.3 Theology is
that reasoning which follows upon the activity of faith. As
reasoning, it involves abstraction, comparison, conceptualiza-
tion; it notes relations and forms ideas of them.'4 As faith-
rea;oning, it attends to the experience o6f God's own self
revelation and man's response. The development and critique
of such reasoning has as its dcpartu}c point, the event in
which God is acknowledged by man as "Théu.“' But the ;cknow—
ledgement of God as a "Thou” presupposes that man has gome”
previous oxheriéncc and understanding of a reality, or gealitle§,
that exist as "“Thous."

As the following paragraphs will show, Niebuhr was
convinced that man naturally comes to conceivé of himselfo
as one who exists in a context of dynanmic inéorfolation

k-

with other beings wherein the awdrefdess of certain of the

w

related beings includes knowledge of sclfhooa expressced

INiebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 250.
- -
2Nicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 15. R

3Nicbuhr, The Purposce of the Church and Its Ministry,
p. 128. ’

4Ibid., p. 129. Niebuhr insisted -that the theoretical
activity,involved in theological reflection "“cannot stand alone'™
and must be "set within the larger personal and social context
of a lite of love of God and neighbor.”
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le6l

by such symbols as "I" and "Thou." He admitted that the
uniqueness of the subject referred to by personal pronouns
posed a problem for humankind when it tries "to think and
speak intelligibly and rationally, from mind to mind,"
when, in trying to unify its experiences and thoughts about
them, it secks to faind "recurrent patterns of behavior or
enduring structures or permanent relations or abstract
unlvorsals.”l But, Niebuhr insisted, we cannhot escape this
fundaental awareness of existing as persons, as sclves,
and therefore 1t must enter into our reflections on the
meaning of our exastence. Whatever understanding we arrive
at through our natural situation of being selves in relation
to other selves it must be broﬁght to bear on that experience
in which the princaiple and source of existence reveals itself
as, like ourselves, an "I" and <licice fro: us the confession,
““Thou art my God." That natural reasoning which precedes,
accompanies and follows our actions also exercises its
powers of development and critique upon the activity\of
faith. It follows, then, 1f faith is understood, as it was
by Niebuhr, as reliance-of a person on a person, theology,
which is reasoning in fafih: is ultimately concerned with
the meaning of:existonco—as—ﬁorson. )

The quegtion arisc¢s, therefore, as to the yelatlon

between man's natural knowledqge of himsel £ as a person,

lNiebuhr, Radical Monothceism,  p. 45.
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prior to revelation, and the knowledge of person as it

is given in God's own self—revclation.l NicBﬁhr indicated
that he understood man's awareness of being % self as a
primary cognition. -

Yet there is somethina in our human existence,
- in our world, with our companions and 1in
ourselves that cannot be denied yet cannot
be understood with the aird of impersoconal
categories. All our e¢xperiencing and
experimenting, our thinking and communicating
goes on within a complex interaction of
irreducible "I's"™ and "You's."2

My sclf-existence is not deduced from something:
that is more evidently-the case than that I am.
There is no way of moving from the impersonal
statements that thinliing 1s goilng on, or that
living is in process, or that feeling occurs,

to the conclusion that therefore I am. Only

if I posit the self can I refer this thinking,
livina, feeling, to myself.3

Niébuhr referrel to this self-conscious existence of man

as a fateful fact, the origin, meaning and destiny of which
are among the most obscure matters to which men address
themselves.?  In thé history of their quest for under-

standing theilr existence as seclves men have taken note

.

. l'I’his question is implicit in Nicbuhr's reflections
on divine and human selfhood and parallels the approach
explicitly taken by him in discussing the relation of |
natural xnowledge of deity to the knowloedge of God given
in revelation. C£. The lMeaning of Revelation, Chapter 4,
especially pp. 175-177. -

<Niebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 45.

3Nicbuhr, The Responsible Self, pp. 109-110.

4Niobuhr, The HMeaning of Rovelation, p. 91,
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of certaln constant characteristics and among these,
Niebuhrlobsorved, were the elements of agency, of existence
as social and as historical, or time-full, and as radically
depcndont.l )

The human self is consclous of being a subject that
exists és an agent, onc in charge of its acts, one who
thinks, feels, judges and otherwise acts in response'to
actions upon it. Niopuhr considered a funéamcntal clement

&5

in human self-awareness to be that all of life has the

character of resvonsiveness. Thus, the self as agent is

a responsible self. His proposal of "response" or

<

"responsibility" as a useful symbol for Seeking understanding
s

and expression of existence as a self was based ¢on the

principle that such e¢nirstence is basically interactional,

that the self exists a° one Vvho acis 1n response to actlions

. 2 . .
upon it. The self, in other words, 1s a social self.

This awarcness of the self as a recponsible
agent includes that of other active beings that thaink, fcel,
judge and othcrwise participate 1n responsive oxistence.

"To be a sell in the prescnce of other selves is not a

1Nlobuhr's Robertson lectures, posthumously published
as The responsible Self, 1s a reflection on the moral
existence orf man.  His understanding or the content ot
human sel f-knowledge 1s most clearly sct forth in this
work.

ZNiebubr, The Responsible Self, pp. 46, 47-68.

o
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derivative experience but primOrdial."l Thus, Niebuhr
understood that the human self's ability to say "I aﬁ I

is not an inference from the statement that it thinks
thoughts or is conscious of laws but is, rather, the
acknowledgement of i%s existence as a counteypart of

other selvos.2 He regarded this existence of self in
relation to 6ther selves as a radically dialogical existence
in which knoewledge of the world of nature and decisions as
to what makes the life of the self worthwhile involve the
interpretatidns .and decisiong of the self's social companion,
and a third, 1.¢., a natural event, or a cause.3 The
involvement of the social co$panion in the self's relation
to nature and in its valuational actiyity suggests that
existence as a self 1s one in which there is always n
intéractlon oi itrust botween selves. The liie of the

self in dialogue 1s one *that involves coming to knowledge
and bringing to expression the self's relation to nature

on the basis of interpersonal trust between the self and

its companions with reference to a third, an "it." It is

3Ibid., pp. 79-84; Cfr. alco "The Triad of Faith," in
Andover Newton Bulletin, XLVII (1954), pp. 3-12. Nicbuhr
shows the intlucnce oir Georqge Herbert Mecad and Martain Buber
in his interprectation of the sclf's existence in dialoque
but the initial i1dea of dralogue as involving three parties
is attributed to Josiah Royce. See The Responsible Self,
p. 83.
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also a life in which the knowledge and expression of what
is worthwhile about such a life includes the valuation
of the social companion regarding the worthy, the cause,
or that upon which he relies for meaning.l Thus Niebuhr
saw the human self as a subject engaged in responding to
other selves in a complex interaction of trust and
loyalty with reference to a third which represents a
val;e that gives meaning and binds selves together in
community.-

A third clement in the self's awarencss, according
to Niebuhr, is tgat of time. NOt only is the world of
other, whether it be the social companion or natural
evengs, present to the self in the existing moment, 1n

-4
but it is algso present to the seli as a world

the "now,
of beings that have been and are expected to be encountered
in the future. This awarencss of the threefoldness o tame,
¢

i.e., past, present, and future, is also one that the self
is conscious of as regards 1ts own existence. Its own
identity, according to Nicbuhr, includes the awareness of
having been, being now, and going into existence and

2 .
encounter. As an active being cngaged in dialogue, the

self is conscious of having inherited patterns of action

from the past and predictions of the future and his existence

lNiobuhr, The Responsible Self, pp. 82-89; sce also
Radical Monotheism, pp. 22-23.

2

Ibid., p. 93.
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as a self appears to have a quality of fatedness about it.
But in cach present moment the self is capable of dealing
with his time-fullness as a frec individual. Self-awarcness
in time, in other words, includes the possibility of changing
the inherited patterns. Niebuhr saw two possibilitaies in
this respect. The self can put aside older interpretations
and begin afresh or it can restudy the past and rethink

the future and discover aspects that were ignored or
overlooked and in so doing revise and expand 1ts history.
The self's time-full self-awareness suggests the element

of freedom in its existence, at least insofar as it exists
in relation to nature and to other selves. It can act
;ndepondently and creati~2ly as 1t probes further into thé
mysteries of nature and as 1t reinterprets the actions of
other selves and its own self not only with réspect to what
has bcen done in the past and is being done in the present
but also what 1is being planned for in the future.

Finally, the self as active in society and in time is,
according to Nicbhuhr, also aware of its being a radically
dependent subject.  The self knows that its unigque existence
is the result of an action outside of 1itself and outside of

all finite actions that constitute its physical, mental and

Lipya., p. 98f, 172¢.°

2{Qig:, pp. 100{. TForgetting the past and making a fresh
beginning has, according to Niebuhr, aided man's conquest of
nature but has been unsuccesstul as an approach to understanding
of interpersonal life. The method of reinterpretation has been
far more productive with respect Lo understanding our history
as social persons.

31pid., pp. 105-106. ’ ‘
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personal existence. The attitude of the self toward the
radical action by which it is flung into existence in its
here-and~-now-ness, thus-and-so-ness, 1s ultimately one of
trust or distrust. "Our prirnordial interpretation of the
radical action by which we are is made in faith as trust

or dierust."2

The self exists, therefoyo, as a fairthful
being in the sense that all of its active existence as
regards nature, social companion, and time is qualified

by the fundamental disposition it holds toward the ultimate
power by which it is brought intp its unique existence and
held Lhcre.3 Niebuhr suggested that this reference to the
ul timate context is also present in our reflections on the
sccizl and historical dirensions of the sclf, +hat the
questron regardaing the ultimate socilety and the ultimate
history cr the self 1s 4tﬂleast imrlicrtly present in the
self's awa;enoss and. the scarch for understanding that
arises from it.4 Thus Nicbuhr saw the self as coming to

. e
understand 1ts own existence as an active subject exercising

freedon in tyne and adopting an attitude of faith toward

the world ¢f other with which 1t 1s in dialoque, and al

this as apelading an ult ymate reference,  To the natural
1 : " . *
Ibid., p. 112, )
2

Ibid., p. 119.

31pia., pp. 115, 119f.

41bid., pp. 86-89, 106-107, 109,
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‘mind, Niebuhr observed, this ultimate context or environ-
ment appears as an enemy to the self which, in all its
actions, its timefulness, and its dialogue iL community,

seems to come to nothing.l It is this asvect of self-

awarcness and self-understanding that MNiebuhr saw transformed

by God's self-revelation. The awareness of the ultimate as

a void or an cnemv was converted to awareness of it as a

friend and comoanlon.2 The manifestation of God as a self

involves the transformation of human understanding of existence
as an active, free, faithful dialogue; it involves the knowledge
that such existence is in reality the gift of participation

in the inf{inite and eternal unity of divime life, that it is,

. . s 3
in a real and concrete secnse, existence in relation to God.

Thus, for Niebuhr, God's self-revelation not only
transforms man's understandana of deity but also man's own
sel f-~understanding as he comes to realize his interndl
oncness ds a self is grounded 1n the oneness of God's own

4

sel fhood. The agency, freedom, faithfulness and dialogue

l1pid., pp. 140-141; sece also Radical Monotheism, pp. 119-122.

zjbid., pp. 136f, especrally p. 143; also Radical Monotheism,
pp. 44f(, 119f, 122-124.

3Nicbuhr, Chraist and Culture, pp. 11-29. Niebuhr maintained
that the personhood of Jesus Christ analyred from the perspectave
of his moral action 15 esscentially intelligible only as rolation
to God. Traith elicited by recognition,of the meaning of personal
existence as demonstrated by Jesus involves the human self in
the dynamic double movement which consists in God relating to
man and man relating to God. (p. 29)

.

4Niobuhr, The Resronsible Self, pp. 136f. Hoedemaker
points out that the larger umity, 1.e., of the community of
selves 1n th&ghurch, and its unity with all wmen 1n the world,
was, for Nicebyhr,. to be sought solely in terms of the unity
of God. Se¢e Hoedemoker, op. c¢it., pp. 116-147.
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that constitute human existence as self are mect by the

agency, freedom, faithfulness and dialogue of the divine

-
’

self. Existence in relation to God is scen to be radically
personal existence and the components that are present in

the understanding that arises from the concretely experienced
relation initiated by God are present to human consciousness
as dynamic, transforming eclements in the conception of
existence as self. The implicit invitation to dialogue with
the ul timate companion in soclial existence is made explicit
and the human self comes to learn that the ultimate
achiovement in dialogue involves the continuation of
cencounter until éll of nature, all causecs, and every neighbor
is included. 1 God's stcadfast lovalty is scen to, be present

i every event. and every event 1s scen to be the actron of

N .
the faithul, divine self. The eternal freedom U God is
scen to be the ultumate context of the exastence of the seli

3

in time. To exist as a sclf in relation to God is to be

caught up i1n eternal and infinite activity, freedonm,
faithfulness and dralogue, or, simply, to be a self ever
becoming a self in the presence of the divine self. To

think and sypeak in the presence of God who reveals himself

as person 1s to have all thought and specech about personal

%Niebuhr, The Responsible Self, pp. 88.
éIbiq., pp. 121, 123, 25, 143; also Radical Mevnarheiam,
pp. 44, 47, and Nicbuhr's articles on war. (Sece above p. 104.)

3Ibiq., p- 107; also Chrast _and Culture, pp. 249f; 1The
Mcaning ot Revelataien, pp. 135, 152, 174
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existence subject to permanent correction.1 The very life

of the self is lived "in the midst of a great revolution.“2
This dynamic aspect of personal existence appeared to Niebuhr
as the ecssential meaning of rovelation.3 The emergence of
consciousness of %od as a person was in his view the central
fact of Christian faith. Reflection on that fact had the twofold
effect of transforming all thought and specech about God as well
as man. The ‘divine and the human are seen together as selves
in concrete relation as free, activ®, faithful beings in
dialogue--the former in his absoluteness and the latter in

his relativity. 1In the history of the Christian self the
meaning of existence as self is given in the event of Jesus
Christ whereby his own personhood was the revelation of the
relation bcetween the absolute and the relative, between God

and man, as a dynamic movement of self to self. This cvent

in history has given rise to faith, that'is, the reliance.

of the human »erson on the divine person. It 1s the occasion
for learning- that the meaning of existence as sclf.is to be

found in the dem®nstration of the faithfulness of the Father

.

libia., p. 125%; also The Mcaning of Revelation, pp. 1546f,

2Niebuhr, fhe Megning of Revelation, p. 183; also The
Reesponsible Seli, pp. 143t.

31bid., p. 191. .
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and the faithfulness of the Son, freely, actively engaged
in dialogue. Thus Niebuhr regarded the response to this
demonstration as the development of integrated selfhood.l
Tendencies toward anthropomorshism are checked by virtue of
the revolutionary effects of God's self-revealing action,
since the life of the divine person who rnakes himgsel £
present to man demands from the latter total integration

of life as action, as freedom, as fidelity and dialogue.

To come to the xnowledue of God as a verson is onlv the

beginnina of “nowledae, for until ever act, all tir.eo, *

v

total trust and lovaltwv, all of nature and everv companion,

are constrtuents of the self's existence it remailns
, LY

4
incomnlete,

t

S e .

[

While Niebuhr's wrrtings show that he seoemed to regard
the four components which have been set forth in the
preceding discussion as the fundamental elements contained
in the idea of personhooud, divine and human, their dynamic
character suggests to his readers that i1t is precisely
because theology 1s reflectaion on the personal dimension
of divine and human existence that 1t cannot genuinely do
its work unless 1t resists defensivenessy absolutizing the
relative, and the petrification of thought and specch.

The inherent character of the four elements which appear to

underlic Niebuhr's reflections on the complex object of

A "

theoloqgy, namely, God, self and ncighbor in their interrelations,

Iniebuhr, Radical I'onotheism, p. 47. Sce also The

Resjonsable seli, pp. 139, 143t, 17S5f.

3
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suggeststhat while constant factors are involved in all
thinking and speaking of God in relation to man and man in

3

relation to God they never become objects of defense
. ] «

themsélves, - rational absolutes, or settled facts. Each
element is dynamically interrelated to the other and
thelr presence in our thinking and speaking arises from
concrete encounter with one in whose\presoncc they are
apprehended aslapunity. Presupposed in cvery reference

v
to each is the absolute, dynamic oneness to which we refer
in the confession "Thou art my God."

With respect to the danger of anthropomorphic reductionism
in thinking and speaking of God it appecars that Niebuhr
understocd the problem to be resolved by the inherent
dynamigm of the encounter with God. While the human self,
at the moment of being conironted %y the divine seli, carries
within’itsclf "a small sced of inteqgrity, a haunting sense
of unity,a it is unable to diséévcr anythiné'inAits world
which wduld “make that internal unity actual.“l In search
of a reality which gives meaqing and value to its cxistence
the self, according to-Niecbuhr, may turn to itself, to other,
hhman‘selvcs, to‘institutions, ideologies, and many other->

causes, only to discover their inadequacy in supplying

. : . ' 2
continuous meaning and value. In this situation the human

"

1Niebuhr,:The Resﬁénsible Self, p. 139.

2Niebuhr, "Faith in God and in Gods," pp. 119-122.

&



173

self becoﬁcs aware of its existence as if surrounded by a
great véid, an enemy of all its causes, an ogbonont of all
its gods. Such' is the envirorming éeality that Niebuhr
understood to have bocomé the object of devotion in the lives
of many. Among Christians, as one strecam in human history
where such fa;th has occurred, it has involved "the concrete -
meeting of other men who have received this faith, and the

. . . 1 . )
concrete meéeting with Jesus Christ.” This event is the

manifestation of what had secemed a great void or a hostile

force as one to be counted upon as a friend and whose self-

presentation was the occasion of initiating a life of faith
(reliance of a person on a ﬁerson) which involves the self

in a continuous intellectual and moral revolution. For
Niebuhr it secemed clearlv the case that this event in-human
history, wi¢rever and whcrcver_it ogcurs, involves experience
of a reaiity the conceptualization of which includes the
components recognized by a natural reason as the content of

2
the concept of personhood.”™ But it is equally clear that he

viewed the concept of personhood which arises in human

interaction to be transformed by the concept wiich arises

-

in divine-~human intcractien. This transformation does not

involve the introduction of additional components but rather

Y

Yipia., p. 124.

2Nicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, pp. 44f.
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their dynaﬁic development in an ongoing process of coming
to see the ultimate unity responsible for the small seed of
integrity, the haunting sense of unity, which the human
self was unable to actualize before its encounter with the
person of God.

The following section will involve an elaboration of
the relation between the components of Niebuhr's concept v
of personhocd presented above and the question of the

integration of personal existence.
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C. Integration of Personal Existence. The problem of
the unity of existence was a constant concern in
Nicbuhr's thought. He sought in various ways to
formulate what he understood to be the causes of
disunity and conflict within Christianity, between 1t
and the larger world in which it lives, and among men
of all times and places. That there is an ultimate,
unifying force at work in the world is a common conviction
in the minds and hearts of men, according to Niebuhr.
That one power is present in all the powers
to which we are subject 1s a presupposition
of our lives which we may iestion intellectually
but do not really guestion in our action. Wwe
entertamn pluralistic hypvotheses about the world
in varicus metaphysical speculations vet we
continue to scex to know as thoce who have a
universal intent. We scek a xnewledae that wall
be universwlly true, though all our prownos:itions
are Xnown to be only approxmations to universal
truth. Ve have the unconcuerable conviction
that we confront a oneness bchind and in and
tnrough all the many-ness in which we live and
which we xnow.d
It is an essential part of human exaistence to have feor 1itself
an object which gives meaning and value to such existence,
and that which men accept as giving ultimate meaning to

their lives and making them ultimately worthwhile is thear

2 .
god. "To be a self is to have a God," according to Nicbuhr,

.

INiebuhr, The Responsible Self, p. 175.

2Niebuhr, "Faith in Gods and 1n God," pp. 118-119.
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and it is characteristic of most of the history of human
faith and its Gods that permanency and unity of ﬁcaning and
value have not been achicvcd.l The problem of the ultimate
unity of existence is the problem of finding a central
meaning and value that is universal and can save men from
the final frustration of passing into darkness and
worthlessness. All objects that fall within the realm of
human experience are subject to decay and death. This
passing away is also part of our subjective experiecnce.

All life as we know it, then, secems doomed. The ultimate
environment out of which things come into being and to
which they return appearé, to our natural reason at least,
as a vgid or an encmy. This naturc of things, this fate,
this suprere reality by wvirtue of which Lhinés exlst and’
cease to exist, 1is the cnemy of 411 our caudes or objects
of trust and loyalty, the opponent of all our ¢ods.

Tﬁére seem, in the final anadlyvsis, to be only two possibilities
for us as regards our fundamental ;ttltudc toward the cause

of our beiny and all other beings.

lNicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 80-81, and "Faith
in Gods and 1 God, " pp. 120, Sece atso Radical Monotheism,
p. 31f, where Niebuhr observed that genuine radical raxrth in
the "one beyond all the many, whence all the many derive thelr
being, " and in whom ul twmate meaning and value rests 1,
perhaps, more a hope than a datim and yet 1 an actuality
that has emerged at certain times to modify natural faith
and polythelsnm.

o

. 2Nicbuhr, “"Faith in Gods and in God," p. 12
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Our primordial interpretation of the radical

action by which we are is made in faith as

trust or distrust. Between these two there

seems to be no middle term.l

The attitude taken toward the ultimate source of
existence qualifies our interprctation of and response to
all exaistences that surround us.2 If, however, the attitude
is.one of distrust, if the ultimate remains a meaningless
void or a destructive power, then we tend to seek meaning
and value among the many, finite beings. But if it should

happen that the ultimate elicits our trust and confidence’

in it, then vhatever 1s, is good, and all of life has a

center, a focal point, toward which all knowing and valuing
is pointéd. “The individuél self, its 1mmcd§atc exclusive
§ocial world and natural environment, and the Jdarager,
inclusive world of Thou's and It' are meanineful and
worthwhile necause the ul timate One beyond the many,

this power present in all powers, this rceason
present in all reasons, this idea nclusave
of all ideas, this nature behind and through
all natures, this environment environing all
our environments, i beneficent towards what
proceeds from 1L, or to what 1t encloses. 3

This 1ntecyration of existence is the character of what

[y
.
.

lnjebuhr, The Responsible Sclf, p- 119.
2111d., p. 121f.

31hbid., p. 175.
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Niebuhr called radical monotheistic faith. His theology
is often viewed as a consistent development of radical
monothoisrq.2 It follows from his own explication of the
meaning of that term that theology was considered by him
as part of the integrative process begun by faith.

’

Radical faith i1s the confidence that whatever is,
is good, because it exists as one thing among the
many which all have their origin and their being
in the One--the pranciple of being which is also
the principle of value.3

.

p Radical faith is the development of integrated selfhood.
Theology 1s the development of rcason that permcates such
faith. Therefore, theology involves the integration of

tbe reasoning self and is part of the total process by
which mén becomes what he di;covers himseif to be, namely,
a person in relation to God. The revelation of God makes
existence as’ a person moaningfui and worihbwhile because the
revelation of God is the revelatron of a person.

As the preceding prosentation of the components in

Niebuhr's concept of God .indicated, it was Niebuhr's

lNlcbuhr, Radical Monotheism, pp. 32f, 47f; also "The

h
Center of value," pp. 112-113; "Faith in Gods and in God,"
pp. 121-122; The Resyonsible Self, p. 86t. The term "radical
monothelsm" first aprears in jliehuhr's article, "War As the
Judgment of God," in Chrastian Century, LIX (1942), p. 630-0633.

2500 Frei, op. cit., p. 10; Hooedemaker, op. cit., p. 45;
Joscph Allen, "A Decisive influence on Protestant Dthics,"” an
Christianity and Crisi.,, ANIII, 20 (NoVvember 25, 1963), p. 217;

Paul Ramsey, Falth and Lthics, p. x.-

3Niobuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 32.
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understanding that the self-revelation of God as a person
was the very cornerstone of radical monotheistic confidence
and loyalty. It is the emergence of God as a person that
transforms faith as distrust into faith as trust in man's
ultimate environment. Such faith not only transforms human
thought and speech about God but also thinking and speaking
about man as a being in relation to God. The reasoning
that aécoméanios such faith reflects upon this transformation
in terms of the transforming object and the transformed
subject. In other words, for Nicbuhr faith-reasoning meant
reflection on the relation of God to man and man to God.
Not only does reason reflect upon the relatioﬁ and 1its
objective and subjective terms but it also reflects upon its
own operations waich are now scen to be transformed. As for
practical reasoning, it is 1lluminated by the presence of a
reality that makes intelligible its role in deciding how to
act in response to actions in a'world of porsons.l Niebuhr
also indicated ‘that reason, in what he thouqht of as 1its \)

speculative or impersonal form of actavity, Ls guided by the

dntegrative force of fath.Q The thrust of his thought from

!
The Meanina of Revelation on scemed to be in the divection

3

|

INiobuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 94; also Radical
Monatheism, p. 47. The Pesponsiple Self, pasoinr,

2

Niebuhr, The Mcaning of'kvyoldtion, pp. 87-90.
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of demonstrating the unity of thought in a theology which
beains with the integration of selfhood through faith in
the ultimate unit? as one whose integrity 1s that of a self.

It has becen suggested that those writings which reflected
Nicbuhr's thoughts on God and man show certain constants or

components that constituted, at least implicitly, his concept

of personhood. It was further suggested that the very nature

.
-

of those constants reflect both the integration involved in
the relation established by pod's sel f-disclosure and the
dynamic character of that integration. Finally, it secéms
.to follow that 1f the dynamic and unifying inter-activity
between God and man, which Nicbuhr regarded as the proper
object of theology, 1is reflected upon in terms of those
constants then the past failures of theology may be more
casily .gvoided, espocially the tendencies to defensiveness,
absolutizina the relative, and a static interpretation of
the rolation:between God and man?b Reasoning in faith,
according to Niebuhr, is to_rcfloct on "the presence of
onc.faithful person in the multiplicily of events thats
happen to the solf."2 Thus, while such reasoning is ever-
focused on one reality, is unified insofar as it has as its
proper object the oncness of a sélf who 1$ the oneness behind
everything, 1t is a reasoning that recognizes its object in

a

terms of dynamic conceptual elements. Such farth-reflection

-

lipid., pp. viii, 41-42.
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involves the development and critique of reason which
prccedes, accompanies, and follows the response to a
concrete event in history wherein the object that presents
itself is such that reason takes note of it in terms of
the four constants indicated above. Reason recognizes the
object of faith as a person because it has learned to
identify act, freedom, faithfulness ana dialogue as the
conceptual content inveolved in experience with human selves.
The difflerence between radical faith and the natural faith
that characterizes human interpersonal encounters 1s that
the former involves the total integration of the self.
Thus Niebuhr wrote
In this our personial and social manifoldness we
have been 1ot wain a srall seed of intearity,

a haunting sense of unity and of universal
recronsiprlity.  Bubl there scems to be notihing
in e world of foress actin: deon us which
maxes that internal ity actuval.  There secus
to! he no one wrong all the many corresponding
to that hidden self which 1s not free to acec

integrally amidst the many systems to which at
responds.

A

L

-

The cf{fect of the revelation of God as a person in Jesus

’

is such that

The responsible scelf we sce 1n Christ and
which we believe 15 being elicited an all our

lNiubuhr, The Responsable Self, p. 139,
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.

race is a universally and eternally responsive

I, answering in universal socicty and in time

without end, in all actions upon 1t, to the

action of the Once who heals all our diseases,

forgives all our iniquities, saves our lives

from destruction, and crowns us with everlasting

mercy...JIt 1s action which 1s fitted into the

context of universal, eternal, life-givinhg

action by the One.

The problem of the unity of existence arises for man
in the awarcness of being a unique subject-self whosc
existence as such is depcendent upon a radical action
outsiflec of the many actions contributing to its mental,
physical, emotional and personal existence. The thus-
and-so~-ness of the self is dependent in a radical sense
upon a source of unity, a Onencss behind evcrything.2
As mentioned carlier, "Niebuhr considered that the fundamental
attitude of the self toward that ultimate unifving power
respon:ible for the unicqueness of the sclf 1s either one
of trust or distrust. If the ultimate is not trustworthy
then the unity of the self has no meaning, it is doomed for
final destruction. If the ultimate is trustworthy then the
unity of the self is meaningful and worthwhile. The occashon
of coming to trust in the ultimate, that 1s, the radical
action by which "I am I," is, according to Niebuhr, an cvent
in which the ultimate emerges as an "I" in our history. The

self and all existences surrounding 1t are then scen to be

beings that participate in a universe that is an integrated,

Ibid., p. l44.

Ibid., p. 175.
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meaningful and worthwhile whole. Thus the interpretation of
and responsc to existence are made in the context of a
rational and moral unity.l Existence becomes an intelligible

and valuable unity held together by the principle of being and

value whose very own existence is revealed as that of a

truthful, faithful being. That such integration 6f,§ersonal

‘

existence took place as the result of an historical event

had, in Niebuhr's view, profound implications for theology

in our day.? ’

Few aspects of the theologian's workx coicerned Niebuhr
more than the need for adjusting the formulation of the

Lhristian understanding of the anity of existence to the

¢ . . 3 . .
modern awarcness of historical relativity. In his view,

... . .
Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 255, and The Me nlng of
Revelation, p. 94; alco, F‘H*ca‘ Monotheirorm, »p. 17-ds

ZNiebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 1-38. . -
Al
3ror an extensive and informavive treatment of the modern
rise of historical conscrousness and the particular lines of
thought which secepm to have been the primary context in which
Nicbhuhr's reflections on history took place, see Willliam R.
Murry's "Faith and History 1in the.Thouaht of H. Richard

. Niebuhr," Doctoral Dissertation, Drew University, 1970.

(Available on University icroefilr, Ann Arbor, Michigan.)
while Murry emphasizes the European thinkers from Vico through
the Romantics and Hedel up to Troeltsch there 1s also strong
evidence of Niebuhr's attention to the thoughts of Ameracan
historians such as Charles Beard and Carl Becker.  Sce
Nicbuhr, The Social Sources of Dencminationaliom, pp. 164,

188-189, 290, 292; The Linc -“”_QL,Silﬂ '[_y}‘xxga p. 210;
Nicbuhr's review of Be gkl*r'f¥"fhr*‘70ax<xxl"( 1ty of Brahteenth
Century Philocophers in Yale Divinity Jews, ANIX, 2, 5. our
concern will be limited to a discussion oif the specirfically
theologrcal approach Niebuhr took towards the problem of
historical relativity and the role of the concept of divine

personhood 1n 1t.
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the conviction that all knowledge was conditidned by the

standpoint of the knower, a conviction that had impressed

- v

itself upon both the natural and human sciences, had to be
incorporated into the theological expression of what becomes
known in revelation, "Meaning by that word simply historic
wl

faith. How “‘can one speak of existence as a rational and

moral unity when the very occasion in which that unity is
realized 1s, at the same time, acknowledged as both
subjectively and objectively conditioned? Recognition of
the radical historicity of human existence would .seem not
only to bar any attempt at transmittiﬂ; the meaning of
histor? as a totality but also to destroy all hope of even

discovering such meanina. It was, therefore, Nicbuhr's main

purpose in The Mewmin: of Revelation to show how Christians

must address themselves to this problem in the light of their
ekperionce. It is Ymportant at this point to emphasigze the

td
specifically theological character of Nicbuhr's pproach.-

This is aptly brought forward by Hoedemaker's statement that
we must again remind ourselves that Niebuhr treats,
the problem of history as the problem ot revelation
and, wmore particularly, that his reasoning about
history begins on the basis of the given revelation
in Jesus Christ. e _does not begin with a general

lvicbuhr, e Meaning of Revelation, p. 223\ Desides the
hgtorical relativity to be recognized by theolggy Niebuhr
also emphasized the need for recodnition of "religious
relativity” meaning by this that "one can think and speak
" significantly about Cod only from the point of view of faith
in him."™ FPor the Christian theologian faith 1s always a
particular faith, i.c., the faith of the Christian community
directed towards the God of Jesus Christ. (Ibid:, pp. 23, 37.)

’
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A
or neutral concept of history,” dnd_he does not
inguire i1nto the wvossibility of revelation on
the basis of such a concept. He begins with
the presence of a Christian community and a

Christian witness, and proceeds to analyze how .
. this witness looks at hlbtory and 15 present in
history.l -

Only after he noted that the early Christian community
transmitted 1ts understanding of itself primarily by a *
telling of its own stor&, "a simple recirtal of the great
events connected with the h}storical appearance of Jesus
Christ and a confession of what happened to thescommunity

of disciples," did Niebuhr make His distinction between
"history as lived" (internal history) and "history as secen"

2

(oxternal history). This ktwo-aspect theory of history was

Antended as an illustration of what was essentially not an

arbitrary matter. It was out of an 1internal compulsion, the

inability to do otherwisc, because the situation permitted

no other method, that Christians have comuunicated what they

. 4
“have-come to know primarily in terms of personal, internal
history rather than impersonal external history.3 what was, - 5
L4 ‘h\

~
-
o

-

Moedemaker, op. cit., p. 98, ~(Emphasis ours.)
-~

2Nicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 59f.

3As he then procceded to develop a two-aspect theory of '
history Nicbuhr insisted that a historical r%glltv was one
real ity but able to be scen in different, aspects from distinc- .
tive standpoints. The point was that 1f the distinction of . .
perspectives 1s allowed then 1t may bespossible to understand ]
how' revelation can mean history and God, multiplicity and <
unity, relativity and absoluteness.
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Co v o L
of course, crucial-to Nicbuhr!s thought was the recognition
of the relativity of the inte}dal‘gépegp as well as the

external and, at the same time,CSf the special character

1

of meanlng connected with the former. He gave some

¢
1llustratlons in support of this view by'b01nt1ng to the
"differences between a sc1ent;flc case history and an

autobiographical account of a blind man who comes to see,

andfbetween Lifncoln's Gettysburg Address and the Cambridge

Modern History wersion of the same event,of whic¢h Lincoln

spoke. In'regard to thes® illustrations- and the Christiah

~w

perspective, in contrast to non-Christian perspectives Niebuh;

‘wrote:’ . . T . N
| . .
The dlstlnctlon between the two t}pes of history
cannot'be made by applying to valkue judcmcnt of
true and, false but must be made by relgrence to
differences of persp ectives...CVents may be
e regarded from the outside by - -a mon- participating
. observer; then théy belong to the history of
things. They may be apprchended from within, as
items' in the destiny of persons and communities;
.then they bclbng to a life~time and must be”
interpreted ih a context of persons with their
resolutions and devotions.?2 o

3

.y
h N
L2 T 4
-~ - - . A
. N

lNiebuhr ‘did not reduce all "meaning" in history to
internal history. The unified aspect of existence given in’
internal history regards existence as personal, as the exist-
"ence of selvVes, and it is ‘the task of such as have recelived’
this meaning to bring it into relation with the impersonal,
objective, e\Lcrnal aspects Whlch rcason,¢n its speculative-
mode apprehend ) ] "

2N1ebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 63.
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s Thus Nie¢buhr expressed his conviction that the same historital
reality could be seen’ in different aspects from distinctive

standpoints. He clea}ly “located," as it were, faith-
: -

reasoning {n internal history and, moreover, insisted that
to live as a self having reference to an object of devotion,
to some cénter of value, to something that makes life worth

< living, is an ‘inescapable part of human existence.l .In other

f

words, no man lives without faith and as a historical being,

s

therefore, has an inner history in which an event or events
;

is (are) regarded as meaningful in texrms of his personal

destiny. Niebuhr then concluded” that _ ‘

The standpoint of faith, of a self directed toward
gods or God, and the standpoint of practical reason,
of a self with values and with a destiny, are not-
incompatible; they are probably identjcal. To be

a seli is to have a qgod; to hqv? a god is to have
history, that is, events connected in a meaningful
pattern; to have one god is to have one history.

God and the history of selves in community bclong
together in inseparable union.?2

-

Whlle his prcsentaulon Up to that point lndlcated the

‘basis for his distinction bctween 1nternal and cYLcrnal

\history, and .the suBsequent chapters in The Meaning of

Revelation were attempts to clarify the nature of historical

reasoning from the practical, i.e., faith, standpoint and

e -

11pid., p. 80.

_ “1bid., p. 80.

i

-



- . ] : 188
the intrlinsic character of the central image or concept of
such reasoning on e basis of the Christian expericnce, the
relationship between internal hlstory and external hlstory
was a crucial question cong}dered by Niebuhr midway through

-

K 1 -
this work. . .

The two-aspect theory of history, according to Niebuhr,
serves ta point out the problem of unity in duality and duality

id unity in which Christian life and history is forever

-

involved. Recognition that all knowing is conditioned by
the'point of view, that theré are two fundamental vie\x;points~
in human ‘reasoning, the practical, personal and the specula-

tive, impersonal, that one historical reality, therefore,

yields different expcriences and conceptualizations, brings
forward the dilerma of human exlstence and restatemenL of

2 .
it in a new paradoxical férm ‘In-other,words, the two-aspect

‘theory of history, as proposed by Niebuhr, does not dissolve
the dilemma or escape paradoxical expression of it, but it
may be a way of stating it more clearly and enabling us to™

see why we can speak of revelation only in
connection with our own h1story without affirm=-
ing or dénying its reality in the history of

\ other communities into whose inner life we
cannot penetrate without abandonlng ourseclves
'and our community.3

lIb:d., pp. 81-90. That the external perspective was
an 1mportunt function for theologians to’exercisc was born
out in Niebuhr's own career, -as is clecar from his Social
Sources of Denominationalism, Christ and Culture, and The
Purpose of the Church and lts Minastry, pp. 120-123.

21 R '
1bid., pp. 81-82. , ‘
31bid., p. 82.
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In Niebuhr's view there did rot exist the possibilit?Mdf,
escaping two-world thinking in a higher perspective whe;e
both interhal and external a;pects of events can be scen as
one. This, hq}}ﬂgisted, would be évqpts gs they are for
God.t Though we cannot, as finite minds in finite .bodies, .
gain a metaphysical or ;eta~historical perspective we can
describe the relationship between the two aspects in other
terms, that is, hdw the ekternal aspects function practically

' ary

in relatlon to the internal aspects.

~

Such a description must once again be given P
confessionally, not.as a statement of what

all men ought to do buf as a statement of

what we have found 1is necessary to do in the

Christian cormunity -on the basis of the

falth whlch is our starting point. 2

-

In so describing the way external history functions for

internal history Niebuhr attached threc meanifigs to 'the

3

former. The first, ‘and-what appea}ed to be *He primary ©ne

for Niebuhr, was disinQQresﬁcd or- scientific history which

¢

1nvolved seeklng knowlcdge of what happoncd and abstracting

‘as much as p0551ble from personal values and commitments.

The second meanlng referred to the viewpoints of non~ChrlsL1ans

livig., p. 84.

21bid., p. 84.

3Ib3d., pp. 84-90. As one comméntator has pointed out,
this part of Niebuhr's reflections on history suggests a lack
‘of precaision and clarification, but does $ot represent a sub-
"stgntial problem since the three meanings, 1in effect, amount fto
one idea, namely, that external history was that ‘aspect or pLr-
spoctive of events other than that of the™hristian's jnternal
history. Seec W. R. Murry, op. cit., p. 202. ‘ .
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on events, or,_simply, all alien internal histories. (This

would involve, for example, "how others see us.”") The third
meaning pointed to the external "embodiment" or objective

P

actuality through which internal aspects make- themselves

known. .As the precceding footnote indicated, Niebuhr's

" treatment failed ;o,go into much detail as to héw theSé three
meanings related to eagh other, and even their fespective,
relations go inferna; history were rather sketchy in their
presentation. But the major poiﬁ@s he intended to make were
clear enough, namely, that external history shared vélidity

T .
wgth internal history on the basis of recognition of ‘the

relativity of human thought and it was important in terms of
thg prac&icél functional relatioqship it Ead w;th internal
history Of this impartance Niebuhr indicated three things.
1) Since internal hlstory 1nvolves the idea that God 1is
acf%ngzlnlall evcnts, the external aspect of history becomes
the realm of anﬁ}ry'whcrc the Christian Seeks to find

further evidence of how what was made known in his own'’

particular history is being manifested in other histories:
A

- 2) Alien internal histories‘can act.as critical perspectives

preventing Christians from'exalting their intcrnalfhistqry
. rather than the God of that inner life. "In this practical

way external'history has not been incompatible with inner

life but dlrectly contrlbutory toward 1t."l

o

3) Internal

life does not ex15t w1thout external cmbodlman nor can we

l1bid.; p. 86.
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point to it except it be embodied. External history inqthis,

*

sense is the medium in which internal history exists and comes

to life. *"Hence knowledge of its external history remains

a duty of the church, "t

The relative valiaity and: the importancé of external
history having been presented -in that general way, Niebuhr's

N

thoughts then turned to ‘the task of determining in more

precise fashion the area in which the meaning of revelation

.is apprehended by the Christian community, namely, ;ksinternal

history.& In order_to express the meaning of revelatioﬁ‘éhe
higégric event to which Christians refer is Jesus Christ. It
is in him that they find the rational pattern which illuminates
Eheir inner history, that is, their iives as seives seeking %o
understa&d their origin.an& dgstiny. As reason in its

i?persgnal, speculative function, relies -on imagination.to

‘create images,.conccpts,.patterné, that are appropriate

IS

references -to sénsatiqns'so also reasan in 'Lts personal, !
practical function (“réﬁ%Bning of the heart," as Niebuhr
called it) secks appropriate images referent to affections' of

the self. Niebuh}'é discussion of the role-of imagination

lipid., p. 90.

20ur discussion of« this material will aim at .the main

"points only. Lengthler .treatments have been provided by such

commentauora as Hoedemaker and Murry whose works have alrecady
been cited. The present writer is in general agreement with
their analyses But-considerg his focus on the centrality of
the doncept of divine personhood an important supplcment to
thclr less pronounced OmphaSlo on that aspect.
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(and memory) in, both reasoning processes is aptly summed up

by Lonnie Kliever as. follows:

Both pure and practical reasoning work on

brute data given in historical experience with 8,
the aid of imagination. The immediate data of
pure reasoning arc scnsations of the body
(visual and auditory, tactile and kinesthetic,
etc.) while those of practical reasoning are
"affections of the self" (joys and sorrows,
loves and hates, fears and hopes, etc.)...-
Therefore, .pure and practical reasoning differ
primarily in the kinds of images, patterns or
models appropriate to the kind of knowledge

- sought from a concrkté standpoint. Pure .
reasoning deals with the entire physical, :
biological, psychological, sociological, and
rational complex in which.an event occurs...
Its patterns are impersonal, effectual, and
descriptive. Practical reasoning deals with
the unities, values, meanings, and encounters
in an event apprchended through faith. Its
images are perscnal, valuational, and dramatic.l

The life of the self requires, in Niebuhr's..view, an

appropriate rational basis, it has-.its own distinctive image

as a referent to its personal history, and this, for the

-

Christian, is the image which Jesus provides.
But in the final amalysis it is not the recognition of

.the duality in our reasoning and its application to historical
{ .
‘experience, nor is it a matter ‘of freely choosing one event

3
»

among many because it scems to make the most sense out of the

3

v

1p. Kliever, “"The Christology. of H. Richard Niebuhr," in
‘The Journal of Religion, Vol. 50, January 1970, pp. 35-36. On
Ymemory" in Niebuhr's writings Klicver notes that no‘clear,
systematic treatment was provided, but the basic idea is
that the distinction is-between time as "serial" and time as
“durakional," that is, as the enduring internal aspect of
personal life. See Nicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation,
pp. 68-72, 110-131, and Thec Responsible Sclf, pp. 69-107.
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rest, that expresses the meaning of revelation for Christians,

according to Niebuhr.

...the rational value of revelation is not-
its first value’'and its validatiop in the
reasoning of the heart is not the primary
validation.l

- >

lIts first value is intrinsic and its primary validation is
its own self-evidencing quality.2 ﬁindful of the iimitations
#%orneout in, the entire diseuésion to Ehie point Niebuhr’
proceeded to put forward what he understood to be the
genuine expression of the meaning of revelatlon. While
part of the following qdotatioﬁ has been used earlier (See
“ihtroduction,“ p.'é), it bears repeating here iﬁ its iarger

context as we now move forward to our final consideration of
-0 <

[y

the central role that the concept of divine personhood
played in Niebuhr's thought on the Christiah ﬁnderstanding
of the unity of personal existence in time.’

With these,limitations in mind we turn to the
central- event with the question, "Whac is it
that we are certaln of "as we regard the illum-
inating point in pur history and how do we
become certain of\it?" We might state the .
questlon in terms §f conceptual thought, asking,
"What 1s the central_idea in the invincible
convincement that grows oYt of our memory of
this event, or what the unavsaiM™able proposition
that is communicated and that wg intudit in the -
presence of the historic occasidn?" But the idea
and .proposition are not the righ%_terms to employ

., here. The most important fact abojit ouwr whole

' approach to revelation to which w& are committed

ation, pp. 138-139. .

"lNiebuhr, The Meaning of Sov
- w

21bid., pp. 139f.

S
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3

by the acceptance of our existential 51tuatlon,
of the point of view of faith llVlng in history,
is that we must . .think and speak in .terms of
persons. In our history we deal with selves,
not with concepts. Our universals here are
not eternal objects ingredient in events
but eternal pérsons active in particular
occasions; our axioms in this participating
knowledge are not self-evident convictions
about, the relations of such objects but
certainties about fundamental, indestructible
re}ations between persons.’ We need, therefore,
to put our .question in the following form, "What
persons do we meet in the revelatory event and
“what convictions about personal relations become
our established principles-in its presence.?}

Niebuhr then‘pointed to the appropriateness of the term
:"revglation," for when the Christian communitw refers to
that experience in the light of wh;cﬁ it progeeds to seek an
intelligible unity in all of life it refers to the presence
of a person. Knowledge of persons is not a matter of
'dlscovery, not in thé order of objective knowledge where the

-‘knower is the only active being, but rather it is a matter of

first being known: knowledge of .other persons begins with the

(3

activity of the other who knows us or recveals himself to us

by his knowing.activity.2 "Selves are known in act or they

are not known at all.“3 The self that makes itself known
in revelation is*God;
. ' -
11pid., pp. 142-143. .

21bid., p. 145. . “

31bid., p. 146.
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Revelation means that moment in our history
through which we know ourselves to be known
from beginning to end, in which we are
apprehended by the knower; it means thel
self-disclosing of that eternal knower.

what the Christian means by revelation, then, is not merely the

experience of a self but of that self who in his knowing

activity, that is, as the knower whose peculiar knowing of us
4

is such that 'we recognize in it the infinite and eternal,

compels us to respond "in the direct confession of the heart,

1

'Thou art my od'."é This is precisely the kind of knowleége
whixch hag arisén from the presence of Jesus Christ invits
history and determines the direction of the Christian.
community's understanding of the unity of existence. While
it is true that the initial thrust of that-underst;nding is

towards an integration of its lifec in its subjective,

.

personal aspect )

. - the revelation of the one God makes it possible
and necessary to approach the multiplicity of cvents
in all times with the confidence that unity may be
found, however hard the quest for it... In this
sense an external history finds its starting point
or impulsion in an.internal history.3

I1pbid., p. 152.

21bid:., pp. 153-154.
31pid:, pp. 87-88; also Radical Monotheism, pp. 47-48,
and "Falth in Gods and in God," pp. 125-126. Sce also Klicver,
op. cit., pp. 52f. Klicver observes that the integration of
the human self through the medigtion of faith in Jesus Christ
" involved, in Nicbuhr's thinking, the revolution of both man's
practical activity and theoretical understanding. “The
disclosure of God's absolute trustworthiness and universal
cause calls forth a new order of divine~human and interhuman -
relationships." (p. 32) According to. Kliever the unifying
and transforming cffects of 6od's self-revealing dction were

-
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2

_ That concept of divine personhood, as it was set forth

- 7 .
in the first pa;t of this chapter, can now be scen in terms
of its internal coherencé and consistency with the thoughts
Niebuh; presented on the problem of history. To concelive
of. God as he who is acting, ffeely, faithfully and in
genﬁine dialogue with men 1is £o understand that no action, no )
event, takes place but that it is,God who 1is acting, that
his activity is independent of our actions, that it elicits
trust and loyalty as genuine response to the absolute
trustworthigéss it discléses. God so concelved cannot be
. confined, to the internal life of the Christian community.
Whilé theiimagé of Jesus is essential for the Christian's
apprehension of GBd as a person it is not evident‘that it is
the_only imagé by wﬁich such knowledge 1s possible forkmen.l
Niebuhr's erphasis on ‘the dvnamic character of the integrative
effect of revelation flows directly out of essential~cqmponent§
which constituted his concept of divine personhood. The self-

-

revelation of God presents to reason a reality that .demands
. » " ‘ . .

of reason a continuous development and critique of. under- -
standing. Therec-is no "possessioh"™ of such a reality, nor

can the thoughts that arise from expericnce of it be "defensive"

“viewed by Nigbuhr' as vital to human wholeness. Kliever writces,
"Thus, Niebuhr believes that Jesus Christ disclosed and mediates
a radical fdith which equips practical reason with the patterns
and companions necessary for interpreting past, present, and
future expericnce. Radical faith also liberates the pure

reason to pursue knowledge of all natural, biodogical, psycho-
logical, and sociological phenomena without fear of undermining
the self's center of value.” (p. 54)

1Niobuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Impecrative," p. 249.
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or "absolutized" or in any .way "static."
The unity of existence, then, was, for Niebuhr, grounded

Pl

in the integrity of a self who is revealed as the source,
sustainer, and’éoal of all that exists, the radical act b}
which a%l actions are made possible, the oneness confronting
us behind,0 in, and through the many, the initiator of dialogue
in every event at all times and in all places, and the
independent being whose very independence freces us from
Qefending or guarding our thoughts ,and speech about it,
ourselves, and'the world. The theol?gy of radical monotheism,

according to Niebuhr, leads to reflection on the unity of

existence, of thought, of action, of total life, as grounded

in the person of God. To say God, for him, was to say

person, and this expressed“the°ﬁltimate ground of the unity
of existence which manr, unairded- by God's'self;revealing
action, seeks but cannot find either in himself or in the i’

manyness of his circumambient world.



~

CHAPTER FOUR i} .
NIEBUHR'S ALTERNATIVE TO TROELTSCH AND BARTH |
It has been suggested in thﬁf dissertation that
H. Richard Niebuhr devoted much of hig thought to the task
of reconcilfng the interests oleiberal and orthodox positions
in Christian theology. He had learned to accegf historical

. relativism as it emerged out of nineteenth century Protég;gnt

thinking and reached expression in the works of Ernst Troeltsch

as well as the insistence upon the primacy of divine initiative

in providiﬁ% man wigh knowledge of God, as reaffirmed by Karl
Barth. While he agreed that human thought and speech are -
subject to the limitation§ of spatio-temporal relativity,

that both the human subject and the objects he experiences

are conditioned. by "the éarticulariéy of space and Eime; he

also main;ained that in”and through the relative condipions .

of the experienced world are grasped the objectively real .

&

LI

and universally true.l A serious problem in tﬁeology, g

e e
according to Niecbuhr, was the persistent tendency to

substitute either the activity of the subject or some aspect
( ' -
of the relativity of the objective world-it apprehends

. for the real object that.has made itself known as the

oneness confronting man in and through the many. Niebuhr

understood Troeltsch's emphasis on the radical relativity

lN}mbuhr, The Meaning of Rovolatién, pp. 18-22.

198
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' f
of finite existence to lead to a final statement of /izif

compromise, that is, the knowledge of God in every

‘particular religious history is valid only for that history

and in that history only, that is, it carries an absolute

validity but in a limited cultural context. He'uhderstood

Barth, on the other hand, to have emphasized the primacy

and absoluteness of God's word revealed in Jesus Christ to

the extent that, in Barth's terms, there is but one real ' .
hlstory and authentic knowledge of God is possible only by
attending to his presence in that hlstory ’

.

Niebuhr seemed convinced, however, that while God is

-y

truly known in his absoluteness through the action of
Jesus in history, this &id not preclﬁde i?e possibility of

his being known thusly in and through other events that

1

teke place. For the Christfan, knowledge of God involves '

the meeting of Jesus and those who have, in turn, also met “"==
him in their history, but that this knowledge is

exclusively gained through that particular stream of life

. L . *
lwhllc Niebuhr is closer to Troeltsch as regards the

relativity of the Christisn experience of the Absolute, he

differs from Trocltsch insofar as the latter scemed to view

Christianity as an illustration of the mcLaphyqlcal :

principle -of participation. (Scc above p. 24.) Niebuhr \\

saw the Christian dilemma as.more acute.. Whereas Troeltsch ' \

seemed to think of the situation of the Chrastian as one : AN

in which compromise is ‘inevitable and, therefore, one does,

the best‘one can to bring his faith commitment intag ° \
relation with "his-.culture, Nicbuhr was convinced that )

. knowledge of ,the Absolute ‘called for uncompromising lovaltw.

Sce Ndiebubr, ‘"Ernst’ Troeltsch!s Philosophy of Rcllqlon "

pp. 249f,.260£, 270, and Christ and Culture, pp. 234f, = - -

especially p. 241; also Hoedemakér,.gp. Cit., pp. 15—17u

. . [
! : !
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'in time and space would, in Niebuﬁr's estimation, be an
absolutization of the relative and lead to a defensivéness
in'theology that would contradict the very contént of £hé . ’(//'
knowledge of God given in that revelatQry ﬁegting. While
the Christian claims that the absolute is known in Christ
he cannot aé the same time claim that his knowledge is .
absolute. Yet because this knowiedge has arissn from-a
particular, relative seguence of events, it does not .
necessarily folldw that such knowLedgg'is not of the
;bgolute. To affirm that the absolute is truly known and
at the séme time affirm that this knowledge is relative,
are affirmations that flow d%rectly out of the experience
-of God as a person. This geems to have been the heart of
Niebuhr'é tﬁéolbgy andhthe key for his alternative approach
to the welativism of Troeltsch and the docmatism of Barth.
wa‘he understood attentiveness to the concept bf personhood
as 1t arises from the-experiencp of God in history‘to be
the crucial %ey for combining the awarenecss ofythe réiative
and of the absolute, has been suggested in the precedlng
sections." By raising to prominence the four 1istant”
elements that appear in his wr&tings as the underlying

components of his conception of God, it is the present

writer's position that an assessment of Niebuhr,s approach. | '

can be more ‘easily and accurately made.

N ' . . ~
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Niebuhr's "correction" of Troeltsch and his general
effort to make a theological "adjustment®™ to the new
knowledge of historicai relativism involved a re-affirmatién
of, rather than departure from, the fundamental éradition ‘
that understands theology as feflection on God and man as
they are found together‘l Theology begins with the knowledge

that the manifold relativities of this-worldly existence are

the actions of One absolute principle of being and that the

‘manyness of the beings in and through which their principle

acts is meaningful and worthwhile. That such is the case,

Niebuhr argued, is-knowledge that originates in the aétion'
of God freely initiaﬁing dialogue by concretely presenting
himself to man as a faithful being.»_Such knowledge is, in

"

its first moment, the knowledée of a person. But the t
content of such knowledge involves at‘oncg both absoluteness
and‘relativity. It involves absoluteness in the sense that
the object is present as the unified and unifying principle
of all BGiAg and it involves relativity in the sense. that
hﬁtil all of being is exéeriqnced, kﬁown and loved, the

grasp of the relation between the unifier and the universe

it qmbraccé is incomplete. While the presence.of God is

acknowledged by men as that of a person because they have

learned to identlfy themselves and certain of their companions

lNiebuhr, The Purposc of the Church and Its Ministry,
pp. 112f; Christ and Culture, p. x1d; THe Meaninag of Revelation,
p. 8; Radical Monotheism, p. 12, 32-33; "laith 1n Gods and
in God,n p. 116. .
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&y
in the world as persons, that i?, they have experience of

"radtive, free, trustworthy initi#tion of -dialoque, ‘the

v

experience of God as a person, %nlike other experiences,

totallv integrates the existence of the self and all

A ~

v

existences surrounding'it. ‘ ' .
But, unlike Barth's positioﬂ,‘the possibility of
knowledge of God as a person, thouéh essentially-connected
with Jesus as far as Christianity‘is concerned, wa§ not,
in Niebuhr's view; necessarily confined to one event in
hisEPry. Moreover,. Niebuhr insisted that the theoldg§
of the Church can‘only think and speak of God as he relates
himself to the Church and not as he exists in and of
himself.l This does not necessarily involve the denial
that God is in se a person but only';he‘rejoction of
reflection on God in his asoity.as a proper theological ,
task of the church.2 In other words, God is known in the
church as one who‘emerges_in its history as a peison and
witﬁin the cohtext‘of theit concretely experienced relationship
iﬁitiated'by God, "the church thinks -and speaks about ‘him.
Niebuhr did not ‘seem to intoné that thinki?g-and speaking
about God outside of that context ought.to be considered

“

—

lﬁicbuhr, The Purpose of the Church and Itﬁykynist:y,
p..-112. - . ' N

2In Radical Monotheism, Niebuhr wrote, "To be sure
theré are philosopners wno develop a thcory of God without
reference t6 faith, but the relation of ‘their metaphysics
or ontologles to the theologies of faith remains’the
subject of many discussions." (p.'12)

.
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meaningless or improper but.rather his intention appecars

to have been one of more clearly distinguishing bétwecn
reasoning as reflection inp faith<ind reasoning in someé
oth;f contexﬁ.. For-Nlcbth} reasoning ig fai meant
reflcc‘.tion on.God as he becomes known by conc:‘!ely

.

confronting man and eliciting trust in and loyalty toward
* -~

him. Such confrontation and responfé is radically personal,
thaf is not to say private ‘but rathér as a relation between
persong.‘ But'ih:Nﬁébuhr“é wérks it becdg;s clear that the
reasoning that ariﬁes in the event of God's self-revealirg
action ané man's response fn faiéh begins with the formation
of.a bagic concept of the object eliciting faith as a free
act of faithful being iniélating:dialogue. As a concept
emerging.yifh faith Niebuhr understbod-it;as a fationél \
.representation of agrealléy thét integraces but’at the same
time transfogms the total iifé of the'ﬁuman.self so thét

2\
while the reldtivities of its historical existecnce are

P

brought toéether‘as a' meaningful whole,  that yﬁiehbdid SO
‘requires the self in itg reasoning to develop that wholenéss
Qith respeét to cach and every relative being...a task |
Niebuhr saw to laét beyond any one lifctime and ultimately
to be cdmplctcd pn}y by GOd.L for Christianity this’

L P : : .
integration and transformation was begun and continues to

take place by virtue of the concrete action of God in Jésus,

lNicbuhr, The Meaning of Revelation,. p. ix; also The
Kingdom of God in America, p. Xv. .
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“

Christians possess

«

the illuminating center of its history.
the memory of Jesus but what happens to them through that

memory is happening continuously, namely, God makes himself

~

known as the self-same independent act of faithful being

initiating dialogue with them,
'
The major thrust of Niebuhr's proposal, therefore, was

* Ll

to combine thé knowledge of the radical historicity of
human existence, that is, its inescapable.felativity, and

the knowledge of God as the absolute, soverecign source of

existence in the manner that revelation scems to demand.

Barthian and. Troeltschean Dimensions Modified.
\i and Barth, revelation

Aa.
1. Barth. For both Niebu
meant that, emercence of God- as alperson in human history.

& .
Niebuhr agrced with the Barthian emphasis on the primacy of
1]
’ .
God initiating in absolute’freedom the knowlédge of himself
as the sovereign One who rules over the world as its creator;

But he also agreed with Troel tsch

-
~

governor and redeemer.
that theological reflection nceded to include. the historical

relativism that permeates modern awareness so that thinking

* [
and speaking of God must consciously attend to the

’

libid., p. 177.
James Gustafson indicated that Niebuhr developed his
The

2
ethics according to this threefold distinction.
Responsible Self, Introduction, p. 30f.

i
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particularity of standpoint in time and.space. Therefore,
with respect to Barth, ﬁiebuhr considered the eﬁphas;s cn‘
Christ as‘the_sple source of knowledge of God to be too'
exclusivistic and, in the end, unsuccessful because of °
man's inability to avoid the use 6% other eymbols even in
order to interpret the meaning of Jcésus Christ.l Morcover,

+

Niebuhr thought that the God-centeredness of Barthian N
theology haq become an over-correction of the ﬁan—ccnteredness
that had come to characterize Protestant theology after
Schleicrmacher.%"while Niebuhr's approach clearly indicated
the centrality of Jesus in the Christian's knowledge of God
and was a con51stently theo centrlc approach it insisted

on malntalnlng the relativity connected with the event of
Jesus and the relatlonal azjzct/of God s self-revealing,

that 1s, the knowledge of "in Jesus involves knowledge

-

3
of God in relatlon to man and.man in relation to God. Foxr

Niebuhr this meant -that theology was reflection on God as he

reveals himself to man and therefore both the absolute and-
the relative, the divine and the human, are held togﬁther

: : : : : 7

in the reasoning that arises in faith. The concept that

such reasoning is based upon is the ‘concept of personhood,

1Niebuhx, Thé Reswvonsible Self, p. 158. «

2Nicbuhr, “Religious Realism in the Twentieth Gentury,"
in Rollq1ou° Rcallsm, pp. 413- 428.

3Nlcbuhr, gprxs and Culture, pp. 28-39; also The Purpose
of the Church and Its Manistry, pp. 112-113.
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for in Jesus is revealed the divine as-a free, faitbful

act initiating dialogue with men; that is, as a person.
Barth's works, as }t was pointed out earlier, indicate

that his concept of God included the components we have

discovered in Niebuhr's conéept, and in that respect at

least, they seem to have been in agreement. But it

appears that, in Niebuhr's view, Barth's reasoning carried

itself beyond the concrete context of the faiEh relation
b1

‘and to that extent seemed, on the one hand, an effort to

~

grasp the essence of God in his aseity and, on the other,

a search for apologetic principlé%, that is, epiéﬁemological
grounds, to défend Christian knowledgg‘of God as "right
teaching, right doctrine," and Christian fé}th as fides,

as assont.”l For Niebuhr theology meant reflectioen on the

"content of knowledge given in faith as trust and loyalty

which has for its object God relating to man, or, in other‘
wogds, refleéﬁion on "personal re;ations.“2 The knowledge
that God is a person is a consistent and continuous
undcrstanding of God gut it 1s not complete og conclusive.
The constants that Niebuhr's writings show to have becen

the essential ingredients of his conéeptbof God bear this

4

out. Wwhile God'is conceived as a person through the

lNicbuhr,'"ReformaLion: Continuing Imperative,” p. 250;
also Hoedemaker, op.-cit., pp. 128-131, and Frei, op. cit.,
pp. 86-87,.

2Niobuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 250.
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experience of his self-revelatio ,thé.very content of

that concept is such that the kigwg: knows - the known

only insofar as he attends to—the latter as presené in
every concrete situation. God and faith hold close
together. Faith is confidence that God is present in

every event, that every event is Ebd acting. Such
confidence is a gift, it is a miracle, and its presence

in human history is inescapable.l But,' as Niebuhr strongly
emphasized, its intellectualkaﬁd moral consequences are
such that until all particular, rélative beings are included
in the knowing and:loving response of man to God, the
latter, although known to pe tﬁe’person who confronts man
in the ményness of his worldly existence, is not yet

fully known and cannot yet be conceived or expressed in

téTms of who he is in and of himself.

2. Troeltsch. As we have already pointed out in the-
preceding. chapters, it was primarily from ‘Troel tsch that

Niebuhr lecarned to accept historical relativism and to

1Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, p. 25%; and “"Faith in
Gods and in Gogd,".p. 125. The thinking exprcﬁ@ed in
thesc works shows a definite Edwardscan-influence.”
Hoedemaker suggests that this along with Spinosistic
'ways of thinking have to find a way of balancing with
Barthian particularism, i.e., .centering our knowledge

of God, man and world "in the Christ-cvent. Hoedemaker,
op. cit., pp. 153-165. '
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see the problem this bosed for éﬂristian theology insofar
as the latter persisted in attempting to defend its view
és a superior interpretation,of reality in the light d}
revealed knowledge of the absclgte.l Niebuhr sought to
explain the relation between the revealed knowledge of the
absolute and the natural knowledge of the relativity of

°

man and his world not in terms of philosophical a priéris,‘y
as did Troeltsch, but rather in terms of the véry content )
invoived in the knowledge of God given in revelation.

Those constants that constitute the conceptual content of
God as a person demand of theology the same attentiveness

to the relativity of the particular in which the universal
makes. itself kn&wn as that demanded gf modern thought .

enlightened by advances in many other fields of inguiry,

g . . . 2
such as the natural sciences, sociology and history. When
» Q 0

«

lNiebuhr, “Ernst Trocltsch's Philosophy of Religion,™

pp. 94-97.

2Niebuhr, The Mecanaing of Revelation, pp. 7-22. Niebuhr
shared Troeltsch's concern to overcome- the skepticism that
appecars as a result of heirghtened awarencss of the.rca ativity
of existence.., (See Niebubr, "Ernst Trocltsch's Philosophy
of Religion," pp. 96f.) In The Mcaning of Revelation,
Radical Monotheism, and The Resvonsible Selt, Nicbuhr clearly -
intended to afrirm that the mecaning and value of existcence
in relativity is gaven in the knowledge of faith, which is
knowledge of person. While both saw the Infinite as
manifest in the finite, the universal revealing itself in

the particular, Troeltsch's basis was a metaphysical principle -

of participation, 1.c., the finite spirits in the Infinite,
and Niebuhr's. basis was the concrete experience of relation
between the self-revealing person, God, and the responsive

person, man. llocdemaker sees th ifference as that of
*Nicbuhr's theocentric-anthrop against
Trocltsch'g rather neutral ¢ iversad and the

papticular. Yloedemaker, op.lcit.,
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the latter become known as the action of a free, faithful
being initiating dialogue with men

all relative beings may be reccived at

his hands for nurture and understanding.
Understanding is not automatically given

with faith; faith makes possible and

demands the labor of the intellect that
it may understand.

Thus, while Niebuhr sid%d with orthodoxy and the
Barthian emphasis on the primacy of God in bringing about
knowledgg, of himself, he also maintained with the liberal
tradition, as represented by Tréeltsch, that the
relativities of ;oncrete historical existence are an
essential part of that knowledge. That such is‘the case
is argued by Niebuhr not on the’basis of a metaphvsical
doctrine of participation but rather on the basis of the
concrete esxpericence of confronting the iast power as a
person. Thé resulting concept is a dynamic and
transforming one that resists systematization.

sFor Troeltgch there seemed to exist the possibility
of a system of philosophy within the framework of which’a
particular feligion such ag Christianity could express the
, knbwlcdg% of God given in its history. Bﬁt, as Niebuhr

-

saw it, the system implicit in Troeltsch's thought, which

\ e

\\\ ixfalth in Gods and in God, " p. 125-126. Nicbuhr

209

indicates that the question of supecriority of such knowledge
1s drrelgvant since a permanent revolution of mind and heart
opening out into infinitely new possibilities takes placc...

gratitude, not boasting, 1s in order.

1
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rested on the idea of western civilization as an organic

whole whose unity was rooted in the identity of finite

spirits with the infinite spirit, was a system in which
3

religion and culj} re caught up in a continuous compromise

with respect- to.Nheir claims on human loyalty. By viewing

religion cultufally; e, by taking the hist&rical and
sociological approach, Troeltsch's system was a philosophy
of relativism. By.viewing culture religiously, ‘1.e., in
terms of the metaphyvsical and ethical principles of
participation and obligation, the system was a philosophy
of the absolute. The result; as Niebuhr stated it, is a
"philosophy of the relativel§ absolute” which, in the
final analysis, Niebuhr saw 3s é "philpsophy of compfomise."
The uﬁrcsolved tension between the religious and cultural
perspectives and the referconce to a resolution of that
tension in a life that lies beyvond history caused Niebuhr
to place Troeltsch gﬁong those who conceivodothenrclaticn
between Christ and Culture as a relation of paradox.

.Fpr Niebuhr that knowledge!of God given in history is,
indeed, knowledge of the absolute but‘only because it
occurs in the concrete presence of the absolute. Because
it is knowledge gained in the cénéext of relation to the

absolute the knower understands and accepts his own .

relativity precisely in terms of the absolute onencss before

Y

lNicbuhr, Christ and Culture, pp. 181-183; also "Ernst
Troeltsch's Philosophy of Religion," pp. 32, 89-91, 270.
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him. And this latter point is the_main issue in
determining the manncr in which Niebuhr conceived of his
correction of Troeltsch,

e

Whereas Troeltsch sought to ground theology in a
philosophy of rcligion,l constructed on the basis of
& priori principles which were aiscovered in higtorical,
epistemological and metaphysical analyscs, Niogéhr clearly
held the position that theoloygy had as its own proper
groﬁnd the concrete experience of the absolute confronting
the believer in faith. A theology that is grounded ‘in this

experience does not begin with a theory about being, or

thought, or history, or value.2 Rather, thecibgy begins

'd
re

with faith and for Niebuhr this meant the concrete
existential setting of confrqﬁtation by the divine person
and response by the human person.

Though the concept emerging from this situation can be
fqrmall§ exprrssed in terms of act, freedom, faithfulness
and dialogue, (as was sugdested in the -preceding chapter),

these components arc subject to a continuous development,

dNiebuhr, "Frnst Troeltsch's hilosophy of Réligion,™ ™
p. 86.° .
2, . . .
Niebuhr, Radical Monotheigf, pp. 32-33; also "Faith
in Gods and 1in God," pp. 1lldi, and Chrast and <€ul ture,
pp. 234Ff. '“
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in the concreteness of daily life wherein the reality which
gives rise to their coﬁception is present. It ig, finally,
faith that defines for ud the content involved in the
knowledge of Gad as the self-revealing One discovered
behind, in, and through the manyness of life. Faith is
given, it is a gift. But in each case it is particular
faith and it is given under particular circumstances,
that is, to individuals in an historical cbmmunity.l Its
"giveness" simply means that an event has happened, an
action has occurred, an experience has taken place, or, as

L]

Niebuhr put it; the "great surd enters...is simply there,"

hd tor

and once it happens "...there is no way of getting‘rid of

. L . . 2 . ) .
it. It is in OQEk:E:an history." On the basis of this
"event men reason, amd what this amounts to is reasoning

out of the exper:ence of a "demqnglration to selves ol
faithful, truthful being."3 It is ‘reasoning as an effort
"to understand on the part of selves who ar¢ deciding how
to act in fesponse to action updn thom..."4 "The content

of such reasoning, then, involves the awareness 6f faithful

activity, simply there, independent of odr actions, and

L <

lNicbuhr, The Mcahina of Revelation, p. 37f.:

2Nicbuhr; Christ and Culture, pp. 254-255, and “"Faith
in Gods and in God,: p. 125. ° :

3Nicbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 46.
4

Ibid., pp. 47-48,

.

L/
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inviting our responséi Whiyg for Christians the content
of such reasoning is given as that'which is present in
Jesus Cﬁrisé this does not preclude the possibility of it
being givcﬁvin another way. Niebuhr understood tgis
opénness to other possibilities not on the basis of a

.

metaphysical doctrine, such as Troeltsch's, but rather on
the\basislof the content involved in the concrete event of
the pafticulérﬁ?ise of fai&h among Christians themselves.
For this fdith éonéis;é of the radical confidence that
behind, in, and through all tle manyhess in which we live
and which we know we are ‘confronted by and we fespond to
‘a oneness wﬁo acts, .acts freely, is faithful and invites
dialogue. Sucg confidence prohibits the notion that its |
-opject[is conf;ned_td only one event in history. It is

the confidence given in one event, i.e., Jesus Chrisec,

. 3
.

that the being who 1s present in all events is the self-

»

same person.
Therefore, Christaian theology- does not reason on the

baéis of its consis tency or compatlblllty with A philosophical

-

system built upon the loglcal dﬁvelopmcnt of a religious
or ethical a priori but rather on the basis of a concrete
awarcness of a person who 1is cxpcr1cnccd as. a contlnulng

and at the same¢ time, unlquo presence. . Reasonlng faith, *

e« ®

Niebuhr wrote, "looks for the’ prcscncc of one falthful

perscon in the multlpllc1ty of events that happen to the self

€

. . . 1 . .
and learns to say 'Therc he is again'." Each rediscovering

lNibbuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 47. 0
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of‘God's presence invoives the experience of newness and
yet also a confirmation that the new is one and the same
with that which was experienced of old. Such is ghe
"miracle” of faith whicH Jesus elicits from those who meet
him in their history. The miraculousmsss of faith lies
precisely in the fact that God becomes known as a person.

How is it possible to rely on God as
inconguerably loving and redeeming, to have
confidence in him as purposive person-working
towards the glorification of his creation and
of himself in his works, to say tp the great
"It": "Our Father who art in heaven"--this
remains the miraculous gift. So far as I
-could see and can now see that miracle has
been wrought amecng us by and through Jesus
" Christ. I do not have the evidence which
allows me to say that the miracle of faith
~in God is worked only by Jesus Christ and
. . . . 4
that it is never given to men outside the
sphere of his working, theough I may say that
where I note its prescnce I posit the 1
presence also of something like Jesus Christ.

\

B. Summary of the Al ternative.

As ‘an altergﬁtivc approach for thecology Ni?buhr proposed
a systematic dévelopment and critique of reasoning.that begins
with the condrete experience of God as a person. For Nicbuhf
-to reaéon from faith meant ﬁrgg%gely the reflectch'activity
that follows upon the confrontation of man by the oqé who

elicits a response of trust and loyalty. The miracle of
. &

faith is simply the transformation of man's natural distrust

-

lNiebuhr, "Reformation: Continuing Imperative," p. 249.
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My
of his ultimate environment to a confidence in it made
possible by its demonstration of faithfulness. For
Christians the event,of Jesus is the occasion in which
this miracle occurs and thercforc Christian theology v
involves the memory and image of Jesus. But it was
Niebhuhr's constant concern to show that the reality which
is made known in and through Jesus is one that cannot be
confined to oné moment in history or held in static
possession by human imagigation.' The reality which is

present to faith is a person and the reasoning that

follows upon ‘such a presence pursues a course that resists

"static representation. The failures that have marred

Christian thought were, in ?iebqbr‘s view, .fallures to
adhere to the fundamen;aiﬁprinciplc of reasoning in faith
whicﬁ, for him, meant thinking and speakiﬁg in terms of
gelves, Or persons. This was the key to his attempt at
providing an altdrnative approach for theology which would
overcome the apparent.conflict bétween interests of
liberalism and erthodoxy represented by Troeltsch and Bafth
respectivcly.< By focusing on the concept of éérsonhood
that arises from the faith cprrience-thoology i; able to -
articulate the fundamental undecrstanding of the relation
between thé absélute and the rclatiyc, thé'divine'and the
human, the other;worldly and the this-worldly, which that
expcfionce conveys. The content of the éoncept of |
personhood, impliclt'in Niebuhr's w}itings and brought
foreword in the preceding chapter,Ais consistent with

T
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.

Niebuhr‘g{firm adherence to the radical monotheistic
tradition which claims knowledge of the Absolute, and the
acceptance of the radically historical character of human

{ o
existence which requires man to acknowledge the.relativity
of his though;}and speech about the absolute. Niebuhr's
own appellation for the approach he proposed was
"Confessionalism." Because we cannot escape our.historicity
and the relativity of our faith we must procced, according
to Niebuhr, "by stating\ip simple confessional form what‘
has happened to us in our cohmﬁnity, how we came ;o believe,
how we reason about things and what we see,from our point
of view."l" This is necessary hot onl&tbecause'of our ;
heightened avareness 5f rgldﬁivity gained through natural
reason buthalso because of "other conciderations" which
develop directly out of the awareness .given in ‘confrdntation
by the absolute.2 The "very essence of that revelatory - .
event, the -discovery of the ;deity of God" which was clearly,
for Niebuhr, the discovery of the divine ggiéerson, invoivesb
us in the confessional form of thinking and speaking. .It

. v

-

requires us to think and speak in terms of an objective
reality whose presence is such that it is recognized as’
the ever-active, ever-free,. ever-faithful, ever-inviting-to-

respond: being in and behind the manyness of our world. Until

-

lNiebuhr, The Mcaning of Rcvolhtiod,‘p. 41

21pbid., pp. 41-42.°

~
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that manifold world which circumscribes us has been
exhausted our grasp of the divine is incomplete and our
expression must take the form of confession, the primary ) p
utterance of which is the personal,.direct address--"Thou
rart my God." To say to otﬁeré wha® this means involves
the formulation of the concept of personhood as ig arises
in'thap moment of self—preéentation of the divine%v It .

is clear that, for Niebuhr, the concept as it arises is

“

seen to be a composition of dynamic elements which, while
they are constant in their reference to the divine, are
continuousiy expanding and deepening in their meaning.

It has been our purpose in this dissertatéon to show
what the content of Niebuhr's concept of personhood was
and how this serves in undcrstanding-his theological méthod.
His contribution to thecology is seen by this writer as
most clearly represented iﬁ,te;ms of the significance he
placed upon the personalist dimension of faith. Although
his works do not presont'us with a clearly formulatgd system

.

they illuminate what he considered to be the systematic key

for theology. What that systematié ghought-is has been

indicated. It is the idea that radicai monotheistic faith

is rooted in the experience of God as an active, freey,

- faithful Being inviting man to genuinc diaioguc. To a

' large extent the second half of Niebuhr's ca;cer'shows‘a

consdstent aﬁplication of that idea to a variety of thq9¥6§§¢ql
concerns wﬁich, in onc way or another, were connected @ith what<w~‘h\x
he considered a most.important tdsk to be accbmplishcd by <
present day'kheoloqians—fto combine the chi9f,intcrost§ of

Ernst Troecltsch and Karl Barth.
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© C. The Mternative in a Contcmpofary context.

Niebuhr's personalistic confessionalism may have

special significance for a line of thought that has been
. .
developing in recent years within both the Roman Catholic
and the Protestant Christian traditions. During the
fifteen years Linco Nicbuhr's death there has been consider-
able dialogue between represcntatives of these traditions
regarding the question of approaching the problem of
knowledge of God through analysis of the human subject.
/ <

Commenting on the similarities that appear in the approaches
of two outstanding thinkers, Karl Rahner (Roman Catholic)
and Schubert Ogden (Protestant), one author pointed out
that both

are one in insisting that one must, for good

reasons, begin with thg human subject. In

other words, whatever eclse they concelive

theology to.be, ‘they both’ insist that theology

to be rightly understood must be seen as the,

self-reflexive and thematic.expression of faith .

that has its original and proper locus in man's

ownl’ mode Of existential self-understanding,

While an analysis of the expressions of such thinking.rebeals

the common commitment to bedgin with man i1t adso’ shows that

1Robertspn, John C., Jr., "Rahner and Ogden: Man's “
Knowledge of God," in Harvard Theological Revicew; Vol. 63
(1970), p. 379. 1In this article and a later one, the .
author’ summarizes quite well the general climate of thought, -
the similarities and the diffefences, and the-possibilities
for -a fruitful exchanye bhetween some thinkers*who follow the
post-Cartesian and Kantian " turn to the subject" within their
respective- Christian traditiens. Sec also Robertson, "Tillich's
Two Types and the Transcendental Method, " in The Journal of
Religaon, Vol. 55, 2 "(April 1975), pp. 199-219. Other rccent .
publications indicate the nature of the issues raised in such
dialogque; for example, the cexchanges between Loncergan and his
critics, both Catholic and Protestant, in Foundations of
Theoloay, edited by Phalip McShane (Dublin: Gill and
Macmlllgn, 1971). .




‘this approaéh equally insists upon the possibility and
necessity of theology to speak about God as well as man.l
This latter insistance rests upon the\results of analyzing
ordinary human cognition and moral expefience which shows
that in goth instances the knowledge of Goa is a co-
awareness accompanying seli-knowledge. The affirmation
of God is the background g"horizon"--~Rahner; "reality"--
Ogden) w@ich makes it possible to affirm that anything at
all is intelligible, valuable, real.2 -

It is not possible to include within the scope of
this dissertation a detailed presentation of the proceéé
of .reasoning which leads to the positions expressed above,
but it is possible to indicate the relevance of Niebuhr's
thought to them in terms of the basic starting point-and '
.the final reéults;of their approach as compared to his.
The positiond of Rahner and Ogden reflect the iine of
thinking wikhjn their respective traditions that
recognizes the dqcisivé impértance of a philosophical
*foundétion for theology if the latter is to fulfill its.

task in developing reflective undcrstanding of faith.3

~t

lRobertson, "Rahner and Ogden, " p. 390.

21bid., p. 391. .,

. 3sce S&hubert Ogden's contripution, {'The Task of
Philosophical Theology," in The Futurcof Philosophical
Theoloay, pp. 55-84, and Karl Rahner, Theological
Investigations, vol. 13, translated by David Bourke,
(New York: Scabury Press, 1975), pp. 61>99.
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As yet another thinker connected with this approach put it

Its function is to adverkt- %o the fact that
‘theologies are produced by theologians, that
theologians have minds and use them, that their
®oing so should not be ignored or passed over
but explicitly acknoWvledged in itself and in -
its implications.

To continue with the direction of thought of the above
statement by Bernard ﬂgnergan, the basic idea being
developed among wha£ appears to be an increasingly larger
number of Christian thinkers today is that the human
subjeét can appropriate its conscious activity of
éxperiencing, understanding, judging, and deciding, and
in so doing, "add considerable light And precision to the
pefformance of theological tQSkS-‘:" This heightening of
one's qonsciousnesé, according to_Lonergqn,

‘brings to light our conscious and intentional

operations and thereby lecads to answers to

threer basic questions. What am I doing when

I am knowing? Why is doing that khowing? What

do I know when I do - it?2 '
The answers ‘to those questioh§ are, re§pgctively, a
cognitiqnal‘theory, an epistemology, and a metaphysics
yhicﬁ supply what Lonergan calls the baéic-anthropological
component for thecological method.

.

What the arguments set forth by these thinkers amount

to is an attempt to demonstrate that God is the first

lnonergan, Bernard J. F., Mcthod in Theology (New York:
"Herder and Herder, 1972), p. 25. '

21pbid., p. 25.
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principle of all our knowledge anqﬂgggt this foundational
‘insight is gained by virtue of the human subject's own
ability to appropriate its activities as & reasoning and
valuing being.l AThe relationship between this natural
knowledge of God ;nd the knowledge of Géd given in

revelaéion is seen as one of unthematic, implicit and

general knowledge in relation to thematic, explicit and
special knowledge, or the relation between basic
‘existential faith and specifically Christian faith.2
Thu; theology is viewed as having two sourceés from which
it derives its method or, as Lonergan put it, a basic
anthropological component and a specifically religious
component.3

In other words theological method is arrived at as
follows:’ ‘

The self—apprOprlatlon of one's own 1nLollectual

and rational seclf-consciousness begins as

cognitional theory, expands into a metaphysics

and an ethics, mounts to a conception and an

affirpation of God,.only to be confronted with

a problem of evil' that demands the transformation

of self~relian& intelligence into an intellectus
quacmns fidem.

lSce.RobcrEson, "Rahner and Ogden, " pp." 394f.

2See Ogden, op. c1t.,pp- 76f; also Rahner, Hearers of
the Word, translated by Michael Richards, (New York: Herder
and Herder,- 1969), pp. 111f.,

3

Lonergan, op.-cit., ?f 25.

4Lonergan,. ight: A Study of Human Understanding,
(New York: Loncmans, Green, and Co., 1958), p. 731. For an .
1llumlnatlng criticism of Lonecrgan's approach sce Schubert
Ogden, "Lonergan and the subjectivist.principle," in Language,
«Truth ar.! Meaning, edited by Philip McShane, (Notre Dame:
Univers . 'y or Notre Dame Press, 1972), pp. 218-235.

<
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At the highest level-.-of this self-transcending process

there occurs religious experience which is the ekperience -

of God's love; it is the event in which .the human subject's
capacity for self-transcendence is filled, when the '
specificﬁlly religious éomponent is introduced, i.e., the
dynamism of God's love, and all human knowing and valuing
is transformgd. Faith 1is thé knowledge born of such
experienced love. In this view, théblpgy becomes
reflection aé the level of transcendenc? wherein the human

subject has experienced and responded to God's l_ove.1 Oon

this last point there secms little reason to doubt that

Niebuhr would have agrgedf As for the syétematic grounding
of this theology in an ontology or epistecmology based on
the conscious appropriation of one's own rational and
existentiél sclfhood in which God is co-affirmed along

witg the self it is likely that Niebuhr would have resisted
such an approach. 1In other words, there is a basic
disagrcement between Niebuhr's thought and those in the

line of thought outlined above and that differcnce, it

L]

seems to the present writer, is precisely on the matter of

A

the anthiopological component in theology. Implicit in
the statement that htheology finds its- basis in the existential
self-understanding of the human subject" is the idea that the

-

human self upon which we reflect in theology is the self

lLoncrgan, Mcthod in Theoloqgy, pp. 104,115, 130.
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that is known as "the central datum of metaphysical
speculation."i It is this self (as well as the God
co-known with this self) that is, as it weré, carried
over into theology and serves as a key for conducting
the reflective process.which lcads to the conceptual LIV
formulation of the content of faith. Christian theology )
is seen, then, as reflection upon-self and God as they are
apprehended in the situation of concréte historical “
encounter, the normative instance being Jesus Christ.

But it seems that the emphasis on the normative character
of the Christ event is, in this approach, expressed in
terms of *its being the explicit, thematic and specific
re-presentation of the self and God known implicitly
unthématically and genecrally beforehand.

While there is some element of'this in Nicbuhr's own

approach therc scems to be a far greater emphasis on the

transformative character of the Christ event and, as the

preceding sections of this dissertation demonstrate, the
key to his theolégical method is not the existential
sélf~understanding of the human subject apprchended as
the central datum oflmctaphysical speculation, but rather
a concept of divine and human personhood the content of
which is such that all prior thought aﬁout existence és
person is subject to radical,- permanent revolution. 1In
other words, the relation between the knowledge of the self

in rclagion'to God conceived outside of the context of

2

lRobertson, "Rahner and Ogden, " pp. 380-389.
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Christian revelation to the knowlédge gained within that
context was regarded by Niebuhr nét so much in terms of

the difference between implicit and gencral and explicit
and special as the difference between an old development’
and a ﬁpw boginnxqg, gn expectation and a fulfillment of

it in another manner than expected--cven a putting of that
expectation to shame. It'was for Niebuhr, finally, neither
a development nor an elimination of our former knowledge,
hut its "conversion and permancnt revolution."l The
anthropélogical component in Niebuhr's approach is the

human(subject as he lives not before or after but in the

midst of a great revolution; it is the self as transformed

in its thinking and valuing, in its total life.

This is not to suggest that the other line of thowht
fails to recognize, or even to some extént emphasize, the
transformat}vc character of God's self-manifestation in
the Christ event: Rather our purpose has becen to show
thﬁt,‘in Nicbuhr's view, this'dimension was the ultimately
detcrminatiyo principle for thcology and that which radically
distinguished it from all other kinds of thought about Géd,
the self and the world. One might say, then, that for -
Nicbuhr, the anthropological componcné was so. taken up

into the religious component in Christian theology that

any attempt to ground it in a philosophia pcrennis or a

chastened Idecalism in order to shgw that thcology‘can and

lNiebuhr, The Mcaning of Revelation, pp. 182f.
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must speak aboué God as well as man would seem, in
" Niebuhr's terms, at least, to suggest the defensive,
apolpgetic tendency which he considered contrary to the
very essence of the Christian tradition.l
As the emergcnce of God in our history as a person
»jrevelation means the radical transformation of our own
self-understanding as it is caught up in the person who
creates the self, and, therefore, in atte&pting to say how -

this knowledge' of God relates to our other knowledge of God

. "

we are also involbod in attempting to say how our self-
understanding before the self-revealing God is related'to
our other self—undcrstanding.2 This whole complex of
understanding self and God before and after éevelation with -
reference to Nicbuhr's appf&gch and the other line of thought
undey discussion serves to underscore the basic difference
between them, namely, that the latter is primarily concerned
to show that a2 sound theology is dependent in a way upon
philosophical foundatiéns and the former was gctermined to
show that a theology consistent with the rcvolatioﬁ ofuthd
one whom Jesus éalled fFéghor" was radically independent
of philosophy, resolutely confessional and thoroughly

S
personalistic. _ . , . ' *

Py

liiow the anthropological orientation shared, for example,
by Rahner and 0Ogden works toward a philosophical grounding of
theology is outlined by Robertson. Cf. op. cit., pp. 390f.
Niebuhr's concern about defensiveness in theology 1s a constant
theme in his works. See for example, The Mcaning of Revelation,
pp. viii, 22f, 177f.

2Nicbuhr; The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 173f, and
Radical Monotheism, pp. 47f.




Y

226
The preceding paragraphs give ‘only a general -and

introductory notion of but one movement of thought currently
developing among Christian thinkers and only briefly touches
upon what may well be the most basic issug that emerges out

of any attempt to determine the significance of Niebuhr's

alternative in-such a contemporary context. In spite of’its

_gencrality and brevity, the discussion does indicate quite

clearly that because his fundamental conviétion that the
cornersitone of Christian faith was the revelation of God as
a person, the Xey concept for.Niebuhr's theoiogy was the concept

of personhood as- it arises from faith. It is precisely this

el

”

latter emphasis which. causes him to say of theology

It must develop its own methods in view of the
situation in which it works and of the object with
which it deals, without becoming the vassal of )
methodologies developéd by rational inquiries ’ ,
directed toward ocher objects and existing in .
connection with other nonrational activities of

men besXdes faith. Nelther queen nor vassal

among such inguiriés, i1t must pursue its own way

in the service of the God of faith and of his

servants. That way, though independent, cannot

be the way of isolation, unless the theology in
question be concerned with some constricted,

devisive faith, directed toward a little god, '

toward one among many objects of human devotion

rather than with the faith that is dairected

toward the One bevond the many, in whom the

many are one.l

As our entire argument up to this point has tried to
show, Niebuhr's alternative for theology--a personalistic
confegssionalism—--was offered as a solution to the conflict

between two main lines of thought represented by Troeltsch

and Barth. As in the casc of applying his thought to their

lyiebuhr, Radical Monotheism, pp. 15-16.

H
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» chief interests so in the case of applying it to those
committed to beginning with the human subject the central
issue remains, from a Niebuhrian poinf of 'view: How can °

Christian theology avoid-defensiveness in its service

of the God of faith and of his servants?\ It wqpld not
. [A

-~

seem possible tg do so and.af the sameFEimé insist, as

does Ogden; thgg:theolegy_mﬁst presuppoée as a necessary

condition for fulfilling its task an indépondént theistic
- metaphysics, or, as -Rahner é%d Lonergan, a basic hériéon,

or "position," grasped by the self-affirming self-as-

.

knower, expanding to 4 metaphysic$ ahd an ethics, and
mounting to a conception and aﬁfifmation of God. Even

though this line of thought is characterized as a system
. " . . . PR M -

by its openness it would seem that for it to speak of the

relation ef natural knowledce of God and revealed

.

knowledge of God as a relation of the genefal‘to the
. special, of the unthematic to the thematid, is to imply a

LS

bond Hetween the philosgphical and the theological
expression strong enough to suggest grounds for defensiveness.

For Niebuhr, finally, Christian thecology is revelation

theology and rcvelatioq,‘as he understood it, turns against

the self that would defend itself...cven should it try to

prové‘ftsclﬁ superior to philosophy.1 As the emergence of
& . .. .t .

God as an active,, frece, faithful being init;aging dialogue,

-
A

revelation i1s an event that happens over and over again,

L

.

lNiepuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, p. 176.

. -

E}
[y
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‘and what happens cannot be possessed, only confessed, and
though we may use words that appear to have common meaning
and appear to point to something common in our experience
.as humans, the relation between those common elements
and the reality of which we spcak is a relation of radical

and permanent transformation.

¢



CHAPTER FIVE

.~  SOME CRITICS AND A CONCLUSION
§§ raising to'prominencé tﬁe elements that appeared in
his writings.as the basic components of his concept of
persophood:it seems to the present writer that one can gain
a better understanding of precisely how Niébuhr thought it
was possible éo accomplish the -task of combining the
interests of Troeltsch and Barth. Others have examined
Niebuhr's thought and questi?ned or commecnted on the degree
of success or failure suggested by his approach.l Thev have
not, to this writexr's knowiedg? at least, brought forward in
their assessment of Niebuhr's tﬁeoloqic;l method the implicit
coritent of his concept of personhood. "It scems appropriate,
thcrefqre, to examine some of the questions raisedlby other
wriéers regarding this matter and to determine whether the
approach taken in this dissertation might ﬁelp inyanswering
those questions.

Hans Frel suggested that while Niebuhr sought to

express the content of Christian knowledge of God by means

ﬁ? lHans Frel, in Faith and Bthics, op. cit., pp. 64, 83f,

'lﬁ?f; L. Hoedemaker, on. cit., pp. 79£T~129f; Fritz Buri, How

Can We, Still Speak Resnonsaibly of God, Fortress Press: Phila.,
(1968); J. B. Cobb, Jdr., Living Options in Protestant -Theologv,
Westminister.Press: Phila., (1962), pp. 285-300. Sidney

.Ahlstrom, as we have noted above (p. 66), considered the

Troel tsch~Barth polarity scheme inadequate for interpreting

Niebuhr although he admits that both thinkers strongly influenced
the latter. Sce "H. Richard Niebuhr's Place an American Thought, "
in Christianity and Crasis, XXIII (November 25, 1963), pp. 213-217.°

229
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b
of the concept of personhood he vacillated between "a dualism
which can give no specific content except ‘confrontation' to
the concept and a relationalism that makes the content of
the idea anth;répomorphic."1 Niebuhr was viewed by Frei,
at the time the lattef made the above statement, as having
shared both Barth's and Troeltsch's concern to overcome the
liberalism of‘nineteegth ce§;ury thought which had become
excessively manfcentered. Frei questioned whether Ni%buhr
provided any more than a hint as to what the positive
content of the concept of God mi;ht be in an approach that
was at the same time theocentric and relativistic.2 The
hint, or clue, which Frei found in &iebuhr's thought was
in a context which concorhed the possibility of apprenending
the personhood of Jesus.
In what he called an “isolated momont“Qin his tochnical
theological w;iting Freél pointed to Niebuhr's suggestion
that an inadecuate, thouch no lesé truly indicative, ‘

interprctation of the essence of Jesus's personhood could

C - T ‘ . 3
be giverr 1n terms of an analysis of Jesus's moral activity.

lprei, op. ¢it., p. 102. Frei indicates that Nicbuhr's
apparent ambivalence was due to his concern for the concrete-
ness of thought which he found lacking in Barth and Tillich,
for example.’ Barth's emphasis on the knowledge of God as

) knowlcdge of this particular person was an abstraction beyond

the concrete divine-human relacvion and Tillich's separation
of the being of God from his personhood “submerges the
existential nature .of this relgtion..." (p. 103)

21bid., pp. 93-94, 104f.
31bid:, p. 11l6. See Nicbuhr's essay, "Toward
a Definition of Christ," in Christ and Culture, pp. 11-29. .

A
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In the first chapter of Christ and Culture, Niebuhr was

seen' to have affirmed "much more boldly not simply thQ
objectivity of a personal event but the kﬁowability of
something of its positive content."l The person Jesus is,
according to Frei's interpretation ?f Niebuhr, is
con#rctely embodied and exhibited in his moral virtues.
Thus, Frei” concluded

In them one may find, by an historical and at

the same time theological exegesis, in faith,

hope and love, the unigue moral Sonship t¢ God

of one who is completely at one with men.
As the main source of the Christian's knowledge of ‘God and
man Jesus is for him the focal point of faith which involves
him in a "double movement," i.e., toward the absolute, God,
and toward the reclactive, man and his world, so that the

divine-numan relation is conceived to be a dynamic inter-

personal act;vity.3 The kﬁowledgc of God involves a grasp

of the unity of existence as a person as a unity demonstrated

by

in

in

the concretec moral activity of Jesus which can be understood
its radical character only as the activity of one who eoxists
/

relation to God.4 This relation to God is one ‘side of

28~

lprei, op. cit., p. 108.

I~

41bid., p. 115.
3
29.

Ibid., p. l11l6. See Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, pp..11,

4Niebuhx, Christ .and Culture, p. 27.
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v .
what appears, however, for it is also seen that the virtues
of Jesus are direccted toward man., The total moral life -of
Jesus is, then, a "continuous.alternation of movements" the
terms of which are persons, for the movcment; are acts of
love, hope, faith, obedience and humility in response to
loving, promising, faithfulness, commanding and exalting.l
In the personhood of Jesus is discovered the personhood of
God, but

The power and attraction Jesus Christ exercises

over men never comes from him alone, but from

him as the Son of the Father.2 .

What was cruciél in this approach, according-to Frei,
was that thé concrecte histaricai phenomena, the teachings
ana acts of Jesus, were given as the di}ect clues to the
uﬁitary personél being, the pérsonhood of Jesus.3 In tﬂis
way it aooearcd that a fresh and hlgwly suggestive direction
'was given to the scarch for a 'proper formulation of the
content involved in -the knowl edge of God as it is received
.through hislself—reyealing in Jesus. Niebuﬂr‘s admigsion/
that a theological approach through the method of moral

énalysis needed to bhe complcmented by other approaches (by

metaphysical and historical interpretations, for example)

libid., p- -28.
21pid., p. 29.

3Frei sces this as an advance over the "psychological
approach" that followed Schleiermacher and the "epistcmological
monophysitism" that scems to be inveolved in Barth's and Bultmann's
approaches. The critical issuc between these two views congerns
whether the revelatory value of Jesus is to be ascertained by
having recourse to the miracle of faith which, in turn, interprets
the event of Jesus which need only be ostablished by . an/hlstorLCdl

fact, i.¢., Jesus actually lived in history. Frei, cit.,
PR. 1L0~115.
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Qas regarded by Frei as an indication that Niecbuhr was,
perhaps, developing a new cdoncern that went beyond the
question‘of method and turned to actual theological content.l
Implicit in Frei'gvargumcnt was the idea:that if Niebuhr

had continued to move in that direction he would have
supplied further Eontent congruent with the content achieved

by .metaphysical and ‘historical analysecs.

In response to Frei's observations the first point we

wish to make is that Niebuhr's essay in Christ and Cul ture
does not seem to be a departure from his approach in The

Meaning of Revelation and other writings. The argument

throughout ghis prese;t study has beeg that the content

of Niebuhf'é concept of personhood cén be drawn out by
attending to constants that appear in many of his WOIrKS.
Furthermore, the recognicion Ehauﬂothor portraits of

Jesus may also be rééuired, that a Eheological épproach
through moral analysis carinot claim superiority over otﬂers,
was a consistent apﬁiication‘of the principle ekpresséd
elsewhere, namecly, that the revelation of God as a person
réguircs human reason to develop in gll its ways of @orking.
While in and through Jesus, or séme othc;‘cvené, God becomes
'knqwnAas.?hc one who 1is acting freely and faithfully in-
dialogue:with man, and becausc he is.known pregi;ely as .
"guch a one eliciting trust aAd loyaltx; this happening

requires man to seek rationality and wunity in his whélc history.l

lrrei, -op. cif., p. 116.

2Niebuhr, The Meaning of Rovélation, p- 1390
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It bringé about a continuous transformation of all thought
and life, a permanent revolution, an uncompromising,
intensified and extended morality, .a senge of time-full
‘existence in whigh,god is “compresent" and life-giving
in a universal society in time without end.l The coﬂﬁent
involved in the—kdowlédgc of God given in revelatioﬁ is "
such that while it leads us to think and speak of God as

a person, i.e., includes conceptual and verbal constants

such as those presented in the preceding chapters, it

requires'theology to take a confessional approach. Niebuhx's
insistence on confessionalism is groundéd in the faith-
awarencss of the absolute,'tﬁe nature of whose presence in
reyélation demands the openness of mind sﬁggestcd in pis
essay,'“Toward a Defigition of éhrisg.“. Rather than regard
his remarXk :t.at mctaphysic2l and historical portraits can
complement Fhe theoclogical to be a “"startling admission,™
QS'Frei hdd stated, and the subsequent analysis a "turn to -
actual theolégical contént,“ Niebuhr's! presentation in that

section of Christ and Culture may, contrary to Frei's

‘inéerpretation, be regarded as quite consistent with his

+

Iniebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 1G68f£, 182f, and
"Faith in Gods and in God, * pp. 125-126; The Gospel For a Time
of Fears, passim, Christ and Culturec, pp. 241, 248, 255f;
Radical Monotheism, pp. 50-56, ahd The Responsible Sclf,
pp. 8GE, 94, 107, 145, 167. :
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earlier thinking.l

The second point to be considered .is in regard to
Freﬂshaving'seqn the problem in getting a clear concept of
personhocod from Niebuhr's writing tofinVélvelthe tension
between objcctibity and relational thinking. On the one
hand Niebuhr wanted to affirm the objectivity of a
éérsonal évcnt and, on the other hand, he insisted‘on the
relational character of knowledge of persons. To préserve
objectivity, it seems Niebuhr retained the confrdntati;nal
aspect and God was said to be known as éur.kngwer, our
author, our judge and only savior:2 Such knowledge is
tﬁat of being known, being valued, etc.,.a negative kind
of'knowledge tﬁat gives us little or no pogitive conten£
regarding the objective recality present in such experiencel3
But, Frei pointea out, Niebuhr's "aversion to ontology or
meE%thqics——to any knowledge of God not given in relation

with him--always limits him to reflection about being in

L 4 .
terms of relational gualities." Thus 1t seems that since

P .

-

1in nis article, "The Christology of H. Richard Niebuhr,"
Lonnie Kliever considers Fre:r to have erred in suggesting that
Niebuhr departed from his approach in The Mcaning of Révelation
when he wrote the essay in Christ and Cul'ture. Kliever wrote,
"Frei seecs a disparity because he misinterprets Niebuhr's
theory of historical event and historical cognition as set
forth in The Meaning of. Revelation." In The Journal of Religien,
vol. 50, ((January 1970), pp. 46-47.

2prei, op. cit.,
Revelation, pp. 152-15

3.

pp. -83-84; see Nicbuhr, The Meaning of
3.

el,” op. cit., p. 84.

4lbid.
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man has comeé to conccive of himself as a personal being
the knowledge of God as'a'person may be merely a
'prescription due to the exigency of the human situation,

and the guestion arises as to whether God is, in and of ’

himself, 'a person.
The point of Niebuhr's approach seems to have been
missed by Frei when he suggested that Niebuhr "vacillateg"

between epistemological dualism and anthropomorphism-in

»

attempting- to formulate the éontenf of the concept of -
God as & person. .To the.present writer it seems that

Niebuhr's approach was to show that the knowledge of Eod '
as it arises in revelation involves both the confrontational )

¥
and relational dimensions.

In the knowledge of othen selves both the
relationship and the related terms are
dlffergnt. This knowledye doces not run froem
a subject to an objeect but from the other to
the self and back again...knowledge of other
selves must "'be rececived and responded to.
When there is no response it is evjdent that
there is no knowloedge, but our activaity is
) the second and not the first thing.?2 /

3
What. Frei interpreted as vacillation in Niebuhr's thought

may be regarded, rather, as attentiveness t® both aspects
. - .
- that had respectively been over-cmphasized by one or the

other theoIogiéal tradition, i.e., orthodox§‘and 1iberalisn,

in order.gf preserve what was true in cach and, at the same

LY ’

;Frei, op. cit., p. 86.

\\2Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 145-146.
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time, to show that in knowledge of God as a person
neither confrontation nor relation alone 1is the ey for '
formulating such knowledge:

The key, for Niebubr, wgé ‘the recognition tha¥t
revelation involves the experience of a unity in which the
concept arising from Chat experience expresses insight into
elements not'only of activity and freedom but also faithfulness

* )
and dialogue, not only belpg confronted by a Seing that acts

and acts freely but by one who confronts as faithful friend

and elicits the response of trust. The knleedge‘of God

involves movement from other to self and back again. Such .
knovledge gives rise to a concept of God containing elements
which stand for the exzerience of him-as the one who confronts
and whosé cOnkrénulng is relational. Becausc Jesus 1s. the

event n their history by which Christians experience God

» ~

as the one who 1s acting freely and faithfullv in dialogue,

it is through him that they.have Icarned to trust in God as
companion, as friengd, aqd to say, "QOur Father," to confess
“ “Thou...art my God." By the samec token it is also through
Jesus that they have learned that‘sdch trust involves a
L. o0 . .

permanent revolution since i1t can neveyr come Y

to an end in time in such a way. that an

irrefrangible knowledge about God becomes

" the possession of an, individual or a group.

For Niebuhr the question as to whether God is--in and

-

: . ’ : ,
1Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation,'pp. 182-183.

L

»
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of himself--a persoén, was not in a strict sense a

theological quesfion, not faith reasoning. For faith is

=

precisely the response of trust in and loyalty toward God
y

as a person.. The self-evidencing content of reveiation is
that God is, 15decd, a person but the impact of thais
di;closure is such that man can never exhaust the
possibllities’of developing his reasoning in terms of the
relational dimension of this knowledge let alone try to
reflect on it in terms of which he has no concrete ‘
experience, and can never have, at least in this life,
i.e., God as he is in himsclf.l

Frei was clearly attempting to pursue an avenuec of

thought that, Naiebuhr himself showed little or no interest

An pursuing, nanely, that of roving from an account oI God

as he 1s pro nchis o God 1n se, Ircm phenomenology Lo

— ———— Faaiaiel

onEology.2 It 1s just such a movement which Niebuhr
apparently detected 1n Barth's later thought. Both Barth
and Frey copsidered it lmpor£ant to move from God aé
encountered in his self-revealing actian to God as he 1s

in and of hlmseff, to‘the\beinq of God. Their purpose in

doing so is part of the gencral problem of much modern

Vand . . ° N »

»

A lNicbuhr, The Purvose of the Church and Its Ministry,
“p. 112; also Radical Monotheism, pp. 14-16; "Faith in Gods
and in God," pp. lld-llo; “I'ne Meanind of Rcvelatioﬁ,“pp. ix,41-42.

N

2A.similar ettempt with respect. to Niebuhr's reflections
on the human sel'f was made by Julian Hartt in his article, "The
Situation of the Belydever," in Faith and Ethics,, pp. 225-244.
See-also W. R. “Faith and ilastory in the Thought of
H. Richard Nieb\hpr unpubl ished doc¢toral dissertation, Drew
Universaity, 1978, pp. 88-102. ’

-

. s
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theological thought which has involved a rcaction agains£

the %ubjecﬁivism of man-centered thinking since DesCartes

and leading up to the prescnt through such thinkers as
Fuerbach, Niotzsche,éqd ‘Sartres. But Niebuhr did not sec

the solution to be found in a Christocentric dogmatism

(Barth) nor by having recourse to cognizing a metaphysical
system upon which to ground theology (Troeltsch).

‘ He saw the solution, rather, in the confessional approach
to theology, an approach which is no? conceived of or decided
upon simply because human reason has come to recognize
relativism, nor simply because reasoning in faith means to;
begin with miracle, which of itself haé no¢ rational dofense.~
Confessionalism, for Nicbuhr, was a means of combining the
dogmatic and’?gg;:nalistic clements of Christian experience
insofar as 1t beyins with'tho miracle of divine encounter |
and, at the samc time, acknowledges the rat;onal demands
which precede, accompany and follow upon faith experience.
Niebuhr rec?mmeﬁdod, however, resolute coqfossionalism
which meant that %cason, once it had before it the self-
revealing action of God, must not attempt to hove forward
as if that aétion were completed and all that reﬁains fbr
it isbto formulate the content of kno&ledge of God

“objectively, " that is, God as He is in Himself, before He
is pro nobis; Not only did Nieszhr insist that theological

.thinking and speaking of God must begin in faith but he also

insisted that it continue in faith, lest it lose sight of



Yo

* . 240 l.v

the living God. When Niebuhr arged in The Meaning of

Revelation, and subsequent writings, that theology begins
in faith, and faith in knowledge of God as a person, he

clearly indlicated that the development and criticism in
Y B\ eLop .

which reason engages cannot abstract from fhe concrete

relation to God In the hope of‘graspinq His being as a person
in se. Such knowledge, if gained, would demand universal
recognition and acceptance. If the lines leading to that
knowledge are traced'directIY‘to the Christ event then ?he
superiority of Christianity must be acknowledged. But for
Niebuhr this was clearly cantrary to the Christian experience.
Whatever else the knowledge of God as.a person given in faith
contributes to a metaphyéical aoctrine of God it cannot, in
Niebuhr's temms at.lcasg,,be a grasp of God's own sel f-
instanciating pcrsona; identity.

It needs to bo po;nted out here that Frei dld not 1mply
that Niebuhr's thought COﬂSClOUolV headed in this dlrectlon
Rather, he suggested that Niebuhr's essay "Toward a Definition
of Christ" seemed to contain poss;bilities that he (Frei)
considered fruitful for the pursuit of his own interegt,
namely, a constructive account %f the divine person disclosed
in the Christ event. It is this writer's position, however,
.that‘Niebuhn would resist the interpretation Frei placedton
his reflectioﬁs‘in the essay cited above, at least with ’

. . -
respect to the suggestion that its content could be used to
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point_t%e way Eo an ontological formulation of God as
persoh. 1. . ‘ e - ' . S :

In connéction with our response to Frei'’ s suggestlon,
dt may be useful .at this point to examine what Frltz Buri

had to say about Niebuhr. 1In the appendix to his book,

How Can We Stjll Speak Respbnsibly of God, Buri offered

.

a Sumﬁary.and critique of Niebuvhr's thought, especially

/ - ) . . ) ~ . 2 - N .
;as it was reflected in The Meaning of Revelation. While

Buri considered Niebuhr's greatness, as a theologian to lie

‘ultimately -in his rejection of the idea that knowledge of

-

God is "possession," and also in his campaign against defensive-

ness in theology, he nevertheless - found Niebuhr's advocacy of the

»

1

lan illustration &f NiebOhr's resistence to such lines
of inquiry qffered by Daniecl Bay Williams, who recalled hisg
own experiences of this as follows: '"Many times I ventured
a counter thesis to (Niebuhr/ s) conception to theology. To -
relate myself & another, self is to have an interpretation of
selfhood, and that means to have a view of the being of the
self, and tHerefore a view of being, a metaphysical insight.
At times, I thought Dr. Niebuhr agreed that at least a ¢
generallzed anthropoldgy, if not a metaphysical doctrine, was
involved in his personalist standpoint. But he resisted the
explicit formalizing of a system of universal gategories in
theologiaal method,’ ahd thcre the issue lies." Daniel Day
Wllllams,_"A Personal and Theological Memoir,". Christianity
and Crisis, XXIII, 20 (Novcmber 25, 1963) _P- 23@." , 4

2Burl s critique, shOWS he also welghed the content of
Niebuhr's thought as expressed in other works, "e.g.," Radical
Monotheism and The Responsible Self. Buri, How Can We Still

‘Speak Responsibly of God?, Philadelphia: Fortress Press'

(L968), pp. 65-83; scec.also Thinking Faith, 'transl. Harold

H. Oliver, Philadelphia: Fortress Press (1968), apd "Toward
a Non-Objectifyinmg Theology,™ in Christianity ard CrlSlS, e
XXVII, (May 1, 1967), pp. 97-99.

¢
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uniqueness of Gdd's reveiétion in Jesus, along with an |
apparently genuine openness toward all gther religions and
philosophical standpoints, to be a position éf such
unresolvable tension as to render his atﬁempt to combine
Troel tsch+and Barth unsuccessful.l Buri sﬁggeSted that
Niebuhr's weakness lay in his not having grounded his
personalist approach in the naﬁural awareness of the
absolute, dichotomous subject-object structure:of consciousness
in which there appear four ungraspable, or noh—objectifiable,
realities: 1) the human self, or "I";-2) the co-human self,
or "Thou"; 3) Being-in-its-totality, which is like “nothing"
to our thinking consciousness because it lies ou;side the
subject-object schema of reality—for—ué; 4)" the absolute
personal power which.is_the origin of Being and calls forth
tge human self to responsible personheod.. Buri pointed oqt
that Niebuhr héd'rightly‘rccognized the duality inherent in
our historical awareness (inner and outer history) but failed.
to ground thig duality in the .deepcr and mor@,encompaséing
. context of our thinking consciousness.2

Al though Niebuhr did not thematize, és‘did Buri, the
non~objéctifiable realities that come tbd theﬁéttcntion of

_thinking consciousness, these. realities .did seem to be present

b
. . ’4‘ Y
. )

lBuri, How Can We Still Speak Responsibly Sf God?, p. 79.

21bid., pp. 79-80. ‘ \
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in Niebuhr's reflections, especially in The Responsible Self.

Buri suggested in the conclusion of his critique some lines

of thought to indicate éhat his program for a non-objectifying
,pérsonalist'theology found agreeable elements in Niebuhr's
approach. For Buri, as for Niecbuhr, the special event that

took place ip the relative and historical realm (within which

"I" and "Thpu" work out their destinie; as calls to responsible
personhood, in other words, the event of Jesus), is the
possibility for faith because it is the occasion of the

realization of unconditioned selfhéod in an unconditional’
decision. The éontent of this symbol to which Christians look
. is "content not bound to a special time of revelation but to

all mankind."® -.'. ”

Buri implied‘that Niebuhr's thought was directed towards

an expression of pexsonhpod, divine and humén, as nén—objectiflabl\

reality the knowledge of which is always in community, in

relatedness. It is knowl edge which takes place, Buri.held,‘

.in enactment, decision, or responsibility, tdward that

which is éxperioncgd within the natural subject-object

structure of thinking—conséiOQ§ness.and as more or less subsective‘

or o?jective, becauge it is mcdiated'tﬁrough appearances. But.

such:expcricncc points to the rion-objectifiable immediacy
v mediated by appcaranccé, and_objcctive thinking can help” ’

clarify the situation, according to Buri, of existence or'person.2

3

lrpid.,. p. 83.

2Betwech human persons the. appropriate discourse correspond-
ing to the awarcness of the non-objectifiable,. however, is myth
and between the human person and the absoclute power who  calls
forth responsible personhood it is praver. Buri, Thinking Faith,
pp. 48~57, and llow Can We Still Specak Responsibly of God,
pp. 26, 32f. .

-
.

.
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Both Buri and Frei, then, found in Niebuhr suggestive
elcments as regards the possxblllty of glVlng philosophical
expression to the knowlede of God as a person. Frei seemed
inclined to think that Niebuhr had opencd a way to formu%atiné
a constructive concept of personhood on the basis of a moral
analysis which sought to apprehend persénal being diredtly,
so that the metgphysical ﬁuestioh, ?wh?t is the.nature of
the being whose actions may be cﬁaracterizcd as 'moral' and
whose moral acts are identical with\his being?" can be met.
Buri, on the other hand, interpreted Niebuhr as having gained,

-

at least partijally, an insight into the radical non-objectifiable

" character of personal existence. - Personhood, for Buri, is a

matter of contlnuous enactment in 'the situation of awareness

a . '

that arises at the boundaries of:our subject-object thinking

consciouéness.l Had Niebuhr placed the Hichofomy of inner

&

and outer historicdl consciousness in the larger context of
thinking consciousness, the’revelatien of divine personhood

in the special event*of Christ, aécording to Buri, would then

4 .

©
.
e

lpuri maintained thit‘our anthropologies and our
ontologies are thus testimonies and confessions of our self-
understanding encompassed by Being-as-a-whole which
ultimately .transcend objective or scientific knowledge

-and must finally give way to knowledge of a specidl sort,

i.e., knowledge of the non-objectifiable immedigcies of self
othexr, the Naught into which Being as a whole disappears for
hlnklng conisciousness, and the "absolute power that calls

the self in community with others into responsible personhood.
Buri,, Thlnklng Faith, pp. 454; How Can Wec Still Spcak
Responsibly o! God?, p. BOf; "Toward a Non-Objectifying :
Thedlogy, " pp. 97-99. . . ] i
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have been more qlearly understood as rega;ds its felation
to man's natural disposition®to transcendence.
Frei, on the one hand, had seen in Niebuhr's approach
the possibility of moving toward an objective account of
.personhood. Buri, on tﬁe.other hénd,-saw in Niebuhr.an
appreciation for the non-objectifiability of personhood

2

and the idea of personal knowledge as primarily a matter

of enactm;n; rather than conceptualization. It is our view
that Niebuhr's reflections on personhcodsuggest a greater
affinity to Buri's line of thought,l but also that the
conceptual content which emerged from our analysis of
Niebuhr's writings indicates he understood that a stronger,
more intimate relationship existed between thé speculat%ve
and practical dimensions of faith thinking. In other woxds,

. ¢ o = .

‘the actual contgnt of the concept of God as a person emerging
from faith reasoning, although composed of objectifications
of the essentially non-objectifiable rcality a#pearing

within the realm of the.hiétoricalhand relative, %é,) 3
nevertheléss, érougded not in the_complexity of appoaéances

but the conecrcte unity of the one who abpears. The permancntly

revolutionary character of the divine person's self-revealing

~

) lpuri's studies with Bul tmann brought him into a' line
.of thinking which Niebuhr himself{ considercd more compatible .
to his own thought. Buri, however, went beyond Bul tmann
and, to' that extent, in a direction away. from Niebuhr as
well . .

~

B



246
action did not mean for Niebuhr that our cénccpt of God
as person is subject to conéinuous Eransformation‘because
between the recality of God and the appearance of that
reality there exists no real identity but rather because
revelation is the occasion of coming to know that tﬂe unity
disclosed in one event is the unity that exists in all

‘

events...this would also.include our subject-object thinking.
Such'thinking events become, in faith, ;eal enactments of
theretofore.non—objecfifiable exis;ence. Where Buri suggests
that our attempts to express faith by means of our objéctifying'
‘thinking are occasions'of‘transgressing our finituae,;and
this being what is basically déscribed in the doctrine of -
original §i;, Niebuhy, on the other hand, would seem to hgve
.unaerétood such attempts as demanded.by faith.l - The sinfulness
that might be associated with our thinking, for Niepuhr, doQ;
not lie simply in our attcﬁpts to objectify the non—okﬁengi
fiable rgality‘;pat appears at the boundagies of our finitude

i . . . 2 .
but rather in our natural distrust of reality. Buri

criticized Niebuhr's appeal to radical confidence in God on

.
13

. 1sce Buri, "Towards a Non-Objectifying Theology," and
How Can We Still Spmeak Responsiblyv of God?, p. 60f; Nicbuhr,
Radical Monothelsm, pp. 47-48 and p. 98-99; and "Faith in

Gods and in God," pp. 125-126. :

%See Nicbuhr,. "Man the Sinder," in Journal of 'Religion,
Xv (1935), pp. 272-280, and,The Responsiblc Self, pp. 1l36f.

-
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the grounds that he had giyen no real basis for that
confidence other than its fittingness in using it to interpret
the world. For Buri such confidence would seem rather to
stem from a natural_;warcness'of the call to responsible
personhood being given a guarantee of the possibility of
flJlfillmentlin the special event of Jesus' unconditional
response.‘ Buri recognized, in other words, a'general or
natural revelation and a special -or supernatural revelation
and understbod their relationship in terms of a radical
consciousness of thenox&—objectifia'ble.l The non-objectifia-
bility of the peréon who calls and who is called was, for
Buri, crqcial for understanding of personal existence as
enactnent and this, in tufn, was a key for thp Christian.
theolbglpgl understanding of the meaning of God's self-
revealing action in Christ. ‘Bﬁri tﬁought that Niebuhr's
‘apbroach suggested a monistic view of God's activity which
was‘nét appropriate to the New Testament eschatology and

the traditional Christian acknowledgement of a double ro\/elation.2

o

1

Buri;, How Can We Still Speak éesponsibly of God?,'p. 39.

2Ibid.,.p. 78. Hoedemaker pointed to Edwards and Spin07a
.as 51gn1£;cant flgures in ‘Niebuhr's thought on:the pervasivencss
of God's prescnce in the world.: lle suggested that Niebuhr's
"emphasis on -.the one divine action had a paralyzing effect on
his understanding of the relation between history and cschaLology.
Hoedemaker, op. cit., pp 155£, 159f.
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Tﬂus the revelatioh of God in Christ would scem to be the
occasion for recogpizing tée pervasi&eness of God's-active
prescnce in the world, and have the effect of reducing the
crisié element in the life of the faithful and the seﬁse
of openness to other religious views._l Our analysis of
Niebuhr's théught, however, seems to warrant a different
assessment. The concept of God as a peréon which emerges
from Niebuhr's writings indicates that wh;le acknowl edgement

’

of God as the person who is acting in all actions upon us S
. /

is given in Christ, this knowledge reduces neither the sense

of crisis nor of openness. In the first pldce, the concept

invelves the experience of absolute freedom of action on

the éart of Géd. Secondly, it involves the eﬁperiencc of

Ehe indefectible loyglty éf God toward the whole realm of

being. " Finally, it involves the experience of invitation

to dialogue so that. the total life of maﬁ, intellectual as

well as morél,‘ié "a continuocus.life which opens out

infinitely .into ever new poss;bilitiesf

The coﬁponents of act, freedom, faiﬁhfulhess and
dialogue.arg more Ehan mere "clarifications™ of-the situatiqn
in which we beqome-éﬁnsciods of our call to porsonhood‘before‘

the personal: power that is the origin of being, as Buri’ would

3 . . :
have it. . Our recading .of Nicbuhr suggests, rather, that the

}Buri concludes, then, that Niebuhr's goal of combining
Trocltsech and Barth is impossible. Buri, ‘low-Can We Still
Speak Responsibly of God?, p.-79.- ’

2Nicbuhr, "Faith in Gods and in God," p. 126.
; ,

Buril, Thinking Faith, p. 46.

.
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eonceptual content éﬁat arises in faith is an integral- part
of the real transformation procesg initiated by God in his
self—revealing action. As such 4t is always:thinking in
faith, that is, in concrete living reiation to God, in a
revelation which, as Nicbuhr once put it, is "less the
disclosure of the essence of objective being to minds than.
the demonstration to selves of faithful, truthful bcing."l
The cohcept of God, for the believer, is one that is always
forming, is in permanenﬁ crisis, is ever open; because, for
him, it is the concept of a pérsbn. It is a concept of God
as a person and not a conceptualization of the s;tuation in
which God appears as a person. To that extent the existential
truth of the Rrisis which the New Testament presents to us is
iﬁ Nicbuhr's thought more a crisis of faith, whereas for Buri
it appecars more a crisis of reason.2

" our presentation of the concept of personhood, as it
emerged from Niebuhr's writings, has been a modest.attcmpt’
to cla;ify the sense in which his approach offered a distinct
alternative to the revelational dogmatism of Barth and

relativism of Troeltsch. In summing up our reply to Frei's

and Buri's critiques of Nie¢buhr's . approach, ecspecially as

lNiebuhr, Radical Monotheism, p. 46.

ZBuri, ITow Can We Still Speak Responsibly of God?, p. 79;
see also Thinkinqg Faith, pp. 43-50, where Buri designates as
faith, "the act of becoming aware of this situation in which
we become conscious of our responsibility and of the mystery

of Being and through which consciousness we come to ourselvgs.“
p. 46. ’

4
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_ regards its personalist dimension, two basic points may

be given special emphasis. On the one hand, the coﬁccpﬁ

of personhood gained through faith in-'God's sel f-revealing
activity in Jesus is suéh that for the Christian at least
it cannot be scparated from the concrete encounter with God
in Christ. Thus it appeafs that, for Niebuhr, the movement

from encountered activity to the being of God is not a

theological possibility. Frel's suggestion that such a
move mighé be made on the basis of what is contained in

the céncept of God as he is before us in faith was made on
the grounds that in the'absehce of all ontology the
uqderstan@ing of personmhood is caught between dualism and
anthropomorphism.l By rmaintaining that Niebuhr's moral
analysis of the person of Jesus suggested that the teaching
and acts of Jesus were a direct clue to his being, Frei

concluded that this approach may have provided the means

. for overcoming the ontological gap in Niebuhr's thought.

It seems to this writer, however, that while‘Niebuhr
admitted the need for historical and'metaphysical portraits’

to complement the moral portrait of the personhood of Jesus

he also. insisted on the inadeguacyv of all égch approaches

and, therefore, reaffirmed the radically relational éspect'

*Frei, op. cit., p. 163. -

>
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of knowledge of the Divine as‘Person.l On the othex hana,
Niebuhr's reflections indicaté that the conception of God
as a person does not mefely point to t?e situation in which
the Divine Persoﬁ appears but rather points to thé Divine
Person directly and is part of, or caught up in; the dynamic
transformation of Eoéal life which that personal presence
init}atés_and continues. The components of the concept of
the Divine Person which emerge from Niebuhr's writing are
clearly consistent with his program to present the content
of Christiaﬁ knowledge of God in such a way as to preserve
the sovereignty and absoluteness of God, knowledge of the
dependence and relativity of man, and, to that exéent,
assiduous;y.avoid the gréve mistake of defensivenesé in

. [ ]
our thinking and speaking of God.

Some have‘approached Nicbuhr's personalism froé a
slightly different éngle and foﬁnd it to be problematic in
terms of his convictions about the naturc of radical
monotheistié faithhand the necessity of Eaking a resolutely

confessional approach in presenting it.2 The problem

involves the definition of radical faith as trust in the

lNiebuhr's insistence on concrete cncounter as a sine
qua non for: communicating the reality of our existence before
God 1is a constant theme. Niebuhr, Christ and Cul ture, p. 218,
The Mcaning of Revelation, pp. 132-137, “Reformation: :
Continuing Imperataive," p. 251, Radical Monotheism, p. 28,
.The Responsible Self, p. 175f.

2John B.  Cobb, Jr., Living Options in Protestant
Theology, Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster Press (1962),
pp. 296f; also Hoedemaker , op. ‘cit., pp. 129f. .
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principle of being and value itself and expla{nfng that
tgust as the result of the principle of being a;d valué
revealing itself to be a person.l This event, according
to Niebuhr, because it takes place in history and involves
a particular faith, can be dealt with

LN

only by stating in simple, confessional form

what has happened to us 1in our community, how

we came to belicve, how we reason about things

and what we see’ from our point of view.?
The problem i1s whether one can be consistentl? confessional
when the objéct, affirmed to be a'person, is the principle
of being and.value and the same object has been experie?ﬁed
by others as impersonal and i1s so affirmed. : In other words,
can thgology be consistently ccnfessional and personalistic
at tﬂ%xéeme time? ’ ~

/JohnﬂB. Cobb, Jr., 1insisted that thgre must be limits
to thg/compqtibility of views much as we may reacognize the
;elaﬁ&vity of human knowledge.3 To think and ;pcak
seriousl; of God as a peéson, as Cobb thought Niebuhr did,
would seem go\dgmand that an apprehension of God as an
_impersénal being be viewed as inferior. Cobb wrote:
However tolerant we may be toward those who
have not experienced God in this way (i.e., .

as a person), we must frankly admit that
they are failing’ to see something that 1is

2

lNiebuhr, Radical MOnothcjsm} pp. 32f, 44f.
2

Niebuhr, The Mecaning of RevclatiSn, p. 41l.

3cobB, op.-cit., p. 297f. ..
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really there for them to see and that their
statements to the contrary are erroneous.l

The following statcment of Niebuhr strongly'suggests an
apologetic for radical monotheism.

To the monotheistic belicVver for whom all
responses to his companions are interrelated
with his responses to God as the ultimate
person, the ultimate cause, the center of .
universal conmmunity, there seem to be
indications in the whole of the responsive,
raccountable life of men of a movement of

sel f~-judgment and self-guidance which ~
cannot come to rest until it makes its
refercnce to a universal other and a
universal community, which that other .
both represents and makes his causece.

Cobb did not think Niebuhr's confessionalist approach
was adequately grounded, and'subsequcntly the latter's
personalistic docctrine of God was weakened. He accuses:him
of supporting confessionalism with confessionalist
affirmations.” According to Cobb it is in°termé of non-
cdnfessional principles that confessionalism ' can be held

as-the only legitimate expression for Christian faith.4

°©

lIbid., p. 298. Hoedemaker also questions whether
the confessional attitude Niebuhr requires of Christian
theology does not, perhaps, always involve some apologetics.
Sec Hocdemaker, ov. cit., p. 129f£f. Hoecdemaker cites .Cobb
and Kenneth M. Ham ilton, Kenrteth Cauthen, and Lonnic Kliever
as raising the same question. (Reference to sources are
given in Hoedemaker's book,'p. 192.) '

2Niebupr, The Responsible Self, pp. 86-87.

3cobb, op. git,, pp. .299-300.

4cobb stated that -"relativity of knowledge and
experience as an objec¢tive fact must be affirmed on emplrlcal

.and phenomenologlcal grounds." Ibid., p. 300

4
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Either something like a natural theof%gy would be required
to establish those principles e@r one might accord no
authority, as regards theological éffifmations,~to human
knowledge and have recourse to a thoroughgoing theological
po_sitivism.l What is ultimately at stake here is Niebuhr's
confessional affirmation- that God.is a person, for that
affirmation.is the very heart of his argument in which
the éonfessionalist approach is- presented as the only proper
way to deal with the subject of revelation. Cobb wondered
if the Christian experience of God is so relative that it
mus t recqgnize its perception of God as a personal being
and an opposite perception as each partially true.2 Such
seems to be the consequence of Niebuhr's conféssionalism.
Cobb rejected the idea that there is not objecrtive ground
given for discriminating and objectively judging the merits
of one revelation over another by virtue 6f one‘p01ntin§ to
specific,aspects that arq~ilkuﬁinating and the other not
'being able to 55'55. ‘

In responding to Cobb's criticism the first thing'to

point out is that Nicbuhr's confessionalism is not put

forward simply as a nccessity of natural human awareness of

lBocagse Nicbuhr moved in necither of those two directions
and left his confessionalism unvindicated by nonconfessional

* principles Cobb does not see Niebuhr giving a clear alternative
for theology. .

. %Cobb, op. tit., p. 297.
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the relativity of ﬁuman knowledge, or simglz"§; a‘

-,

necessity arising from the nature of the object of faith,

namely, 'the livingoGod‘whosé self—revéeidng“activity

L]

demands that the human subject recognizé the_poverty of

its thought and speech. Rather.Niebuhr's coﬁfessionalism -

* &

stems ‘from the double necessity imposed by‘faith ag well,.

12

as reason. Niebuhr does not deny the irratjonal origin of -

Christian faith but neither does he deny that it can be

. . P ’ . . .
rationally .explicated.” - What he does reject is an over-
emphasis, on either the irrational .or the rétional dfhensionfﬂ’

of faith which leads away from the object ‘of faith. toward \

A

the subject.2 Cbnfesslonallsm is clearly called for by the |
natural awareness of relat1v1ty in modernctlmes ESpec&ally

-

as 1L has found expré531on through the work of hlstorians

: and social scientlsts. It 1s also demanded by, the object
. ot . el

af faith,,i.e., God confrontlng man in hlstoxy as a person..

LI

" While Niebuhr clearly 1ntends to show that God's self-
'ievelation-invoiVéé genuine, knowledge of “God, rationally - g

@

expllcable, the rationélity of such kﬁéwledge is hbt a

matter of defensive argument but Ls,by 1ts'very nature.
, N LI
confeséional in character. °‘Here the earlierx presentétion -

-

S -

~

lBy "1rratlonal“ is meant the inexplicable . givenkss °
of faith. Sce NleQuhr, "Ernst Troeltsch's Philosophy of
e%lglon,' pp. 163,198; also Christ and Gulturo, p. 254.

2Nlebuhr, The Meanlng of Revelatlon, p. 38. A o

+
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of the constants which Nicbuhr's writings suggest are the

cantent -of the concept of God arising in faith may help

.

in making a better assessment of his approach as an

" alternative.

»

. =
Revelation gives rise to knowledge of God that not

~only demands rational development but‘also p;phibits

. defensiveness in‘that ggasoning}: The rationgl content is
composed of eléments:that by their very naEFre require
continuous correction and conversion yet stand for a

unified reality and maintain theif stability'ﬁn referring

to it. God is always known in radicel faith as one who -
acts, acts freely and faithfully, initiates'dialogueﬂy Such
becomes the qontént involved in the knowledge of God tﬁrouéh

revelation. Reason is focused on an objective reality that -

is before it as a dynamic being who is known precisely and -

. PO

only in dialogué, as faithful, .independent of the human subject,

-

.as _pure activity, that is to say, as a péison. The dynamic

dimension of the concept-of divine personhood in Niébuhr's

théught ¢annot be'gmphasized enough. Thisbdynamism, as he
saw it, was rootegd in the concrete interacfion between God .

and man in which the latter_iéicontinuqusly experiencing the
transforming effects of being confronted By the former as. a

person.” When the prinliple of being and value reveéals itself

‘, -

‘as a person, in the above terms, to engade in reasohing that- .’

assesses other concepts of the ultimate, e.g., impefsonal,

N

»

- .

" L3

lNiebuhr, The Méahiﬁg‘bf,nebcladion, ps 175fF.

» o -

- “
F " A 1
- » ' - .
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or that concerns itself with defensive, apologetic
interests, is no longer to reason in faith. é;t in Cobb's
wiew to maintain that God manifests himself as-a person in a
particular revelatory event necessarily involves an apologetic.
He insists that &iebﬁhr must "either go furthér tr else draw
back from some of his own relat1v1stlc assertions.”
Dlssatlsfled with what he understands to be Niebuhr's poorly .
grounded confessionalism, Cobb's conclusion is that Niebuhr
does not offer a. clear alternative to natural theotogy or
theological positivism. It is the érgsent writer's view
. thét Cobb's ;ritiéism of Niébuhr‘s confessiqhai approach was
basedooﬁ an iﬁcompletg undefstagding;pf the criteria. .

While it i1s true that Niebuhr emphasized the teightened s
awareness of the relativity of all thought and experience

s

as a development of natural'reésoning, especially.in the

work of historians and social scientists, it is no less true |
that he emphasized with equal, if not greéterpnvigor whe
‘profound awareness of our relat1v1ty lmposed upon us by the

ob]ect .of falhh-‘ The meact of God' S self—n@veallng action

transforms our sense of‘kelat1v1ty and nelther eliminates

ot 4

nor supplants it, nor merely substantiates it. The meaning

of our ex1stence in relativity is- rather 5painfu&ly transformed‘

in what becomes a "permanent revol&tlon"_se that nébelatiog“ "

. . - " .
" turns ‘against the self which would defend itself. ‘I the

N . r

lCobb, op. c1t., p: 300. . )

2Niebuhr, The Mcanlnq of Rcvclatlon, pp."182-183.

P
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final analysis, Niebuhr's confessionalism is grounded in
faith, not natural reason, and the personalist dimension
of that faith, which most clearly indicates the nature of
the relation between the double awareness of oﬁr relativity
before the absolute.

A confessional approach which takes serioﬁsly the claim
that God is a person need not necessarily engage in defense

of that claim, especially when, as was the case with Niebuhr,
the claim itself is caught up in the relativity exposed by the

<

divine presence. Once again we may point to the components

of Niebuhr's concept of God as a person to clarify the sense

- -

in which he understood his approach as an alternative that
.might save Christian theolégy from the defensive thinking

that he saw developing out of both the Troeltscﬁean and

- ~

Barthian approaches. By recognizing the impoitance of these

2
components we may also add a dimension to the argument of

another interpreter. of Niebuhr, i.e., Hoedemaker, who saw in
Niebuhr's "style" the sﬁggest;on of a direction for theoiogical‘

thought in the wake of such thinking as Troeltsch and Barth

d . - .\l‘ -
represented. - - .

-

“In his book, The Thedlogy of H. Richard Niebuhr, Hoedemaker

suggested that Nicbuhr's coﬁtribution to contemporary theology

copsi§bs primarily in the particular style with which.he

approaches the dilemmas bf his theological heritage and with

which he sreacts to those who largely'determing the direction.

1 . : ‘. .
of theplogy today. Two ‘themes determine Niebuhr's style,

1

Hoedemakeér, op. cit., p. 149.



259
according~t6 Hoedemaker, sovereignty and pluralism. éhese
Niebuhr set fortﬁ in the special cohtgxésof the religious
history of American Christianiﬁy and in his re;ctions to
European movements toward either orthodoxy or liberalism.

In the final analysis!‘however, Hoedemaker sees the major
weakness in Niebuhr's tﬁought to lie in his theocentric
correction of Troeltsch which involved emphasis on the
0pervasive presence of God in total life. This Edwardsean <
element in Niebuhr's thought suggests a subordination, and
ult%mately a subsumption, of historical relativity into
eschaéologicalAtelativity, of hope into resignation, of

time into eternity. This;, according to Hoedemaker, raiées
the &uestion as to wheéher "historicallrevelation is
genuinely possible or even'hecess‘ary."1 Hoedemaker seems

to imply that Niebuhr's emphasis is therefore on sovereiénty
at the exéensé Qf pluralism,?absoluteness over against
relafivity, and.to that extent may represent a shift from

-

man-centéredness to God-centeredness, from subjectivism to

-

o

'.quectivism,’which would show Niebuhr's approach to be
essentially a de-Christologized Barthianism. The problem
with Niebuhr's thought, which might lead to such an

interpretation, is "a basic unclarity as to the relation

. * . . . \ ‘.
l1pig, p. 154. See. also Buri's comment on the monistic
structure of Niebuhr's view of-God's activity. Buri, How Can .
We Still Specak Responsibly of God?, p. 78. - . co
(W . . ¢ ‘ ‘
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1

It involves the presehce, in Niebuhr's reflections on the

o

}
structﬁre’in things,\"the way things are," to specak of God

.

nature of God, of the tendency to interbret God as the

¢

as "“being itself, " along with the tendency toward.a'person—

t

alistic interpretation which speaks of God as."an active

seif.“2 From Hoedemaker's point of view the former tendency

.

seemed more dominant pr at’least the identification of God with

being, Ehe subsuming of ontoleogy by theology, may be too
éésily made. From .our point of view the concept of\God‘as J
person which emerges from Niebuhr's works sug?ests rather,
that Fhe‘relation between the system of beipé and the conteXt . -

of histofy is clarified by Niebuhr in terms of its being the |

relation between the system af being emerging as a self in the

: - ) . 3 . ) :
context of history of selves. This® suggests, further, that

the eschatological dimension of God's active presence in

total life does not cause us to take the position of resignation .«

libid., p. 155.

?while Hoedemaker -acknowledges .Niebuhr's personalism
€specially in pis trecatment of the latter's ethical ‘refle&tions,
he does not develop this aspect sufficiently and, in this writer's .
view, gives an unbalanced perspective on-the relation between
the two tendencies mentioned above. loedemaker, op. c¢cit., p. 105,

3Niebuhr, The Meaning of Revelation, pp. 152-155. "See also
Leo Sandon, Jr., "Jonathan Edwards and iI. Richard Niebuhr" in
Religious Studies, Vol. 12, No. 1 (March 1976), pp.. 101-115.
Sandon agrees with the point 'made by Julian Hartt, namely, that
as a "confessing theblogién" Niebuhr did not gngage in
epistemological or ontological. anal¥yses (as did Edwards)
because he saw-the theologian operating as the "beneficiary
of the labors of others in his tradition, as in other Christian’
traditions as well, at this and many other points.” Hartt,,
“Theology of Culture" in Review of Metaphvsics, VI (1953), p. 507.
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toward our fqte as historically relative but rather to
understand it in terms of responsibility.l Genuine dialogue,
not paralysis, is the resu;t of Niebuhr's personalism and
tﬁis because the very content of o&% knowledge of God given
in faith includes response as a component in the Eoncept of
God as a persoa. In a very true sense Niebuhr's own style of
theology was a liviné testimony to h%s particulér insight
into the personalist dimension of faith, as Daniel Day
Williams pointed out when he wrote that Niebuhr "was more
concerned with the dialogue than with achieving a, systematic
outcome."2 . This is not to say that Niebuhr's only contribution
to theology is a matter of style,;thaf he concerned himself

only with ﬁethodological problems, but rather that for him

the method of theology was determined by the basic content

of thinking faith which, as we have tried to show, involved

the cohcept of God as a ﬁerson.

Conclusion

The task that was set at the beginning of this study
. . P

was to®“draw from Niebuhp‘é writings what seemed to be the

lthe idea that there was an elcment of‘Spinoziétic
neo-Stoicism in Niebuhr's thought was suggested by Hoedemaker,

- op. cit., 'pp. 155,.163. See also R. BE. Crouter, "H. Richard

Niebubr and St01c1sm," Journal of Rellglous Studles, 2:129-46 .

2paniel Day. williams,.gE. cit., p. 210. Hoedemaker cites
Niebuhr as having said in one of his lectures, "Our real
concern in the church is with the dialogue rather than the

kerigma." Hocdemakcr, op. cit., p. 137
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essential ‘components in his coﬁceptualization of pe£sonhood
as the product of radical monotheistic faith, and to show
their role‘iﬁ what we consider to be. a unique alternative
for theology today. 'Midway in his career he made it plear
that a theology which begins with revelation and reflects
on the faith elicited by that event must "think and speak
in terms of persons," and the basis for this is because
"revelation.,..is the revelation of a self...the émergeAce ‘.
of a person."” Niebuhr was convinced that such reasoning
must meet the challenge of"natural ‘insights”gained
throughout human history by trying to show not.only how
,revelation relates'to oéher ways of knowing God but also
to new knowledge gained naturally by man about himself and
his woxrld. .

It becamé a serious concern to Niebuhf that the
_al&ernatives.being offered in theology, as well as the live§
being lived.ih the church, were too often ext;emisms of - God-
centerednesg or.man—centé;edness. 'Niebuhr.himéelf repeatedly
noted the daﬁgers of excessive emphasis on the other-worldly
and this-worldly aspects of Cﬁrist%an life. His writings were
aademonstfétion of thé self—corrcctﬁoﬁ he believed to #e an
integral part 6£ monbtheistic faith-~existence. In all his
thinkiné Ehé.ﬁhemes of monofheism and tfansformétibn appeag. -
. Underlying this was the basic Eonvictidp that the.meaning
andAvaIuc of existence is’ to bé found in the_revelation 6f

.

God as a person. Monotheism, as it exists incarnate and

A
-
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revealed in the world, is that faith which has come to
understand the One beyond the many, the principle of being
and value, as a self, a person. This'waé the cornerstone
of radical faith, The effect of God's self~revela£ion is
permanent revolution, continuous'conversion,.metanoia. The
“transformation of all life and thought by God's self-
revealing aﬁtion is the real basis of Niebuhr's alternative--
a pers&naligkic.ana confessional theology. 1Its chief task

-

is to eipress the-con£ent involved in the knowledge of God:
as he has revealed himself;~ Theoloéy must express, in other
words, what it means to say, "God is alpérson.“ This seems
.to have been the chief thgust of Niebuhr's thought. ﬁfheology

must be éonfessional'because its thinking and speaking is

of God as one who 1is experienced as a free act of faithful

being in dialogue. Theology is confessional because in-

faith God is known as a living, personal God. The conception

of.God- as afperson is, in oné sense,-a‘continuous process
because the.reality gefore the mind is eVe;~active and
absolutely free being, faithful in all tﬂat happéns, inviting
dialogue in every event. The concept is, as it were, alwa&s
being filled ouﬁ'and for that ‘reason is re}ative. Therefore
the prreésion 6f.the'50nten§.of knowleage‘of God can only

be conféssional.- Thé éonsciouéness of relativity in our

life of.thought which has been heightened in our day oi.y
confirms what Niebuﬁr'insists has been the constﬁnt_truth ‘

- revealed to ﬁan~;thdt God alone is One, and that Oneneés

is a unity or integrity who confronts us as a person. Our

radicgl relativity is exposed to.us in the presence of such

.
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Oneness. Our own awareness of the dis—integfation of our
existence as subject-selves, of the disparity between anQing
and doing -in our conscious lives, the incompleteness of those
acts, of the depeﬁdent~seeking’t6 be independent, especially
as regards time-full existence, of the distrust af beings,
and being itself, seeking to trust, and of existence as.selves
with other selves in disunity seeking universal communityl-—this
awareness of ourselves has béed ccnf;onﬁedeby a Oneness whose
}htegrity is that of a self. fﬁht this selfhood is not as we
have come to conceive of our own selfhood, real .or ideal. The
One who reveals hi%self is not conceived in faith as a pefson
bécause of an anthropomorphic need. God is not thought of as
if a person because -of the exigency of our situation. Niebuhr
expressed his awareness of the danger of anthropomorphism-in
speaking of God as s‘person but insisted that ‘thought and
speech about the source of oﬁr'béing as a "Thou," a self,
éxpfessed the ver& pornérstone of iadiqal faith, i.e., the
conviction that the Oneness$ that reveals itself is a person.
According to Niebdhr,:}t is not the condition of man that
determines the nature of the relatianship between God and man
but rather-the_condiéionér, Cod. As our thoughts ,about deity '’

so our Ehoughts about personhood are transformed by the self-’

revealing.God. The illuminatidn of our lives as selves by the

«nfinite self is not a-dcveloément of previous ideas but their

~ .

L4
e " \

- Llihemes which Niebuhr trecated i The Responsible Self.
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Moreover this ?onvérsion.is not a completed action but a
continuing process. Its continuing character is contained
in the fact that the congept of God which emerges from the
concrete event giviﬁg rise to radical faith involves t%e
recognition of deity as one who-acts, acEs‘frecly, is

faithful and initiates dialogue. Such a conception of God

is inherently dynamic, it is itself an endless task. 1Its

-fulfillment can take place only as an integral part of the

ongoing relationship between‘ghe initiator and resPponder
in which faithfulness responds to faithfulness, freedom’to
freédom, action to gction, these being the fundamental ‘
conceptual coﬁponents‘by which reference can be made to
what is essentially one reality, the ultimate unity of
peféonal existence in, with and through God. Such is ‘the

meaning which revelation® places upon our existence.

.Revelation meant revolution, for Niebuhr, The revclution

is ‘initiated by God, .continued by and with-him['and
ultimately completed by him. It is a revolution that

presupposes and transforms -our natural reasoning about him,

and about ourselves and our world in relation .to him,

Defénsiveness is 6Gt of the question here. ﬁut .Lhis is‘hot
to'say that what such a revqlution,is and does cannot be
made visible ratianally,‘it meéns ;athcr that in our rational
life/ as in our total 1l4ife, all thought And'spegch, all our
actions, are cxpfcssions of that one rcvoiutionary fact.

Our discussion throughout this dissertation has 'been

aimed_at showing how Niebuhr's concept of God as a person

-



N

266
was truly consistent with and integral to the confessional
approach which he proposed as a theological al ternative.

By bringing forward the conceptual expressions which )
appeared as constants in his references to God as a person
the sense in which Niebuhr understood his approach to

combine the intérests of Troeltsch and Barth comes more
clearly into view. The primacy of God, his absolute
sovercignty anq freedom, and the dependence of man, his
finitude and relativity, rémain central facts oﬁ‘
theology, and their meaning more clearly understood. The
absoluteness of God and the rélativity of man are grasped

in fa;th as fundamental realities of exiétepce which, fnr ‘

TN

the final analysﬁs, is seen as a dynamic interpersonal
relationship. As human rca;on exercises ité.powers in the
light of the Divine Person's sélf—revcaling action it does~
-s0 in the knowledge that the object upon which it reflects
is not é being which it can posséss in thought, or in a >
system of tﬁought, but rather it is eone in whgse bresence
the one who roa;gpf and reasoning itself aré continuously
transformed. To kn&r in faith, in other words, is to. come

to se‘fhood in the continugusly unfolding presénce of the
Diylne Self in the world. Our analysis of Niebuhr's thought
;;égests, finally, that Lhe major themes of monotheism,
transformat;on, and cdnfeséionalism may, perhaps, be fegarded
as themes developing out of what was, for him, thp'very
cornerstonc of radical fﬁith—~5that the principle of Being

is the First ‘Person."
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