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CHAPTER I
IRTRODUCTION

In recont yeara Reinhold Niebuhr has come to spealk
more and more to and for American Protestantism. It was not
oo long ago that Time larazine hailled him os "U.Se. Protose
tantiam's foremost thoologlane 't Among the many areas of
theclogzy on which Niebnhy touches 1s the doctrine of the
churchie To beo sure, the doctrine of tho church holds a far
from contzal place in his thinking. loreover, within the

inivs of our invostipation, lilebuhr never oifers & deflnie
tive degerintion of his doctrine of the churche
levertholoss, there is good rozson to beliove that he
takes the cohurch, in his ocwn deofinitlon, quite seriouslye.
Referencos to the taak of the church in tho world, and how
the church has foiled to meet the exigencies of the time,
are interaperascd throughout hils voluminous writing in booka
and periocdicala. DNore than this, Niebuhr ia vitally cone
cernaed about the misconcepticna of the church, particularly
the pretonsions of the Roman Catholic Churchy; as will be
shown latere Furihormorg, Hiliebuhr conslders himself to Le a

preacher in the churche® Howevery, it must be admitted that

1"Irony for Ameoricens," Time, LIX (April 7, 1952), 84,

2Reinhold Niebuhr, "Phe Rounicn of the Church Through
the Renewal of the Churches,” Christiasnity and Crisis, VII:20
(Novembor 24, 1947), 5.
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bo believes in the validity of a theolegy outzide the pale of
& churech: Ghat io %o any, that tho gospol is not bound to
the clmreh, but works both in it and independently of it
He writes,

Actually, the authoribty of the CGogpel is not derived
from Uhe pover, prostire, or authority of the church.
On the contrary, the authorily of the church is derived
by proving itselfl "sharpor than a two edged sword" in
apoalzing to the condition of man, in moving him to
vgpontanee and in reovealing the glory and the redemp=
tive morey of Cod to him in tho ciperience of repent-
ance and failthev
Partly, thon, because Heinhold Hiebuhr is a leading
figure in current American Protestantism, and partly because
he ofton addrosses himscll on the subjoet of the church, Lt
ls felt that an ecxaminatlion of his definiltion of the church
vould e a uwseful task. If such g atudy is gsuccesasful, it
night gerve to clarify some of his postulates concerning the
church irn the world todaye It ia unfortunate that Niobuhw
himself has not given a definidtive exposition of the nature
of the church as he understanda 1%, but 1% cannot bo simply
deduced from Lhis omission that the church plays a negligible
role in hic thoologye A statlatical examination of hiam
writing would rather indicate that the place of the church in
his thought has considerable signifilcance. The reason for
hig not prosenting a dootrine of the church may rather be
that he recognizes a possibility of soveral differing doce

trines bearing a wholesome offect or each other.

STvide
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The method undortakeon by the writer to discover
Hlobuhr's concopt of the church is ono with limitationse
The attompt was made 4o examine in a more or loss thorough
mannor overything that NHiobuhr has writton, and to iasolcte
all his statomenta on the subject. This obviously leaves
the possibility of doing him injustice, both because impore
tant loel may Lo overlooked, and because not all of hias
wrltings wore availablee An important deflclency in reapect

to the latter aro the numorous articles in tho periodical

Chrlstianity and Civilization which was nob available. To
compenaate fer this defliciency, the offori was nade to
peruse more Ghoroughly the works availlavle, and to place the
atrose upon nmajor vorlktas, Thus it hecomes clear that the
findinzes of this paper will rost largely on a nusber of
ropresontative statements. Unfortunately, no secondary
sources proved of much value to this studye

A further limitation to the resoarch embodied in thig
thesis is that only the works of Hiebuhr after his Gifford
Lectures deliversd in =dinburgh in 1939 are considored. IG
is felt Shat not until tﬁia tins 4did his theology become
oryatalized and definitive, and that his writing prior to
that time may not be subatantiated in hils more recent
thoughte

It must be admittsd that in the process of outlining
this material categories were used which are not always

accommedating to the material, and in some cases utterly
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foreipgn to Niebuhr's thoughte The organization of this paper
is based on the early definition of the church as boing one,
oly, catholic, and epostolic. Within the limits of the
»asoarch of the present writer, no statement of lilebuhrils
wae found which indicated that he acceptod this definition.
Int this approach may be justified on tho basis that Hiebuhr
uges the term “church" without denying this definition, that
e at one time or another addresses himself to each of these
attributes, and that he claims membership for himself in
the historic Chriastian Church as was montioned abovos.

in applying thoe terms, one, holy, catholic, and apnos
tolic to tho church, Niobuhr warna that a great deal of
caution must be emploved. The church can claim none of
these atiributes as a present and complete pogsessions
These atiribubes can only be applied to tho church eschato-
logicalliy; that i, these attrivutes belong to the church
in its fruition at the end of history. Thus the claim oi’
the church as being one, holy, eatholic, and apostolic is
an expression of faith and hope, and not of pride or preiten-
tiousncesse The church is always in a tension as long as 1%
is in history; it 1s always faced with the paradox of having
and not havinge The claim of these atiributes for the
church, then, is no causs for bigotry on the ono bkand, for
the church can never fully achieve them in history. Butb
this admiasion must not result in pessimism on the other
hand, for the church lives in faith and hope, lcoking
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Hiebuhyr goes atill further to postulate that "whonever
the divine word does net illumine tho ambiguities of our
human virtues, including our social ideas,” whenever the
churgh “n':-..'::};l‘;.r identifies its will with God's will,” then
the churech really ceases to be a church at all.a The impli-
cation is thiat the word of God is clear in demanding that
thisg universal concern take priority Lo the concern for any
particular group, and where this is lacking, the word of God
18 not hecded.?

For divided Christianity, this does not necessarily
moan that all fragments of the church should unite. HNiebuhr
geos o wholegome Influence of the varying emphases of each'
doncmination on the church as a whole, »Bui it does mesan
that there ought to be no barriers between the various de-
nominations, and that the pecullar possessions of sach frage
mont of the church should flow unimpeded into the "whole
body of Christ, "0

The church cannot deny this responsivility within ite
self, Though this form of catholicily may never be achieved

in history, it i1s atill an essentlal part of the church's

®Reinhold Niecbuhr, "Has the Church Any Authority?”
Christianity and Gr:t.sis, X5 (April 3, 1950), 5.

Orpide

10Reinhold Hiebuhr, "i Problem of Evangelical Chrise
tianity," Christianity and Crisis, VI:8 (May 13, 1946), 5.
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falth and hopece lichuhr finds this as a purt of the
Christian mogsaste

The inzsistence of sgectarian Christionity that the Kinge

dog of God Lz relevant to all historical soclal nroblena,

end that brotherhood 1s a possibility of history ia

cortainly a part of the Christlan gospel.
lior can this be movely a part of tha falth, smintained intele
lectually, or aucribed to the ezchatologlcal fulflllment,
though 1t will not be fully accomplished till then., 3ut it
iz the duty of the church to bring the moessage of Christ's
love to Gho world "in actual doeds of moercy and of Jusﬁice."la

In the lugt analysis, howover, the true catholicity of
the church con only bo pogtulated of its eschatological come
pletions "Wet there io no commmnity of grace in which thore
are not romnants and ecchoos of the world!s pride of race end
clacse"3 Als0 in vrerard o 1ts catholiclity, the church muat
find Ltself under the judgment of CGode For inasmch as the
church iz a human institutlon, 1t will not schiove full
catlolic_t4.14 fus, again, we have the paradox of having
and not having, a tension that can only be resolved in tho

oschatologlcal hope of the churche

11hiebunr, Hatuve and Jestigz of Man II: Iluman Destiny,
De 1734

rotnnold igbubm, “Tho United and Divided Ghurch,
Hogsonror, ATITs22 (October 26, 1948), Ca

133 ebulr, Falth and History, De 24le
1y ebuhe, Mins the Church Any Authority?" pe SGe




CHAPIER V
APOSTOLICITY

0L the attributes employed to define tho church: &hat
13 one, holy, tathollie, and apostolic, the last term is the
most forelgn to the thought of Reinhold Nicbubr, Within the
Scope of The research of this paper, not even a single rafere
ence was found in which Niebuhy spaaka of the church as be-
Ing apostolics In general, he is very vague about the source
or authority of the message of the churche It cannot bde
sald that Niebuhr either rocopnizos thw apostolic succogsion
as the source of aubthority in defining thé teachings of the
church, or the Apostles?! doectrine as the foundation of the

church for all timo.

“he Lfirst of those denimla is most explicite This is
mado vory clecr in Hieobuhr!s polomic azainst the Roman
Cathollic Churche The claim of final authority on the basis
of 1tg orders or its historlc tradition again leads %o that
sretentiocusness which nuts the church outside of the judge
ment of CGode

Tho church which claims to be itself the ond of hiatory,
the fulfillment of history's meaning, seoks to prove

the truth of its mosgape by tho contlnulty of its tradie
tiona, tho "validity" of its ordor and the solidarity
and prostige of 1tg historic forme, There iz an obvious
pathos Zn this ottempt to sckhieve a transcondent per-
feetion within higtory. The tradition and continuity
by which it caoteblishes 1o claim of catholiclty
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oaviouulyarcflect historical contingencigs of Roman or
ol Anglo=Sazon or of some othier historyed.

Tho qutho

H

ity of the Gospel or massage of the church
does not depend in any way on the authority of the moans of
dissemincting 1%, Hather those means derive thelr authority
fron the power of the llessages.
Actually the authority of tho Cospel is not derived
from the nowor, prestlge, or authority of the churche

n the contrary, the authority of the church is deo=
rived from the Cospol.s

w

In the last analysls, in torms of the reformation, Niebuhp
. - - 9

maintaing the concept of the "priesthood of all believaors?

as opnosed to the authorlty of an apostolic successions The

Gospel siriles men with power wherover it is hesrd and bee

lieved, end where thie hapnens, individuals achieve an

authority- beyond any buman ccclesiasbtical organizatilon,
It is not the goodnecss of the historic vehilele: the
church, nor vet tho virtucs of the preascucr which
moves men to renentance and faith, Vhon thoe Cospel is
heard at all, it is heard by those who have discerned
he voice of Christ beyond and agbovo the confused
counsels of us noor proachors and recognize a majooty
¢ power and love consliderably more glorlous than any
eccleolastiocnl majosty or power.w

This npriesthood of all bolievers mat not be underatoed as

the individual's capacity to comarehend the full truth, but

lieinhold Nilebuhr, Taith and Ei tew ¥
¥ 3 > story (Yew York: Charles
Seribner's Sons, 1949), De 260

ZReinhold Nisbuhr, "The Heunion of the Church Through

the Renewal of the Churches,™ Christlanity and Crisls,
VII:20 (November 24, 1947), 5e

BID 1d.
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rather on "hls indivisible reaponsibility to God, and upon
an assurance of mercy for his sins vbich no institution can
mediate, if individunl foith is wanbinge"s

The final authority of the church lies not with a
specific order within the church, but with the entire come
manlty which has been touchod by the grace and judgment of
Gode This 15 partly mediated o individuals thrm.};:h the
tradition of the church and through its theological learning,
without which the church loses the "wators of 11fs."0 &Hug
even thizs leaves roon for the interpretation of rovelation
by private cavrice of individualse. wWhat is thero %o preserve
in the church s unity of message and protect it from heoresyt
The anauor te this is tho Christian Chuveh as a consensus.
Thuo 1¢ wags Loy inagtance that the church found 1% necossary
o assert the Trinitarian dogma %o protect its faith in
Christe® In the sarly church, according to Nlebuhr, this
viag the only justifiable method for deuling with the problem
of hercay, of new doctrines grounded cn individual judgment,

visions, or f‘:.mc:}.as.v Por the church mmat become cheap asnd

4Reinhuld Niebuhr, Eature and ! I& I

N Deatiny of lfan I: Human

lature (liew Yopics Chariea Seribner's Sons, ﬁ&l,, Pe GUo
5Re!.nhold Kicbuhr, "The Geakness of Common Vorship in

American Protestantism,” Christlasnity and Crigis, XI:9 (May

5, 1951), 70,

6
Reinhold Niebuhr, Self and the Dramas of History (New
York: Charles 8cribner=s Sons, 1955), DDe =7 o

7Ibid., pe 92
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banal, sentimental and moralistic, and without disciplinc,
ag long aes 4t lacke "Gho discipline of the Christian cone

gensug .8

o e el ywe iR TR TSI

The valldity of the message of the church or ity ability
to "immurt” graco 1les not on the historie tradition of its
ordor Lubt rather on the power of its mogsage itself, It 1s r
in the Cospol of the church thet itz suthority can be dilse H
coveraﬂ.Q Jut lilebubr is never very expliclt aa to what

this Gospel is and from what gource it is dorived. It scems

. SR -

auite safeo to say that he does not hold that it is the ine
fallible wltness of the Apostles. ie does, howover, speak
of the nszaosage of judgment and forgiveness as the "divine
worde" Y ind ho alao attributes to the church which
preaches the forgivenoss of sina to sinnera as speaking the
"Oracles of Gode"™d mut mostly he merely says of the Cospel
that it is tho message which possesses saving powor.12

But to discover the sources from which this message 13

derived iz a difficult taalz in the thouzht of Wisbuhr, On

Craotunr, Falth and Distory, Ppe 230-40.
Clidiebulir, "The Rounion of the Church Through the Renewal
of the Churches,” pe Ge

10us ebunr, Foith and History, pe 242.

1J'Raim‘mld Wiebuhr, "ias the Church Any Authority?”
Christlanity and Crisis, X138 (April 3, 1960}, SGe

iz
Niebuhw, Fulith and Higtoly, De S4e
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the one hand, there im ne such thing as final truth in
history, and for Hiobuhr, oven Chriat #imself was wrong in
His inbterpretation of the Xingdom of CGod, and le was fol-
lowed in His error by both 8%, Paul and the early churchel®
On the other hand, he maintains that the discovery of truth
is not a process, but that it is established once and for
all in Codfs action in history through Christe
The churech is thus not grounded upon a slowly dawning
consclousness of the true significance of Christe It
is foundsd in the miracle of the recognition of the
true Chwist in the resurrection.lé
In some places it seems that the validity of the mes-
< Jage of The church is to be megsured by what might be called
an empirical method. The CGospel mossage accomplished a
purpose in neople, and where this happens, it speaks with
authority. So NHisbulx says:
The Goapel muct be valldated by proving itself "sharper
than a itwo-cdged sword" in speaking te the condition of
man, in moving him to 'repontance and in revoaling the
glory and ths redemplive mercy of Gfg to him in the
exporience of repentance and faith.*”
20 Niebuhr glso deseribes the church as believors who are not

alfrald of life or death, who are persusded that all of 1life

) -
Reinhold lNiebuhr, llabure and Destiny of ilan II: iuma
Destiny (Tew Yorks Charles Soribnor's Sond, 1043), De 40e

Yyiebunr, Faith and History, p. 148.

Bysebuhr, "Rounion of the Ghurch Through the Renewal
of tho Churches,” pe Se
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dg in tho hands of a God Who was supromely in Christ, and

who thereforo do not fear the final judgment, not because
of their own perfection, bubt becauase of forglvensss for
sinners , 16

But 1% is not enough to say that Niebuhr holds that the

-

Gospel remains the Goapsl only in so far as it accomplishes
Q purposcs Ife insists on coritalin basic ingredients in the
Gospol messape, though ho does not thoroughly define thems
in one casc, he¢ sbates that the Gosgpel is not complets as
the revelation of Cod if it doos not include the message of
the forgiveness of sins through the nistorical work of
Christe

The revelation of Christ is not completed until the
1ittle Chwistian commmnity surveys the whole Christian
eplc, which includes the l1life and teachings of Christ,
but alsc and supromely the sacrificial death upon the
Cross, undgratood by Christ as a necessary "ransom

for many.,"

At another time he defines the {alth of the church as having
three basile narts.

Tho faith of the Christian comaunity, that the expec-
tations of the ages have becen fulfillsd in Christ,
that the hldden soversignty of God has been fully re-
vealed, and the meaning of lif'e dlsclosed and fulw
£illod, 1s expressed in tho succinct phrase of Ste
Psule o o tla

10ysebunr, Faith and History, pe 238

Y7N10bulr, Nature and Destiny of Man IT: Human Destiny,
De S350

L idey De Sde

" 8 "
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But generally, the content of the Gospel is summed throughe
out Niebuhrls writing in the worda "judgmont and mercy.®
The charch iz finally éhe community whers the judgmont and
merey of God are KnowneLo

But in spite of the vagueness wlth which he presents
the Gospel messape, and the source from which it 1a derived,
Hlebuhr atill 4insists on a unity within the church in
Qefining its dilferent facets of doctrines The clurch mmed

insist on "Ghe unlty of the one mossage in Chriate =0

C‘r._ - eom - e
1“ﬁiehuhr, Tailth and History, De 230

“Roinhola Niebuhr, "The Probloma of the Vorld Church,”

The liessenser, XVI:1l6 (Aupgust 21, 1951), 6.
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