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Thisreview essay on R. MelvinKeiser'sRootsof Relational Ethics: Responsibility in Originand Maturity inH. Richard
Niebuhr surveys selected wor ks about Niebuhr, examinesthe strengths of Keiser's post-critical treatment of Niebuhr
and raises questions about Keiser's views and about Niebuhr.

R. Mdvin Keiser, Roots of Relational Ethics: Responsibility in Origin and Maturity in H. Richard Niebuhr. Atlanta:
ScholarsPress, 1996. xviii +248p., with bibliography andindex.

Inthe Foreword to John Godsey, The Promiseof H. Richard Niebuhr (Philadel phia: Lippincott, 1970), Martin
Marty writes: “The legacy of Niebuhr . . . isamong therichest in American theol ogy inthetwentieth century; asamatter
of fact, | wonder whether since Jonathan Edwards there has been a systematic theol ogian of such organizing brilliance
asH. Richard Niebuhr” (p. 7). Inwhat has become amajor focus of hisscholarly career, Professor Keiser hasgonefar
inshowingtheaccuracy of Marty’ sremark. Keiser wentto Y ale Divinity School to study inwhat turned out to bethefinal
twoyearsof Niebuhr’ slife. Helaterwrotean S.T.M. thesisunder Robert L. Calhounentitled“ Relationality inthe Theol ogy
of H. RichardNiebuhr: A Study inNiebuhr’ sUnderstanding of Manand God,” 1964, and, indoctoral study at Dukeunder
WilliamL. Poteat, wroteadi ssertationon“ Recovering the Personal : Thel ogicof ReligiousDiscourseinthe Theol ogical
Quest of H. Richard Niebuhr,” 1974, inwhich hesuggeststhat Niebuhr ismoving toward theformul ation of apostcritical
theology and ethics, aterm linking hiswork to that of Michael Polanyi, the Hungarian-British physical chemist turned
philosopher, whose theory of tacit knowing, according to Marjorie Grene, provides “grounds for a revolution in
philosophy.”

Keiser revised and published his dissertation as Recovering the Personal: Religious Language and the Post-
Critical Quest of H. Richard Niebuhr (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), an exploration of Niebuhr’ stheol ogical method.
Now, inthislater book, hefocuseson the matureformulation of Niebuhr’ stheol ogical ethics, on how it devel oped during
Niebuhr’ scareer, and onacritical appraisal of what Niebuhr accomplished andleft undoneat hisdeath. Thesetwobooks
on Niebuhr congtitute the most comprehensive treatment to date of the thought of one who is perhaps the twentieth
century’s greatest scholar in theology and ethics.

Thestrengthof Kelser’ streatment of Niebuhr lies(1) inthescopeand detail of hisapproach, drawingonNiebuhr's
published and unpublished writing, on his own personal contact with Niebuhr asa student at Y ale, and on the views of
other scholars; (2) in his perspective on the development of Niebuhr's thought, especially what Keiser cdls the
“conversion” that shapesthe character of hismaturework; (3) in hisdelineation of the movement toward a post-critical
methodthat hassimilaritiestoMichael Polanyi’ sground-breaking philosophy; and (4) inK el ser’ sevaluationof Niebuhr’s
theology and ethics, dealing with its depth and power aswell asits deficiencies.

To appreciate Keiser’ saccomplishment, | shall first provide abrief overview of published works on Niebuhr.
Second, therewill beacloser examination of thestrengthsof K eiser’ streatment of Niebuhr. Andthird, | shall raisesome
guestions of my own about K eiser and Niebuhr.



Survey of Selected Published Work about Niebuhr

Thefirst substantial commentary on Niebuhr’ sthought appearedinFaithand Ethics: the Theology of H. Richard
Niebuhr, edited by Paul Ramsey (New Y ork: Harper, 1957), afestschrift witharticlesby someof Niebuhr’ sformer students.
Two chaptersby HansFrei, “ Niebuhr’ s Theol ogical Background” and “ The Theology of H. Richard Niebuhr,” make up
over 40% of the text of the book and provide information on the sources and shape of Niebuhr’ sthought. Frel isvery
hel pful on the German background and makes good use of these sourcesto clarify issuesin Niebuhr’ stheology, but he
fails to give adequate attention to Niebuhr’s American sources, in particular to his acknowledged debts to Jonathan
Edwards and to William James and Josi ah Royce from the pragmatic tradition. Asaresult, thefirst chapter scemsmore
an essay on 19th and 20th century German theology than on Niebuhr. In the second chapter, Frei suggests some
questionable interpretations of Niebuhr. For example, Frei speaks of “disbelievers,” “half-believers,” and “secular”
culture, even asherecognizesthat Niebuhr “ refusesto acknowledge the absence of faithinany man” (p. 13). Thishasic
pointinNiebuhrturns* unbelievers’ intobelieversand eliminatestheneedfor thehighly vagueterm* secular” by providing
ameansfor understanding the varied faiths of believers other than Christian. Or again, Frel understands*“internal” and
“external” history in The Meaning of Revelation as“ completely parallel to oneanother” and“ quitedifferentinkind” (p.
30), whereasNiebuhr seesaclosesimilarity between histories, inwhichthey differ by theperspectiveor faiththatinforms
them, making each externa totheothersbut havinganinternal history asviewedfromwithin. Further, when Frel discusses
thefive-fold typology Niebuhr outlinesin Christ and Culture, he saysthat “ Niebuhr’ sown faith and theology are those
of a‘conversionist’” (p. 65), whereas Niebuhr explicitly rejects opting for one as*the Christian answer,” saysthat “the
types are not wholly exclusive of one another,” and reminds usthat “in theology asin any other science the seeking of
aninclusivetheory isof great practical importance” (Christ and Culture, p. 231). While Frei provides helpful insights,
especially about Niebuhr and German theology, his treatment is not an adequate guide to Niebuhr’ s thought.

James Gustafson’ sarticlein Faith and Ethics, “ Christian Ethicsand Social Policy,” offersahelpful rendition
of major motifsin Niebuhr’ sethicsand “aninterpretation of Christian social ethics’ consistent with Niebuhr’ sthought.
Inhisfinal section, “ Some Remaining Questions,” however, Gustaf son driftsinto dubiousterritory in speaking of ethics
and predictability, in saying that in“ comparison with Catholicism, Protestantism haslittle culture of itsown,” and when
he departs from Niebuhr on “the relation of ethicsto ontology” (pp. 136-139).

Paul Ramsey in“ The Transformation of Ethics” makestheinteresting suggestionthat rel ational objectivismmay
be a better way to describe Niebuhr’ streatment of valuesthan relativism.

In“Vaueand Valuation,” George Shrader delineates adistinguishing mark of Niebuhr’ sthought as*“the way
he combines rigorous philosophical analysis with penetrating theological insight” (p. 173) and points to an apparent
problem in Niebuhr’ svalue theory, which Niebuhr later clarifies (see Radical Monotheismand Western
Culture, pp.100-113).

The articles, taken as a whole, with the exception of that by Julian Hartt, offer a helpful but by no means
comprehensiveor completely reliabl eintroductionto Niebuhr’ sthought. Hartt’ sarti cleadmittedly expresseshisown point
of view rather than Niebuhr’s, misrepresents Niebuhr at points, and is open to the devastating criticisms Niebuhr, and
Polanyi, make of Hartt’ stype of overly- confident rationalism.



Two bookson Niebuhr appeared in 1970: an introductionto histhought by John D. Godsey, referred to above,
and thefirst comprehensive study of Niebuhr’ stheology, by Dutch theol ogian Libertus A. Hoedemaker (The Theology
of H. Richard Niebuhr. Philadel phia: Pilgrim Press, 1970).

Godsey provides agood account of Niebuhr’ s theology and ethics, drawn from his major books and sel ected
articles. Though he blurssome of Niebuhr’ sfiner distinctions(e.g. internal and external history), hecorrectly perceives
that Niebuhr is*forging something new intheworld of Christian theology” and thusopenshimself to criticism (pp. 96ff.
andp. 108).

Hoedemaker focuses on Niebuhr’s theology, showing its American and European (including non-German)
sources. Histreatment, donewith empathy but not uncritically, coversanimpressivearray of topicsin Niebuhr’ sthought,
andrai sesimportant questionsabout itspossiblelimitations. Hoedemaker doesnot deal adequately withNiebuhr’ sethics,
does not seem to understand theimportance of Niebuhr’ sidentification of God with the principle of being, and implies
that Niebuhr’ stheol ogy makesthe most senseif linked to “ God’ sfinal disappearance” (pp. 165-166).

JamesW. Fowler’ sTo Seethe Kingdom: The Theological Vision of H. Richard Niebuhr (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1974) emerged from a doctoral dissertation at Harvard and proposes “to study in depth the development of”
Niebuhr’ sthought. Fowler had the great advantage of accessto the unpublished manuscriptsleft by Niebuhr at thetime
of hisdeathin1962. Thebiographical introductionishelpful buterrsinsaying, “From1917to 1918 Niebuhr earnedamaster’ s
degreein history at Washington University;” themaster’ sthesisitself reports“ A.M., 1917, Department of Germanics.”
Thestrength of Fowler’ streatment liesin hisuse of unpublished aswell as published writingsintracing the devel opment
of Niebuhr’ sthought, in emphasi zing theinseparahility of histheology and ethics, and suggesting that Niebuhr devel ops
analternativeto Barth and liberalism. Perhaps suffering from never having studied with Niebuhr and seeing himwrestle
as he attempted to find “logos in mythos’ Fowler overly systematizes Niebuhr, who can be called “ systematic” only in
asensethatiscarefully qualified, and comescloseto misrepresenting Niebuhr by suggesting affinitieswith Whitehead' s
metaphysics. Y et hedoesfindin Niebuhr “ atacit covenantal structurethat makeshuman community and human selfhood
possible,” astructurethat istriadic in form (pp. 206-207), thus underscoring Niebuhr’ sview that humans areinvolved
in adevel oping experience with their companionsin the presence of divine mystery, not a clearly defined situation for
rational exposition.

Donad E. Fadner, in The Responsible God: The Christian Philosophy of H. Richard Niebuhr (1974), fearsthe
sovereignty of God in Niebuhr endangershuman responsibility and holdsthat theway to correct thisproblemisthrough
process metaphysics.

LonnieD. KlieverinH. Richard Niebuhr (Waco: Word, 1977) dealswith Niebuhr asreformer, theologian, and
ethicist, provides abalanced treatment, and pointsto Niebuhr’ sambiguitiesand relevance. Though Kliever repeatsthe
minor error that Niebuhr’s master’ sdegree at Washington University wasin history (p. 20), givesexcessive priority to
theconversionist positionfrom Christand Culture(pp. 58ff.), and seemstothink that theethi csof responsibility eliminates
teleol ogy and deontol ogy as principlesof Christian action (pp. 113ff.), Kliever offersamore carefully nuanced view of
internal and externa history andtheir relationto Kant (pp. 74ff.) thanisusually found (e.g. Van A. Harvey, TheHistorian
and the Believer. New Y ork: Macmillan, 1966, pp. 234ff.). Kliever aso notestheimportance of Niebuhr for narrative
theology and environmental theology, and seeshis* original and powerful re-symbalization of the Christian faith” asa
“resource for the ongoing reformation of the church and world” (p. 189).
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DouglasF. Ottati, Meaning and Method in H. Richard Niebuhr’ s Theology (Washington: University Press of
America, 1982), intendsto show that “ thetheol ogy of H. Richard Niebuhr adequately resolvestheproblem of faith seeking
understandingin amanner that isat oncetrueto thehistorically distinctivefeaturesof thebiblica witnessand accessible
toitshearers’ (p. 2). Though specialized infocus, Ottati carries out his purpose well and in the processindicates how
Niebuhr’s thought is indeed systematic.

InJerry Irish’ sTheReligious Thought of H. Richard Niebuhr (Atlanta: John K nox, 1983), canbefound probably
the best short account of the basic themes in Niebuhr. Drawing on the published writings Irish gives an orderly
understanding of thisdispersed systemwithout over-organizing it and threads hisway through Niebuhr’ ssubtletieswith
precision and sensitivity.

TheLegacy of H. Richard Niebuhr, edited by Ronald Thiemann (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), failstoliveup
toitspromiseor dojusticetoitssubject. Withafew notableexceptions(seeespecially thecontributionsof JamesGustafson
and Linell Cady), thecontributorsdo littletoillumineNiebuhr’ slegacy nor doall of them show closeacquaintancewith
his thought.

Among the unpublished dissertations on Niebuhr, those by Beverly Wildung Harrison (H. Richard Niebuhr:
TowardsaChristianMoral Philosophy. UnionTheologica Seminary, 1974) andMichagl W.Maeder (H.RichardNiebuhr's
Doctrineof Godand Critical Realism: An Attempt to ReconcileOrthodox Christianity withan Experiential View of God.
Graduate Theology Union, 1976) especialy merit attention. Maeder providesan extensive and useful bibliography.

Giventheunevennessof the published materials, Keiser’ swork stands out asahel pful addition to thegrowing
literatureon Niebuhr. Without neglectingitsproblems, K eiser succeedsin getting inside Niebuhr’ scomplex thought and
showingtheintent and scopeof hiswork. Insodoing, heopenstheway for Niebuhr to evokecontinuing creativeresponse
without producing imitators.

TheStrengthof Keiser’ sTreatment of Niebuhr

a) Scopeand Detail. Themost impressiveaspect of K eiser'sbook ishismeticul ousinclusiveness of Niebuhr’ spublished
and unpublished work. Though he does not deal directly with the background of Niebuhr’ sthought, heis aware of his
sourcesand oftenindicatesthem, and theentire range of Niebuhr’ swriting hasbeen consulted and drawn on extensively
toillustrate and support the view of Niebuhr that he presents. We see Niebuhr systematizing but never becoming rigidly
systematic, responding to specific occasions (e.g. thearticleson war) but always seeking alarger view that makes sense
of the tragedies and apparent contradictions of human experience, and in the process dealing with the entire spectrum
of dementsin ethicsand theol ogy, though never arriving at afinished formulation. Inaddition, Kel ser usesstudent notes
of lecturesin Niebuhr’s course on Christian ethics, and of special importance, relies on his own experience of Niebuhr
inclass, whichaddsconvictiontotheviewthat “ first-persongrammar” isdominantin Niebuhr’ smaturework (pp. 48-49).
Keiser draws on the work of scholars who have written about Niebuhr, using them to raise questions about possible
strengths and weaknessesin Niebuhr; but he does not hesitate to disagree with them when he thinks it appropriate (see
hisaffirmation that Niebuhr’ sethicsismore rel ational than dispositional, pp. 96-97). Part Onetracesthe emergence of
relational realism and pinpoints the time of Niebuhr's “conversion.” Part Two describes the relational ethics of
responsibility, involving a postcritical ethics of being and a phenomenology of the moral act. Part Three focuses on
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Chrigtian responsibility as action with Jesus Christ as the symbolic form, borne within the Christian community, that
liberatesand providesprinciplesfor “theo-socia analysis.” Keiser concludeswith asection on“A Relational Ethicsof
Liberating Spirituality.”

K ei ser addsdepth and charm to hispresentation of Niebuhr’ sthought withillustrationsdrawn fromthelectures
on Chrigtian ethicsin 1961 that both K eiser and hiswifeattended and recorded intheir written notes. Hereisan example:

Weundergo stagesin comingto emotional knowledgeof the Creator amidst creaturely goodness. The
stages, Niebuhr remarks, arelike coming to appreciate modern art. “Our first reaction to the modern
artistis: heisout of hismind.” “Welook at thelate Picasso’ smulti-profiled woman and first wonder
about hissanity. It doesn't conformto ‘good art’,” such asthat of Rembrandt or Praxiteles. “After
this stage of rejection, then | resist my own interpretation of good and evil and believe that Picasso
knew what hewasdoing.” Soaso, “| don’'t know what God was doing when he mademebut | accept
it" (CE[RMK], CE[EBK]), & CE[RMK] April 26,1961). Fromrejectiontoacceptancewecan passon
to affirmation, understanding, and wonder (p. 108).

b) Perspective. The crux of Keisaer's understanding of the development of Niebuhr's thought lies in his
“conversion.” Thisperspective congtitutesadistinctive aspect of thebook, and may also beitsmost controversia point.
“Although H. Richard Niebuhr is understood to be an outstanding representative of liberal theology turned neo-
orthodox,” Keiser writes, “in fact, his conversion from liberalism was to relational thinking that bears the seeds of a
postcritical theology” (p. xi). Central to Niebuhr’ sthought after hisconversionisthesovereignty of God, aview heshares
with other neo-orthodox theol ogians of histime. What sets Niebuhr apart for Keiser isthat he reconceives God and self
inrelational and experiential terms. “ It meansthe presence of the transcendent God as pattern of being and valuein the
world, and the self’ s personal dependence upon and faith in the trustworthiness of being in its mysterious wholeness’
(p-xiii). Keiser datesNiebuhr’ sshifttorelational realismwith precision; hebelievesittook placeinNovember, 1929. Still
Deanat Eden Theol ogical Seminary, havingjust published hisSocial Sourcesof Denominationalismandanarticle,“From
the Religion of Humanity to the Religion of God,” which show no sign of the new perspective, heddiversan addressin
lateNovember withthetitle* Moral RelativismandtheChrigtianFaith,” inwhich, writesK eiser, his" converted” viewpoint
appears. So*“itwould appear that November isthetime of histransformation” (p. 213, fn. 21; seed so pp. 23ff.).

¢) Niebuhr’ sPostcritical Theology. K eiser depictsNiebuhr asbreaking out of thedualismsthat characterizeboth
liberal and neo-orthodox theology, dualisms appropriated from critical philosophy. Therelational realism that emerges
from Niebuhr’ sconversionmoveshim, K ei ser writes, toward apostcritical perspective, sothat “inhisculminating ethics
of responsibility, relational thinking breaksfree of itsdualistic container and expandsinto acomprehensive postcritical
theology” (pp. Xi-xii). By meansof hispostcritical approach, Niebuhr “isableto get beneaththedistortionsand divisions
of modernthought todiscover thespiritual principlesinherentinthetacit rel atednessof selvesinactual living, whichbears
theseedsof socid transformation” (p. 128). Kel ser useslanguage and referencesthat emphasizethepostcritical direction
of development in Niebuhr’ sthought and suggest itsrelation to the postcritical philosophy of Michael Polanyi. Hedoes
not in thisvolume, however, spell out directly and in detail what this development and the relation to Polanyi mean.

d) Evaluation of Niebuhr. Keiser’ soverall evaluation of Niebuhr’ stheology and ethicsisstrongly positive. He
does, however, raise questions and points to what he sees as inadequacies.

10



Thecrucial eement in Niebuhr’s development for Keiser ishis conversion from liberal idealismto relational
realism. Histheology and ethics gather strength as the consequences of this shift unfold. Emerging within the context
of Niebuhr’ sconviction of therelativism of human thought and action, relational realism affirms, first, theinseparability
of value and being. To experience valueisto experience being; to experience being isto experience value. Second, the
presence of ultimate pattern within the relative is experienced through revelation that occursin and through historical
events. For Christians, therevelatory eventisJesusChrist. Third, Christiansareenabledtotrustandbeloyal tothisreality
throughtheexperienceof JesusChrist, whichmeanstohavefaithinGod. Thisfaith, totheextent that iti spresent, permeates
thewholeof humanlife--feeling, reason, and all rel ations. AsNiebuhr worksthroughthisviewpoint throughout hiscareer,
hemovestoward overcomingtheduaismsthat have pervaded critical thought. InReinhold Niebuhr’ srealismthedualism
remainsastheideal remainsever unrealizableamidthesinof humanactualities. InBarth, thedualismremainsinthewholly
othernessof the God revealed in Jesus Christ. In Tillich, theremnants of dualism are manifest in that only symbolspoint
beyond the experienced world to the Unconditioned. Troeltsch bridges dualism by affirming theindividual’s mystical
union with Absolute Spirit.

Niebuhr’ sethics of responsibility, Keiser pointsout, takes shapewithinthisrelational realism. God isthe One
action presentinall action. Selvesareagentsacting in responseto oneanother incommunity, but ultimately in response
totheprior and ongoing action of God. Only thelanguage of responsibility to God and human companionsthrough action
and interaction in specific contexts is adequate ethics within Christian faith. On this basis, Niebuhr develops a
phenomenology of the moral act: fittingness, response to divine immanence, the integrity of maturing inclusiveness,
embracing changethrough sel f-transformation, finding freedom through the rei nterpretati on of our context, and meeting
needsinresponseto thefullnessof being. Without rejecting them, Niebuhr presentsathird alternativetothetel eological
and deontological patterns that previoudy have dominated Western ethics, providing a way to deal tacitly with the
complexity of actual human situations.

Thekey totheinterpretati on guiding Christianmoral agency isJesusChrist assymbolicform, by meansof which
Chrigtians“tell each other what life and death, God and man, arelike” (The Responsible Sdif, p. 154). JesusChrististhe
responsible sdlf, fully human, yet also Son of God through whom humans are empowered to become sonsof God. The
virtues present in moral life and the principles of mora action inherent in these virtues are “ centrally illuminated and
reconstructed by the symbolic form of Jesus Christ” (p. 125).

Niebuhr’ srelational ethics, inKeiser’ sview, “can contributesignificantly toliberationthought” (p. 128) by not
separating justice from love and through a community of action that responds to social domination. |ssues of social
dominationtowhichNiebuhr givesexplicit attentionaresexism, environmental exploitation, theChristianimperialismthat
resultsinanti-semitism, war and pacifism, andracism (pp. 131-155).

K eiser rai sesanimportanti ssueinaskingwhy socioeconomiccritique, socentral inNiebuhr’ searlier years, moves
totheperiphery inhislater years. Hebuildson Beverly Harrison’ scomment that thischange emergesfrom hismounting
concern about the crisisin language and symbol. The need for a profound “ resymbolization of the Christian message
andthelifeof faith” ledhimtofocusonthereformationof thechurchand of religionasthebasi sfor areformationof society.
The context of socia analysisthus becomes inclusive of nature and history aswell as present culture and society and
involves more complexity than can be managed by any one person (pp. 157-175).
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The most pervasiveinadequacy Keiser seesin Niebuhr’ s ethicsisthefailureto provide specific directivesfor
actionor what K eiser calls* Niebuhr’ sunconsciousresistancetopraxis’ (p. 131). Thisresistancederivesfrom Niebuhr's
reluctance to judge others. Action must be shaped by what is fitting in particular situations, obedient to the agent’s
covenants. Keiser believesthat Niebuhr, inthisregard, failsto take responsibility into social praxisand “ contradictshis
responsibility perspective” (p. 155). Nor doesKeiser find any evidencethat Niebuhr would haveincluded praxisin his
ethicsof responsibility even had helivedlonger. Thisfailurerepresentsaremnant of dualismin hissocial ethics(pp. 196-
197). Keiser d soconsiderscritiquesof Niebuhr madeby others, inparticul ar criticismsfromafemini st perspective. Sharon
Welch (A Feminist Ethic of Risk. Minneapolis. Fortress, 1990) holdsthat the emphasison the sovereignty of Godinneo-
orthodox theology entails domination, conquest, and control. Keiser agreeswith Welchin regard to Barth and Tillich,
but not with referenceto Niebuhr. While Niebuhr does espouse aradical monotheismthat dethronesall absol utesexcept
theprincipleof being, God declaresall thingsgood; reverencing theradically monothei sticrequiresreverencingtheentire
creationandall relativeexistents. Indeed, saysKeiser, Welch’' scall for “ communicativesolidarity” hasmuchincommon
with Niebuhr’ sdialogical approach (pp. 52ff.).

In response to the critique of Linda Holler (“1s There a Thou ‘Within' Nature? A Dialogue with H. Richard
Niebuhr.” The Journal of Religious Ethics 17.1 (Spring 1989): 81-102) that Niebuhr’s residual dualism showsin his
denigration of feeling, K ei ser agreeswithreferencetoNiebuhr until the50's. Influenced by Jonathan Edwards emphasis
onthereligiousaffections, Keiser writes, Niebuhr beginsto focus on feelings, especially in The Purpose of the Church
and ItsMinistry (1956) and in“ Toward aRecovery of Feeling,” alectureat Vanderbiltin April, 1961 (pp. 57 ff.) .

Catherine Keller, Keiser notes, sees Niebuhr’s radical monotheism as recoiling into a focus on the One that
demonizesthe many (Froma Broken Web: Separation, Sexism, and Self. Boston: Beacon, 1986, p. 181). Keiser replies
that Niebuhr doesnot affirmeither theOneor themany but rather selvesamid theval ued many, respondingtothevaluing
Oneinmuch theway Keller hersdlf proposes. In responseto Kdler criticism that Niebuhr does not have ametaphysic,
Keiser suggests that “Niebuhr starts from experience, not from any philosophical principle,” which may be more
appropriatefor feminist perspectives(pp. 59-61).

Keiser reportson apaper by Linell Cady inwhich she sees one strand of Niebuhr’ sview of divine sovereignty
as" relativizing and thusadenying of all humanjudgmentsand all human agency, which undercutsany effortsat political
criticismandaction” andanother strand, “irreconcilablewiththefirst, that makesroomfor social critiqueby affirmingthe
making of relative judgments to achieve relative justice,” aview she develops in ways Keiser believes are similar to
Niebuhr’s(p.61).

Keiser concludes that these critiques have misudged Niebuhr’s understanding of divine sovereignty, but he
agreesthat they arecorrectinrejectingthephrase” radical monotheism” becauseit communicatesapatriarchal, dominating
view of God (p. 62).

Keiser mentions another criticism, the opposite of those cited above. “An outstanding ethicist, profoundly
influenced by Niebuhr, James Gustaf son affirmsthe importance of fittingness within asystem of interdependence; yet
he rgjects what Niebuhr understands as the foundation of fittingness: divine immanence and its particularising
intentionality.” Gustafson's view would result in losing “Niebuhr’s radical affirmation of dynamic particularity, a
relationally lived universality, and the center of fittingness’ (p. 220).
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SomeQuestionstoK eiser

a) IsK el ser’ semphasison Niebuhr’ sconversionat aspecific pointintimemideading? It seemsclear that Kei ser
has uncovered adecisive changein Niebuhr’ sthought, has shown it to be ashift to “relational realism” based on divine
sovereignty, and hastraced its outcome in Niebuhr’s development of a postcritical perspectivein theology and ethics.
By hisfocusonNovember 1929 astheexact timeof thechangeand emphatic useof theterm* conversion,” however, Keiser
risksthesameerror of Christianswho cramall thechangeof comingtofaithinJesusChristintoasingleinstant andignore
the aspect of conversion that isacontinuous unfolding in aperson’slife. Thiserror isespecialy important to avoid in
dealingwithH. Richard Niebuhr, who continuestowrestlewiththeimplicationsof acrucial insight throughout hiscareer.
Additional insightsemerge, each with ramificationsto be explored as Niebuhr movesfrom one element of histhought to
another. Hisappropriation of “ belief-ful realism” from Tillichisanother point of conversion or theemergenceof aninsight
implicitintheearlier conversion, now discovered. Thenthereistheturnfrom examining theinfluenceof social forceson
thereligiousstream of faithin The Social Sourcesof Denominationalismto exploringtheforceof thestream of faithitself
in The Kingdomof God in America. These stepsin overcoming the dichotomies of critical thinking were soon eclipsed
by the giant stepstaken in The Meaning of Revelation, as Niebuhr showed reason and faith inseparable, individual and
community in symbiatic relation, and history asinvolving internal and external perspectivesrather than being objective
and subjective. Herealso heprovided acentral metaphor for hisongoing task of faith seeking understanding: permanent
revolution, or, put another way, that the habitation of hisintellect wasatent rather than apal ace. Hethen moves beyond
thecritical bifurcationbetweenthehistorical JesusandtheChrist of faithin Christand Culture, andontoward apostcritical
understandingof faith, of val ue, of theol ogical education, and of language. Each stagerequiredrethinkingtheentirefabric
of histheology and ethics, yet each would have enriched the whole he envisaged but did not have time to set downin
provisiona completion. Overemphasi sontheearly conversion obscuresthecrucia character of theongoing devel opment
and continuous rethinking that characterized Niebuhr’ s method.

b) DoesK eiser’ sfocusontheimportanceof languageinNiebuhr’ slatework tendtoobscureat timesthecentrality
of human actionand interactionin responseto God' sactionin hisethicsand theology? If onereadsK eiser’ searlier book
on Niebuhr, Recovering the Personal: Religious Language and the Post-Critical Quest of H. Richard Niebuhr, the
emphasi sonmeaning, metaphors, andthedialogical self a most éiminatestheactivemotif inNiebuhrinfavor of linguistic
analysis. Niebuhrinhispostcritical questisdistinguishedfromBarth, Bultmann, Tillich, and Reinhold Niebuhr, and placed
inthecompany of Polanyi, Merleau-Ponty, and Wittgenstein as postcritical philosophers. Whilewecan understandthis
focus on language in a dissertation done under William H. Poteat, we must not forget that interpretation and language
arefunctionsof agentsincommunity inboth Niebuhr and Polanyi. Wemust not beleft withthecritical dichotomy between
act and word. Though agency clearly iscentral in histreatment of Niebuhr in Roots of Relational Ethics, thelinguistic
biasremains. Chrigtianethicsis"investigationof theChrigtianstyleof humanlifeasagents’ (p. 102), yet“theEarl Lectures
clearly present Christian ethicsasineluctably linguistic” (p. 103). Would it not be more accurate to say that Niebuhr at
this point in his unfolding understanding of ethics is exploring the interpretive dimension of Christian agency? The
opening chapters of The Responsible Saf focus on the situation of selves as responsible agentsin society, and the Earl
L ecturesareplacedinthat context asNiebuhr exploresmetaphorsand thesymbolicformof JesusChrist askeystoChristian
understanding and action. AsKeiser has pointed out so well with reference to Niebuhr’s movement into a postcritical
perspective, heis here overcoming the dichtomy between idea and act, between being and doing.
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¢) Wouldthesignificance of Niebuhr’ swork, asaccomplished and asintended, befurther clarified by making
moreexplicit hisrelationtothethought of Michael Polanyi andtheposteritical character of histheol ogy and ethics? Perhaps
Keiser thought that enough had been said on this subject in his earlier volume, but the hints and references throughout
thisvolume seem to cry out for more attention and resolution. If Keiser understands Niebuhr correctly, then Niebuhr's
work isnolessgroundsfor arevolution intheol ogy and ethicsthan wasMichael Polanyi’ sin philosophy. Together they
represent abreakthroughfromthecritical tothepost-criti cal asremarkabl eastheturnfromthePtolemaictotheCopernican
perspectivein astronomy and from the precritical to the critical period in Western thought. IsKeiser working on athird
volume exploring the wider meaning of Niebuhr’ stheology and ethics?

d) Infaulting Niebuhr for resisting“ praxis,” isK el ser not criti¢izing himfor omitting something that wasnot on
hisagendaandwhich hismethod excluded himfromdoingintheformthat K el ser and otherswant fromhim? K eiser explains
Niebuhr’ sposition well: though human contextsrequireresponsibleaction, Niebuhr doesnot believeitisan appropriate
part of Christian ethicsto give specific directives. That in hisview isthetask of social ethicsthat takesdetailed account
of the particular situation for involved agentsin thelight of God’' simmanent action withinit. Thisview may disappoint
us. Weshouldremember, however, that Niebuhrwasnot by naturean activist and remember a sothat hehad ledinbringing
thesocial sciencesinto ethics. Hewaswell aware of this* deficiency” butinsisted on sticking to thetask of theology and
Christian ethics as he understood it.

Wemust be grateful to Keiser for his painstaking research and detailed reporting on Niebuhr’ sthought. The
richnessand creativebrilliance of Niebuhr’ swork isbroughtinto sharprelief inthisvolume. All who deal with Niebuhr
in the future must take account of Keiser’ sanaysisand evaluation of thismgjor figurein the theology and ethics of the
twentieth century.
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