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of the sophisticated barbarity that has characterized 
this appalling century. 

What happened was that the superpowers agreed to 
hold each other in terror, and the rest of the world in  
contempt. We began to play the Soviet 's game, to 
match their arrogance. Their culture, unlike our own,  
was dominated by a single strand: self-righteous Marx- 
ism, made cruel by Russian sadism, untempered by 
Russian fatalism and idealism. Confronted by such an 
adversary, our  own  tendency to self-righteousness 
gained dominance. Tacitly we agreed to divide up 
other nations-"satellites"-into spheres of influence. 
and tested one another's resolve at the margins. apply- 
ing the latest techniques of warfare and population 
control. American policy came to be made by men 
(Bundy, Rostow, McNamara and R u s k ;  Kissinger, 
Laird, and Rogers) whose sense of irony, if they had 
one at all, deferred to the pretentious heroics of the 
Presidents under whom they served. 

he corruption and distortion of values pro- T duced by this international situation in- 
evitably spread inward. In a classical illustration of 
Niebuhrian irony, the United States. in assuming the 
burden of governing the free world, lost the capacity to 
govern itself. The  new international relations com- 
pelled us to accept a degree of Presidential discretion 
wholly alien to our constitutional system. Most Ameri- 
cans accepted the claim that control over our nuclear 
arsenal had to reside in a single person. I t  was easy for 
our  adversary, a totalitarian dictatorship, to adapt to 
these rules. Reluctantly, but inexorably, we too be- 
came accustomed to autocracy and accepted Presiden- 
tial behavior, i n  the interest of "national security." 

that would have been unthinkable in even o u r  strongest 
Presidents before Johnson. Suddenly we were growing 
used to tyranny:  

I t  is sometimes complained that James Madison uses 
the term "tyranny" in The Ft7derm/isr Lvithout ever 
defining i t .  Actually Madison does define it, as "rhe 
accumulation of all powew ... in the same hands." I t  
may be argued that such a gathering of power need not  
always be tyrannical, but Madison would contend that 
when power is not "separated" and balanced, i t  will 
eventually be abused and exercised in '  a tyrannical 
fashion. Nixon's performance. beginning henignly 
with the breakthrough to China and the in:.position of 
economic controls, and ending in the gross abuses 
listed in the impeachment resolution. seems a perfect 
illustration of this teaching. 

I t  will not be the last,' if  we fail to heed the warnings 
of the founders. Before the crisis-which reached a 
climax with Nixon's resignation and the debacle in 
Vietnam+an truly be resolved, we must rehuild our 
institutions, deliberately or  by adaptation. in accor- 
dance with Calvinistic principles, without rendering 
them incapable of meeting the dangers posed by na- 
tions whose simplistic. arrogant ideologies impose no 
such restraints. 

More is involved than choosing Presidents who will 
respect the Bill of Rights. We must find ways to hold 
our  Presidents a c c o h t a h l e  to other political forces he- 
tween elections. Unless and unt i l  we find ways to do 
this, "the sys'temic crisis" that became manifest in the 
middle 1960's will not end. In the meantime i t  would 
help i f  we recovered an instinctive preference for polit- 
ical leaders who were aware of the ironic tendency in 
all human striving. 

The Transfiguration of Politics: 
The Presence and Power of Jesus of 

Nazareth in and 
by Paul Lehmann 
(Harper and Row; 366 pp.; $12.95) 

Stanley Hauerwas 

The great Swiss theologian once re- 
marked that Christian witness should 
be made with the Bible in one hand 
and a newspaper in the other. Not a 
bad idea. But there is a radical variant 
of Barthianism that .  as one wit noted. 
ends up standing on the Bible with a 
newspaper in one hand and a gun in 
the other. That  variant, sad to say. is 

over Human Affairs 

all too evident in this latest work by 
Professor Paul Lehmann of Union 
Theological Seminary i n  Richmond, 
Virginia. 
"To the weakness of power Jesus 

juxtaposes the power of weakness." 
"Revolution is the lifestyle of truth."  
"The biblical meaning of politics is 
the human meaning of politics and the 

human meaning o f  politics i 4  the hihli- 
cal meaning of politics." Thc rcputa- 
tion of the author  and the "in" subject 
of-the hook niakc i t  l ikely these \lo- 
gans will gain a degree of currency. 
They join rejuvenated old standby!, 
like "current rcvo1utiona;y experiencc 
signals the righteousness of Cod in ac- 
tion, freeing human beings for hcing 
human."  

However. slogans do not an  intelli- 
gible position make. Lehniann's inabil- 
ity to resist such formulas when argy- 
ments are required makes this a poten- 
t ia l ly  dangerous book. Dangcrous. that 
is, if anyone paid attention to theolog- 
ical works on politics. Most people 
h a w  learned better. Lehmann's book 
provides additional evidence t h a t ,  
apart from a few isolated soul\, the 
theological community has not. Fincc 
Reinhold Niehuhr .  heen ahle to subtain 



46 

an analysis of politics that should 
command the' attention of political 
thinkers or actors. 

Onc is forced to the conclusion that 
Lehmann's  central posi t ion,  even 
though surroundcd by erudition and in- 
high[. h a s  always been simplistic. 
Lchmann wishes to bring the authority 
of the Gospel to justify revolutions, 
but at the same time he wants thc 
poycr  of the Gospel to check the worst 
cxccsses of the revolution. The diffi- 
cul ty  with the book is that Lehmann 
provides no sufficient cr i ter ia  for  
knowing when revolutions arc justified 
or what form such revolutions should 
lakc i f  they are to be in accord with the 
Gospel. Ths central question of thc 
justification and use of violence, for 
examplc, is consistcntly avoided by 
immediate  appeals  to G o d ' s  
"apocalyptic activity." 

Such simplisms could he tolerated in 
the past bccausc the subject  of 
Lchmann's work has not been the 
basic issues of lifc and death. violence 
and rcvolution. Responsible treatment 
of such issucs. howevcr. requires more 
disciplined and serious analysis than 
Lchmann's mode of thought and style 
can ,muster. 

Thc thesis of the book is "The per- 
tincncc of Jesus Christ to an  age of 
rcvolution is the power of his prcscnce 
to shapc the passion for humanization 
that gcncratcs revolution. and thus to 
prcscrvc revolution from iis own undo- 
ing. All  revolutions aspire to give 
human shape to thc freedom that being 
and staying human takes; and 'dl rev- 
olutions end by devouring their own 
childrcn." If revolutions are to be 
savcd. says Lehmann, they require a 
"story" that can provide for the free- 
dom that being human takes. Such a 
story c m  o n l y  be found in the silence, 
submission. and transfiguration of 
Christ as he confronted the power of 
the state. 

In  a finc chaptcr. "The Exercise of 
Powcr and the Refusal of Power." 
Lchmann treats the story of Christ as  
the story of truth on which the politics 
of power must always founder. For 
Christ is the truth that submits to 
power in a way that indicates real 
powcr is to be found in weakness. 
Evcn though such truth "is plainly ir- 
relevant to politics,"Lehmann insists 

the story of Christ provides a way for 
the politics of the stale to he transfig- 
ured. . 

Christ's silence and submission to 
Pilate is not the whole story, Lehmann 
insists, but must be supplemented by 
the account of the transfiguration i n  
Matthew 17. There "Jesus ChrisL runs 
headlong into the question of revolu- 
tion and the question of revolution 
runs headlong into Jesus Christ, both 

,faith and politics undergo a transfig- 
uration that makes faith inseparable 
from politics and politics inseparable 
from faith." Lehmann's exegesis of 
the revolutionary implications of the 
transfiguration account is highly prob- 
lematic. But even if  we granted his 
exegesis, why should the transfigura- 
tion be regardcd as the central New 
Testament passage for understanding 
the political meaning of the Gospel? 
Why, for example. make the silence 
and submission of Christ before Pilate 
less central than the theme of transfig- 
uration? Lehmann does not speak to 
these questions. 

Late in the book Lehmann suggests 
he is employing the "tropical" method 
of the interpretation of Scripture, using 
tropes in a way that embellishes what 
may have been the original meaning of 
the text .  But i t  is not c lear  why 
Lehma'nn's use of Scripture should 
have a status beyond his own private 
preferences. Early Christian thinkers 
such as  Origen and Augustine used the 
"tropical" method to show how the  
new covenant was prefigured in the 
old. That is a rather major theological 
argument that they tried to relate coher- 
ently to the whole of Christian teach- 
ing. Lehmann uses it, however. in an 
apparently arbitrary manner, selecting 
certain Scriptural passages he inter- 
prets as "revolutionary" events. 

In fact, Lehmann's central thesis 
does not rely on his exegesis of the 
transfiguration. Rather. it is dependent 
on his understanding of the relation of 
freedom and order in history. Lehmann 
simply assumes that Christians must be 
concerned with the transformation of 
politics (and transformation seems as 
good a word as  "transfiguration." 
'since Lehmann never tells us how the 
Gospel would make the revolutionary 
d o  anything different). Jesus, we are 
told, must be relevant to "the re- 
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volutionary ferment beneath the sur- 
face of American Society." But i t  is 
not clear why, in  Lehmann's sense of 
"relevant." this is the case. He offers 
no argument against at least two sig- 
nificant contrary positions. 

Although Lehmann makes passing 
comments about "realism." he never 
comes to terms with Niebuhr's insis- 
tence that politics can ncver be "trans- 
formed or  [ransfigured." but only : 
made less  inhumane .  Lehmann 's  
highly ideological interpretation of 
politics ignores Niebuhr's insistence 
that politics is fundamentally a matter 
of power. As such, the political realm. 
according to Niebuhr. is not open to 
transformation, but rather only to more 
equitable balancing of power. For 
Niebuhr Christ is indeed relevani to 
politics, but his relevance is in provid- 
ing a story that helps sustain morally 
ambiguous political action without re- 
sorting to self-deceiving claims' .of 
righteousness or falling into cynicism. 

Nor does Lehmann consider at .all 
the "sectarian" alternative. That al- 
ternative takes more seriously silence 
and submission a s  the appropriate 
posture for Christians in  relation to the 
power of the d e .  There is no evi- 
dence, for example. that Lehmann is 
even aware of such carefully nuanced 
positions as that of Mennonite theolo- 
gian John Howard Yoder's pacifism. 
Lehmann simply assumes that Chris- 
tians must be moie directly ielevant to 
the politics of the state than pacifism 
allows. but at the same time he as- 
sumes the political realm has greater 
moral capabilities than Niebuhr ever 
thought warranted. 

The arbitrary use of Scripture. and 
the indifference to alternative positions 
are great weaknesses. But the problem 
is deeper than that. Why in a book 
called "The Transfiguration of Poli- 
tics" is revolution taken to be the 
political issue? What is wrong with the 
everyday politics of county and city 
government in. for example, America? 
Or  why not look at the politics that 
sustain institutions such a s  univerl 
sities, business concerns. o r  churches? 

Lehmann's concentration on revolu- 
tion is panly due to his distrust of all 
attempts to work out ,criteria of justice 
or of the good society. He assumes, 
for example, that freedom is the prin- 



cip.al virtue for any social system. I t  is 
'an extraordinary assumption. He refers 
approvingly to John Rawls, the author 
of A Theory of Justice, but offers no 
analysis of Rawls's or of anyone else's 
concept of justice. Such analysis appar- 
e i l y  is not necessary because "at the 
structural level" all such concepts of 
justice are indications of what it takes 
"to keep human life human in the 
world." (Thus Lehmann seems not to 
notice that Rawls attempts to provide a 
justification of libertarian democracy 
that many of Lehmann's revolutionary 
heroes find utterly repugnant.) Re- 
l iance on  the s impl i s t ic  formula  
"keeping human life human" ap-  
proac.hes being pernicious in such a 
context. Only those events that appear 
significant. that have an apocalyptic 
character, can be "true" politics. In 
fact. the major developments of Our 
times may involve slower and less 
dramatic forms of economic or politi- 
cal change. But for Lehmann only the 
extraordinary is worthy of note. 

Even within that gambit, however, i t  
remains unclear what Lehmann under- 
stands by "revolution." The longest 
section of the book. conlains what 
Lehmann calls a "Iypology" of cur- 
rent revolutions, in which he. treats 
such diverse figures as"Mao.  Ho Chi 
Minh, Castro. Guevara, Torres, Fa- 
non, King, and Malcolm x. But we 
are never told why, for example. Mar- 
tin Luther King should be considered a 
revolutionary figure. This is especially 
odd, since Lehmann quotes Lenin ap- 
provingly that "revolution consists in 
the proletariat destroying he ' ad mini s- 
trative apparatus' and the enrire state 
machine." Surely King was not trying 
to destroy the state. but to bring the 
power and machinery of the state to 
support justice for black and poor 
people in America. 

Lehmann does, late in the book, 
offer an analysjs of freedom and .order 
in which he suggests that, contrary to 
the primary assumption of political 
theory in the West (a few examples 
would have been welcome), order is 
not the presupposition for freedom, but 
freedom is the presupposition for or- 
der. On this analysis, when order be- 
comes unbearable, men will revolt in 
the name of freedom. Therefore, rev- 
olutions d o  not need to be justified 

(or indeed even identified), they only 
need to happen. When they happen, he 
suggests, we have a good indication 
that freedom is breaking through the 
repression of the past order, for rev- 
olutions necessarily happen when es- 
tablished patterns fail to make room 
for the freedom that "being human" 
takes. 

Surely it is a mistake, however, to 
assume that every revolt signals an un- 
justified repression. By that argument 
the military takeover of Chile would 
be justified. Lehmann notes that free- 
dom must always involve a "liberating 
limit," but he never provides us with 
the clues necessary to knowing which 
limits might be so unjustified as to oc- 
casion revolution. It may be, 'as he 
suggests, that Christians must abandon 
their time-honored addiction to the 
legitimacy of authority, but to d o  so 
they must have some sense of what 
they are doing beyond what Lehmann 
provides. 

Lehmann's language of "transfig- 
uration" tends to give way to the lan- 
guage of congruence in his actual 
analysis of revolution. For example. in 
a world under the dynamics of mes- 
sianic politics the Cuban 'revolution 
does not need to be transfigured; i t  is 
"a sign of transfiguration." Torres's 
resort to violence is appropriate be- 
cause in crisis he believed i t  is possi- 
ble for Christians "simply to disregard 
the question of evil ends and means." 
Going even further, Lehmann claims 
"Current revolutions, in all ttieir con- 
creteness and ambiguity, are a sign of 
the eschatological pressure of rcv- 
olutionary reality. zeroing in upon a 
moment of truth. at which a liberating 
presence heralds  and p ioneers  a 
humanizing life-style and an ultimate 
agony of suffering and vindication." 
In spite of Lehmann's concern that rev- 
olutions not devour their o n chil- 
dren, i t  is hard to see.how his uncriti- 
cal affirmation of revolution I would 
help prevent that. If the silence af 
Christ is the noise of revolutionary 
guns, then we surely are in a night 
where all cats are gray. 

Lehmann, unlike any serious rev- 
olutionary, seems inclined to accept 
at face value the rhetoric of revolution. 
He never comes to terms with the to- 
talitarian implications of revolutions. 
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He simply accepss the revolutionaries' 
assumption that the way to bring cul- 
tural and societal change is by seizing 
the power of ihe state. He entirely ig- 
nores ,  therefore ,  that the more 
"humanizing" aspects of our exis- 
tence may have little to d o  with state 
power. 

Lehmann concludes by admitting 
that the question of violence is central 
to his case, yet he offers no arguments 
about the nature and justification of 
violence. He simply asserts, its ncces- 
sity. "At the level of revolutionary 
politics, violence is unveiled not as the 
endemic nemesis of revolutions but as 
a sign t h a t , p l i t i c s  have arrived at an 
apocalyptic moment of truth and point 
of no return." Thus violence cannot be 
assessed in ethical or legal terms; i t  is 
an apocalyptic phenomenon that is as 
unavoidable as i t  is unjustifiable. In 
short, the question of violence, like 
that of revolution, is placed outside the 
realm of public discourse. 

Lehmann is surely right that revolu- 
tions, like all hu,man endeavors. need 
stories that will help them embody 
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some of the truth. Yet he persists in a 
rather touching optimism that the polit- ’ 

ical realm can be the realm of truth. 
We know how hard i t  is to avoid self- 
dcception in our personal lives, within 
families, for example. Why should we 
think that the state, or revolutionaries 
seeking control of the state. would be 
more open to the claims of truth than 
thesc other aspects of our lives? To the 
contrary, the political realm invites the 
most powerful illusions, since in that 
realm global justifications must be of- 
fercd for the use of coercive power to 
achieve limited goods. 

Lehmann’s optimism prevents him 
from entertaining the possibility that 
the story found i n  the Gospel is more 

radical than either revolutions or the 
established powers can contain. It may 
be that the silence and form of submis- 
sion required of Christians can never 
be embodied by those who wish to 
hold state power. Contra Lehmann, the 
relevance of the Gospel does not de- 
pend on Christians being able to locate 
the epiphanies of God’s  kingdom, 
whether in  revolutions or elsewhere. 
All we know is that-however God 
makes his kingdom a r e a l i t y 4 u r  task 
is to be obedient to the form of silence 
and submission we find in the cross of 
Christ. Such an obedience is indeed 
revolutionary, but i t  cannot be com- 
prehended by the revolut ionary 
rhetoric of our day, or  of any day. 

Revolution in Cuba: 
An Essay in Understanding 
by Herbert L. Matthews 
(Scribners, 468 pp.; $15.00) 

With Fidel: 
A Portrait of Castro and Cuba 
by Frank Mankiewicz and Kirby 
(Playboy Press; 269 pp.; $10.95) 

Jorge I .  Dominguez 

How does one criticize national monu- 
ments? Both Herbert Matthews and Fidel 
Castro, author and subject of these 
books, stand in a special relationship to 
any critic. Herbert Matrhews has had a 
long and distinguished career as a jour- 
nalist. Whether he is a U.S. national 
monument is hard to say. He has, how- 
ever, played an important role in the 
history of the Cuban revolution, and a 
review of this book must be informed 
by knowledge of that role. 

At the beginning of 1957 Fidel Cas- 
tro’s guerrilla forces in the Sierra 
Maestra mountains in easternmost  
Cuba were few and relatively unknown 
to the world. The Batista government 
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claimed that Fidel Castro had been 
killed and his forces disper’wd. Matthews 
climbed into the mountains, and sub- 
sequently published, in the New York 
Times, articles about Fidel Castro, his 
guerrillas, and what they hoped to ac- 
complish. This was one important shift 
in the fortunes of the Cuban revolu- 
t ion.  T h e  Cuban government  was 
proven to be demonstrably deceitful; 
Castro’s guerrillas were portrayed at- 
tractively. 

Matthews has  returned to Cuba  
many times since February, 1957. TI16 
last visit. in 1972, provided fresh data 
for the book. Matthews is a Cuban na- 
tional monument in yet another re- 

spect. Perhaps no one with-his stature 
and his skills outside of Cuba has de- 
voted so much time and effort to  
explicating the Cuban revolution to the 
U.S. public. This is his fourth book 
about Cuba. Much of i t  repeats what 
Matthews has said in the others (even 
many chapters and chapter headings 
a re  qui te  s imilar) .  .What then.  has  
Matthews said? 

One important theme of the book, 
and certainly its most interesting one, 
is that “posterity, including future 
generations of Cubans, will grant him 
[Fidel Castro] more respect as  a moral 
being, as  well as a revolutionary. than 
he has been accorded during these hec- 
tic years.” Much of the book outlines 
the moral c l a i m s  of  the  Cuban 
revolution-although Matthews does 
not put i t  fohh in these terms himself, 
except from time to time. 

He makes a strong and plausible 
case a s  he details the reasons why 
honorable Cuban men and women took 
up arms in the 1950’s against the 
Batista government. A revolution, jus- 
tified at birth. has done much since to 
justify its frule. through policies in 
education, health, economic equality. 
sexual equality, and many others. The 
revolutionary government has  @so 
sought  to  c h a n g e  procedures  f o r  
motivating individuals, away from in- 
dividual a d toward collective incen- 
tives. awa from material and toward 
moral ince tives.Answering Fidel Cas- 
tro’s clai of 1953, at the end of the 
trial after he failed attack on the Mon- 
cada barr cks. that “history will ab- 
solve me, ’ Matthews says: “ I  believe 

Matthe i s’s case, however, is’seri- 
i t  will.” 

ously weakened in twb respects, one 
moral and one technical. The technical 
weakness is Matthews’s systematic1 
disregard for data that cast doubt on’  
the achievements  of  ievolut ionary 
rule. Let us be clear about the charge. 
Matthews has chosen, not to provide 
footnotes. He has. however ,  been 
scrupulously fair to provide arguments 
that d o  not agree with his, and to cred- 
i t  the research of others when. he uses 
i t .  It is the marshaling of evidence on 
behalf of Matthews’s own views that is 
a t  s take .  Mat thews  d i s m i s s e s  the  
claims of Professor Lowry Nelson that 
about 1970 Cuban workers were un- 


