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The Lordship of Christ and the Gathering of the Church:
Hauerwas’s Debts to the 1948 Barth-Niebuhr Exchange

Brandon L. Morgan

This essay explores the disagreements between Karl Barth and Reinhold 
Niebuhr on the role of Christology in Christian ethical judgment that 
arose at the inaugural World Council of Churches (WCC) assembly, held at 
Amsterdam in August-September 1948. I want to highlight how the work of 
Stanley Hauerwas repositions their Christological concerns as ecclesiological 
concerns. This repositioning will be shown to index Hauerwas’s Christian 
ethics to the same set of impasses explicated in the Barth-Niebuhr exchange. 

First I will recount the interactions between Barth and Niebuhr, 
attending to places in their theological work that allow me to trace the 
contours of their disagreement about the definitiveness of Christ’s lordship 
and its implications for how Christians should address social and ethical 
concerns. It will become apparent that Niebuhr’s skepticism about a more 
‘realized’ account of Christological lordship entails a residual anxiety about 
global survival, an anxiety that Barth’s account of Christological finality 
seemingly dissolves. Niebuhr’s ‘survivalism’ implies the church’s participation 
in balancing political power relations, while Barth’s theology implies the 
church’s witnessing to the objective reality accomplished in Christ. 

With these differences in mind, I will turn to Hauerwas’s With the Grain 
of the Universe to address his critiques of Barth’s and Niebuhr’s attenuated 
account of the church, arguing that Hauerwas risks conflating both Barth’s 
account of Christological finality and Niebuhr’s anxious survivalism. Then 
I will suggest how Hauerwas’s turn to the church need not be a turn from 
Barth’s distinction between Christ’s lordship and the church (a distinction 
worth maintaining, given that the church’s future is relatively inexplicable 
to itself). 
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Battle of the “Super-Theologians”1

It is perhaps a misconstrual to describe the interactions between Barth and 
Niebuhr as a “battle,” though this is how the narrative usually runs. This is 
likely because, long before Barth took the podium at the inaugural Council 
in 1948, Niebuhr had been aggressively criticizing Barth and Barthians 
for advocating political quietism and otherworldliness for some 20 years.2 
Although these critiques never produced a sustained response from Barth, 
the assumption is that their disagreements placed the two at considerable 
odds, which is most certainly evident in their theological writings and 
respective conference presentations.3

The theme of the 1948 conference was “Man’s Disorder and God’s 
Design,” and the purpose was to “represent the burning concerns of all 
the churches in this crisis of civilization.”4 Barth’s address was entitled “No 
Christian Marshall Plan,” which implied that the responsibility of the churches 
should not be modeled on the US Marshall Plan (initiated in April 1948), 
which granted financial support for rebuilding European nations after the 
devastation of World War II. Barth thought the title of the conference should 
be reversed, taking “God’s Design” as the logically primary fact through 
which to interpret the world’s disorders: “It is written, we should first seek 
God’s Kingdom and his righteousness, so that all we need in relation to the 
world’s disorder may be added unto us.”5 Christians should not begin from 

1 The phrase “Super-Theologians” comes from a published recounting of the interaction 
between Barth and Niebuhr at a meeting in Geneva in 1954 in preparation for the second 
WCC in Evanston, Illinois. See Henry Pitney Van Dusen, “The ‘Super-Theologians’ Meet,” 
Union Seminary Quarterly Review 7, no. 2 (January 1952): 25-26. 
2 The most pointed essays against Barth and Barthians are found in Reinhold Niebuhr, Essays 
in Applied Christianity (New York: Meridian Books, 1959), 141-93.  
3 A number of texts helpfully recount this event: Scott R. Erwin, The Theological Vision of 
Reinhold Niebuhr’s The Irony  of American History: “In the Battle and Above it” (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2013); Gary Dorrien, The Barthian Revolt in Modern Theology (Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000); William Inboden, Religion and American Foreign 
Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of Containment (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2008); 
Edward Duff, The Social Thought of the World Council of Churches (New York: Association 
Press, 1956). 
4 Man’s Disorder and God’s Design: The Amsterdam Assembly Series (New York: Harper & 
Brothers Publishers, 1948), General Preface. 
5 Karl Barth, “No Christian Marshall Plan,” Christian Century, December 1948, 1330. 
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ecclesial disunion, contemporary culture, or the threat of the atomic bomb 
as the gathering point for ethical action, but rather should remain faithful 
to Christ’s “already come, already victorious, already founded Kingdom 
in all its majesty—our Lord Jesus Christ, who has already robbed sin and 
death, the devil and hell of their power, and already vindicated divine and 
human justice in his own person.”6 Barth accused the anxiousness of WCC 
congregations to ameliorate global disorder as an attempt to Christianize 
humanity by setting up “an order of justice and peace embracing our whole 
planet.”7 The WCC had forgotten that Christ’s church is not a “continuation 
of the incarnation of the Word of God” where Christ’s lordship falls under 
the “sovereign power and administrative control of Christendom.”8 The 
church is not the source of the world’s salvation.

For Barth, Christ in his divine lordship—“in his accomplished work 
of reconciliation on the cross [and] in his resurrection as the sign of the new 
age”9—rules the world far better than the church. Already evident in this 
analysis of the conference theme is an axiomatic distinction Barth makes 
throughout his theology between the Christian community gathered by 
Christ as its head and Lord and the effective freedom of Christ’s lordship, 
which is “fully present” to the community but “also entirely above it.”10 
The dialectical relationship between the church as a gathered human 
community and the Lord who gathers it supplies the means to question 
whether Christianity’s social task should be animated by the ever-present 
and perennial concerns of the world as if it were the world’s ruler. These 
concerns, like the poor, will always be among us. Thus, “we ought to give 

6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid. This distinction runs throughout Church Dogmatics and is related to the dialectical 
procedures Barth often uses to make his distinctions. Thus he says in Church Dogmatics 
IV.3.2, “[The church] resembles Him, and the lordship of God set up in Him, and the calling 
of all humanity and all creatures to the service of God as it has gone forth in Him. Neither 
it nor anyone else can or should ascribe to it more than a resemblance to this first and final 
reality, and to its revelation as it has already taken place and has still to take place. It is not 
identical with it” (793). Similarly in I.1, Barth says of church dogma that “The Word of God 
is above dogma as the heavens are above the earth” (266).  Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, 14 
vol. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishing, 2010). 
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up, even on this first day of our deliberations, every thought that the care of 
the church, the care of the world, is our care.”11 Such anxieties are the “root 
and ground of all human disorder: the dreadful, godless, ridiculous opinion 
that man is the Atlas who is destined to bear the dome of heaven on his 
shoulders.”12  

Niebuhr’s published response to Barth’s Amsterdam address in 
Christian Century magazine reveals their theological divergence, which 
I suggest is Christological in nature. Niebuhr’s article, entitled “We Are 
Men and Not God,” claimed that Barth’s account of Christ’s lordship 
amounted to a “realized eschatology” and implied that Barth allowed his 
Christological claims to overwhelm the church’s responsibilities for the 
world. Barth’s emphasis on what Christ has already accomplished avoids the 
arduous task of dying with Christ through the “crucifixion of self,” without 
which the Christian is tempted to “share the victory and the glory of the 
risen Lord.”13 For Niebuhr, the purpose of the church’s witness to Christ’s 
work is construed negatively as a way of interpreting God’s judgment upon 
individuals and nations in order to “disclose the possibilities of repentance” 
and divine mercy. By emphasizing the “assurance of God’s final triumph 
over all human rebellions,”14 Barth ignores the rebellions and perplexities for 
which Christians require strategies of moral discernment. 

These strategies reflect the constructive side of Niebuhr’s argument 
with Barth. Not only does Barth’s account of Christ’s triumph deemphasize 
the judgmental work Christ’s death performs, it also neglects the “tortuous 
and difficult task of achieving a tolerable justice.”15 Niebuhr views Barth’s 
revolutionary hope as a form of political withdrawal that sidesteps human 
anxieties by overcoming them proleptically in Christ’s reconciling act. The 
church becomes an ark to survive the flood and remains the secluded home 
for Christians amid political turmoil. Niebuhr concludes his critique with 
rhetorical poignancy:

[Barth] is now in danger of offering a crown without a cross, 

11 Barth, “No Christian Marshall Plan,” 1331. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid.
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid.
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a triumph without a battle, a scheme of justice without the 
necessity of discrimination, a faith which has annulled rather 
than transmuted perplexity—in short, a too simple and 
premature escape from the trials and perplexities, the duties 
and tragic choices, which are the condition of our common 
humanity. The Christian faith knows of a way through these 
sorrows, but not of a way around them.16

For both men, Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection implied specific 
norms for Christian participation in contemporary social or political 
circumstances. Not only does their exchange summarize their acute 
differences regarding Christ and social ethics, it also suggests the terms in 
which 20th-century Christian ethics would continue to be thematized. The 
terms never changed for Barth or Niebuhr throughout their interactions, 
despite the many theological developments found within their vast output. 
Nevertheless, it will help to examine specific passages in their published 
works in order to display their disagreements about the efficaciousness of 
Christ’s reconciling act and its implication for Christian social ethics. 

Christ’s Reconciling Act in Niebuhr and Barth
Niebuhr’s Anthropological Christology  
While Niebuhr’s Christology primarily functions in a negative way as 
a hermeneutic of judgment, I do not mean to suggest that Jesus does not 
function anywhere in Niebuhr’s theology as a positive model for Christian 
action. Indeed, in An Interpretation of Christian Ethics, dating from 1935, 
Niebuhr begins to argue that Jesus’ perfect love ethic of self-sacrifice is 
“the most adequate metaphysical and psychological framework for the 
approximation of the ideal of love in human life.”17 By this he means that Jesus’ 
ethical demands were a form of religious perfectionism or “love absolutism  
. . . that maintains a critical vigor against the most inevitable and subtle 
forms of self-assertion.”18 However, because Niebuhr also believes, and never 
stopped believing, that self-assertion or egoism is a perpetual and inevitable 

16 Ibid., 1340. 
17 Reinhold Niebuhr, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (San Francisco, CA: HarperCollins, 
1987 [1935]), 132.
18 Ibid., 30.
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outcome of human nature, an effect of our dualistic selves as both flesh and 
spirit, bound and free, the law of love that Jesus establishes in the Sermon on 
the Mount inevitably performs a critical function, revealing the inadequacy 
of human ethical achievements. Moreover, Jesus’ perfectionist love ethic, 
which is established as law, is embodied among human communities as a 
relative account of mutuality or, in the political sphere, equal justice. While 
certain cases may suggest that individuals can be said to ascend the scale 
of moral possibilities of loving action,19 this cannot be said about groups, 
much less about nations, which are of greater concern for Niebuhr than 
ethics for individuals. Thus, he stresses Jesus’ law of love as negating human 
presumption more than offering a positive example. 

It is in this direction of negating human presumption that Niebuhr’s 
Christology develops, mapping out a means of interpreting the 
anthropological reality of pride (God’s judgment) and contrition (God’s 
mercy)20 through the symbolizing of a crucifixion and resurrection of self. 
Thus the cross “declares that what seems to be an inherent defect in life itself 
is really a contingent defect in the soul of each man, the defect of the sin 
which he commits in his freedom.”21 This individuated but universal defect 
in human self-assertion comes to full recognition through the cross and, 
following it, the kingdom of God. Christ’s act and the subsequent image of 
the kingdom that Christ preaches in the gospels do not destroy the sinful 
world or the sin within it but fully reveal its nature as egoistic.22 “The 
righteousness of the Kingdom of God stands above it and condemns it.”23 
It is “relevant to every moment of history as an ideal possibility and as a 

19 Ibid., 124. 
20 Unfortunately, Niebuhr’s Christology is little studied among his interpreters and advocates. 
Some older exceptions are Paul Lehmann, “The Christology of Reinhold Niebuhr,” in 
Reinhold Niebuhr: His Religious, Social, and Political Thought, ed. Charles W. Kegley and 
Robert W. Bretall (New York: Macmillan, 1956) and  J. M. Lochman, “The Problem of Realism 
in Niebuhr’s Christology,” Scottish Journal of Theology 11 (1958): 253-64. A recent and helpful 
account is Paul R. Kolbet, “Rethinking the Christological Foundations of Reinhold Niebuhr’s 
Christian Realism,” Modern Theology 26, no. 3 (2010): 437-65.  
21 Reinhold Niebuhr, Beyond Tragedy: Essays on the Christian Interpretation of History (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1937), 168. 
22 Ibid., 183.
23 Ibid. 
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principle of judgment.”24 The cross and the kingdom enter into the world as 
a negation of human violence and testify that “the Lord is crucified afresh in 
every human action.”25

The revelation of the cross and the resurrection of Christ reflect 
symbolically “the crucifixion of self-abandonment and the resurrection 
of self-discovery.”26 These anthropological categories are matched by the 
theological pairs of contrition or repentance (i.e., “a contrite recognition of 
the elements of pretension and false completion”27) and faith or “grace,”28 
which reflects a process of drawing the self “out of itself despite itself into 
the love of God and neighbor.”29 From God’s side, Niebuhr relates these pairs 
of the self ’s dynamism as products of judgment and mercy. The recognition 
of judgment through acknowledging one’s fundamental assertiveness 
compels acceptance of the other, and thus the coming-to-be of the fallen yet 
forgiven self whose fragmented history now bears subjectively or internally 
the narrative of God’s relation to history in Christ. In Paul Kolbert’s words, 
“Christ, therefore, in his life and death provides a principle of judgment that 
condemns the sinful misconstitution of human life, as well as a certain grace 
that when ‘appropriated inwardly’ overcomes false hopes and despair and 
frees one ‘to live a life of serenity and creativity.’”30 

The Christological moment for Niebuhr is also, and perhaps 
simultaneously, an anthropological moment. When viewed subjectively 
by faith, Christ supplies the meaning amid the fragmentary contingency 
of history, namely that while there is judgment on human pride, there is 
mercy ascertained through human faith. The recognition of the prideful, 
contrite self is modeled upon Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection as the 
anthropological movement of self-assertion through self-denial to a new self 
of gratitude. While Niebuhr often elaborates his Christology in terms of a 

24 Ibid., 286. 
25 Ibid., 283. 
26 Reinhold Niebuhr, Faith and History: A Comparison of Christian and Modern Views of 
History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1949), 149. 
27 Ibid., 151.
28 Niebuhr often places ‘grace’ in scare quotes. 
29 Ibid., 175. 
30 Kolbet, “Rethinking Christological Foundations,” 449, quoting Reinhold Niebuhr, The 
Nature and Destiny of Man (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 2: 57-58. 
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hermeneutic of self, he nevertheless views its benefits as gravitating to the 
political sphere. Thus he can suggest that “the possibilities of . . . ‘new life 
through death’” are relevant to “the destiny of civilization.”31 The experience 
of judgment and repentance can “establish the validity of the Christian 
doctrine of life through death for the collective, as well as for the individual, 
organism.”32

What becomes apparent is that Niebuhr develops his Christology 
in order to provide a hermeneutic of recognition and judgment for the 
anthropological and collective ailments of human pride and self-assertion. 
Christology is an explanatory discourse about the experience of human 
sinful existence and the movement from judgment into contrition, 
forgiveness, and gratitude. But because his Christology often takes the shape 
of anthropological description, with crucifixion and resurrection affixed 
to the self ’s movement from abnegation to renewal, it becomes impossible 
for him to advance any objective form of Christ’s lordship, fully realized or 
not. The resourcing of his Christological reflections to explain the self and 
its fragmentation performs only a negative critical task, and stands above 
earthly individuals and institutions not in the mode of lordship but as an 
abstract critical principle. 

Niebuhr undoubtedly intended to develop his symbolical account of 
Christ’s reconciling act in just this way. But the underlying flaw is that his 
abstract mode of critical appraisal remains wholly divorced from historical 
exemplification. While his Christ is wholly “transcendent,” this is a weakness. 
Other means of political deliberation beyond an existential response to Christ 
as a symbol of the self are not made theologically available. Christ reveals the 
world as it is, but does not change it. Thus, Niebuhr’s Christological ethic is 
insufficient to alter one’s view of the world as a scene of strife. 

Since there are no “martyr nations”33 who forego their collective pride 
in the wake of Christ’s act, the anxiety about the risks of international politics, 
particularly given the atomic bomb, remain unabashedly disconcerting 
for Niebuhr. This is evident in the meticulous attention he paid to foreign 
political affairs throughout his life, producing a number of insightful and 

31 Niebuhr, Faith and History, 223. 
32 Ibid., 226.
33 Ibid., 230. 
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perspicacious writings. While he claims that “the believer is challenged to 
become engaged in the sorrows and sufferings of the world” because she 
worships a God whose peace is “the triumph of the Cross,”34 this triumph is 
at best existentially available and thus invisible to the political scene, which, 
as noted earlier, was at the forefront of Niebuhr’s concern. The gathering of 
the Christian community is inevitably animated by the strife of global affairs. 
This differs significantly from Barth’s claim that the community is gathered 
by the election of Christ and for no other political reason. 

Barth’s Christological Realism 
Because Barth’s whole theology is basically an impressive elaboration of 
Christology, it is impossible to summarize his thoughts here about Christ’s 
crucifixion and resurrection. I only hope to indicate why his account of 
Christ’s lordship necessarily pits him against Niebuhr. For Barth, Christ’s 
reconciling act of crucifixion and resurrection entails the judgment of sinful 
humanity and along with it the “old aeon”35 of the world.36 It is a form of 
theological realism which reconfigures through its historical instantiation 
the fact of human existence before God. So, “if God in Jesus Christ has 
reconciled the world with Himself this also means that in Him He has made 
an end, a radical end, of the world which contradicts and opposes Him, 
that an old aeon, our world-time . . . has been brought to an end.”37 The 
cross of Christ is a “decision and act of God which has taken place actually, 
irrevocably, and with sovereign power. It is a completed fact, to which 
nothing can be added by us in time or in eternity.”38

The finality of Christ’s cross as the Father’s form of judgment upon 
human sin, combined with an emphasis on the objectively real impact of 
such an event, inscribes within the created sphere the already fulfilled act 
of reconciliation that God through Christ has accomplished. Its finality is a 

34 Reinhold Niebuhr, The Self and the Dramas of History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1955), 226.
35 Barth, Church Dogmatics  IV.1, 294.
36 Ibid., 310. “[T]hese two acts of God with and after one another are the two basic events of 
the one history of God with a sinful and corrupt world, His history with us as perverted and 
lost creatures.”
37 Ibid., 294.
38 Ibid., 296. 
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given: “the power and lordship of the Son of Man, which as such reach and 
affect all men, the whole anthropological sphere, and therefore concretely 
ourselves as individuals” is not merely a possibility, but “a reality, an event 
which in its scope is actually determinative of all human existence.”39 In 
questioning this reality, we might just as well question the “ground on which 
we walk or the air with which we breathe.”40 

Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection entails the moment of his 
exaltation as the Lord of human life and history, separating the “old that 
is made past in Him and the new that is already present in Him.”41 For 
Barth, there is no end to these entailments. “[T]he anthropological sphere 
is genuinely dominated by the Son of Man as its Lord, and therefore . . . 
our knowledge of ourselves is included and enclosed in the knowledge of 
Jesus.”42 Barth’s understanding of the finality of Christ’s lordship places him 
at odds with Niebuhr, who sees Christ’s reconciling act as an interpretive 
lens for the anthropological dynamism of a self already fully defined and 
elaborated. The Christ event is, for Niebuhr, a revelatory “overlay” to the 
facts of experience, whose entailments fail to gain historical traction for 
re-evaluating one’s view of the world. George Hunsinger provides a helpful 
description of the difference: 

Niebuhr exemplifies the kind of theology which thinks in terms 
of the real and the ideal. Niebuhr thought of love, for example, 
as representing an unattainable ideal. . . . Niebuhr’s concept of 
the real was grounded in his anthropology of sin so that love 
. . . could only be conceived as a critical but elusive ideality. . . . 
Barth, by contrast . . . was theocentric. It was God who set the 
terms for what was real. Thus Barth and Niebuhr both used 
the term “impossible possibility,” but in diametrically opposite 
ways. What for Barth was the touchstone of reality (love) was for 
Niebuhr the ‘impossible possibility,’ whereas what for Barth was 
the ‘impossible possibility’ (sin) was for Niebuhr the touchstone 

39 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.2, 267. 
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid., 268. 
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of reality.43

Though this comparison risks oversimplification, it conveys the 
substantial reason for Barth’s viewing the task of the Christian community 
to be a witness to the events of Christ already accomplished. Indeed, these 
events become the definitive grounding of reality and thus establish the 
parameters of Christian ethical response. This is further shown in Barth’s 
differentiating the church from Christ’s lordship, a concern Niebuhr was also 
pressed to emphasize, while nevertheless sustaining Christ as the church’s 
unalterable founder and gatherer. According to Barth, Christ as the Son 
of God is not only the Lord over time. “He also lives, speaks and acts . . . 
in time and therefore as participant in what takes place as our history in 
time.”44 Christ’s participation in history is imaged in the church as Christ’s 
likeness: the church “resembles Him, and the lordship of God set up in Him.” 
Christ’s lordship is the origin and founding of the church, whose ongoing 
mode of witness reflects the basis of its initial gathering. Nevertheless, this 
relationship is unilateral; the freedom entailed in Christ’s lordship “may go 
other ways than those indicated by the human and creaturely limits of His 
community.”45 Christ’s lordship and kingdom are “not identical with” the 
community but stand over it as its impetus for existence.46 The community 
does not witness to itself as the kingdom because “Jesus Himself is the 
kingdom in all its perfection.”47 

In making this distinction Barth aims to resist the temptation to 
associate the church as the kingdom of God in an institutional form and 
thus as the arbiter of Christ’s lordship over history.48 The church’s role is 
rather to witness to Christ as distinct from it but nevertheless imaged by it. 
Thus, Christ as the head and lord of the church always stands in a dialectical 

43 George Hunsinger, How To Read Karl Barth: The Shape of His Theology (Oxford: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 1991), 38-39.
44 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.3.2, 790. 
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid., 793. 
47 Ibid., 792.
48 Barth’s argument here is elaborated as a critique of what he perceives to be the ecclesiological 
presumptions of Roman Catholicism. In this case, Barth and Niebuhr’s impetus for 
differentiating Christ from the church are relatively similar, though their constructive 
proposals go in different directions. 
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relationship with it, establishing its existence and including it as his earthly-
historical form while also standing above it and ruling it as part of the 
sphere of history. In either moment of this relationship, Barth seeks to retain 
unalterably Christ’s reconciling event as the only thing that animates the 
gathering of the Christian community. Without viewing itself as the effect 
of the event of Christ’s reconciliation and lordship, the church is a mere 
simulacrum of the Christian community—a false church. 

What this analysis brings to the surface is the theological background 
to Barth’s and Niebuhr’s exchange in Amsterdam and their disagreement 
about the church’s role in the social sphere. In suggesting that the care of the 
church and the care of the world is not a necessary burden for Christians 
to bear, Barth means to advance the freedom of the church to gather itself 
according to Christ’s reconciling act and his established lordship over it in 
history. This entails witnessing amidst the world’s disorder to the true order 
established by the finality of the Christ event. From Niebuhr’s perspective, 
this cannot but appear theologically irresponsible, since it forgoes the evident 
tasks of relative justice and balance of power that should compel the church 
to act politically. Because Christ reveals but is not efficacious for reality, any 
role Christ’s agency can continue to have is attenuated to the existential self 
and does not affect the arrangements of political collectives. 

Barth and Niebuhr are at extreme ends of a perpetual spectrum; 
they truly inhabit different worlds. This difference, however, represents the 
terms of what is at stake for the legacy of Christian ethics to the present. Is it 
possible to remain committed to an eschatologically present reality without 
giving the impression that “everything important has already happened?”49 
Is it possible to preserve the difference between Christ’s lordship and Christ’s 
church without abstracting Christology as a purely negative or critical 
discourse? Turning now to Stanley Hauerwas’s evaluation of  Barth and 
Niebuhr, I will show why these questions of the “super-theologians” are still 
taxing Christian ethics. 

Hauerwas and the Absence of Church in Barth and Niebuhr
My turn to Hauerwas is not meant to provide an exhaustive account of the 

49 Joseph L. Mangina, “Bearing the Marks of Jesus: The Church in the Economy of Salvation 
in Barth and Hauerwas,” Scottish Journal of Theology 52 (1999): 277. 
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many ways Barth and Niebuhr influenced his work. Nor in referencing With 
the Grain of the Universe do I hope to attend to the breadth of expansive 
argument he offers about their theological differences. Rather I seek to 
show how the contours of Barth’s and Niebuhr’s different ways of viewing 
Christian ethics through Christology are inherited by Hauerwas’s criticisms 
of them. Moreover, I will argue that in his 2001 Gifford Lectures Hauerwas 
repositions their Christological concerns as ecclesiological concerns, which 
is emblematic of how he indexes contemporary Christian ethics to the same 
impasses explicated in the 1948 exchange between a Niebuhrian anxious 
survivalism and a Barthian Christological freedom. While I do not intend 
to perform an outright criticism of Hauerwas here, I do want to point to a 
tension in his account of church that spawns from his attempt to wrestle with 
the differences between Barth and Niebuhr.

Hauerwas often positions himself on the side of Barth and diametrically 
opposed to Niebuhr, specifically culling from Barth the Christological center 
of theology that engenders the finality of Christ’s lordship over history. His 
Gifford Lectures express this positioning most succinctly. Along the lines 
I argued earlier, he claims that Niebuhr’s account of Christ and the cross 
“are not realities limited to the specific revelation found in Christianity; 
rather they are symbols of the tension we must endure as people who 
expect history to be fulfilled.”50 Hauerwas locates Niebuhr’s limitation in an 
inability to divorce himself fully from the position, assumed in theological 
liberalism, that the knowledge we gain through our experiences of the world 
sets the terms for the theological work that Christ can perform. Because 
Niebuhr forestalls a Christological realism from the beginning through his 
epistemic commitment to experience, he finds himself dedicated to working 
out the achievement of relative political justice without returning to specific 
Christological commitments in order to do so.51

However, Niebuhr’s more important failure lay in not providing an 
account of the church within his ethics or theology, the absence of which 
Hauerwas sees as integral to Niebuhr’s overall project. Niebuhr saw the 

50 Stanley Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2001), 
127. 
51 Ibid., 132. 
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church only sociologically, not as an “ethical or epistemological necessity.”52 
According to Hauerwas, this failure indicates the broader liberal democratic 
policing of Christian practice which Niebuhr accommodated. As Hauerwas 
argues elsewhere, “Not only is it Niebuhr’s contention that democracy needs 
a more realistic vindication, but now that vindication cannot come directly 
from Christian convictions about God and Christ . . . [it] must be based 
on theological anthropology.”53 Eventually, even the theological elements of 
Niebuhr’s anthropology are foregone along with its Christological moorings. 
Because Christology, or more specifically Christ’s lordship, is not efficacious 
within history (a distinctly political account of the church community is 
lacking), Niebuhr succumbs to accommodating to the political status quo of 
liberal democracy.54 What gathers Christians to ethical action are problems 
that entail balancing national power through attention to democratic 
constraints. Such a false gathering begets an inevitable anxiety about the 
survival of national political entities, in this case American democracy, as 
that which holds at bay the inevitability of global conflict.

Because Hauerwas says that his interlocutors “occupy different 
worlds,”55 we may assume that Barth’s thoroughgoing rejection of political 
and theological liberalism is the side where he sees himself standing. While 
this is largely true, Barth does receive extensive praise from Hauerwas for 
developing a Christological realism sufficient to critique Nazism56 and 
liberalism. But Barth still falls short because he does not have a “sufficiently 
catholic” account of the church to support his theological convictions.

Barth is not sufficiently catholic just to the extent that his critique 

52 Ibid., 137. 
53 Stanley Hauerwas, Dispatches from the Front: Theological Engagements with the Secular 
(Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press), 98. 
54 Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe, 139.
55 Ibid., 144. 
56 Ibid., 170-71. “For Barth, the denial of natural theology as well as the discovery of the 
Christological center in theology were of a piece with his opposition to Hitler. His refusal to 
take the oath of loyalty to Hitler…was inevitable, given his theological development.” While 
Hauerwas often relates the “Christological center” of Barth’s theology as the pivotal means 
of his diagnosing Nazism, this does not necessarily square with his critique of Niebuhr’s 
Christological shortcomings, since Niebuhr was also criticizing Nazism beginning in 1933. 
See Niebuhr, “Hitlerism—A Devil’s Brew,” World Tomorrow, April 19, 1933, 369-70. 
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and rejection of Protestant liberalism make it difficult for him 
to acknowledge that through the work of the Holy Spirit, we are 
made part of God’s care of the world through the church. Barth, 
of course, does not deny that the church is constituted by the 
proclamation of the gospel. What he cannot acknowledge is that 
the community called the church is constitutive of the gospel 
proclamation.57

For Hauerwas, Barth’s church “seems to oscillate between claims about 
what is essential (Christ is his body, the church) and claims about the merely 
accidental and empirical.”58 Because Barth’s distinction between Christ and 
the church functions dialectically, it is impossible to grant any substantially 
salvific role to the church, thus making it ultimately unnecessary to the order 
of salvation. As Barth says, “1) the world would be lost without Jesus Christ 
and His Word and work; 2) the world would not necessarily be lost if there 
were no church; 3) the Church would be lost if it had no counterpart in the 
world. It is an act of free grace that Jesus Christ wills to claim its service in 
this matter. He is not bound to it in His prophetic action.”59 According to 
Barth’s commitment to the independence of Christ’s lordship and its role as 
gathering the church to its task, such claims are simply the logical outworking 
of this commitment—the church is not necessary as Christ is necessary. 

It would be difficult for Barth to suggest that the Christian community 
is a constitutive part of the economy of salvation, for this could entail claiming 
that Christ’s lordship is a distinctive task of the Christian church. This is how 
Hauerwas views the matter when claiming that “the place of the church in 
the history of the universe is the place where Christ’s lordship is operative.”60 
If that were true, then, according to Barth, the church’s freedom within its 
witness would be significantly hindered along with the freedom he hopes 

57 Hauerwas, With the Grain of the Universe, 145. 
58 Ibid., 192. Hauerwas is following an argument about Barth’s “bifurcated ecclesiology” 
initially set out by Nicholas Healy, “The Logic of Karl Barth’s Ecclesiology: Analysis, 
Assessment and Proposed Modifications,” Modern Theology 10 (1994): 235-70. Healy has 
more recently questioned his initial analysis in light of Hauerwas’s deployment of it. See “Karl 
Barth’s Ecclesiology Reconsidered,” Scottish Journal of Theology 57 (2004): 287-99.   
59 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.3.2, 826.
60 Stanley Hauerwas, Approaching the End: Eschatological Reflections on Church, Politics and 
Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 27. 
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to grant to Christ as lord over the church. The church’s perpetual existence 
would induce an anxiety for its own survival that would be a dangerous and 
elusive act of will in which the Christian must, like Atlas, consistently carry 
the church on its shoulders. In the other direction, the church would feel 
compelled to witness to itself as the means of salvation, which entails that one 
of Christ’s purposes in gathering the Christian community was to complete a 
task of salvation as yet unaccomplished. In this case, Barth remains firm that 
the survival of the church and the survival of the world is the care of Christ 
and not that of the Christian. 

In using the criteria of “adequate account of church” to judge both 
Barth and Niebuhr, Hauerwas seems to position himself within their 
Christological differences in a unique, complex way. He recognizes that 
Niebuhr’s failure to account for the church was due to a commitment to 
liberalism and thus an insufficient Christology, which saw the church as 
having an ethical stake in the survival of nations, in this case America. The 
church therefore failed to take up any political space. But Hauerwas also 
thinks that Barth’s Christological lordship is equally abstracted from a 
community that is required to mediate it, and thus also limits the extent 
to which the church embodies a specific political form of life.61 So, what is 
animating Hauerwas’ account of church? 

Different interpretive options are available, and they are bound up in 
the specific contours of the differences between Barth and Niebuhr already 
discussed. What seems to be at stake in Hauerwas’s work are the questions 
that these men raised in a Christological mode about the role of Christians 
in the social and political sphere. While Hauerwas expresses himself in 
different ways on this subject, the main reason he distances himself from 
both men is that neither viewed the church as a social political option in its 
own right. This allows the church to acquiesce to political liberalism. Thus, 
by locating Christ’s lordship more firmly in a church politics, Hauerwas 
attempts to stretch beyond the theological impasse, though perhaps not 
without consequences. 

According to Nathan Kerr, Hauerwas’s social political account 
of the church is meant to combat the kind of liberal depoliticization of 

61 This is what Nathan Kerr calls Hauerwas’s move “with and beyond Barth against liberalism” 
in Christ, History and Apocalyptic (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009), 95-96. 
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Christianity that Niebuhr embodies. However, Kerr suggests (among many 
other controversial things) that Hauerwas’s need for a politically constituted 
church rests “within certain ‘ideological’ modes of thinking,” in which case 
the stress on the political mediation of Christ’s lordship within the church 
“is literally defined as a matter of the church’s survival.”62 Indeed, much of 
Hauerwas’s work comprises a response to a perceived bankruptcy of liberal 
political orders and the accommodation of liberal theological commitments 
to them: “I can only think the way I think because Reinhold Niebuhr made 
such important mistakes.”63 Kerr claims that Hauerwas has “allowed his 
assumptions as to what the enemy must be to generate and condition what 
‘we’ as friends of the church must be, politically.”64 What gathers the church 
for Hauerwas is the impetus for an alternative to liberalism. Thus, the terms 
of criticism against Niebuhr’s liberal anxiety about the nation’s survival amid 
political conflict are transmuted in Hauerwas’s theology into an implicit 
anxiety about the church’s survival as an alternative. 

While I cannot follow Kerr on many of his objections to Hauerwas, there 
is an important question here about whether the gathering of Hauerwas’s 
church rests on a desire to provide a stable alternative to contemporary 
political needs. If this is the case, then a tension arises in Hauerwas’s critical 
appraisal of Barth and Niebuhr vis-à-vis his own constructive task. Can he 
take seriously Barth’s account of the finality of Christ’s lordship while also 
putting it in the service of establishing an anti-liberal ecclesial politics in 
response to the Niebuhrian problem of theological accommodation? Can 
Christ’s lordship be theologically capitalized for such purposes, or will 
Hauerwas have to take Barth more seriously in order to move past an 
ecclesiology often presented in his writings as an alternative to that problem? 

According to Peter Dula, it is Barth’s view of the transitory nature of the 
church that Hauerwas struggles to affirm, despite his claim that “martyrdom 
uniquely witnesses to cross and resurrection.”65 According to John Howard 
Yoder, Hauerwas is “underawed by the objective reality of salvation and 

62 Ibid., 117. 
63 Stanley Hauerwas, A Better Hope: Resources for a Church Confronting Capitalism, Democracy, 
and Postmodernity (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2000), 56. 
64 Kerr, Christ, History and Apocalyptic, 118. 
65 Hauerwas, Approaching the End, 61. 
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history”66 and, according to Dula, may be “overawed by community because 
he is overawed by liberalism. Barth was, if anything, the opposite. He was 
so overwhelmed by the objective reality of salvation history that he was free 
from anxiety about the survival of the church.”67 Hauerwas’s theology is truly 
challenged by Barth’s willingness to claim that “the people of God has in its 
own way shown itself to be enduring, not . . . by partial or thoroughgoing 
attempts to secure and maintain itself by adaptation to the world, but 
in a strange proportion to the way in which, with relative unconcern as 
to its fidelity and infidelity, it has actually accepted . . . its weakness.”68 A 
community cognizant of such a weakness amid political strongholds is 
available and prepared to recognize that it “exists for the world”69—a truly 
martyrdom church. Indeed, Hauerwas sometimes implies this,70 but more 
usual are passages where his being overawed by community bears the specter 
of Niebuhr’s influence. What may aid him in moving beyond the temptation 
to develop an ecclesiology shaped by the problem of liberalism is to recall 
Barth’s (and Hauerwas’s own) acknowledgement of the weaknesses of the 
church. One weakness is the unforeseeability of its future; there is no definite 
knowledge of the future arrangement of the church’s mission, what it will 
become, and where it will witness. There remain unequivocal aspects that 
invite us to lean into Christ’s lordship over the church as a way of trusting 
where it will go from here. 

Christ’s Lordship and the Mystery of the Church’s Future 
Dula highlights Barth’s recognition of this fact about the church, referring 
to Barth’s claim that “its mystery, its spiritual character, is not without 
manifestations and analogies in its generally visible form. But it is not 
unequivocally represented in any such generally visible manifestation and 

66 Quoted in Kerr, Christ, History and Apocalyptic, 114. 
67 Peter Dula, “For and Against Hauerwas Against Mennonites,” Mennonite Quarterly Review 
84 (2010): 390.
68 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.3.2, 745. I am following Dula’s reference to this passage of 
Barth’s. 
69 Ibid., 796.
70 See particularly Stanley Hauerwas and Romand Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the 
Radical Ordinary: Conversations between a Radical Democrat and a Christian (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2008), 17-31. 
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analogies.”71 For Barth, there is no possibility of overcoming the inevitably 
unforeseeable and therefore invisible character of the ecclesia visibilis.72 Part 
of acknowledging this unforeseeability—what we might call the mystery 
of the church’s future—involves a willingness to see the church as existing 
neither over against any particular set of political arrangements nor because 
of any particular set. This humility about its future and its creating possibly 
surprising kinds of alliances goes hand in hand with a willingness to 
acknowledge that Christ’s lordship often makes the church other than what it 
currently is and may require relinquishing its hold on present arrangements. 
As it turns out, this understanding of lordship as temporally distinguishable 
from the church is not so foreign to Hauerwas, and neither is the humility 
assumed in it. 

Those who have spent time reading and writing about Hauerwas 
may not recognize, much less describe, his understanding of the church as 
humble, at least not as humble as Barth’s. Perhaps this is because Hauerwas 
has often accused the church in America of falsely humbling itself to the 
whims of liberalism and argues instead for an outspoken church with thick, 
strong walls. However, it may be that he sees the humility of the church as a 
vital lesson of his theology as a whole, possibly because he has accused the 
church of pridefully attempting to control the reins of history as a way of 
bringing salvation to the world. Depending on whom he is writing against, his 
emphasis on the church’s humility may remain implicit in, or almost tertiary 
to, his concerns. So it is a lesson often left for his interpreters to develop 
more clearly. From my perspective, these paths of Hauerwasian argument 
are all of a piece, making the church outspoken about its commitments and 
informing it of its status as specially graced, that is, gathered and directed 
by a Christological lordship which is not always recognizable and whose 
direction cannot always be known in advance. 

It is beyond my scope to track through Hauerwas’s extensive output 
in order to justify fully the suggestion that his understanding of Christ’s 
lordship in the church may include humility about its presence and future. 

71 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1, 657, quoted in Dula, “For and Against Hauerwas against 
Mennonites,” 391-92. 
72 For Barth, this unforeseeable character exists as a sword against the visible church by 
reminding the community that it exists not only in a creaturely history but also a sinful one. 
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However, it may help to point to a recent essay, “Bearing Reality,”73 which 
interestingly though not surprisingly exists in another collection of essays 
against liberalism. This essay is unique, not only because Hauerwas interacts 
with philosophical and literary voices previously absent from his work 
(e.g., Stanley Cavell, Cora Diamond, and J.M. Coetzee) but because he also 
acknowledges that his ecclesiological writing has given the impression that 
the church’s mission embodies an explicit solution to present-day political 
ailments, a burden perhaps too weighty for the church to shoulder. 

Hauerwas here alludes to philosopher Cora Diamond’s powerful 
description of what she calls “the difficulty of reality” as a way of getting at the 
difficulty the church faces. For her, the difficulty of reality names experiences 
“in which we take something in reality to be resistant to our thinking it, or 
possibly to be painful in its inexplicability, difficult in that way.”74 According 
to Diamond, much of philosophy attempts to solve such difficulties as a way 
to deflect them, avoiding the pressures they put on current explanations. For 
Hauerwas, many features about the world resist our understanding, most 
of them involving the violence that humans perpetrate on each other. He 
admits that, like Diamond’s judgment on philosophy, his view of ecclesiology 
can easily lend itself to seeing the church as a solution to such difficulties, 
sidestepping their resistance to Christian thinking.75 However, when asked 
if there is anything the church could not do, he responded that “the church 
cannot make the difficulty of reality less difficult.” What the church can do is 
“help us bear the difficulty without engaging in false hopes.”76 

One way of reading Hauerwas here is to conclude that seeing the 
church as providing a definitive solution to something like liberalism is a 
false hope, not just because of the pervasiveness of the problem but because 
the church should not deceive itself about its efficacy in the world. Its efficacy 
most often involves providing a space for simply bearing the difficulties it 
faces. The chief difficulty is the often inexplicable nature of history and our 
weakness in the face of it. Today it may be liberalism, tomorrow will bring 

73 Hauerwas, “Bearing Reality” in Approaching the End, 139-57. 
74 Cora Diamond, “The Difficulty of Reality and the Difficulty of Philosophy,” in Philosophy 
and Animal Life (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2008), 45-46. 
75 The example in Diamond’s work is of the relationship humans have with non-human 
animals, though there are many other examples in Christian ethical thought. 
76 Hauerwas, “Bearing Reality,” 157. 
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its own particular burdens, and the church’s response to them will reflect 
how it is gathered and mobilized by an agency not wholly defined in terms 
of those burdens. Acknowledging the mystery of the church’s future requires 
a willingness to forgo control of history and instead to hand it over to the 
lordship of Christ. This handing over implies ecclesial humility about the 
church’s role within that history, which invites the church community to 
see its witness to Christ’s redemption as authorized by Christ’s work yet 
perpetually inexplicable as to where God’s mission might reach and what 
difficulties may need to be borne. In this sense, one could read Hauerwas’s 
strong ecclesial turn as sustaining a Barthian distinction between Christ’s 
lordship and the church insofar as he admits a future that remains, as Barth 
says, “in the hands of God.”77 

One danger in viewing the fullness of Christ’s redemptive activity as 
already explicably accomplished is that the church will use such explicability 
to diminish or deny the patent difficulty and incompleteness that human 
life and the church perpetually bears. The boundaries and mission of the 
gathered community become just as explicable as the completed work of 
Christ, thus risking conflation. Undoubtedly this is the danger Niebuhr saw 
in Barth, though Barth’s ecclesial position attempts to forestall it. However, 
to suggest that the inexplicability of historical reality demands sidelining 
certain aspects of Christ’s redemptive action in order to turn difficulty into 
skepticism is also theologically problematic. This is likely how Hauerwas and 
Barth see Niebuhr. What must be acknowledged in this tension, according 
to Hauerwas’s essay, is that Christ’s gathering of the church to holiness and 
witness does not entail rejecting the inexplicability of church or world.78 On 
the contrary, Christ’s lordship does not deny but reinforces the unforeseeable 
aspect of the church’s mission. Yet it is this very inexplicability, the difficult 
reality of being called into the world as disciples without knowing where that 
will go, that provokes the appeal of Christ’s lordship as an object of faith and 
trust and not as an authorization of knowledge. 

Lordship is a promise of a future that cannot be brought in by force, 
or be entirely fulfilled or recognized in the present church community.  

77 Barth, Church Dogmatics IV.1, 657. 
78 Hauerwas, “Bearing Reality,” 155. 
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Hauerwas suggests a trajectory in which the church bears the burdens of 
human life without presuming to eradicate them. Such burden-bearing is a 
task of humility defining the church as ordered not to its own survival but 
to the burdens of others who Christ inevitably brings before us. Because it is 
Christ who gathers the church, “we do not bear reality alone, but rather we 
share the load by being called to participate in the body of Christ.”79

Conclusion
I have sought to trace the elements of Christological lordship, ecclesiology, 
and ethical practice in the 1948 Barth-Niebuhr exchange as well as specific 
places in their respective writings in order to suggest what is at stake in 
Hauerwas’s criticisms of their attenuated accounts of church. While Barth’s 
Christological realism and Niebuhr’s political realism were at odds on the 
efficacious nature of Christ’s cross, resurrection, and lordship, in attempting 
to move beyond them Hauerwas relates his constructive proposal to 
particular elements in their work. This engenders an interesting tension. 
While he advocates Barth’s account of the finality of Christ’s work and the 
reality of Christ’s lordship over history, he subsumes such Christological 
points within an ecclesial politics often defined by anti-liberalism. 

I have also suggested that Barth’s proposal for the church’s freedom 
from anxiety over the survival of itself and the world is located in his 
distinction between Christ’s providential lordship and the church’s present 
historical existence. This distinction reduces the temptation for the church 
to define its ultimate mission and boundaries according to a set of political 
or social arrangements of the present, a temptation to which Hauerwas 
sometimes appears to succumb by seeing the church as a solution to liberal 
political orders. Nevertheless, there is also in Hauerwas substantial room 
to develop his understanding of the church’s humility that refuses to see 
itself as a definitive solution to political straits and as gathered toward such 
solutions. Developing this humility in relation to the mystery of the church’s 
future allows for Barth’s distinction between Christ’s lordship and the church 
to play a substantial role within Hauerwas’s work, and in a temporal frame. 
The distance between the church’s present existence and its future mission 
invites the church community to embrace the contingency of its current life 

79 Ibid., 157. 
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and to hand over its survival to the lordship of Christ. This handing over 
reinforces Christ’s lordship over the church as relatively independent of 
present political arrangements, acknowledging that the church’s historical 
life remains somewhat inexplicably in the hands of God’s future. 
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