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—The Gospel as Power: —
Explorations in a Theology

of Social Change

The criticisrn of religion ends with the doctrine that man is the
highest being for man, hence with the categorical imperative to
overthrow all conditions in which man is a degraded, enslaved,
neglected, contemptible being.!
Karl Marx

[Jesus] opened the book and found the place where it was written,

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because Lie has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovering of sight to the blind,

to set at liberty those who are oppressed,

to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.” {Luke 4:17-19 RSV)

In this essay I hope to lay the foundations for a constructive
reinterpretation of the doctrine of God. Two principal concerns
will characterize this effort. First, I will scck to articulatc what
I take to be the reality of God within the context of contempo-
rary struggles—especially among students and the black poor—
for a more humane social order. What I have to say about God
forms an integral part of a theology that self-consciously seeks
to serve and facilitate human efforts to change the world.? What-

1 Writings of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society, L. DD. Easton and
K. H. Guddat, eds. {(Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday; Anchor Book, 1967},
p. 239.

3 The eleventh of Marx’s famous “Theses on Feuerbach” {available in many
collections of Marxist writings) underlies this formulation: “Philosophers
have only interpreted the world in various ways; the problem is to change
it.” {Trans. mine.}
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ever may be said gencrally about the value and significance of
social change, the Christian gospel will have become illusory,
self-deccptive, and hollow if its workings are not now manifest
in the clemental conflicts which thrust upon contemporary man
the nccessity of a basic reordering of human society. If the rich
legacy of much recent Protestant theology currently seems irrel-
evant or even meaningless, it is because the contexts and
cmphascs that once gave that theology its vitality are relatively
remote from the whirl of cvents which presently promise to
affect most dccisively the future quality of human life either for
good or for ill. My aim is to uncover the workings of the gospel in
these events, and in the process to attest the presence of God
in human history. The rcalization of this aim finally requires a
more thoroughgoing theological interpretation of social proc-
csscs than has up to the present time been achieved. In the
spirit of Marx, it involves a type of theological reflection that
emerges out of concrete practice, particularly practice con-
sciously directed toward effecting a reordering of human
society. Equally important, it involves disciplined and syste-
matic analysis of social rcality with a view to discovering the
social bases of human suffering and the conditions under which
the rcmoval of these bases of suffering becomes a realistic
possibility.

The second principal concern, which is integrally related to
the first, is to attend more carefully to the task of identifying
and describing the kinds of situations and experiences that
most appropriately give rise to a notion of God. This task in-
cludes a consideration of how these situations and experiences,
together with their theological illumination, actually function in
the social process. My intent is to avoid moving too quickly to
the logical problems of a doctrine of God without first having a
clear perception of the experiential data which make the reso-
lution of those problems humanly significant. The limitation of
this procedure is that it tends to omit from consideration many
elements that lcgitimately belong to a more fully developed
understanding.

My focus will be on experiences and understandings which
I take to be positive and creative. That is to say, I will not
attend to situations and understandings that result in concep-
tions of God which function as “excuses” either to flee from
concrete, earthly, social responsibility or to defend with moral
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fervor an unjust social order. The analysis of such conceptions
is also an important part of the doctrine of God, for it concerns
the “unmasking of idols,” primarily through a form of “ideology
criticism.” Even so, my own emphasis will be on the positive,
constructive task. To be more specific, language about God will
be linked to concrete happenings within the social process
which in incalculable ways release creative, ncw energy in men
by which they are enabled to transcend the destructive limits of
their old situation and cnter into the realization of new possi-
bilities of human fulfillment. In keeping with this accent, the
primary category for expressing the divine reality is “creative
power,” a category which gains concreteness in relation to the
problems of power present in social and political processes.
Such a perspective dramatizes the connection of God with con-
tingent events, especially those which constitute new thrusts,
new directions, in the human pilgrimage. Correspondingly,
God’s role in the continuities and regularities of process, in
patterns of “law,” are inadequately assessed. Yet it is through the
singular, the “miraculous,” that the relation of God to the
general and the “ordinary” can most adequately be perceived
and interpreted. The attempt to speak of God in terms of crea-
tive emergents in human society risks what the Marxists call the
“mystification” of experience. “Mystification” in this context
means obscuring man’s rigorous, clearheaded perception of his
material situation by resort to the vague and misleading expres-
sions of religious existence. My aim is to avoid such mystifi-
cation, primarily by unfolding a view of God in the context of a
rigorous analysis of social processes. At the same time, I do not
want to overlook the mystery which is genuinely there. Indeed,
attentiveness to this mystery may even sensitize man to crucial
elements in his situation which more prosaic, “objective” analyses
overlook, a fact which keeps me struggling with the doctrine of
God.

This task falls into three main sections: (1} a brief description
of the efforts of blacks and radical students to bring about basic
changes within contemporary American society, (2) an inter-
pretation of the radical import of the ministry of Jesus Christ,
and (3) suggestions about the nature of God's activity in con-
temporary life and the appropriate human response to that
activity. The first part is an attempt to spccify the context
within which theological questions, including the question of
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God, can most appropriately be explored. The second part un-
folds the traditions about Jesus and offers some basic christo-
logical formulations as a means of clarifying the theological
content of significant movements in contemporary society. The
Enal section brings these two emphases together explicitly in a
discussion of Christian responsibility in relation to the working
of God in human history.

I

Christian theology must always be “practical theology.” That
is to say, as a work of disciplined and critical reflection it is not
concerned with the achievement of an intellectually satisfying
interpretation of experience, but with attesting, serving, and
facilitating the promise of human fulfillment in the midst of
man’s concrete, worldly existence. While the architectonic per-
fection of a logical and coherent system of thought may in itself
awaken deep aesthetic appreciation, man cannot live in such a
system of thought, at least not without the repression of his
fleshly being. He lives as a bodied self with basic physiological
needs and drives in a material cnvironment that in decisive
ways is constituted by specific patterns of social interaction
among men and by the values and meanings which guide and
legitimate that interaction. It is within this concrete, worldly
existence—with its conflicts, its burdens, and its terrors, but
also with its satisfactions, its possibilities, and its promises—that
man must find fulfillment if such fulfillment is to embrace the
totality of his being. Because theology is a practical discipline,
the proper context for its reflective activity is this concrete
world of men, not some relativcly autonomous intellectual or
spiritual milieu. Likewise, the decisive test of its adequacy is
whether it in fact illumines and furthers creative human struggle
in this world for a situation that broadens and deepens the
possibilities of lhuman fulfillment. Canons of rational clarity, of
consistency and coherence, apply most certainly to theology as
to any sytematic discipline, not, however, as intrinsic values, but
as the preconditions of thought that is fruitful in illumining and
guiding meaningful human activity.

The most important consequence of this understanding is that
the theologian cannot choose his own agenda—certainly not on
the basis of personal preferences, but also not simply in terms
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of problems residing in the theological tradition as such. Chris-
tian theology continually receives its agenda from the world,
from the pressures, the thrusts, and the collisions of worldly
developments, for it is only in relation to these developments
that it can express and serve the Christian promise to men.
The relevant developments are by no means always or even
characteristically focused in the life and activity of the self-
conscious community of faith. Instead of being the vehicle of
God’s redeeming presence in human history, the church con-
tinually finds itself overtaken by events which expose its insen-
sitivity to the explosive import of the gospel it is charged with
bearing to men. Indeed, the church is often allied with forces
which seek to frustrate or even destroy the liberating thrust of
the work of God in Jesus Christ—all in the name of Jesus Christ!
While this fact repeatedly confronts the church with the neces-
sity of repentance, it should not in itself lead to despair about
the possibility of faith. In the nature of the case, no actually
existing human community can contain or even adequately
serve the creative, transforming energy which the reality of
Jesus Christ has released and continues to release in the midst
of luman history. Since Jesus Christ is cschatological occurrence,
that concrete historical reality which bears and presses inces-
santly toward the end-goal of the world process, only a com-
munity which in its own historically conditioned concreteness
embodies the same primal push toward the final fruition of
existence can be a faithful witness to his work in the world. Yet
precisely this eschatological vocation repeatedly surpasses the
capacities of any actually existing individual or community.
Every historical community inevitably seeks to domesticate the
reality of Jesus Christ, to neutralize his nihilating power, in
order that it might secure the continuity of its own existence on
the basis of levels of fulfillment already achicved or of interests
already realized. It withdraws from its vocation in the face of
that death to the old which opens the way to the creation of ncw
life. Even so, the final test of the church’s faithfulness is not that
it always be in the forefront of every creative new thrust in
human history, but that it ever learn anew to read the signs of
the times, to discern what God is doing in the world and to join
in his work.

At the present time in American socicty, two principal devel-
opments embody most significantly the creative, forward push
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of the historical process, and hence the liberating power attested
in the Christian promise: (1) the struggle of blacks for dignity
and sclf-determination as men; and (2) the struggle of students,
primarily within and through the university system, for new
priorities, for new procedurcs of decision-making and control,
for new value orientations in the constitution of American
society and in the unfolding of America’s role in world affairs.
Both of these movements began as protests against specific
wrongs in American society and culture, wrongs which blacks
and students experienced at a particularly deep level, but which
did not in themsclves undermine an essentially positive assess-
ment of American life. For blacks the problem was the wide-
spread denial of the full rights of citizenship. For students the
issues were more diversc—ranging from the university’s neglect
of its teaching function to attempted regulation of student parti-
cipation in activities of social protest. The movement of radical
students gained its cutting edge, however, in opposition to the
Vietnam war. Here America’s military commitments, which them-
selves lacked adequate justification, profoundly threatened the
vital interests of students, sensitizing large numbers of students to
issues which had carlier becen of concem only to an avant garde.

Yet as thc protest activities of blacks and students unfolded,
even achieving some specific victories, the full depth of the
problems which initially provoked them began to manifest itself.
No longer could these problems be understood as a limited
number of sccondary dislocations or maladjustments in a social
svstem which generally facilitates human fulfillment; instead
they showed themselves as indicators that the prevailing value
orientations and the controlling institutional arrangements of the
society as a whole present increasing dangers to the well-being
of man. As a result, the legitimacy of the social system itself in
its fundamental operations has come into question.

For black radicals this discovery basically reflects a height-
ened consciousness of an old problem—white racism. Progress
in the achievement of civil rights has simply disclosed more
pointedly the degree to which assumptions of white superiority
continue to permeate Amecrican society and culture, providing a
certain “legitimacy” to the disadvantages constantly imposed
upon blacks. With the possible exception of the American
Indians, no group coming to this land has been so brutalized.
Not only were blacks subjected to eruel physical abuse as they
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were captured and brought to America for sale as slaves, they
were also ruthlessly deprived of any opportunity to preserve
their African cultural heritage. Since persons from different
tribes were judiciously mixed together, the only common lan-
guage and common set of cultural patterns readily available to
them in their new prison-home was the white man’s culture,
which in this case defined blacks as suitable only to be slaves.
Indeed, for all practical purposes, blacks were forced to appro-
priate into their own personality structures the racist idcology
of the whitc man as a precondition for survival itselfl * Despite
this brutal necessity, blacks managed to develop subtle styles
of resistance and some patterns of cultural expression en-
abled them to retain a measure of their dignity as men.
Moreover, on a number of celebrated occasions they found the
means to revolt against their masters, even though such an act
meant almost certain death. Even after the Civil War brought
an end to slaverv, no serious attempts were made to compensate
blacks for the violence done them. On the contrary, after a few
gestures made during the reconstruction period in the direction
of offering full citizenship to liberated slaves, systematic steps
both quasi-legal and illegal werc taken to perpetuate the servile
role of blacks in the society. Only recently have these patterns
been challenged with any degrec of success, and then largely
in a purcly formal legal sense.

As the pace of urbanization and industrialization accelerated
in the early decades of the twentieth century, the white racist
ideology made blacks very suitable candidates for what Marx
called the “industrial reserve army”—i.e., a surplus of workers
who could be used during full productivity but laid off with
impunity when productivity was low. Such a group could also
be used to keep wages down and to frustrate the unionization
of workers. Since advances in automation and recent successes in
regulating the business cycle have reduced the importance of
such industrial reserves, the economic exploitation of blacks may
no longer be as significant for the American social systemn as it
once was. In this respect conditions such as those which prevail
in the urban ghettos may be advantageous only te fairly re-
stricted groups of special interests which themselves do not play

® These themes have recently been explored in a most helpful way by Wil-
liam H. Grier and Price M. Cobbs, Black Rage (New York: Bantam Books,
1968). Cf. esp. pp. 61 and 143-44.
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a vital role in the society as a whole. Still, there are powerful
interests which are fully prepared to accept the continued
degradation of blacks, at least by doing little or nothing to alter
the present situation, in order that the resources of the society
might be allocated in other, more immediately profitable ways.
The racist ideology which once legitimated slavery now serves
to justify this cynical disregard of human life.

Because white racism is so pervasive, blacks in seeking to
fulfill their aspirations as men cannot trust the channels which
other Americans normally use to improve their situation or to
obtain redress of their grievances., The channels themselves—in
spite of their idealized interpretations—have proved to be in-
strumentalities which sustain and reinforce the very features
of Amcrican society which black people must overcome. Given
this situation, blacks can no longer simply work for a gradual
movement into the mainstream of American society as it is
presently constituted, particularly when this movement is in-
dividualistically understood. Since such a movement entails
adaptation to the dominant culture; it not only isolates blacks
once again from the creativity and humanity of their own unique
expericnees as black men, but it also continues in more subtle
forms the old status of inferiority. Besides, even this movement is
a realistic possibility only for the privileged within the black
community, lcaving untouched the overwhelming majority of
the black poor. Consequently, for black people to affirm their
dignity as men means to labor for a basic reordering of
society. The society as a whole must be purged of racial defini-
tions of human worth with their insidious legitimation of in-
justice. It must in general be made more responsive to vital
human necds, a fact which makes the black struggle positively
significant for all men. Yet the necessary measures for achieving
such a transformation appear to many to be drastic indeed.
Negatively, they involve attempts to subvert the effective
functioning of the most important institutions of contemporary
American socicty, both passively through the withdrawal of sup-
port and actively through disruptive thrusts into the operations
of the socicty. Positively, they involve the parallel develop-
ment of alternative patterns of social organization and the
creation of new cultural forms not so deeply implicated in the
racism which has characterized American experience. Among

* Gf. Grier and Cobbs on this point as well, pp. 27, 113,
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certain groups, especially within the urban ghettos, these efforts
have now reached a stage which can appropriately be called
pre-revolutionary if not revolutionary in its implications for
American socicty.® They gain added import in the fact that there
is a growing awareness among blacks that they sharc a common
cause with revolutionary movements in Africa, Asia and Latin
America where the poor also suffer in varying degrees under the
arrogance of American power,

In a dilferent frame of reference the student movement has
been approaching a similar position. Led cssentially by privi-
leged young people raised in liberal, democratic homes, it too
has come to question the basic legitimacy of the systems of action
through which deecisions are made, priorities cstablished, and
resources committed in contemporary Amcrican society.® It is
itself closely linked to the emergent black revolution, directly
in black student caucuses, indirectly in the sympathy and sup-
port white radical students give to blacks in their struggle.
Even so, the student movement has distinctive dimensions of its
own. While the black struggle is directed chiefly against some
unfinished business in American society-—albeit in new forms
resulting from such factors as increased technological unemploy-
ment, the large-scale migration of blacks to urban areas and the
conscquent flight of whites to the suburbs—the student struggle
is focused on the issues raised by distinctively new developments
in Americau life——quite specifically, the emergence of a per-
manent and powerful military establishment, but more generally,
the growing tendency for the instrumentalities of decision-
making and control to be concentrated in the hands of a “power
elite.” 7 The problem is not simply that social and political power
is concentrated in this fashion. It is also that the decision-
making process itsclf has become uncritical fromm the stand-

*The expressions of Eldridge Cleaver powerfully represent this view of
things. See Soul On Ive {New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967). At present the
Panthers are the best known of such emergent “revolutionary” organizations,
but most major urban areas in the United States now have organizations
which are following similar lines of devclopment,

* Cf, Kenneth Keniston’s study of radical student leaders, Young Radiculs:
Notes on Committed Youth {New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968).
'C. Wright Mills popularized this concept in a book by tbe same title,
The Power Elite (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956). [lis work
requires revision iu light of more recent developments, but it remains a
forceful and lively formulation of the problem.
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point of basic value commitments. The general drift of the
dominant tendencies in the technological development of the
society is being allowed to continue without conscious reflection
on the implications it has for the future quality of human life.?

Radical students have up to now confronted problems of con-
temporary Amcrican society primarily as they are refracted
through the university system. This concentration reflects the
fact that the university is itself an incrcasingly important deter-
minant of the commitments and priorities of contemporary
American society and is, therefore, increasingly answerable for
the human quality of that society. In some respects this power is
largely derivative, a result of the fact that the university has
made itself a handmaiden of political, economic, and military
intcrests—especially the latter—as a means of sharing in their
affluence. At another level, however, it is clear that the techno-
logical sophistication of modern society has made the university
a new kind of power factor in its own right simply because it has
at its disposal many of the skills which have become indispen-
sable to that socicty. Yet the problem is that the university—in
spite of its rhetoric about free, critical inquiry and the dispas-
sionate pursuit of truth—has not assumed responsibility for that
power. It too has largely followed the drift of technological
development, participating in the creation of mindless techni-
cians and burcaucrats who allow themselves to be exploited by
a system that is no longer responsive to the vital interest of men.
Radical students are no more willing than blacks to be integrated
into that society, to equip themsclves to carry out efliciently and
contentedly the roles it considers important and necessary. If
the war in Victnam and penetration of the university by military
interests assume special significance for students, it is because
they reveal in a particularly crude fashion the way in which the
instrumentalities of moderu industrial society are being used for
projects that arc essentially destructive of man’s well-being, both
for those who participate in the social system and for those who
are more directly victimized by it. As a result, radical students

" Studies by Michael Harrington, The Accidental Century (New York:
Macmillan, 1965) and Ilerbert Marcuse, One Dimensional Man (DBoston:
Beacon Press, 1987) have almost become contemporary classics in their
analysis of this problem. Jacques Ellul’s Technologieal Society (New York:
Knopf, 1964) can also be appropriately read with these works,
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have also come to question the legitimacy of the contemporary
American social system,

At this point, the interests of radical students and blacks come
together, merging as well with the aspirations of oppressed
peoples in the “third world.” In all cases, the question is how
modern industrial society can be made responsive to basic
human values, how its instrumentalities can become channcls of
human fulfillment rather than vehicles of exploitation and dom-
ination. In all cases, there is a serious exploration of
revolutionary-type strategies—in some instances, an unrelenting
commitment to revolutionary action—as at lcast provisionally
necessary in order to bring into being conditions sufficiently open
to allow for the creation of new patterns of social organization,
new forms of cultural expression, and new value orientations
which can serve the realization of the human promise contained
in the technological developments of contemporary society.

II

It is not possible to give an adequate account of these devcl-
opments within the limits of the present study. My aim is rather
to indicate the sense in which they pose concretely within con-
temporary American society the central issues of the Christian
gospel and, by means of this interpretation, to identify those
features in the historical process which most appropriately give
rise to an understanding of God. In order to carry out this aim
it is necessary to consider some of the “revolutionary” dimen-
sions of Jesus’ own ministry, particularly as they find expression
in the synoptic traditions. On the one hand, the attempt to relate
responsibly to the struggles of the black poor and radieal stu-
dents sensitizes one to elements in the New Testament portrayal
of Jesus that are often overlooked. On the other hand, a fresh
consideration of the import of Jesus’ ministry sheds light on
the significance of the promise contained in these struggles.
In this respect, the whole complex of cvents associated with the
name Jesus Christ continues to function as the decisive paradigm
for theological understanding, even though that understanding
must continually be developed within the context of a critical
quest to share in the creative, liberating movements of a given
time and place.

Jesus’ citation of Isaiah in reference to his own activity pro-
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vides an appropriate starting point for our reflections since Jesus
uscd Isaiah’s words of promise to articulate a kind of platform
for his total ministry: good news for the poor, release to the
captives, rccovery of sight to the blind, liberty for the oppressed.
The pcople in the synagogue at Nazareth were initially quite
impressed with what Jesus had to say, especially in view of re-
ports about his activities in other Galilean cities. Yet Jesus
brutally rejected the easy praise of his fellow countrymen, em-
phasizing instead that few people even in a hungry time are
open to receive the gift of life and health. What began as a
happy homecoming ended as an angry confrontation. Either from
experience or in anticipation of what was to come, Jesus seemed
to realize that the talk of freedom becomes a profound threat
both for the oppressed and the oppressors when it ceases to
consist of beautiful abstractions and begins to express itself in
terms of the social realities which in a given situation bind and
violate the being of man,

The concrete meaning of Jesus' announcement of release to
the captives, as it worked itself out in his specific first-century
Palestinian sctting, is highlichted most clearly in his clash with
the Sabbath laws and with laws related to ritual purification. In
this clash Jesus was in no sense merely challenging a few “blue”
laws, which at waorst were little more than a petty inconven-
ience. He was exposing a curious inversion of the legal tradition
itself, which, on the one hand, claimed to embody the will of
God and the basis of human fulfllment, but which, on the other
hand, actually functioncd both to obscure the thrust of God's
intent and to oppress and cripple the spirit of man® To use
Marxist terminology, the legal tradition had become an ideology
which masked a social reality quite differcnt from that which it
allegedly expressed and made possible. Jesus” word about the
Sabbath laws speaks directly to the point: the Sabbath was
made for man and not man for the Sabbath.'® Jesus was not
saying, as any good Pharisce might say, the law must be obeyed
because it is the instrument God has provided for man’s well-
being. He was rather asserting that at least in some of its expres-
sions the law was functioning in a way that worked against, not
for man. Nor was Jesus content merely to raise theological

* Cf. Matt. 15:1-9 and parallels. Cf. csp. v. 6: “So, for the sake of your
tradition, you have made void the word of God.” (RSV)
W Mark 2:27 and parallels,
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questions about the law, perhaps as the basis for an academic
discussion. Quite bluntly, he refused to obey these laws and
encouraged his disciples to follow his example, an action which
served concretely to subvert the authority of the legal tradition
within the Jewish community.

Jesus’ relation to the law was complex. He was certainly no
simple antinomian. At times he secmed to radicalize the law by
taking it to its logical conclusions, a process which itself had the
effect of cxposing the moral pretensions of the legal tradition.™
At times he sought to peer behind the law in order to grasp its
primary (human) intent.'? At times he attempted to differentiate
levels of authority within the law, pressing to the essential kernel
embodied in the two great commandments.”* Throughout, the
problem was to clarify the human measure of the law, to uncover
its patterns of order in their function as vehicles of human ful-
fillment, as channels which give direction for the creative invest-
ment of human cnergy. Insofar as the law failed to function in
this way, insofar as it bound or repressed or enslaved the being
of man, it had no claim to authority. Yet even these matters were
never explored in a purely theoretical fashion, but always in the
context of concrete efforts to undermine the destructive use of
the legal tradition in first-century Palestine.

It is important to see that Jesus’ assault on the legal tradition
did not simply call into question the dominant value orientations
of that society. It also challenged the patterns of social organiza-
tion which were legitimated by that tradition—the role defini-
tions of the society; the existing distribution of prestige, privilege,
and authority within the society; the basic class structure of the
society. By his words and deeds Jesus exposed the “authority”
of those who were reputed to be something as a bogus authority.
The Pharisces and Sadducees understood this fact quite well.
As a result they soon found themselves in a deadly conflict with
Jesus. If Jesus were to succeed in following through on the
central thrust of his ministry, their very place in the society
would be undermined. For the sake of their own survival and
the survival of the order which provided them with their security
and prestige, Jesus had to be silenced or removed from the
scenel

H Cf, esp. Matt, 5:21-48,
1 Cf his discussion of divorce, Mark 10:2-9 and parallels.
1 Mark 12:28-34 and parallels.
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It must be emphasized that when Jesus charged the Pharisees
and S_adducees with hypocrisy, he was not simply questioning
the sincerity or earnestness of these men. Doubtless his oppo-
nents could credibly claim both of these virtues and in a higher
dcgree than many of the “people of the land” with whom Jesus
identified so closely. Jesus was calling into question the basic
legitimacy of the roles these men played in the society and with
it the traditions which gave those roles their significance. To
overcome hypacrisy in such a case involved nothing less than a
recasting of the basic roles of the society in a manner more
relevant to the liberation and healing of men. For the defenders
of tradition, on the other hand, Jesus' activity most surely
appeared as chaotic, as activity calculated to open the flood-
gates of order to violent passions that would inevitably inundate
the whale society.

Jesus himself had no illusions about the shortcomings of the
people of the land. Many were demoralized people who had
come to accept society’s definition of thceir lives as sinful, de-
graded, and unclean. Since they experienced the standards of
worth and righteousness expressed in the law as unattainable,
at lcast for men who shared their situation, and since they knew
no alternative routes to human dignity, they had little choice but
to concede and to internalize in their own self-understanding
the assessment of their lives which was normative for the society.
Being forced to bear the label of worthlessness, many naturally
yielded to the law’s assault on their dignity by falling deeper
into degradation either through their own will or through the
lack of will. Jesus addressed these people by calling them to
repentance. And yet it would not suffice to call them from a life
of degradation and despair to a strict observance of the authori-
tative legal tradition. That would simply subject them once
again to the traditions and the social system which had crushed
their spirits in the first place! Rather, the call to repentance
which was addresscd to the degraded and the broken had to be
tied inseparably to an unrelenting assault on the legal traditions
and the patterns of authority which had contributed so decisively
to that degradation and brokenness.'* Only through such a

 Cf, Matt. 23 and parallels, esp. v. 4: “They [the scribes and Pharisees)
bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but
they themselves will not move them with their finger” {RSV}.
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double-pronged attack could a new basis for human dignity,
freedom, and health be established.

Since Jesus' ministry bore within it the promise of a quali-
tatively new order of life, the question of his authority was
highly problematie.® Who was he that he could both summon
sinners to repentance and also assail the structures by which the
destructive force of human sin was normally judged and held
in check? On what basis could he challenge the representatives
of the order “God” had established among men and at the same
time claim to be a teacher of righteousness? Even though his
followers later saw bim as the fulfillment of the central impulse
of both the law and the prophets, Jesus could not appeal directly
to these traditious as the basis of his authority, for his opponents
were already acknowledged to be their autboritative inter-
preters. The only possibility was to let the creative force of his
own ministry, its power to heal and to liberate, establish its own
authority. In this respect, Jesus was a classic example of what
Max Weber calls a charismatic leader. In keeping with this fact,
a response to what Jesus was doing characteristically took the
form of a response to his person. The issue was whether one
would be loyal to Jesus, whether one would follow him faith-
fully in his words and decds. Only through such loyalty could
the basis of a new order of freedom be established.

As a general rule it can be said that no genuinely creative
breakthrough in any realm of life—whether religion, politics,
seience, or art—can be established on the basis of previously
existing canons of authority. Precisely because of its novelty, it
brings into being new canons, new standards, new principles
for evaluating human activity and for ordering and channeling
the energies of men. It is the very nature of such creativity to
have something of a charismatic quality. This charisma, more-
over, is itself usually ambiguous. It invariably discloses inade-
quacies in the established patterns of order. It shows that these
patterns in significant ways function more as barriers which
block man’s elemental cnergics than as channels which focus
and direct thosc euergies. In transcending these patterns, it
introduces relative chaos into the processes of life as the precon-
dition for ereating ncw, more fruitful forms of organization. Yet
in its chaotic power it may prove to be more destructive than
liberating, bringing into being forms of order more limiting than
wCf., e.g., Mark 11:27-33,
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those which it replaced. In this respect it is always legitimate to
suspect charismatic figures and movements of being demonic.
In fuid situations there is always an overabundance of claimants
to leadership, many of whom mislead rather than aid their
fellowmen. Jesus’ own ministry reflects this ambiguity. As a result,
the decision to trust him inevitably contained significant ele-
ments of risk. Still, it would be false to describe such trust as a
blind and essentially irrrational leap of faith. An act of this kind
could in no case be a mature, human act. Ideally this trust
rested upon a deep experience of healing and liberating proc-
esses at work in Jesus’ ministry, processes that were profoundly
relevant to the suffering which existing forms of life imposed
upon men. By trusting him, by remaining loyal to him, his
followers were already enabled to participate in some measure
in the new reality he attested.

It has often been argued that Jesus” ministry was anything but
revolutionary in any concrete, social sense. The principal evi-
dence for such a contcution centers in Jesus’ apparent accept-
ance of Roman sovereignty in Palestine. He refused to be pushed
into a dircet clash with the Roman state and apparently rejected
vigorously thc aims and activities of the zealats, the “real”
revolutionarics of the period. We cannot reconstruct historically
all the elements which shaped Jesus' response to these issues.
They are closcly bound up with the question of how Israels
mission to the world was to be understood. Jesus’ own view
seemed to be that Israel's world mission presupposed the trans-
formation of Israel herself. Consequently, he repeatedly stressed
his prior responsibility to the “household of faith”-—though to be
sure, not to the synagogue or to the temple within the socicty,
but to all aspects and dimensions of the life of the Jewish
people! ¥ The point could be put somewhat differently, Without
denying the reality of Roman oppression, the more crucial
source of bondage and degradation within first-century Palestine
secmed to have been not the Roman occupation as such, but the
forms of social organization and the patterns of value orienta-
tion which rcigned within the Jewish community itself and on
the basis of Israel’s own religious traditions! If this is the situa-
tion Jesus encountered, then a national liberation movement
such as that envisioned by the zealots would not have touched

“On this issue, see Joachim Jeremias, Jesuss Promise lo the Nations
(London: SCM Press, 1938),
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the basic issucs in the suffering of the people—at least not as
Jesus understood those issues. It might have replaced Pilate with
a Jewish king, but otherwise all would have remained the same.

Contemporary revolutionary thinkers gencrally believe that
movements of national liberation must precede the revolu-
tionary transformation of the internal dynamics of a social order.
At this point, they invert what secms to have been the order of
Jesus' activity—perhaps because modern forms of imperialism
have more substantive implications for the internal structurc of
colonial societies than was true in the Roman cmpire, or perhaps
because experience has shown that national independence is a
prerequisite for meaningful change within a society and not vice
versa. Still, current expericnee also shows the inadequacy of a
merely nationalist revolution so far as the clemental experience
of men in the life of a society is concerned. Such revolutions
often mean simply that colonial masters have been replaced by
nationals who themselves share the values, the styles of life, and
the interests of their colonial predecessors. Otherwise, the society
remains virtually unchanged.?”

So far as we can see, Jesus was not in any immediate and
direct sense a revolutionary with respect to Roman authority.
But with respect to the traditions and patterns of social organi-
zation which prevailed within his own community, his work was
most certainly revolutionary in its thrust. Had he been a purely
spiritual preacher about an otherworldly kingdom or about some
inward, existential transformation of life without special social
consequences, the manner of his death would be largely un-
intelligible. I submit that the Pharisees, Sadducces, and
Herodians knew very well what they were doing when they
plotted to kill Jesus! All that they had and all that they valued
was at stake in that action.

In large measure Jesus” ministry understood in these terms,
was a failure. Perhaps he must be labeled naive, a man who
refused to face realistically what was and was not possible in
his sitnation. Perhaps he was a desperate man, no longer able to
bear the degradation and suffering which had been thrust upon
himself and his pcople. With the urgency and determination
which only deep suffering can give, he assailed the structures of
death which had for so long lain heavily upon his people until

% Franz Fanon has dealt sensitively with this problem in The Wretched of
the Earth (New York: Grove Press, 1965).
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the meaning of these structures was dramatically exposed in his
own crucifixion. According to the Synoptics, Jesus anticipated
this end. Indeed, his recorded comments are laden with expres-
sions of defeat and frustration, so much so that the only hope
which could have had significance for him was one which had
the power to encompass death and frustration and to transform
them into trivmph.

1f Jesus’ public ministry was not free of ambiguity, his death
was cven more problematic. The apparent extent of his impact
on the Palestinian population, coupled with the circumstances of
his death, mecant that large numbers of people could scarcely
avoid taking some sort of stance toward him and his activity.
The casicst and most natural response would, of course, be to
distance oneself from Jesus, to stand over against him, in vary-
ing degrees even to condemn him. This response might reflect a
more or less sincerely held conviction that Jesus was a menace to
Israel, one who threatened to destroy the order God had pro-
vided as the means of his people’s salvation. The leaders who
opposcd Jesus apparently saw matters that way, even if their
vicwpoint also masked an interest in protecting their own privi-
lege within the society. Others might withdraw from Jesus’
death not so much because they considered him dangerous as
because they considered his case essentially hopeless, because
they believed that nothing significant could be done to change
the patterns of social life no inatter how oppressive they might
be. Jesus’ death in this case would simply prove the futility of
opposition. Both of these responses meant in practice that man
must continue to link his well-being to the existing order of life,
even when that order crippled and distorted his spirit.

The alternative response was to identify with Jesus’ death, to
sce it as a disclosure in the sharpest and most dramatic form of
the death one already suffercd daily under the existing con-
ditions of life. Such an act of identification did not concern a
purely subjective choice of a hero of faith, a kind of existential
leap into authenticity occasioned by a concrete instance in which
one man embraced his own death in sovereign freedom. It con-
cerned a liberating insight into the fact that Jesus' death
uncovered a social and spiritual death which all men in that
particular setting in fact suffered whether they realized it or not,
a death embodied in the oppression and bondage which reigned
through the dominant valuc system and the patterns of organi-
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zation of that socicty. In this conncetion the issue was no longer
merely whether one corrcetly perceived the meaning of these
social realities and Jesus™ relation to them, but whether one
found in the life and death of Jesus the resources one needed to
lay hold of the new possibilitics of life to which they pointed.
Failing to find such resources, a man had little choice but to
make his pcace as best he could with the prevailing order,
which necessarily included rejecting the truth Jesus opened up,
The paradox is that those who embraced Jesus™ dcath as their
own death, who received it as a death “for their sakes,” were
empowered to participate in the creation of new forms of life
which surpassed the destructive limits of the old.

This empowering of the powcerless is at the heart of the Faster
miracle, not some spectacular occurrence whose principal sig-
nificance is to evoke amazement. Actually, there are a number of
New Testament traditions which may be variant forms of the
same “Easter” phenomenon—traditions concerning the trans-
figuration of Jecsus, the empty tomb, the appearances of the
risen Jesus to his disciples, the outpouring of the Ioly Spirit at
Pentecost. All point concretely in the same direction—to the
liberating, energizing power of the cross in human life.

The most crucial development to be noted is that at some
point, perhaps very shortly after Jesus' decath, the import of
Jesus™ activity burst through the limits of its particular Palestin-
ian setting, taking on world-historical importance. This develop-
ment rested in part on the fact that the Jewish people by and
large “rejected” Jesus. Such rejection may well have reflected
the good common sense of the folk, for while Jesus may indeed
have borne the truth, that truth probably would have had little
chance to comec to fruition if its concrete reference to the
Palestinian situation had been strictly maintained. Even if the
internal life of the Jewish people had been revolutionized, the
Jewish community would incvitably bave become a threat to
Roman sovereignty, provoking repressive action—as in fact later
happened in responsc to an essentially nationalist revolution.
Even though Israel’s pilgrimage provided the fertile soil for the
concrete emergence of the liberating power present in the
activity of Jesus, the promisc contained in that power could be
realized only if it worked on a much broader front, finally
encompassing the Roman empire itself as the widest effective
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organization of human resources existing in that time and place.®

It was precisely in the separation of the cross of Jesus from
exclusive attachment to the Palestinian setting that its eschato-
logical import became most visible, This event no longer signi-
fied simply the specific issues raised by Jesus with reference to
Israel’s legal traditions and the social order of which they were a
part. It now cxposed a conflict continually working itself out in
the hcart of the world process between every order which
oppresses and the vital, cnergizing forces of life—a conflict
manifest in varying ways in all levels of reality and in the most
diverse forms of social organization. As a result every conflict has
in some mcasurc come to participate in this pivotal conflict,
cnriching and extending its primal meaning, By the same token,
the promise of Josus’ activity was no longer simply the reformu-
lation of Jewish life through the creation of an order relatively
more serviceable to the liberation and health of men, It came to
bear the promise of that all-embracing order which is profoundly
adequate to the explosive forces of creativity that comprise the
movement of being in all its dimensions. The point is not simply
that the cross together with the specific content of Jesus™ activity
is a particularly illuminating cypher of a universal principle
opcrating in the world process. The cross rather bears in its
central impulse that pattern of being which can overcome the
destructive conflicts of life in the kingdom of freedom. Even
though it maintains it own concreteness, it can in this sense be
said to lcap over the various struggles of history to their promised
resolution. Still, this formulation is also misleading. It tends to
suggest that the historical process is in principle already com-
pleted. The cross of Jesus is then seen as the finished product
of that process, a wondrous accomplishment on behalf of all
men which needs only to be acknowledged in order to be en-
joyed. Yet precisely because the cross of Jesus Christ bears
within itsclf the impulse to that liberating order which emhraces
all things, it can ncver be completed in itself. It finds fulfill-
ment only as all is fulfilled, only as all things themsclves
participate in its promise.! Moreover, such participation does

" Cf, Paul's agonizing reflections on the relation of the Jews to Jesus,
Romans 9-11,

* On this point, cf. Ephesians 1:23 where the church is described as “flling
up” Christ’s own reality. Indeed, in vicw of the writer's cosmic interest,
expressed in 1:10, it would appear more consistent and also more sound
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not consist of a passive adaptation to the reality of Jesus Christ,
The import of the cross of Jesus is not that everything has
been done for man, but that man himself is empowcred to labor
with all his resources for the realization of the recalm of freedom
which the cross opens up. Since this participation is active, even
originative, the rcality of Jesus Cbrist itself undergoes continual
transformation in the historical process as it receives the varying
contributions of those who are enabled through its operation to
become its co-workers. Jesus Christ is eschatological occurrence
not because history is essentially finished in him, but because he
constitutes a new possibility in the historieal proccss whose crea-
tive potential cannot be exhausted short of the full actualization
of that order which can adequately awaken, faeilitate, and
harmonize the vital cnergics opcrating in all things.

It is equally important that the inexhaustible potential con-
erctely founded in the cross of Jesus Christ not be understood as
an abstract standard of valuation which, as it were, judges
history and lures it ever onward from a distant and ever-reced-
ing horizon. Such an image too easily removes the import of
Jesus Christ from the ambiguity and agony of the historical
struggle. While the reality of Jesus Christ inaugurates a move-
ment which presscs rclentlessly to the end, to the “telos” of
history, we encounter that reality nowhere clse than in the
concrete struggles of our world—chiefly in those happenings
which break through the limits of oppressive forins of life and
open the way to new levels of creativity and frecdom in the
human pilgrimage.

In the foregoing analysis the mcaning of God has been identi-
fied principally with the explosive power operating in the world
process to enable creative growth. Implicit in the discussion is
the conviction that this power is operative at all levels of being.
Attention has been centered almost exclusively, however, on the
relevance of the more gencral perspective for social and histori-
cal processes. In this frame of reference the working of God is
most singularly manifest in the dynamics by which oppressive
and degrading patterns of life are transcended for the sake of
new forms of order better adapted to the task of evoking,
channcling, and harmonizing the vital energies of men. The

theologically to say that all things participate in shaping and fulfilling
the reality of Christ, who himself “fills al] in all.”
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phenomenon of charisma, as it is focused both in persons and
movements, is a crucial part of these dynamics. The point is that
at the levels of complexity which characterize human, social
existence, only creative subjects can be sufficient to the task of
giving shape to new forms and expressions of life. Insofar as this
activity cntails breaking with legitimated patterns of authority
and venturing to bring into being new bases of authority, the
new forms initially require vital and inspiring representation in
persons if they are to gain their way among men. Consequently,
the working of God in the historical process is at critical times
sharply concentrated in charismatic persons. Such persons are
cmpowered by the working of God to break with the old in order
to give birth to the new; they are also mediators of this same
possibility for those with whom they interact in a common life
situation. As a bearer of charismatic power, Jesus Christ is dis-
tinctive for the Christian community essentially in the eschato-
logieal import of his activity. That is to say, the creative impulses
which have been and continue to be released in the complex of
events which make up his being are not exhausted in the partic-
ular issucs of first-century Palestine, but press in ever new ways
and by mcans of ever new struggles toward that all-embracing
realm of frcedom which is the goal of process.

In some respects this understanding one-sidedly stresses ele-
ments of conflict, dynamics, and change at the expense of har-
mony, order, and stability. It is being asserted that the creative
breakthrough—cspecially within the social process—constitutes
the prototypical expericnee underlying the reflections on the
mcaning of God here being offered. Still, creativity and form are
not contrarics. Creative energy which is in no way focused
through significant patterns of organization expends itself with-
out effcct. Creative activity requires a framework of order to be
fruitful. The most productive periods in human history have not
necessarily been the transition periods in which old forms were
forecd to give way to new ones. Productivity has often been at
its highest when more or less established patterns of activity
themselves served to elieit an intensive and highly imaginative
investment of lifc. These patterns could elicit that investment
because of their snccess in channeling human energies in direc-
tions which made sense for the people living in that setting. Yet
such patterns of order eventually exhaust their potential and
to display repressive features of their own, Under these circum-
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stances, creativity rcquires new forms in order to gain satis-
factory cxpression. In terms of a highly abstract formulation, it
can be said that the ¢lan of the divine activity operative in and
through the world process drives relentlessly through innumer-
able stages and through many failures and sidctracks toward
that pattern of order which not only no longer represses the vital
energics of being, but clicits their free and creative articulation
at the deepest and most intense levels possible. In trinitarian
language, God the Father designates the primal, chaotic
energy—somewhat on the analogy of the Aristotclian Matter—
which from the beginning lusts after suitable forms for its hound-
less power. God the Son is the promise of that adequate form,
present in the beginning as the indispensable counterpart of the
creative potentinl in the divinc chaos, decisively manifest in
Jesus of Nazareth as the inexhaustible historical expression of the
impulse toward liberating patterns of existence, but fully actual
only in the fulfiliment of the world process. The Spirit, the
dynamic union of chaotic vitality and liberating form, embraces
in its actuality the totality of the agony of process as the neces-
sary pilgrimage in the sclf-actualization of the divine being.

This highly abstract formulation is useful in providing a
gencral orientation for man’s concrete engageinent with the
particular issucs of existence he confronts in his own situation.
However, wherc it becomes in itself the central precccupation
of theological reflection, it tends to become a spectator’s inter-
pretation of reality which is compatible with virtually anything
that happens. Lacking specific consequences for human be-
havior, its most likely function is that of encouraging acceptance
of what is already given. For this reason it has been necessary to
move toward an understanding of God from a consideration of
current happenings in which the pathos of the divine self-
actualization is operative. It is to these happenings that I must
now rcturn,

111

The thests is that blacks and radical students are raising in a
most forceful and thoroughgoing way the central issues of the
Christian gospel. In relation to the concrete realities of contem-
porary American society, their struggle concerns the themes of
the Isaiah passage ecited by Jesus: relcase to the captives, re-
covery of sight for the blind, good news to the poor, liberty for

196

Tue GospEL as PowER

the oppressed—and most especially, the announcement that
now is the acceptable day of the Lord, i.e., the specific time in
which these matters have become and must be the main order
of busiucss. Morcover, they have sought to raise these issues
in ways that have concrete consequences, that have to do with
how pceople act, how the roles of society are organized, what
values operate in practice in the daily affairs of the basic institu-
tions of the society.

Blacks arc being called from degradation and humiliation,
from the moral decay which is often the result of such degrada-
tion, to a ncw awareness of their dignity as men, to self-affirma-
tion, to the responsibility and concern for others which such
dignity makes possible. Yet this call to a new life itself gains
substance only as it is inseparably linked with an assault on
those structures and values which daily do violence to blacks,
distorting, cven crushing, the spirits of all but the strong. In-
deed, the opportunity to share in the struggle for a new order
itself provides the most favorahle occasion in which a man can
experience and affirm his worth at a new and more profound
level. In this frame of reference, the brilliant survival techniques
carlier developed by blacks—especially in religion, music,
humor, and storytelling—no longer suffice in their old forms to
express a vital humanity, for they were originally adapted to
the harsh realities of slavery or racial discrimination. Now they
too must undergo a transformation in order to sustain the mili-
taney required to bring into being a new order of freedom.

The new black militancy is not simply gospel for blacks.
Whites also suffer—though in different less obvious ways—
under the curse of racism! In the determined challenge to the
structures and values by which blacks in particular are victim-
ized, white men as well are addressed with a call to surrender
the false bascs of worth which distort their perceptions and
inhibit their own fulfillment as men. This challenge is not a mere
appeal to the white man’s conscicnce, which would scarcely
suffice in itsclf to free them from the restricted views of their
own sclf-intcrest which hold them captive. It encounters them
as total men whose being is rooted in vital material interests.
By confronting whites at those points where they are most
immediately conscious of their own material interest, blacks give
whites a realistic option to accept or even actively participate in
a rcordering of the basic institutions of the society in a manner
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more compatible with the well-being of men. As a result, the
gospel is no longer merely verbal, merely a utopian ideal which
can in no casc find practical application in the “real” world.
It takes on flesh. It becomes concrete in specific social and
political struggles which present men with the necessity and the
possibility of inquiring anew into the true nature of their inter-
ests, nteeds, and hopes as men, which give them an opportunity
to develop patterns of social organization that can serve these
interests and needs.

Similar dynamics are operative in the student movement. In
somc respects, radical students represent the first and most
wholehcartedly positive white response to the challenge and
promise of the black struggle. Having been sensitized to the
human meaning of social processes, they have broadened the
base of that struggle, exposing other dimensions in the enslave-
ment of the human spirit that result from the dominant patterns
at work in contemporary American society. Students have them-
selves been awakened from the contented enjoyment of a
prolonged adolescence, from an uncritical adaptation in the
course of university education to the secure roles the society
offers them. They have becn summoned to a probing inquiry
into the threats and promises of modern industrial civilization.,
Because they have attained new levels of political sensitivity,
they seek to confront the society as a whole with the inhumanity,
the unfreedom, and the “bad news” which is present in its estab-
lished conventions and procedures, hopefully giving it some
genuine options to the steady drift toward technocratic captivity,
toward the domination of a welfare-warfare state.

Because these movements had to break with legitimated struc-
tures of authority in order to raise the human guestions which
claimed their attention, charisma has played a prominent role in
their development both in leadership patterns and in styles of
activity. Indeed, without charisma the kind of breakthrough
that was required to make possible a meaningful treatment of
contemporary problems could not have been achieved. Closely
connected with this breakthrough has been the release of enor-
mous amounts of creative energy directed toward the reformu-
lation of the society. Indeed, the people attending most urgently
and profoundly to the problems of overcoming oppression and
of bringing good news to the poor are precisely those who would
normally be least equipped to deal with such matters: on the
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one hand, those most brutalized and degraded by the society,
those who are increasingly being excluded from a productive
role in the society, those whom we would ordinarily expect to
be too dcmoralized to care or hope; on the other hand, those
destined for the most privileged and secure roles in the society,
the new mandarins of the modern, technocratic society. To be
sure, blacks and students have had every opportunity to know
and experience the failings of modem society. Yet this aware-
ness is no longer merely the latent fuel for social change. It has
been ignited, becoming a burning determination to overcome
the failings of the society. The Christian who has been condi-
tioned to expect and hope for the redeeming activity of God in
history can only respond to these developments with a sense of
wonder and gratitude. In the words of Paul: “God chose what is
foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak
in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and
despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to
nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in
the presence of God” (I Cor. 1:27-29 RSV). Consequently, the
promise contained in these developments confronts Christians in
particular with a fresh call to responsibility amid the social and
political realities of the contemporary world.

I do not wish to romanticize these movements or to exalt them
uncritically. They have serious problems of their own. Indeed,
given the circumstances of their emergence, one could scarcely
expect it to be otherwise. Some blacks and radical students, for
example, tend to identify radicality merely with sweeping—
even violent—assaults on anything that represents the estab-
lished order. There is then little concern to guide action by
critical insight into the social bases of human suffering and into
the dynamics operating within the society which bear realistic
possibilites for overcoming that suffering. Likewise, some parti-
cipants in these struggles content themsclves simply with dis-
rupting or hopefully destroying prevailing social processes. The
painstaking task of divising new patterns of social organization
which significantly improve the possibilities of human fulfillment
is seriously neglected if not disregarded altogether. There are
divisive tendencies within the movements themselves. The
factions which see the least of value in existing institutions and
the fewest possibilities of continuity in achieving meaningful
change often suspect other, more “conservative,” factions of
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sclling out or of coming to terms too quickly with the established
order. By holding out uncompromisingly for their own radical
program, they tend to narrow the base of their appeal so much
as to be incapable of any effective action. Their determination
to accept nothing less than what they regard as a genuinely
radical solution to human problems takes on added pathos when
it embraces no clearly articulated social alternatives. Then its
significance may be primarilv psychological, reflecting the
radical’s compulsive need to cleanse himself of the evil and
corruption in the society—in practice to refuse modern civiliza-
tion as such. As a result, the achievement of relative social health
ceases to be a major concern.

These and similar tendencics have often been cited by eritics
of these movements, most often, it must be noted, by those
seeking to discredit them and undermine the support they have
from time to time received from the larger society. The aim of
such criticism is basically to render ineffective potential sources
of social change and to restore the normaley which has been
called into question. Yet criticism is necessary if the promise of
these movements as vchicles of change within the society is to be
realized.?® Indeed, if the tendencies noted above were to become
dominant, the current efforts for a new social order would almost
certainly be defeated, leaving the sufferers in deeper despair
and the defenders of the present order more secure in their
judgment that any social disturbance is bad for the society.

In this connection it must be made clear that to speak of God’s
action in history does not mean to absolutize or to embrace
uncritically developments which are identified as peculiarly
signifieant bearers of his prescnce. Nor does it mean that such
developments are guaranteed certain or immediate sucecess.
On the contrary, it means that God himself is involved in the
ambiguity, the uncertainty, and the questionableness of the
historical process. Moreover, this involvement does not simply

* Harold Cruse and Christopher Lasch are important examples of positive
critics of these movements for radical change in contemporary American
soeiety, That is, both are sympathetic to these movements and sensitive to
their urgency for our times. They criticize them in order that they might be
more ellective, in order that they might avoid repeating the failures of
similar movements in the past. Cf. Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro In-
tellectual (New York: William Morrow & Company, 1957). Sce Lasch’s
articles in the New Yeork Review of Books, e.g., “A Special Supplement: The
Trouble with Black Power,” Feb. 29, 1968, pp. 4-10.
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consist of God’s external use of imperfect instruments in a
manner that somehow preserves intact his cssential perfection.
God is implicated in his inncrmost nature in the distortions and
fractures of history in the process of actualizing his own being.
The primary significance of identifying particular historical
phenomena as crucial expressions of God’s activity is to under-
score their creative potential for moving process toward forms
of organization more adequate to the vital energy operative in
human personal and social existence. Such developments even
in their ambiguity and questionableness present man with con-
crete possibilities of overcoming particular forms of bondage and
oppression, of actualizing in specific ways the promise of free-
dom which the gospel offers him. Far from being the pure and
self-sufficient ruler of history from above, God unfolds his being
precisely as the concrete dynamic within history that thrusts
man toward liberating forms of life, that empowers man to
participate in the creation of a new order of freedom.

The stress on God's immersion in process does not rule out
the propriety of speaking of the perfection of his righteousness
and love. God is “perfectly” righteous and loving, not in the
sense that he is completcly free of the ambiguities and impurities
of history, but in the sense that his activity enables develop-
ments in the various stages and circumstances of historical exist-
ence which are concretely appropriate to man’s liberation
and fulfillment. Moreover, his love and righteousness are such
that his work is not and will not be finished until all bases of
human suffering, bondage, alienation, and conflict are overcome.
In social terms, this means that movements which expose forms
of oppression and bondage in human social existence and
which emnbody a drive to overcome that oppression and bondage
cannot finally be put down. The problems which they uncover
present themsclves again and again until suitable steps are
taken for their resolution. To have faith in God means to per-
eeive and to participate in these dynamics against the back-
ground of what might be called ontological optimism, the
conviction that frustration and defeat are not inescapable laws
of life and that the hope of meaningful victories will be vindi-
cated in future experience.

What are the concrete consequences of seeking to understand
the divine working in relation to such developments in human
society? What substantive contribution ean a theological anal-
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ysis make to our grasp of their reality and significance? In the
first instance, the theological contribution to the analysis of con-
temporary social and political issues must be directed primarily
toward the church, the self-conscious community of faith. It
must be initially rcferred to the church since these movements
both in their inception and in their subsequent development
have not by and large been explicitly derived from a Christian
commitment. They are among the many instances in human
history in which the principal agents of God’s activity have
been persons and groups other than his self-acknowledged ser-
vants. Before the church can presume to proclaim to the world
the Christ who is alrcady at work in the world, it must itself learn
again of Christ from the world. It can learn of Christ only as it
struggles with these contemporary expressions of his presence
in such a way as to enlarge the possibility that their creative
promise shall come to fruition, For the Chrisitan community, the
initial significance of the analysis is to identify the locus of the
divine working in current happenings and the shape of Christian
mission within those happenings.

But how can Christians enter into these struggles? What form
should their involvement take? The answer to these questions
rests in considerable measure upon a critical assessment of the
forces at work in contemporary American society—the conse-
quences they have for human life, the promise they hold for the
enlargement of human creativity and fulfillment. Such reflection
must itsclf be directed and informed by concrete practice. In
this case that involves participation in the sufferings of those
whose life expericnces expose most sharply the failings of human
society and hence, the factors which must be taken into account
in secking a significant reordering of society, It also means
participation in practical efforts to effcct needed changes in the
society, for such efforts shed light both negatively and positively
on the probable cffectiveness of various nethods of seeking to
restructure man’s corporate existence.

If, for example, Christians reach the conclusion through this
assessment that they are in a revolutionary situation, they can
faithfully proclaim the Christian gospel only by doing what is
necessary to further the revolutionary struggle. In such a situa-
tion the defenders of the old order can be “saved” only through
fire, through having the bases of their exploitative roles in the
socicty destroyed and with them the values and understandings
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associated with those roles. Broadly defined, a revolutionary
situation is one in which the procedures of decision-making and
control by which the society is ordered are concentrated in the
hands of persons or groups whose interests are so fundamentally
inimical to the well-being of the society as a whole that meaning-
ful gains in the achievement of social justice require the defeat
of these intercsts. Alongside these objective considerations there
must also be a subjective readiness on the part of the people
victimized by the society to engage in revolutionary struggle,
though in this regard proclamation may itself in many cases
have to take the form of awakening the consciousness of the
people to the necessity and legitimacy of such a struggle. Even
where revolution is called for there are no simple, all-embracing
solutions to human social problems, The romantic dream of
simply starting anew and by that means escaping all the dis-
tortions and dilemmas of the old order is certainly illusory. The
building of social institutions is never so easy. Besides, even the
most drastic changes in society inevitably preserve many ele-
ments, both cultural and structural, from the old order.
Consequently, a revolutionary strategy must be quite clear about
what specific structures must be destroyed in the revolutionary
struggle and what alternative institutional arrangements can be
created which will significantly advance the human quest for
freedom on the other side of the revolutionary struggle.

If, however, the basic structures in the society together with
the intcrests they presently serve most adequately have valid
claims to a continuing place in any future society in spite of the
inhuman consequenccs they presently bring about, then strat-
egies of reform rather than revolutionary struggle probably best
describe the concrete form of Christian proclamation. Efforts at
social reform, it must be emphasized, are not necessarily free of
conflict and violence. Nor are they limited in their operation to
the established channels of effecting change provided by the
social system itself. They may find it necessary to place great
strain on the “normal” functioning of the social system, even
inducing relative chaos, in order to bring into being conditions
which make possible substantive reforms. In this respect the
distinction between revolutionary strategies and strategies of
reform is by no means absolute. On the contrary, at certain
stages in a given struggle, they may be indistinguishable. The
difference is that reform movements finally seek not a replace-
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ment and a radical reconstitution of the basic structures of the
society, but a recasting of these structures in order to alter the
power balance in the society and to take into account legitimate
interests which are neglected by the present organization of the
society.

In general, it is my judgment that the latter picture most ade-
quately deseribes the current American situation, even though
the achievement of the necessary reforms will have far-reaching
consequences for the society as a whole. In this situation, the
initiative in Christian proclamation lies with the mobilization and
intensification of forces pressng for change, for these arc the
forces which bear most concretely the promise of the new.
Morcover, the burden in this phase of the struggle must be
borne by those most violated by the prescnt society, for the
creation of a new order of life is most profoundly in keeping with
their vital interests. In this context the Christian can give concrete
expression to the liberating promise of the gospel only through
radical identification with the struggles for change, through
taking on the fleshly interests and concerns which give these
struggles their driving power. The commmunal life of the people
of God in this phase of the struggle almost invariably takes a
sectarian form (E. Troeltsch).?* That is, the patterns of organi-
zation, the shared values and understandings, and the cultie
expressions which constitute these people as a people are in
conflict with the dominant institutional arrangements of the
society. They have an “outsider” character precisely because
they give a measure of actuality to a social order which is “not
vet,” which belongs to the promise of the future. Moreover, with-
in the internal life of such communities, there is a demand for a
level of loyalty and purity of commitment which surpasses the
minimal requirements normally prevailing in human socicty,
This scetarian form is characteristically an ad hoe expression of
Christian existence, a new emergent in response to special con-
ditions and needs. It breaks the continuity of the church’s
institutional and cultic life and challenges the established church
to justify its existence as church.

If revolution is neither possible nor appropriate as a conercte
goal in a given social system, then Christian proclamation also

# For Troeltsch’s formulation of the distinction and relatiou between clhiurch
and sect see Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches
(New York: Harper; Torchbook, 1960}, I, 331-43.
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takes a second form, that of enabling a creative response to the
initiative excreised by the forces of change. After the crippling
effects of the old order have been exposed through tactics of
confrontation and the provocation of conflict, through the height-
cning of tensions and the polarization of interests, there comes
a time in which substantive adjustments on the part of the
establishment to the cmergent challenge is both necessary and
possible. In this context Christian proclamation involves enabling
thosc who bencfit most directly from the old order to perceive
the essential legitimacy of the demands put forward by the
cmergent forces. It involves helping more privileged persons
and groups recxamine the character of their own interests in
order to discover what is vital and what is not so vital. It involves
stimulating and facilitating cooperative efforts by represent-
atives of all intercsts to invent new ways of ordering the affairs
of men which can more nearly actualize the promise of freedom
in contemporary society. Even though this form of proclamation
cannot share direetly in the initiation of new impulses in human
history, it is still an essential and creative expression of the
gospel. Where it is wholly lacking, the outcome of conflict and
confrontation in human society can only be a further fragmenta-
tion of man’s corporate existence or a life and death struggle in
which one sct of interests finally destroys or represses the other.
Therc are situations in which the only meaningful goal is the
defeat of established interests or perhaps the defeat of emerging
claimants to a share in the society’s power and privilege. More
often some sort of accommodation eventually proves to be the
most promising pathway to human fulfillment. The initiative
for accommodation, for substantive adjustments in the distribu-
tion of power and privilege in the society must be taken from
the side of the establishment. For the challengers to take that
initiative would almost certainly be a scllout. Yet where mean-
ingful concessions are offered, radical leaders can respond with
intcgrity and work on a new basis to give concrete actuality to
the gospel’s promise of freedom, of release to the captives, of
good news to the poor.

The ministry of response is a viable possibility within the
framework of morc cstablished institutions, including the main-
line churches. Even if the church type (Troeltsch) of religious
organization cannot, because of its relation to the larger society,
directly link its lifc to radical movements, it can facilitate a
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recognition of the creative promise of such movements. Through
such recognition the way can be opened to a new, more liber-
ating order of life.

No actually existing society can in itself perfectly embody the
prophetic promise which Jesus adopted as his platform. Yet the
gospel does open the way for man to be an actual participant
along the way in the struggles which mediate that promise to
men. In such participation man can taste in advance the free-
dom which no social order, indeed, no human work, can offer or
guarantee.





