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Sex is created to be good, because It, too, is God's 

creation. But just like anxiety, sexual impulse is the 
I 

source of creativity and sinfulness. Sex then is an occa

sion tor sin. 

.. • " once sin is presupposed, that is ' once the 
original harmODy' of nature is disturbed by man' s 
8el:t-love, the instincts ot sex are partic~l.y ef
fecti ve tools for both the assertion 01' the eel.t and 
thetligh.t ' from the self •••• It is both a vehicle'; 
of the primal sin ot sel.f-deification and the expres
sionot an uneasy conscience J see~7to escape trom 
selt by the deification of another. 

But, at the same time, sex expresses the extreme form of 

man's escape !'ram his freedom-na plunge into unconscious

ness ... 148 

The ego, having found the worship both of self and 
of the other abortive, may use the passion of sex, 
without reference to selt and the other, as a torm 
of escape trom the tension of 1ife. The most cor
rupt forms of sensuality, . ',as tor instance in com
mercialized vice, have exactly this characteristic, 
that personal considerations are exoluded from the 
satistaction of , the sexual impulse. I14is a flight ' 
not to a fal.se god but to nothingness • 9 ' 

What is abundantly clear to Niebuhr is that man is 

responsible for every form of the perversion of sex, tor man 
, ~ 

in hisfreedol'l uses sex tor the enhancement ot pride as well 

as tor'escape trom freedom. Theretore, the sense of guilt 

147Ibid., - , pp. 2)6-231. 
148Ibid• , p. 239. 

149Ibld •• - p. 231. 
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and shame always co-exist with his sexuality.l50 It is this 

ambiguous nature of sex that is always ignored by Freudian 

psychoanalysis and rigorous asceticism. The former ignores 

the fact that sex is an occasion for sin, making the sense 

of guilt attached with sex abnormal and unnecessary.1S1 The 

latter is blind to the fundamental affirmation of the Bib

lical faith that nature, being God's creation, is good. 152 

It is clear then that Niebuhr maintains that sensual

ity expresses itself most vividly in sex. To put it differ

ently, our attitude toward sex depends largely upon how well 

we understand the nature of man. 'l'he crude naturalism of 

150UThe profoundity of the account of the Fall in 
Genesis cannot be overestimated. For though the account 
describes sin as primarily disobedience to God through the 
temptation of pride and not as sensual passion, it under
stands that guilt becomes involved in sensual passion after 
the Fall, for man becomes suddenly conscious of his sexual
ity. 'And the eyes of them both were opened, and they knew 
that they were nakedJ and they sewed fig leaves together, 
and made themselves aprons' (Gen. 3 t 7}u (NDm, I, 238). 

151"ll'he idea of modern psychology, particularly 
Freudian psychology, that this sense of guilt is abnormal, 
unnecessary and entirely due to the repressions of civiliza
tion, Is a consequence of a too superficial view of the com
plexities of the relationship of spirit to nature. The sense 
of shame in relation to sex antedates the conventions of 
oivilized society ..... (Ibid.). 

152,. • • • Christian pu.ri tanism and asceticism have 
usually been just as much in error in their effort to elimi
nate the sin attached to and expressed in sex by undue 
repressions. Such efforts have not only aggravated the sex
ual problem but have contributed to the self-righteous fury 
of those who sin covertly in matters of sex against those who 
sin overtly'· (Ibid., p. 2J9). 
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our culture with regard to sex indioates the shallowness of 

the commonly held view of man in the present time. To illus

trate this point, Niebuhr puts the Kinsey report to a rigor-

ous test. 

If the Christian fal th has failed to bring the 
tumul tuous stuff of the sexual life under adequate 
discipline or sublimation, the philosophy behind 
the Kinsey report proposes to solve the problem, 
simply by ignoring all deeper aspects of human 
existence. Sexual drives are analysed as if they 
were merely biological .impulses, and "sexual ob
jects" are discussed as if "impulses" had to find 
their "objects" without the overarching of person
ality in each case. 

Even more dangerous Is the assumption that new 
forms can be created by a statistical study of the 
actual sex practices of the day.. Here we have the 
modern sociological approach to the problem of norms 
reduced to ... its final absurdity. A learned doctor, 
reviewing the Kinsey report asks the relevant 
question, whether the fact that most people have 
COl. dS in the1w,5inter establishes the cold as 
"normative." J . 

c. The cure for sin 

In our discussion of Nlebuhr f s understanding of human 

sin, we have made the point that, contrary to the general 

view held by many of his critics, Niebuhrts main concern is 
0\ 

to affirm the infinite goodness of God which will ultimately 

overcome the ambiguities of human life rather than making 

sin the central theme of his doctrine of man. His unusually 

K lS3Reinhold NiebUhr, . "Sex and Rel~on ·inthe Kinsey 
RepoItt,·· ChristilDJ,ty and Crisis, XIII (November 2, 1953), 
139. / 
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penetrating analysis of sin is a necessary preparation for 

this climactic point in his thought. In our discussion of 

Niebuhrts cure for sin, we seek to elucidate how this is the 

case. Our analysis of his doctrine of man is incomplete 

without talking about both human nature and human destiny. 

One without the other will seriously distort the true view 

of man. We are helpless sinners, but our destiny is in God's 

hands, therefore, whether we live or whether we die, we are 

the Lord's. It is this affirmation that runs through 

Niebuhrts thought. And it is in his discussion of the cure 

for sin that this affirmation is made most effective. What 

he wants to communicate to the believers as well as to the 

intelleotual despisers of Christian faith is not cynicism 

about the wretchedness of man; rather, it is everlasting 

hope rooted in the goodness of God. Bearing this in mind, 

let us probe Niebuhr's ooncept of the cure for sin. 

1. Presuppositions 

In order to understand Niebuhr's concept of the cure 

for sin, we must uncover the following two presuppositions 

that are most basic to it. First, the dialectical nature of 

man provides the ground for the restoration of his health. 

Second, there are no possibilities for the sinless individual 
J 

or the perfect society in history. Let us see what these 

two presuppositions further entall. 
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The cure for human sin is directly related to the 

problem of man's historical existence. Man is both nature 

and spirit. This ontological state of man involves him in 

both time and eternity. Since man is a creature, he belongs 

to the successive series of time. Since he is more than just 

a oreature, he must make sense out of the mere successi ve

neGS of time, Man's infinite capacity for self-transcendence 

enables him to find partial realizations of the ultimate in 

this world. 1,54 Here Niebuhr directly opposes Karl LOwith, 

who denies ~ relationship between faith and history. 

Lowith makes his point thus • 

• • • since the story of salvation does not refer to 
historical empires, nations. and civUizations but 
to each human soul, one cannot dismiss the thought 
that Christianity, that is, faith in Christ, is es
sentially inditferent over against world-historical 
differences, even over against th$Sdifference be
tween civilization and barbarism. 1 5 

Nlebuhrrejects LOwi th 'svlew, tor he Is convinced 

that man's spirit does not allow him to be a passive ob

server of the world about him, and that God's revelation 

fulfills and does not destroy man's historical existence. ~ 

Man looks for 

lS4Relnhold Niebuhr, Discerning the .Signs of the 
Times. Sermon tor§iX1f' and TomorroW (New York. Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1 " p. 154. Hereafter DST. 

. l;~l LOWith, "History and Christianity," Kegley 
and Bretall, editors, ,22- .£!l" p. 289. 
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••• an ultimate order beyond the incoherences, 
inconouruities and cross-purposes, and creates or 
accepts the presupposition of a divine providence, 
related iQ6the ultimate source of the temporal 
process. , 

253 

It is this search for the ultimate meaning of life in his

tory that finally distinoauishes man from other animaJs. l 5'7 

Man is a being who can never exist without a god or gods. 

He must have some thiIlc,O'S to which he can cling as the sources 

and goals of his life_ Thus, Niebuhr will completely agree 

with the statement made by his brother, Richard, in The Mean

ing of Revelation, "It is no less true that man is a believ

ing animal ••• than that he is a rational animal.,,158 

As we shall see later, the meaning of which Niebuhr 

speaks is ultimately fulfilled by the victory of good over 

evil brought about by God in history and completed beyond 

history. But what must be underscored here is the contention 

of Niebuhr that man's radical freedom prepares him for God's 

revelation by making him aware of his finite existence and 

enabling him to ask the ultimate meaning of his life. 

1S6Reinhold Niebuhr. h! th ~ Politics I A£ommen
!~ry on Religious, Social and Political Thought...!l'!.JL'rec.hno
logicAl Age, ed. Ronald H. Stone (New Yorkl George 
Braziller, 1968), p. 8. 

1570aniel DayWilliams observes that in Niebuhr's 
thought, "no term appears more frequently than 'meaning'" 
(ftNiebuhr and Liberalism," Kegley and Bretall, editors, 
,2R- cit., p. 206). 

15Ba. Richard Niebuhr, The Me~r; of Revelation 
(New York; The Macmillan Company, 19 2 , p. 77. 
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The d1alec tical nature of man farther exp~ains why he 

needs God's special revelation. · Being a creature of nature, 

he must find. meaning in this world. But being spir1 t, . he 

needs the source of his meaning to be transcendent over 

nature. In other words, the source of the meaning ot human 

lite must be . related to and, at the same time. transcerld 

nature • . To complicate the matter even tl1rther, man·s radi

cal freedom cannot create its meaning by i taelt, beeaase it 

does not have its own principle of order within itself, but 

requires a principle outside itself tor its completion. 

What is this principle? Niebuhr's answer is this. HA suf

fering divine love is the final coherence of 1ife ... 159 , 

Niebuhr insists that no other alternatives are able 

to do what Christian faith can do. Rational.ism, both clas

sic and modern. does not do Jastice to the infinite scope of 

man's selt-transcendence, because hwnan reason is regarded 

as man's highest virt~e. Romanticism also tails in devel

oping an appropriate anthropology_ 

Its basic error lies in its effort to ascribe to the £ 

realm ot the biological and the organic what Is 
clearly a compound of nature and spirit, of bio185i
cal impulse and rational and spiritual freedom. 

In short, romanticism. as does rationalisM; :tails to grasp 

the heights and depths ot human freedom. Idealism. on the 

lS9CRPP, p. 184. 

160NDM • I, 40. 
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other hand. does not understand the finiteness of man. 

Since it regards the true self as "that reason which relates 

the self to the universal, .. 161 man's dialectical character 

finally breaks down. The consequence is that "the actual 
. 162 

self is really absorbed in " the universal." Nor can na tu-

ralism present an adequate anthropology, because its empha..;. 

sis is upon the vitalities of nature. The self therefore is 

dealt with as a piece of nature. It ignores the fact that 

man's radical freedom ttmakes for the uniqueness of the indi

vidual about which nature knows nothlng.H16) 

The common failure of those systems is that they do 

not understand the dialectical nature of manlt In the final 

analysis, they destroy the paradox of man by either empha

sizing spirit over nature or emphasizing nature over spirit_ 

We shall examine in the next secti~n why agaRe alone can do 

justice to the paradoxical oharacter of man and therefore is 

the only norm for human life. Here it suffices to point out 

that in Niebuhrts thought the dialectical nature of man pre

sents itself as the ground for his cure in the sense that 'it 

looks for meaning in life and history as well as for the 

source of meaning that transcends life and history. 

161Ib1d., p. 7S. 162Ibid• 

16)Niebuhr, "Sex and Religion. • .", n .2:12.' .2!!-, 
p. 139. 
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The other presupposition of Niebuhr's concept of the 

cure for sin is that there are no possibilities for the 

sinless individual or the perfect sooiety in history. The 

soope of' human sin is suoh that there has not been and will 

never be a time when there Is no sin. The more man' s . ra

tional and technical abilities increase, the more compounded 

his sin becomes. This explains why Niebuhr rejects both ", 

Dewey and Marx as essentia.l.ly utopian. Both men share the 

belief that there will -be a perf'eo t society in history, if 

man develops his reason to the fullest or establishes a 

society governed by the proletariat • Neither Dewe~ nor Marx 

is aware of the diverse character of' history which is derived 

from human radical freedom and sin. Both the individual and 

civilization are a complex mixture of creativity and the 

pretension to be God. Therefore Niebuhr wri tea, "Ne! ther 

utopian nor purely otherworldly oonceptions of f'ulfillment 

do full justice to the paradoxioal relation of the individual 

to the historical prooess.,·l64 

Niebuhr's rejection of any kind of utopian1sm leads 

us to a discussion of the necessity of the use of force and 

the tunctionsof reason in his thought. Nlebuhr maintains 

throughout the entire corpus of his writings that Christians 

, .. . must not faarpower, they must use it constructively. He 

164 ' 2 NDM, 11, )1 • 
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constantly attacks "modern Christian and secular pertection

ismn16S because it is both bad religion and bad politics. It 

is bad religion because its failure to grasp the depths of 

human sin makes man too callous to understand the love of 

God that finally overcomes sin for the sake of man. It is 

bad politics because it is completely incapable of dealing 

with the complexities of human realities. In Niebuhr's 

thought, power means coercive force. And the cure for sin 

largely rests upon how effectively we can use it to estab

lish justice in our society. Niebuhr still maintains the 

following statement made in 1932 as the ultimate goals of 

society. 

His Cman'~ concern for some centuries to come Is 
not the creation ot an ideal society in which there 
will be uncoerced and perfect peace and justice, but 
a society in which there will be enough justice, and 
in which coercion will be sufficiently non-violent 
to prevent his co~g enterprise from issuing into 
complete disaster. 

It is to be noted, however, that Niebuhr does not 

always discard pacifism as completely irrelevant. He be

lieves, instead, that it can render very effective coercive 

force in certain situations. For example, American Negroes 

can and must make use of pacifism in their struggle for 

16SReinhold Niebuhr, Christianitr r,d Power Politics 
(New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, 19 0 , p. Ix. 

166MhlIS, p. 22. 
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justice and equality. Writing at a time when protest marches 

were hardly thought of, Niebuhr said. 

Boycotts against banks which discriminate against 
Negroes in granting credit, against stores which 
refuse to employ Negroes while serving Negro trade, 
and against public service corpo~tions which prac
tice racial discrimination, would undoubtedly be 
crowned with some measure of success. 10? 

It is clear then that Niebuhr sees two kinds of paci

fism. One is the liberal pacifism of the 1920's, best 

represented by Richard Roberts. This view, in Niebuhr's 

estimation, is essentially an egotistical attempt to escape 

from involvement in the suttering of others. The other is 

nonviolent protest which was so effectively led by Martin 

Luther King. Thus, in criticizing Niebuhr for defining 

pacifism exclusively as "passive nonresistance to evil,"168 

King tails to take into account the fact that Niebuhr be

lieves nonviolent methods to be most effective under certain 

circumstances. 

Power for Niebuhr means coercive force. Therefore, 

it can be either nonviolent or violent. The point he mak~~ 

repeatedly is that power will not disappear from human life, 

no matter how high man's rational and technical abilities 

may grow in the future. His rejection ot utopianism means 

167 
!l!!s!., p. 2,54. 

168Martin Luther King, Jr., Str\ae TOWArd Freedgm 
(New York. Harper & Row, Publishers, 1958), p. 80. 
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the realization that there will never be a perfect society 

or a sinless individual whose maturation is such that he 

needs no coercion. 

According to NiebUhr, reason plays two very important 

roles in the cure for sin. And these two functions are re-

lated to the use of power in human society, as well as to 

his rejection of any kind of utopianism. ~he first function 

of reason has to do with discriminating between types of 

coercion to be employed, This function of reason Is ex

tremely important, because there are obvious differences 

among evil forces. For example, different kinds of coercive 

force had to be applied against the Nazis and the British in 

India. Reason can very well establish the point that non

violent methods were totally incapable of combatting the 

evil of Nazism, whereas they were probably the only effec

tive counterattack aooainst the col.onial. imperial.ism of' the 

British Empire. 

The second function of reason has to do with discrimi-

nating between the ends for which coercion Is used. Reason 

can tell us that the oppressed and the powerless always 

possess a higher moral right to challenge their oppressors 

that the oppressors who seek to maintain the status quo by 

violence or other subtle means of suppression, Therefore, 

the rational individual ought to be able to say, for example. 

that the Negroes, the Jews, and the powerless are perfeotly 
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right in demanding equal Justice and that he has to be ~n 

their side against injustices imposed upon them. Thus, 
. . 

Nlebuhr wr1 tea that "the rational use of coereionis a pos-
' . . 169 

sible achievement whioh may save society." And~et, rea-

sonis no guarantee for peace, becaus,. as we have under

scored repeatedly, mants radical freedom always useS reason 

to enhance his egotism. The white man wUl. use the lack 9f 

education and poor living conditions among black men as ,ex

cuses . for maintaining segregation, although he Is aware that 

their disadvantages have been caused b,y the white society.170 

The Gentile use the thrifty and cunning charaCter of certain 

Jews as an excuse for the latter·s discrimination, although 

rational thinking enables the Gentiles to understand that 

the Jews have always been victims of persecution b,y the 

Gentiles in the past twenty centuries.1?1 The powerfUl 

refuse to surrender their power to the weak, holding that 

the weak do not know how to handle it, · although they know 

very well that the reason tor the refusal Is theiregotisti-. , 

cal interest to remain power:tul at the expense of other ', 

lives.172 Thus, neither power nor reason will bring about 

169 8IS, p. 25. 
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everlasting peace among men, because man's radical freedom 

transcends both of them. That is to say, nothing in this 

world can overcome sin. This is why there has never been 

and in all of history never will be the perfect society com

posed of sinless people. 

Having examined the two basic presuppositions that 

underlie Niebuhr's concept of the cure for human sin, we are 

now ready to examine Niebuhr's understanding of the source 

of the cure. We shall begin our discussion with the defi

nition and nature of the source in Niebuhrts thought. 

2. The sourc e and nature of the cure 

a) The source of the cure 

(1) The definition of the source 

Niebuhr is perfectly clear that the source of the 

cure is found neither in nature nor in spirit. He makes 

this point most explicit in the following paragraph. 

An insecure and impoverished self is not made secure 
by the admonition to be concerned for itself. for an 
excessive concern for its security is the cause of 
its impoverishment. Nor is it made secure by the 
admonition to love others because that is precisely 
what it c~ not do because of its anxiety about 
itself. 17:" 

---,----
17JReinhold Nlebuhr, Book Review of Fromm's Man for 

Himself, Christianity and Society, XIII (Spring, 1948), 
pp. 27-28. 
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Instead, Niebuhr stoutly maintains that the self can be 

cured "only by grace.u174 The source of the cure then is 

identified with God, Himself. 

Niebuhr defines grace concisely as "the conquest of 

sin in the heart of man on the one hand, and the merciful 

power of-God over the sin which is never overcome in an:! 

human heart, on the other.,,175 In other words, the Biblical 

doctrine of grace is interpreted as a power which keeps the 

relationship of man and God in a dialectical tension so that 

the one will not contradict the other. 

(2) The locus of grace 

fhe question which follows immediately from the defi

nition of grace iSI ",'lhere is God's grace most dynamically 

and explicitly manifested?" NiebLlhr's answer Is that the 

locus of God's grace is sacrificial love which was histori

cally revealed in Jesus Christ. Concretely. it Is the agaP! 

of the Cross I an lltterly unprlldential and sacrificial heed

lessnees. It... God is revealed in Christ and more par

ticularly in his Cross.,,176 Its content is the l.ove colDlll8.nd

ment of the Sermon. on the &lount' "Thou shalt love thy 

-------
174!lWl. 
175NDM , 11, 100. Also "the power of God's love over 

man, annuling his sin by His mercy~' (,illg., p. 104 , ff. ) • 
176 .. -

Ibid., p. 71. 
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neighbor as Thyself. u1?? Agape is the love that refuses to 

seek its own but spontaneously seeks the neighbor's good. 

To put the matter differently, liThe law of his [man'!] na

ture is love, a harmonious relation of life to life in 

obedience to the divine centre and source of his life • .,178 

Niebuhr is insistent on the thesis that there is no other 

way to symbolize the divine goodness than by God's power

lessness. "The crux of the Cross is its revelation of the 

fact that the final power of God over man is derived from 

the self-imposed weakness of His love.,,179 The reason for 

this lies in the incurably ambiguous nature of the world. 

whenever and wherever power is used, sinful self-assertion 

enters also. 

It is impossible to symbolize the divine goodness in 
history in any other way than by complete powerless
ness, or rather by a consistent refusal to use power 
in the rivalries of history. For there is no self 
in history or society, no matter how impartial its 
perspective upon the competitions of life, which can 
rise to the pOSition of a disinterested participa
tion in those rivalries and competitions. It can 
symbolize disinterested love only b,y a refusal to 
participate in the rivalries. Any participation in 
them ~eanQ the assertion of one ego interest against 
another. l80 

Ethics l~~f:;~~g,Ni~~~~r~~ :~:~Fs~f~t50~p~~hf~6Jt:m 
p. 101. Hereafter rCE. 

17~DM, I, 16. 179DST, p. 1)4. 

180NDM , 11, 72. 
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() The nature of Looape 

Contrary to the view held by ~he liberal theology of 

the 1920's and 19)0's, Nlebuhr maintains that aga:ge "tran.;. 

scends history_"181 Its transcendent character is supported 

by the fact that MIRe cannot be an actual reality ln
d

human 

h1story'~_ The reason for this lies in · the · radical freedom of 

man. Man in his radical freedom perpetually transcends all 

the cohesions that make up his communal life; he is not 

bound by any ot them. Thex-etore. Niebuhr can say that 

••• ~ there is ••• no possible historical state of 
man, however primitive the society. or however unde
veloped the child, in Which there is harmon¥ without 
freedom. An.:inchoate freedom has already disturbed 
the harmony of nature. This is one reason why 1 t is 
not possible to assign a hlstorl§~ locus to the per-
fection before the fall, " • • I . 

. -.. 
The transcendent character of agape can be expressed 

differently by saying that "love cannot 3ustify itself ;In 

histOry_n18) Niebuhr explains the reason as tollows. 

It (heedless lov!] makes historiCal survival more 
problematic, for 1t points to the fact that the 
highest form of l1uman goodness embodies a heedless
ness of self wblohl~ers the self and Its 

. phys~cal se~urity. . .' . 

181Ibid.# p. 68. 

182Ibid., p .. 18. Also, "Where there is history' at 
all there is freedom, and where there Is freedom there 1s 
sin" (Ibid., p .. 80). 

·183Ibid. J p. 68. 

1~, p .. 191. Also," ••• heedless love usually 
wins a response of love. That is a symbol of the moral 
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Elsewhere Niebuhr expresses the same point thus. 

The ethic of Jesus does not deal at all with the 
immediate moral problem of every human life--the 
problem of arranging some kind of armistice between 
various contending factions and foroes. It has 
nothing to say about the relativities of politics 
and economios, nor of the necessary balanoes of 
~ower which exist and must exist in even the most 
~ntimate social relationships, The absolutism and 
perfeotionism of Jesus' love ethic sets itself un
compromisingly not only against the natural self
regarding impulses, but against the necessary pru
dent defenses of the self required because of the 
egoism of others. 185 . 

265 

In short, agape does not guarantee any kind of imme

diate reward in history. This is precisely why the power

less goodness of Jesus Christ finally ended upon the Cross,186 

when love enters the world of relative justioe and balanced 

egotism, it is destroyed in it. Consequently the suffering 

servant dies on the Cross. Though ~pe transcends history 

and cannot justify itself in history, it is the only true 

norm of man who is both nature and spirit, because it finds 

itself in a profound dialectical relationship' love is both 

"in" and ··overft history. This thesis of Niebuhr is vali

dated by the basic presupposition of his anthropology- man 

is both nature and spirit. Man is natureJ therefore, he 

content of history. But this response cannot be guaranteed, 
as modern thought sought erroneously to guarantee it" 
("Reply," p. 442). 

185ICE, p. 45. 186DS~, pp. 142-143. 
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must find meaning in history. Man Is spiritJ therefore. 

that meaning must transcend the~ purely historical. 

Each individual transcends and is involved in the 
historical process. In so tar as he is involved in 
history. the disclosure of lite's meaning must come 
to him in history- In so far as he transcends his
tory the1ftQurce of life's meaning must transcend 
history_ "' . . 

266 

The question as to how agape can be both transcendent 

and historical at the same time receives the clearest answer 

in Niebuhr's elaboration of love as an "impossible possibil

ity."188 This idea Is based upon the presupposition that 

although the perfect realization of love ,in this world is 

impossible, "the prophetic tradition in Christianity must 

insist on the relevance of the ideal of love to the moral 

experience of mankind on every conceivable level."189 The 

transcendent Character ot love then is identified with the 

impossibility of love" LoVe never ceases to be in the realm 

of approximation.190 Therefore, "the ideal in its perfect 

187NDM• 11,)6. 

~89~ •• p. 98. 

190~his 18 affirmed implicitly b.v JesQS and explicitly 
by Paul. Jesus' position on this matter la clear, for ex
ample, in Matthew 24.6. "~h1s element in Jesus' own escha
tology tinally achieves its defInitlve expression in the 
figure of the 'Anti...christ' in the Johannine epistles, who 
appear at the end of history. i'aken seriously, as it should 
be, this symbol refutes every modern liberal interpretation 
of history which identities 'progress' .1 th the Kingdom of' 
God" (NDM, II, 49) _ Concerning Paul.·s pos1tion, See . 
N1ebuhr*s exegesis ot Galatians 2,20 (1R14., pp. 107-126). 
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form lies beyond the capacities of human nature •.• 191 The 

failure to grasp the transcendent character of love manifests 

itself in the sentimentalized version of love held b.Y 

liberalism. 

Modern liberalism significantly substitutes the name 
of "Jesus" for that of "Christ'· inmost of the sen
timental. and moralistic exhortations by Wh~Ch it 
encourages men to "follow in his steps."~Y 

The crux of Niebuhr's whole argument, it must be 

pointed out again, is found in the incurably sinful nature 

of man. 

The faith which regards the love commandment as a 
simple possibility rather than an impossible possi
bility is rooted in,'.a faulty analysis of human na
ture which fails to understand that' though man 
always stands under infinite possibilities and is 
potentially related to the totality of existence, 
he is, nevertheless, and will remain, a creature of 
finiteness. No matter how much his rationality is 
refined, he will always see the total situation in 
which he is involved only from a limited perspectiveJ 
he will never be able to divorce his reason from its 
organic relation with the natural impulse of sur
vival. with which nature has endowed him) and he will 
never be able to escape the sin of accentuating his 
natural will-to-live into an imperial will-to-power 
Qy the very protest Which his yearning for the 
eternal tempts him to make against his finiteness. 19J 

As the impossible character of love Is defined as the tran

scendent nature, so the possible character ot love is iden

tified with its historical nature. ~pe presents us, in 

other words, with a. final norm that transcends the range of 

191ICE, p. 104. 

19J1bid., p. 110. 

192 Ibid., p. 111. 
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possible achievement, but, though it 1s never fully realized 

in either intention or action, it makes possible the kind of 

searching criticism of both intention and action that pro. 

vided the impetus for the highest moral creativity. Niebuhr 

B11Jamarizes the point as foUows. 

The law ot love is thus a requirement of human 
freedom, and the freedom of the self and of the 
other both require it_ !hetreedom of the self is 
such that no rule of justioe, no particular method 
of arbitrating the interests of the other with those 
of'the self', can leave the selt with the feeling 
that it haS done all that it could. In its freedom 
it constantly rises above these laws and rules and 
realizes that they are determined b.r contingent fac
tors and that they fall short of the ultimate possi
bility of loving the neighbour nas thyself."- A 
sense of Justice may prompt men to organize legal 
systems of unemployment insurance through Which a 
general sense of obligation toward the needy neigh
bour Is expressed. But no such system can leave the 
selt satisfied When it faces particular needs among 
thOSe who are the beneficiaries ot such minimaJ 
schemes of Justice. The freedom and uniq-I.leness of' 
the other also raises moral requirements' above ~ 
scheme at Justice. The other has special nee4a and 
requirements whicb._cannotbe satisfied Qy general 
rules of eqll1ty.l~ . 

Niebuhr·s contention that agaRe is the only norm for 

human life and h1s definition -01' MAP! as "impossible possi ... 

bility" have aroused protest tram manJ of his critics. 

Their criticism of' Nlebuhr ls based upon the1r oommon pre" 

supposi tion that -mutual lQve. not 'gape, is the norm for 

human life. Dantel D8¥ Wl111ams and Josaph Fletcher -~ be 

singled out as major voices of this protest It A~cord1ng· to 
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Williams, Niebuhr's distinction between two kinds of love, 

sacrificial and mutual love, fragments the "very foundation 

of the Christian 11fe,.,195 because he extends this distinc

tion into "metaphysical dUalism • .,196 Williams attempts to 

sUbstantiate his charge by pointing out that Niebuhr assumes 

that agape intends a good which does not include the good of 

the 8elf.197 The implication of this would be that a Chris

tian could not defend any cause in which his life is 

involved. 198 

Fletcher makes the same point in his criticism of 

Niebuhr's concept of love as "impossible possibility." He, 

too, holds that the norm for human life is mutual love. 

Therefore, he proposes the definition of love as "possible 

possibility." 

On the contrary, if love is to be understood situ
ationally, as a predicate rather than a property, 
what we must understand is that Jesus' going to the 
cross was his role and vocation in his situation 
with his obligation as the Son of God. We cannot 
therefore speak with Niebuhr of the "impossibility .. 
of love, even though we join him in spewting of ita 
relativity. Love does not sa:y to us, "Be tike me." 
It sa:ys, "Do what you can where you are." 9r; 

195.0aniel Day Williams, itoc;l 's Grace and M~n's .Hope 
(New York. Harper &: Brothers, 1§li:9), p. 7S. 

196Ibid., p. 78. 197Ibid. t p. 76. 

198Ibid., p. 77. 

199Pletcher, ~. cit., pp. 61-62. 
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It seems clear that neither Williams nor Fletcher ;. 

fully understands Niebuhr's cQnceptof a.,.-oape as the norm for 

human life., As we have pointed out repeatedly, Niebuhris 

convinced that sacrificial love alone can do justlceto ,the 

paradoxical character of man as self-transcendent and limited 

by the contingencies of nature. Both Williams and Fletcher 

. completely ignore this point and thus fail to unders tand 

Niebuhr's true position~ Against Wl11iams, Nlebuhr'spoint 

is clear. Mutual love ia not separated f'x'om sacrificial 

love. For mutual love needs sacrificial love in order to 

remain both mutual and loving. Without it, mutual love 

becomes demonic. 

If mutual love is not constantly replenished by 
impulses of' grace in which there are no calculations 
of' mutual advantages, mutual relations degenerate 
first to the cool calculation ot such advantages and 
finally to resentment over the inevitable lac~08f' 
complete reciprocity in all actual relations. 

This is so, because man's radical treedom transcends mlltual 

love. In other words, mutual love has the root of selfiSh

ness in it and lends itself' BO readily to a Ju.stification Ot 

one's egoism. It can retain its own integrity only when it 

stands under the scrutiny ot the higher ideal of sacrificial 

love. Theretore. in Niebuhr's thought. mutual love and 

agape are by no means separated trom each other as Williama 

charges, but they are integrally related to each other. 

200FH, p. 1805. 
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, 

Pletcher's criticism of Niebuhr can be rebutted in a 

similar way. In defining the norm for life as "possible 

possibility," he fails to understand Niebuhr's concept of 

man's infinite capacity for self-transcendence and of the 

scope of human sin. Man, in a moment of self-transcendence, 

cannot be satisfied with his action no matter how noble his 

motive may be, and no matter how creative the results of his 

action may prove to be. For he is always aware of selfish

ness that constantly affects both his motive and action~ 

Love as "possible possibility," therefore, cannot do justice 

to the scope of man's radical freedom and sin~ 

J. The nature of the cure 

It has been underscored that, in Niebuhr's concept' of 

the cure for sin, the dialectical nature of man as both 

limited and l.imitless provides the necessary ground for God's 

grace that overcomes human sin. In order to discuss Nlebuhr's 

understanding of the nature of the cure, it is necessary to 

delineate the same point once again. The dialectical nature 

of man compells him to look for meaning in history. but it ' 

also forces man to find the source of meaning beyond history~ 

That is to say, history is meaningful, but its meaning is 

not complete in itself. It must be transformed and fulfilled ' 

by God who transcends history. 

It is recognized that history must be purged as well 
as completed. and that the final completion of 

Suzuki, Y., 1971a: An Examination of Doctrine of Man of Erich Fromm and Reinhild Niebuhr, University of 
Virginia, Dissertation 1971, 355 + 4 pp.



 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

history must include God's destruction of man's 
abortive and premat~e efforts to bring history 
to its culmination. Z01 

272 

In this examination'_ of Niebu1lr's understanding of. the 

nature of the cure, it is fitting to divide the discussion 

into the nature of the cure in history and the nature of the 

cure beyond history. 

a) The cure in history 

( 1) Humility 

The sense of humility is brought about by two sources. 

(1) man's recognition of his finiteness and (2) the sacrifi

cial love of God which was most Qynamically manifested in 

the Cross of Christ. . The fin! teness of man here includes 

both man as a creature of nature and man as self-transcendent. 

Being nature, his existence is dependent upon the contingen

cies of nature. But, furthermore, his infinite capacity for 

self-transcendence does not possess in itself the power to 

fulfill itself. Humility then is caused by man's profound 

discovery that he is neither omnipotent nor omniscient. Try 

though as he may, he cannot extract himself from nature. 

~for can he know the truth fully or avoid the error of pre

tending that he does. He cannot be the source of his own 
1 

existence. 

• 

201NDf;1, II, 4. 
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The genuine sense of humility, however, is not caused 

by man's realization of his finiteness alone. It is brought 

about even more effeotively by the Cross which brings man 

face to face with sin. In Godfs sacrificial love in Christ, 

man experiences God's judoument and forgiveness and accepts 

that God completes for man what man cannot complete for him

self. In this sense, true humiJ.ity is a gift of grace, and 

not a human achievement. Niebuhr ia quite clear about this. 

He writes that in Christian faith 

••• God is recognized who stands above (and in 
some sense against) all human judgments. Who judges 
us even while we judge our foel who completes the 
drama of history which we always complete falsely 
because we make ourselves, our culture, and OUt"2na
tion, the premature canter of its compl.etion.20 

This means that humility in the light of the Cross 

expresses itself in the spirit of forgiveness. Therefore, 

Niebuhr insists that genuine freedom, in the context of 

social. relationships, is possible only for those who know 

the infinite scope ot their Olm sin and the infinitely gra

cious nature of God that overcomes human sin. 

(2) Tolerance 

Like humility, the genuine spirit of tolerance is not 

a human achievement but a gift of grace. ~he true spirit of 

tolerance issues from the conviction that all men are equally 

202DST, p. 16. 
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sinful before God and that the forgiving graoe of God is 

available to all sinners. Niebuhr puts it this way. 

274 

In a final oonfliot only those who have learned the ; , 
graoe of humility can be loving, for in a oonfliot 
love requires forgiveness and forgiveness is possi- ' . 
ble only to those who know themselves to be sinners • . 
Moral idealists never forgive their foes. They are 
too seoure in their own virtue to do that. Men for
give their foes only when they feel themselves to be . 
standing under God with them, and feel that under 
=~:28,rutiny all "our righteousness is as fUthy 

Niebuhr further points out ~hat tolerance includes two 

things' "the abili tyto hold vital convictions whioh lead 

to aotion'· and "the capacity to preserve the spirit of for

giveness towards those who offend us by holding to oonvio

tions which seem untrue to us. n204 Like humility, the genu

ine spirit of tolerance is a gift of graoe. 

Niebuhr realizes that the two-fold aspeot of the 

spirit of tolerance Is never fully achieved in history. 

Catholicism fails in this, because the Roman Church b.Y defi

nition claims its possession of the whole truth.205 The 

intolerance of the Catholic Church is abundantly manifested '!' 

in the unbelievable cruelties of the Inquisition and the 

. encyclical ImmortalJl Q.I! of Leo XIII. 206 

. , 20JReinhOld Niebuhr, !~tfhen Will Christians Stop Pool-
ing Themselves?" The Christian Century, LI (£ilay 16, 1934), 
p. 659. 

204NDM, 11, 219. 

2061bid., p. 222. 

20SIbld., p. 211. 
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The Reformation, however, cannot claim superiority 

over the Roman Catholic Church in this matter. Its insist-

ence upon "the authority of Scripture, as against , the au

thority of the church, bears within it the perils of a new 

idolatry.u207 This is so, because the theme of the Reforma

tion. sola Scriptura, has the tendency toward bibliolatry in 

that it is often transformed into the rigid doctrine that 

the Bible gives the believer the final truth. The cruel 

persecutions launched against the Anabaptists by Luther, 

Calvin. and Z\'Iingli are excellent examples of the tragic na

ture of the spirit of intolerance. 

The certain conviction of the faithful that the 
Bible gave them the final truth, transcending all 
finite perspectives and all sinful corruptions. thus 
contributed to individual spiritual arrogance, no 
less intolerable ~a~ the collective arrogance of 
the older church. 

In short, in its rigid biblicism, the Reformation fails to 

be faithful to ita own profound insight. salvation by grace 

through falth. 209 

The Renaissance, on the ether hand, has contributed a 

great deal to the spirit of tolerance in modern times. Its 

, achievement "of domestic tranquility without paying the price 

of tyrannical suppression," says Niebuhr, "is obviously the 

fruit, primarily, of the movement which we have defined 

207 
Ibid., p. 152. 

2091bid., p. 2J1. 
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broadl.y as 'Renaissance. ,"210 In order to olarify this the;" 

sis, Niebuhr divides the Renaissance into "the rationalist

humanist wing" and "sectarian Christianity." The former · 

challenged philosophical prejudice and theological dogmatism 

by emphasizing the importance of empirical observations and 

by providing wide relativity that exists in all historic~ 

forms of culture.211 The latter, sectarian Christianity, 

challenged Christian theology from "within the presupposi

tions of Christian faith.,212 by emphasizing individualism 

and social radicalism. 

Its [!ectarlan Christianity) mystic certainties 
transoended the hlstoricaliy conditioned certainties 
of dogmatic faith. Its individualism challenged the 
orthodox passion tor religious uniformity and its 
social radicalism set the absolute ethical demands 
of the gospel against the social compromises which 
religious authority ha~ prematurely sanctioned.213 

Whatever their individual emphases may be, both forms 

of the Renaissance have two things in common- (1) both re

Ject any kind of coersion of the acceptance of certain 

truths. (2) they are deeply conscious of varieties of human 
:S.':' 

views which make "perfect agreement in the search for truth" 

first 

210Ibid• 

211Ibide, p.: 2)2. Bruno and Descartes lean to the . 
mode of attack, and Locke and Voltaire to the second. 

212Ibid• 21Jlbid. -
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literally impossible.214 Although the Renaissance is suf-

ficiently open to other truths, it has ita own failure. The 

failure has to do with the inability to hold certain convic

tions. Consequently, the RenaissanQe issues in absolute 

skeptioism.215 But man, having his radical freedom, cannot 

be perpetually satisfied with such a philosophioal stance.216 

Skepticism often issues in a new form of fanaticism. The 

problem is nicely posed by Niebuhr, 

Loyal ty to the truth requires confidence in the 
possibUity of its attainment. toleration of other 
requires broken conf'idence in the finality of our own 
truth. But if there Is no answer for a problem to 
which we do not have the answer, our shattered con
fidence generates either defeat (Which in the field 
of culture would be scepticism) J or an even greater 
measure of pretension. meant to hide .our perplexi
ties behind our certaintf~s (which in the field of 
culture is fanaticism).2 1 

Thus, the Renaissance, too. falls into fanaticism 

which at first it set out to oppose, When it tries to 

214Ibid., p. 234. "Here the Renaissance is more 
thoroughly in agreement with the Biblical understanding of -
man as 'creature' and the Christian appreciation of the 
limits of human knowledge in history than alternative and 
more orthodox Christian doctrines" {Ibid., p. 2)5). 

21S!!W!_, p. 236. 

216"Absolute sceptioism is rare because the very lack 
of confidence in the possibility of achieving any valid 
truth in history presupposes some criterion of truth b.Y 
which all fragmentary truths are found wanting" (Ibid., 
pp. 238-239). 

217Ibld., p. 243_ 
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absolutiz& the .frao"11lentary' truth that history contains nOth-
.-:: . 

ins; but partial perspectives" or when it .finds in evolution

ary progressivism an answer to "the final problem of truth 

and falsehood, .. 218 it becomes as rigid and intolerant as , 

Catholic1sm and the Reformation ever Were. 

Although the perfect spirit of tolerance is not a ' 

historical possibility, Niebuhr maintains that Christian 

faith alone can provide the basis for the approx1mation of 

perfect tolerance in history. Por to say that Ohristian 

faith is a. gift of grace means that it is not a Simple pos

session of our own; the universally sinful character of man. 

clarified in the Cross, compells him to affirm that only in 

the mercif'ul forgiveness of Goel, can he possess it ·'in prin

ciple. .. Thus, the tension between. Ithaving, and not having 

the truthlt219is possible only in Christian faith. Nlebuhr 

expresses this paradox as follows. 

However we twist or turn, whatever Instrwnentaor 
pretensions we use. it is not possible to establish 
the claim that we have the truth. The tnth remains 
subject to the paradox of grace. We JDfq have it, 
and yet we do not bave it. And we wlll have it the 
more purely in faot if we .know that we have it only 
in principle. OUr toleration of truths opposed to 
those which we confess is an expression otthe 
spirit ot forgiveness in the realm of culture. Like " . 
all forgiveness, it Is possIble only it we are not 
too sure of 'our own virtue.220 . 

.. . 
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(3) Justice 

The third aspect of the content of the cure for the 

sickness of man is the establishment of justice in society. 

Although Niebuhr does not define justice. his concept of it 

is clearly articulated. It is effectively expressed by . 

Gordon Harl.and, who writes that" justice is a relational 

term in Niebuhr, it is the relative embodiment of agape in 

the struotures of society_,t221 The following statement of 

Niebuhr proves the correctness of Harland's interpretation. 

• 11 • to know both the law of love as the final 
standard and the law of self-love as a persistent 
force is to enable Christians to have a foundation 
for a pragmatic ethic in which power and self
interest is used, begiled, harnessed and deflected 
for the ultimate end of establishing the highest 
~~e~~~~2incluSive possible community of justice and 

This means that for Niebuhr, justice is the most 

effective form in which love manifests Itself in the fallen 

world. Therefore, justice is always derivative of, but not 

identioal With, agape. "Love is both the fulfillment and the 

negation of all achievements of justioe in history.,,223 

This paradoxical reLationship between love and justice is 

most concretely expressed b.Y Nlebuhr as fol.lows. 

221Harland • .9:2. oij;., p. 2.3. 

222Reinhold Nlebuhr, "Christian Faith and Social Ac
t1on," Chr at! F h and Sool Ao 10 • J. A. Hutohinson, 
editor New Xorkl Charles Soribnerts Sons, 1953), p. 241. 

223NDM, 11, 246. 

Suzuki, Y., 1971a: An Examination of Doctrine of Man of Erich Fromm and Reinhild Niebuhr, University of 
Virginia, Dissertation 1971, 355 + 4 pp.



 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

280 

Love is • • • the end term of any system of mor
als. It Is the moral requirement in which all schemes 
of . justice are fulfilled and negated. They are ful
tilled because the obligation of life to life is 
more fully met in love than is possible in &n¥ 
scheme of equity and justice. They are negated be
cause love makes an end of the nicely calculated 
less and more of structures of Justice. It does not · 
carefully arbitrate between the needs of the self 
and of the other. since it meetsth~~eeds of the 
other without concern for the selt. 

From the above quotation, it is clear that Nlebuhr 

can effectively refute the criticism of Fletcher that 

"Niebuhr separated and made them 110ve and justic!J alterna

tives. • • ... 225 Niebuhr never separates love and justice 

as alternatives. Being the relative embodiment of love in 

the structures of society, justice cannot have fixed demands 

of its own. In short, love is always regarded by Niebuhr as 

the principle of justice without which justice cannot remain 

just but eventually becomes a system of the ··nicely calcu

lated less or more" of human selfishness. Love clarifies 

the imperfection of justice and thereby motivates man to aim 

toward the establishment ot ever higher justice. Thus, love 

and justice are integrally related and not separate 

alternatives. 

224UDM, I, 295. It Is important to notice that here 
Niebuhr Is repudiating both the Orthodox tendency toward the 
separation of love and justice and Liberalism's sentimental 
doctrine that justice can give place to love if only people 
become more loving. 

225Pletcher, £2. cit., p. 93. 
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It is this point that even such a great theologian as 

Bmil Bru~~er obviously fails to grasp. His criticism of 

Niebuhr is as folloviS I 

• • • Reinhold Niebuhr has never worked out a clear 
concept of justice whereby the difference be~/een 
the demands of justice and those of the supreme ethi
cal norm of love might be understood. If one uses 
the term Ujustice,1t intending it to be distinguished 
from the "agape" of the New '.J!estament (which for 
Niebuhr also is the highest norm), then one is duty
bound to say exactly ~~gt this "justice" is as dis
tinguished from love. 

As Brunner points out, Niebuhr never defines "/hat justice 

really is. But Brunner is wrong in his implication that 

this is so because Niebuhr does not have a clear idea of 

what justice is. The lack of any clear-cut definition of 

justice in Niebuhr·s thought does not indicate his failure. 

Rather, it means that Niebuhr takes seriously the thesis 

that love is always the basis of justice. Justice cannot be 

clearly defined, because it a1ways aims at the approximation 

of love in the historically conditioned nature of our sinful 

world. If we define justice, as Brunner wants to do, we are 

imposing undue limitations upon love. But to do so is im

possible, because being the norm for human life, the scope 

of love carmot be restricted by any human reason. Niebuhr 

does not define justice,--because it is not an independent 

entity in itself. 

226~mil Brunner, "Rein."lold ,aebuhr's \iork as a Chris
tian '.rhinker, It Kegley and ..aretall, editors, QJ2. • .ill., p. 30. 
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From this analysis of Niebuhr's concept of justice in 

relation to the criticism of Fletcher and Brunner, it is 

clear that the relationship between justice and love is 

indispensable to his thinking. This problem should be pur

sued even further. In its relationship to love, justice has 

both negative and positive aspects. The positive aspect 

means its function of making love a working force in society, 

The system of unemployment benefits in a just society is a 

good example. Al though it is true that "the benefits which 

are paid to the unemployed are almost always higher than the 

privileged would like to pay" and "lower than the poor would 

like to receive," they will definitely receive more than "if 

all of them were dependent upon nothing but vagrant, momen

tary and capricious impulses of pitYe,,22? 

The negative aspect of justice in relation to love is 

that justice is full of contradictions in spite of its close 

tie with love. Although "love can al.ways raise justice to 

new heights,,,228 it must be pointed out that "al.l historic 

conceptions of justice will embody some elements which 

22?,NDM, 11, 251, 

228Bennett. "Reinhold Niebuhr's Social Ethics," 
.stQ. ~., p. 59. 
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contradict the lavl of love. ,,229 There is no such thing as 

perfect justice. Niebuhr is quite clear about this when he 

writes: 

The interests of a class, the viewooint of a nation, 
the prejudices of an age and the iilusions of a cul
ture are consciously and unconsciously insinuated 
into the norms by which men regulate their common 
life. They are intended to give one group an advan
tage over another. Or if that is not their intz~o 
tion, it is at least the unvarying consequence. 

Therefore, justice remains necessar'J, for even the most just 

will abuse power by clairnil~ absolute certainty of what is 

best for others. 

The achievement of justice involves the following 

three elements: order, equality, and freedom. It is to be 

noted that these three elements are constantly dependent on 

each other in order to maintain their Oi-'m identi ty. Order 

means social cohesion or "the harmony of communities.,,231 

As it is necessary for the very existence of SOCiety, so it 

is absolutely necessary for the achievement of justice. But 

too much emphasis on order at the expense of equality and 

freedom will subvert justice. Order may be used to suppress 

change and thus contribute to the maintenance of the unjust 

229NDfI1 , rI, 256. I"or Niebuhr's concrete application 
of this thesis to America see The Irony of American HistorY 
(New Yorka Charles Scribner's Sons, 1952), Chapter l. 

230NDlil, 11, 256. 
231 Ibid., p. 257. 
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status quo. This danger, inherent in order, was clear to 

Niebuhr as far back as 19:32. 
.- , 

284 

.~ 

.----- Southern whites in America usually justify their \. 
opposition to equal suffrage tor the Negro on the ; 
ground of his illiteracy. Yet no Southern State · \ 

: gives equal facility for Negro and white education, \ 
1 and the educated, selt-reliant N~"O is hated more \ 
: than the dooile, uneducated one .. J~ ----l 

\..",' Equality is a regulative principle ot justice,' for it 
.' .... • 

provides a kind of criticism which points to the subtle cor-

ruptions of self-interest. As John C. Bennett interprets, 

equality for Niebuhr is "a principle of critioism that shows 

up the ideological taint, the corruption by the selt-interest 

of the powerful, in all actual structures of justice.,,2)) 

In short , it is an expression of love findingemboc1iment in 

the structures of society. "EqW1lity as a pinnacle of the 

ideal of justioe," Niebuhr himself writes, "implicitly points 

towards love as the final norm of justiceJ tor equal justice 

is the approximation of brotherhood under the conditions of 

sin. ft234 

From this it naturally follows that tta higher JustIce 

always means a more equal justice ... 2), And yet, equality 

w1 thout order will result in chaos. The overemphasis of 

2))Bennett, 
2a. cit., p. 13. 

2)4NDM, II, 

.tReinhold Niebubr's Contribution ... , .. 
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equality at the expense of order is a product of the per-

petual self-assertion of man. The underprivileged emphasize 

the principle of equality without recognizing the differ-

ences of need and social function. The privileged, on the 

other hand, tend to "appropriate an excess of privileges not 

required by their function; and certainly not in accord with 

differences of need.,,236 In short, equality without order 

will destroy freedom. 

Niebuhr maintains that freedom is another regulative 

principle of justice. Here by freedom is meant liberty Uto 

develop the essential potentialities of their nature without 

hindrance.,,2J7 And yet, freedom, if' overemphasized, will 

suppress the spirit of equality by producing great inequali

ties through its willil100ness to impose limitation upon 

another's freedom. 

It should be clear, then, that the perfect realization 

of the balance of order, equality, and freedom is not a his-

torical achievement. But, at the same time, it is possible 

for us to approximate their balance. This is the "balancing 
-

of power" within the society; it is the best approximation 

of perfect justice in history. 

236rbid., p. 255. 

237 IC~, p. 134. 
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The domination of one life by another is avoided 
most suocaastully by an equilibrium of powers and 
vitalities, so that weakness does not invite 
enslavement by the strong. Without a tol.emble 
equilibrium no moral or social restraints ever 
succeed comp~~tely in preventing injustice and 
enslavement.. J8 

286 

In his most recent book, N1ebuhr underscores the same point 

even more strongly. "Our best hope ot a tolerable political 

harmony and of an inner peace," he writes," rests upon our 

ab1li ty to observe the limits of human freedom, even while 

we responsibly exploit its creative possibilities.H2J9 

It is to be noted further that an equalization of 

power must not take any absolute and unchanging pattern. 

What justice means in a given time and place depends on the 

best possible balancing that is workable in that si tuatlon. 

In other words, schemes of justice Mllst be accepted only 

provisionally. they must be pl.aced constantly under the scru

tiny of people. Herein lies the greatest contribution of 

democracy_ 

It is the highest achieVement of democratic socie
ties that they embody the principle ot resistance 
to government within the principle of government 
itself. The citizen is thus armed with "constitu
tional" power to resist the unjust exactions of 
government. He can dothls w1 thout creating an
archy within the community, if government has been 

~ 

239Reinhol.d Niebuhr, The Stryotur, of Nat10nsand 
Empires (New York. Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959), 
pp. 298-299. 

Suzuki, Y., 1971a: An Examination of Doctrine of Man of Erich Fromm and Reinhild Niebuhr, University of 
Virginia, Dissertation 1971, 355 + 4 pp.



 

 

Propriety of the Erich Fromm Document Center. For personal use only. Citation or publication of 
material prohibited without express written permission of the copyright holder. 
 

Eigentum des Erich Fromm Dokumentationszentrums. Nutzung nur für persönliche Zwecke. 
Veröffentlichungen – auch von Teilen – bedürfen der schriftlichen Erlaubnis des Rechteinhabers. 

 

so conceived that criticism of the ruler becomes an 
instrument of better government and not a threat to 
government itself.ZJ4.0 

287 

Thus, the balancing of power is the best check against 

attempts to absolutize a particular form of power. This 

poli tical realism, says Niebuhr, has a sound Biblical basis. 

The Bible contains two approa.ches, which taken 
together and held in balance, do justice to the 
moral ambiguities of government. According to the 
one, government is a.~ ordinance of God and its 
authority reflects the Divine r,lajesty" According 
to the other, the fI rulers ,. and "judges" of' the 
nations are particularly subject to divine judg
ment and wrath because they oppress the poor and 
defy the divine majesty. 'rhese two approaches do 
justice to the ~vo aspects of government. It is 
a principle of order and its power prevents an
archy; but its power is not identical with divine 
power. 241 

(4) The nonchalance of faith 

From our analysis of Niebuhr's ooncept of justice, it 

is obvious that there are no clear-cut solutions to our 

human problems. We must learn how to live with frustrations 

without sinking into cynicism or despair. But to do this 

requires us to establish the source of the meaning of our 

life in something other than what we hope to accomplish in 

240NDM, 11, p. 268. In a similar context, Niebubr 
expresses the same point concisely as follows, "Man's 
capacity for justice makes democracy possible, but man's 
inclination to injustice makes democracy necessary" (The 
Childr f Li d he Ch ran ot D ess. Uew Xorka 
Charles Scr bner·s :ions, 19 , p. xi 

241NDi4, II, 269. 
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the near future. ~he ultimate meaning of life that braces 

us for the living of these da¥S Is symbolized in the Cross. 

Although we are perplexed by mysteries of life, In the Cross 

we know that w~ar8 ultimately safe 1n Him who loves us. 

The Christian faith does not pretend to resolve all 
perplexities. Itcontesses the darkness of human 
sight and the perplexities of faith. It escapes . ... 
despair nevertheless because it holds fast to the 
essential goodness of God as revealed in Christ, 
and is therefore "persuaded that ne! ther life nor 
death--are able to separate us from the lpve of 
God, whioh is in Christ Jesus our Lord."2~2 

The nonchalance of faith is the sense of peace rooted 

1n man's ultimate trust in the goodness of God. 

This peaoe rests upon the faith that God is great 
enough and good enough to resolve the contradic
tion in which human life standsJ and that His 
mercy is the final resource of His power, by whioh 
Heoverc~~es the rebellion of man a.:,aainst his 
oreator. J 

Niebuhr maintains that this profound insight into theulti

mate nonchal.ance of faith Is the essence of the Protestant 

doctrine of justification by grace through faith. 

2420sT, pp. 169-170. 
24300., p.193. This point Is repeatecU.y under

scored in ~bUhr·s exegesis of Paul. Particularly the fol
lowing are important I "Whether we live, we 11 ve unto the 
Lord. whether we die, we die unto the Lord. Whether we live 
therefore, or die, we are the Lord's" (Romans 14.8) • . "If' in 
this lite only we have hope In· Christ we . are of all men most 
miserable" (I Cor. 15.19). "I am persuaded. that neither 
death. nor life • • • shall be able to separate us -tram the 
love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Romans 8. 
38-39) • 
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Justification by faith in the realm of justice means 
that we will not regard the pressures and counter 
pressures, the tensions, the overt and the covert 
conflicts by which justice is achieved and main
tained, as normative in the absolute sense. but 
neither will we ease our conscience by seeking to 
escape from involvement in them. We will know that 
we cannot purge ourselves of the sin and guilt in 
which we are involved by the moral ambiguities of 
politics without also disavowing respo~ibility for 
the creative possibilities of justice.Z44 

289 

It is the Church, the community of grace, that is 

required to keep this sense of ultimate nonchalance alive. 

For him the Church is not the Kingdom of God. but it is 

surely a "sacrament of the kingdom ... 245 Although Niebuhr 

has never clearly spelled out his ecclesiology, the impor

tant function of the Church in this regard is clear in his 

thinking. For he writes of the Church as follows. 

The Christian church is a community of hopeful 
believers, who are not afraid of lite or death, of 
present or future history, being persuaded that the 
Whole of life and all historical viciss1tudes stand 
under the sovereignty of the holy, yet merciful, 
God whose will was supremely revealed in Christ. It 
is a community Which does not fear the final judge
ment, not because it is a community of forgiven 
sinners. who know that judgement is merciful if it 
is not evaded. If the divine judgement is not 
resisted by pretensions of virtue but is contritely 
accepted, it reveals in and beyond itself the me~i6 
which restores 11fe on a new and healthier basis. 

244NDM, Il, 284. 

24SBennett, "Reinhold Niebuhr's Contribution 
~ • .£!!., p. 22. 

246pH , p. 2;8. 

,. . . . , 
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b) . The cure beyond history 

Having identified the nature of the cure for sin in 

history in Niebuhr's thought as humility, tolerance, jus

tice, and the nonchalance of faith, it is appropriate to 

examine his understanding of the cure for sin beyond his

tory. It is essential to remember in this context that it 

is his concept of the cure beyond history that enables him 

to be constantly hopeful, no matter how hopeless and futile 

the nature of the cure in history may at times seem to him. 

It Is this ultimate hopefulness that underlies his whole 

wri tinge. We are ultimately in the hands of God whatever 

may happen to us, therefore, we can face our discouraging 

, world not trusting ourselves or our world, but trusting the 

inestimable grace of God. Admittedly, this concept of the 

cure beyond history Is not a rational one. Since ittran

, scends history, human reason cannot fully grasp it. But : ' 

man's inf'inl te capacity tor selt-transcendence can point to 

it. Without possessing the capacit,y to fulfill itself, man's 

selt-transcendence is satisfied with nothing but the eternal. 

Thus, man'8 radical freedom can expect fulfillmentbeyond 

. history, ".although it cannot tully oomprehendlt. 

How should the natureot the cure beyond history be 
' I · _< 

articulated? No ordinary human language would do, since ·lt 

can deal adequately only with the historioal and ,the ra

tional. This difficulty Niebubr seeks to resolve by the 

Suzuki, Y., 1971a: An Examination of Doctrine of Man of Erich Fromm and Reinhild Niebuhr, University of 
Virginia, Dissertation 1971, 355 + 4 pp.




