











anyone who believed that only good could come of good and only
evil of evil was little more than “a child in political matters.””

Thus, according to Weber, anyone who considers the gospel
should either “accept it in its entirety or leave it entirely alone.”
Were one to take Christ’s teaching fully at face value, the starting
point would be to “sell all that you have” and to take on the life of
a saint. But the person who plays at half measures, who dabbles in
the Sermon on the Mount, is the worst kind of fool, and the most
irresponsible sort of thinker. This thinker regards the world as
“stupid and base,” but never himself, thus ignoring the doctrines
of creation and sin both. The thinker of the half-measure ulti-
mately lacks religious seriousness. Weber wanted to know “how
much inner weight” was genuinely carried by the ethics of convic-
tion, and believed that “in nine cases out of ten, I am dealing with
windbags, people who are intoxicated with romantic sensations
but who do not truly feel what they are taking upon themselves.
Such conduct holds little human interest for me. . . .””8

Far more morally interesting are those who feel the burdens
of the consequences inherent in both their doing and their not
doing, the persons who at some point realize they are required
to do things they don’t want to do in order to achieve purposes
that are genuinely humane, so long as we have an understanding
of what genuinely human aspirations are. Perhaps there is a role
for saints, but not all are called to pursue that very special kind of
life. Should most humans take upon themselves vows of chastity
and poverty, the species would not last long. Disavowing power
may have the same effect. Weber believed the great problem for
our age was not that we engaged in morally hazardous actions,
but that we had lost our way and no longer had any guides for our
actions, no clarity about what we were trying to achieve. We had
entered “a polar night of icy darkness and hardness” that made
all our partisan distinctions insignificant. Perhaps Hauerwas is
right that we have reached the dark depths of secularism, and are
left only with the retreat into faith. Even such a faith, however,
must consider how to employ politics deliberately and patiently
towards life in this world, with the hope of making civilization.
A person capable of such hope is the true hero of faith, and the
world needs heroes more than saints.

77 Weber, 362.
78 Ibid., 367.
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To dabble in
the Sermon on
the Mount is
dangerous.



A perfectionist
ethic creates
less perfection
in the world,
not more.

I believe the failure of Hauerwas to appreciate the limited gains
that can be achieved by secular processes can be seen most clearly
in his reflections on the Nazi holocaust, which have a general
tone of diffidence, ignorance, and helplessness. Even when faced
with this monstrosity, Hauerwas continues to reflect on the self-
contained particularity of Christian commitments. Any attempt to
speak to secular politics can only end as a justification of the state
itself, and that is the very thing that led to the holocaust in the first
place. The issue here for Hauerwas is that the holocaust ought to
force Christians to reflect on how they will relate to the world, with
the correlative ethical implication that Christians must maintain
themselves as a people set apart. This means that the essence of
the gospel is that it separates Christians from the politics of the
world to such a degree that not only are they unable to promise
that it will never happen again, but they do not want to be engaged
in the formation of a culture in which it couldn’t happen again.
Particularly, Christians ought to resist the temptations of liberal-
ism which seek to bypass the seductions of genocide through the
promise of mutual toleration.” There is no universal identity of
humanity we can appeal to that would protect the Jews, nor are
there values which would undergird a political system that would
make holocausts, at the very least, unlikely. Indeed, even the desire
to find such things reveals one to be guilty of the need for control
and mastery that itself leads to all violence.

But surely there are some things within our control, and not
all attempts at mastery and discipline are bad. Hauerwas would
have us believe this is not the case, and such claims can provide
little comfort to Jews—or, for that matter, to his own wife and chil-
dren. Were Christianity this distinct, this self-referential, this con-
cerned about its own purity, this determined to remain above “the
usual ordinary” means of Christian living (to use John Winthrop’s
phrase), it would be hard to know exactly what its appeal would
be except for those who seek to quell all religious anxiety. The
positing of a perfectionist church with a perfectionist ethic turns
the world of ethical action upside down, for it creates less perfec-
tion in the world, not more. Human beings must often be satisfied
with incremental gains. Sanctification is not a one-time event, but a
“slow, strong drilling through hard boards” that concludes only in
our death. Until then, the usual and ordinary means must suffice.

7 See ATN, 66-69.
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