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heologian Stanley Hauerwas is a prolific writer. While his pace

has slowed in the last decade (he turned eighty in 2020), even
still it remains remarkable. To date he is the author of forty-five
books, and there are more in the pipeline. While Hauerwas, a vora-
cious and eclectic reader, reads political theorists, it would be a
mistake to give him that label. Also, despite his work now being
widely used in Europe and beyond, Hauerwas is through and
through an American thinker; his articulation of the political rele-
vance of Christian theology begins in this context.! Indeed, his
thinking over the last fifty years about theology and politics can be
well accessed at this point: where America and Christianity meet.
A good start is “A Christian Critique of Christian America,” where
he says the following:

If there is to be a genuine Christian critique of Christian
America, I am convinced that [the] habit of thought, which
[John Howard] Yoder calls Constantinianism, must be
given up. Otherwise, we Christians remain caught in the
same habits of thought and behavior that implicitly or
explicitly assume that insofar as America is a democracy
she is Christian. As a result Christians lose exactly the skills
necessary to see how deeply they have been compromised
by the assumption that their task is to rule, if not the
government, at least the ethos of America.?
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Constantinianism in John Howard Yoder’s lexicon is the merging of
the political power of nations (or, in Constantine’s case, empires)
with the agenda of the Christian church. Following Yoder, Hauerwas
believes it is imperative that the church distinguish itself from
America. But what does this mean for the relation between
Christianity and politics? As Hauerwas asks, “Am I therefore
suggesting that Christians must ‘withdraw’ from the social, politi-
cal, and legal life of America? I am certainly not arguing that;
rather I am trying to suggest that in order to answer questions of
‘why” and ‘how’ Christians participate in the life of this country we
do not need a theory about the Christian character of
democracy.”™

From these texts we can derive five points for further explora-
tion in this essay: (1) that Christian theology should, even must,
produce a critique of political entities that it invariably engages
with, most prominently nation-states like America; (2) that politi-
cally, this is not about “ruling”; (3) that Christians do not need a
theory about political systems to do this; (4) that if Christianity
throws in with the ruling political agenda of nation states, it will
lose the skills (or virtues) it needs to see how much it may have
been co-opted by these political entities; and—or but—(5) that
none of this implies that Christians should withdraw from the
political life of nation-states or other political entities with which
they engage. These five points guide this essay in its subsequent
sections. But to begin, it is necessary to say a little more about the
context into which Hauerwas’s work has largely been received.

Positioning the Work of Stanley Hauerwas
When Stanley Hauerwas graduated from Yale with a PhD in
Religious Studies with a specialization in ethics in 1968, this field
was actually quite new. He had received a Bachelor of Divinity
(BD) three years earlier from Yale Divinity School, but he did not
want to be a pastor, what people have been doing with their BDs
from Yale since 1832. In the 1960s the field of “Christian Ethics,”
where Hauerwas’s work has primarily been received, was just being
born. Increasingly, universities needed courses taught in “ethics.”
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While many factors influenced the rise of “ethics,” any full account
must note the professionalization of so many fields, combined with
a weakening or diversification of the moral assumptions that guided
them. Bereft of coherent traditions that could guide its thinking
about what to think and do in daily work and practice, the culture
looked to professionally trained ethicists to fill in.

In his seminal After Virtue Alasdair MacIntyre argues that
today’s Westernized cultures live among chards of former morali-
ties, with bits and pieces of moral notions that survive from the
former cultures into which they once fit and made sense. MacIntyre
connects this picture to what he calls the Enlightenment project to
“justify morality”; MacIntyre believes it “had to fail.” Architects of
the project, Immanuel Kant especially, attempted to found moral-
ity on “reason alone,” supposing they needed to detach morality
from any imbedding teleology of the human person, a teleology
that was largely supplied in the eighteenth century by religious
assumptions that yet permeated culture. Proposals of “rationally
justified” principles, such as Kant’s categorical imperative, were
necessarily thin, lacking in substantive moral content; the only
reason they could be thought to guide morally in the eighteenth
century was that there remained a sufficient substrate of religio-
cultural assumptions about the goods and aims of human life to
hold it steady. As MacIntyre says, “[M Jorality did in the eighteenth
century, as a matter of historical fact, presuppose something very
like the teleological scheme of God, freedom and happiness as the
final crown of virtue which Kant propounds. Detach morality from
that framework and you will no longer have morality; or, at the very
least, you will have radically transformed its character.”™

While Maclntyre’s critique in After Virtue was not published
until 1981, when Hauerwas began his teaching career roughly a
decade earlier he had already begun to anticipate it. (Hauerwas
and MacIntyre would go on to become friends and collaborators,
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working together on the “Revisions™
provocative papers and books on literature, philosophy, theology,
ethics, and politics outside of the mainstream flowing from liberal

Enlightenment assumptions.) Looking back, Hauerwas
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characterizes himself and his fellow Yale graduates with PhDs in
religious ethics as follows: “[W]e were like the gun fighter portrayed
on television who handed out cards embossed with the slogan:
‘Have gun. Will travel.” Our card would read, ‘Have conceptual
tools. Will travel.”6

The implication here is that the role of the new “ethicists” was
to conceptually clarify, Enlightenment style, as if doing so would
somehow solve the various moral disputes in the communities
where the ethicists happened to land. Yet, oddly, they had also just
received graduate degrees in Christian theology. And Christianity
is not what anyone and everyone believes. So how were these
newborn theological ethicists to proceed?

The presumption of many scholars at the time was that the
task of theology was to make the language of faith amena-
ble to standards set by the world. This could be done by
subtraction: “Of course you do not have to believe X or Y”;
or, by translation, “When we say X or Y we really mean . . .”
I was simply not interested in that project. From my
perspective, if the language was not true, then you ought to
give it up. I thought the crucial question was not whether
Christianity could be made amenable to the world, but
could the world be made amenable to what Christians
believe? I had not come to the study of theology to play
around.”

So, the dominant answer to the question of what the new Christian
ethicists were to do was that they needed to fit in, making sure not
to talk too much about those concepts or convictions peculiar to
the Christianity they now knew so much about. Yet Hauerwas’s
posture was simply to reject this wide path and travel a narrower
one. He has remained on this path throughout his long career: he
has been unabashedly Christian in almost everything he has writ-
ten, accommodating not at all to the strategy of subtraction or
translation. This has infuriated some in the academy, where most
have taken the broader way; and, truth be told, Hauerwas himself
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has sometimes played up his adversarial role. “I am a polemicist,”
he has said.® Yet Hauerwas has consistently also held strongly to the
view, the passion, that Christian convictions are not only immensely
interesting but also true. Moreover, if one does theology with the
seriousness and thoughtfulness it deserves, it should not surprise us
if others besides Christians get interested. In fact, Christian theo-
logians need these others continually to call them to task about
what is true, which the church has no corner on. Hauerwas in this
way does his theology entirely in the open, listening to virtually
anyone who has something serious to say to him about it. And since
Christian theology is essentially political (as we shall see), as a theo-
logian he is bound to speak politically, both about the politics of
Jesus and about the politics involved as the followers of Jesus, the
church, engage with the world.

Hauerwas’s eclecticism and his broad reading patterns, in other
words, arise not so much from a wandering eye but from his
conviction that others besides Christians have truthful things to say.
Of particular importance in his early writing is what one might call
an alternative secular vision, expressed by writers like Iris Murdoch,
Stewart Hampshire, and Bernard Williams, who had grown tired of
the modern propensity to conceive of “ethics” entirely in terms of
obligation,” which walled it off from considerations of moral
psychology and therefore of character and its formation within
community. In his dissertation, Hauerwas had argued for the
significance of character, leaning heavily on Aristotle and Aquinas;'?
in thinkers such as Murdoch and the Wittgensteinian philosopher
Julius Kovesi, Hauerwas began to see the moral significance of
“seeing” or “describing” the world—and of the importance of
developing habits that school us in how rightly to attend to it. As he
says in consort with Murdoch, “[MJodern moral philosophers have
failed to understand that moral behavior is an affair not primarily
of choice but of vision.”!!

Christian vision arises and is sustained as a community forms
around the memory and worship of Jesus. In all his writing
Hauerwas is committed to retaining and exploring the moral
descriptions that this community has lived by. There is a kind of
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“historicism” in this. For Hauerwas, all truth claims arise histori-
cally and within traditions; there is no view from nowhere. But
engagement with different others in the pursuit of the truth,
including political truths, is a required habit. So, for instance,
Hauerwas has remained in constructive conversation with the work
of Martha Nussbaum, a former student of Bernard Williams and a
well-known defender of democratic practices. He appreciates
Nussbaum’s accent on the fragility of the moral life and its open-
ness to tragedy; she is engaged, Hauerwas thinks, “in a profoundly
moral project to assemble reminders capable of directing our
attention to poetry that can enrich our lives.” Nonetheless, the
nagging question for Nussbaum as she looks for sufficiently subtle,
candid, and richer vision of our moral lives on which we can agree
is “who is the ‘we’?” It cannot but turn out to be “a fairly small
group who live lives untouched by the economic deprivation of
advanced capitalistic societies”>—which should make us wonder
about the “reach” of Nussbaum’s ruminations. As explored later in
this essay, Hauerwas’s “we” is the church,'® to which and for which
he consistently speaks—although we must quickly add (and as his
engagement with thinkers like Nussbaum indicates) that the
church does not stand isolated but in fact discovers itself as it
engages with the world it is called to serve.

In this context, it is important to note that, despite his critical
assessment of the Yale graduate who “has conceptual tools and will
travel,” Hauerwas has consistently also engaged the moral issues of
our day—always very much as a Christian theologian, but in a way
that is interesting, imaginative, and broadly engaging. Indeed, a
significant number of Hauerwas’s forty-five books, only a few of
which can receive focused attention in this essay, address such
matters. He has written often on medical ethics, consistently on the
ethics of war, and occasionally on sexual ethics. Medical ethics as a
specialized field, arguably, had its beginnings in the writing of Paul
Ramsey, perhaps Hauerwass most important personal mentor.
Like Hauerwas, Ramsey was not inclined to leave his Christian
theology at the door when entering the fray of discussion about
what should be said about medical treatment.'* Hauerwas, himself
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a leading contributor in the early days of the burgeoning field, felt
compelled in his own writing to pay specially attention to the
mentally handicapped and the disabled, publishing two important
books with large sections devoted to them.'> Perhaps more than
any other source, these writings gave rise to what we today call
“disability ethics.” This suggests it may be because of, rather than
despite, deeply held theological convictions and the insights they
engender that we find a way forward morally and, one might even
add, politically, since, as Aristotle saw, the end of any ethic is always
a politics.'

America, Democracy, and “Christian” Politics

Trained in the United States primarily in the relatively small field
of Christian Ethics,'” from the beginning of his academic career
Hauerwas was obliged to interact with two towering figures on
whose work in the field he depended. These also happened to be
brothers: Reinhold and H. Richard Niebuhr. Reinhold was the
more famous and forceful of the two, and his name better known.
(At the beginning of his presidency Barak Obama named Reinhold
as his “favorite philosopher.”®) Responses to Reinhold dot
Hauerwas’s writings, a sign of his enduring influence. Arguably,
however, H. Richard has exerted as much or more influence on
how Hauerwas thinks. While Reinhold taught at Union Theological
Seminary, H. Richard taught at Yale. Although H. Richard died in
1962, the year Hauerwas arrived at Yale, his influence there
remained strong. While neither brother has the theological signifi-
cance for Hauerwas of their rough contemporary, Karl Barth, they
were American theologians, and Hauerwas’s thinking about politics
cannot be understood without recognizing how he thinks about
America.

Hauerwas styled his 2001 Gifford Lectures as a response to
three previous Gifford lecturers, William James, Reinhold Niebuhr,
and Karl Barth. He characterizes Niebuhr’s work as follows:

In spite of Niebuhr’s early identification as a “neo-ortho-
dox” theologian, he always worked within the “givens” of
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Protestant liberalism, which means, at the very least, that
Niebuhr, like James, assumed that Christianity must be
tested by standards generally accepted by the intellectual
elites of the day. . . . The animating center of Niebuhr’s life
and work was the crafting of an account of liberal
Christianity acceptable to a liberal culture and politics."

To speak in this way reminds us how times have changed in
America since the era of the Niebuhrs: evidently Protestant liberal-
ism has lost most of its force. Indeed, that is part of Hauerwas’s
point. American culture was formed in great part by Protestantism,
and the culture presumed by the elites who governed it, especially
in the early part of the twentieth century, was dominated by
Protestant liberalism. In this context, there was a place for a “public
theologian” like Reinhold who could invoke “original sin” as an
animating principle in his (and the country’s) embrace of “democ-
racy.”® As Hauerwas argues, what we most need to see, the essen-
tial framework that makes Niebuhr make sense and undergirds his
influence, is that “Niebuhr always regarded himself first and fore-
most a preacher, but a preacher whose congregation was consti-
tuted by a church called America.”!

Reinhold Niebuhrs long career can be understood as an
extended rejection of the thinking of another famous and (in his
day) influential Protestant American preacher named Walter
Rauschenbusch. Rauschenbusch was the chief spokesperson for
the Social Gospel, a movement beginning within the Christian
churchesto“Christianize the social order” (as one of Rauschenbusch’s
book titles tells it*?), inspired primarily by the understanding and
vision that Jesus’s ministry was not primarily about personal salva-
tion but rather about bringing the Kingdom of God on earth. For
the Social Gospelers of the early twentieth century,® this meant
structural change in the institutions of America.

A significant difference between Rauschenbusch and Reinhold
Niebuhr is in their treatment of Jesus, who, according to Niebuhr,
offers an ethics that should inform our political lives only as the
“impossible possibility.”* This is the way Reinhold is sometimes
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interpreted as “neo-Orthodox™: his critique of starry-eyed liberal-
ism is based on a “moral realism” that takes sin seriously. But for
Hauerwas the essential continuity between the two men is the
point to notice. As he holds, for Rauschenbusch and his fellow
Social Gospelers, “what had made them what they were, namely
the church, became increasingly irrelevant for the project of
changing America. Reinhold Niebuhr, also a product of church
culture not unlike that of Rauschenbusch, represents the develop-
ment of Christian ethics that no longer needs to understand itself
as a movement sponsored by the church.”?

More than either his brother or Rauschenbusch, who were,
each in his own way, crusaders, H. Richard Niebuhr was aware of
the church as something of a society itself.? While in the long run
H. Richard’s ecclesiology was hardly adequate for Hauerwas, his
awareness of how the church shaped its members mattered as
Hauerwas grew in his accent on the church as essential to any sort
of political understanding of Christian faith. In The Peaceable
Kingdom, one of his most important books, Hauerwas recapitulates
an extraordinary debate held in the pages of Christian Century
between the two Niebuhrs in the face of the 1932 invasion of
Manchuria by an increasingly imperialistic Japan. Reinhold argued
for an active, coercive American response. H. Richard, however,
argued that the proper response from Christian Americans was
“the grace of doing nothing”—which was to say, not that they
should seek refuge in isolationism, but that “doing nothing” was a
grace rooted in American Christians” awareness that, as Hauerwas
puts it, “their inactivity is but a reminder of their own [American
Christians’] faults, which are actually so like those of the aggressor
[Japan].” It was also a grace entailing “a very particular faith in a
definite kind of God. The patience to sustain such an inactivity is
possible only if the world is in fact bounded and storied by a God
who has the power to use our faithfulness and unfaithfulness that
the kingdom of peace might be present among us. The kind of
peaceableness required of Christians is inherently tied to their
acquiring the habits of peace—that is, that they are formed by a
definite kind of spirituality.”*"
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I have suggested that at least five considerations or commit-
ments guide the political thought of Stanley Hauerwas: (1) that
Christian theology will engage critically with nation-states, (2) that
politically it is not about “ruling,” (3) that it does not need a theory
about politics to do this, (4) that it must develop and sustain skills
(or virtues) it needs to maintain its unique political posture, and (5)
that this posture is decidedly not one of withdrawal. We have
perhaps arrived at a place where the logic of these commitments
can begin to become clearer. The key for Hauerwas as an American
theologian was to recognize how much “Christian” political thought
in America was guided by the presumption that Christians must do
their political thinking about America, which means that the
church must make its political proposals or its visions of common
life applicable to the nation-state where it could assist in ruling the
world.

But as Hauerwas came to see, this severely limited what the
church could say and do as well as the degree to which its contribu-
tions could rest on its distinctive view of God. In contrast to his
brother’s, H. Richard Niebuhr’s proposal depended not only on a
distinctively Christian understanding of God but also on a pattern
of formation, a set of habits, necessary to enflesh this understand-
ing in the context of a world that thinks otherwise. As H. Richard
said about his recommendation that we “do nothing,” “[I]f there is
no God, or if God is up in heaven and not in time itself, it is a very
foolish inactivity.”

The debate between the Niebuhrs occupies the last chapter of
The Peaceable Kingdom.*® What Hauerwas does otherwise in the
book leads up to this chapter, not because the foregoing material is
less important, nor because Hauerwas thinks H. Richard, and not
Reinhold, got it right —his disagreements with H. Richard Niebuhr
number almost as many as with Reinhold— but because the book
helps us understand how Christians might live by a “spirituality”
that sustains the habits of peace and also resists the quick identifi-
cation of their politics with America (or any nation-state). And this
is also to speak and live in a manner that makes sense only if the
Christian God exists.
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If we cast back one chapter earlier, we find Hauerwas discuss-
ing “casuistry as a narrative art,” which he commences with the
statement that “the question “What ought I to be? precedes the
question “‘What ought I to do?” . . . [TThe question ‘What ought I to
do? tempts us to assume that moral situations are abstracted from
the kind of people and history we have come to be.” “Casuistry”
in the context of this chapter is practical wisdom, or the virtue of
prudence, making its way through human life, filled as it is with one
decision after the next. Understood as such, casuistry does not
simply proceed from settled and unquestionable moral principles;
rather, it “requires the imaginative testing of our habits of life
against the well-lived and virtuous lives of others.”! Moreover,
casuistry (or practical wisdom) is not simply what I do; it is what we
do, since, after all, the question “what ought I to be?” is really
unaskable apart from communities and “living traditions,” as
Hauerwas borrows that phrase from Alasdair MacIntyre.

This is not to diminish the significance of what we do; it is,
rather, to place action in the context of a self and therefore of a
community and the stories that sustain it. In After Virtue MacIntyre
makes the case that “intelligible action is a more fundamental
concept than that of an action as such.” We simply cannot know
what someone is doing without placing it, the action, in the contexts
that give it meaning, which include the essentially human context
by means of which we are able to know about human actions like
dining, or writing poetry, or playing sports, but also in terms of the
story the actor herself is living out and how this provides meaning
to what she is doing. As Maclntyre says, “[N]arrative history of a
certain kind turns out to be the basic and essential genre for the
characterization of human action.”?

Maclntyre’s point about intelligible action clears the way for us
to see why Hauerwas, who from a very early stage in his writing
career has accented the significance of narrative for the moral
life,®® believes Christian ethics can never detach itself from the
Christian story. We are, all of us, storied selves, and the Christian
church is a “story-formed community.” So the ongoing task for the
Christian community, the church, as it engages in its life in the
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world is not simply to decide on a set of acts it recommends or
prohibits but rather to develop and employ descriptive—and
therefore narrative—skills, along with habits of action related to
them, that are “provided by a truthful narrative to see the ‘situa-
tion’ [whatever it happens to be] in a new light.”*

In this light, we can see all the more clearly why Hauerwas
works so thoroughly and sometimes so aggressively to separate
Christian ethics in America from America. Even a mind as roving
and fertile as Reinhold Niebuhr’s, in many ways a genuinely
Christian mind, was nonetheless held fast by the assumption that
America was his church. Or, better put, that American Christians
speaking from the church into the “political arena” were bound
always to see the principal actors in that arena to be the United
States and its nation-state associates, friend or foe.

What is the alternative? Here Hauerwas is guided by “the poli-
tics of Jesus,” the title of a book by Mennonite theologian John
Howard Yoder,® and by a phrase, initially rather cryptic, that he
has repeated many times throughout his long career: the church
doesn’t have a social ethic; it is a social ethic. “T am in fact challeng-
ing the very idea that Christian social ethics is primarily an attempt
to make the world more peaceable and just. Put starkly, the first
social task of the church is to be the church—the servant commu-
nity. Such a claim may well sound self-serving until we remember
that what makes the church the church is its faithful manifestation
of the peaceable kingdom in the world. As such the church does
not have a social ethic; the church is a social ethic.”®

The social ethic that is the church is also the “ethics” (and poli-
tics) of Jesus. Hauerwas does not fuss over the difference between
the “Christ of faith” and “Jesus of history,” since he thinks that the
Jesus in scripture is the Jesus of the early church. As the early
Christians came to believe in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection,
they “found a continuation of Israel’s vocation to imitate God and
thus in a decisive way to depict God’s kingdom for the world.”*” For
Christians, in Jesus the kingdom had dawned; it was and is alive on
the earth. Following Jesus means to embody this in the world
today, and in so doing to live into a story that is eschatological, a
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continuing drama that is moving toward a decisive end. In this way,
the kingdom preached by and enacted in Christ is about God, most
specifically “about how God rules.” The stories we find in the
Gospels “portray Jesus not only offering the possibility of achieving
what were heretofore thought to be impossible ethical ideals. He
actually proclaims and embodies a way of life that God has made
possible here and now.”*

In his passion Jesus refuses to respond with violence to the
violence visited upon him. Instead, he suffers and forgives, not
acquiescent to the powers that heap violence upon him but in a
spirit of “non-violent resistance.” For Hauerwas (following Yoder),
this is a politics. Moreover, it is not for Jesus only. The Gospels
direct the story of Jesus to those who later become his followers,
making sure to retain continuity in the story between the Jesus who
preaches and teaches and the Jesus who suffers and dies.
Throughout, precisely on these points are numerous hints and
reminders about what following Jesus entails. In the Synoptic
Gospels, as he travels with his disciples on the way to Jerusalem
and his death, Jesus finds that his disciples frequently misunder-
stand what following him actually means. On one occasion, two
disciples, James and John, ask to be made the second and third in
command in the new kingdom they assume Messiah Jesus will
bring. When they hear what James and John had asked, the other
disciples respond with anger and disgust. Jesus replies to them all:
“You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as
their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over
them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to become
great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be
first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not
to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”

There is little debate that the New Testament contains numer-
ous passages that point to a pattern of life implied by these words.
But for someone like Reinhold Niebuhr, a number of qualifications
are in order, particularly when thinking politically. One might, like
Rauschenbusch, give it one’s best try, attempting to “Christianize
the social order” of the nation-state. But as Reinhold Niebuhr
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reacts to Rauschenbusch, within any realist description of the poli-
tics of nations, clearly such teachings are impracticable. If one has
power (as, for instance, America might be thought to have in the
world of nation-states), it should be used to accomplish relatively
more good. The best we can do as we use power—sometimes
violently—is to hold Jesus out “beyond history,” as the “impossible
possibility” that continually reminds us of what we wish for but
cannot accomplish.

Hauerwas’s response to all this is to break the stranglehold
nation-state politics has on our political thinking and imagination.
The Christian church is a political entity, a corporate body in the
world, persisting through time. Christians must begin their think-
ing about politics with it. The politics of the church cannot simply
be about wielding power within or beyond it. Rather, political
questions for the church begin with what it means to be this body,
this particular people called to follow the God of Israel and of
Jesus. It is a political act to remember this, indeed, to tell and enact
the story of Christ’s death and resurrection as Christians do when
they gather for worship. This includes not only what Christians do
daily but also how they understand who they are, what they feel,
how they understand the world, and where it is all headed. For
instance, since Christians in the church understand they are a
forgiven people, then this “makes us lose control. To be forgiven
means that I must face the fact that my life actually lies in the
hands of others.” It also enables Christians to tell truthful stories:
“When we exist as a forgiven people we are able to be at peace with
our histories. . . . We no longer need to deny our past, or tell false
stories, as now we can accept what we have been without the
knowledge of our sin destroying us.”*

This direction in Hauerwass work opens a broad theological
territory to think in: what does it really mean to belong to the body
of Christ? Moreover, it sets a pattern for moral formation:
Christians need to be trained in the church to embody the virtues
that are required to be this body. Of course, one might reply that
this is not political territory. Yet, again, such a response narrows
political thinking to a small slice of questions and perpetuates
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assumptions such as those presupposed by Reinhold Niebuhr.
Politics involves, surely, the sort of people we are, and this involves
what stories we tell, how we tell them, what we fear and hope for,
how we are formed morally, and how we live together. And, again,
it matters who the “we” is. In this regard, Hauerwas has asked
Christians to begin with affirming that they are Christians, meaning
that they belong to the church. “[TThe first task of the church is not
to supply theories of governmental legitimacy or even to suggest
strategies for social betterment. The first task of the church is to
exhibit in our common life the kind of community possible when
trust, and not fear, rules our lives.”

No doubt the apparent limitation of this “we” will give many
pause. While it might be apparent what sort of difference
Hauerwas’s arguments make for those who see themselves as
members of the Christian church, what of those who do not?

There are a few quick things to say in response that may seem
flippant, but perhaps less so on further reflection. To begin, no one
can think for everyone and anyone; indeed, it is presumptuous to
try. Further, whenever and however they join the church, all
Christians say in some form that they believe “Jesus is Lord.” To
ask and consider what this claim might mean is an important exer-
cise in truth telling. And, it is worth adding that the Christian
church in its various forms spans the globe and comprises roughly
two billion people. Were these many members to think and act as
Hauerwas’s writings suggest Christians do, or should, it would be a
different world. (Perhaps no less violent, but surely different.)

But a more interesting answer involves further working
through the theological claims Hauerwas makes, echoing as he
does long-standing Christian thinking. There is and always has
been a church/world distinction built into Christian theology. Thus
the Gospel of John introduces Christ “the Word”: “He was in the
world, and the world came into begin through him; yet the world
did not know him.”*? As the church comes to be, as it sees God now
revealed in Christ, it knows itself as not the world—although, John
makes plain, the world is God’s, since God made it. The distinction
is necessary but also necessarily complicated. Hauerwas favorably
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quotes H. Richard Niebuhr, “World, rather, is a companion of
the Church, a community something like itself with which it
lives before God. The world is sometimes enemy, sometimes
partner of the Church, often antagonist, always one to be
befriended; now it is the co-knower, now the one that does not
know what the Church knows, now the knower of what the
Church does not know.” A key claim for Hauerwas is that
through the church “the world is given a history. Indeed, the
term ‘world” derives its intelligibility from there being a people
who can supply a history for the world.”** Again, this history or
story is eschatological. To see it as such “requires that we learn
to see the life of Jesus as decisive for the world’s status as part
of the kingdom of God.”* In this way, the church does not flee
from the world; it does not abandon it, as God did not. Rather,
it stands to the world as consistent witness, reminding it that it
remains the “world”: what is not yet but will be gathered into
the coming kingdom. Christians are called, Hauerwas thinks, to
be a “transformed people capable of living peaceably in a violent

world,”46

sustained daily by the presence and gifts of the Holy
Spirit. The church needs to learn to be not the world, while
recognizing all the more that the God Christians worship loves
the world, and this means that the church should not set about
to antagonize it. Indeed, it “befriends” the world, offering
“hospitality to the stranger”; it does not seek to “demonstrate
that all other positions are false” but rather serves as a “witness

to the God [Christians] believe embraces all truth.”*”

Political Engagement

Hauerwas, who has been known to describe himself as “a violent
son-of-a-bitch,” is an incongruent Christian pacifist—although the
incongruency is to him a sign all the more of the power of the
Christian story. Yet it is a mistake, Hauerwas believes, to think that
“pacifists are passive.” In any case, the combination of his personal-
ity, his positions, and his frankness has sparked reaction. As he
notes, he has frequently been labeled “sectarian, fideistic, tribalist”
by his theological colleagues.
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They do so because I (allegedly) defend a theology and
ethic that requires Christians to withdraw from the respon-
sibility to create more nearly just societies. While I do not
share their general enthusiasm for liberal democratic prac-
tices defended in the name of being “responsible,” that
does not mean I am calling for Christians to withdraw from
social engagements. I just want them to be engaged as
Christians.

The image of withdrawal or retreat is all wrong. The
problem is not that Christians, to be faithful, must with-
draw. The problem is that Christians, particularly in liberal
social orders like that of the United States, have so identi-
fied with those orders that they no longer are able to see
what difference being Christian makes.**

For Princeton philosopher Jeffery Stout, the engagement that
Hauerwas calls for in this passage is well and good, but he worries
that in actual fact Hauerwas’s stance is significantly eroding prac-
tices in civil society that everyone must care about. Of particular
concern for Stout is that in his rhetorical excess, Hauerwas turns
Christians from working for justice. Stout points especially to a
chapter in Hauerwas’s book After Christendom?, which is directed
to a popular audience, subtitled “Why Justice Is a Bad Idea for
Christians.”*

Stout is concerned not only about what Hauerwas is doing but
also about Alasdair Macintyre and John Milbank; these three are
for him the representatives of a “new traditionalism,” which derives
much of its force from a critique of “liberalism.” MacIntyre is for
Stout the originator of this critique, and Hauerwas the super-
spreader. The critique itself has its roots in MacIntyre’s account of
traditions in After Virtue and subsequent books.*® As MacIntyre
argues, we think in traditions, which provide the language and
narrative context that makes human action intelligible. “Liberalism”
(that of Kant and others, as noted earlier) ignored this and in its
press to liberate the individual and instrumentalize rationality set
the stage for the relativizing or privatizing of those traditions in
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which genuine moral (and political) formation occurs. Stout
summarizes MacIntyre’s and Hauerwas’s views: “Liberalism, then
is a tradition, but one whose necessarily frustrated project is to
cease being what it is. This line of reasoning has often been used,
by Hauerwas as well as MacIntyre, to dispense with liberal society
as the embodiment of an obviously incoherent project.”!

While Stout and Hauerwas may appear to be well dug in on
opposite sides of this argument, in fact there is considerable
agreement between them. Stout’s book otherwise is a robust
defense of liberal democracy as a tradition. So Hauerwas can
write on Democracy and Tradition’s dust jacket that “Stout inau-
gurates a fresh conversation between advocates of democracy
and those who hold substantive Christian convictions. . . . [He
has] given new life, helping Americans envision what a vital
politics contains.” In a fuller response to the book Hauerwas is
more explicit in how he thinks Stout can help. “Put bluntly, this
is a position with which we Christians not only can, but should
want to, do business. Stout does try to give an account of demo-
cratic life that is not in the first place state theory. I am extremely
sympathetic with that project. Stout’s understanding of practical
reason, the centrality of the virtues, as well as the democratic
tradition not only makes it possible for us to have a conversa-
tion, but makes such a conversation imperative.”>

We can return here to where we began in this essay: among five
points we hoped to explore, perhaps fittingly located in the middle,
we recall that it is Hauerwas’s long view that Christianity does not
need a theory about political systems to do its work—that is, to
offer its critique and also fully engage with others in work toward
common goods. Perhaps the clearest sign of this is Hauerwas’s
book with political scientist, non-Christian, and self-identified
“radical democrat” Romand Coles entitled Christianity, Democracy,
and the Radical Ordinary.>® The authors take pains to say how the
book begins and ends in friendship. This came to be partly through
working with shared graduate students at Duke University but also,
as Coles tells the story, of his working side by side with Christians
in Durham, North Carolina, or listening to “black (and white)
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pastors channeling Christ and Moses,” speaking profoundly to
“questions of race in Durham.”*

This description helps us see the sort of “engagement”
Hauerwas has long held as necessary for the church. The difficulty
Hauerwas sees with thinking about politics as “state theory” (and
on this he and Coles are in rough agreement) is that it is insuffi-
ciently political and as such tricks Christians (and others) into
thinking that their options for political engagement are limited to
nation-state forms of political participation like voting in presiden-
tial elections or fighting over Supreme Court justices. For Christians
especially this tempts them to become forgetful of the politics they
already have or, as church, are. For his part, Coles was much influ-
enced by the writings of Sheldon Wolin, whose work Hauerwas had
read sympathetically and carefully, sharing it with his graduate
students who were taking Coles’s classes. For Coles, Wolin offers a
“radical democratic theory” that extends to the questions of what
virtues and practices we need “to receive, gather and carefully
engage each other.” Hauerwas’s aversion to political theory (and
Coles’s too) is that it blinds us to particulars, becoming an excuse
not to exercise practical wisdom or prudence. Moreover, it carries
along, justifies, and institutionalizes violence with a shrug—perhaps
most apparent in Hobbesian political theory.

A point of agreement as Coles and Hauerwas begin their
discussion is that a “politics of fear characterizes current American
life.”® In America, this includes the “originating violence” by
which it, and any nation-state, came to be. But, further, the
violence running throughout political regimes such as that in the
United States lies in a universal affirmation that our redemption
comes in our authorization of the state, as in our “right of self-
defense,” to kill others so that we can live as we like.>” Such threat
of violence, what Coles and Hauerwas call a “politics of death,” can
breed only fear. By contrast, Hauerwas and Coles hope their
discussion points toward a politics of hope, which will necessarily
be complicated, fine-grained, practical, and “radically ordinary.”
“We think that it is most vitally in and through concrete practices
of tending to one another that people find the sources of renewal
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and sustenance for a life-affirming politics—one that provides the
most hopeful wellspring for defeating the politics of death.”

Such a politics, Coles and Hauerwas together note, requires
listening, patient listening, not only to one another but to those
who have gone before. Moreover, the political activity they have in
mind involves more directly the kind of congregating, organizing,
and peaceful cooperation to bring benefits to people at a local
level—what the church has been at work on throughout its exist-
ence. Many of the book’s chapters take up those who have thought
and written outside the mainstream of political thought, such as
Ella Baker or Michel Foucault (especially for Coles) and Will
Campbell or Dorothy Day (for Hauerwas). The discussion is not
limited to the relatively recent past but extends back as far as the
fourth century to hear St. Gregory of Nazianzus’s oration “For the
Love of the Poor.” Hauerwas is especially interested in Gregory’s
descriptions of the poor, which, he tells us, are “unintelligible”
under current assumptions “that science promises to give the
power to be freed from the limits of the body . . . to save us from
illness and death.” By contrast, Gregory’s “descriptions of the
afflicted seek to make them unavoidable citizens of the new politics
coming to birth, called Christian . . . to make the poor seen, to
make the poor part of the community, because unless they are seen
as integral to the community, we will fail to see Christ.”®

This is what Hauerwas carries into the discussion with Coles
and into any political encounter: Christian descriptions that are
worked out in a long history nurtured by saints like Gregory, serv-
ants like Dorothy Day, or in the ordinary discourse of the church
through time. This is the church’s language; if it is given up, traded
in for something like “freedom of the individual” or “social
justice,”®!
and who God is. And this cannot but affect how we are equipped
to live well together in the world, which is of course at the heart of
any politics. For Hauerwas, to act rightly in the world, morally and
politically, we must see the world rightly, truthfully. The church
bears crucial descriptions, stories, and practices that are vital for
seeing truthfully, and so acting rightly. But the church learns what

we will lose what we need to say truthfully who we are
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its language really means, or what it has failed to say, or how it has
betrayed its own voice, only as it listens to others who speak to it,
like Coles to Hauerwas. As it listens and interacts, the church must
continue to recognize that its key political task is to learn to speak
its language better, train others in it, and enact it in its corporate
life and its witness to the world.

Responding to Robert Wilken’s description of Christianity as a
culture-forming religion, and culture as a “pattern of inherited
meanings and sensibilities embedded in rituals, institutions, laws,
practices, images, and the stories of people,” Hauerwas says,
“Wilken’s description of the conceptual revolution that was
Christianity rightly directs attention to the significance of language
at the heart of politics. That is why I resist any attempt to suggest
that the church is one thing and politics something else.”®? He goes
on, this time in agreement with Luke Bretherton,

[D]oing church and doing politics are both about the
formation of shared speech and action that form a common
world. . . . I take it that one of the characteristics of the
current culture described as democratic is its loss of
elegant speech. It is not simply the loss of elegance, but the
fact that the language used in politics is intended to
obscure rather than illumine. If, as Bretherton suggests,
ecclesiology is politics by another name, the church can
serve the world in which we find ourselves by attending to
our speech. Well-formed sermons may turn out to be the
most important contribution Christians can make to a poli-
tics that has some ambition to be truthful

If Hauerwas’s assessment of political speech in our time is accu-
rate—and it seems all the more so in 2022 than in 2015 when he
wrote this—we can perhaps see why he has so accented the
importance of distinctively Christian language and practices,
rooted in a tradition that rests ultimately on the claim that a man
who was executed in a spray of false charges, under the remark-
ably organized and efficient Roman political regime, was God
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incarnate. The ongoing relevance of the politics Hauerwas
represents draws us consistently back to this claim and to the
necessity of a persistent and imaginative patience in the political
lives of those who believe it.

On November 1, 2013, many of Hauerwas’s friends and associ-
ates assembled at Duke Divinity School for his retirement party,
which involved a full day of academic papers arguing one way or
the other about what Hauerwas had gotten wrong or right. In the
Christian calendar November 1 is All Saints Day, when Christians
celebrate the gifts of the lives of dead saints. Hauerwas preached
the sermon at the Eucharistic service many attended. He made
something of the point that the day is for all saints, the “holy ones,”
and not only for those famous ones whose names we remember.
He continued, “[S]etting apart a day for remembering the ‘holy
ones’ is itself a political exercise.” The holiness of these saints
comes from their having “learned to live as citizens of the kingdom
wrought by Christ,” which is to live into a politics different from
“the politics of the world—that is, those whose ambition is aimed
at assuring they will not be forgotten.”® Yet the church remembers
the saints, without knowing all their names, and so keeps sharp a
language and story they lived by, marking them as yet part of the
communion, citizens in a political body that perdures.

Conclusion

The sheer number of words Stanley Hauerwas has posted in the
public domain is astonishing. One wonders how he continues to
have more to say—although, of course, as a believing theologian he
finds the riches of the Christian Gospel inexhaustible, and there is
no end to the need for practical wisdom’s exploration of our daily
lives. Some of the sharp criticism he has aimed at the status quo in
theology, ethics, or politics, meant to shock and provoke, may have
occasionally gone too far, sometimes giving credence to the “sectar-
ian” label that has led many in the theological world to react to his
work, or dismiss it. Yet throughout his long career he has consist-
ently pressed points that are fresh and new, points that help us
rethink so many of our standardized assumptions.
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It is always the responsibility, Hauerwas thinks, of Christian
theologians to engage in the political thinking and dialogue of their
time; today doing this especially requires critical thinking about
nation-states. Since before the days of Reinhold Niebuhr and
Walter Rauschenbusch, nation-states remain the presumed primary
unit of political discourse. So it was that Niebuhr assumed the
Christian ethics could be relevant in America only if it spoke to
America as such. Theologically, as Hauerwas has pointed out, there
is slippage in this, for although it may sometimes have seemed
otherwise in their wandering history, Christians who follow a cruci-
fied Lord cannot assume that triumphant ruling is what their poli-
tics is for. In fact, they must consistently be aware of the temptation
to throw in with the political agendas of their day, agendas of power
and control, rather than attending carefully to their own convic-
tional language and story, which they say they believe is truthful
about God and the world. To do this faithfully they do not need a
political theory; rather, they need to sustain, develop, and pass on
the skills and virtues that equip them to know how to speak and act
from these convictions, resisting the tempting battle cries of their
time that undercut them, while also imaginatively engaging with
other insightful voices that will help them go on, thoughtfully and
innovatively. None of this is about withdrawal; it is, rather, about
faithful engagement, “at the right times, with reference to the right
objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the
right way.”®

This last quotation is, of course, from Aristotle. It is meant to
remind us that the subtlety of the moral life (Aristotle is discussing
virtue) and the demands of truthfulness in public spaces require a
practical wisdom that is not simply our own but is upheld by tradi-
tions of thought and judgment in which we must participate if we
are to sustain a common life and language that allows us to identify
and pursue genuinely common goods through time. Hauerwas has
attempted to do this throughout, especially mindful of the wisdom
the Christian tradition has to offer, as it preserves the political
distinctiveness of the Christian church and flows from it to irrigate
the world.
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church also firmly believes that as human creatures made in the image
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of God, they long to live together in peace and share in the common
good. While not quite a political theory, this affirmation makes room for
an ongoing investigation and articulation of these various shared goods
and how communities need to sustain them. The social encyclicals of
the Catholic church, beginning with Pope Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum
(1891), http://Awww.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/
hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html, and continuing through
Pope Francis’s Fratelli Tutti (2020), http://www.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20201003_enciclica-
fratelli-tutti.html, are the clearest way in which the church has made this
investigation and articulation its business. While not himself a Roman
Catholic, Hauerwas has written often about these various encyclicals.
Hauerwas and Coles, CDRO, 5.

Hauerwas and Coles, CDRO, 7.

Hauerwas and Coles, CDRO, 8.

Hauerwas and Coles, CDRO, 243.

Hauerwas and Coles, CDRO, 234.

This is not to imply that Christians cannot work with those who carry
other languages such as these phrases convey. For much of the work is
good and should be joined. But it cannot be constitutive of the church’s
witness. And the other languages also must be critically examined. For
instance, Hauerwas notes that all justice is social justice—and we should
be concerned with all of it.

Stanley Hauerwas, The Work of Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2015), 185-86 (hereafter cited as WT). The quotation from Wilken is
from Robert Wilken, The First Thousand Years: A Global History of
Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012), 2.
Hauerwas, WT, 186. Hauerwas is responding to Luke Bretherton,
“Coming to Judgment: Methodological Reflections on the Relationship
between Ecclesiology, Ethnography, and Political Theory,” Modern
Theology 28, no. 2 (April 2012): 167-96.

Stanley Hauerwas, “A Homily on All Saints,” in The Difference Christ
Makes: Celebrating the Life, Work, and Friendship of Stanley Hauerwas,
ed. Charles Collier (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2015), 2-3.

The quotation is from Aristotle, NE 2.6.
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