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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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forward to the time at the end of time whon these gualitios
vill be fulfilled in her.

So HNicbubwr attributes to the church the quality of one-
ness, vut only as a potential reallty. The obvious divi-
slong within the church negate any cleim for unity. And
those portions of the church which claim oneness for theme
fselves only accentuate tho divisions by eracting the barrier
of pride between themselves and the rost of Christendome If
the unlty of tho church can be asserted at all of the church
in history, 1%t can only be done on the bagis of its accepnte-
ance of 1%s one Lord, Jesus Christ. To predicate the one-
ness of the chnrch on any other basis only resulis in pride
and pretontionsnesse

For the samo reason the church can only bo said to be
holy from an eschatological poilnt of views The church 1s
holy only in the sense that 1% strives for holiness and has
faith and hope that it will achieve perfection at the end
of history. There is nothing in the church that can be saild
to be holy in hisbtorye. Everything in the church is subjoct
to perversicn as long &g 1t remains in times Any seogment of
the churgh which claims holiness for itself only incroases
its imperfection with the sin of prides

Thiog is equally true of the claim of the church for
catholicity. Every human organization 1s subject to ccononic,
social, racial, and political sclf-interoste It 1ls tho task
of the church %o break down all of these barriers which




(4]

geparate man from mane In this gense the church can be
sald to be cathollce Put again this will never be achieved
in history.

L8 Lo the attribute of apoatolicity for the church
Hioebuhr is somewhat vague. It seems glear, however, that
lilobubr neither accents the apoatolic succession nor the
Apostles' doctrine as the foundation of the churche In op-
poaltion, Wicbuhr omphasizes both the priesthood of all
believers and the freodom of the Holy Spirit to work in any
manner ho choosese The authority of the church lies solely
in the nower of the Gospel. Dut the Cospel is by no means
confined o the churche The authenticity of the CGoapel
message is measured by its suecess in accomplishing its
ourpose in peoplcs -

It is not the purpose of thils papor to criticize or
gven evaluate the pesition of Niebuhr on tho doctrine of the
churche It ia only an attompt to discover arki describe what

this position ig,




CHAPTER II
ONENESS

feinhold Niebubr does not dony the onencaa of the
chmreh: that is, that the attribute unity can properly be
applicd to tho churche.l Bub most of his statoments on the
subject concern thomselves more with perversions of the
claimg which church bodies make for their unity than for
defining it%s gonuine hasise Nevertheless, his negative defi-
nition of the oneness of the church will shed conaiderable
1ight on the more positive raterial,

It 1o very clear that for Nisbuhr the oneness of the
clmrch is noﬁ basod on 1ias posseasion of the totality of
divine truth. No human institubtion ever "possessca" truth
untainied by orror. To claim to embody the Viord of Cod in
all its Lruth and purity is a presention that smounts to
idolatry. ‘huss

Tho Reformation « « « detects in the chwrch control

of veligious dogmas a new form of ildolatry on tho

Christian levael. Here a human institution centres life

and history avound itselfy 1t does this by "possessing”

the truth vhich transconds all truth. . « %

The church body which places primary emphasls on precise

lRoinhold Tiebuhr, The Hature and Destiny of Man IIs

Human Degtiny (iow York: Charles Seribner’s Sons, 1943),
PDe SCO=Z0e

o
“Ibido, BPe 151,
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corroctness of dooctringl formulation as the basis for one-
neas in thoe church doss not take human sin and wealtnoss

seriously, Tor this 1s not the first task of the church, if

it were @ possibility. The church ought to be more concerned

for nresenting the goodness and perfoction of Christ than
for attachiing this perfoction to itselfe. So Nicbuhr urges:

The church ought to be more concernsd to bring the
gocdness of Christ as a judgment upon overy fraglione
bary form of luman goodness, than to f£ind the pngtiou—
lar causge which might be identifiled with Christ.

A oren o
.'-.f_-,fll

1, 1% camnot be vallidly clalmed by any denomination

or human institution that its unity is based on the right-
cocusneas possaesced by the church 6:- its nembers, This argue-
ment is parbticularly a polemic directod against the Roman
Catholic Church, This contention is bhaased partly on the
vory fact that no church bodyp no matter how disciplined in
itas oxterral loyalby to A%s head, can ever claim genulne
onenesse The partisan spirit in human nature is too deeply
cnbedded to allow this, So liisbuhr writost
Tt remains a fact, novertheless, that the church is
divided by every partisan interest of geographic or
racial, economic or politic origin, That fact alone is
proof that the sanctity of the church does not consist
in.the gozdnes of its members but in the holiness of
ita Loxrde . 3

On the contrary, tho unity of the church 1s fostored when

Sieinhold Niebuhr, "Can the Church Give a Moral Lead?®
Christianity apd Crisis, VIII:14 (August 2, 1948), 105

“mad.
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tho chuarch ia most aware of ito imporfections. This breaks
doun the barrleors of protenaion on the part of the individual
fragmonta of tho church, for it is just whon the church Lo=
comes moat gsure of its posgossion of finality and perfection
that it 13 most bigoted and uncharitablee It ia for thia |
reason that lieLuhr warns that :

the Chwistian Church mmst be more humble and not |

sugnest so complacently that it bhas achieved, in its

own life, a form of universal love whick it would
veatow upon the nationas

Tor can the unity of the church be postulated on the
mtual possesailon of "holy things"™ by a church bodye This
will be discuassed more thoronghly in the following chapters.
!7;1_01;1:?-.1:- arpues this point peimarily in opposition to the ;
Roman Catholic Church, No church actually can claim to
bossesg holy thingas in the sense that it possesses control
over the source from which Godls grace flowse. Inaamuch as
the grace of God comes also indepondoni:. of the church, the
unity of the chureh cannot rightly be based on this co_z"xten-
tion, liiebuhy refers to the dialogue betwoen Jepus and
liicodemus as a "picturcaque description of the frcedom of
divine grace in history, working miracles without any "oy‘

your leave'! of the priest or chureh, "¢ lore gpecifically,

' : - ; Ly
Reinhold Iiebuhr, Discerningz the Signs of the Timess
Sermons for Todag and Tomorrow (How YorE':'EEEarIas Serionor's
5025 » Igm. Pe Se

" Citebuhr, Noture and Destiny of Man IT: Human Destiny,
De 208, g
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the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper, for from being a source
oFr eXpreasion of wnity becomes a powerful fudtor of divialone
For in clainming o possess it, church bodlecs haveo employed
it more vs a meanz for exclusion then intogration, Thus he
wrltoas

The pathos of this vhole problem is most vividly pore
brayed in efforto to moke the sacrament of the ILordlg
Supper into & genuine symbol of the unity of the church
above and beyond all distinctions and relativitiea which
divide it. Any insistence that this osacrament mmst be
administered according tc a particular "order® inevi-
tably leads either to new display or the division of
the church, by preveonting the common obsorvance of the
sacramentg or to a new digplay of imperialiom, Ly force
ing Chwriastians of differont persuasion to accogt an
order of adminigtration Qs the price of unity.

Agaln, the sacraments cannot be considerced a. basls for
the wnity of tho church because, in Hiebuhwx!s thought, the
church reming aftor tho sacramenits are porverteds If tho

"holy thinga® of the church are subject to corruptlon lile

all mman factors, thoy cannot stand as the foecal point of

she oneness of the church, Thuat

The vory fact, however, that tho sacraments may be the
Instruments of the fingl »retension of various frag-
ments of the church proves that they are alaso subject
to corruption. They casily degonerste into magic which
glvea an unrenentant heart an oven cheapor securitye
before the £final judpment than any giimple morallaome

T1h1de, De £25.

Bﬂeinhold Wiocbuhr, Faith and History (Wew Yori: Charlos
Scribnorla Sons, 1943), D. 2426

rda
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Tho "ma:?’.s. ¢ glde of lliebuhr!s concept of the ononeas
of the cimz:'c,-:-. is not a0 easily doteormined, and offers a
great deal more room for orror. Nevertheless, somo aspects
of the unity of the church can be found in his thought.

There is a unity in tho church based on tho unity of
the message of Christ., Niebuhr scems to accept a least
common denominator in Ghris'c-ian Sheology which is accepiable
Yo all Christendom, e writes: "The task of the Christian
Chureh ip to dofine tho different facebs .Jut. also to insist
on the nnity of 'thic one message in Cbrist.“g Essontilal

elomontas in this mossage include the meaning of Chriatla

crosn and Resurroction wihich humblos the soccure and givoa
surance to the o:_:p:eaaaecl.lo
Turthormore, the church as a commnlty assumes the

responslbllity for interpreting the meaning of revelatlione
This does not mean that the individual is to be bound to the
dogma of a human ecclesiastical organization, but is do-
aigned to preovent anyone from appropriating rovelation and
corrupting it according to his own fancy, The taslk of tho

church is to try and reach a conssnsus on interpretation

within the covenant comanm:l‘by.ll

93einhold Niebuhw, "The Problem of a World Church,” The
licasonrer, XVIs1S (s.usuat 21, 1951), G.

10mhade

1lpeinhold Nichbubw, Tho Self and the Dramas of History
(New Yorls Gharleu Seribnor!s Gons, 1005)p De
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This mubtual attempt of all within the church to reach
unisy in truth and love becomea a source of oneness within
the chwrch, The oneness of the church is & principle,
rather than an eatsblished fact, and the desire to achileve
the prineciple makes 1t a reality at locast in spirit. So
lilebuhr says of the church,

% does not hwmve tho unity in fact which it desires in
prineiples Theo divisions of history end the chasme of
nature and agin leave thelr mark upon it. It cannot
overcome them completely in facty bubt it would over=-
couie Ghem noro comnletely than it doea 1f it would
recopnize its inabillity Uo overcoms them more con-
tritely. The church could have the more grace, if it
admitbed that the truth was subject to having and nob
having.1l2
The oneneans of the church, then, is a potentiality,

rathor than an actuality. It is a tension within the church
between what it in fact 12 and what 1t ought to bes Unity.
in the church i what Uiebuhr calls an Yeschatologlcal
charactor. wld ¥or will the Christian commmnlty possccs one=
ness in historys at least no gpocifiic age can claim ite For
as soon as a church body asserts itself as the "One" chureh,
it manifects pretensions which destroy unity. So Niebubr
asgerts: "Tho Christian community does not have the perfoc-

tion of Chriote e« ¢ « It wlll show forth that love the uiore

)

benii ‘i-?igbmzzgé The Nature and Zeptiny of llan IX: Juman
!u' ® w2t @

155153,

e e i e S i
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the more surely the less certain it is of its poauession."l4
Thus it 19 that at least in one sense, Nisbuhr distine
guished between visible and inviaiblo church. He dooz not
do so in order %o be eble to label one church denomiration
ag the visible church, but to emphasize that no human
organizotlon con make that claim for itself, He again uses
this argument in opposition to the Roman Cetholic Churche
It is indeoed promised that the gates of hell shall not
pravall ageinst the church; but the church which has
that security can not be any particular church with all
ol its historic admixtures of the grace of Christ and
the nride of nations and culbtures. The secursa church
iz nrocisely that community of saints, known and un-
known, among whom life is constantlI transiormed Decause
i% ig always under the divine word. S
lHiebuhr treats the church for all practical purposses as the
collection of wvisible Christian Communities with a rosponsie
bility toward the community about them. Nevertheless he
believed it wholosome that the concent of the invisibls
church be preserved in order to remind tho chureh it ia also

vnder divine Juﬂgmantols

Y sebunr, Faith and History, pe 24l.

151pia., p. 242

16 v Fal b
Reinhold Niebuhr, Hature and Destiny of Han Is Human
Nature (Now Yorks Charles ScribnerTs Sond, 1041), De 130e




CHAPTER IIX

HOLINESS

iIf one would base hils argumont on a atatistical analy-
8ia of Niechuhr's stabemonts concerning tho church, it could
be succeasfully argued that Hiebuhr's chlef concora 1s with
i%s claim of holiness. Again we £ind that he largely atates
the negative aside, making as his task that of exposing the
falso clainm for holinecs of the church as a particular
historic organization.

In rogard to the chwreh, as woll as %o individuals,
Hlebuhyr maintains the glmul jusbus ot pecatuxn emphasis.l
Evory partlicular church is subject to corruption, even while
it lives under the divine worde Thus every ecclesiaatical
organization is suoject to 1ts hiatoric “admixtures of the
grace of Chriast and the pride of nationa and culburcs, e S0,
for Nigbuhy, the claim of holiness in a church body is posie
tive evidence for itz lack of holinesa, displayoed in its own
bigotry and protension, Tho church lives in tenslon, torn
between the perfection that 1g its hope and faith, and cor=

runtion which belongo to her by facte When tho church

; nilReinl'}old Niobuhr, "Rep%y 1:0 %nteiprotggionﬁagg 13
riticism, " The Libyary of Living Thaoologsy e I ed by
Charles Kezloy and 1o arE'"BraEaIE {Tew York: The llacliillan
Company, 19566),; pe 437.

2Roinhold Niebuhr, Faith and Hiastory (Now York: Charlea
Soribner?s Sons, 1949}, De 2426
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disavows this tension, mainbtaining perfoction as an accone

nlished fact, timt it actually loses tho holiness which 1t

can claime
Yet there is no commnity of grace in which there are
net resmanta and ochoas of the world'a pride of race
and clasa, If there 13 no sacramental agony in the
church sbout thia corruntior, the religious community
sasily bocomes @ seedpot of racizl pride and bigotryed
Tho claim of perfection to an historic institution, then, is
one that perveris the very core of the worlk and purpose of
the churchj namely, that of being a wlitness. For, since no
Christian conrmanilty has the perfection of Chriast as an ime-
medinte posseassion, its own olaim that it dooa will negate
i%s mossage Ly displaying hypoerisy and pretonticusness.s
The pelemic of Niebuhr's against a body which claims
for itself perfaction is largely directed against the Roman
Catholic Church, He finds the roots of its error in the
identification of the Kingdom of God with the historic
churche, This is untenable from the Christian view of his-
tory in which God is conatantly impinging upon sinful man
with grace and Jjudgment. Thus:
All Catholic errors in oversstimating the slirlessness
of the redeemod reach theoir culmination, or at least
their most vivid and striking eXpression, in the
doctrine of the church., Hore the reservations of

Augustine are forgotton; and the church is unroservedly
identified with the Kingdom of Gode It 1s the

SIbide, pe 241e

S1bid,
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"societey norfecta.” It 4is the sole dispensor of

grace, ita visible head assumes the title: "vVicar

of Christ™ which appears blasphemous from the

persvectivo of a prophetic view of historye.®
The church which doca not take seriocusly human ain cannob
take the judgment of Cod on human institutions seriously.
For 4o claim porfection for oneself a2s an accompllishod and
fulfilled fact allows little humility before Cod or mahne
Again Wiebuhr asaecrts,

Protostantiom 1s ripght in inslisting that Cathecliciasm

identifies the church too simply witk the Kingdom of

Cod, This ldentification, which allows a relizlous

ingtitution; involved in all the relastivitiss of

hiatory, to claim unconditioncd truth for its doctrincs

and wnconditioned moral authority for its gtandards,

nekes It Just enother Gool of human pride.
This clugim of the Hoamacn Church is derived from a misunder=
gtanding, or direct misusc, of St. Avgustine's identification
of the City of Ged with the historic churche’ And thia
falae i1dontification leads the church today, wherever it is
acecepted, to persccute tho enemies of its human Institutlons
ag 1f they were always the eremies of GoceS

oy can the chuveh, and liebuhyr again secoms to be

"-J- - -, w
YReinhold Nigbuhr, lature and Destiny of lian ITs Huua

Lagtiny (How York: Charlos Seribner’s sSons, L945), De

G, : ' s s
Roinhold liebuhr, Nature and Deatiny of lian I: Huma
Destiny (Now Yorks Charles toribnerts Sons, 1941, 5. 205

"Ibid., p. 216.

BIbidl', 'D- 202.
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apeaking primarily aboub the Homan Churchy base its claim
for holiness on the porfoction of itn saints to whom grace
vias givon immediately and diroctl‘g.g Hlecbuhr doas not argue
againgt the nerfeot piety of these individuals, but rathor
pointo out that these are far outwoighed.

Without suwch faith and hopo tho church seeks to

vindiecate itself by tho virtuwes of its martyrs and its

sainta. ﬁ?lﬁ.g vindication never gvélls in the end

beecause the "godless® are always able to find for

every martyr and ssint in the church a score of plous

frauds or reliziougly inspired bigots or self-prightoous

Pharlsoos 10
The only wmy in which the church could successfully rsefute
the jeers of the scentics concerning the bhlamelessness of 1ts
life would e to jJjuatify the »lse and fall of false trutha
vhich use it os thoir vehicle.ll Hotwithatanding Ghe above
regservations, HNiebuhr stlll shows a groat respect for the
teroes and martyrs of the faith as a living power within
the churchel®

In the nreceding chapter we have alroady discussed
Hiobuhr's attitude toward the "holy things™ of the church,

fe0e, the sacraments, as meana of grace, as a possession

vhich has nothing to do with the oneness of the churche It

®niobuhr, Faith gnd History, pe 240.

10120., pe 239

llzliebmm, Hoture gnd Deatiny of lan IXs Human Destiny,
De 128, '

12554 nhold Kiocbuhr, "The Captive Churches,® Christionity
gnd Crigls, CCX119 (November 15, 1950), 1d5e &
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is alsc true that the holiness of the church cannot be based
on ita possession of "holy things.” Tothing possessed by
the churcheethe sacraments, the ministry, or anything elgo--
is fvree Trom corruption any more than its poovlees The vory
atvempt o base tho helinesa of the church on the holiness
of ita sacraments indientes in itself that thoy aro subject
o corruptione
The very fact, however, that the sacraments moy be the
ingtruaments of the final pretension of various frage
ments of the chwrch proves that thoy sre also subject
e corruntions They easily degenorate into & magic
7hich glives an unrepentant heart an even cheapor socu-
rliy before Gho final judgment than any simplec morslism,
When the cachatological tenslon disappears from the
sacramanta, sacramental piety Lecomes a sourgce of a
particularly griovous religious complacsencys
furthermore, the attempt to fasten the claim of holiness
to the chureh on the basis of Lts possossion of holy things
rosulbs in an idolatry. For 1t conbters devotion on a human
institution, looking for a power which transcends all human
povers This tends o confuse the church with God Himaelfe
Hiobuhr sees this ss a Reformation insight, for the
Reformation
detects in the church control of religious dosma a new
form of idolatry on the Christian level. Hereo a human
inatisubtion centers 1life and history around itsell; it

does this by "possessing™ the truth which transcends
all truth gnd by pretending to dispense "grace’ which

18 1ebuhr, Felth and History, pe 242.
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is a power beyond all human power and 1s operative
only when humon powers recognize their own limita.lé

For when the church claims to possess the power of Cod 4in
"holy ‘things" or tho wosns of grace in the sacraucnts, it
resulis in the confinement of the powor of CGCod. This roba
the freedom of Cod and binds Him within human limits. When
this happens, licbuhr afflrms that both mediated and une
meodloted grace is cbacured, for mediatod grace becomes bound
o an institutilon, and unmedicted grace ls deniad. Speaking

of the Homan Church he says,

Its conception of tho fulfillment of 1ife was marred by
1%0 confinoment of the power of grace to a humnehise

torical institubtion. In thoe realm of the spiritual and
moral liie this meant that grace was bound %o sacra=-
monts, institutlonally controlled and mediated. Silnce
"crace” stands for powers and possibilitles beyond all
huenan posuibilitios, this represents an intolerable
confinement of the frecdom of God within human limitae
"The wind bloweth where it listeth,"” said Joous o
Kicodemuss and that is a picturesque description of' the
frecdom of divine grsco in higtory, working miracles
without any "by your loave! of the pricst or churchelS

But it must not be said that Hiebuhr negstes the valide
ity of the means of grace. The means of grace remain in the
churchi a power for her boconing what she is, for achieving

perfaation.lG God works where he wills, wherever the voice

14y ebubr, Nature and Destiny of Men IIs [wmn Destiny,

DDe 151=52.

185p18., pp. 207-084

lsl-liobuhr, Faith and History, pe 242,
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of Christ is hoard, together with or apart from the "holy
things™ of the church. Tho sacraments can only bear witnoas
©o the voice thab it may be heard. So it 1s also. truo that
the holincss of the elmrch can not be based on holy order
or a doctrine of the Holy Ministry, for these also only bear
witnegs o a holiness which is still above thome>!

Although MNiebuhr will not recornize Hhe holiness of tho
church as a »erfection of a particulasr organization, derived
either from the holiness of its saints, or from its posseg-
silon of "holy things," nevertheless he does admit that the
attribute of holincsa can rightly be aagcribed to the church,
Eut this holiness is not full possession of tho church,
but rather something continually ontering upon it from withe
oute It is a gifty it i= grace, and it always becomes mixed
with hamsn sine ° This holiness is not medlated by God o
organizatiors or institutiona but to individuals who recoive
1% by faithy it is a quality which cannot be modilated by any=
thing hmmanel® This 1s the perfection which comes to Chrisge

tlans when they recogznize the crosa as the "necoasary ransom

17 zeinno1a Tiebuhr, "The Rounion of the Church through
tho Renowal of the Churches,™ Chrigtianity and Crisgis, VII:20
(Hoverber 24, 1947), b -

18y sebunw, Faith and History, pe 242.

19taiebuh1-, Hature and Dostiny of liapn I: Hucan Haturs,
De 804

e
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~ for many. Thus the holiness of the church can only be

found in relation to the forgiveness of sinse Hicbuhr even
congratulates thie Roman Church ingsofar ag it convinces its
adherenta that they avre forgiven sirmera.zl So it is that
he defines ths churche
It is a community which does not fear the f£inal judgment,
not because it is compogsed of sinless saints but because
it is a commmanity of forgiven sinnera, who lknow that
judcoment is mereiful if it is not evaded.®2
S0 the holineas of the church lies in God!s gilving it holile
nesa, which is ostensibly its assured posseasion, but which
18 not fully realized historicallye<v
Ultime tely, then, it becomes clear that the holiness
of the church consists in theo holinesgs of Qod, for it can
only possess 1t as a 2ifte AL one point, Niebuhr bocomes
exnlicit on this polnt.
it remaing a fact, neveriholess, that the church 1s
divided by every partisan interest of geographical or
racial, economic or political origine That fact alono
is proof that the sanctity of the church does not cone

gist in the ;;:;oodneoa of its members but in the holinoss
of 1ts. Lorde~s

mﬁiebuiw, Mature and Destiny O n Iis Human Destiny,

2lReinhold Nicbuhr, "Has the Church any Authority? "
Christianity and Crisis, X35 (April 3, 1950), 36

221ebuhr, Falth and History, p. 238
Z1bide, pe 2400

24n0inhold Niebuhr, "Can the Church Give a lioral Lead?"
Chrigtianity end Crisis, VIIIsl4 (August 2, 1948), 10Ge
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2

But the church is holy not only in the sonse that it
worghips a holy Lord, but also in tho sense that it is the
community in which the holiness of Cod impinges. This doeg
not mean that the Christian commmunilty comes %0 posaeas
holineas in toballty, bubt that it is constantly in the proc-
ess of rocelving it. It 1s a matter of "having and not
baving,"

Heagson was bound to find difficulty in understanding
that the faith and the grace by which we stand beyond
the contradictiona and ambiguitiecs of history is no
gimple possessiong that it ia a having and not havings
and that, claimed as a securs posgession, it becomes a
vehlcle of the sin Trom which it ostensibly cmancie

pateg 20 ,

The church iz always in a state of tension betweon having

and not having perfection, Niebuhr £inds in Christ's
encounter with Peter, in which Peter trles o dissuade Christ
from guffering, an illustration of this two-fold aspect of
the perfection of the church,.

This encounter is an accurate gymbolic description of
;ho mixture of the ultimate and human viewnoints which
remain in the Christian church throughout the agzes.
Ingofar as it is tho community in which Jesus 1s
acknowledged as the Lord, it is a new community, dif-
ferent from all other human commmnities, Ingofar as
it jeinz in Petorfa abhorrence of the Cross, it is a
ginful community, engulied in the sscurities and
insccuritics of human history.=6

-

2Sysebunr, lature and Destiny of an II: Huwsan Destiny,
PDs 14%edB,e

26y 1ebulr, Falth and History, pe 147 (note).
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Thus the perfoction of the church is ultimately a
nrocesse It la compossd in the one senge of Christians who
now reipgn with Christ and of sinners who oppose God, and
with this saradox, the church "pursues its course toward
perfection, "7
In the last analysis, the hollness of the church, like
ilts oneness, is an cachatological emphasis. The tension
between having and not baving is rosolvﬁd in its fruibion;
1t 1o projected into the future. So when Hiabuhr'spoaks of
the holiness of tho church, he mostly refers to the church
gachatologically. The church is constantly in the state of
tecoming what it is, The church can thus only make the
claim of holinoss for itself on the basis of Cod’s working
in 1t with judgmont and mercy to this goal of perfection.
Wiithout the final eschatological emphnsis ths church
. claine to be the Kingdom of Gode Actually it is that
community whers the Kingdom of God impinges most une-
mistakably upon higtory boecauge it is the community
where the Jjucgmont and mercy of CGod are known, »iercing
throupgh all the pride end pretensions of men and trang-
forming their lives.ob
And conversaely, wnenever the church faila to realize that
its perfection 1s cnly an eschatological rsality, it becomea
nerverteds I6 is the eschatological emphnsis which keeps tho

church Mumble and opon o faith and honee

2Ty4ebubr, Hature and Destiny of Map IT: Human Destiny,
De 158

28R1ebuhr, Faith and Higtorv, De 239e
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:t“, .:.:iwz?is! the crmech io aluays 1ln danger of bocoming

5';1151-':';*.1‘.1::1: becuuse it 1z nob surficlently eschatologi=-

c:‘.-l. ¢ lives %oo littlo Ly faith and hope, and too

much by -JI-O nretensions of its righteonsnesseed

The greoat symbol of the eschutologlcal gqualification of
the holy church is the sanersment of the Lord's Sunper. It
is in the ssorament that the church looks with longing on
the nericetion of Christ, and in whioh 1t follows that mane
date of Chelst to "do ihis in rvomembrance of mo, " thinking
algo of Paulls declaration that "as often as ve eat of this
bresd and drink of thoe cup, ye do ghew Lhe Lord'a death $ill

he c.--:u::c.“'-'"{} 6 in this sgecramont that thes church gimalta-

N
L]

neounaly recornlizes it is not having final perfection, and the
ultlimato perfection that belongs to ite It recornizes both
the sin of Uhe church in fact, and porfection of the church
in graceo ctill to be achleved.

Yhis cschatological emphasis in-the asacrament is a

true cnpresaion of the osciaatological character of . the
churche It Goea not bhave the unity in faet which 1t
desircs in principlo, Tho divisions of history and the
chasmo of nature and ain leoave their rerk uson it., IU
cannot overcome them comnletely in fuct;; bub 1t would
overcome thom more completely than it deoeg if it would
socosnize ita inobility to overcome them more contritelye
e ¢« o The church would have the more srace, if' 1t admite
ted thet the truth vas subjecet to the naradox of having
and not havinge.ol

o

20rnia,

D1bid., pe 261e

: f’lvmouhr, Hagure gnd Dostiny II¢ luman Destiny, pe 226
note) e |
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In Hilebuhr?s thought, the sscraments arc only uged properly
when they illustrate this imporbant qualification of the
perfectlion of the cihmrche In this sense, tho sacraments are
alsc Lo be considered nocegsary in the church. 'A communlty
of grace which lives by faith and hope rmat be sacramental,™
he says, for they "symbolisze the having and not having of
final virbue," but they must be used cautiously, lest the
church pretend to have achieved that parfection.az

This oschatological quality of the perfection of the
chirgh is woll suamarized by Fe Le Allen when, in describing
Micbuhrls thought on Kingdom of God, he writes,

the truth of prophotic religion, and of Christianity

in so far ag Christianity is truly prophetic, must

swrvive the tempests.of a dying civilization ag an

arik survivesg tho floode.e « ¢ Tho hopes widlch goes

unfulfillod in tilme may come to frultion in eternitye

Thore is a Hingdom of Cod which lics beyond our

success and fallure, into which the one is bullit and

Ly which the other is redeemed, Our final satisfaction

ig wherc our heartls allegiance is, in the City whlch
bath foundations, whose bullder and naker is God «®°

522 obulr, Faith end History, pe 240e

995, L. Allen, A Guido o the Thousht of Reinhold
Iiiebuhr: Christianity and Sociely, London: Hodder and
ous On,n--.pc4o




CHAPTER IV
CATHOLICITY

Hiebuhy dooa not address himself dlrectly to the
Catholicity of the church. This guality of the church seens
rather to be talton for granted. By the very nature of the
church it cannot be anything by catholic, for as soon as the
catholicity is lost, the church caters to the prejudices of
& particular groupe When this happens, tho church is no
longer the Christian church is tho fulleat gonsoet

Often the attribubte of Catholicity i1s taken to mean the
universality of church: that is, that the message of the
churclh anplies to all peoplea everywhere. NKiebuhr does not
deny this, but this is not the place where he would place
the omphasis, For him, the cathollcity of the church has
1little to do with its geogranhic covorage, but refers rather
to that guality of the message of the church which bregks
down all the barriers which divide mankind from each others
For a particular church to claim catholicity on tho grounds
of its peographic omnipresence is to cater to pride and

pretentiouanass.2

lroinhold Niebuhr, Christisn Reslism and Political
] 2 De 14.

Problems (New Vork: Charles Soribner's Sons,

2Reinhold Iliebuhr, Faith and History (Few Yorks Charles

Seribner's Sons, 1949), De 209
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But the faplications of catholleity o beyond geograshe-
ic universality, though the chmwch has boen slow to grasp
this facte Cathelicity ought to bo understood as tho do=
gtruction all barriers to universal brotherhoodes Eut the
Christion church ig all too often zullty of augmenting
haran nride wihich desives to belong to on exclusive groupes
"It romaing a foct,” he says, "that the church is divided by
overy partisan interost of geographlc or racizl, econocmic or
politic origin.”® This is true regardless of the aroa which
a8 church body covers, or the vehemency of its claims o
catholicity, The cherge is largely directod against the
clainms of the Homan Catholic Church, In it, FHisbuhr rascog-
nizes indicatlons of Roman or Anglo-Saxon traditions, which,
thouch insisting on catholicity, must remaln provinclal. To
bage the claim of catholicity on the area of tﬁa church, on
tho universality of ite doctrines, indicates a pride which
exnoaes its im;lausibility.é

The truly catholic church, then, is onc that does not
ally itself with any particular clasa,-society, nationg or
races It is one thot is in Ghe proceas of transcending all
human boundariea to fellowshine. The catholic church is

always in a strusgle te prevent itself from finding its

SReinhold Nicbuhr, "Can the Church Give a lioral Lead?"
Christianity and Crisis, VIII:l4 (August 2, 1948), 105,

Yr1ebunr, Falth and History, pe. 289
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gccurily in an egocentric group. To base this argumnent,

Hlebuhr anplies to the atatement of St. Psul that Christ,

vho was not exnected either by Jew nor Greek, "is neverthe=

less unto thom which are called both Jews and Croeks, the

the power of God and wisdom of God, "2

the catholic church is above and boyond i1ts national tiles.

The revelation of God calls the Christian churech into a2 now

conmmanity which is not any particular coumuniity, but is every-

where that God's revelation is recsived by falth. Thuss

The ~.ccowuéf-ce off that rovelation in falth involves

@ radical break in the comrmunity in which the rovelge.

'L_um. ocoure It ceases to be g particular peopls or

atione %ho rovelatlon creatos an “Israel of God”

{Gal, 6:18) which is rathered togeother upon the basla

Q‘I

its weceptance of the revelation by faithe®

This, then, is the meaning of the cathollecity of the

chuzehiy

interest

all mon

If‘
o

That the church ms & group sheds all its selia
to tlre end that 1t ocan alm at tho goal of uniting
with 1¢¥s messapee S0 Niebuhr ad.-::onihea.

tho slogun that the Church should bo the Clmareh is
have 8 meaning other than its withdrawal from the

Thugs the alliance of

world, must it not mosn that by prayor and fasting 16
has at least extricated 1ltself in some degree from its

entarmusing allisnces with thisg or that class, race and
netlion @0 that it may speak the word of God more pursly,

and more fcrthrighi:l:; to oach man and natione’

Destiny (Fow York: Charles ©s ccribner’s

Rainlmld lilebulir, }zature and Dest:lg; ofg}.an IIs I g
E,' De o4

i1 obuhr, Faith and History, pe 148.
7l~Iiebuhr, Christion Reaslism and Political Problems,

be 114,
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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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