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Abstract
Stanley Hauerwas (b. 1940) has long been engaged in arguing against
what he terms the 'standard account of moral rationality,' an account
which seeks to make the moral life a kind of quandary-solving process,
concerned primarily with making decisions in difficult conflict-of-choice
situations. This approach has effects such as justifying decisions apart
from the person who makes them, grounding the meaning of moral notions

in rationality, and causing profound alienation by suggesting that we can
and should view our desires, interests, and passions as if they could belong

to anyone. Part of the alternative Hauewas has been seeking to put
forward can be characterized as virtue or character ethics, which

emphasize vision, virtue, and character instead of duty- or rule- or
principle-oriented ethics.
Hauerwas proceeds as a nonfoundationalist postliberal. More
distinctive is his paciflsm and the connection of ecclesiology and soda1
ethics. For Hauerwas, the church does not have an ethic, it is an ethic. This
emphasis on the church as moral community is heavily influenced by
Alasdair Maclntyre and John Howard Yoder.
Hauerwas' distinctive connection of ecclesiology and social ethics has
drawn the ongoing criticism that he is advocating sectarianism. However,
Hauerwas is not a sectarian, but rather should be seen as advocating a
fruitful way of engaging society in a responsible Christian manner.
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Introduction
The work of Stanley Hauerwas in the area of theological ethics exerts

a significant influence both within and beyond North America. This
influence is due in part to his prolific writings, frequent speaking at
conferences, and his position as Gilbert T. Rowe Professor of Theological
Ethics at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. Combined with these

and other factors is the fact that Hauerwas is fairly controversial, both in
personal style and content. That is to say, he delivers an unconventional
message in a controversial manner. His publications, delivered almost

exclusively in essay form, are far from systematic, creating a challenge to
the interpreter who wishes to identify clear positions and submit

consistent critique.
Nonetheless, Hauerwas is well-known for certain emphases in his

work. One such emphasis is his ecclesiology. Hauerwas seeks to pursue
ethical issues in light of the Christian church. For him, the church has too

long been ignored as a moral category, so he attempts to address this

deficiency by arguing that the church does not have an ethic, but rather is

an ethic. This concept is, I believe, central to the 'Hauewas Project.' It is
precisely this emphasis that has created the most difficulties for Hauerwas,

since he is interpreted as abdicating the social dimension of ethics by his
Robert Jenson puts it nicely when he says. "Linear exposition of a system has
not to date been Hauemas' greatest contribution." Jenson, 'The Hauerwas Project,"
M o d e m Theology 8, no. 3 ( 1992):285.
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insistence on the centrality of the church for social ethics. However, it is
here that Hauerwas is also misunderstood, and in many cases dismissed as
sectarian. The question of the relationship between ecclesiology and social
ethics in Hauenvas' thought deserves some close attention.

Within the more general question of the relationship of ecclesiology
and social ethics in the thought of Hauerwas lie several other relevant

issues. For example, Hauerwas draws heavily on the work of two of his

contemporaries - Alasdair MacIntyre and the late John Howard Yoder.
Where Hauerwas simply uses the work of these thinkers and where he
diverges from them is important to understanding the relationship of
ecclesiology and social ethics.
Hauerwas has come under some severe criticism on a number of
fronts, but none as consistent and wideranging as that of the charge of
sectarianism. Once a certain clarity is gained on Hauerwas' own
understanding of the relationship between ecclesiology and social ethics, it
will be possible to assess the validity of the sectarian charge. Similarly,

Hauerwas has come under fire from feminist critics, especially regarding
his construal of the church as community. Hauerwas is seen as advocating
a form of community that has been and continues to be oppressive to
minorities. Put another way, Hauerwas is accused of undergirding

precisely the kind of society that upholds structures which are particularly
advantageous for white, relatively wealthy, powerful men,of whom

Hauerwas is a prime example.

I will argue throughout this paper that the relationship of

ecclesiology and ethics, as construed by Hauerwas, is not sectarian, but is
legitimately seen as a way of engaging society. The opening chapter will
seek to place his thought in a more general theological framework by
noting a range of emphases that occupy Hauerwas. This chapter will be of

a generally descriptive nature, drawing mostly on primary sources. Some
note will be taken of the development or abandonment of themes,

although this is not the focus of study.
The second chapter will narrow the focus of the study to a reflection

on Hauerwas' dependence on the thought of Alasdair MacIntyre and John

Howard Yoder, especially as these shape Hauerwas' ecclesiology. The
reliance on MacIntyre as the basis of a critique of Enlightenment
liberalism, as well as a focus on tradition will be noted. A description of
Yoder's influence will take note of Hauerwas' acceptance of pacifism and
his emphasis on the primacy of church. This chapter will also seek to
understand in what regards Hauenvas rejects, ignores or adds to the work
of these men in his appropriation of their thought.
The third chapter will attempt to understand and assess the nature

of two significant criticisms levelled at Hauerwas, as mentioned above.
The charge of sectarianism is severe and repetitious. It has been most

poignantly made by Hauerwas' former teacher James Gustafson, whose
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sharply critical piece will form the basis of this discussion. Feminists have
also been critical of the 'Hauenvas Project,' exemplified by the work of
Gloria Albrecht in her doctoral work and subsequent book. These
criticisms will be descrtbed and then in turn analyzed as to their validity.

The final chapter will seek to draw conclusions based on the work of
the previous three chapters. Of special interest to me is the question of

whether Hauerwas is successful in linking ecclesiology to social ethics
while avoiding sectarianism, as he claims to do. It is here that this thesis

should have something to offer to the Mennonite community by way of
assessing our own construals of the relationship between ecclesiology and
social ethics.
Brief Reflections on Method
JeffreyStout, in describing discussions of method as clearing one's

throat for extended periods of time at the risk of losing the audience,z has

done theology a considerable favour in reminding us to get on with the
task of doing theology. In keeping with this sentiment, the discussion on
method here will be short and uncomplicated.
The main emphasis in terms of sources will be the writings of

Hauerwas. Virtually all of his books are collections of essays, many of
which have appeared previously in various journals. I will most often refer
to the essays as they appear in book form, which has implications for the
2 Jeffrey Stout, Ethics After Ba&ef:lBeLanguages of M o d s and Theit
Discon ten rs (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988),163.
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chronological aspects of a study. The strict chronological publication of
Hauerwas' work will not be central to this study, since many of his essays
appear several times in distinct places and are often originally prepared

for specific situations and then later collected into book form? Therefore,
while some development in Hauerwas' thought will be noted, it would be
difficult to substantiate major shifts in thought based primarily on strict
chronological appearance of a specific piece.
Hauenvas' practice of co-authoring (often with current or past
students) essays and co-editing books that are collections of essays is
another factor that makes strict systematic analysis difficult. For the
purpose of this study, no distinction will be made between essays authored
solely by Hauerwas and those which are co-authored by him.

Hauelwas' own methodology is somewhat difficult to pinpoint, in
part because of his contention that "it is a mistake to separate methodology

from content."Vurther, Hauerwas has been bold in asserting that much of
his writing is 'occasional,' coming in response to specific requests or for
money. In retrospect, Hauerwas finds that what he has been doing
'occasionally' turns out to have some sort of unity or perspective that
3To provide just one example of this oft-repeated scenario, see Stanley
Hauerwas, Ln Good Company: The Church as Pofis (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1995). In his introduction, Hauemas describes this particular collection
of essays in a general way, but does not ~IY to connect them all to each other. '1 have
not tried to arrange the essays in this book to make a cumulative argument* (14).In
his acknowledgement for permission to reprint essays, Hauerwas refers to original
dates of publications, varying from 1983 to 1994.
4 Stanley Haue~vas,Clvistiau Existence Today: Essays on &heChurch, World,
and Living In Bemen (Durham:Labyrinth Press, 1988),18.
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justifies the collection of a number of essays into a books In Christian
Existence Today, for example, he states forthrightly that
I have made no attempt to disguise the fact that these essays were
written over a period of time - though most have been written in the
last three years as well as for diverse contexts and subjects. Yet I
think it equally true that the book has a unity of perspective that
makes the essays interrelate in a coherent and sometimes surprising
manner....Though I have arranged the essays in three sections to give
a sense of order to the book, I would not want the reader to think

-

that much hangs on the arrangement.6
In an earlier work,Hauerwas reflects (momentarily) o n his propensity for
the essay format, and suggests that book-length studies, while important

and even part of his then-future plans, cannot replace the essay format

since the form itself witnesses to the unfinished nature of his work, and

invites the reader to enter into the project and think through the issues
along with him.'
Hauenvas' methodology is also difficult to 'capture' since he is widely

interdisciplinary in his work Typically, the notes in his published work
are copious, and show a remarkable range of informed interaction with
5 Hauerwas, Christian Existence, vii, 18.
elbid., 18. The dates of original publication for the essays in this book range
from 19784986.
Stanley Hauerwas, A Community of Chmctec T o w d a Constructive
Christian Ethic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981). 6. While

Hauenms has written monographs since then, he still pubfishes far more collections
of occasional essays. In an earlier work, Hauemas defends his use of the essay by
describing it as a congenial form for doubling back to pick up underdeveloped issues,
and as an appropriate form for a still-developing theological ethic. See Hauexwas,
Richard Bondi and David Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy: Further investigations
into Christian Ethics (Notre Dame:University of None Dame Press, 1977).
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theology, philosophy, literature, social theory and so on. He carries on
significant conversations with many of these writers in his notes, and thus
they form a crucial part of his work. All in all, the unsystematic nature of

Hauetwas' work, both in form and content, makes systematization of that
work difficult and potentially misleading. However, this does not preclude
the identification of prominent themes within his work,themes that are

deliberately repeated.8 Therefore, while this study will not attempt an
exhaustive systematization of Hauewas' work,it will focus on some of the
identifiable themes listed above.

8 Hauerwas, ln Good Company, 12.13. Here Hauemas responds to two standard
criticisms against prolific authors - repetition and carelessness. He takes the charge
of repetition seriously, and argues that learning requires a certain amount of
repetition, and that many Christian activities are repetitious, and to the good The
charge of carelessness he redescribes as a required risk, due in part to his reckless
crossing of academic lines ( l 2 , U ) .
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Chapter 1
-*

Major Themes in the Theological Ethics of Stanley Hauerwas

Biographical Notes
Stanley Hauerwas (b. 1940) deliberately avoids writing autobiographically
in a direct way, since he does not want to suggest that the strength of any
theological argument is limited to his biography. However, Hauerwas is
forthright about the fact that he is still a Texan, even though he has
studied, lived, and taught in various places. The importance of his Texan
roots is shown most prominently in two very different formats in
Hauerwas' writings. He uses his identity as a Texan to illustrate the

theological importance of 'story,' and the impossibility of simply choosing
willy-nilly what we want to be. He describes growing up in Texas as
something that "generally continues to represent a unique cultural
experience which continues to place its stamp on you forever....it has
forever marked you ...(and) represents for many of us a story that has, for
good or ill, determined who we areY

The second prominent occurrence of a Texan identity comes in the
1 Hauerwas, Christian Existence Today, 26, 27. The chapter is entitled "A Tale of
Two Stories: On Being a CMstian and a Texan." H e also avoids writing about other

theologians' lives for the same reason. This position is interesting in light of
Hauerwas' emphasis on character and virtue. See Paul Johnson for an example of
someone who takes precisely the opposite tack in his fascinating book. Intellectuals.
He profiles influential thinkers whose ideas have permeated Westem society,
revealing in his biographical work what he sees as moral laxity of these thinkers.
He then asks if people with questionable morality ought to be given such strong
weight of influence. Paul Johnson,Intellectuals (London:Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1988).
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form of a sermon Hauerwas preached at the funeral of his father. In what
is a moving tribute, Hauerwas describes his father in several ways, but

central to the description is an identity forged in Texas? A further
significant paternal influence is the bricklaying trade. On several occasions
in Hauerwas' work,he uses bricklaying as a way to show how a craft is

pursued and passed 011.3
Hauerwas' reticence to write autobiographically leaves the reader to

gather personal information from dedications in his books,or other passing
comments. Hauerwas is much more forthcoming with his intellectual
relationships, which is evidenced by his willingness to dedicate books to
many academic colleagues, students, and teachers, as well as his openness

about his intellectual journey.'
The educational and teaching route taken by Hauerwas had its
beginnings at Yale University, where he earned a doctorate in theological
ethics. His dissertation was later published in 1975 as his second book,

2Stanley Hauerwas, "The Church's One Foundation is Jesus Christ Her Lord: or,

In a World Without Foundations: AU We Have is the Church,"in Theology Without
Foundations: Religious Practice a d the Future of Theological Truth, eds. Stanley
H a u e ~ sNancey
,
Murphy, Mark Nation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 156-16 1.
The sermon title is "Christ's Gentle Man."
3 Stanley Hauenuas, After Christendom?How the Chwch is to Behave if
Freedom,Justice,and a Christian Nation are Bad Ideas (Nashville: Abingdon Press.
1991). 93-111. The chapter title is 'The Politics of Church: How We Lay Bricb and
Make Disciples."
Wanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983). The dedication section of the
introduction to this book is entitled "On What I Owe to Whom," xix - xxvi.
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entitled Character and the Christian Llfe.5 He then taught for two years at
Augustana College (Lutheran), fourteen years at University of Notre Dame
(Catholic), and currently holds the Gilbert T. Rowe chair of theological
ethics at Duke Divinity School (Methodist).G
Hauenvas' ecclesial position b in one way easy to identify - he is a
self-described "TexasMethodist," but is quite critical of his own
denomination. He does, however, acknowledge the impact of the Broadway
Methodist church in South Bend, Indiana on his life. H e dedicates his 1983
book, The Peaceable Klngdom to this church, and describes how John

Smith, the pastor at that time, challenged him to be part of a concrete
community7 His criticism of Methodism leads him to confess that he has
an ambiguous ecclesiology, and is in essence an uecclesialcannibal* living
off communities which have strong convictions and remain who they claim

to be, most notably Catholics and Mennonites.8 He describes himself as a
committed follower of Mennonites, variously referring to himself as a
"Mennonite camp followern9o r a "high-church Mennonite" who believes
that the "most nearly faithful form of Christian witness is best exemplified

5 Stanley Hauenvas, Character and the Christian Life: A Study in Theological
Ethics (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1975).
6 Stanley Hauemas, Dispatches From the Fmn c Theological Engagements With
the Secular (Durham:Duke University Press, 1994), 2 1.
7 Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, xiv.
8 Hauerwas, In Good Company,67.
9 Hauerwas, Dispatches, 22.
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by the unjustly ignored people called anabaptists or Mennonites." 10

Emphases of Hauerwas' Thought
As noted above, it would be difficult and misleading to systematize

Hauerwas' thought in too formal a manner. However, several emphases
are readily apparent in his work. The purpose here is to describe several
of these emphases, namely vision, virtue, character, post-liberalism

(including narrative theology, nonfoundationalism, and 'an tiAmericanism'l l ), pacifism, and the church. In each area, Hauerwas has
come under some criticism and continues to work out his position in
conversation with his critics, and in some cases with earlier versions of his
own position on a given theme. I will not deal fully with the state of the
debate in each issue, but will mention criticisms and responses as they are
helpful in the description of a given topic. I t is not my purpose to resolve
the issues, but to put Hauerwas in some context, so as to be able to focus
on the central issue (in this study) of the relationship between ecclesiology

and social ethics in Hauerwass theological ethics.
Vision

One of the prominent themes in Hauewas, especially in his earlier work,is
Community of Character, 6.
will become clear below, Hauerwas is not anti-American as such, but sees
America as almost entirely and intractably consumed by liberalism. Since he is
virulently opposed to Liberalism. this becomes virtually identical to opposition to
America.
10 Hauenvas. A

11 As

12

the concept of vision as essential to morals. He draws heavily on the
writings of Iris Murdoch to develop this line of thought. In a recent essay,
Hauerwas approvingly quotes the following statement from Murdoch's The
Sovereignly of Good,"I can only choose within the world I can see, in the

moral sense of 'see' which implies that clear vision is a result of moral
imagination and moral effort." Hauenwas then adds, "How I love that
sentence....Not only do I love that sentence, I have made a career o u t of
that sentenceeWl*He returns in this recent essay to discuss Murdoch's
notion of vision again, having written about moral vision in conversation
with her work in his first published book, Vision and Virtue.13 Hauerwas'

concern in much of this collection of essays is to challenge the notion that
the most important elements within ethics are decision-making and the
establishment of general grounds for objectivity in judgement. In his
view, Joseph Fletcher's work in the field of what is known as situation
ethics rests on just such erroneous notions, assuming that the idea of
' 2 Stanley Hauerwas, uMurdochian Muddles: Can We Get Through Them if God
Does not Exist?" in Wilderness Wandmngs:Probing Twentieth-Century Theology and
Philosophy (Colorado: Westview Press, 1997), 155. In this essay, Hauexwas does not so
much retreat from his use of Murdoch's notion of vision - she is an atheist - but
acknowledges that he was perhaps too eager to embrace Mudoch's thought because
they have common enemies, and because, as he puts it, "she believes she is denying
the God Christians worshipm(168, note 4). His essay is an analysis of why he now
believes that Murdoch's account of the moral life ought not to be appropriated
uncritically by Christians. In Hauerwas' view, Murdoch errs especially is the areas
of God, creation, sin and hope (155-67). For another fine encapsulation of Murdoch's
critique of ethics as right action see Linell Cady, uFoundationvs. Scaffolding: The
Possibility of Justification in an Historicist Approach to Ethics," Union Seminary
Quarterly Review41, no. 2 ( 1987):4562.
13 Stanley Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue: Essays in Christian Ethical Reflection
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Ress, 1981). This 1981 edition is a reprint of a
1974 edition published by Fides Publishers.
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decision is the central ethical concept. This fundamental error ignores the
importance of learning to 'see' or describe things in a certain way prior to
and formative of actions. Morality ought not to focus on decisions or

actions but on learning to see the world through the imaginative ordering
of basic symbols and notions, according to Hauerwas. "The moral life is

...,we must learn

therefore not just a life of decision but the life of vision

how the world is to be properly 'seen.'"?-,
This emphasis on a specifically Christian vision allows Hauerwas to
address what he considers to be a problem among Christians. Christians

have succumbed, he maintains, to a view of themselves as actors and selfcreators. To see themselves as creators, or as "man the maker* (a term
Hauerwas uses) is to succumb to an illusion of power and grandeur,

relegating God to the realm of the wholly other, and leaving the fate of the
earth in the hands of humans. Thus it is crucial that Christians learn to see
the world in a way which takes into account realities such as sin,
redemption and so on. 15

...once the question of "the ethical" is broadened to include vision,

we can comprehend that being a Christian involves more than just
making certain decisions; it is a way of attending to the world. It is
learning "to see" the world under the mode of the divine. Thus,it is
not a matter of indifference how the nature of God and his
relationship to the world is conceived A Christian does not simply

....

14 Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, 20. The ideas described are from a lengthy
section (2-48). Hauerwas does not treat vision in an isolated manner, that is, he
makes specific connections to other concepts such as character and community,
which will be addressed below.
1s Hauerwas, Vision and Virtue, 30-32,
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"believe" certain propositions about God; he learns to attend to
reality through them. This learning requires training of our attention
by juxtaposing our experience with our vision.16
Hauerwas has not only begun to summarize his position regarding vision
here, he has also begun to suggest a way to connect vision with experience.
His suggestion is that there is a relationship of development between
vision and change in the Christian. To be a Christian, Hauewas claims, is
learning to see the world in a certain way, and thus become what we seeY

In other words, vision is a means of dispensing with illusion, thus freeing
up the Christian to act in previously impossible ways. To see things as

they really are suggests that the use of Christian language is important,
since it is precisely this language that envisages the world as it is. I t then
becomes "not a matter of transforming the language to fit the world in the
name of relevancy; but it is a matter of transforming the self to fit the
language. The problem is to become as we see."l8

The notion of vision as used by Hauerwas is distinct from that of
Murdoch in its content. As suggested above, Hauerwas wants moral vision
to be thoroughly Christian. For this to be the case requires that vision be
shaped by factors such as community, character, and narrative (story),

concepts that will be dealt with separately. However, it is important to
begin to show here the connections to vision that are made by Hauerwas.
l6 Ibid., 45,G.

l7 Ibid., 29.
18 Ibid.,

6.
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He insists, for example, that vision must be shaped by a story in which

Jesus is central. Jesus as crucified Lord, powerful forgiver of sins, and
peaceable Lord is the focus of a story which shapes vision in a way that
enables Christians to see the world accurately and without illusions. The
church is the organized form of such a Jesus story, providing the conditions
necessary for the Christian to be able to see and describe what is going on,

and being able to negotiate the limits and possibilities of other stories.19
Ron Mercier, in describing Hauerwas' connection of vision and church says,
The reconstruction of a collective imagination, one which sees the
world in similar ways and which can orient and challenge lies at the
heart of Hauerwas' mission. By helping people not only live in, but
cherish their community of vision, their "saintly" communities, one
can retrieve resources which sensitize to the saintly and which gives
rise to saints.20

Hauerwas also connects character to vision, suggesting that our seeing is in
fact determined by character. This connection is not always clear in
Hauerwas' work, as will be seen below, since the complexity of how
character affects vision and vice versa is difficult to work out.
Nevertheless, the point here is clear - moral vision, a way of seeing the

Communiw of Character, SO.
20 Ron Merrier, How Can We Speak of Moral things? A Conversation With Ed!irh
Wyschogrod and Stanfey Hauemas (Regina: Campion College. 1996). 13.
19 Hauemas, A

world, is more basic to Hauerwas' thought than action.21
Virtue

Hauerwas' emphasis on virtue is closely tied to his early focus on vision.
Often the two concepts are dealt with in tandem, as seen in the title of

Hauerwas' first book Vision and Virtue. While vision has become much
less of an emphasis in Hauerwas' more recent work, the concept of virtue

as an important ethical category continues to appear frequently. One of his
most recent publications, co-authored with Charles Pinches is an extended
treatment of virtue.22 While this book is (predictably) a collection of
essays, it has a more singular and intentional focus than many of
Hauerwas' books, centering on the issue of virtues. The book consists of a
section which includes sophisticated discussions of Aristotelian notions of
virtue, a group of essays which respond to current treatments of virtue,

and a final section which seeks to describe how Christian virtue might be
exemplified.
z1 The concept of moral vision, as put forward by Hauenvas, is put to
interesting and varied use. For what is surely a unique example, see Leslie Gerber,
"The Virtuous Terrorist: Stanley Hauerwds aad The CryiDg Game," Cmss C m t s 4 3
(Summer 1993): 230-234. Gerber argues that the protagonist of the film,a terrorist.
constantly refuses 'normal' terrorist language to describe things, choosing instead to
describe them in new ways which call terrorist categories into question. Another
use of Hauewas' notion of vision is seen in Brenda Appleby, "Debunking the
Rhetoric of Surrogacy Arrangements," Toronto Jouraafof Theology 6,no. 1 (1990):
27-43. Appleby shows that surrogacy arrangements have been morally legitimated
by certain widely accepted criteria, which she sees as deceptive. Drawing on
Hawmas' notion that description is central to morality,she sets out to redescribe
surrogacy in what she sees as a more truthful way. The article is very compelling,
but I cannot comment further due to lack of knowledge in this specific field.
=Stanley Hauerwas, Charles Pinches, Cbrisa'ans Among the Virtues:
Theological Conversations With Ancient and Modern Ethics (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1997).
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By f a r the most prominent contemporary source on which Hauerwas

draws for his material on virtue is Alasdair MacIntyre. This is especially

the case beginning in the early 1980s, when MacIntyre published his
groundbreaking book After Vlrtue.23 While Hauerwas and Machtyre do

not agree on all fronts, Hauerwas acknowledges his indebtedness to
MacIntyre on many occasions in his writing. In fact, in a book that was

published in late 1997 in which Hauerwas writes fourteen essays in
response to the thought of a number of significant theologians and
philosophers, he somewhat surprisingly does not include chapters on

MacIntyre or John Howard Yoder. He explains by mentioning his previous

work on these men, but then goes on to state that "everychapter in this
book is so dependent on what MacIntyre and Yoder have taught me that
the book is, from beginning to end, about them."z4 However, while
MacIntyre's influence is unmistakable, an analysis of areas of agreement

or disagreement between Hauerwas and MacIntyre will be dealt with in
the second chapter of this study. Therefore, to avoid redundancy, I will

restrict my comments here to a description of Hauerwas' treatment of

virtue.
An emphasis on virtue, or virtue ethics, is often taken to be an

alternative to duty- or rule- or principle-oriented ethics. Whereas a focus
23 AlaJdair MacIntyre, 2nd ed. After Virtue: A Study in M o d Theory(Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983). The fint edition was pubhshed in 1981.
24Hauerwas. Wilderness Wanderings, 14.
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on duty emphasizes the action or decision of a person in a given situation,
and rule- or principle-based ethics are a turn to fundamental principles
that guide actions or decisions, virtue ethics look more closely at the

person, and seek to promote a way of being or an emphasis on character.
While duty ethics might want one to display actions that are courageous,

virtue ethics is more concerned about producing courageous people. Boldly

stated, "An ethic of virtue centers on the claim that an agent's being is
prior to doing."zs
In his more recent work, Hauerwas rejects even the distinction

between virtue ethics and rule-based ethics, and wants to subvert such
classification itself, based as it is in modes of investigation that are
separate from the practices of communities that carry forward fully
developed notions of how life should be lived. Hauerwas seeks to render
the distinction between theology and ethics problematic, and a focus on
virtue is a way out of the morass currently encountered in discussions
concerning ethics.26
While Hauerwas is clearly concerned with virtue as important for

ethical living, he is hesitant to offer a clear definition of virtue, even for his
own purposes. For example, Hauerwas does a quick sweep of various

understandings of the term 'virtue', citing the Greek understanding (that
which caused a thing to perform its function well), Plato's notion that
25 ~auerwas,A

Commwu'ty of Character, 113.
26Hauemas and Pinches, Christians A m o ~ gthe Vlrmes, ix, x.
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virtue is knowledge, Aristotle's use of the term as a mean which is defined
as a rational principle, Aquinas' dependence on Aristotle with the

addendum of the 'mean between the passions', and so on. Finally,
Hauerwas reveals that his less-than-comprehensive list is merely an
illustration of the impossibility of gaining an adequate understanding of
one definition of virtue. The point Hauerwas is attempting to make is that
understanding of virtue must be context-dependent.27 By this Hauewas
means to say that virtue is based on an understanding of human nature
and history, or that virtue itself must be seen as having a historical nature,

not some abstract form or content. The strongest argument he can make

for the historical nature of virtue is the diversity of virtue described by
various societies, as noted above.28 What Hauerwas wants to avoid, it
seems, is any sort of acquiescence to the notion of a common human
nature. He contends, especially in his earlier writing, that diversity of
virtues shows that there is no common human nature, because even some

identification of commonality culled from various lists of virtues ends
quickly in an attempted move from naming a common virtue to agreeing
on the substance of that virtue. This is no call to vicious relativism or the

relegation of attempts to depict virtue as arbitrary. Rather, this way of
27 Hauerwas, A Community of Character. 111-113. Hauemas also very briefly
addresses the question of the relationship between virtue and the virtues. H e admits
that it is unclear to him how these are related. However, he wants to avoid the
confusions that often arise when no distinction is made. That is, claims may be made
for specific virtues apart from the importance of virtue for the moral life.
28 Ibid., 121.
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looking at things simply "reveals the historical nature of our human
existence, which requires virtues for the moral life of the individual and
society."29

Hauerwas does not wander far from this early position. However, he
does reveal a certain ambiguity regarding common human experience in
his recent return to an extended discussion of virtue in ChristiansAmong
the Virtues. While he continues to maintain that "No appeal to human

nature is sufficient to insure the commonality of all human virtue,"30
Hauerwas (along with his co-author, Charles Pinches) moves to
acknowledge the possibility both of some commonality between historic
virtue traditions and shared human experience. Drawing on the work of
Robert Roberts, Hauerwas begrudgingly admits that virtues have a sort of

"grammar, a set of rules embodying a system of relation."31 This is seen as
plausible, and therefore "some formal parallel might reasonably be drawn
between the various historic virtue traditions."32 Despite this move,

Hauewas still speaks of being agnostic toward the material implications of
this formal point. While hardly a ringing endorsement of Roberts, or a
clear rejection of an earlier position, Hauerwas moves on to suggest that
-

-

refutes the depiction of reason or passion as
distinctive to human nature, arguing that reason and passion cannot be separated,
and concluding that the only way to be human is to be habitual ( 123-125).
30 Hauerwas and Pinches, Christiam Among che Virtues, 117.
29 bid., 123. Hau-s

31 lbid., 119.
32

Bid.
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perhaps there are eternal questions that arise out of a very qualified
understanding of the human condition. Basically, he is willing to grant that

humans share a condition of neediness. However, Hauerwas is quick to
qualify his admission with a renewed commitment to a Christian
understanding even of this neediness, so that the theological concept of
sinfulness is not ignored.33 Hauenvas' change of position is minimal. His
discussion and 'admission' of common virtue and human condition brings
to mind the picture of someone squirming under great pressure to make
some change, and when the change comes, it is only done to the least
possible extent allowable under the conditions being experienced. In his
attempt to avoid what he considers to be the pitfalls of proceeding on the
basis of a common human nature, Hauerwas has exposed himself to the
legitimate criticism that he has moved too far in denying a commonality in
human nature. It is not necessary to disavow the notion of common
humanity even while rejecting the Hberal idea of the autonomous
individual. This is one of several places where Hauerwas exposes himself

to the charge of sectarianism. Given his truncated development of the
notion of shared human experience, his positive work on the historical

nature of human experience seems insular.

Hauerwas' commitment to the primacy of Christian theology within
the discussion of virtue is also evident in his treatment of Aristotle's work

33

Hauerwa~and Pinches, CMstiaas Among the Vlmres. 119.
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on the subject.34 His most sustained work in this regard is found in the
first three chapters of Christians Among the Virtues. In each of these
chapters, Hauerwas and Pinches attempt first to understand Aristotle's
themes such as happiness and friendship, which fall under the larger
rubric of virtue. Then, at the end of each chapter, Hauerwas and Pinches
set forth inten tionally theological positions on the issues raised by
Aristotle, who is taken as far as is appropriate for Christians. This
solidarity of thought then gives way to a description of the often deep
differences between Aristotle and Christianity. Two examples will
illustrate the point. From Aristotle's discussion of happiness, Hauerwas
and Pinches glean the positive notion that Christians can better understand

what happiness means, that the life we are called to live is better
understood as a journey than a destination. But a deep difference is also
noted. While the difference is not one of desiring happiness versus
desiring suffering, it is to be found in the differing accounts of the kind of
person one must be to be happy. Whereas Aristotle promotes selfsufficiency that guards against outrageous fortune as the key to happiness,
Christianity claims that happiness is found to the extent that our lives are
34Hauerwas warns readers that a revival of virtue language in current ethical
debate is good, but that Christians must not lose sight of the fact that virtue language
has its origins in Greek thought. Therefore, CMstians may borrow such concepts.
but stop short of defending virtue as a thing in itself. So, "for Christians, it could be
used with great reward, but it must be purified as used or else bear bad fruit".
Christians Among the Virtues, 56.57. Approximately seven years earlier, Hauemas
had admitted that '1 am quite sure that the way Christians should live can be
displayed without Aristotle, and perhaps even without, as Yoder never ceases to
remind me, the virtues." H a u e ~ s "The
,
Testament of Friends," Christian Cecltwy
107, n0.7 (February 28 1990):215.

formed in reference to Jesus.35
The topic of friendship likewise reveals both considerable affinity

and deep fissures between Aristotle and Christianity. The very notion of
friends as crucial to one's own happiness are important to both, but some

very important differences are also clear.
Christians cannot accept a vision of friendship which excludes (or
overcomes) otherness in the friend, or which shelters her from
sharing our sufferings or defeats. The divergence between Aristotle
and Christians on these points is not over against an agreement about
virtue and happiness but rather informsand requires disagreement
on these subjects as well.3G
Hauerwas' early work on virtue does not emphasize the importance
of community nearly as explicitly as his later work. In Character and the
ChrfstianWfe,for example, Hauerwas mentions the importance of

community for character,37 and he addresses the doctrine of the church in

Vision and Virtue, specifically as part of an essay on the ecclesiology of
John Howard Yoder.38 However, Hauerwas' emphasis on virtue has often
been individualistic, concentrating on issues such as the role of the moral

agent. A relatively new focus is evident in A Community of Character.
Here Hauerwas begins to work out in an explicit manner what the
relationship between community and other factors such as character,
35

Hauerwas and Pinches, Christians Among the Vimes, IS,16.

36 [bid., 44.
37 Hauerwas, Character and ttze Christian Life, 231-232.
38 Hauerwas, Vision a d Virtue, 197-221.
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virtue and Scripture ought to be. Most boldly stated, Hauerwas asserts

that "our capacity to be virtuous depends on the existence of communities
which have been formed by narratives faithful to the character of
realitymn39Hauerwas, in a typically frank statement in his 1988 book,
Christian Existence Today, confesses,

I began my work wanting to do no more than recapture the
significance of the virtues for understanding the Christian life and in
the process perhaps even live more faithfully I had no idea I would
believe the church to be as important as I now think it is for

....

understanding the nature and truth of Christian convictions.4o
Hauerwas pursues the connection of virtue and church community even
further by writing an essay in which he argues that the church must

display and embody virtue, namely the virtue of peace. He believes that
peace must be an intrinsic characteristic of the very nature of the

Hauerwas pushes the connection between the church and virtue yet
further, arguing that the church can be a public display of virtue. He
claims that "if the church, which after all is a public institution, can be the
kind of community which manifests the political significance of virtue,

then the church may well have a political function not often re&edmW42
39 Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 116.
40 Hauerwas, CMsdm Mstence Today, 1.
41 I bid., 89-97. The chapter is entitled uPeacemaking:The Virtue of the
Church."
42 Hauerwas, Christian Msteace Today, 195. The question of the public role
of the church, which is central to Hauerwas' work, wiU be dealt with below. At
present, the focus is the relationship of virtue and church community.
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Hauerwas and Pinches examine the Christian virtues of hope, obedience,
courage, and patience as a way of exhibiting the Christian life. These four
virtues are discussed in the flnal four chapters of Christians Among the
Vlrtues. 43

Character
Closely related to virtue and the virtues is Hauerwas' notion of character,
central especially in his early work, but always an important part of his
project. The connection of virtue and character is so close that the two
concepts are sometimes seen as interchangeable.44 The relationship
between virtue and character is therefore somewhat ambiguous in

Hauerwas' own work. For example, when he struggles with defining
virtue, Hauerwas runs into the difficulty of distinguishing between virtue
and the virtues. In attempting to make that distinction, he begins to use
the language of character. So he claims that

virtue seems to denote a general stance of the self that has more
remote normative significance than do the individual virtues...
virtues such as humility, honesty,kindness, and courage embody
immediate judgements of praise, whereas to be a "person of virtue"
43 Hauerwas and

Pinches, Christians Among the Vlrtues, 113-178. 1find that
Hauerwas has moved a considerable distance toward thicker description of the
concreteness of virme within Christianity. Insofar as he does this, he continues to
respond to earlier criticisms made by commentators such as John Milbank, "Critical
Study," in Modern Theology 4, no. 2 ( 1988): 2 11-2 16. Milbank concludes his largely
sympathetic study by saying that "In the absence of a real discussion of the
distribution and economy of power in Hauerwas, it is not possible to be sure that this
Christian 'nansvaluation of virtue' is consistently attained in his writings. But this
may be a very transitory judgement: Hauerwas, fortunately, is still in the process of
helping to shape post-liberal theology" (216).
44 See for example Stanley Grenz, The Moral Qlesc Foundations of CMstian
Ethics (Downefs Grove: Intervarsity Press, 1997). In his abbreviated description of
Hauerwas' work, Grenz treats character and virtue as the same thing ( 195).

....
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is more ambiguous For even though "being a person of virtue" is
morally ambiguous, we still assume that a "person of virtue or
character" describes a self formed in a more fundamental and
substantive manner than the individual virtues seem to denote.45
In much more recent work, Hauerwas seems to distinguish somewhat
between virtue and character. For example, in a discussion of happiness in

the context of virtue, he notes that uvirtuous people, happy people, are
people of settled charactern46(italics added), Here one is left with the
impression that to be virtuous is to have a certain kind of character. In
other words, one can have a character that is virtuous or not. If this is the
case, then a distinction must be made between virtue and character, and

Hauerwas ought to pay attention to this distinction closely. It seems that
virtue, in Hauerwas' use of it, refers to a kind of content which is available
to one's character. Put another way, everyone has some kind of character,
though not everyone has a virtuous character. As shall become clearer
below, what Hauerwas is attempting to promote is not virtue as a thing in
itself," nor character as such (not just any kind of character), but
character that embodies Christian virtue. In some important ways,
45 Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 112. The essay from which this quote
is taken, "The Virtues and Our Communities,"goes on to interchange or equate the
terms virtue and character a number of times.
46 Hauerwas and Pinches, CMstims Among tbe Virfues, 12.
47 Hauerwas and Pinches, Christians Among the V ' e s , 57. JohnMilbank,
with his brilliant penchant for getting to the heart of the matter,describes Hauerwas
as attempting to promote "an 'ethics of virtue' in which the development of
character in certain specified directions is at once means and telos" which is
preferable to "modern philosophical ethics which seek to refer action to something
more fundamental than action - either legal obligation or empirical consequence."
Milbank, "Critical Study," 112.
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Hauenwas is justifled in using these designations (virtue,character)
interchangeably, since either or both of them function similarly in moving
the emphasis away from duty- or rule-based ethics, and from a focus on
characteristics or virtues as person- or context-independent. Nevertheless,
despite these affinities, character and virtue are distinguishable, and
Hauerwas needs to be more precise in his use of these terms.
Hauerwas seeks to develop his emphasis on character in direct
opposition to what he sees as the "standard account of moral rationality,"
an account that seeks to make the moral life a kind of quandary-solving
process, concerned primarily with making decisions in difficult conflict-ofchoice situations. This approach has effects such as justifying decisions
apart from the person who makes them, grounding the meaning of moral
notions in rationality, and causing profound alienation by suggesting that
we can and should view our desires, interests, and passions as if they could

belong to anyone. Hauerwas accuses this 'standard account' of failing to
deal adequately with the formation of the moral self, and of failing to see
that the kind of decisions confronted and the very way they are described
are a function of the kind of character we have.48

The specific definition of character is addressed by Hauerwas in
several of his writings, but most directly in Vlsion and Mrtue, and in

Character and the Christian Me. In Vlsion, Hauerwas begins his long

48

H a u m s , Bondi, and Burrell, Tmtbfulness and Tragedy, 18-25.
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discussion by arguing that character "implies that man is more than that
which simply happens to him; for he has the capacity to determine himself
beyond momentary excitations in the acts."49 The connection between

character and the self is clearly evident here. This connection is further
explicated in the same piece, and a lengthy excerpt is worth including here:
Character is thus the qualification of our self-agency, formed by our
having certain intention (and beliefs) rather than others. Character
is not a mere public appearance that leaves a more fundamental self
hidden; it is the very reality of who we are as self-determining
agents. Our character is not determined by our particular society,
environment, or psychological traits; these become part of our
character, to be sure, but only as they are received and interpreted
in the descriptions which we embody in our intentional action. Our
character is our deliberate disposition to use a certain range of
reasons for our actions rather than others (such a range is usually
what is meant by moral vision), for it is by having reasons and
forming our actions accordingly that our character is at once revealed
and molded.50
Hauerwas consciously brings a theological dimension to bear on his
discussion, asserting that "the idea of character provides a way of
explicating the normative nature of the Christian life....Sanctification is thus
the formation of the Christian's character that is the result of his intention
to see the world as redeemed in Jesus Chdstn.sl
Hauerwas' dissertation, published in1975 as Chatacter and the
Christian We, also contains an extended treatment of the notion of
Haueswas, Vision and Virtue, 54.
50 ibid*,59.
5 1 Ibid., 66.67.
49
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character, albeit with a much more explicitly theological agenda than is the

case in Vision. Here Hauerwas draws heavily on the writings of Aquinas
and Aristotle for a theoretical basis of character ethics, concluding that
Aquinas' position is somewhat less ambiguous than Aristotle's, since for
Aquinas any virtue, in order to be true virtue, must be directed to God.52

From this conclusion, Hauerwas moves on to work out a constructive
proposal for a Christian ethics of character. The proposal takes the form of
a discussion of the doctrine of sanctification in the thought of John Calvin
and JohnWesley. The argument runs along these lines: since character is
a way of describing the determination and qualification of man's agency, to
be sanctified is to have our character determined by our basic

commitments and beliefs about God. This means that Christian character is
committed to the reshaping of the world and in the process being shaped
according to the dictates of God's kingdom. In this view, sanctification is
worked out in and through our beliefs and actions.53
Hauerwas also connects the category of character to the claim that it
entails the exercise of freedom. He is quick to point out that the freedom
he refers to is not a basic modern idea that freedom means not being held

to decisions made in the past, or that the greater the extent of awareness,
the greater the extent of freedom enjoyed by an agent, or that only people
with chokes are free. Rather, Hauerwas provides an alternative account in
52 Hauenvas, Character and the Cluistian Life, 81.
53 Ibid.. 204-206.

which "freedom is a quality that derives from having a well-formed

character... only the truly good person can be the truly free person."s4 The
source for this freedom is the story of Jesus.

... God is the ultimate given whom we can confidently trust as the

basis of our freedom. By becoming part of the people who carry the
story of Jesus, we are initiated into an adventure through which we
learn the disciplines and virtues necessary to make o u r lives our
own. For to continue that story, the life of Christ, is the source of our
freedom. We are finally no self, no agent, until we are the self God
has called us to be25
Here Hauerwas begins to bring in the role of narrative and the community

of God's people in the formation of character. These are significant moves,
since they address a problem in Hauenvas' early work on character - a
problem that he acknowledges in the introduction to The Peaceable
Kingdom, where he notes that the analysis of character provided in

Character and the Christian Life was too formal and abstract. While he

stands by his effort to counter theological and ethical occasionalism with
his emphasis on character, he admits that "the material con tent of

54 Hauerwas.

55 bid., 46.

The Peaceable Kingdom. 36.37.
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character remained largely underdeveloped."sG Barry Hollar understands

Hauerwas' emphasis on character as having a udialecticalrelation between
individual autonomy as self-direction and the way in which human beings
are determined by the communities and histories of which they are a
paw"''

Hauerwas continues to work at his understanding and explication of

the importance of character to Christian ethics. For example, in Dispatches
From the Front, published in 1994, he addresses readers of his past work

in saying those who have attended to my more abstract accounts of
character and virtue should find here a thicker display of these themes. In
particular, I think 1 have done a better job of showing, rather than simply

56 Haurnas, The Peaceable Kingdom, xxii. In another piece, published in
Christian Century as part of the 'How My Mind Has Changed" series, Hauerwas
expands on his own movement regarding character. "1 began seeking to recover the
importance of virtue and the virtues and ended up with the church. In a new
introduction to Character and &heCbnstian Life I note that f had in this book
mistakenly tried to generate an account of agency from an analysis of action qua
action, thus failing to see, as MacIntyre has taught us, that action can be analyzed
only in a context. In spite of my attempt to provide an alternative to Kantianinspired accounts of morality,I continued to support too uncritically the isolated "1".
La that book I tried to isolate Aristotle's account of virtue from his account of
happiness and Mendship. As a result, moreover, that book could not but appear
apolitical". Hauemas, The Testament of Friends," CMstian Centrvy 107,no.7
(February 28,1990): 215. As seen above, Hauerwas returned more recently to address
the virtues and Aristotle, seeking to be more intentionally Christian this time around.
57 Barry Hollar, On Being tbe Chwrh in the Uaited States: Contemporary
Theological Cn'tiques of Liberalism (New York: Peter Lam, 1994, 102,103.
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saying, how theological convictions must be practically embodied.58
Postliberalism: Narrative, Nonfoundationalism and AntiLiberalism

An essential part of Hauerwas' move from an abstract account of character
to a more developed one involves a focus on the role of the shaping
narrative. An emphasis on narrative, along with Hauemas' self-described
anti-foundationalism and his sustained and virulent criticism of liberalism

marks him as a Yale postliberal. The interrelatedness of these concepts
makes it difficult to describe them in isolation from each other, and as will

be seen,they function together inextricably in Hauerwas' thought.
However, despite the interrelated nature of this group of ideas, I will treat
them separately, first giving a brief general definition of postliberalism,

and then moving on to describe Hauerwas' particular nonfoundationalist
stance, his specific use of narrative, and his anti-liberal position.

The form of postliberalism Hauerwas is affiliated with, most often
~8 Hauemas, Dispatches, 3. Hauerwas has also continued to refine his work on
character in response to other criticisms. For example, Patricia Jung has argued that
Hauerwas' account of character does not take emotion or the involuntary into
consideration. See Jung, uSanctification:An Interpretation in Light of Embodiment,"
The Journal of Religious Ethics 11, no.1 (Spring, 1983): 75-95. A fuller account is
developed in Jung, 'Human Embodiment and Moral Character: A Revision of Stanley
Hauerwas in Light of Paul Ricwur's Philosophy of the Will," (Unpublished Ph.D.
Dissertation, Vanderbilt University, 1979). Hauerwas acknowledges that 'there is a
good deal that is right about this criticism." He does not like the use of Ricoeur, but
suggests instead that usomething like Jonathan Edwards' account of the 'affections'
may provide one of the fruitful ways to think further about how the 'involuntary' is
embodies in the 'voluntary'. Community of Character, 267.This strand of thought is
picked up by Paul Lewis who attempts just that, relating fatUtes of Edwards' work to
the consauctive work of Hauenvas. In partidar, Lewis takes exception to the
cenuaLity (not universality) of reason in shaping of character for Hauerwas. Paul
Lewis, "The Springs of Motion': Jonathan Edwards on Emotions, Character, and
Agency," The Joumal of Religious EMcs 22, no. 1 (1994): 275-297.
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associated with Yale Divinity School, has been defined as a movement that
"rejects both the traditional Enlightenment appeal to a 'universal
rationality' and the liberal assumption of an immediate religious
experience common to ail humanity."sg William Placher, who is considered
a postliberal, offers the following summation of postliberal theology's
'interrelated characteristics': 1)It is nonfoundationalist - experience is
shaped by language and previous experience;a 2) It does not engage in
systematic apologetics, although ad hocconnections are made; 3) It
attends to differences among religions, rather than trying to argue that
they are all trying to say the same thing; 4) It emphasizes narrative
theology, insisting on the irreducible importance of stories which convey
truth in a way that would be lost if the 'meaning' were taken out and the
stories discarded.61

Hauerwas' nonfoundationalism is evident throughout his body of
work Nonfoundational theology seeks to do theology without the
foundations called for in a theory of knowledge known as foundationalism,
which asserts that beliefs must be justified by relating to other justified
59Alister McGrath, Christian Tbeologyth Introduction (O~ord:Biackwell,
lW4), 109. McGrath contends that the three main characteristics of postliberalism
are anti-foundational, cornmunitarian, and historicist ( 109). There are at least rwo
distinct schools of narrative theology, the Yale school associated with Hans Frei and
George Lindbeck, and the Chicago school, affiliated with the work of Paul Ricoeur
and David Tracy. See George Stroup, uTheobgyof Narrative or Narrative Theology?:
A Response to Why Narrative?," Theology Today 47, no.4 (January1991):424432.
@Fora concise and readable treatment of nonfoundationalism, see JohnThiel,
Nonfoundationalism ( Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994).
William Placher, uPostliberalTheology," in Modem Theologians,ed. David
Ford, 2nd ed. (Oxford:Blackwell, 1997), 344-345.
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beliefs. This chain of justification must stop in a foundation of belief that

cannot be called into questi0n.a Hauerwas does not produce a sustained,
formal argument for his nonfoundationalism as much as he simply

proceeds on that basis. For example, in Theology Without Foundations,a
book that he co-edits, the essay that he contributes is a collection of three

sermons with very brief reflections to place the sermons in context. His
rationale, if it can be described as such given his position, is simply that he
is seeking to display "what Christian practice might look like in a world

without foundationsm.G3 This emphasis on practice is also very evident in
the introductory section of Against the Nations,where Hauerwas, in

conversation with George Lindbeck's influential book The Nature of
Doctrine94 claims that he is seeking to be the kind of performer of
Scripture that Lindbeck longs to see at work within Christian theology, and
that such performance proceeds with an nonfoundationalist perspective.65
-
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62 Nancey Murphy, uIntroduction," in Theology Without Foundations:

Religious Practice and the F u m of Theological Truth, eds. .Stanley Hauerwas.
Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 9. Murphy is
here seeking to expound a general reaction to foundationalism exemplified especially
in the work of JamesMcClendon, who this book is intended to honor as a Festschrift.
Murphy does not distinguish between non and antifoundationalism, and in fact uses
these terms interchangeably (9).as does Hauerwas. John Thiel defines
nonfoundationalism as a commitment to a style of philosophizing that 'is always
critical of the epistemological assumption that there are ufoundations"for
knowledge. noninferential principles whose certainty and stability ground other
epistemic claims." Nonfoundationalism, 1.
63 Hauen~a~,
et al., eds. Theology Without Foundations,144.
G4George Lindbeck, The N a w e of Doctrine: Religion and Theology h a
Poscliberal Age (Philadelphia: The Westtninster Press, 1984).
65 Stanley H a u m s , Against the Nations: War and Survival ia a Liberal
Society (Notre Dame: University of Noae Dame Press, 1992), 1,5,6.

35

This is not to say that Hauerwas has not addressed such issues directly.
For example, he asserts,
I have no interest in providing a "system" or "foundation" for
Christian ethics, but I do have a set of systematic interests - an
attempt to provide an account of moral existence and ethical
rationality that may help render the convictions of Christians morally

intelligible9
In a later work,Hauerwas acknowledges that the philosophy of
Wittgenstein was instrumental in moving him in a nonfoundationalist
direction. "Wittgenstein ended forever any attempt on my part to anchor
theology in some general account of 'human experience,' for his writings
taught me that the object of the theologians' work was best located in

terms of the grammar of the language used by believers.*G7 This assertion
also reveals Hauerwas' move toward narrative theology as a way forward
for nonfoundationalism.

Hauerwas claims that his first interest in narrative was sparked
while he was still a student working on the thought of Richard Niebuhr.
The tutelage of Hans Frei and the reading of Karl Barth began to convince

Hauerwas that "the early church thought that narrative was the
appropriate mode of expression for what they took to be the significance of

Jesus."68 From that early interest, Hauewas is now described as "if not the

most prominent, certainly the most provocative of the Christian narrative
66 Hauewas, Bondi

and B w e l l , Tm~ulnessand Tragedy, 1.
Hauemas, The Peaceable Kingdom. xxi.
68 Ibid., xxi.
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ethicists."Gg There is an irony here, in that while narrative is clearly
important to Hauerwas' project and he is known as a narrative theologian,
he actually qualifies his use of narrative significantly. A generic definition
of narrative as used in Christian ethics is provided by Paul Simmons:
Narrative ethics involves a gestalt switch or a paradigm shift in the
conceptual framework for Christian ethical thought. I t is interested
in the phenomenology of morality as related to the story or context
of which it is a part. Story is basic, theories and processes are
derivative. The formation of character as well as the shape of moral
discourse, central paradigms, images and metaphors depend upon
the narrative to which they belong.'*
It may seem that Hauerwas does not stray far from such a definition. For

example, he describes his use of narrative not as a way of avoiding truth
claims, but "the more positive view that the story quality of the gospels
provides the appropriate context to raise the issue of truth at all" or "the
gospel is a story that gives you a way of being in the world."71 Further, he
argues that
the emphasis on narrative as theologically central for an explication
of Christian existence reminds us of at least three crucial claims
narrative formally displays our existence and that of the world as
creatures as contingent beings Second,narrative is the

....

-

....

69 Paul Simmons, "The Narrative Ethics of Stanley Haue~r;ls:A Qpestion of
Method,"in Secular Bioethics in Theological Perspective ed. E E Shelp {Netherlands:
Kluwer Publishers, 1996). 159.
70 Bid. Narrative is also used in theological disciplines other than ethics.
Theology, hermeneutics, preaching, and pastoral counselling are examples of areas
where narrative is used. See Stmup, UTheologyof Narrative or Narrative Theology?"

424.
71 Hauemas, Bondi and Burrell, Truthfulness and Tragedy, 73. For Hauemas,
arguments simply cannot be separated from descriptions that do not merely
accompany them, but make them possible. Hauerwas, "The Testament of Friends,*

215.
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characteristic form of our awareness of ourselves as historical beings
who must give an account of the purposive relation between
temporally discrete realities....Third, Cod has revealed himself
narratively in the history of Israel and in the life of Jesus.72
However, in this same book, Hauerwas positions himself in such a
way that he should not be seen having a narrative theology or as making
the concept of narrative central as such73 in the section cited above, "On

What I Owe to Whom,"he declares that
It is a mistake to assume that my emphasis on narrative is the

central focus of my position....Narrative is but a concept that helps
clarify the interrelation between the various themes 1 have sought to
develop in the attempt to give a constructive account of the Christian
moral life?
While this may seem contradictory, it becomes clearer in Hauerwas' later
work that narrative as such is in fact not central to his work. In an
extended reflection on the role of narrative, a reflection that primarily
takes the form of sermon, Hauenvas asserts that recognition of the
theological significance of narrative is not very important, and is rendered
unintelligible when abstracted From an ecclesial context. It is not stories
that save, but God. He fears that sophisticated hermeneutical analyses of
the formal signiflcance of narrative may be replacing the church. Further,
if narrative texts are not concretely attached to people who acknowledge
72 Hauerwas, Tbe Peaceable w ~ d ~ 28.29.
m ,
73 Ame Rasmusson,
Church as Polis: Fmm Polln'cal Theology to
Theological Politics as E~empLMedby Juergen Moltman and Stanley H a u e ~ (Notre
s
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 199S), 201.

me

74 Hauerwas,

The Peaceable Kingdom, xxv.
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the authority of the Bible, an emphasis on narrative results in scholarly

narcissism. Therefore, for Hauerwas, an emphasis on narrative is not a
claim about narrative from an unspecified viewpoint, but is an attempt to

draw attention to where the Christian story is told (the church), how the
story is told (faithfulness to Scripture), and who tells the story (the church
through the office of the preacher). Thus the church is crucial to the

intelligibility of narrative, and Christians do not have to choose between
narrative as a transcendental category of experience and narrative as a
literary form which illuminates Scripture.75

Hauerwas thus is able to position narrative in relation to the church,

and yet make use of it in significant ways. Narrative is crucial in enabling
Hauerwas to make his theologicaVethical move from rule-centered notions
to an emphasis on character. He notes that 'Narrative provides the

conceptual means to suggest how the stories of Israel and Jesus are a
'morality' for the formation of Christian community and character" and as
such he thinks of them "as but two sides of the same coinmW7G
Besides allowing Hauerwas to connect Scripture to character,

narrative also gives him a way to proceed in his critique of rule-oriented
'5 Stanley Hauerwas, 'The Church as God's New Language," in Scripnue,
Authority, a d Narrative Laterpretation, ed. Garret Green (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1987),179198.
76Hauerwas, Community of Cbaracret. 95. Tyler Roberts has interpreted
Hauemras' use of narrative in an interesting way. He argues that 'In Hauerwas's
view, human desire is 'trained' through narrative in such as way that knowledge of
God and unity of self become possible". Tyler Roberts, 'Theology and the Ascetic
Imperative: Narrative and Renunciation in Taylor and haw ma^,^ Modern Theology
9. no. 2 (April 1993):182.
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ethics. He refuses to isolate narrativedependent principles for use in

ethical 'dilemmas'. Even if this were possible, such principles would not
have any elevated status over the narratives that ground them. Thus for
Hauewas &itis improper to isolate principles from the Christian story and
use them in communal or individual moral judgement.""

Hauerwas also is

able, through the use of narrative, to show that such 'standard accounts' of

morality are themselves the result of specific historical stories.78

Hauerwas' use of narrative without an express ideological
commitment to it as such is an effective tool for his work Yet, as he is so
often quick to point out regarding the use of heuristic devices, the tool

itself is not entirely neutral. The use of narrative is not accidental, nor is it
incidental to the relationship of ecclesiology and social ethics in Hauerwas'
work Therefore, against his own statements, it is fair to say that narrative
is important, and perhaps central, at least until it can be shown what
might replace narrative as a way of doing theology.

The speciflc story which Hauerwas most clearly sets himself in

opposition to is American liberalism, the domlnant ideology which is the

-

-

77 David Haddorff, "Can Character Ethics Have Moral Rules and Principles?
C M s t i m Doctrine and Comprehensive Moral Theory," Hon'zons 23, no. 1 (1996):52,

53.
78 Hauerwas,

Bond and Burrell, Truthfulnessand T r a g e d ' 25,26.
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political theory of modernity79 In Hauerwas' view, liberalism is a danger
to Christians because it is seductive in that it offers ideals that at first

glance seem conducive to the acceptance of the Christian faith as a
legitimate option for private life, but to do so is to have Christian faith
marginalized and to create a false public/private split. Liberalism is also
perceived as receptive to Christian morals, if not in full-blown form, a t
least in some compromised fashion, which is seen as better than nothing.

The assuming of such a position is anathema to Hauerwas, and he seems to

see the unmasking of liberalism and its attendant dangers as a special
target of much of his argumentation, often unleashing somewhat vitriolic
and polemical arguments against liberalism, and especially against
Christian writers and thinkers who in his view have succumbed to the
seductions of liberal society.80 Hauerwas' campaign against liberalism has

been described by one of his reviewers in the following way,
79 Rasmusson, The Church as Polis, 241. Hauerwas draws significantly on the
work of Alasdair MacIntyre for his anti-liberal stance. As Louis Ruprecht puts it,
Hauetwas takes from MacIntyre the argument that uLiberalism is a bankrupt
tradition, a sham tradition, that it lacks the moral resources to make sense of a whole
range of moral problems because it lacks a set of coherent stories (as well as the
coherent morals such stories are supposed to have). Louis Ruprecht. Jr. Afterwords
(New York: State University of New York Press, 19%)' 129-130. The question of
Hauerwas8relationship to Machtyre's work is the subject of the first pan of the
second chapter of this essay.
80 TO cite an example, Hauexwas is extremely critical of some of the work of
James Gustafwn in this regard. Hauerwas' tone becomes exasperated when he writes
an extensive response to Gustafson's charge of sectatianism (an issue that wiU be
dealt with separately below). A large part of his exasperation comes from the fact
that Gustafson's critique relies on liberal criteria. This kind of exchange serves to
solidify Hauerwas' already intact view of the seductiveness of liberalism even (or
especially) within Christian clrcles. Hauerwas, C M s t i a n Edstence Today, 1-21.
Other targets of Hauerwas' liberalism critique include Reinhold Niebuhr, Walter
Rauschenbusch, and Leader Keck Hauerwas, Dispatches, 93.
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Stanley Hauerwas hates liberalism. He hates liberal theology, liberal
ethics, liberal churches, liberal economics, and liberal democracy. He
uses military terms like "dispatches," "front," and "engagements" to
signal that he is part of a great battle against liberalism....a1
That Hauerwas uses strong language and imagery is unquestionable, since
he sets up the differences between American liberalism and Christianity

not as dialectical, but as either/or. He goes so far as to suggest that
Christianity has nothing to preach without this "enernyn.82
The extended and numerous attacks on liberalism are directed

almost exclusively at American-style liberalism,83 which suggests that the
criticisms might well take different forms if Hauerwas were taking up the

81 Max Stackhouse, *Liberalism Dispatched vs. Liberalism Engaged," Christian
Century 112 (October 1995): 962. Richard John Neuhaus describes Hauexwas (and a
former student Michael Baxter) as believing that liberalism is the 'Great Satan".
Neuhaus, 'Michael Baxter and the Theological Salad Bat," Flrst Things 73 (May 1997):
61.

82Stanley Hauerwas *No Enemy, No Christianity: Theology and Preaching
Between 'Worlds' in The Future of Theology ed Miroslav Volf (GrandRapids:
Eerdmans, l996),21-25. This essay has also been published in Hauemas, Sanctify
Them in &heTruth: Holiness Exemplified (Nashville:Abiidon Press, 1998). 201-218.
An example of this is found in the essay 'The Reality of the Church: Even a
Democratic State is not the Kingdom." Here Hauexwas takes exception to Richard
Neuhaus' attempt to 'forge a strong link between Christianity and American
democracy." Hauemas clearly identifiesliberalism as 'most fully institutionalized in
America." Hauenuas, Against the Nations, 122-131.
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political or Christian situation elsewhere in the world.84 This observation
is not necessarily a critical one, since Hauerwas recognizes and indeed

operates from the standpoint that everyone works from within their own
particular, contingent, historical setting, albeit from within a particular
community. However, to describe liberalism, or other ideas as the 'enemy'

is again to become vulnerable to the sorts of interpretations that see
Hauerwas as advocating a withdrawal ethic. Surely it is not necessarily the
case that Christianity must have enemies in order to be faithful.
Hauerwas' point is that Christians are too often lulled into accepting as

compatible to faith those things that are not. In this sense, to clearly
identify the 'enemy' is crucial. However, it seems that Christians would do
well if there were no real enemies. That is to say, the existence of
Christian faith is not dependent on the existence of an enemy. Hauerwas
overreaches to make his point.
Liberalism is the political theory of modernity in Hauerwas' thought,
as indicated above. A number of definitions of modernity and liberalism
are found in his writings, some of which are very brief descriptive
- --
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observation is made by an Australian economist, Geoffrey
Brennan, in his comments on a seminar led by Hauerwas in Sydney, Australia.
Within the space of one paragraph, Brennan describes a number of seminal
contrasts between the American and Australian political scenes contrasts which
might mean (at least for Brennan) that what is not possible in the United States in
t a m s of Christian and liberal affinity might well be possible elsewhere. Of course it
must be noted that Brenaan is a self-described liberal. Geoffrey Brennan, "Stanley
Hauemas and the Critique of Secular Liberalism," St. Mark's Review 141 (Autumn
1990): 2-4. Hauerwas mentions the difference between American and Australian
society in After CMstendom?, a book published in both countries. He claims to like
Australia's s e c M s m better than America's since the former does not indude a civil
religion (14,15).
84 This keen

-
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statements, while others are more developed discussions. I will identify
Hauerwas' own definitions of modernity and liberalism, and then describe
the dangers he sees for Christianity within liberalism.
In an essay in conversation with John Cobb, Hauerwas expresses his

doubts about Cobb's notion of progress, a notion that Hauerwas believes is
shaped by Cobb's indebtedness to modernity. To clarify the point,
Hauelwas offers an extended treatment of what he means by modernity:
By modernity, I mean the project to create social orders that would
make it possible for each person living in such orders "to have no
story except the story they choose when they have no story." That is
to say, modernity is the attempt to so dis-embed and estrange people

from the peculiarities, distinctiveness and contingencies of their
respective traditions as to form the illusion that the only story now
worth telling is one entirely of their own devising....The primary goal
of those societies we identify as progressive is freedom....
Egalitarianism thus becomes the opium of the masses, insofar as it
presumes, falsely, that since who we are is a matter entirely of our
own choosing, we are by deflnition free....the irony of this project is
that most modernists, like Cobb,fail to notice that they themselves
did not choose their own stories....Correlatfvely, democratic ideologies
operate to hide these powers that hold us captive.85
Hauerwas' definition of liberalism is remarkably similar in some ways, yet
also becomes more specific regarding epistemology.

In the most general terms I understand liberalism to be that impulse
deriving from the Enlightenment project to free all people from the
chains of their historical particularity in the name of freedom. As an
8s Hauerwas,Wilderness Wanderings, 26,27. This essay was published earlier.
along with a reply by Cobb as Stanley Hauerwas, "Knowing How to Go On When You
Do Not Know Where You Are: A Response to JohnCobb, Jr.," Theology Today,51,no.4
(January 1995): 563-569, and John Cobb,Jr. "Ally or Opponent? A Response to Stanley
Hauerwas," Theology Today, 5 l.no.4 (January1995): 570-573. Hauemvas is responding
to a previous article by Cobb entitled "The Christian Reason for Being Progressive."
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epistemological position liberalism is the attempt to define a
foundationalism in order to free reason from being determined by
any particularist tradition. Politically liberalism makes the
individual the supreme unit of society, thus making the political task
the securing of cooperation between arbitrary units of desire.86
Thus for Hauewas, Uberalism functions as an ideology within the project
of modernity. Hauewas also attempts to define liberalism in his essay
T h e Church and Liberal Democracy," contained in A Community of

Character. However, later reference to this definition by a scholar taking

issue with Hauewas caused Hauerwas to clarify considerably his earlier
defining effort. This process of definition, critique and response offers a

flne opportunity to discover how Hauerwas understands himself to be
defining liberalism.
The early definition which appeared in "The Church and Liberal
Democracy" contained several elements. First, liberalism is seen as
furnishing America with a myth that seems to make sense of social origins,
that is, Americans originally existed as people with many different
histories, which seemed to create a lack of anything in common that might
function as a basis for societal cooperation. But liberalism was able to
provide this basis by offering "a system of rules that will constitute
procedures for resolving disputes as they pursue their various interests.

Thus liberalism is a political philosophy committed to the proposition that

a social order and corresponding mode of government can be formed on
86

Hauerwas, Against the Nations, 18.
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self-interest and consentan87Christopher Beem cites the last sentence of
this definition in an article in which he discusses the relationship between
Hauerwas and Martin Luther King, Jr. Beem argues that Hauewas must
either abandon his claim to theological afflnity with King, or reformulate
his conception of American liberalism, since in Beem's view of it, King
draws significantly on this very liberal tradition in his work88
Hauenwas' response to Beem, published in the same issue, takes
exception to the way Beem understands Hauerwas' definition. Hauerwas
admits that when he read Beem's quotation of his earlier work, he was
"embarrassed* to have offered a definition since he has doubts about the
idea of d e h ition itself as "insufficient," and he was uprobablystill making

such mistakes in 1981."89 However, Beem is incorrect to take the

concluding sentence of a longer discussion as the full definition of
liberalism, says Hauerwas. Instead, Hauerwas insists on emphasizing the
larger context, because he does not want his critique of liberalism to be
reduced to "moralistic judgements about 'enlightened self-interest,'

'selfishness,' or 'individualism.' Such matters matter, but they have never
been at the heart of my theological critique of liberalism. Rather, my
Hauemas. Community of Character, 78.
88 Christopher Beem, UArneri~an
Liberalism and the Christian Church: Stanley
Hauerwas vs. Martin Luther King, Jr.,"Journal of Rdgious Ethics23 (1995): 119-133.
89 Stanley Hauerwas, 'Remembering Martin Luther King, Jr. Remembering,"
Journal of Religious EWcs 23 ( 19%): 135-148. The essay also appears in Wilderness
Wanderings, 225-237. I refer to the earlier publication because of the immediate
conversation with Beem in that issue of J o m d of Refigious Eclu'cs.
87
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concern has always been what liberalism does to remembering as a

political tasLm9oIn his specific argument with Beem, Hauerwas uses this
critique of liberalism to make the point that King was much more a
preacher embedded in the moral tradition of his black church than he was
someone espousing liberal notions of equality and freedom. In a larger
sense then, liberalism is fundamentally a problem of remembering, of
refusing to be part of a community of memory which shapes us. As will
become more obvious, such a community of memory is the church, which
is the antidote, or enemy, of liberalism.

Throughout the range of his writings, Hauerwas identifies many of
the specific dangers that he associates with liberalism. An abbreviated list
of these dangers includes accusations that liberalism is imperialistic,

protean, anarchical, parasitic on other traditions, offers too many moral
guides, creates needs without a concept of the good, and offers a sense of

false objectivity. Hauerwas does not like liberalism much. Perhaps the

greatest danger for the Christian church is the domesticating effect that
liberalism has on Christianity, especially in the guise of freedom of religion.
It has tempted Christians in America to think that democracy is
fundamentally neutral,and perhaps, even friendly toward the
church. American Christians...have thought their primary religious
duty to the state was and is to provide support and justif'lcation for
the state that guarantees freedom of religion....As a result, CMstians
in America have failed in our responsibility to this state by
domesticating the Gospel in the hopes of controlling, if not
dominating, the ethos of this society.... We confuse freedom of
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religion with freedom of the Church, accepting the assumption that
the latter is but a specification of the former. We thus become
tolerant, allowing our convictions to be relegated to the realm of the
private21
This temptation is so insidious because in the end the church serves the
state (in America) as a kind of personal religion that is incapable of ever

challenging the state or limiting it in any way. This serves to reduce or
eliminate the capacity of Christians to stand up as Christians. Rather,
Christians are more convinced that they have the right religiously to make
up their own minds about matters of faith.92

Hauerwas' opposition to liberalism is clear. However, it must also be
noted that his position is perhaps not as absolute as indicated by Max

Stackhouse above. Hauerwas admits that "much good remains in liberal
theology,"93 and contends that he hopes to have avoided the strong
temptation to attribute all the ills of society to liberalism, because

"liberalism has, sometimes almost in spite of itself, had some beneficial
results."94 However, Hauerwas seemingly cannot bring himself to endorse

liberalism except in this most reticent manner,since even the admission
that liberalism might be of some good is tempered by the comment that
such good comes from liberalism's dependence on other traditions, which it
91 Stanley Hauerwas,

"Freedom of Religion: A Subtle Temptation," Soundhgs

72 (Summer/Fall 1989): 3 17-319.
92 Ibid., 3 3 1.
93 Hauerwas,Wildemess Waaderidgs, 13.
94 Hauerwas, Against the Nations, 18.
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will eventually proceed to undermine.9s Thus it is not unfair to
characterize Hauerwas as being anti-liberal,which in his understanding
also gives him a noticeable anti-American stance.

Pacifism
One of the particularities of Hauerwas' work is his pacifism, although he is
unhappy with the description of himself as a paciflst. The reason for this

demonstrates some of Hauerwas' larger concerns about the intelligibility of
positions apart from theological considerations.9G So while he accepts the

designation as a pacifist for purposes of discussion, Hauerwas explicitly
denies that pacifism can be a position intelligible apart from shaping
theological convictions. In other words, padflsm does not flow from the

implications of the Christian faith, but because "the very shape of their
beliefs form them to be non-violent."97
Hauerwas' earliest explicit emphasis on pacifism comes in The

Peaceable Kingdom. He explains in the inuoduction of this book that he
95 Ibid., 18. In a recent print interview, Hauerwas suggests that Christianity's
real threat "in spite of all my criticisms of liberalism, is wealth." When questioned as
to whether this signals a change for him, Hauerwas responds, 'The production of
wealth has always been what liberalism has been about, and liberalism understood
economically is capitalism" Rodney Clapp, "What Would Pope Stanley Say?A
Conversation With Stanley Hauerwas," Books md Cultwe 4, no. 6
(Novernber/December 1998): 16-18.
96 u,.. I must resist the idea that nonviolence or pacifism is a clear and selfcontained position that can be usefully contrasted to just war, "realism,"and other
alternatives that appear as 'theories" about the ethics of war. Indeed, the very
reason I became a p a d f l s t was because I awoke, through John Howard Yoder's help,
from the dogmatic slumber, induced by Reinhold Niebuhr, that padism was just
such a theory." Dispatches, 117.
97 Stanley Hauenvas, uPaciflsm:Some Philosophical Considerations," Faith and
Philosophy 2, no. 2 (April 1985): 100.
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sees the centrality of nonviolence as the hallmark of the Christian life, not
just one implication among many that can be drawn from Christian beliefs,

but at the very heart of the Christian understanding of God. This

peaceableness illumines other issues of the Christian Life, and as a result,

Hauerwas most often discusses peace in relation to other theological

In Hauerwas' most concentrated effort at describing and defending
his pacifism in at least relative isolation from other issues, he argues for
several characteristics of such a 'position.' First, the pacifist must realize
an obligation to love both the attacker and the attacked, a scenario which
may well include a certain amount of necessary tragedy. Further, pacifism
is not to be seen as exclusively consequential or deontological, but as

containing elements of both. The emphasis instead is to "consider the
kinds of persons we ought to be so that certain kinds of decisions are

simply excluded from our lives. Thus pacifism is not so much a strategy for
how we should deal with violence as it is a way of life that forces us to live

free from violence as an optlon.*gg Such claims call for living

representatives if they are to be convincing, and thus the truth of
nonviolence can only be appreciated when people begin to live
98Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom, xvi. xvii. H a u m s defers to people Like
John Howard Yoder to develop more convincing cases for pacifism itself than he
thinks he c a n make, as Hauerwas suRgesa in Against the Nations, 2 4 2 1 .
99Hauerwas, 'Pacifism," 100,101. The church is also central for the
performance of nonvioIence. Hauerwas' view of the role of the church in this and
other issues in the topic of the following section. See for example his essay
"Peacemaking:The Virtue of the Church," C M s t i a Existence Today, 88497.
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nonviolently. The sort of position taken by Hauerwas is often seen as
being anarchistic in that such a paciflst could then not be counted on as a
good citizen of the state he finds himself in. Hauerwas denies this claim,

since the acceptance of the claim entails an acceptance of an account of the
state which assumes that it is in essence violent, an account that Hauerwas
rejects. Instead,
I simply take societies and the state as I find them. As a paciflst I
will cooperate in all of those activities of the state that contribute to
the common good. Put simply, I do not see any in principle reason
why I cannot be a good citizen, but much depends on how a
particular social order determines what being a citizen entails. loo

This construal of theological pacifism is the 'position' from which Hauemas
enters discussions about issues such as violence in general, just war theory,

and nuclear warfare.101 This view is partly why he is seen as sectarian,

since pacifism is often perceived as being an impossibility for an entire
society. However, it is conceded that a small number of people may hold
such a view, which may be helpful for a society to see as some generally
unattainable ideal. Thus the small minority of pacifists are seen as
unrealistic but nice to have around. Seen in such a way, it becomes logical
to presume that pacifists are unrealistic and advocate withdrawal from the
tough situations states or individuals find themselves in. This is fallacious
mHauemas, uPadAsm,"p.104.
lol See for example his work in Against the Nations, which includes essays
such as "The Reality of the Kingdom: An Ecclesial Space for Peace," "An
Eschatological Perspective on Nuclear Disarmament," and "Should War Be
Eljminated?"

thinking, since pacifism does not necessarily call for withdrawal from
society, but insists on rejecting violence as an organizing principle of
society.
Church
The church and ethics are intrinsically interrelated in the thought of

Hauerwas. With typical rhetorical flourish, he claims that "I am a
theologian with a theological position that makes no sense unless a church
actually exists that is capable of embodying the practices of perfection."lo2

This heightened emphasis on ecclesiology has not been evident from the
outset of his project, since his earlier work was more focused on vision,
virtue and character. Hauerwas confesses that when he began his work, he
had no idea that the church would become as important as it has "for

understanding the nature and truth of Christian convictions."l03 This is not
to imply that the role of a community in the orienting of vision or the
development of virtue and character was entirely missing, since
community is mentioned even in those discussions.lo4
It is essential to distinguish Hauerwas' understanding of ecclesiology
102Hauerwas, Io Good Company, 67. Put another way. Hauerwas fmds it
'impossible to divorce Christian ethics from ecdesiology." Ibid., 157.
Chxistian Existence Today, 1.
104 For example, Hauerwas begins to mention the role of community in the
epilogue of one of his earliest books, Character and tbe Christiaa W e , 2330f In
Hauemas's &st published book, Vlsion a d Virtue, he discusses the role of the
church in his treatment of John Howard Yoder's work, and begins to assert that the
first responsibility of the church is to be henelf in his 1977 book TruWufness and
Tragedy. All this to say that while the church comes to be much more central in the
books published in the 1980s and 1990s, beginning with A Community of Character in
1981,ecclesiology is not absent prior to that book.
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from a generic sense of communitarianism. He explicitly denies association
with communitarianism in an essay dealing with medical ethics. While

cornmunitarianism is often seen as an,or the alternative to liberal
presuppositions in medical ethics, Hauerwas is careful to point out that
liberalism and comrnunitarlanisrn are both produced by problematic
liberal notions such as individualism. The longing for community may

itself be the working out of liberalism, so that communitarianism becomes
the grouping of alienated selves produced by liberal notions. Thus the
community becomes an end in itself, something which Hauerwas is quick
to challenge, claiming that he is not interested in community for its own

sake,but interested in the kind of church which can shape people who can

sustain significant practices.los A further reason for the rejection of the
communitarian label stems from Hauerwas' suspicion, following Alasdair
MacIntyre, that too often communities within liberal societies exist to
contribute to the politics of the nation-state. Thus for Hauerwas, the
church is not simply a 6cornmunity,'loGit is the primary category for

Christians. 107 In fact,

In a world like ours, people will become attracted to communities
that promise them easy ways out of loneliness, togetherness based
- .-. .-

10s Djspatcbes, 157,158.
106 In Good Com~anv,25.

For a very helpful discussion of communitarianism
and the reasons why people like Hauerwas, MacIntyre. and John bWbank reject
association with it, see the unpublished paper by Arne Rasmusson, "Justice and
Solidarity in a Communitarian Perspective," 1997. I am grateful to Dr. Rasmusson for
making a copy of his f i e paper available to me.
107 Stanley Hauerwas, Willjam Wlllimon, Where Resident Aliens Live: Execc~*ses
For Christian Practice (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996). 58.
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on common tastes, racial or ethnic traits, or mutual self-interest ....
Community becomes totalitarian when its only purpose is to foster a
sense of belonging in order to overcome the fragility of the lone
individual. .... life in the colony, is not primarily about togetherness.
It is about the way of Jesus Christ with those he calls to himself.lo8
For Hauerwas then, the church is not simply a community indistinct from

other kinds of communities except for idiosyncratic religious beliefs, but is

a Christian community that is accountable not to society around it, or to the
nation-state, but to Jesus Christ.
The concept of the church that Hauerwas promotes in his work is not

without controversy, the substance of which will be dealt with in the bulk
of this study. However, Hauerwas' construal of the church is not simply an

abstract concept. He provides a number of descriptions that allow the
reader to gain a fairly well-rounded understanding of what such a church
looks like, if it exists, and so on.
Closely tied to Hauerwas' emphasis on narrative is the belief that a
significant role that the church must play is that of being an interpretive
community.lo9 Hauerwas claims to be interested neither in narrative as

such nor in community for its own sake. Thus he combines his focus on
the church with narrative by arguing that the church is the locus of
interpretation of the scriptural text, even suggesting that the Scripture

108 Stanley Hauenvas, William Willimon, Resident Aliens (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1989), 78.
109 Any emphasis on narrative is unintelligible when abstracted from an
ecdesial context. Hauerwas, "The Church as Cod's New Language, 179.
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only makes sense as the book of the ChurchamlloThis emphasis is at least
in part a reaction to any notion of privileging the individual interpreter of

Scripture. Hauenvas, drawing on what he sees as parallel positions of

Stanley Fish and the Catholic Pope, wants to show that the text of Scripture
can only be interpreted in the context of an interpretive community. The

Scripture is not meant to be preserved separately from the Church, and no
text can ever be substituted for the people of God.111
The church for Hauerwas must also be a disciplined and disciplining

community. To illustrate this notion, and to defend against charges of

undue authoritarianism, he uses the concept of discipleship as a craft. "To
become a disciple is not a matter of a new or changed self-understanding,
but rather to become part of a different community with a different set of

practicesnl12 The church must not shrink from passing on the practices of

the Christian faith, much in the same way as an experienced athlete or
craftsman passes on necessary and relevant (to the craft) practices. This
way of seeing things requires an acceptance of authority which is based on

a history of accomplishment on the part of the one passing on the craft.
Hauenvas. Llnleashiag the Scripture: Freeing the Bible From
Captivity to America (Nashville:Abingdon Press, 1993),41.
11 b i d 19-28. Alan Jacobs takes exception to this description of correlation
benwen Fish and the Pope, arguing that Hauerwas does not make the appropriate
distinctions between the way community is seen by Fish and the Pope respectively.
For example, the Pope holds the position that one community can be essentially right,
Fish certainly does not. Alan Jacobs."A Tale of Two Sranleys," First Things44
(June/July,1994): 18-2 1.
112 Stanley Hauewas. 'Discipleship as a Craft, Church as a Disciplined
Community," CMstian C e n n v y 108,no.27 (October 1991): 884. This article appears as
chapter four of After Christendom?
110 Stanley
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Teachers of a craft derive their authority from a conception of their work
that serves as the t&s of that craft. Hauerwas provides specifically
Christian examples of his emended analogy - Christians learn how to be
Christian through practices such as prayer, confession of sin, and
forgiveness of others.113
The church in Hauerwas' thought is clearly distinct from the world.

This part of Hauerwas' work cannot be divorced from his views on
liberalism, briefly described above. The church, because it is not

contiguous with liberalism, and as a result is not accountable to any secular
power such as the nation-state, must find a way to recover or maintain an

integrity of its own instead of functioning as an institution designed to
serve other institutions.llVhis is done partially through a recognition of

the 'world.' Hauerwas works hard at placing himself in a position that is

not anti-world as such, arguing that the world is God's good creation and
not inherently sinful - 'world' is not an ontological designation. Rather, the
world consists of people who have not chosen to make the story of God

their story. Therefore, the church's task is to show the world that it is the
world. "Our task as church is the demanding one of trying to understand
rightly the world as world, to face realistically what the world is with its

-

-

113 This description of disciplined church is a summary of uDiscipleshipas a
C m , " 881-884.

l4 Peaceable Kingdom. xxiii.

madness and irrationality." lls Or, the church
must stand in sharp contrast to the world which would have us build
our relations on distortions and denials. The world is where the
truth is not spoken for fear such truth might destroy what fragile
order and justice we have been able to achieve Such a community
cannot help but stand in sharp contrast to the world."=

...

Thus while Hauerwas claims to not be anti-world, his description shows
church and world to be in an adversarial relationship, a move which

echoes his treatment of liberalism.117
Hauerwas' construal of the church as being in clear distinction from
the world makes it especially necessary for him to explicate his

understanding of the responsibility of the church to the world, since such a
'position' may well (as it does) bring the criticism that it advocates a
withdrawal ethic. Such criticisms will be addressed more fully in the third

chapter of this essay. However, it is important to describe what
responsibility for the church looks like for Hauerwas. Fundamental to his

description is his depiction of the church as a political community.
11s

Ibid., 102. The ideas from the paragraph above come from 100-102.

Hauerwas is following John Howard Yoder fairly closely at this point.

Existence Today, 103.
117Hauemas's reputation as combative is well-earned, since he often states
things in extremely adversarial terms. This modus ojxmmdi carries with it the
danger of being misunderstood, since a dose reading of Hauewas shows him to be
less absolutist than might be expected on issues such as liberalism, the churcWworld
distinction, particular vs. universal, the search for a common good. and so on.
Admittedly, his attempts at nuance on some of these issues seems at times to be
minimal concessions, not substantive movements of position. It may be that
Hauerwas's style almost forces him into strong rhetorical statements, while his
scholarship and remarkably wide reading push him to be honest about the
difficulties in some of his work.
116 CMstian
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Contrary to the charge of promoting an ecclesiology or ethic of withdrawal,

Hauerwas maintains that the church as separate from the world functions

as a political community. Indeed, if the church is always surrounded by
the world, then according to Hauerwas, there is no place to which the

church can withdraw.
The church as a political community does not withdraw, but rather it

must "give up the presumptions of Constantinian power, particularly when
those take the form of liberal universalisrn.*ll9 This implies for Hauerwas
that "the church would have to give up the security of having its ethos
enforced or at least reinforced by the wider social structures, trusting
rather the power of the Holy Spirit to be its sustainer and guidemn120
Hauerwas' version of the church's responsibility does not include attempts
to enter the extant political system in a given state in an attempt to gain
power, nor does he want to attempt to gain as much influence as possible
at the cost of some 'realistic' compromise. Rather, the church's

maintenance of its integrity is political in itself.

Hauerwas asserts some aspect of this view of the church and its
responsibility throughout his work. It might be summed up in a statement
that is repeated many times - unamely,that the church does not have a
118 Hauerwas structures After CMstendom? around the notion of the church
as a political community. Each chapter title indudes the term 'The Politics of...". He
is making the point (among others) that for Christians, salvation, justice, freedom,
church. sex, and witness are all political.
119 bid., 18.
120 Against tbe Nations, 76.
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social ethic but rather is a social ethic."l21 Hauerwas expands further:
The claim that the church is a social ethic is an attempt to remind us
that the church is the place where the story of God is enacted, told,
and heard. Christian ethics is not first of all principles or policies for
soda1 action but rather the story of God's calling of Israel and of the
life of Jesus. That story requires the formation of a corresponding
community which has learned to live in a way that makes it possible
for them to hear that story. The church does not have a social ethic
but is a social ethic, then, insofar as it is a community that can clearly
be distinguished from the world. The world is not a community and
has no such story, since it is based on the assumption that human
beings, not God, rule history122
The church, therefore, does not seek to discern or distil a number of

principles from Scripture or tradition and then find ways to apply these
rules and principles within the church, or to assert these principles as best
they can in wider society. Instead, the church is a political entity that is

transnational, transcultural, and global, as opposed to national states
which, according to Hauerwas are the real tribalists. 123 The church that
Hauerwas has described is called then to faithfulness, not effectiveness or
success as those terms are often understood.124
It is not difficult to see how Hauerwas' work can be seen as

advocating an ethic of withdrawal. Emphases such as his insistence on a
121 Chn'stian Mstence Toctay, 1Ulm
122 Ibid, 101.
123 Hauerwas, W i o n , Resident Aliens, 42.

Christian Edstence Today, 103*Hauerwas's view of the church and social
ethics is more nuanced than indicated above, which will become more clear as this
essay proceeds. I have provided his basic position here in order to set the stage for
further analysis.
124
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specifically Christian ethk, a close connection of the church to social ethics,
along with highly-charged anti-liberal, anti-American rhetoric give the
appearance of someone who is calling for withdrawal. Many Christians are

attracted to Hauerwas' work, since it provides a resource for strong
identity and a renewed emphasis on faithfulness to God,especially within

the church. It is therefore possible to understand and to use his work to

support a withdrawal ethic.
However, to understand Hauerwas as advocating a withdrawal ethic
is to misread him. Basically, Hauerwas advocates the active engagement of
society and ethical issues of all kinds, but he ought to be read as
advocating a certain kind of engagement. That is to say, Christians engage

society as faithful Christians who are being shaped by the church. To
disagree with that kind of engagement does not legitimize a conclusion that
the disagreement is one of engagement versus withdrawal.

Chapter 11
Hauerwas, MacIntyre, and Yoder

A notable feature of Hauerwas' work is his wide-ranging, on-going

interaction with a large numbers of interlocutors. Hauerwas is very willing
to reply to critics, and to respond in print to discussion of his work, as well

as to acknowledge significant influences on his thought. In some cases,
Hauerwas has drawn frequently on the ongoing work of contemporaries
who themselves are developing or defending their positions. This has
created some intriguing interactions as Hauerwas and his contemporaries
evolve in their understandings of ethics, theology, political theory and so
on. The two figures that loom largest in terms of ongoing influence on
Hauerwas are Alasdair MacIntyre and the late John Howard YoderJ While
I will refer to several areas of intersection between Hauerwas and the

work of MacIntyre and Yoder, the primary emphasis will be their
respective impact on Hauerwas' own construal of the church.

1 Hawmas contends that this is the case in the introductory chapter of
Wilderness Wanderings. Since the book consists of a series of discussions with
particular philosophers or theologians, Hauerwas anticipates being questioned on
the exclusion of chapten on MacIntyre and Yoder. He says, '1 have written so often
about both of them that it would be redundant to include chapters on their respective
work in this volume. I think, however, the more imponant reason is that every
chapter in this book is so dependent on what MacIntyre and Yoder have taught me
that the book is, from beginning to end, about themw (14). Hauerwas' career has
intersected for a time with both m e . at the University of Notre Dame. It would of
course be fruitful to probe further into the intersection of H a u e ~ sthought
'
with
many other of his conversation partners, e.g. Julian Hartt, Iris Murdoch, John Rawls,
Jeffrey Stout, John Milbank, Stanley Fish, James Gustafson, and so on.
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Hauerwas and MacIntyre

Alasdair MacIntyre, a still-active Anglo-American philosopher, has long
been interested in moral enquiry. An early book,A Short History of

Ethics,2 did not make nearly the same impact as his ground-breaking
study entitled After Virtue,originally published in 1981,with a second
edition including a revised postscript appearing in 1984. After Virtue was
followed by what is essentially a sequel, Whose Justice? Which
Rationality?. MacIntyre then delivered the Gifford Lectures of 1988,
which were published as Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry. These
three works together encapsulate the main thrust of Mach tyre's
contribution to twentieth century philosophy to this point2
MacIntyre's work in these three volumes is closely interconnected.
Mter Virtue signals MacIntyre's entry into a current emphasis on virtue as

central to morality. The book is also well-known for its extremely
pessimistic treatment of the current state of moral understanding.
MacIntyre argues that moral disagreements are essentially incoherent in
the West, since nearly everyone is committed to emotivism, which
simplistically put is a commitment to one's own feelings. This has become
the case because of the dismal failure of the Enlightenment project.
2 Alasdair

MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics (New York: Collier Books.

1966).
3Alasdair MacIntyre, After V h e : A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd ed. (Notre
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984); Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice?
Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988); Alasdair
MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, ((London:Duckworth Press, 1990).

MacIntyre then argues that what we are left with is a choke between
Nietzsche or Aristotle. This choice can be described as that between
nihilism or virtue ethics, with MacIntyre advancing the central thesis that
"the Aristotelian moral tradition is the best example we possess of a
tradition whose adherents are rationally entitled to a high measure of

confidence in its epistemologicaland moral resources."4 Liberalism, the
child of the Enlightenment, is a failure because of its attempt to reject all
tradition. MacIntyre ends the book on a rather wistful note, suggesting

that we are not waiting for a Godot to rescue us from our current moral
predicament, but for another, different St. I3enedict.s
WhoseJustice? Which Rationality? is legitimately understood as the

promised sequel to After Virtue. In the postscript to the second edition of
After Virtue, MacIntyre claims that this book must be read as a work in

progress, and that "the content of my narrative once again requires

addition and emendation in a number of ways if the central conclusions
that I derive from it are to sustain their clam to rational justification."c

MacIntyre makes good on his promise and proceeds to develop, at
considerable length, an account of the development of four distinct
traditions. AU of these traditions embody varying forms of rationality, an
After Virtue, 277.
5 After Virtue, 263. This synopsis of After Virtue clearly does not do justice to
the range of Marlntyre's work. The brief discussion of the MacIntyre project is
meant to establish a framework for the more detailed treatment of Hauerwas' use of
MacIntyre.
6After Virtue, 278.
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insight that MacIntyre insists we have been blind to because of the effect
of the Enlightenment. For MacIntyre, it is crucial for moderns to
understand that rational enquiry is always embodied in a specific
tradition, and indeed rationality itself is a concept with a history. The
proported neutrality of liberalism is no more than an appearance, since
liberalism itself must be understood to stand within a tradition.'
Therefore, while MacIntyre is still critical in the extreme toward
liberalism, he now argues that it too must be understood as a tradition, not
simply as an attempt to stand outside of tradition.
The four traditions that MacIntyre identifies as important to Western

ethical thought are: 1)the Greek tradition culminating in Aristotle; 2) the
tradition of Christian thought, exemplified by Augustine and modified by
Aquinas to make room for Aristotle; 3) the Scottish Enlightenment; and 4)

modern liberalism, especially as found in the Humean tradition.8
MacIntyre positions himself as a Thomistic Aristotelian, which is a distinct

movement from his position in Afrer Virtue, where he supported a more
straightforwardly Aristotelian position.9

7 mose Justice? W c h Racionafity?, 309,345.
8 This specific way of describing the traditions

that MacIntyre narrates comes
from Martha Nussbaum, "Recoiling From Reason," New York Review of Books 36, no.
19 (December1989):37.
Whis move has been noted and explained more fully by many commentators
on MacIntyre. See for example CMs Huebner, uChristian Pacifism as Friendship
With God: Machtyre, Mennonites, and the Genealogical Tradition," Unpublished
Paper Presented at Bluffton College. August. 1998.1 am grateful to Huebner for
generously giving me a copy of his paper.
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Significant to the argument of Whose Justice? Which Rationality?is
MacIntyreis interesting and controversial discussion of competing
traditions. His assertion that there exists no standing ground apart from
that provided by some particular tradition leaves him vulnerable to
criticisms of relativism or perspectivism. MacIntyre argues that both of
these criticisms are in fact the negative counterpart of the Enlightenment,

an inverted mirror image that suggests that if one cannot have guaranteed
truth, then all that remains is relativism and perspectivism. MacIntyre
argues that his notion of tradition-based rationality does not ignore the

question of truth. According to MacIntyre, while a commensurability of
standards between two traditions may not be entirely possible, a
dialectical interchange between two rival standpoints may in fact be made
possible, "out of which there may emerge a discovery of common

standards, standards hitherto presupposed, but never before made
articulate."lo Thus he asserts that it is possible to acknowledge the

superiority of an alien tradition through a process of identifjdng
inadequacies in one's own tradition, and seeking to formulate evermore
adequate responses to questions of morality.ll

Central to Maclntyre's discussions of virtue, rationalities, and

tradition is the notion of community. For MacIntyre, the good must be
10 Machtyre, "A Partial Response to My Critics," in After Machtyre: Cfia'cal
Perspectives on the Work of AIasdair Maclatyre, eds., John Horton and Susan Mendus
(Now Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), 297.
11 Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 350-365.
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embodied in practices, which can only be discovered and able to confront
other conceptions of the good when "presented within the embodied life of
particular communities that exemplify each specific conception."lz This
notion of the embodying of virtue and practice within specific communities
lies behind MacIntyre's wistful longing for a new St. Benedkt at the end of

After Virtue. MacIntyre forcefully argues that the nation-state cannot be
the locus of the kind of Aristotelian community which he wants to
promote.
Hauerwas' work draws fairly heavily on MacIntyre, although
certainly not in an uncritical manner. Several of Hauerwas' essay titles
echo MacIntyre's well-known titles,l3 which while in itself is a somewhat

trivial observation, serves to illustrate the afflnity which exists in
Hauerwas toward MacIntyre. This affinity is obvious very early in
Hauerwas' published writings, and certainly before Maclntyre publishes
even the first of the above three books that have come to be seen as the
core of his moral philosophy. For example, Hauewas draws on and
interacts with MacIntyre in the 1977 book Truthfulnessand Tragedy to
argue that 1) the concept of individual rights arrives on the scene only in
the modern age;l4 2) virtues can easily turn to vices without a 'scheme' or
12 MacIntyre, The Privatization of the Good: An Inaugural Lecture," in The
L i k d . i s m - C ~ m m ~ t m ' Debate:
aa
Liberty and Community Vdues, ed. C.F. Delaney,
(Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1994), 12.
13 For example, Whose 'Just' War? Which Peace?"in Dispatches,and 'Whose
Church? Which Future? Whither the Anabaptist Vision?" in h Good Company*
l4 Trut b f ' e s s aad Tragedy, 230, note 3 1.
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"story that depends on further beliefs about the true nature of man and
our true end;"ls and 3) particulars are much more important than some
notion of the universal in the practice of medicine.16 Hauerwas' continuing
project reveals an ongoing drawing on and convergence with MacIntyre in
a number of areas. The intersecting themes most relevant for this essay

include a shared conviction concerning failure of the Enlightenment project

and resulting fragmentation of Western society as it becomes ever more
engulfed in liberalism; a firm rejection of any effort to recover some notion
of 'morality-as-such;' a focus on virtue(s) and the practices necessary to
sustain them; an emphasis on tradition as basic to rationality and morality;
and a strong belief in community as important for the moral life.17 The

fact of these several areas of signincant affinity should not be construed to
suggest that Hauerwas draws indiscriminately or uncritically on

MacIntyre. Hauerwas has also been a consistent, albeit sympathetic critic

of MacIntyre, offering substantial critiques of MacIntyre's reliance on
dialectic as a way to change. This criticism relates to what Hauewas sees

as a too-heavily weighted reliance on rationalism on the part of MacIntyre;
Ibid., 131.
16 Ibid., 197-200. The three concepts mentioned here serve only to illustrate
Hauerwas' early use of Maclntyre, and so will not be discussed further here.
17 A more fulsome study of the relationship of MacIntyre's and Hauenvas'
thought would obviously uncover other convergences and divergences than will be
dealt with here. (For example, it would no doubt be fruitful to look carefully at their
respective undentandings of Aristotle and Aquinas) In the discussion to follow in
this paper, several themes will be addressed that have been explained in Chapter 1,
which is necessary in order to show the relationship between Hauerwas and
MacIntyre. I will simply assume the longer explanations of the fnst chapter.
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MacIntyre's rejection of pacifism; and perhaps most significant for my
study, MacIntyre's lack of emphasis on the church as the community in
which the Christian moral tradition is to be embodied and passed on.
The concept of the fragmentation of Western society due in large

part to liberalism is a central part of Hauerwas' position, especially in the
case of the United States. In an essay addressing the issue of abortion,
Hauerwas identlfies a central problem in this seemingly tntractable debate
as the lack of some agreed-upon method for resolving significant matters
of moral dispute within a liberal, pluralistic society. He goes on to argue

for several pages that this situation should come as no surprise since there
is no agreement on a valid starting premise for any argument for or
against abortion. The bulk of this discussion relies almost exclusively on
MacIntyre's descriptions of the fragmentation scenario that is so central to
his (Maclntyre)work.18 Hauerwas' next book, The Peaceable Kingdom,

begins with a brief chapter entitled "Living Amid Fragments," in which he
quotes at length the famous opening scenario of After Virtue in which
Maclntyre asks the reader to imagine a disastrous explosion of the
knowledge of the natural sciences, which when retrieved, results in a
gravely disordered state. This scenario is central to Hauerwas' chapter,
-

-

18 Hauemas quotes extensively from several essays by MacIntyre, especially
"How to Identify EWcl Principles," published in 1978. See also Hauerwas,
uAbortion: Why The Arguments Fail," Community of Character, 2 12-229. This book
was published in 1981,the same year that the frrst edition of After V . e appeared.
Hauemas does not quote the book, presumably because he would not have had access
to it before the publication of his own book that year.
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must not be ignored, it is also important to see how crucial the negative
depiction of the Enlightenment project and liberalism is to both MacIntyre

and Hauewas.21
The Enlightenment's notion of universal rationality has led to

attempts to think about morality-as-such for humanity-as-such, or

universal morality for universal humanity. This in turn has led to what

Maclntyre has labelled 'applied ethics,' an attempt to create ethical
standards which virtually everyone can agree on, regardless of particular
situations. This MacIntyre rejects, since what will be produced is morality
in which detachment from and disinterestedness towards all particularity
becomes a defining mark. This does not imply, for MacIntyre at any rate,
the rejection of the existence of enduring moral principles or rules, but the
disavowal of a conception of moral principles or rules as timeless and

ahistorical.22 Hauenvas follows this line of argument closely to make his

own pitch for the particularity of morality, especially Christian morality.
This is evident in many places in his work, but perhaps most directly

noted in an essay entitled uCasuisny in Context: The Need for Tradition."23
2 1 As noted above, this negative description is controversial. In fact, both
MacIntyre and Hauenvas are the recipients of double-edged review which states that
while they are good at describing the ambiguity of moral experience, they are not as
strong at explanations of normativeness - their constructive work is lacking. For
example, see john Barbour, 'The V i e s in a Pluralistic Context," The jowaal of
Religion 63, no.2 (April 1983): 178.
22 MacIntyre develops this argument at length in his important article, "Does
Applied Ethics Rest on a Mistake?" The Monist 67, no.4 (October 1984): 498-5 13. His
answer is an unequivocal 'Yes.'
23 This essay is included in Hauemas, In (;ood Company, 169484.
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Hauerwas draws heavily on MacIntyre's "Applied Ethics* essay in order to

argue for the importance of traditions in the formulation of morals. For
Hauerwas, "the perception of the ultimate particular"24 is the beginning of
moral deliberation, as opposed to the search for uuniversally binding
principles or rules whose universality has the scope of humanity itselfmv*s
A

further area of convergence between the thought of MacIntyre and

Hauerwas is that of virtue and practice. Generally, both men are
considered to be key contributors to a re-ernergence of virtue ethics,
MacIntyre in moral philosophy and Hauerwas in Christian ethics. Central
to virtue is the concept of practices, a notion MacIntyre explicated at some

length in After Virtue and has continued to promote. Hauerwas has
followed McIntyre to a large extent in this emphasis, but has applied it
primarily to seeking a fuller understanding of discipleship within the
Christian church.
McIntyre has defined practice as

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative
human activity through which goods external to that form of activity
are realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of
excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that
form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve
excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved,
are systematically extended36

24 Ibid., 178.
2s Ibid., 170.

2GAfter Virtue, 187.

Mach tyre illustrates by suggesting that while throwing a football with
skill is not such a practice, the game of football is, bricklaying is not, but

architecture is. In any case, one learns moral practices by submitting to
the authorities within a tradition, thus ensuring the ongoing practice of
morality. Hauerwas concurs with the importance of the passing on of

practices within a tradition. When MacIntyre extends this idea to that of a
craft, Hauerwas bases an extended discussion of discipleship on the notion
of bricklaying as a craft. This enables him to assert that "in order to be

moral, a person has to be made into a particular kind of person if he or she
is to acquire knowledge about what is good and true," and "Tobecome a
disciple is not a matter of a new or changed self-understanding, but rather
to become part of a different community with a different set of practices"
(added emphasis).17
The preceding areas of convergence between the thought of

Maclntyre and Hauerwas shows significant affinity between the two
projects, especially Hauerwas' use of MacIntyre's moral philosophy. Their
understandings of community within their respective work is a further
example of significant agreement, but which also reveals important

divergence.
MacIntyre's contention, against contemporary Liberal theory in
general, is
that a necessary precondition for a polltical community's possession

z7 Hauerwas, After

CMsteadom?, 103-107.
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of adequately determinate shared rationally founded moral rules is
the shared possession of a rationally justifiable conception of human
good. And that insofar as appeals to moral rules are to play a part in

the public life of such a community, respect for and allegiance to that
shared conception of the human good will have to be institutionalized
in the life of that community28
In Three Rlval Versions of M o d Enquiry, MacIntyre goes on to
dixuss the role of community in terms of the importance of identity. That

is to say, "part of being one and the same person throughout this bodily
life is to be continuously liable to account for my actions, attitudes, and

beliefs to others within my communities."2~ It follows then that education
within communities is an initiation into the practices of that community,

wherein the novice learns from masters within the tradition.30
MacIntyre however is very clear on his position within the
communitarian-liberalism debate, at least as that debate is generally

Contemporary communitarians, fromwhom I have strongly
dissociated myself whenever I have had opportunity to do so,
advance their proposals as a contribution to the politics of the
nation-state.... Where liberals have characteristically urged that it is
28 MacIntyre, 'The Privatization of the Good," 8.
29 Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, 197.
30 Ibid., 201.
31 This debate is discussed in sources such as C.F. Delaney, ed.

The LiberalismC ~ m m m ' ~ Debate:
an
Liberty and Community Values (Maryland: Rowman and
Littlefield Publishers, 1994);Stephen Mulhall and Adam Swift, 2nd ed. Liberals and
C o m u n i t ~ i u 3 (Odord:
s
Blackwell, 1996);Ronald Beiner, Wbat's the Maner With
Liberalism? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Henry Tam,
Commuait&anisrn: A New A , & for Politics and Citizenship (New York New York
University Press, 1998); and Arne Rasmu~son,"Justiceand Solidarity in a
Comrnunitarian Perspective," Unpublished Paper, 1997.
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in the activities of subordinate voluntary associations, such as those
constituted by religious groups, that shared visions of the good
should be articulated, communitarians have insisted that the nation
itself through the institutions of the nation-state ought to be
constituted to some significant degree as a community.32
Machtyre refuses to accept this position, arguing that the modern

nation-state which disguises itself as an embodiment of community is to be
resisted, since it is not the bearer of the common good. MacIntyre does not
offer much of an answer to the common question as to what an ideal
political community might look like for him,33 although he seems to hold
some hope that a reconceived university might be the locus for profitable
pursuit of understanding of morality.34 This lack of specificity is rightly

critiqued by Hauerwas, and others. Whereas Hauerwas is criticized for
advocating the church community in a way that seems sectarian or
unrealistic, or even ahistorical to critics, Maclntyre does not present
clearly what kind of community he is promoting.
Hauewas is also convinced of the centrality of community for
morality, and in making his case often draws on the work of MacIntyre.

Hauerwas' positive depiction of notions such as virtue, narrative, practice,
tradition and community all owe much to MacIntyre, as do Hauerwas'
negative treatment of the Enlightenment and liberalism. Hauerwas also
sMachtyre, "A Partial Response to My Critics,"

302.
33 Arne Rasmusson has made this point nicely in his paper, UUJusticeand
Solidarity in a Communitarian Perspective," 4.
34 See his chapter uReconceiving the University as an Institution and the
Lecture as a Genre," 216-236 in T h e Rival V&ons of Moral Ehquity.
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follows Maclntyre in his pronounced disavowal of cornmunitarianism.
However, Hauerwas maintains that MacIntyre does not do enough with his
notion of community. David Haddorff, in a discussion of character ethicists
in which he compares on the one side Hauerwas, L Gregory Jones and
James McClendon with, on the other side, Gilbert Meilander, shows how

Maclntyre has influenced the Hauenvas group:
If Maclntyre's moral philosophy provides these theologians with an

important rationale for choosing a Christian ethic built on sociallyembodied beliefs and practices, then it is the particular social
character of the church, with its underlying commitments,
convictions, and descriptions, that provides the theological
justification for such a distinctive e t h i c 3
Haddorff summarizes Hauerwas' use of MacIntyre here, showing that
while able to draw on MacIntyre's philosophical work to a significant
degree, theologically he moves further than MacIntyre seems willing to
da36

Hauerwas is not nearly as reticent as MacIntyre about the particular

existence of a community which can bear the freight it is called to carry.
Hauerwas' insistence that this community is precisely the visible church is
the focus of much of the criticism he continues to deal with under the
general accusation of being sectarian. For Hauerwas, it is in the church
where people are found who will pass on practices, it is in the church that

35 David Haddorff, "Can Character Ethics Have Moral Rules and Principles?
Christian Doctrine and Comprehensive Moral Theory," Horizons 23. no. 1 ( 1996): 52.
36 John Barbour describes MacIntyre as being concerned with the need for
society to share a vision of the good while H a u e ~ emphasizes
s
the distinctiveness
of the church's ethic. "The Virtues in a Pluralistic Society," 176.
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tradition shapes people, and the church which provides guidance as to the
good. The church possesses the story, or as Hauerwas would have it, "the

best damn story in the world,"37 and must embody morality for the world
as it trains people to be moral by initiating them into the practices of the
church. Not as clear is the question of whether Hauerwas believes that

there are practices, and people worthy of passing on such practices outside
the church. This is a weakness that contributes to the wider belief that

Hauerwas is sectarian. As will be argued in chapter 3, this weakness in

Hauerwas' work is not insurmountable - he admits that there is some good
in the Enlightenment, for example - but it is nonetheless a weakness.
The difference between Hauerwas and MacIntyre on the substance of
the community in which morality is to be embodied is perhaps best seen

as evidence of a more fundamental distinction in their thought. This

distinction is most clearly seen as a disagreement on the relationship
between philosophy and theology. Hauewas raises this issue explicitly in
his most recent and well-developed treatment of virtue ethics, Chrlsllan
Among the Vlrtues. Maclntyre, along with Martha Nussbaum and John

Casey, are the three contemporary writers engaged most directly by
Hauerwas and his co-author, Charles Pinches. While Machtyre's work is
seen by Hauerwas and Pinches as having interesting theological
37 Stanley Hauenuas, "No Enemy, No Christianity:Theology and Preaching
Between 'Worlds,'" In The F u m e of Theology: Essays in Honor of Jugen Molfmana.
eds. Miroslav Volf, Carmen Krieg, and Thomas Kuchan (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
lg%),34.
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possibilities, differences are noted which "may be more theological than
philosophical, although it is difficult to judge just because MacIntyre has
been and remains rather cagey theologically. Put differently, we remain
puzzled by MacIntyre's strong distinction between philosophy and

theology."38 Throughout the book, the authors return to variations of this

parting of the ways regarding MacIntyre.
An important part of the difficulty that Hauerwas has with

MacIntyre relates to the fact that MacIntyre is a confessed Christian, since
this raises a real tension in Macintyre's work "between virtue in its Greek
origins and his Christian confession, for the latter demands neither a

summary acceptance nor a rejection of virtue talk, but rather its
transformation."39 An example of where MacIntyre's thought might be in
need of transformation is his notion of teleology. Hauerwas and Pinches
maintain that whereas MacIntyre's teleology, which is Aristotelian and
thus explored in a community need not end in community, Christian
eschatology looks toward the communion of all the saints, a framework
which allows for full display of all the Christian virtues.40

Hauerwas is most open and bold in his criticism of and distance from
MacIntyre when using the work of John Milbank. Milbank, in his
38 Hauerwas, Pinches, Christians Among the Vlrrues, xiv.
39 bid., 60.61.
40 Ibid., 118. The longer argument of which this point is only a part is a
discussion of the Christian virtue of hope. Aristotelian teleology is described here as
a supposition that there is some common human nature than can be frustrated or
fulfilled (118).
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monumental study, Theologyand Soda1 TheoryPl provides a critique of
MacIntyre that seems to give Hauerwas support in his own attempt to

distance himself somewhat from MacIntyre. It is from Milbank that
Hauerwas draws in order to make the point that tension arises in
Machtyre between his philosophical perspective on Christianity which

affirms the rhetorical nature of Christian texts and beliefs, but seeks to

attest to their validity via a universal method of dialectics (understood as
rational exchange), and his theological perspective that seeks to begin
where dialectics leave off. Added to this tension is the belief that the

dialectics MacIntyre is willing to use are in fact based on conflict, a
position that Hauerwas rightly insists may well lead to war, and cannot be
confined to discussions in the university. This acceptance of the possibility
of violence within MacIntyre's position creates a situation where Hauerwas

41 John Milbank, 7lzeology and Sm*dTheory: Beyond Secrtlar Reason (Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers, 1990). Milbank includes a lengthy analysis of Machtyre
within the book Milbank does not reject Maclntyre's work on virtue, but wants to go
beyond it. For MacIntyre, the arguments against nihilism and a philosophy of
difference (arguments that Milbank is also making) are made in the name of virtue,
dialectics, and the notion of tradition in general. This is inadequate for Milbank, who
sees the most important watershed for ethics not as before and after virtue
(Machtyre).but between war and peace (326-379).
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feels he must distance himself from MacIntyre.42
Another related complaint that Hauerwas levels against MacIntyre is
that of being too rationalistic. This description is partially softened by the
way in which MacIntyre uses rationality. With reference to Martha

Nussbaum's criticism of Maclntyre's Whose Justice? Which Rationality?in
"Recoiling From Reason," Hauerwas takes exception to Nussbaum's
portrayal of MacIntyre as promoting a certain amount of unthinking

conformity. In MacIntyre's defense, Hauerwas admits that Maclntyre's
account of rationality is too 'rationalistic,' but "at least he begins the
process of helping us recover an account of rationality as correlative to
social process."43 Hauerwas is reticent to concede Nussbaum's point.

Nonetheless, he sticks to his own criticism of MacIntyre's rationalism
when, in another essay regarding obedience to God, he argues that
MacIntyre's notion that obedience to a particular person must be justified.
This move by MacIntyre is read by Hauerwas as suggesting that "the

42 The paragraph above draws from a section entitled "Milbank on
Machtyre,"where Hauemas and Pinches draw directly on Milbank, often by the use
of extended quotations,in order to make their case against MacIntyre. Hauenvas has
interacted significantly with Milbank's work even before the publication of
Theology and Social Theory in 1990, but has been especially keen on Milbank's work
in that book. This relationship would reward further study, since Milbank is part of a
group of scholars who have or have had a close co~ectionto Cambridge University,
and who can be loosely grouped under the label of 'radical orthodoxy.' Other
scholars associated with this group are Catherine Pickstock, P W p Blond, Grabam
Ward, Gerald Loughh, and others. See John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and
Graham Ward,eds., Radical Orthodoxy (London: Routledge. 1999). Hauemas is dted as
a major outside influence on this group. The influence clearly r u n s both ways.
43 Stanley Hauerwas, "Athens May Be A Long Way From Jerusalem But Prussia
is Even Funher," The Asbury TheoIogical Jomd45,no. 1(1990): 62.

obedience religious people offer to their god must seek grounding in

rational principle.*44
In sum, Hauerwas is indebted considerably to Macintyre in a

number of areas, including an emphasis on community as the locus of
morality, tradition, and practice. In the end, Hauerwas' debt is primarily
philosophical, and he is at considerable variance with MacIntyre on issues
that Hauerwas seeks to work out theologically, especially the
understanding of community. Here Hauerwas turns to the church and is
able to distance himself from MacIntyre, especially in areas where

Milbank is also critical of MacIntyre. Stephen Fowl has suggested from a
theological viewpoint that MacIntyre supplemented by Hauerwas provides
theologians and ethicists with a patent prescription for living faithfully.Js
This seems right, and is also commensurate with the description offered

here of the relationship between Maclntyre and Hauerwas, with Hauerwas

drawing considerably on MacIntyre's philosophical insights but moving
beyond MacIntyre into specifically theological territory. Hauerwas is not
afraid to do this kind of work, as can be seen by appropriation of sources

that are not specifically Christian for Christian ends, the most obvious
example being Aristotle. However, Hauerwas' relationship to Macintyre's
work has given a certain amount of uncharacteristic pause to Hauerwas.
He admits to a lack of certainty regarding the long term effect of following
-

.

- ---

4 Hauenvas and Pinches, Cbristims Among che Vimres, 144.
45 Stephen Fowl, "Could Horace Talk With the Hebrews?" 16.
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MacIntyre's narrative of Christian appropriation of Aristotle, wondering

"whether grand narratives such as MacIntyre constructs do not remain
committed to some form of Constantinian Christianity and,thus, legitimate
forms of dominations antithetical to Christian friendship."'G
Hauerwas and Yoder
While Hauerwas' use of and affinity to the work of MacIntyre is

substantial, they are even more marked regarding John Howard Yoder.
Hauerwas has been more personal in his comments on Yoder throughout
his writings, and his admiration of Yoder is obvious.47 It seems in many
ways that Hauerwas wants to be like Yoder, or at least to do things as
Yoder wanted them to be d o n e 9 There is a sense in which the connection

between Hauerwas and Yoder is a surprising one, given their different
social locations, at least prior to their academic endeavours. Hauerwas is
about fifteen years younger than Yoder, and comes from mainstream
American Methodism, having been trained at Yale. The connection to
46Hauerwas. 'Athens May Be A Long Way From Jerusalem But Prussia is Even
Further," 62.
47 See for example Haurnas' comments at Yoder's memorial service, held at
Goshen College Mennonite church on January 3. 1998. Conrad Grebel Review 16.no.
2 (Spring 1998): 98-100. The kinds of comments found here are not limited to
statements of eulogy. Hauerwas has written about Yoder's influence on him. Yoder's
example of faithfulness, wisdom. and so on at other times and places. For just a few
examples that predate Yoder's death, see Hauerwas, "When the Politics of Jesus Makes
a Difference,"CMstian Cennvy 10 (October 1993):982-987; Hauerwas, Dispatches
From the Front, 21-25.
48 Hauerwas writes that what he, and in this case his co-author. William
W i o n , are trying to do is to promote "a rather modest statement of a position that
has been articulated by people like John Howard Yoder for yean." h Good Company,
51. Hauemas is here referring to Resident Aliens.

Yoder, begun during those Yale days, was simply a purchase of Yoder's
pamphlet on Karl Barth and pacifism, a topic that interested Hauerwas
because of his own work on Barth. However, this tenuous connection
developed considerably in the 1970sduring Hauerwas' tenure at the
University of Notre Dame, when he began to read Yoder in earnest and also
interact with him at a time when Yoder taught at Associated Mennonite
Biblical Seminary. This relationship was furthered when Yoder moved to
the University of Notre Dame. Thus Yoder has been an influence on
Hauewas' work at least since the early 1970s, which spans Hauerwas'
entire publishing career.
Yoder's work is perhaps even more difficult to summarize than that
of MacIntyre. Yoder's areas of research and writing have included ethics,

theology, history, ecumenical issues, and biblical studies. He spent a
significant portion of his academic career at the University of Notre Dame,
a Catholic institution, but has always been associated with Mennonites, and
has been heard as a Mennonite voice. This is a designation he would not
necessarily reject, but he prefers to be seen as writing for the church

catholic.
Yoder is perhaps most famous for his book The Polltlcs ofJesus.49 In

this volume, Yoder seeks to articulate 'the simple rebound of a Christian
49 John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, :W.B.
Eesdmaas,l994). The first edition was published in 1972. Yoder has added significant
epilogues to each chapter in the second edition, largely explanations which seek to
show how scholarship between the Arst and second editions of his book has served to
confirm his 1972 work.

pacifist community as it responds to the ways in which mainstream
Christian theology has set aside the pacifist implications of the New
Testament message."so He promotes a "biblical realist revolution," which
purports to read the biblical text in a way that takes seriously the notion
that the biblical vision of reality cannot be pushed into any one worldview.
This biblical realism results in a renewed emphasis on ecclesiology and

eschatology, which has come to have new import for ethics. In concrete
terms, for Yoder, biblical realism led to the conviction that "there is a bulk
of specific and concrete content in Jesus' vision of the divine order which

can speak to our age as it seldom has been free to do before, if it can be
unleashed from the bonds of inappropriate a pfioTisY1 YOder claims that

the life and teachings of Jesus, and the cross and resurrection provide the
normative patterns for the church, which are socially and politically
relevant today. Intrinsic to this position is Jesus' messianic pacifism, a
peace position which the church is called to live out before the world.
The church is essential to Yoder's position, since he believes that it

ought to keep alive the full gospel story, and will pioneer a new order, and
not merely bless whatever power may be current. It is not the
responsibility of the church to make things 'turn out right,' but to be
faithful to God. The church in Yoder's thought is to be distinguished from

the world in terms of response to God. Neither term should be used to
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describe some monolithic e n t i t y 9 So when Yoder seeks to identify
strategies for ethical deliberations, he takes into account the significance of
church and world distinctions. Yoder is looking for an "original revolution"
which is "the creation of a distinct community with its own deviant set of
values and its coherent way of incarnating them."s3

Hauerwas' thought converges with Yoder's on a number of fronts.
The most relevant for the purposes of this essay is ecclesiology. As noted

earlier, Hauerwas claims that he had no idea that the church would become

as important for his work as it has. In his reflections on the influence of
Yoder, Hauerwas notes that his first reaction to a piece written by Yoder

(on Karl Barth and pacifism) was that Yoder's criticisms "were based on an

52 For an extended and influential discussion of the distinction between Christ
and culture, and the problems with typologies that make such distinctions, see Yoder,
"How H. Richard Niebuhr Reasons: A Critique of CMsr and C u l ~ e , "in Authentic
Transfornation:A New Vision of C M s t and Culmm, John Howard Yoder, D.M. Yeager,
and Glenn Stassen (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1996), 31-89.
53Yoder. 'The Original Revolution," in For The Nations: Essays Pub& md
Evangelical (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 175. This essay is part of a section of the
book Yoder entitles 'Basics,' in which Yoder includes three essays which are basic in
the sense that they provide the simplest logical foundations of his position, and
because his friends told him that they were the best introduction to his thought.
Along with the essay already ated, Yoder also includes The Biblical Mandate for
Evangelical Social Action,' and 'Are You the One Who Is to Come?'. It must be noted
that the much too brief introduction to Yoder's thought provided here will be funher
explained as it is compared to Hauerwas' work. I have drawn on a number of sources
to summarize Yoderpsthought. Perhaps the best introduction is Michael Cartmight,
uRadical Reform, Radical Catholicity: John Howard Yoder's Vision of the F a i W
Church," in The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecc1esioIogicd and Ecumenical, ed. Michael
Cartmight (Grand Rapids, :W.B. Eerdmans,l994), 149. See also Charles Suiven, "The
Reformation Radicals Ride Again," Uyisdanl@ Today,34 (March 1990):13-19;
Richard Hays, The Moral Vision of The New Testament: A Contemporary htroduction
to New Testament Erhics (SanFrancisco: Harper Collins.1996);A James Reimer,
uMenn~nites,
Christ. and Culture: The Yoder Legacy," Conrad Grebel Review 16,no. 2
(Spring 1998): 5-14.
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ecclesiology you would have to be crazy to acceptOns4This ecclesiology is
described by Hauerwas in Vision and Vlrtue,
the church will serve the world best as it serves its Lord through the
depth of its doctrinal affirmations, its liturgical experience, and the
kind of moral concern the members of the church share among one
another. If it does this well the church cannot be content with its
institutional affairs as an end in themselves, for the content of its
doctrine, liturgy, and communal form will not let it forget that it
exists only as mission to the world.55
The church must proceed in distinctive ways within such an ecclesiology.

Hauerwas' and Yoder's thought converge here in several significant ways,
namely that such a church must be pacifist, that there is no 'scratch point'
from which to begin thinking about the church and the world, that
Constantinianism is the great danger to the church, and that the church
serves as as interpretive community.
Hauerwas describes himself as converting to pacifism under the

influence of Yoder's writing. This may have been somewhat of a burden to
Yoder, thinks Hauerwas, since Yoder's speech and writing was exacting,
while Hauerwas admits to exaggeration, offensiveness, and polemical style.
This leads Haue~wasto suspect that Yoder himself felt some ambiguity

toward the 'accomplishment' of converting Hauerwas to pacifismP Given
54 Hauerwas,
55 p. 216.

When the Politics of Jesus Makes a Difference," 984.

s6 Hauerwas, 'Tribute to John Howard Yoder," p. 99. As noted above, Hawmas
has made an earlier. similar claim, when he testifies that 'the very reason I became a
paciflst was because I awoke. through John Howard Yoder's help, from a dogmatic
slumber,induced by Reinhold Niebuhr, that pacifism was just..a theory." Dispatches,
117.

the direct personal connection,it is not an exaggeration to say that the
pacifist position put forward by Hauerwas varies little from Yoder, and
indeed, Hauerwas often explicates his position simply by describing Yoder.
This is especially true early in Hauerwas' published works7 Following

Yoder, Hauerwas has made pacifism not just one implication of Christian
belief, but the heart of understanding Cod, the way to Ulumination of other
issues, and made possible through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ9
A further area of convergence between Yoder and Hauerwas is the

refusal to find a "scratch point." Hauerwas' nonfoundationalism has
already been described above (chapter I), summarized by his statement

that "ina world without foundations at1 we have is the church.*59 Yoder is

similarly committed to the rejection of a foundationalism or
methodologism. In the introduction to For the Nations,Yoder explicitly

states, "One reason I do not start from scratch to do a book on just one

57 See the essay 'The Nonresistant Church: The Theological Ethics of John
Howard Yoder," in Vision and Virtue, 197-221; "Messianic Pacifism," WorldviewlG,
no. G (June1973):29-33; and *Pacifism: Some Philosophical Considerations."
58 Hauerwas, W e Peaceable Kingdom, xvii.
sQIIauerrms, et al., eds. Theology Without Foundations, 144.
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subject is that there is no scratch from which to start."60 Rather, Yoder's

refusal to be committed to some kind of scratch point, or foundation, or
method, is based on his "commitment to a community which is in turn
committed to canonical accountabiUty."61 Or put another way, "What must

replace the prolegomend search for 'scratch' is the confession of
rootedness in historical community. Then one directs one's critical acuity
toward making clear the distance between that community's charter or

covenant and its present faithfulness."G* Clearly this notion also has
implications for the interpretation of Scripture, which is seen by both men
as being necessarily done within the interpretive community of the

60 Yoder, For The Nations, 10. Here Yoder also refers to HauerwasJso-called
'primer' in Christian ethics, The Peaceable Kingdom. as an example of something
that is not really a primer in any sense of the word,but "as selective and
idiosyncratic as Hauerwas's earlier writings, even though it differed from them in
having been written in one piece. Were 1 to try to write a book like that, I do not
know what it would be about." 9. Hauerwas, in his most recent book, relates a
conversation in which a name1ess theologian informed him that it was high time to
write the 'big book' in Christian ethics. Hauerwas' response is eerily sirnilar to
Yoder's statement in that he replies that 'after Wingenstein, I simply had no idea
what it would mean to write the 'big book' in Christian ethics." Hauerwds, Sanctify
Them in the Truth: Holiness ExempfU5ed (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998). 8. This
sounds a bit U e an "I'm less of a foundationalist than youwgame.
61 Yoder, "Walk and Word: The Alternatives to Methodologism," in Theology
Without Foundatloas, eds.Hauerwas, et al, 87.
62 Qpoted in Hauerwas, "When the Politics of Jesus Makes a Difference," 983.

Hauerwas and Yoder are also in considerable agreement regarding
the danger of Constantinianism to the church. Yoder's definition of

Constantinianism is worth quoting at some length, since it is so crucial to
the ecclesiology of both Hauerwas and Yoder:

...the term refers to the conception of Christianity which took shape

in the century between the Edict of Milan and the City of God. The
central nature of this change, which Constantine himself did not
invent or force upon the church, is not a matter of doctrine or polity;
it is the identification of church and world in the mutual approval
and support exchanged by Constantine and the bishops. The church
is no longer the obedient suffering line of the true prophets; she has
a vested interest in the present order of things and uses the cultic
means at their disposal to legitimize that order. She does not preach
ethics, judgement, repentance, separation from the world; she
dispenses sacraments and holds society together. Christian ethics no
longer means the study of what God wants of man; since all of society
is Christian (by definition, i.e., by baptism), Christian ethics must be
workable for all of society.64
Hauerwas makes this notion of Constantinianism the basis of what he
refers to as a "Christian critique of America." Drawing on Yoder's construal

63 The topic of the church as interpretive community goes beyond the scope
of this essay. However, it should be noted that there has developed an interesting
line of discussion that ties both Yoder and Hauemas to the work of Stanley Fish. See
Mark Thiessen Nation, 'Theology as Witness: Reflections on Yoder, Fish, and
Interpretive Communities,"Faith and Freedom 5, no. 1.2 (Juae,1996):4247;
Hauerwas, ustanley Fish, the Pope, and the Bible,' in Unleashing the Scripture, 1928: and Alan Jacobs, "A Tale of Two Stanleys," First Things 44 (June/July1994): 18-21;
Scott Saye, 'The Wild and Crooked Tree: Barth, Fish, and Interpretive Communities,"
Modern Theology 13 ( 1996): 435-458; Hauerwas and Stephen Long, Interpreting the
Bible as a Political Act," Refigion and LnteUectual Life, 6, no. 3,4 ( 1989): 134-142.
64 JohnHoward Yoder, The Odghal Revolution: Essays on CMstian PaciAsm
(Scottdale: Herald Press, 1971,1977), 65.66.
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of Constantinianism as depicted in The Priestly Kingdom,cs Hauerwas

launches into an extended critique which he insists must be made by
understanding a shift in the logic of moral argument that occurred when
Christians ceased to be a minority, and accepted Caesar as a member of the
church. The shift results in Christians believing that everyone is a member

of the church, and occasions the need to develop a doctrine of the 'invisible
church.' Hauerwas implores Christians to give up this Constantinian habit

of thought in order that they may return to Christian ways of thinking. It
is important to note that Hauerwas follows Yoder so closely in this section

that not only is he criticizing Christian America, he is simultaneously
conducting an apologetical defense of Yoder's thought. The extensive notes

on this section are a running commentary on Yoder, possible criticisms of
him, and full acceptance and defense by Hauerwas.6c Yoder has been

described as trying "to overcome the depoliticization of the church
resulting from its Constantinian subversion and to recover the self-

understanding of the church as a political community.*67 This is clearly
also an apt description of Hauerwas' ecclesiology.
65 John Howard Yodes, me Priestly Kiogdom: Social Ethics as Gospel (Notre
Dame: University of None Dame Press, 1984). See especially his essay, "The
Constantinian Sources of Western Social Ethics," 135-147.
66 Hauemas, Christian Ejdstence Today, 180-185. For the notes I referred to
see 189-190. For a more extended development ofthe relationship of Hauerwas and
Yoder in this regard see Samuel Wells, UHowthe Church Performs the Jesus Story:
Improvising on the Theological Ethics of Stanley Hauemas," (Unpublished Ph.D.
Thesis, University of Durham. England. 1995). 99-134.
6' Ian Barns, 'Toward an Australian 'post-Constanthian' Public Theology,"
Fdth and F&om
5 n0.1~2(June 1996): 29-38.
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Despite the obvious afflnity of Hauerwas' work to that of Yoder, their
ecclesiologies are not identical. Michael Cartwright is helpful here in
pointing out that while Hauerwas has made Yoder's work accessible to

more people in diverse settings, it is also the case that this has created a
sense that Yoder's work can be identifled with Hauerwas' position. Despite

their similarities, some obvious differences exist - differences that can to
some extent be understood in terms of location. Yoder was a Mennonite,
while Hauewas retains his active membership in the United Methodist

denornination. Further, Hauerwas has never become involved in the free
church articulation of Yoder's eccleslology or Believers' Church Conference
activity.G* Therefore, while Yoder has always worked from within a
minority church tradition, Hauerwas has worked from within a mainllne
liberal tradition. Hauerwas attributes at least some of Yoder's insights in
The Politics of Jesus to Yoder's location - "Yoderwas able to see the New

Testament with fresh eyes because he came from a separated community
with the physical and intellectual space and time to appreciate the radical

demands in Scriptuream69

Hauerwas refers specifically to the differences between himself and

68 These distinctions come from Michael CarWght, "Radical Reform, Radical
Catholicity: John Howard Yoder's Vision of the FaithN Church," 15, 16. Hauerwas'
various self-imposed ecclesial labels, as has been earlier noted, leave one a bit
mystified, since they range from 'evangelical catholic' to 'high-church Me~onite.'
Carnvright suggests that this is a way for Hauexwas to bring these very categories
into question. This seems right to me.
69 Hauerwas, A Community of Character, 239.

Yoder in an essay intended for an Australian audience,

...Yoder does not feel the need to be polemical, at least not as

polemical as my work tends to be, because he does not need to
emphasize the differences, coming as he does from a position of
difference Michael Cartwright recently noted that one way to
describe the difference between Yoder and myself is that Yoder
thinks of the church as being "forthe nations"whereas I tend to
think of the church as being "againstthe nations." Such a
characterization is certainly falr insofar as 1 have come from
mainstream Protestant Christianity in America and find it necessary
to confront what I perceive to be the accommodation of that tradition
to the religiosity of America Yoder feels no such compunction and
he is certainly right to remind us that the church exists to serve the
nations.70

....

Despite Yoder's and Hauerwas' disparate ecclesial locations, it is

Hauerwas who has had to deal more directly (and intensely) with a charge
of sectarianlsmm71in fact, Yoder notes that Hauerwas has been one who

has interpreted Yoder as sectarian, while himself maximizing "the
provocative edge of the dissenting posture with titles Like Against the

-

70 Hauerwas, "Reading Yoder Down Under,"Fairh and Freedom 5, no. 1,2 (June.
1996):41.
The sectarian charge will be the central focus of chapter 3. Therefore, a
more nuanced treatment will be attempted there. I will assume a truncated definition
of %ectarian'here to mean something like 'insular.' My point here is to show how
differently Hauerwas and Yoder respond to this charge.
Duane Friesen claims that "Yoder is much more ready to see connections
between what the church stands for and movements in culture at large." "Toward a
Theology of Culture," Conrad Grebef Review 16,no. 2 (Spring 1998):63.

Unfortunately, Friesen does not provide support for his assertion, but follows up his
assertion by noting a disagreement between Yoder and Hauenms by only giving
Yoder's side of the issue, and not including Hauenms' explicit reply to Yoder. The
disagreement has to do with civil, or soda1 arrangements in society. See Yoder,
'Meaning After Babble: With Jeffrey Stout Beyond Relativism," Journal of Religious
Erblcs, 24, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 135; Hauecwa~,WUdemess Wmdertags, 21.
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Nations or Resjden t Alien272 Yoder responds directly to the sectarian
charge late in his career, as he acknowledges that the term as applied to

him is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, the choice of the term says
that a prlorl the position to which someone applies it pejoratively has been

measured and found wanting by the standards of the establishment. This
creates a scenario in which the person so labelled must explain why such a
position is justifiable for Christians to take, something which Yoder claims
to have done, accepting that there has been little choice but to play by

other people's rules. However, this tack has consistently led to
misunderstanding and misinterpretation, according to Yoder. Therefore, he
sets out to correct such misinterpretation in For the Nations. The way he
proceeds is telling - he simply claims that he is representing the line of the

gospel in his own variant of the popular idiom by showing how followers
of Jesus everywhere "can and should address to the wider society,

including the state, and to the persons exercising power within it, the
invitation, as good news,to participate, in their own best interest, in the
Yodet then
cosmic meaning of the sovereignty of their risen LOrdmn73

proceeds as someone who refuses to see a 'scratch point' might begin - he
simply puts forward his case without bothering to address the specific

(and complex) issues regarding sectarianism.
Hauerwas' way of responding to the oft-laid sectarian charge is
For the Nations, 3.
5. The larger argument is found on 3-5.

72 Yoder,
73 Ibid.,
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similar in that he seeks tc provide a description of how the church can in
fact speak to the world as the church without being insular. However,
Hauerwas is much more direct in polemically engaging the charge itself.
He seemingly cannot absorb the charge and proceed with his work
Perhaps this has to do with a 'contrarian" disposition.74 Therefore,

Hauerwas finds himself in a number of places directly defending himself
against the charge of being sectarian. While the substance of his defense is
similar to Yoder's in that they both insist that for the church to be the

church is a way of engaging the world, Hauerwas engages the debate more
specifically, more personally, and more polemically.75
An area of considerable agreement, and yet some divergence

between Hauerwas and Yoder is the connection of worship or liturgy and

74 Cartwright's description in uRadical Reform," 15.
75 Since this issue wUl be dealt with more fully in the

next chapter, I will
forego the detailing of these defenses here. However, I note here that Hauerwas'
ongoing exchanges with his former teacher, James Gustafson, provide an example of
such interaction. Hauerwas attempts a virtually point by point refutation of
Gustafson's charge of sectarianism, and in an exasperated tone. See Gustafson. "The
Sectarian Temptation: Reflections on Theology, the Church, and the University."
Proceedings d the CathoUc Theological Society 40 (1985): 83-94and Hauerwas,
Cliristi;~~~
Mstace Today, 1-2 1. Yoder notes that it is odd that Gustafson does not
mention him as pan of the sectarian problem in this article. For rbe Nations, 4. 1
suspect this is the case because Hauerwas and Gustafson come from a similar
ecclesiological location, which makes Hauemas' position seem more alarming than
Yoder's, since Yoder is doing largely what is 'expected' as a Mennonite. And indeed,
Gustafson does mention Anabaptists in his article. Thus for Yoder to note that he is
not named by Gustafson does not necessarily suggest that Yoder is not implicated as a
sectarian. It seems Yoder was being a bit coy here.
For an even more visceral response to his supposed sectarianism, see
Hauerwas' response to Wilson MLscamble as part of a symposium carried in Theology
Today. Miscamble, 'Sectarian Passivism?" Michael Qllirk. 'Beyond Sectarianism?"
Hauemas. '
W
i
l
l the Real Sectarian Please Stand U p F all in Theology Today 44
(1987): 69-94.

-
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ethics. Yoder addresses this connection in a positive light, describing Jesus
as using the image of a scribe to fulfil a "function of social knowing," an
image that appears to treat the "functionof 'worship' as constituting a
group ever anew around its common memory"76 Yoder cautions against
making too much of the point, since he does not see a specific activity

labelled as worship in the New Testament. Nevertheless, in the same

essay, Yoder returns to the topic and asserts that it is indeed fitting to

afflrm the unity of worship and morality, defining worship as "the
communal cultivation of an alternative construction of society and
history."77

In a later essay (subsequently expanded into a book),Yoder returns
to address the interrelationship of worship and ethics, carefully

distinguishing his approach from those which see worship as character
formation or motivational, that is to say, those approaches which seek to
build some kind of a bridge between wonhip and ethics.78 Yoder then

describes five communal practices which have in common the notion "that

each of them concerns both the internal activities of the gathered Christian

76 Yoder, The Hermeneutics of Peoplehood,"in The Mestly Kingdom, 30,31.
The scribal function is to serve the community and communal memory,a practical
moral reasoner who "remembers expertly, charismatically the store of memorable,
identSty-confbnb~acts of fathfulness praised and of failure repentedn( 3 1).

77 bid., 43.
78 Yoder, "Sacrament as Social Process: Christ the Transformer of Culture," in
The Royal mesthood: Essays EkcIesiofogicat and Ecwnenlcal (Grand Rapids, :W.B.

Eerdmans,l994),360,361.
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congregation and the way in which the church interacts with the worldOn79
The five practices are: 1)fraternal admonition, 2) the universality of

charisma, 3) the Spirit's freedom in the meeting,4) breaking bread, and 5)
induction into the new humanity80 Yoder admits that several of these
practices do not ordinarily fall under accepted understandings of worship,
and certainly not liturgy. Yet, Yoder would like to have them designated
as such, since "each is a practice, which can be described formally and

which is carried out when believers gather for reasons evidently derived
from their faithanalTherefore, for Yoder, worship is essential within our
understanding of social ethics, since the practices of the church are the
way in which culture is transformed. However, the connections that Yoder

makes between worship and ethics lacks a significant emphasis on the
experience of individual believers, focusing instead on communal life. As

will be seen,Hauenvas develops this connection more extensively, and
with more emphasis on the individual, when he works out the connection
of liturgy and ethics, as well as his continued emphasis on sanctification

and holiness.
Hauerwas' work includes a well-developed emphasis on the

-

-

-

-

p
p

-

79 Ibid.. 361. Emphasis in the original.
80 Ibid.. 361-373. Each of these practices fonn the topic of

individual chapters

in Yoder's expanded book-length discussion. They are renamed and reordered in the
book. See Yoder, Body Pblitics: Five Practices of the Christian Cornmudry Mom the
Watrhing World (Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1992).
81 Ibid., 71.
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connection of liturgy and ethics.82 Observance of the liturgical church year
is seen by Hauerwas as crucial to the understanding of Scripture, since this

"preventsany one part of Scripture from being given undue emphasis in
relation to the narrative Une of Scripture."s3 Jeffrey Siker has observed
that many of Hauerwas' appeals to Scripture as well as his published

sermons often come in Liturgical contexts and draw on the lectionary
reading.84

Haurnas' emphasis on the connection between liturgy and ethics is
clearly stated in his treatment of the importance of the sacraments of

baptism and the celebration of the Eucharist for the church. H e argues that
"the sacraments are means crucial to shaping and preparing us to tell and
hear"8s the story of Jesus. Through the sacraments the church learns who
we are, but they do not function as motives or causes for social work

Rather "these liturgies are our effective social work. For if the church is

rather than has a social ethic, these actions are our most important social

-

--

82 The words 'worship' and 'liturgy' are often used without substantive
distinctions intended. Yoder uses both terms in a virtually interchangeable way.
Hauemas, however, seems to prefer liturgy,' a choice which it seems to me is not
merely semantic, as will become dear in this section.
83 Hauemras, A Community of Character, 240, note 9.
84 Jeffrey SLker, S a i p m and Ethks: Twndeeth Cennuy Pomaits (New York:
Odord University Press, 1997). 9. This insight into Hauewas' way of reading
Scripture is codbmed by Richard Hays, The M o d Vision of rbe New Testament, 256.
8s H a u e ~ s The
. Peaceable Kingdom. 107,108.

The strength of Hawrwas' connection between liturgy and ethics is
perhaps best exemplified by the structure of an ethics course he teaches.

In a chapter entitled "The Liturgical Shape of the Christian Life: Teaching
Christian Ethics as Worship,"87 Hauerwas reports on the rationale,

structure and content of the course. H e hopes to embody the presumption

that nothing is more important to CMstian people than praising God, and
to defeat the "and"of "theologyand worship."B8 In a recent article,

Hauerwas extends this elimination of "and"even further. Here Hauenvas
posits the notions that "whenall is said and done, liturgy and ethics are
just ways to do theology, and theology so understood might again be

-

86 bid., 108. William

Placher , in describing Hauerwaspemphasis on worship.

suggests that Hauerwas does not say much about the church as a sacramental

community, adding in a note that perhaps Hauemas should publish more on this.
Placher, Narratives of a Vulnerable God: CMst, Theology, and Scripture (Louisville:
Westminster John b o x Press, 1994), 143, 156 note 22. I frnd this comment
mystifying, since Hauerwas often refers especially to the celebration of the
Eucharist as central to the worship of the church. Hawrwas does not need to publish
more.
87 Hauemas. In Good Company, 1153-168. He includes his course outline as an
appendix, 164. The basic structure is as follows: Gathering and Greeting; Confession
and Sin; Scripture and Proclamation; Baptism;Offering, Sacrifice, aad Eucharist;
Sending Forth. The 'sending forth' of the eucharistic service is for Hauerwas
evidence that the church can nwer be a sect, since the question of whether to serve
the world is not asked, only the question of how to serve the world. He goes on to
claim that 'after teaching such a course for twenty-fiveyears, I hope to have half of
the Methodist clergy of North Carolina f e W g guilty for not serving the Eucharist
every Sunday." 'Storytelling: A Response to 'Mennonites on Hauerwas.'" C o m d
Grebel Review 13, no, 2 (1995): 169.
881, Cood Company, 114,155.

97

understood as worship.*89 This is not to say that any of these subjects of
study cannot be considered separately, but such distinctions ought to be

seen as part of the church's ministry reflected in diversity of gifts.90
Hauerwas succinctly states, "1 have staked my work and life on the
presumption that if, in some small way, I can help the church recover
liturgical integrity, questions about the relation between worship,
evangelism, and ethics will no longer be asked."gl
Hauerwas also uses eucharistic logic to argue that the church is
the necessary correlative of an apocalyptic narration of existence. It
is the eucharistic community that is the epistemological prerequisite
for understanding 'how things are.' Only as we stand in the reality of
the Eucharist can we see that 'the causal point if view' is not the final
truth of our lives. Instead, we can see that our world is not
determined by the powers, that we do not have to submit to the
necessities chat we are told are unavoidable.92

89 Hauerwas, 'Worship, Evangelism, Ethics: On Eliminating the 'And,'" in
Llnrrgy and &beMoral Sefi H u m d f y at FuM Smtch Bdore God, eds.E. Byron
Anderson. Bruce M o f l (Minnesota: Liturgical Press. 1998). 99,100.
90 Bid., p. 106.
91 Hauemas, Sanctify 72mn h the Truth, 11. This recently published book is
interesting in that Hauewas is very explicit about his Wesleyan church
commitments, evidenced especially in his series of essays under the rubric of "The
Truth About Sanctification: Holiness Exemplified."
92 Hauerwas, Dispatches, 112-113. The paallel to Yoder's thought here is
striking indeed. Yoder's way of putting the matter is 'The church precedes the world
epistemologically. We know more fully from JesusCMst and in the context of the
confessed faith than we know in other ways. The meaning and validity and limits of
concepts like unature"or of usdence*are best seen not when looked at alone but in
Light of the confession of Jesus Christ. The church precedes the world as well
axiologically, in that the lordship of Christ is the center which must guide critical
value choices. so that we may be called to subordinate or even to reject those values
which contradict ~esus."Yoder. The Priestly Kingdom, 1 1.
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The close affinity in the eccleslology of Hauerwas and Yoder is clear.
The convergence in their thought, most often moving from Yoder to

Hauerwas, far outweighs their divergence. In many ways, the connection
between church and social ethic is effectively the same for both men.

Hauerwas is more polemical, contrarian, and ironically, more subject(ed)to
charges of sectarianism than Yoder. However, in my view, the more

substantive difference lies in Hauewas' much more pronounced emphasis
on liturgy. However, even here the gap is more a matter of church
tradition (Hauerwas' Methodism versus Yoder's Mennonitism) than a basic
disagreement. However, Hauerwas' position on liturgy and ethics allows
for a fuller development of the individual before God, albeit within the
community. Yoder's work in this regard focuses almost exclusively on the

experience of the church. Yet Hauerwas' personal ecclesial ambiguity - his
embracing of various strands of at least three named traditions - suggests
that he may well be more susceptible to individualism than he would like
to admit. This propensity is further illustrated by his open rejection of at
least one of his Methodist denomination's positions, that of just war.
Whereas Hauerwas takes much philosophical underpinning for his

view of community from Machtyre, the theological basis of his
ecclesiology comes quite directly from Yoder. Hauemas has voiced more
substantive disagreement with Madntyre than with Yoder, and any

disagreement with Yoder is a matter of degree or emphasis. Since this is

99

the case, Hauerwas finds himself continually having to answer for what is
in his world a distinctive ecclesiology that appears to be indefensibly

sectarian.

Chapter III
Will t h e Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?":
Hauerwas and the Sectarian Temptation

The Sectarian Charge

Given the prolific publications, addressing of diverse issues, and

'contrarian' style of Hauerwas' publishing and academic career, it comes as
no surprise that his work has come under considerable scrutiny and
concornitan t criticism. Most prominent and ubiquitous among these
criticisms is the charge that Hauerwas is promoting a sectarian view of the
church, and given the close connection of the church to social ethics, a
correspondingly sectarian view of social ethics.' This line of criticism has
dogged Hauerwas throughout his care&

and he has clearly become tired

of it., Yet Hauerwas continues to return to the issue, sometimes explicitly

I hesitate to define sectarianism here, since an understanding of this notion
is precisely a point of deep contention between Hauerwas and his accusers. That is to
say, to define sectarian in one way or another is to join either Hauerwas or his critics
'side' before the discussion begins.
2 For ewnple,as asas 1981, in A Community of Character, Hauemas states
that "the claim that the first social task of the church is to be herself is not
'sectarian' if by that is meant a retreat or withdrawal from the world." 253, note 37.
3
I am so tired by being called 'a sectarian.' It simply does not help us get
with the business of discerning the particular challenge before us as Christians. It is
time we quit trying to put labels on one another that presuppose theoretical
frameworks that are not justified. Such labelling is the r&ge of mediocre minds
and lazy intelligence." Hauerwas, 'Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?"
".om

Theology Today44 (1987): 94.

responding t o individual critics,4 while at other times having his work
interpreted as being an attempt t o answer the charge.5
Since the sectarian charges are made so often, it is surely not

necessary to rehearse many of these critiques to obtain an adequate
understanding of the charge. Instead, several of the more fully-orbed
critiques will suffice3
The key piece that must must be taken into consideration is James
Gustafson's "The Sectarian Temptation."'

An examination of Gustafson will

be supplemented primarily by a look at Wilson Miscamble, Scott Holland,
Michael Quirk, and Louis Ruprecht, Jr.8 A related but distinctive line of
4 James Gustafson, "The Sectarian Temptation,'' The Annual of the Catholic
Theological Society 40 ( 1985): 83-94; Scott Holland, "The Problems and Prospects of

a

'Sectarian Ethic': A Critique of the Hauexwas Reading of the Jesus Story," Conrad
Grebe1 Review 10 ( 1992 ) : 157- 168; Wilson Miscamble. uSectarianPassivism?" Theology
Today 44 (April 1987): 69-77; Michael Quirk, "Beyond Sectarianism?" Theology Today
44 (April 1987): 78-86.
5 Jeffrey Stout reads Suffering Presence as "intended in part to demonstrate
that 'the particularist starting point' from which he begins allows him to affirm
medicine as a practice while addressing himself constructively to related matters of
public policy. This response to the charge of sectarianism marks a refreshing turn
in Hauenvas' work." This from a liberal nonfoundationalist. Jeffrey Stout, "Review
of Suffering Preseace: Theological Reflections on Medicine, the Men tally
Handicapped, and the Church," Theology Today 44: 1 (April 1987):126,
Hauerwas himself takes this tack in defending himself. For example. in
taking up the major criticism of James Gustafson, Hauerwas feels that he is
responding to a critique that 'gives voice to the disquiet many feel By responding
to his criticisms I hope to advance my constructive proposals by challenging the
dominant philosophical and theological assumptions shared by those who make
criticisms such as Gustafson's." Christian Existence Today, 2. In a similar vein,
Hauerwas suggests that it is necessary to respond to Wilson Miscamble's charge
because "he has managed to put in one short space most of the misinterpretation and
crudely-drawn critiques I often fmd of my work. Therefore,in responding to him, I
hope I will be able to put to rest those kinds of criticism." 'Will the Real Sectarian
Please Stand Up?" 87.
7 Further citations will be given in the text.

....

8 Ruprecht's criticism is found

in Afterwords,

criticism has been developed from a feminist viewpoint, which will be
dealt with separately.

James Gustafson, Hauerwas' former teacher, launched a frontal attack
on Hauerwas' work in his provocatively titled, widely read and often cited

article that has become the seminal work for levelling the sectarian charge
against Hauewas. The article, after describing the so-called temptation,
counsels resistance. Gustafson's analysis, which focuses on Hauerwas, but
also includes references to the work of several other theologians, including
especially Paul Holmer and George lndbeck, argues that since Christianity
is a beleaguered religion in a pluralist world, it is tempting "to seek a
position, theologically and ethically, that at least enables Christians to
assert, 'Here I stand, I can do no other,'" a position
that is frozen in time,
._
"

subjectively meaningful, descriptive but not normative, and the truth of
which is not challenged." (84,85)
Sectarianism in theology and ethics becomes a seductive temptation.
Religiously and theologically it provides Christians with a clear
distinctiveness from others in beliefs; morally it provides
distinctiveness in behavior. It ensures a clear identity which frees
persons from ambiguity and uncertainty, but it isolates Christians
from taking seriously the wider world of science and culture and
limits the participation of Christians in the ambiguities of moral and
social life in the patterns of interdependence in the world. (84)

In Gustafson's view, sectarians find warranthupport from a number of
sources. Chief among them are 'Wittgensteinian fideism,' which Gustafson
describes as the position that believes there are various language games in

culture, and the language games of science and religion are totally
incommensurable, therefore the language of religion is exempt from
criticism from other disciplines. (85)
Gustafson also cites George Lindbeck's notion of a ucultural-linguistic"
framework wherein the task of doctrine is to maintain a distinctive
language or culture and to socialize people into a particular form of life as
contributing to sectarianism. Further, the sociology of knowledge, in which
scholars show the historical relativism of all positions, also becomes a
warrant for sectarianism in theology. Added to these factors is
hermeneutical theory, in which one can have rigorous principles for
interpreting a chosen text such as the Bible, but bypass the question of the
worthiness of the chosen text. This leads, especially in the case of

Hauerwas, to narrative theology.(85-88)g Thus Gustafson sees Hauerwas
as having "wedded a way of doing theology - narratives - to an

ecclesiology - classically sectarian - and to an ethic which is also classically
sectarian." (88)
All of this leads Gustafson to assert that the so-called sectarians are

making three wrongful assumptions. The wrongful assumptions are
sociological - the belief that the church is in fact isolable from wider
society; philosophical - the belief that religious knowing can be isolated

-

from other kinds of knowing; and theological the belief that God is known
-

9 The warrants for sectarianism, as seen by Gustafson, are summarized very

briefly in his article, and even more truncated here. The purpose here is not to
describe these positions fully, but to get the shape of Gustafson's argument.
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only in and through hlstory(90-93)
Wilson Mlscamble's rat her harsh criticism of Hauerwas, while not
developed as fully as Gustafson's, also concludes that although Hauerwas
has denied the appellation, his ecclesiology is clearly sectarlan. lo

Miscamble, borrowing from H. Richard Niebuhr's categories, describes

Hauerwas as fitting into the 'church against culture' category, in which the
mission of the church is standing apart from society and witnessing to it,

which "effectively removes the church from the life and death policy
issues of the human community." (73) According to Miscamble, this is so
partially because Hauerwas leaves no room for the doctrines of creation

and incarnation, which, if given their proper place, would serve to allow
for the world to be seen less pejoratively.(71 ) 1

Miscamble accuses

Hauewas of denying the value of dialogue and the possibilities of
cooperation, which "lays the ground for the church to pull back so as to
avoid confronting the terrible dilemmas of our times." (73) Further,
Hauenvas is seen as running from responsibility by consigning the
decision-making about the world to those who are outside the church.(74)
10 Wilson

Miscamble. "Sectarian Passivism?"69-77. Citations wiil appear in the

text.
11 A similar critique is offered by Travis Kroeker, who argues that human
moral experience is both natural and historical, whereas he reads Hauerwas as
accepting a dualism between nature and history. Hence,for Kroeker, what is at stake
is "the recovery of a religious and moral cosmology in which the substance of nature
is tied to the spiritual ordering of all things according to God's good purposes in the
'act of creation,' an act and an ordering that can only be represented
'dramatistically'through myths, symbo1s, and narratives."Kroeker, 'The Peaceable
Creation: Hauerwas and the Mennonites," Conrad Grebel Review 13, no. 2 (Spring
1995):138.

lo5

Miscamble is especially frustrated by what he sees as Hauerwas'
ambivalence and vagueness regarding any guidance for action by

Christians, assuming that Hauerwas "offers the basically contradictory view
that 'the church is the only true polity we can know in this life' and implies

that other polities, such as the nation-state are tainted hopelessly." (75)

This leads Miscamble to conclude that Hauerwas "founders in being," but
not giving an adequate account of action. (75) He explains that "the
fundamental problem is that Hauerwas does not reveal to the church
members how the shaping of their personal lives should lead them on to

make a public difference." (76)
Scott Holland, another prominent critic of Hauerwas, is interesting in
part because of the fact that he writes from within Anabaptist circles,
which creates a scenario wherein someone from within a tradition often

described as sectarian criticizes a theologian from within a liberal tradition

as being too sectarianJ2 Holland carefully identifies the influences that he

assumes have led Hauerwas toward a sectarian position. These are 1) the
Yale school identifled with George Lindbeck, with its emphasis on

inmtextuality; 2) the ethics of character and virtue; and 3) the connection

to John Howard Yoder and the Mennonites. ( 158-162) This set of
12 Scott Holland, "The Problems and Prospects of a 'Sectarian Ethic'" 157-168.
Citations will appear in the text. It seems to me that Holland recognizes this scenario
as somewhat unique. In a more recent, but Less extensive article, Holland wonders if
Hauerwas sociologically has more to say to Methodists tempted by civil religion that
to Mennonites tempted by sectarianism. Scott Holland, 'Mennonites on Hauerwas:
Hauerwas on Mennonites," Coorad Grebel Review 13,no. 2 (Spring 1995): 142.

166

influences has led Hauerwas into a fourfold temptation, including the
temptation to withdraw from the world, to embrace Wittgensteinian
fideism, to embrace sociological tribalism and a tribal god,and to resist a
theology of creation. ( 162, 163) Holland is not entirely negative about
Hauerwas' work, but clearly the problems outweigh the prospects that he
lists. The problems that Holland identifies begin with what he sees as a
lack of the legitimation of knowledge within Hauerwas' work. Holland

describes Hauerwas as promoting a "communitarian or ecclesiastical
positivism, since the church appears to be the exclusive arena and
repository of God's revelation in the world in the Hauerwas herrneneutic."
(165) Holland rejects any form of revelatory positivism, including the

notion of intratextuality that is part of the cultural-linguistic framework in
whkh he sees Hauewas working. (166,167) This is related to Holland's

concern that there is little or no room in Hauerwas' theology for "the
possibility of apprehending God's presence beyond the communally
mediated Wordsvent." (167) This troubles Holland, and he asks, "Can one

who reads the classic Christian texts really hope to be prophetic without
being connected to and nurtured by a mystical ground of being below,
above, and beyond the Word-event?" ( 167)
A rather vocal critic of

Hauerwas, although not nearly as widely

known as Gustafson, is Louis Ruprecht, Jr.13 Ruprecht distances himself
13 Louis Ruprecht, Jr. Aftemords. The chapter on Hauerwas is entitled "After
Christendom?On Distorted Theological Narratives," 127-161. Citations will appear in

the text.
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from many of the sectarian charges made against Hauerwas, describing
them as "often made in a rather ad hominem and superficial manner."
(148) Yet, Ruprecht also believes that Hauerwas' portrait of the church is a

tribalistic one, and perhaps even fundamentalist. That is to say, Hauewas,
like fundamentalists, preaches truthfulness which is practically

communitarian, and thus narratively constituted. Then, in a unique
version of this charge, Ruprecht argues that the problem is that Hauerwas

completely ignores eastern Christianity, in which there is no
'fundamentalism'. (148) Thus Hauerwas shares with fundamentalists at
least two characteristics - "a heady nostalgia for some allegedly scriptural
past; and second, an emphatic rage against the alleged evils of the modern

age. That is, a narrative of golden ages and a myth of origins which
contribute, in their turn, to antimodern despair." ( 148) 14
A much

more sympathetic critic who nonetheless assens that

Hauerwas is sectarian is Michael Quirk. 1s Quirk concedes that if, as
Hauerwas insists, the Christian moral perspective is distinctive, then some
kind of 'sectarianism' or withdrawal from the world is called for. However,
Quirk reads Hauerwas as attempting to flnd ways in which Christians can
contribute to social and political discourse while remaining faithful. (79)
-

14 Ruprecht describes the position taken by Hauerwas and Madntyre on
liberalism and the modern age as a 'tragic posture; which Ruprecht wants to replace
with a 'tragic vision.'
1s Michael Qpirk, "Beyond Sectarianism?" 78-86. Citations will appear in the

text.
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In fact, Quirk does not see how Hauerwas can possibly avoid sectarianism
of some sort, given his position. (82) However, Quirk points out that
Hauerwas counteracts the move to a sectarianism of fldeism and
voluntarism by embracing antifoundationalist religious epistemology. In
theory then, since there is no foundational discipline which can determine
standards for every field of inquiry, Christianity need not collapse into
sectarianism for consistency's sake, but can rationally move into dialogue
with "the world." However, according to Quirk, Hauerwas seems to believe

that such dialogue is fruitless, "because of Liberalism in particular and the
coercive nature of secular politics in general," (82) and therefore the
church can only react in antagonism and opposition.(83) Quirk, while
sympathetic to Hauewas, nevertheless suggests that Hauerwas' position
could be supplemented in two ways - by an understanding of how
Christianity has affected the secular world, and an awareness that moral
particularism does not require that public moral argument be conducted in
exclusively particularist terms. (83, 84)
Hauerwas' Defense
Hauerwas has responded at various times, in many ways, to the sectarian
charge. In his earlier writings, this is not a major issue, and he in fact
basically accepts the label at one point in his career, conceding that his
attempt to develop an ethic of virtue might have sectarian implications he

had not previously anticipated.16 This even though he had earlier
attempted to say that he was not promoting a withdrawal ethic.17
Hauerwas at times seems surprised and in turn exasperated at the charge
that he is trying to take the church out of the world in order to protect it
and avoid the ambiguity and difficulty of contemporary life. Some
commentators express a similar amazement at the charge,l8 while others
have suggested that it "often serves as a cipher for little more than 'you

are wrong not to take responsibility for the world in the way that I do.'"l9
Hauerwas, however, has chosen not to ignore the charge or treat it as a
cipher, nor let the surprise of the accusation prevent him from addressing
the issue in typical fashion - directly, aggressively, and with some
rhetorical flourish. Thus it is not unexpected to read Hauerwas challenge
his accusers, hoping to "put to rest those kinds of criticism."zo His
challenging tone is especially evident in his response to Gustafson,
What I find unfair, however, is the assumption that my critic has a
hold on my task by calling me usectarian.m Show me where I am
wrong about Cod, Jesus,the limits of liberalism, the nature of the
virtues, or the doctrine of the church - but do not shortcut that task
-

-

-

-

16 The Peaceable K&gdom, xxiv.
17 The assertion cited in the previous note was published id 1983,while his
disavowal of withdrawal from the world came in the 1981 publication of A Community
of Character, fully cited above, note 2.
"It is a remarkable phenomenon, that this barely-cryptoCatholic is
constantly accused precisely of %ectarianism." Roben Jenson. "The Hauerwas
Project," 292.
19 Philip Kenneson, 'Taking Time for the Trivial[:] Reflections on Yet Another
Book From Hauerwas," The Asbury Theofogical Joumaf45, no. 1 (1990):67.
m Hauemras, 'Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 87.

by calling me a sectarian.*l

However, it would be a mistake to assume that Hauennras' response can be
reduced to rhetorical flourish or exasperated bluster. In what is also

typical, Hauerwas engages the sectarian charge in a thoughtful and
sophisticated manner. His defense, while not entirely systematic, is
nonetheless consistent in that it is an attempt to understand that people
are often 'captured' by habits of thought and life that deeply affect the
way things are seen. Therefore, his defense is not merely denial of charges

of sectarianism, tribalism, fideism, and so on, but coming to conceptual

clarity about why his interlocutors see things the way they do, and why
they might see things in a different way.22 That is to say, Hauerwas sees
his task as a retelling of stories that are widely told and accepted in a way
that he believes to be misguided. Therefore each of his rejoinders in the

struggle with his accusers tends to take the form of a redescription of the
issue itself.
Hauerwas' defense or redescription of the sectarian issue centers in
large part on the very notion of 'sectarian.' Whenever the label is affixed
to him, Hauerwas assumes that the designation originates with the
typology of Ernst Troeltsch and H a Richard Niebuhr, a typology to which
21 CMsciaa Edstence Today, 8. This son of tone is strengthened in Resident
Aliens, which is co-authored by William Willimon. *We reject the charge of
tribalism, particularly from those whose theologies serve to buttress the most
nefarious brand of tribalism of all the omnipotent state." 42.
22 1 owe this way of putting the matter to Philip Kenneson, 'Taking Time for
the Trivial," 67.

-
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Hauerwas takes great exception, since it sets up an argument "as if a
world-affirming 'church' or world-denying 'sect' were our only options, as
if these categories were a faithful depiction of some historical or

sociological reality in the first place,"23 and also assumes that the person

making the charge has the argumentative high ground and thus Hauerwas
bears the burden of prwf.24 For Hauerwas, to make the assumption that
one has to be either a church-type or a sect-type is to embody a very
serious error, an error embodied by Miscamble.
Like so many, he simply assumes that Troeltsch's analysis is coherent
both epistemologically and sociologically. It does not occur to him
that from Troeltsch's perspective the sect-type cannot help but
appear deficient because Trwltsch assumed the superior character of
the church-type ethic. But you must give reasons for that
assumption, which Miscamble, Uke so many,fails to do....This failure
is compounded by the assumption by many that H. Richard Niebuhr
provided a more nuanced version of Troeltsch's categories in Christ
and Culture.....it is assumed that Niebuhr's analysis is not only
descriptive but normative, thus relegating anyone who appears as if
they are Christ against culture type to the Mnges of those who would

23 Hauerwas, William Willimon, Resident Aliens, p. 40. Ame Rasmussen has
done us a great service by describing the genealogy of churcWsect kind of language
in The Church as Pbfis, 231-247. The section is entitled "The Genealogy of the Charge
of Sectarianism." He states that the usual understanding of 'sect' refers to 'any
group of believers that deviate from the majority or the 'orthodox' norm in doctrine,
practice, or leadership This traditional polemical and apologetic use of the word
has given it a pejorative sense, which strongly colours the c w e n t use of the
concept, but in practice , at least when theologians use it, the older pejorative
theological sense tends to be combined with a modern sociological sense. It is also
problematic that the opposite to 'sect' is 'church,' which is Christianity's name for
itself in its institutional form, and therefore is a word with positive comotations, in
contrast to the negative sense of 'sect" (233). He concludes that the very phenomena
and accompanying ideologies that Hauerwas has criticized, i.e. Constantinianism and
liberalism,ate intrinsic to the vocabulary used to critique him (245).
*4 Hauerwas. Clvistian Eidstence Today, 7.

....

do 'responsible' Christian ethics.25
This line of reasoning is repeated several times by Hauerwas in his
attempts to redescribe some of his critics who have been 'captured' by the

A further focus of Hauewas' redescription is the issue of religious

epistemology. As described above, Hauerwas b a nonfoundationalist who is
associated with the Yale postllberals. As such, he, along with other
nonfoundationalists,is often accused of fldeistic tendencies, and thus
sectarian. Hauerwas sees the connection made between his
nonfoundationalism and so-called sectarianism as another crucial mistake,
and is especially frank in his response to Wilson Miscamble. He believes
that Miscamble has completely missed the importance of epistemology to
the entire discussion of sectarianlsm. Hauewas assumes that
"foundationalist epistemological assumptions have been rendered
problematic," and that the particularity of Christian convictions along with
the corresponding particularity of the church are "necessary

presuppositions for thinking about Christian ethics." However, it would be
2sHauerwas, "Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 87. Hauerwas returns
to this issue yet again in his latest collection of essays, Sanctify Them in the Truth,
where he now asserts that "1 have a new rule of thumb: anytime the phrase 'X and/or
Y and culture' occurs (as in Christ and culture'), you know a mistake has been made.
Such a phrase cannot help but reproduce the presumption of liberal cultures that
there is a place to stand free of culture." 'In Defense of Cultural Christianity:
Reflections on Going to Church," 159.
26 See his response to Scott Holland in uStorytelliag: A Response to
'Me~oniteson Hauerwas,'" 169, and his rationale for teaching his Christian Ethics
course in liturgical form in Good CompanyplS7.158.
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mistaken to assume that epistemological sectarianism is the same as
sociological sectarianism. Rather, "there is no universal society and/or
knowledge from which the so-called sect can dissent."27

Hauerwas develops his response further in his treatment of

Gustafson's charge. Despite being a nonfoundationalist , Hauerwas disavows

an immunity from challenge by other modes of knowledge. Instead, he
insists that theological truth-claims in principle are open to challenge, but

does not believe that "the veridical status of those claims can be or should
be based on the questionable assumption that all possible challenges have

been anticipated and taken into consideration."*8 Rather, the doctrine of
sanctification is important for Hauerwas here. That is to say, 46assessingthe
truthfulness of religious convictions cannot be separated from the
truthfulness of the persons who make those claims." This is not to be
construed as an individualistic enterprise, but in terms of the church, a
"community living through time."zg
Hauerwas is also concerned to meet the challenge that he is avoiding

real engagement and responsibility within the wider world. H e asserts, as
can be expected, that he has no interest in the wholesale refection of
culture. Rather, "thequestion is how to relate discriminatingly both to the
cultures and the corresponding political forms in which Christians find
27Hauemms, 'Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 87, 88
28 Christian Ejdstence Today, 9.
29 bid., 10,ll.

themselves..... what I have said is that the crucial question is how the
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church should address questions of social justice."30 Hauerwas is adamant
that he has and continues to engage culture in many ways and on different
issues.31 Engagement with and responsibility to culture has never been
the issue for Hauemas, but the shape of such involvement has been. Since
the Christian ethic must be distinct from others, the issue becomes one of

positioning and theological justiflcation for coalition.32 Therefore,
Hauerwas, while engaged with many aspects of larger culture, is accused of

being sectarian in the face of his insistence that such involvement be
positioned by the church, and not simply because he is not involved in
these issues. Robert Jenson's comment on this scenario notes:

the charge of 'sectarianism' is most often made by neo-Protestants of
one son or another, for whom the opposite of 'sectarianism' is not so
much affirmation of a church that has its own specific communal self

claims to universality, a la Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism, as it is a
demand for the church's accommodation to the world, for the church
WHauerwas, "Willthe Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 87,89. In Christian
Ew'stence Today, Hauerwas argues that it should not be assumed that there are only
two stark options regarding involvement - complete involvement or complete
withdrawal. The issue is seen by him as "how the church can provide the
interpretive categories to help Christians better understand the positive and
negative aspects of their societies and guide their subsequent selective
participation." 11.
31 'Moreover, the fact that I have written about why and how Christians
should support as well as serve the medical and legal professions, Christian relations
with Judaism, how we might think about justice, as well as an aaalysis of the moral
debate concerning nuclear war seems to have no effect on those who are convinced I
am a 'withdrawn' sectarian." Chn'stiaa Msteace Today, 7.
32 Hauemas, "Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 93. Hauemas argues
against Miscamble that to have the church stand apart does not prevent it from
speaking out, but it positions the church. In a similar vein, Hauemas also suggests
that the church must be the kind of co~nmuitythat makes possible the kind of
political discussions necessary for people capable of malting alternatives real (9093).

to let 'the world set the agendaY
Aside from Hauerwas' insistence that he is engaged and taking

responsibility, he turns the sectarian argument against the United States,

arguing that the church is truly universal, while America is perhaps the

best (worst) example of tribalism that is to be found. In rejecting the

charge of tribalism,Hauenvas claims that he (and W. Willimon in Resident
Allens) "are reminding the church how odd it is that we have made that
strange entity called the United States of America into a tribe rather than

recognizing that the church catholic, spread out across Caesar's artificial
boundaries, is our true home?

Hauerwas continues his redescription with the issue of his perceived
lack of an adequate theology of creation. Travis Kroeker has described this
as an acceptance of a dualism between nature and history, a concession to

liberalism on Hauerwas' part?

Hauerwas concedes that his early work

indeed failed to pay proper attention to the cosmic significance of God's

salvation. H e suggests that he is attempting to correct this, but continues
to maintain that an adequate account of creation should not be separated

from the doctrine of redemption. Thus "creation is not a preliminary
movement prior to christology, but rather integral to an understanding of
-- --

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

33 Robert Jenson, "The H a u e ~ Project,"
s
292.
34 Hauerwas, In Good Company, 59. The essay ated is co-authored by
Willimon, and is entitled "Why Resjden t Aliens Struck a Chord," 5 163.
35 P. Travis Kroeker, 'The Peaceable Creation," 137, 138.
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God's gracious activityaW3G
Hauerwas' concern is that creation theology is
often used for the domestication of the gospel. "Appealsto creation often

are meant to suggest that all people, Christians or not, share fundamental
moral commitments that can provide a basis for common action," and

"often amount to legitimating strategies for the principalities and powers
that determine our lives."37 Hauerwas expands this same notion in his
response to James Gustafson:

...I doubt whether the issue is really a question of the doctrine of

creation at all. I certainly have never denied the Christian
affirmation of God as creator, but rather I have refused to use that
affirmation to underwrite an autonomous realm of morality apart
from Christ's lordship. The issue is not creation, but the kind of
creation Jews and Christians continue to affirm integral to God's
being. What allows us to look expectantly for agreement among
those who do not worship God is not that we have a common
morality based on an autonomous knowledge of autonomous nature,
but that God's kingdom is wider than the church.38
One might wish for Hauerwas to explain more fully the notion that God's

kingdom is wider than the church, but his explanation does not go much
further, except to say that he "would not deny the natural order as a
mangestation of Cod's kingdomaW39Hauerwas has missed an opportunity
to begin to address the charge that he sees Cod at work only in the church.

In what way is the natural order to be understood as a manifestation of
'Mennonites on Hauerwas,'" 168.
37 Hauerwas, Dispatches From che Front, 111.
38 Christim Existence Today, 17.
36 Hauema~,uStorytelling: A Response to

39 bid.

God's kingdom if the natural order cannot be understood apart from

redemption? Is there some way in which Hauerwas' understanding of

human nature could also be brought into this discussion? The answers to
these sorts of questions are not clear in Hauerwas' work, since his

description of notions such as natural order are so truncated. While it is
not accurate to say that a sense of common human nature, a natural order,
or a theology of creation are absent from Hauerwas' work, his cryptic,
virtually throw-away comments show a need for development and clarity

on these issues.
In an essay interacting with the thought of Iris Murdoch, Hauerwas
has attempted to show that Murdoch's account of the moral life founders

because of an acceptance of a metaphysical system that construes the
existence of humanity as pointless. Hauerwas is attracted to her way of
working, since she refuses to deny the connection between metaphysics
and morality. However, in his response to her, Hauerwas suggests that the

doctrine of creation ex nihllo allows us to see that "the world and our
existence in the world, does not have to exist, but it and we do.*lo
Therefore Christians view creation as a free decision of God, a gift whose
purpose it is to praise the Creator. This means that creation has a purpose,

one that sustains Christians in an eschatologicalway, since creation refers
to the beginning as well as God's continued providential care of creation.
-

--

Hauerwas, Wildmess Wmderings, 164. The We of the essay is
"Murdochian Muddles: Can We Get Through Them if God Does Not Exist?" 155470.
40

Hauewas does not presume to have completely answered Murdoch's
'muddles,' but only to have shown how the metaphysical and moral

implications of the Christian doctrine of creation can be contrasted with
Murdoch's account. He admits that "1 wish I knew better how to engage
her In argument," because he realizes that the connection between 'what is'

and what we are or should be is a thorny question indeed. So Hauerwas
suggests that a response to Murdoch should come from other artists who
have the imagination to create a world of hope.41
Hauerwas has returned to the issue in his latest book with an essay
entitled "TheTruth About God:The Decalogue as Condition for Truthful
Speechan42Here Hauerwas seeks to avoid the abstract relation between

nature and grace by concretely situating this relationship within the
ethical practices of everyday Christian life, the content and shape of which
are stipulated in the Decalogue. Grace in nature, claims Hauerwas, is only
recognized retrospectively, since nature is largely unintelligible without

knowing its true end in Christ. God's lordship and dominion is embodied
-

-- -

-

--

It may be a bit surprising to see Hauerwas write about
Christian metaphysical claims. He explains, 'My reticence about metaphysics is a
correlate of my attempt to resist reductionistic accounts of theological claims so
common in modem theology. Obviously, Christian conviction entails metaphysical
claims - such as all that is, is finite but one does not get one's metaphysics straight
and then go to theology. Rather, metaphysical claims are best exhibited as embedded
in, not as the 'background' of, our behaviours. This applies not only in Christian
theology but also in any endeavour." 168, note 8. See Nancey Murphy and George
Ellis, On the Moral Nahlre of tbe Udverse: Theology, Cosmology, and Ethics
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996). 108-110 for a brief analysis of Haumas' use of
the doctrine of creation in ethics in response to Murdodr.
4* Sanchfy Them in the Truth. 37-59.
41 lbid., 166, 167.

-

most fully in
the fleshy person of Jesus of Nazareth, the prolongation of whose
earthly life finds embodiment in the church. This does not mean that
God's dominion is limited or confined to the church; only that its
'origin,' its most concentrated expression, is there displayed....In
short, because the God who exercises 'graceful' dominion over
creation (naturehuman nature) is the same God who has revealed
himself in Jesus Christ, it follows that such a self-disclosure entails
the eschatological necessity (though perhaps not the temporal
permanence) of the church9
Another way in which Hauerwas has attempted to answer the
sectarian charge is to follow Michel de Certeau in making a distinction
between strategy and tactic. That is to say, a strategy, defined by
de Certeau as the calculation of power relationships that postulates a place

from which to base relations with others, is something accompanied by
the effects of

a triumph of place over time insofar as it allows one to acquire
advantages, to prepare for future expansion, and in general to create
an independence against contingency. Second,it provides a mastery
of places by making possible a panoptic practice so that foreign
objects can be observed and measured and thus 'included' within the
scope of vision. Third, strategy is legitimated by a certain power of
knowledge so that certain uncertainties of history are transformed

ibid.,

43
44,45. Reinhard Hutter, a commentator largely sympathetic to
Hauemas' work, describes things in the following way, "At the very core we find the
theological insight that Christian ethics properly has to start its reflection with the
church and its call not creation in general, not the orders in general,not
anthropology in general, but rather creation as we get to know it through God the
Creator, who is revealed first and for all time as the one who redeems and calls into
the community of faith, orders and patterns in the world as we get to know them
through the God who calls his community to be a particular aad specific one,
responsible to its cail, and the human being as the one who encounters God's
justifying and sanctifying activity." Reinhard Hutter, 'The Ecclesial Ethics of Stanley
Hauerwas," Dialog 30, no. 30 (Summer 1991): 240. Italics appear in the original.

-

into what de Certeau calls 'readable' spaces9
A tactic, on the other hand, is a calculated action that b determined by a

lack of a proper locus, an absence of power to plan a general strategy to to

view any adversary as a whole. Rather, a tactic operates within isolated

actions, taking advantage of opportunities without a base from which to

create some stockpile. Thus tactic is the art of the weak. Hauerwas
employs de Certeau's distinction by describing the church as tactic, not

strategy. This enables him to assert that the church cannot possibly
withdraw when there is no place to which it can withdraw, when it must
always find itself surrounded.45
Feminist Critique

Related to the sectarian charges described above is significant criticism
from a feminist position, expressed most systematically by the work of
Gloria Albrecht.46 Albrecht finds that her poststructuralist feminist ethics
%

Hauenvas, After Christendom? 16-17.
45 kid., 18-19.
46 Mbrecht's most extensive work is her book The Charactw of Our
Communities:Toward an EWc of Liberation for the Church (Nashvilie:Abingdon
Press, 1995). Her 1992 article, "Myself and Other Characters," which forms part of
the later book, is also very useN. Albrecht, "Myself and Other Characters: A
Feminist Liberationist Critique of Hauemas' Ethics of Christian Character," The
Annual of the Society of CMstian Ethics ( 1992): 97-114. Perhaps most useful for my
purposes is a recent print exchange in which Albrecht writes a review article on In
CoodCompaay, which goes beyond the content of that book. Hauemas' response is
not only to the review but to her larger project concerning his work I rely largely
on this exchange for an understanding of the direct conflict between these two
theologians. Albrecht. 'Review of in Good Compaay: The C b w h as Polis," Scomisb
Jovnal of Theology 50, no. 2 (1997): 219-227. Haumuas, uFallureof Communication
or A Case of Uncomprehending Feminism," Scottish Journal of Theology 50, no. 2
(1997):228-239.
44
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of liberation converge at four points with Hauerwas' ethics of chamter,

namely
1)an understanding of the social construction of the self with its

correlative that knowledge is a historically specific product; 2) a
critique of the image of the isolated, rational self that undergirds
liberal political theory; 3) a challenge to the liberal myth of the
separation of public and private spheres; and 4) a renewed interest
in and emphasis on the character of community.';
However, Albrecht is also adamant that she finds signincant deficiencies in
Hauerwas' work Central to the discussion here is her finding that
Hauerwas "draws a master narrative from his own social location while
denying any influence from his own historical particularity. In the face of

challenge, he turns to an authoritarian hierarchy (which also denies his
social locatedness) to impose a master narrative on all.""

This line of

criticism is echoed by Sharon Welch, who understands Hauerwas as
claiming that without a singular meaningful narrative, people will go adrift
and becomes captive to violence and coercion, whereas she wants both
meaningful and many narratives to draw f r o m 9

Related to this charge of singularity or imposition of master narrative

is the criticism that this allows for the possibility of the domination of
minority voices by the voice in authority. Lydia Harder has noted that
Albrecht, UMyselfand Other Characters," 99.
Albrecht, "Review," 226.
Sharon Welch, uCommunitarian Ethics After Hauerwas," Studies in
Christian Erhics, 10, no. 1 (1997):83.
47

48
49
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Hauerwas' writings can be used to support and legitimate unexamined
assumptions which stand in continuity with culture around us, and which
favor the dominant in the church community. An example of this would

be the dismissing of feminism as a supreme example of Enlightenment
strategies and ideals. Thus, it is possible that the emphases of Hauerwas
can be used to support an androcentric church.50 Put another way, it

seems that it is possible that Hauerwas' work can in fact silence minority
voices, especially those of women. Welch wants Hauerwas to
learn to see the Christian community as a whole. Learn to see the
oppression it masks as well as the meaning and continuity it
provides. In your valorization of marriage and family, listen as much
to the voices of women and children as to the male interpreters of
scripture and tradition.sl

Albrecht carries her criticism even further, arguing that Hauerwas
proffers an essentially ahistorical version of the Christian story. Albrecht
50 Lydia Harder,

(1995):152456.

uDialogue With Hauerwas," Conrad Grebe1 Review 13, no. 2

s1 Welch, uComrnunitarianEthics After Hauerwas,"p. 87. Elizabeth Bounds has
also criticized Hauemras for what she sees as an oppressive system. She interprets
Hauerwas as assuming that the Christian community only participates in domination
when it is assimilated to liberal culture, when in her view, Hauerwas' discourse of
community creates an identity that attempts to dismiss as non-Christian anything
outside of white, male, neo-ronsemative Christianity. This she sees as a discourse of
fear among white, middle-class, male intellectuals. She is correct in noting that
Hauenvas does not deal with domination within the church. In fact, his emphasis on
authority and sometimes admiring comments about fuadamentalism leave him
vulnerable here. However, Bounds' provocative analysis is cynical to the point of
lapsing into caricature. Nevertheless, her wider argument, that Hauewas' work
holds enonnous attraction because of its offer of identity and supportive community
is compelling. Less compelling is her accusation that these factors require little or no
public participation or confrontation. In this she simply misreads Hauerwas badly,
since he advocates public participation of many kinds. Elizabeth Bounds, "Why Have
We Gathered in This Place? A Critical Assessment of Selected Theories of Community,"
(Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation. Union Theological Seminary, 1994). 147-174; 326342.
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notes the irony in this, since he does so through the use of a historicist turn

to the particular. In other words, he buttresses a profoundly ahistorical
agenda through the use of historicism. "In response to the differences
raised by a radical notion of human historicity, Hauewas has used the
language of historicism to reinsert a claim to unchanging truth. H e
replaces rational man and ahistorical reason with Christian man and a
master narrative."sz In doing so, Albrecht insists that "Hauewasattempts
to resist the rise of subjugated voices by creating a timeless story of what
Christians are, always have been, and always will be, regardless of specific
conditions of history or human conditionams3
This line of criticism amounts to a version of the sectarian charge
that is different from that represented by James Gustafson (Christ against

Culture),or the slightly different version offered by Louis Ruprecht
(insulated from Eastern Christianity). Hauerwas is being charged here for
insulating or compartmentalizing the church and its narrative against
marginalized and subjugated minorities. In other words,if the church is
God's new language, then only some people can speak it, and others

52 Albrecht, "Myself and Other Characters," 111.

s3 Ibid., 110. Bounds agrees with this criticism, arguing that Hauerwas sees
the church as a completely separate culture that is never shaped by other cultural
influences. "This a-cuinrral abstraction of such a model of normative Christian
community allows Hauerwas both to avoid any question of Christian responsibility
for the suffering of others ilga to avoid engaging cultural and social identities
different that white, Western ones." Bounds, 'Why Have We Gathered in This Place?"
164.

Hauerwas' Defense
Hauerwas' fundamental complaint about much feminist theology is the
contention that many of the categories and descriptions used by feminists
(e.g. androcentric, patriarchal)

are often embedded in epistemological presuppositions sponsored by
liberal political theory I think mistaken....The first waves of feminism
seemed to be far too captured by liberal epistemological and political
presuppositions, which meant that even though I was and am often
sympathetic to the challenge presented by women,I was not
sympathetic to the theory that shaped that challenge.55
Specifically, Hauerwas charges that many feminist views of justice are

based on egalitarian and distributive notions that are characteristic of

liberal political theory, and thus he does not share those views of justice.
In contrast, Hauewas believes that good communities must discover the

differences necessary in order for that community to work toward its

Hauerwas also reacts strongly to the accusation that he is
ahistorical.57 He asserts that he has never argued for some pure Christian
s4 I owe this way of putting this version of the sectarian charge to Ben
Ollenburger, who is commenting on Albrecht's 'Myself and Other Characters"
article. OUenbqer, "Stanley Hauemras and Mennonites: Insulated Entities?" Comd
Grebel Review 13,no. 2 ( 1995):162-165.
s5 Haumvas, uStorytelling:A Response to 'Mennonites on Hauewas,'" 171.
56 Hauerwas, "Failure of Communication," 235.
s7 In fact, Hauerwas reacts quite strongly to Albrecht's work, suggesting that
he has to work twice as hard as usual to respond, since she has misunderstood him so
badly. "What she thinks I think I do not think," Ibid., 228,229.

1Z S

tradition, but rather that Christians must work hard at learning the habits
of Christian speech by patiently imitating the faithful within Christian

tradition. This point is closely related to Hauerwas' response to the
argument that Christians have also underwritten oppression and violence.
He cannot deny this, but asserts that there are resources within the

tradition to locate and correct perversions, to help Christians discover the
sins committed against and each other. He claims to be puzzled by the
notion that his is an account of Christianity that is much too favourable and
coherent, since he is committed to non-violence. Thus he sees the tradition
as naming an ongoing argument. In the end, Christians need not be

defensive about the unfaithfulness of the Church, because it is God that
matters.58 In other words, Hauenvas shows that he is not simply lifting a
piece of Christianity clean from history and holding it up as the whole. His

avowal of pacifism is evidence of his willingness to call into question

significant developments within Christian history. His continued attempts
to read and re-read Scripture within the church shows that he does not
want to accept some interpretation of the Christian story that is frozen in

time. Yet Hauerwas continues to speak of "the story," as though there is
such an entity.
Hauerwas also seeks to disavow Albrecht's charge of

'confessionalism', or the assumption that he assumes an 'absolute truth'

58 Ibid., 230-23 1: 234- 235.
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that escapes historical particularity. Instead, he wants to speak not so
much of truth but of truthfulness as a virtue. "If what someone says is
true, I have no idea what would be added by affixing the qualifier
'absolute' to the description."59 Further, Hauerwas suggests that to
describe him as a 'particularist' is to misunderstand him as well, since we
must avoid thinking that it is necessary to choose between being
'particularist' or 'universalist' in the abstract.60
Hauerwas clearly believes that in the case of Albrecht, he has been
badly rnisunderstod.Gl He notes in several sources that his wife, Paula

Gilbert, is a Methodist minister whose priesthood is not acknowledged by
Rome, as much as he would wish it to be so. However, this does not cause
Hauerwas to suggest that all women who remain in the Roman Catholic
church are wrong.62 Rather, he claims that Christians will have to wait in

patience and pain for the Catholic church to discover the wrongness of such

a position. Here he takes it that the "rightness of women in leadership is
one of the hard-won discoveries that came largely through the
Enlightenment - a development that came out of the Enlightenment that is
correct"63
59 Ibid., 233.

60 Ibid., 237, note 17.
61 He claims that 'Albrecht and I simply seem to live on different plants (I
assume that calls for a sic notation). As a result, we cannot help but talk past one

another." Ibid., 233.
62 Rid., 238.

a ~ o d a Clapp,
e ~ What Would Pope Stanley Say?"18.
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Hauerwas also offers as a self-described 'defensive move' his work in

which he stresses the place of the mentally handicapped as essential
members of the Church. He claims to be concerned to avoid any kind of a

'my group is more oppressed than yours' mentality by reflecting on the
type of community that is necessary for the acceptance of those most

'different.' To write in the abstract about the 'poor' or some other
nameable group is not helpful. Rather, Hauerwas writes about the mentally
handicapped because he knows thern.64
In sum, Hauerwas responds to the feminist challenge in much the
same way as he does to the sectarian charge outlines above, with an appeal

to community and its practices, and a disavowal of liberal thought.
Analyses
Having examined the central tenets of the sectarian charges levelled

against Hauewas, and taken note of Hauenvas' defense in the form of

redescription, it is still no easy task to assess the legitimacy of the
sectarian charge. In part, this difficulty lies with the problem of typology.
As indicated above, an understanding of 'sectarian' itself is a quest with

high stakes in the issue at hand. Simply put, to accept the understanding

of sectarian put forward by the Troeltsch/Niebuhr iineage is to describe
G4 Hauerwas offers virtually identical arguments along these lines both in
"Storytelling:A Response to 'Mennonites on Hauerwas,'" 172, and in "Failure of
Communication," 235. Hauemms is very concerned even in his own writing about
the mentally handicapped that he not simply 'use' them to make some argument or
score a theological point Thus he includes, very self-consciously, in a recent essay
about the mentally handicapped a section entitled 'On the Ethics of Writing about the
Ethics of the Care of the Mentally Handicapped." Siufcti@ Them in tbe Truth, 144-152.
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Hauerwas as sectarian. However, such an understanding of church/sect

typology (or Christ and culture typology) is simply rejected by Hauerwas.
Therefore, given Hauewas' understanding of how the term 'sectarian' is
used, he is right is rejecting the label in the form that it is most often used
to describe him. This amounts to a stand-off, with little hope for

substantive agreement, it would appear9 It seems that the scenario
which has been created does not allow for much common ground. It does

not seem likely that severe critics such as Gustafson and Miscamble would
temper their descriptions of Hauerwas, unless they are willing to
fundamentally alter their understanding of sectarianism and thus of
Hauerwas. Likewise, it seems unlikely that Hauerwas would concede the
charge unless he is willing to capitulate to an acceptance of a typology he
continues to disavow, and ever more sharply. The exchange is a prime

example of incommensurable traditions attempting to communicate, but
being unable to do so because of fundamentally different uses of the
language that forms the discourse. What is needed for agreement is

65 I have indicated above that Hauerwas now believes that he has come across
a mistake anytime he sees the term 'X and culture' used. showing that he is
entrenching himself further in his rejection of what he sees as a nefarious
understanding of the relationship of the church to wider society. Gustafson. on the
other hand, has recently reiterated his own avowal of Troeltsch's typology as a way
of understanding the relationship between Christian ethics and community. See
Gustafson, 'Christian Ethics and Community: Which Community?"Studies Ia
CIvistian Ethics, 10, no. 1( 1997): 49-60.

Certainly Hauerwas advocates a distinctive church stance. By doing

so, even those who are in essential sympathy with Hauerwas often argue
that he must accept at least some version, however qualified, of a sectarian
description.67 However, Hauerwas is loathe to be described as any kind of
sectarian. He believes that any of the charges can be met or redescribed in

terms that will reveal that his connection of epistemologyG8 ,ecclesiology,

and social ethics cannot be construed as sectarian.
Hauerwas is correct in this insistence, insofar as he understands the
crucial role of religious knowledge and the church. As he points out in his
response to Michael Quirk, "it makes no sense to continue to talk of
'sectarianism' or even 'kinds of sectarianism' after you have have allowed,
as Quirk has done, the essential rightness of the antifoundationalist
66 Clearly another option would be for both to be wrong and some other
tradition to be correct. The position taken here, and developed most fully in the
concluding chapter, is that Hauemas is correct in rejecting the sectarian label, and
chat his work does in fact provide a fruitful way of construing the relationship of
ecclesiology and social ethics.
67 See Quirk, uBeyond Sectarianism?" 81. See also Hauerwas, After
Christadom? for a letter from a then graduate student of his, David Toole. who
suggests to his teacher that perhaps Gustafson's accusation of tribalism has a "bit"of
truth to it. 157.
68 It bears repeating that the use of the term 'epistemology' is problematic
when it comes to describing Hauemas, since he sometimes claims that he has no
epistemology, just an ecclesiology. For example, see his discussion with Albrecht
Hauerwas, uFailure of Communication," 229-230. Yet at other times he uses the
language of epistemology freely, as in his response to Gustafson in CMstian
Existence Today, 88-11.I understand his concern to be that he does not want to be
caught i~ the kind of discussion that commits him to an epistemology apart from talk
of community. Given that, it is still important to discuss the issue of religious
knowledge. Hauemas protests too much, and need not overstate his case as he does.
It is not bad to have a qualified epistemology for example, a communal one he is
very clear that he understands these issues in a specific way.
8-

-
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critiquebnG9However, to convince people of the essential rightness of the
antifoundationalist critique is not an easy task Further,
antifoundationalism does not necessarily commit one to a distinctive social
stance based in the church.70
Hauewas does not limit himself to positing nonfoundationalism

versus foundationalism. He has also moved the discussion into flelds in
which he attempts to show how a distinctive ecclesiology and social ethic

are not necessarily contiguous with a withdrawal ethic. As Hauerwas
would put it, the questions concern how involvement takes place, the
theological justification for coalition, and the positioning of the church. He
wants Christian to be involved wherever possible - as Christians. Hauerwas

-

does some of his best work here his ability to uncover underlying

structures and reveal what Christians might do is liberating and motivating
for Christians.
However, Hauentvas does himself no favours in the discussion by the

continued use of adversarial, even war-like language, and his virulent
anti-American, anti-liberal rhetoric. It is here that Hauerwaspsocial
location seems to play a significant role, one not entirely devoid of irony.
As a United Methodist teaching at a university, Hauerwas is firmly

ensconced as a pan of mainstream, liberal, Protestant academic culture, a
-

-

-

Hauewas. 'Will the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 88.
70 I take Jeffrey Stout to be an example of a nonfoundationalist ethicist who
does not connect this to a distinctive ecclesiological stance. Stout, Ethics After Babel.
69
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place he has been for some years now. He dissents from his own

denomination - he is a pacifist - and preaches without the formal authority
of his own church.71 Thus firmly entrenched, he launches his attacks on

liberalism, American civil religion, mainstream Protestant churches and so

on. In doing so, he has had considerable positive impact. The irony is
unmistakable, and yet it is also the case that this location itself may be at
the heart of his 'over-against' kind of rhetoric. Hauerwas has ruminated
about this possibility, but does not seem to think that such a notion fully
explains things.'*
Philip Kenneson has argued, in support of Hauerwas' denial of the

sectarian charge, that Hauerwas' work has helped us "to see how we might
move away from thinking of the distinction between church and world
primarily in spa rial categories."73 If the distinction between church and
world is not construed at all in temporal terms, then much of the

-

-

-

-

--

-

71 Hauerwas has faced this question before. In an extended note, he responds
to a form of the question put to him by Reinhard Hutter. Hauerwas admits that he

have an adequate answer,although this does not prevent from giving a long
answer. In it he muses about the role of authority, ordination, and Roman
Catholicism. He concludes that in the end he is judged by his own work, which is
clearly an unsatisfactory answer. Unleashing the Scripture, 157-158, note 10.
72 '1 sometimes wonder if I don't overdramatize the threats of liberalism as a
way to render intelligible theological speech. I hope I haven't done that. But the
flacddity of liberalism makes it very hard to locate why it is such a threat. After all,
liberals are nice, and we're all really liberals. So it's very hard to discem where the
cracks appear, when and where we must as Christians say no. It takes great
theological insight." Clapp, "What Would Pope Stanley Say? A Convenation With
Stanley H a u e ~ s , "17. Clearly Hauerwas should do more than change his style.
Further development of issues he needs to address are taken up in the concluding
chapter.
73 Kenneson, "Taking Time for the Trivial," 72.

does not
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distinction is missed. If distinctiveness of the church is understood
primarily as a life ordered by a new time, or a different age, then it

becomes difficult to see how Hauerwas' ethic is 'withdrawn.' The central
importance of time in a discussion of community includes the notion of

that community's continuity over time, a community whose salvation
involves the creation of a timeful people. This emphasis on time causes

Kenneson to suggest that Hauerwas might consider not trading on the
kinds of spatial metaphors that often appear in his work74 Kenneson's

analysis is a fruitful one, in large part because it describes a way to avoid
the intractable difficulties of sociologically descriptive categorizations. If

Hauenvas is to continue to probe this discussion of continuity over time as
a way of understanding community, he may well have to show more
clearly how he proceeds in his describing of the church's narrative of self-

understanding across time.

74 The specific metaphor Kemeson has in mind here is the subtitle of the
book he is reviewing - Essays on Church, World, and Living in Between, 70-72. One
can easily think of others for example, Resjdent Aliens, and Where Resident Ab'eds
Live.

-

Chapter IV
Conclusions

Ecclesiology and social ethics are inseparable in the theological ethics
of Stanley Hauerwas.l By his own admission, this connection was not a
predictable development in the early stages of his work,which centered on

questions of virtue, vision, and character. However, as he struggled to

address these issues, to become less formal, and to work out implications
of these emphases, Hauerwas' intersection with the thought of Alasdair
Maclntyre and John Howard Yoder moved him inexorably to embrace a

distinctive ecclesiology. To counter widely-held construals of the 'standard

account of morality,'z Hauerwas has combined nonfoundationalism and a
heightened suspicion of liberalism to put forward an ethic of character,
which is based on a Christian understanding of virtue and which is to be

embodied in an ecclesial community that is itself a social ethic. That is to

say, the church is a Christian community formed through time, which
through Christian practices such as forgiveness, liturgical worship and so

on shapes people to embody virtuous Christian lives. Such communities of

character are themselves an ethic that is political, that is a witness to
1 There are of course other dualisms that Hauenvas has worked hard to
overcome for example, that between metaphysics and morality, doctrine and ethics,
and liturgy and ethics.
2 Drawing on Hauerwas' understanding, I have described this 'standard
account' in chapter 1 as duty- or rule- or principleoriented ethics. A focus on duty
emphasizes the action or decision of a person in a given situation, and rule- or
principle- based ethics is a tum to fundamental principles that guides actions or
decisions. included in this notion is the idea that it is possible for all reasonable
people to agree rationally on a least some fundamental level of morality.

-
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larger society. As such, it does not seek to control all manner of political
processes as they are often understood (nation-state, judicial system, and
so on), but instead addresses issues as a Christian community.

Such a connection between ecclesiology and social ethics has led to
vigorous charges of sectarianism/tribalism, which fundamentally miss the
mark. Hauerwas is not a sectarian, at least not in the most commonly

understood sense of the word, which he rejects in any case. His construal
of these matters does not advocate a withdrawal from society, nor does he

promote an insular stance for the church. If the church becomes
sociologically isolated from larger society, it would only do so because its
faithfulness had somehow caused wider society to push the church away.
However, even if this scenario were to become a reality at some particular
historical juncture, as has happened in the past, such a necessity ought not
to constitute a virtue in itself.3 The widely accepted Troeltsch/Niebuhr
typology is not adequate to analyze this, since the beliefs embedded in the
typology are already positioned in such a way as to render an
understanding such as Hauerwas' problematic. That is to say, unless you
fit the 'church-type,' you are part of an inadequate understanding which,
3 ..u if the Church does become isolated, it will not be from withdrawal or
deliberately provoking the world's violence. It may however meaa that the only
available path of resistance is to leave one place for another. Christians are at home
in no nation: their only home is the Church itself." Samuel Wells,How the Church
Perfoms the Jesus Story," 109. Wells refers here to a Hauemas statement from "Will
the Real Sectarian Please Stand Up?" in which Hauerwas, referring to the
Anabaptists, states that their "forced withdrawal became a s e l f - f u K i g prophecy as
Anabaptists rnisdescribed their own theological and social commitments by making a
virtue of necessity" (91).
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while perhaps workable for the very few could never be appropriate for

the 'real' work of confronting the ambiguities and difficulties of wider
society.
As noted in chapter 3, the impasse between Hauerwas and those who

describe him in standard terms as sectarian seems unlikely to be resolved.
Hauerwas' impatience with the charge is clear - and further attempts at
refutation may in fact be repetitive exercises in futility. To assume that he

can "put to restn4 the sectarian charge is unrealistic at best. Continued
attempts to explain in some way or another that he is not sectarian, or to
fmd some other typology to replace that of the churchkct or Christ and

Culture may be a misplacing of intellectual energy. Given Hauerwas'
emphasis on the truthful performance of the Christian story, and his belief
that the church construed as a social ethic is indeed responsible and
engaged, he might consider essentially ignoring any such charge, at least in

terms of arguing against them or 'defeat' them through dialectics.
A more effective (faithful?) defense may well prove to be the

continued development of more concreteness in the constructive elements
of Hauerwass work The power of Hauerwas' ability to describe and reveal
the nature of how Christians are often 'captured' by unchristian realities is

perhaps the most attractive part of his work. His early emphasis on the

importance of a Christian vision to Christian morality, even though not
4 As he hopes to in response to Wilson MiscambIe, in Hauerwas, 'Will the Real
Sectarian Please Stand Up?" 87.
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frequently addressed anymore in explicit form, still continues to function
in very powerful ways in commentary on issues that confront the church

within society. While many examples could be given,S a very poignant
example is his continued onslaught against American-style liberalism.

Hauerwas simply refuses to allow liberalism to be comforting for
Christians, pointing out that commonly held beliefs along the lines of
'freedom of religion is good for Christianity,' in fact often mask dangers for

Christianity which serve to domesticate, privatize, and thereby marginalize
the Christian faith. The bastardization of Christian faith into patriotic civil
religion which serves the nation-state has been and continues to be
exposed by Hauerwas in a very helpful way. Such iconoclastic work,
calling into suspicion those things that tempt Christians, is a powerful
element in Hauerwas' work6
Hauerwas has also been persuasive in his attempts to convince the
church of the political nature of Christian practices, especially those
practices subsumes under the rubric of 'liturgy,' but also practices such as
marriage.' This way of understanding Christian practice and politics is
--

--

--

s ~ a r e n t i nmarriage,
~,
abortion, war, care of the mentally handicapped,
biomedical issues, evil and suffering, education, preaching , and so on.
6 1 am aware that some critics think Hauerwas to be a sort of scare-monger
who demonizes liberalism without any subtlety to his interpretations. For example,
see Louis Ruprecht, Aftemords. There is vaIidity to this charge, as wiil be discussed
below. However, my point stands Hauerwas is very good at debunking some
strongly-held positions that are in need of such debunking.
7 In After Cluistendom?, Hauerwas begins each chapter title with 'The Politics
of...." and then proceeds to discuss the politics of salvation,justice, freedom, church.
sex, and education.

-

137

related to Hauerwas' uncovering of the underlying assumptions of

liberalism. That is to say, Hauewas refuses to concede that 'public' is a
space inhabited by secular powers, as though this is 'just the way things
are.' In a way that is similar to the work of JohnMilbank and Reinhard
Hutter,B Hauerwas treats the church as 'public.' In doing so, he is able to

show Christians how social issues can be addressed in responsible ways
through the embodiment of Christian practices.
The move to see the church as public and to see Christian practice as

political is significant. However, Hauerwas' work in these areas is dogged
by the danger inherent in his penchant for describing so much (nearly
everything) as political. This may have the effect of reducing the
significance of the insight itself. When everything is political, it becomes
very difficult to see how one practice differs from another. While this may
be Hauerwas' point, just as it is crucial to realize that politics is not just

about the public actions of elected officials, neither should the politics of

everyday life be allowdl to serve as justification for taking time only for
the 'trivial.' Raising children is extremely important ethical and theological
work, as is an active attempt to influence government policy.
-

Theology and Social Theory, and Reinhard Hutter. "The Church as
Public: Dogma, Practice, and the Holy Spirit," Pro Eccfesia 3, no. 3 (Summer 1994):
334-36 1. Hutter's article argues the thesis that 'it is essential for the church to be a
'public.' When it is not characterized by those aspects that constitute it as a public in
its own right, the church is a church in crisis." Hutter defines the term 'public' as
"a human 'space' which is constituted by binding teachings, principles, and norms;
that makes possible a 'coming together' far action and interaction; and that creates a
common identity and mutual accountabilityw(336). Hutter often dram from Milbank
in this article. Hauerwas is thanked at the end of the article for his comments and
critique (36 1).
8 Milbank,
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Given the description above, Hauerwas, rather than pursuing explicit
defensesof the sectarian charge has in effect committed himself to

continuing to work out concrete descriptions of constructive ways in which
the church can pursue issues within society - ways which certainly must

include the redescriptions and unmaskings that Hauerwas does so well, but
also new descriptions and possibilities. This does not constitute a call to
outline 'positions' which are meant to serve as principles for action, but
rather the narration of how the church has and can live faithfully given
the ambiguities and difficulties of our time. Thus explication of the

faithfulness that performs the story of Jesus may in the end be the best

defense against the sectarian charge. Hauerwas is correct to reject the
notion that he must outline positions for Christians, at least if these
positions are impossible outside of their embodiment. Morality should not
be construed as the choosing of positions that exist apart from people who

can embody them. Thus Hauerwas faces the task of showing how
specifically Christian morality might be embodied.

Hauenvas might also be well served in his work by tempering his
contrarian rhetoric. While this may seem to be a less than substantive
point, it is a significant one for Hauerwas. If his rhetoric to this point has

contributed to misunderstanding of his position, as I have attempted to
argue, then it is possible that a less contrarian style will enhance broader

and more accurate understanding. Style and substance cannot be fully

139

separated. For example, much has been made about the differences

between Hauerwas and Yoder based on the opposition of their respective
book titles, Against The Nations and For The Natlons. Hauerwas has

acknowledged that such a comparison may be fair to some extent.9

However, this example shows that the use of such language makes
Hauerwas too easy a mark for those searching for the stench of

sectarianism. Surely the difference between Hauerwas and Yoder cannot
be characterized by saying that one is for and one is against the nations.
The similarities between their ecclesiologies are far greater than any

dissimilarities. Further, it is somewhat unclear just how much weight
ought to be given to the choice of the term 'against' in the title to

Hauerwas' book. In the preface to the separately published lecture
"Should War be Eliminated?,"lothe listing of some of Hauerwas'
publications to that date included a manuscript in preparation that is
described as "a book on war and other related topics called Living Among
the Nations: Rdectlons on War, Lkmocmcy, and Survival.." When the book

was published, it came out as Against the Nations: War and Survival in a
Uberal Society. It is unclear, and probably only speculative as to what
9 Citing Michael Cartwright's essay, 'Radical Reform," Hauerwas refers to the
characterization of the difference as "fair insofar as I have come from mainstream
Protestant Christianity in America and find it necessary to confront what I perceive
to be the accommodation of that tradition to the religiosity of America." In "Reading
Yoder Down Under," 41.
lo Hauemas, Should War Be Eliminated? Philosophical and Theological
Investigations, (Milwaukee: Marquene University Press, 1984). The essay appears
later in Against tbe Nations.

sort of impression Hauerwas' work might have if he used titles such as
"Living Among the Nations" instead of using 'against' language. It is

interesting to note that his most recent book includes a section which he

calls Speaking Truthfully In, For, and Against the World.' Included in this
section is the previously published essay "No Enemy, No Christianity:

Preaching Between 'Worlds,'" as well as an essay provocatively titled "The
Non-Violent Terrorist: In Defense of Christian Fanatidsm."ll This kind of
'against' language has certainly added to the perception that Hauerwas is
indeed a sectarian. I t is not entirely clear how much of this kind of
language results from a personal style or is fully theological.lz My close
reading of Hauerwas has shown that he appears to take extremely strong
positions but often mitigates these positions with less absolutist
concessions. Perhaps Hauerwas ought to tone down his contrarian style in
favour of a more measured discourse which would more accurately reflect
his beliefs.
An adjustment in style is not enough to dispel criticisms or make

appropriate changes. Hauerwas has substantial work to do if he is to make

clear what he means when he asserts that the kingdom of God is wider
than the church. Given his statements that there is no salvation outside
the church, and that the church is an ethic, it is dimcult to see how he
-

-

1 Sanctiiy Them in the Truth.
l2 For example, Hauerwas makes the cryptic, probably jocular remark, "Why
say carefully what you can say offensively?" in 'Tribute to John Howard Yoder," 99.
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understands God's work in the wider world. His emphasis on the church as
an ethic provides a way for the church to go forward, but leaves open the

question of God at work in institutions other than the church. Is God at
work in the academy? the judicial system? Is Cod at work in ways other
than through the efforts of Christians who are being shaped by the church?
Related to these kinds of questions is the issue of a common
humanity. Hauewas is right to reject the liberal notion of the autonomous
individual, or put another way, the ghostly and disembodied notion of
human nature which is accompanied by a doctrine of the 'rights of man,'
resulting in much contemporary human rights thinking. But Hauerwas has
risked throwing out the baby with the bath water. Rejection of this line of

thinking does not necessarily lead to the rejection of any son of belief in
human nature and its norms. Therefore, Hauewas would do well to work

at what common human nature and morality might mean.13 For an
example of such work, Vigen Guroian notes that human rights thinking is
alien to Orthodox theology, but a nonnative human nature concretely
manifested in every human being is not. It is beyond the scope of this
paper to develop Guroian's insights, or look at possibilities of Orthodox
thought as a resource for Hauewas to work at some of these things.
However, this example shows that the right rejection of certaln liberal
versions of a belief do not necessarily require the complete disavowal of
13 This is a line of thinking suggested by the work of Vigen Guroian, 'Human
Rights and Modern Western Faith: An Orthodox Christian Assessment," Journal of
Religious Erlrcs 26, no. 2 Fall 1998): 241-247.
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some other understanding. As Louis Ruprecht suggested in Afterwords,

Hauerwas virtually ignores Eastern Christianity, which is one place where
he may And within Christianity the resources for more fruitful work on the

issue of human nature.14

Hauerwas must answer several more issues in regard to his
connection of ecclesiology and social ethics. The charge of developing an
ecclesiology which potentially subjugates some groups especially within
the church deserves further response by Hauerwas. To argue as he does

that his work with the mentally handicapped is evidence that he does
listen to such voices goes partially to such an answer, but not far enough.
To draw a parallel between the church's response to the mentally

handicapped and its listening to subjugated voices such as those of women
is inadequate. The men tally handicapped surely are deserving of a

different kind of care and response than identifiable groups that have not
been given appropriate voice in the church, whether these groups be made
up of women, or youth, homosexuals, and so on. Hauerwas would do well

to address the complaint that his work is open to such use.

To conclude, I find Hauerwas' connection of ecclesiology and social
ethics to be an extremely fruitful way of pushing the church toward

faithfulness in Christian belief and practice. Nonetheless, he h vulnerable
to criticism, some of it warranted while some is without substantive basis.

l4 Afterwords, 148.
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Ultimately, as Robin Gill has pointed out, "Surely it is possible to say both
that theological language/community is distinctive and carries social

implications, and that Christians can learn from and inform 'secular' society
(which is in any case not always that 'secular')."ls

Hauerwas is especially

strong on the former notion, and needs to develop the latter. He has given
small hints as to the possibility of God's kingdom being wider than the

church;lG the positive effects of the En1ightenment;l' and the reality of
some common experience.18 However, his construal of the relationship of

church and society is not nuanced enough. Hauenvas is tired of being
labelled as a sectarian, a labelling which he sees as a way to avoid difficult
theological work of seeking to determine what God wants of the Christian
church. Likewise, his overdramatizing of the evils of liberalism may have

the similar effect of avoiding the difficult work of a reading of the church's
constitutive narratives which may display the implications of his own
assertion that the kingdom of God is not cosxtensive with the church.19

15 Robin Gill, * Review of Against the Nations: War and Survival in a Liberal
Society,"Sconish Journal of meology 39 (1986):574. The parenthetical insert is Gill's.
16 Chistian Eristence Today. 17.
17 Clapp, What Would Pope Stanley Say?" 18.
18 "Such unity comes not from the assumption that all people share the same
nature, but that we share the same Lord. Though certainly the fact that we believe
that we have a common creator provides a basis for some common experience and
appeals." A Community of Character, 106.
19 This line of thinking is suggested in an article by David Fergusson,
uAn~ther
Way of Reading Stanley Hauerwas?"Scottish J o m a f of Theology 50, no. 2
(1997):242-249.
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