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Abstract

Of all the concepts that informed what is often called the Enlichtenment
Project, liberation is arguably central. Nevertheless the experience of the past
200 years has raised serious questions about the character of this liberation and
its pathology. In particular, the place of Christian theology in sustaining
concepts of freedom appears to have been marginalised in much post-
Enlightenment thought, a challenge of particular significance to theologians and
ethicists. Stanley Hauerwas represents one response to the manifestation of the
Enlightenment Project in the United States, a response which, I believe. can be
described as a distinctive theology of liberation chiefly from the Enlightenment
legacy. This approach involves the integration of theology and ethics in the
practices of a people whose identity 1s correlative to the particular narrative
which they embody as that diachronic and synchronic, international community
called Church. It also reflects an ambivalence about metaphysics and i1dealism
and a preference for demonstrative, ecclesially mediated, truthful living. Yet the
credibility of Hauerwas’ ecclesiology as a genuinely Christian politics of
liberation depends upon whether Hauerwas can not only 1dentify the limitations
of post-Enlightenment liberalism, but transcend them 1 a way that

demonstrates the truthful character of the Christian narrative he believes to be

embodied in this community called church.

In order to determine whether Hauerwas’ Project 1s a genuinely Chrstian

theology of liberation from the Enlightenment legacy, we shall need to gauge
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the architecture of that project in chapter 1. Then, in chapter 2. we shall locate
him in the wider post-Enlightenment debate, before doing the same in terms of
the theological debate in chapter 3. This will bring us into conversation with his
use of narrative and story as heuristic tools to resource the character of this
ecclesiology in chapter 4, before our attempt, in chapter 5, to explore whether

his ecclesial politics represent a distinctively Christian expression of liberty




Chapter 1

An Introduction: Delineating an Architecture of Stanley

Hauerwas’ Project

Section I: Recovering Christian Liberty

1:1 Introduction

‘Linear exposition of a system has not to date been Hauerwas’ greatest
contribution’.’ Indeed the variety, extent and occasional nature of his work
makes any distillation of his thought a major challenge. Hauerwas 1s a writer of
essays and sermons rather than books. His thought appears as that of a
maverick rather than a systematic thinker, a preacher as much as an academic.
yet the very provocative nature of his ideas and their colourful expression
renders his work as engaging as it can be enigmatic. Nevertheless his
considerable output over the past three decades reveals a coherent project
rooted in his earliest writings and which achieves its distinctive shape with the
publication of The Peaceable Kingdom in 1983. This first chapter will theretore
seek to delineate an architecture of this emerging project with particular
attention to its emancipatory suggestiveness. This will enable us thereatter to

consider whether his ecclesiology offers a distinctively Christian theology of

liberation from the Enlightenment legacy.

I Robert W. Jenson. “The Hauerwas Project’. \fodern Theology. (July 1992). 283-93 (p283)
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1:2 Questing for a Distinctively Christian Ethic: Agency. Character.
Virtue and Narrative
Hauerwas’ earliest thought 1s expressed in the distillation of his doctoral thesis
first published in 1975 as Character and the Christian Life* In this work
Hauerwas seeks to reintroduce concepts of virtue and character into Christian
ethics 1n order to avoid an understanding of the self as passive and atomistic.
implied by the occasionalistic nature of Protestant command ethics” In so
doing Hauerwas sought to reanimate a discussion on sanctification, which 1n
Barthian thought had been subsumed within justification, and thereby to
introduce the notions of character and the virtues as a means of restoring the
pivotal role of the agent in ethics. This also challenged a misplaced
concentration upon acts and decisions in contemporary ethical theory by

asserting that the formation of the agent’s character over time informed the

nature and status of ethical decisions.”

Sanctification, according to Hauerwas, must be distinguished from justification,
not in order to legitimate a soft form of Pelagianism, but in order to enable a
theological rationale for the display of Chrnstian believing and therefore
distinctive Christian ethics. Hence his reconsideration of the insights of Calvin,
John Wesley and Jonathan Edwards whose respective doctrines of

sanctification suggested an approach that escaped both the intense historicism

e

2 Character and the Christian Life: - Study in Theological Ethics, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press. 1995). The core of this thesis is also expressed in the cssay
‘Towards. An Ethics of Character’ in I'ision and Virtue: Essays in Christian Ethical
Reflection (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press. 1981). pp. 43-6

3 Character and the Christian Life. pp. 3, 129-77.

* Ibid.. p8.




of Barth and Bultmann and the anarchy of situation ethics. the unexpected
offspring of their command ethics.” In Hauerwas’ discussion, command ethics’
concern to root everything in grace and its preoccupation with the moment of
decision 1s qualified by seeing sanctification, or the formation of character, as
about living out of the establishment of the kingdom by Jesus Christ and as
witness to this reign, rather than being an attempt to realise it.° Character, he
argues 1S ‘the qualification of man’s self agency through his beliefs, intentions.
and actions, by which a man acquires a moral history befitting his nature as a
self-determining being’.” Having a character is not about being a character in
the popular sense, but 1s about living in a particular way in which it 1s asserted
that ‘man is more than that which simply happens to him’.° It implies notions of
integrity, consistency, responsibility, habit, and accountable willing. It also
involves a particularity and sense of integration that distinguishes one agent
from another more explicitly than the concept of virtues alone. Character, most

pertinently from an ecclesiological perspective, also presumes a context and a

> By “the intense historicism of Barth and Bultmann’, Hauerwas means the emphasis upon
immediacy and historical particularity intrinsic to their rejection of rule-determined ethics,
which engendered the emotivist subjectivity of situation ethics. In “The Demands of a
Truthful Story: Ethics and the Pastoral Task’. Chicago Studies, 21/19 (Spring 1982), 59-71
(p.64), Hauerwas argues that Christian discipleship 1s like a journey where “grace 1s not an
eternal moment that makes history irrelevant, but rather is a notion that reminds us that God
chooses to be the Lord whose kingdom consists in our concrete obedience through which we
acquire a history befitting our nature as God’s good creatures’. Hence for Hauenwas identity
includes notions of duration. stability, action and agency. As we shall see in chapter 2. this
protects him from more radical expressions of ‘post-modernism’” and keeps him sympathetic
at least to modernism’s quest for coherence. For a further example of this understanding of
sanctification as a journey with the saints as exemplars see Stanley Hauenwas.
*Characterising Perfection: Second Thoughts on Character and Sanctification’, in Theodore
Runyon, ed. Wesleyan Theology Today, (Nashville: United Methodist Publishing Housce.
1983). pp. 251-63 (p.253).

5 We shall address Hauerwas™ eschatology in more detail in chapter 5.
" Character and the Christian Life, p.1. In the introduction to the second edition of 1983,

p.xx Hauerwas corrects what he sees as his earlier liberal notion of character by asserting

that character is not the qualification of agency but its form, since the former implies an
‘agent’ antecedent to character, and the notion of actions per se being more fundamental than

intelligible actions.




community from which moral norms, values and direction are drawn. vet has at
its heart the notion of self-agency.” Hence it includes a sense of tradition and
history, whilst rejecting any hard determinism. Character above all is the
agent’s point of view, rather than that of the detached and abstract spectator so
beloved of post enlightenment ethical theory.'® Yet equally “the self that gives
rise to agency is fundamentally a social self not separable from its social and
cultural environment’.'' Hence the agent 1s always engaged and a subject within

a greater narrative than his/her own and thereby gains intelligibility from this

anterior narrative world *?

Such a conception of the place of character in the moral life leads Hauerwas to
retrieve the legacy of Aristotle and Aquinas, both of whom recognise that it is
virtue rather than law which makes a good man. To have character, according
to Aristotle, involves being able to give reasons for one’s actions rather than
specifying causes.”” It involves the development of practical reason or
phronesis, an approach that does not simply judge an issue, but includes a
description of it in the process. It 1s about having intentions, rather than simply

being purposive, for intentions can only be articulated by the agent rather than

] : -
Ibid., p.15.
’ We shall explore the relationship between character. narrative and storv in chapter 4.

' Tbid.. p.29.

11 :
Ibid.. p.33.
1> The social formation and linguisticality of character protect Hauerwas from the charge of

solipsist introspectivity. See Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind. (London: Hutchinsons.
1949), pp. 15.16. 161-71. See also Anthony C. Thiselton on Wittgenstein in New Horizons in
Hermeneutics: The Theory and Practice of Tronsforming Biblical Reading, (London: Harper
Collins, 1992). especially pp. 21. 400, 501, 541, where the overlappings and consistencics of
language use allow for a sedimentary stability of meaning to emerge. This will occupy us

further in chapter 4.
13 Character and the Christian Life. p.42.




by the spectator.'* In addition the communicability of these explained intentions

reveals the ‘social nature of action’ which 1s ‘but a reflection of the essential

sociality of man’s nature’."> Character is therefore something disclosed and is

understood through attention rather than by empiricism. Equally it is character

that indicates choice, rather than vice-versa for ‘by acting under one description

rather than another the agent not only determines what he will do but also the
s 16

kind of person he will be’.” Hence consistency rather than definitive

predictability 1s a by-product of character, for character, as a timeful reality, is

open to development.

For Hauerwas this depiction of character questions which beliefs and resources
inform the generation of a person’s identity, given its distinctiveness and
particularity. For the Christian ‘to have Christian character i1s to have one’s
attention directed by the description of the world that claims i1t has been
redeemed by the work of Christ’.'” The intrinsically ecclesial nature of this is
clear when he asserts that we are formed through the church and sanctification

to see the world as redeemed in Jesus Christ.'® Yet this is not by abstract rules

but by stories and metaphors which provide us with narrative accounts that
suggest how we should see, since ‘the significance of stories 1s the significance

of character for the moral life as our experience, 1itself, if 1t 1s to be coherent, 1s

'4 Once again, Hauerwas is principally concerned to protect ethics from the reductionist
tendencies of positivism and to recover responsibility as a moral possibility.

"> Tbid., p.96.

'® Ibid., p.113. For a parallel discussion of this notion of understanding as reciprocity see
Anthony Thiselton's discussion of Dilthey and Betti in Thiselton (1992). pp. 247-53

v Ibid..'p.203. This approach invites a narrative approach to character as we shall explore

further in chapter 4.
12 This connection is made in ‘Toward an Ethics of Character 1n l'ision and 1 1rtue, p.67.

Hauerwas refers to his doctoral work on Calvin and Wesleyv to corroborate this point.




but an incipient story’."” Although all are shaped by a variety of stories present
In their cultural and biographical situation for the Christian the prioritv must be

to attend to the substantive stories of the faith.

Whilst Character and the Christian Life reflects the generation of Hauerwas
particular ethical trajectory, it is in the essays of these early years that we see
the way his project develops. Although his first collection of essays, Fision and
Virtue, Essays in Christian Ethical Reflection, was published in 1974. there are
several others from the same period which reflect Hauerwas’ determination that
the ‘central intention and unifying focus of these essays is the attempt to do
responsible and constructive ethical reflection’.”’ This is articulated in the face
of those who decry the possibility of a distinctive Christian ethic, given the
dislocation of religion and morality in much post-Enlightenment ethics, the
apparent sectartanism of past Christian ethical endeavour and the pluralist
culture of academic departments. At this early stage of his career, Hauerwas
expresses concern at the ‘narrow conception of the moral experience accepted

' and asserts that ethics is not

by many philosophers and religious ethicists’,”
simply about the justification for particular actions and practices. As a
confessedly Christian ethicist, Hauerwas maintains that the Gospel 1s about

the nature of the self and how 1t 1s formed for our life

project [and that] once ethics is focused on the nature and

19Cf *The Self as Story: A Reconsideration of the Relation of Religion and Morality From the

Agent’s Perspective’. Vision and lirtue, pp. 68-89 (p.74). In chapter 4 we will discuss to
what extent at this stage Hauerwas is rooting narrative in a foundationalist anthropology akin

to Stephen Crates.

U Iision and Virtue. p.1.

2! Ibid. Hauerwas is referring to the preoccupation with decisions at the cxpense of any
deeper attention to character and its attendant implications.




moral determination of the self, vision and virtue again
become morally significant categories. We are as we come
to see and as that seeing becomes enduring in our
intentionality. We do not come to see, however, just by
looking but by training our vision through the metaphors
and symbols that constitute our central convictions. How
we come to see therefore 1s a function of how we come to
be since our seeing necessarily is determined by how our
basic images are embodied by the self, i.e. our character **

For Hauerwas as a Christian thinker these basic images are to be tested against

the conviction that ‘the world has been redeemed by the work and person of

Christ’. %

Such a pregnant introduction reveals much of Hauerwas’ distinctive project
present at the outset of his academic career. The priority of vision and
formation in ethics, an appreciation of the centrality in ethics of notions of
virtue and character and the sense that a distinctive reservoir of formative
convictions has to be identified are quite explicit. Similarly Hauerwas 1s
beginning to grasp the relationship between ethics and church through his
exposition of Yoder’s theological ethics, although it is still clear that most of

his attention at this stage remains focused upon the self as the principal agent in

e

=* Ibid.
-* Tbid.. p.2. For a more extensive discussion of Hauenwvas soteriology and i1ts relationship to

Barth see below chapter 3.




displaying Christian character.”* This he later qualifies as the role of the

~N &

community supplants that of the singular “liberal’ self —

Hauerwas’ concern with impoverished Christian ethics emerges particularly in
his engagement with Joseph Fletcher’s Situation Ethics and the "new morality
emerging in the wake of the Second Vatican Council. Whilst acknowledging a
greater appreciation of the contingency and historicality of ethical decision in
Fletcher, the latter’s concentration on the centrality of the decision is too
simplistic, since 1t assumes that the situation 1s an uncontentious given. This
continues the positivist myth of spectator neutrality and posits an abstract
agent, whose own contingency and historicality 1s 1gnored. For Hauerwas a
better metaphor of the moral life is ‘like an artist engaged in his work rather
than a critic making a judgement about a finished product’.”® The moral life is
not about fixed entities confronting each other as situation and decision maker
arbitrated by an ambiguous concept called ‘love’. Rather both the situation and

the agent are in formation, a process that does not lead to anarchic

subjectivism, since the agent is not isolated but part of a substantial community.

whose language embodies moral convictions. As such it is not the decision that
creates value, for values anticipate decision making, embedded as they are in
the linguistic community of the agent. Indeed it is the formation of the agent

that bridges this apparent divide, since such formation frames and names the

‘situation’ in terms of the agent’s own linguistically mediated convictions. “To

24 “The Non-Resistant Church: The Theological Ethics of John Howard Yoder . Fision and

[ irtue. pp. 197-240.
25 See above. footnote 7. | )
% f *Sjtuation Ethics, Moral Notions and Moral Theology . I ision and Virtue. pp. 11-29

(p.14).




learn moral notions is in effect to act upon the world as it trains our vision
about the world’ and ‘the moral life is a struggle and training in how to see” %’
For Hauerwas this priority of sight before decision indicates that moral
judgements are never abstract or deductive but emerge from within a particular
moral way of life. Against Barth, he sees the ethical good not as determined
solely by God’s immediate, transcendent and contemporarily revealed

command, but as rooted in ‘reflection on our received human experience as to

what 1s good, bad, right and wrong’.*®

The substance of this vision of the moral life is derived from Iris Murdoch’s
critique of modern ‘ageric’ man; man as independent, self-made and self
confident acting through the use of the will and ever the prisoner of self
deception.” Murdoch argues that the moral life is a way of seeing the world,
which requires difficult training and a notion of the ‘Good’ that is to be
attended to. In short ethics is primarily about aesthetics and involves respect
for the otherness and particularity of reality, which Murdoch calls ‘love’.

Attention rather than will 1s at the heart of the moral life and hence

moral goodness 1s not automatically open to all, but is an
esoteric achievement that requires discipline and training

[...] moral progress 1s won through meditation and morality

=" Ibid., p.19.
-* Ibid.. p.28. A discussion on Hauerwas’ relationship to Barth follows in chapter 3

*? Cf *The Significance of Vision: Toward an Aesthetic Ethic. }ision and Virtue. pp. 30-47
(pp. 30-36). for Hauerwas ™ discussion of Murdoch s concept of "ageric man'. Murdoch's
influence on Hauerwas will become evident in the discussion to follow on Hauernwas
disenchantment with liberal philosophy and ethics mediated by his interaction with the
thought of Reinhold Niebuhr. We shall delineate this relationship more explicitly in chapter

J.




1S more a matter of purity of heart than of external

choices >’

Such a perspective enables Hauerwas to recover the distinctiveness of both the
vision and language of Christian living since being a Christian is learning "to
see the world under the mode of the divine’.”' Hence, following Barth. it is
important not to try to translate Christian concepts into secular terms. but
rather than trying to fit this language into the world, the important challenge is

to transform the self to fit the language for ‘the problem is to become as we

see’ 32

The subsequent essays in Vision and Virtue seek an outworking of the above in
terms of the specific challenges of the ‘new morality’, whose ethical criterion of
love Hauerwas identifies as a sentimental abstraction rather than a concept
governed by the Gospel. Indeed Hauerwas sees in this capitulation to
sentimentality a false apologetic strategy to make relevant Christian ethics for
the wider world, thereby becoming enslaved to the latter. This makes
contemporary convention the arbiter of Christian believing and again fails to
see that the credibility of an ethic 1s not in its relevance, but in 1ts faithfulness to
a community’s inherited wisdom present i its language, practices and

institutions. Given that Jesus didn’t die for promoting an ethic of

sentimentality, the church must expect ‘the possibility that the apologetics of a

true and faithful conception of the Christian life may create not more. but fewer

' Ibid.. p.42. In this Hauerwas echoes the wisdom tradition of the Old Tcstament.

3 Tbid.. p.46.
3= bid.




men who will walk in the way’.>” Indeed Hauerwas™ vision of a more delineated
church, self consciously separated from the world (understood as those who do
not yet believe), 1s already evident in this comment, for i1t is precisely the
character of life engendered by following the sort of love that the cross speaks
of which acts as the falsifiable criterion needed to underwrite the truth claims of
the faith.”* Hence for Hauerwas tangible and trained character rather than
theoretical belief 1s the sign of the church, for it 1s the story of the love of God
in Christ crucified that we must be trained in.”> Such a vigorous love attends to
moral issues such as abortion, euthanasia and the retarded from within the
perspective suggested by this character formation. Discipleship 1s determined
by descriptions. Indeed as we allow these descriptions to shape us we become
aware of the particularity of the practices of the Christian community. These
include the importance of listening, given our grasp of agency and character
and attending to the wise or saints in our community 1n consequence of our
appreciation of the apprenticed nature of learning. We are also able to care tor
the weak with patience and hope and without fear of death and our treatment
of the retarded and dying is without an eye to the harvest of organs for
utilitarian purposes. In addition awareness of character and agency correlative
with Christian believing implies a vision of medicine as an art dependent upon
the story of the patient and the community’s recognition of this distinctive

relationship.”® Hauerwas’ vision of church as a community that can sustain such

———— i il

33 Cf *Aslan and the New Morality". I ision and Virtue, pp. 96-110 (p.102).
34 For a more extensive engagement with Hauerwas™ understanding of truth and truthtulness

see chapter +. Chapter 5 expounds how Christian politics provides the context for the

emergence of truth.
3¢f ‘Love's Not All You Need’. I'ision and l'irtue, pp. 112-26 (p.11/).
3 The particular way Hauerwas relates medicine and suffering will be discussed in greater

detail in chapter 2.




an ethic and witness to this 1s alreadv evident in the particular attention the
church should have for the care of the retarded in contrast to a utilitarian

abstract compassion that would destroy the weak in the name of reducing

suffering.

The distinctive place of ecclesial pacifism or peaceableness, as Hauerwas
increasingly prefers to call it, is also evident in his earliest work."" In 1972
whilst discussing Troeltsch’s work in ‘The Future of Christian Social Ethics'.
Hauerwas identifies the issue of violence as central, commenting that ‘the
consistent difficulty of the Church type, the call for Christians to be responsible.
1s that being such we become the world. At this point I suspect the question of
violence is the question of Christian ethics’.”® In the essays ‘The Non-resistant
Church: The Theological Ethics of John Howard Yoder’ and ‘Messianic
Pacifism’, Hauerwas’ debt to Yoder is made explicit.”> As mentioned above, it
1S the latter’s intensely Christological focus which impresses Hauerwas. For this
1s not an abstract doctrinal Christology but a view that the pattern of the life of
Jesus exhibits the pattern of the Kingdom whose heart i1s self-giving non-

resistant love. Thus, ‘pacifism 1s not an independent norm that determines the

meaning of Christ, but Christ and discipleship to him requires a stance of non-

3" Hauerwas comes to see that pacifism names an abstract position. whereas peaceableness 1s
a way of being rather than a position. This will become particularly significant when we
discuss the character of Hauerwas peaceable community in chapter 5.

3% -The Future of Christian Social Ethics™ in George Divine, ed.. That They \ay Live.
Theological Reflections on the Quality of Life (Staten Island: Alba House. 1972). pp. 123-
130 (p.130). In chapter 5 we shall explore Hauerwas' particular understanding of Christian
responsibility.

3 Vision and Virtue. pp.197-221 and “Messianic Pacthism . Horidview, 16°6 (1973), 29-33
A fuller discussion of Yoder's influence upon Hauerwas will also appear in chapter >
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resistance to evil’,*’ and God does not achieve his victory by coercion but bv
creating a non resistant church. Hence the key to such pacifism is a Messianic
community with a distinctive social ethic. Yoder’s rejection of
Constantinianism, which he sees as a confusing conflation of the world, that is
the state or society, with church, entails a consequent loss of peaceful Christian
love in the face of the intrinsic violence of the world.”' Hence Yoder’s critique
of Remhold Niebuhr’s pragmatic social ethic with its assumption of a Christian
stake 1n the preservation of the status quo and its effective justification of
violence, all inform Hauerwas’ ecclesiology. Thus Hauerwas asserts,

Jesus did not bring an admonition to be concerned with the

political; rather Jesus brought a definite form of politics by

. . e . . : . 40
calling men to participation in a non-resistant community.

Yoder’s contention that the church cannot withdraw from the world because 1t
is in the midst of it and that the Gospel 1s not a welfare agenda or the blueprint
for an ideal society but rather the proclamation that the Kingdom 1s among us,
are also themes that re-emerge time and again in Hauerwas’ later work as we
shall see. For Hauerwas what is attractive about Yoder’s social, (understood as
ecclesial), ethics, is that they are based upon the redemption achieved by
Christ. They are inconceivable unless Christ’s work has been accomplished, in

contrast to most Christian ethics which appears to function as if Christ does

' Ibid., p.202.

11 constantinianism for Yoder and Hauerwas represents an attempt by the Christian
community to rule the world through a coercive imposition of its agenda upon those whose
freedom to believe is therebyv compromised. In chapter 5 we shall explore the plausibility of
this understanding of the world. state. society and church.

1 Iision and Virtue. p.30.
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not reign. It is Yoder who reveals to Hauerwas that the fundamental question
distinguishing them from Niebuhr and other Christian ‘realists’ 1s the meaning
of history.* The Christian story locates that meaning in the way of the cross,
understood not as a symbol of undeserved suffering, or political abuse, but as
the inevitable consequence of a peaceable way of living in a violent world.
However, the identity of the one on the cross, which is also displayed in the
story of his life when combined with the vindication of the resurrection,
indicates t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>