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A THEOLOGICAL DEFENSE OF REVOLUTIONS 

lnvolved in the accelerating rate of social change 
today are questions about “the integrity of the church 
and of the Christian life,” says Paul Lehmann, 
Auburn Professor of Systematic Theology at Union 
Theological Seminury, H e  addresses these questions 
in the article which follows, a condensation of a 
longer essay which appeared in the June-July issue 
of Africa Today. 

. . . The social and political upheaval now going on in 
Southern Africa poses some sharp and perplexing 
questions for Christian theblogy. The questions are 
insistent because they arise not from South Africa 
alone but from an accelerating tempo of social change 
from which no part of the inhabited earth is exempt. 

In South Africa, the boundaries of Christ’s interces- 
sion in the world and of the community of believers 
appear to have become agonizingly hard and separate. 
The Church seems unable to proclaim authentic inter- 
cessions, and thus, her integrity is increasingly called 
into question. Two sectarian and racial modes of 
potentially one human community and one Church, 
are divided one from another with mounting enmity, 
afflicting the whole of society in that unhappy Iand 
and in countires surrounding her. Social patterns and 
structures are being kept alive beyond God’s patent 
rejection of them through the artificial respiration of 
self-justifying political power. What is true in South- 
ern Africa is likewise, if less rigidly, true in the United 
States. 

But are these boundaries of racial and social differ- 
entiation, which prevent the achievement of one 
human community, really under God’s patent rejec- 
tion? If so, how does one arrive at such a judgment? Is 
this a socio-political judgment or one arrived at on 
theological grounds? Can Chris tian theology allow 
itself socio-political judgments of this kind? If so, on 
what grounds? How do socio-political and theological 
judgments relate to each other? These are some of the 
sharp and perplexing questions posed for Christian 
theology in the contemporary world, of which the 
goings on in Southern Africa are an acute and focal 
instance, In a tranquil world, the questions would be 
difficult enough. In a world of rapid and explosive 
social change, they require answers which are more 
provisional than certain, because theology and the 

church cannot default upon the future by simply re- 
peating the wisdom of the past. 

The wisdom of the past has underscored conserva- 
tisni and individualism as the principal fruits of the 
life in Christ and of the Church in the world. Jesus’ 
own teaching about the kingdom of God tended to be 
overshadowed by his stress upon repentance which 
seemed to call for individual decision. The decision 
involved a way of love in contrast to a way of power, 
a way of righteousness in contrast to unrighteousness, 
a way of the spirit in contrast to a way of the flesh. Al- 
though these contrasts were understood as a way of 
life for all men, the accent fell upon participation as 
individuals in the life of discipleship. Concern for the 
poor, for the fatherless and the widow, for the stranger 
and the dispossessed were the inevitable social out- 
comes of the Christian way of life-as inevitable as 
unease about riches and about privilege and power. 

Consonant with this individualism was the gradually 
developing and prevailing view of the Church as the 
fellowship of word and sacrament, of teaching and of 
service, and as the community of salvation from the 
midst of which, and in relation to which, a “non- 
worldly” style of life emerged. To be in the world but 
not of the world meant to keep the Lords day and the 
Christian festivals faithfully and to practice, both as 
a community and as individuals, the works of love in 
the Spirit, in stubborn resistance against the works of 
the flesh, and against the dominion of principalities 
and powers. 
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The great challenge to this “love-individualism and 
love-universalism” (Troeltsch) came in the form of 
what might be called the “Cons tantinian mentality.” 
It was easy, a t  the outset, not to notice what was hap- 
pening. When the Emperor Constantine in 313 A.D. 
reinforced the edict of his predecessor, an edict which 
placed the worship of the Christian God upon the 
same footing as paganism, the way was opened for a 
marked shift of perspective in the relations between 
the community of Christians and the society in the 
midst of which they lived. At the core of “Constan- 
tinian mentality” is the focus upon the Chiirch and the 
world in contrast to the earlier focus upon the life of 
love in a community of love as an alternative to life in 
the flesh measured by wordly success. An institutional 
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way of measuring the life in Christ and the boundaries 
between this life and life in this world gradually 
gained ascendancy. . . . 

The “Cons tantinian mentality” meant the gradual 
displacement of criticism by conservatism in dealing 
with the social fact of power. Consequently, the rela- 
tion between the individual and the institutional 
aspects of the Christian life-instead of enriching the 
tension between the ways of love and of power, be- 
tween life in the church and in the world, tended to 
preserve and even to justify established habits of 
thought and patterns of life. It was inevitable that love 
should be overshadowed by law, righteousness by 
order, change by stability. It was understood how dif- 
ficult it was to change individuals. But changed indi- 
viduals were vastly easier to hope for and were less 
threatening to structural order than changes in social 
and intellectual habits. . . . 

The forms in which this conservatism and individu- 
alism have come down to us today set the Church in 
uneasy but conservative relations to the state and the 
individual in uneasy but individualistic relation to 
society. The Church, as the saying goes, is the con- 
science of the state; the individual is the conscience of 
society. But when change comes to be experienced, 
not primarily as the power of transience over perma- 
nence in the natural order, but primarily as a social 
transforma tion long overdue because existing values 
and patterns of life are changing, then power-the fact 
of it, the function of it, and the dynamics of it-moves 
sharply into the center of the relations between church 
and state, between individual and society, and calls 
them into question. If today, many sincere Christians, 
and many other people searching for a meaningful and 
responsible style of life, are alienated from the church 
and from the way the church thinks and talks about 
God, Christ and the Christian life, the reason is that 

life in the church seems to be insensitive to the dy- 
namics and function of power in the world today and 
to be confusing its historical contribution of cultural 
and social conservation with the justification of exist- 
ing cultural values and social institutions. . . . 

The visible community of believers is not the place 
through which the wisdom of the past functions as the 
criterion by which the church serves life in the present 
and in the future. Unless the wisdom of the past, which 
is the fruit of obedience to what was then the present 
and the future, is matched by an obedient faithfulness 
to what is tmto the present and the future, the church 
will have forfeited its stewardship because, in seeking 
to preserve her life she will have lost it. Outside the 
church, there is no salvation, no fulfillment of man’s 
destiny to be human. But the church is faithful insofar 
as her visibility takes shape “where the action is,” not 
“where the action tcos.” There is always a tension in 
the life of discipleship and in life in the church be- 
tween where the action is and where the action was. 
But it  is the future that bears the signs and secrets of 
God’s fulfilling purposes for man in the world. It is the 
future, therefore, that makes present faithfulness the 
criterion of the wisdom of the past, and bars the wis- 
dom of the past from serving as the criterion of present 
faithfulness. 

The criterion of present faithfulness for the church 
and for theology is the answer to the question What is 
God really doing in the world? As I have suggested 
elsewhere, what God is doing in the world is best 
understood in terms of politics. Politics in this context 
means God’s involvement with people, people of his 
own choosing, and through them with all people, for 
the sake of bringing a new humanity into being and to 
fulfillment. This is the thrust of the covenant story in 
the Old Testament, fulfilled and extended in the mes- 
sianic community of the New Testament. According 
to this story, what God is chiefly doing is giving human 
shape to human life. This is the meaning of his self- 
identification in Jesus the Christ, in his incarnation 
(John 1: 14) and in his suffering “as a ransom for 
many” (Mt. 26: 28). Its net effect is a transformation 
of the power relations under which men live and in 
their dealings one with another. “He has put down the 
mighty from their thrones, and exalted those of low 
degree” (Lk. 1 : 52). And he has made concrete enmity 
the chief occasion for reconciling love (Mt. 5 :  43).  
Thus, the dynamics of the divine activity and the 
dynamics of humanization correspond. This corre- 
spondence is the context within which the doing of the 
will of God on earth, as it is in heaven, goes on. 

I t  is the doing of the will of God in this context and 
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‘under these conditions that marks both the faithful- 
ness and the risk of life of discipleship and life in the 
church. Involved in the liberating power of a sover- 
eign and transforming purpose, Christians acquire 
quite different ways of making decisions and of deal- 
ing with the power realities of a world in which revolu- 
tionary social change is a sign of God’s frontier action 
“to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to 
overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jer. 1: 10). These 
different ways are evident chiefly from a revision of 
perspectives and priorities in decision-making. 

Perhaps the most far-reaching revision is a radical 
alteration in the understanding of ethiial reality. A 
shift of focus is under way from abstract rationality to 
concrete involvement, from principles and precepts to 
relations and functions, from ends and means for the 
implementation of values to behavioral signs of the 
transfiguration of history and the transvaluation of 
values, from the concern about motives to the cultiva- 
tion of sensitivity for what it takes to be and to stay 
human in the world. Ethical reality is the fact and the 
possibility of the human shape of human life. To be 
“human” is to be what men are, that is, what men are 
made to be and to become. Conversely, to be “ethical” 
is to be involved in the conditions, relations and ac- 
tions which exhibit the dynamics of humanization. 
Such a revision is more than a semantic variation. 
What is at stake is a way of thinking about decisions 
and a way of making decisions which takes with radi- 
cal seriousness the momentum, the issues, and the di- 
rection of humanization in a world which, as Calvin 
put it, is “the theatre of God’s glory” and the scene of 
God’s design. 

In this “theatre,” the priorities belong to the creative 
interrelations between reverence, righteousness and 
justice; and to the favor of an inexhaustible mercy 
which invites men to risk new paths and structures of 
reverence, power and justice at those precise points at 

which the previous possibilities have played out. In 
this “theatre,” it makes a fundamental difference 
whether “man makes ethics,” as Erich Fromm puts it, 
or whether “ethics makes man,” as the Bible makes 
plain. I t  makes a fundamental difference whether 
values are the objective criteria of goals and policies, 
or whether values are the fruit of ethical reality inter- 
preted in terms of the dynamics of humanization. In 
this “theatre,” it makes a fundamental difference 
whether the dynamics of humanization are recognized 
and structured in terms of statistical calculations of 
the link between values and policy, or whether the 
dynamics of humanization are recognized and struc- 
tured in terms of the divine activity, i.e., of the power 
of righteousness to give power to the struggle for 
justice as “the place where” issues and policies may be 
identified as signs of the transfiguration of history 
already beginning to happen. It makes a fundamental 
difference whether the dynamics of the divine activity 
are interpreted and responded to in terms of counsels 
of prudence designed to free the consciences of men 
for behavior in conformity with a supernatural end or 
with prescriptive readings of divine law; or whether 
the dynamics of the divine activity are interpreted and 
responded to in terms of a sensitivity to the concrete 
evidence of a self-justifying will to power in private 
and public behavior which obstructs the rate and di- 
rectionbf social change, and in so doing, obstructs new 
habits, patterns and structures of thought and life al- 
ready in the travaiI of being born. 
0 

It  makes a “fundamental difference,” we have been 
saying. What difference? The difference between 
ethical priorities and decisions t h h  are congruent with 
ethical reality, that is, with whak God is doing in the 
world to give human shape to human life and those 
priorities and decisions which ignore or violate this 
reality. 

These differences mean that the life of discipleship 
and life in the church are liberated for a single-minded 
concentration upon the freedom and responsibility 
which are the gifts of involvement in what God is 
doing in the world. The wisdom of the past is not 
thereby repudiated. It is re-packaged so as to be in the 
present, the sign of the future towards which the past 
has always pointed and by which the past has been 
shaped. Concerns for the good, for values, for ends 
and means, for virtues and vices, duties and obliga- 
tions, even the concern for law and order, are, a t  best, 
ethical adiaphora, fruits of the Spirit. 

Even ‘love,” that hallowed hallmark of Christian 
ethical aspiration and discourse, gets a new look. For, 
if e$ical reality is involvement in God’s transfiguration 
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of history and transvaluation of values, then, the signs 
of this activity are those deeds and thoughts which 
focus upon righteousness and justice and power to 
make all things new. When these concems guide and 
shape decisions, reconciliation not happiness, and cer- 
tainly not social peace, becomes the direction finder of 
behavior; human hurt and healing, violence and non- 
violence, mark the stuff and the boundaries of the 
power which righteousness gives to justice; and justice 
becomes the criterion for the creative bond between 
freedom and order, while order gives way as the going 
criterion of the possibilities for freedom and justice in 
the story of humanization. For righteousness, justice 
and power are the behavioral modes of love as God’s 
way of being God in giving human shape to human 
life. 

It is not too much to say that the goings on in South- 

ern Africa today are a paradigm for a world in which 
the rate and range of social change has reached the 
intensity of revolution. In this world, the measure 
which Christian theology and ethics take of the in- 
tegrity of the church and of the Christian life becomes 
concrete at exactly those points at which the dy&mics 
of social change call into question the integrity of the 
church and of the Christian life. Christian theology 
can and must risk socio-political judgments whenever 
boundaries of social differentiation-racial or other- 
wise-cut so deeply into the fabric of the humanity of 
man that men literally cry out for justice. When that 
cry goes up, Gods patience has run short, the days of 
men and structures deaf to that cry are numbered, and 
the dawn of a fresh displacement of the “Constan- 
tinian mentality” by an ‘‘apostolic mentality” has 
begun. 

current reading 

Non-Violence and Aggression: A Study of Gandhi’s Moral 
Equivalent of War 
H. J. N. Horsburgh. Oxford. 207 pp. $5.60 

Can it be, as is usually implied, “that it is the Hitlers, not 
the Gandhis, who understand the forces that shape the 
course of human history”? The author, senior lecturer in 
the department of moral philosophy, Glascow, reaches a 
more optimistic conclusion in his investigation of the uses 
of armed force and the possibility of finding an appropri- 
ate alternative in the theory and practice of Gandhian 
satyagraha. 

The Draft? 
Peace Education Div.,AFSC. Hill & Wang. 112 pp. $1.25 
(paper) 
This is a report prepared for the American Friends Service 
Committee by a working party of eight, among them a 
professor of economics, a former legal director of the 
ACLU, Peace Education secretary of the AFSC, a pro- 
fessor of Christian ethics, and an officer of the Central 
Committee for Conscientious Objectors. Conscription is 
described by the group-and opposed, on moral, political 
and psychological grounds. They are also opposed to a 
volunteer army (as to all armies) but find this economically 

. feasible (and more desirable than the present system). 

Theory and Reality in International Relations 
John C. Farrell & Asa P. Smith, eds. Columbia. 108 pp. 
$2.25 (paper) 

Contributors to this volume include Raymond Aron (“What 
Is a Theory of International Relations?”), Hans Morgenthau 
(“Common Sense and Theories of International Relations”), 
Kenneth N. Waltz (“International Structure, National Force, 
and the Balance of World Power”), Karl W. Deutsch (“On 
the Concepts of Politics and Power”), F. H. Hinsley (“The 
Concept of Sovereignty and the Relations Between 
States”), Roger D. Masters (“The Lockean Tradition in 
American Foreign Policy”), and Kenneth W. Thompson 
(“Normative Theory in International Relations”). 

t h e  War That Is Forbidden: Peace Beyond Vatican 11. 
Eileen Egan, ed. PAX. 91 pp. $1.26 (paper) 

If many Catholics have heeded Vatican Ills call for “an 
evaluation of war with an entirely new attitude,” there is 
yet “a strong current of resistance to change in this area,” 
notably among a group of American bishops, says the editor. 
In one essay Or. Tom Stonier describes the effects of a 
nuclear exchange on the balance of nature and on society; 
Gordon Zahn reveals some “disquieting” responses to the 
Council’s message of peace; and James W. Douglas6 
weighs the significance of the Pastoral Constitution’s 
Schema 13. A final chapter records the statements on 
peace of eleven bishops. 
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