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Introduction
In this paper, | want to argue that H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic work entitled: Christ and
Culture® has led Evangelicals to compromise the Gospel in an attempt to have an ethical
influence on the wider culture.? I will both critique Niebuhr’s book and also provide an
alternative way of looking at the same data from a post-Christendom perspective. | also want to
make a few comments on what the acceptance of my analysis of Niebuhr’s influence on
Evangelicalism would mean for Evangelical social ethics, missions and evangelism. | look

forward to feedback and dialogue. Concisely stated, my thesis has four main points as follows:

1. Niebuhr’s book presupposes both the existence and the appropriateness of
Christendom and therefore this book is becoming increasingly irrelevant as
Christendom continues to crumble and we move into a post-Christendom era.

2. By encouraging the church to compromise the high ethical standards of Jesus in
order to gain influence on the wider culture, Niebuhr’s book actually has led to
both unfaithfulness and less real Christian influence on society — the worst of
both worlds — which is a result typical of Christendom approaches.

3. Even more importantly, Niebuhr’s strategy for transforming society by rejecting
the Christ against culture approach has led to the obscuring and downplaying of
the Gospel in favor of a moralistic message of law rooted in natural theology.

4. The alternative to Niebuhr’s approach is to re-conceptualize the problem of Christ
and culture in such a way as to make it possible to distinguish between
distinctively Christian ways of engaging the culture and other ways.

In this paper, I will try to explain briefly each of these four points and then reflect on their

implications for American Evangelicals today.

1 H. Richard Niebuhr. Christ and Culture. 50" Anniversary Edition. New York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers,
2001.

2 | argue this case more extensively in my forthcoming book: Rethinking Christ and Culture After Christendom
(Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2006).



Part I:
The Historica | Cont ext ChristandiCdtlbes hr ' s

When H. Richard Niebuhr published his classic work, Christ and Culture, in 1951,
mainline Protestantism was the unofficial state church of the United States. Christ and Culture
was written at a time when liberal Protestantism dominated public life in North America. The
fragmenting effects of the secular ideology of liberal individualism that would later shatter the
unity of liberal theology had not yet become dominant in North America. The social-oriented
liberalism of the first half of the Twentieth century was about to explode into what Lonnie

»3 that is, black theology, feminist theology, Latin

Kliever aptly called “the shattered spectrum:
American liberation theology, gay liberation theology, process theology, and so on. This would
take place in the 1960’s, but it had not yet happened in 1951. Other Christian perspectives were
still not mounting a significant public challenge to neo-liberal Protestant hegemony.
Fundamentalism had gone underground and could easily be ignored. The Roman Catholic
Church was in a defensive, isolationist mode, with Vatican 1l still a decade away. The boomer
generation was coming of age, the economy was growing, Protestant churches were full and
liberal Protestants had concluded that even though the Kingdom of God had been delayed, the
New Deal was not a bad substitute, all things considered. Mainline, neo-liberal Protestantism
thought of itself as mainstream Christianity. Christ and Culture clearly bears the marks of its

origin in the mind of one of the leaders of mainline Protestantism and therefore of North

American culture in general.

® Lonnie Kliever. The Shattered Spectrum: A Survey of Contemporary Theology. Atlanta, GA: John Knox Press,
1981.



It is very important to understand this book as a product of and apology for Christendom.
This is one of the advantages that half a century of historical perspective gives us as interpreters,
especially since that half-century has witnessed the unraveling of Christendom throughout the
Western world. By calling Christ and Culture a product of, and apology for, Christendom |
mean that it takes Christendom for granted as its starting point and assumes that Christendom is

real, permanent and, on the whole, a good thing. Let me define what | mean by Christendom:

By “Christendom” I mean the concept of Western civilization as having a
religious arm (the church) and a secular arm (civil government) both of
which are united in their adherence to Christian faith, which is seen as the
“soul” of Europe, or the West. The essence of the idea is the assertion that
Western civilization is Christian. Within this Christian civilization, the state
and the church have different roles to play, but since membership in both is
coterminous, both can be seen as aspects of one unified reality: Christendom.

As this definition makes clear, the exact legal details of the relationship between church
and state are less important than the organic relationship of church and state resulting from
Christians feeling at home in, and even in charge of, the state as well as the church. Whenever
we think of the nation in which we live as a “Christian country,” we have a Christendom
mentality, even if the formal, legal separation of church and state is officially in place. In the
United States during the 1950’s, a Deistic civil religion united citizens under a broad umbrella,
which though dominated by Liberal Protestantism, nevertheless made room for Jews, Catholics
and Fundamentalists, as well as various types of sects.

Although there is no state church in the United States, there is still today a strong sense of
America being a Christian nation and the church having a key role to play in maintaining public
morality, inspiring patriotism in the citizenry and bestowing religious legitimacy on the

government. While the state churches of Europe were collapsing, American Christendom was in



full flower. Christendom was alive and well in the United States of the 1950’s and theologians
like H. R. Niebuhr felt a responsibility to write and act as a public theologian of an unofficial, yet
very influential, state church. To assume that what was good for America might not be good for
the church was unthinkable; the debate would be over whether it was good for America or not.
The strong call to cultural responsibility and the transformationist or conversionist vision played
extremely well in this context. For example, Paul Ramsey describes the effect that Christ and
Culture had after its publication in 1951:
... when Richard Niebuhr’s book first appeared almost everyone in America
rushed to locate himself among the “transformationalists”: naturalists, process
theologians, personalists, idealists, Lutherans and Anglicans who were sometimes
Thomists, as well as those you would have expected. It was as if the “typology”
or clustering of Christian approaches to man’s work in culture and history had
suddenly collapsed in 1951, so universal was the conviction that, of course, the
Christian always joins in the transformation of the world whenever this is
proposed.*
Liberal Protestantism, at the height of its cultural influence in North America viewed Christ and
Culture as a justification of it cultural leadership, as well as a call for it to continue.
We can see this in the way Niebuhr set up the book. He uses an ideal-typical method,

derived from Ernst Troeltsch, in order to view the history of Christian engagement of culture

through the lens of his five types. Here is a quick summary of the five types.

* Paul Ramsey, War and the Christian Conscience: How Shall Modern War Be Conducted Justly? (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 1961), 112-3.



Ni ebuhr’s Typology Of Chr
Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5
Christ Against Christ of Christ Christ and Christ
Culture Culture Above Culture Culture in Transforming
Paradox Culture
Radicals Cultural Synthesists Dualists Conversionists
Christians
Revelation The idea of the “Render to Pauline Epistles The Fourth
I John Kingdom of God | Caesar the things Gospel
that are Caesar’s,
and to God the
things that are
God’s”
Tertullian Gnosticism Justin Martyr Marcion Augustine
Tolstoy Abelard Clement of Martin Luther F. D. Maurice
Mennonites I. Kant Alexandria Soren Kierkegaard
A. Ritschl Thomas Aquinas Roger Williams

It is very important to note that the only one of these five types, which does not

presuppose a Christendom context, is the Christ against culture type. Niebuhr’s book can be
interpreted as an attempt to argue against this type. Although Niebuhr did not entirely reject
Christ against culture type, the only legitimate way he could accept it being embraced would be
as a special calling for a minority of Christians. He strenuously denied that it is the path of
discipleship that Jesus calls all of his followers to walk. The Christ against culture position, it
should be noted, describes much of the Fundamentalist movement prior to 1945. By accepting
Niebuhr’s argument that this approach was inadequate, Evangelicals found themselves having to

choose one or another of the Christendom types as their own approach to engaging culture.
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Thus, Evangelicals found themselves joining Niebuhr in promoting Christendom. Later, after
Vatican Il, American Roman Catholics would do the same.

In the 1950’s, a number of voices were raised within Fundamentalism, which were
advocating the engagement of culture. Leaders like Carl F. H. Henry, Harold Ockenga, Billy
Graham, E. J. Carnell and Harold Lindsell were in favor of Fundamentalists ending their
isolation and re-engaging culture in hopes of overturning the Liberal dominance of the public
square. In his manifesto, The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism, Carl F. H. Henry
declared:

Whereas in previous eras of Occidental history no spiritual force so challenged
the human scene as did Christianity . . . the challenge of modern Fundamentalism
to the present world mind is almost nonexistent on the great social issues.
Through the Christian centuries, assuredly, the evangelical challenge came always
in a specifically redemptive framework. But in modern times the challenge is
hardly felt at all. For Fundamentalism in the main fails to make relevant to the
great moral problems in twentieth-century global living the implications of its
redemptive message.’
Henry called Fundamentalist to abandon their ghetto and have an impact on the mainstream of
national life and the great moral issues of the day. At the time it seemed like an impossible
dream, which just goes to show how bad most people are at prophecy. The founding of the
National Association of Evangelicals, Christianity Today magazine and Fuller Seminary were
key events in the coalescing of a new movement called Evangelicalism. At first leaders of this
movement were dismissed, as “Fundamentalists with Ph.D.’s,” but their growth and success was
phenomenal.
To make a long story short, 1976 was declared by Time magazine to be the “Year of the

Evangelical” and every president from Jimmy Carter to George W. Bush has claimed to be born

again. Whether a non-born again presidential candidate would now be electable is questionable.

® Carl F. H. Henry, The Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 1947): 37-8.



Whereas prior to 1945, Fundamentalism distrusted higher education so much that they shunned
seminaries and used Bible colleges to train their pastors, enrollment at Evangelical seminaries
today has exploded. Galvanized by the legalization of abortion, Evangelicals have moved into
electoral politics with a passion. The rise of the religious Right in politics has caused a
fundamental re-alignment of politics in the United States. Evangelicalism has arrived in a big
way in America.

However, even as it has become a cultural force, Evangelicalism has lost a great deal of
its distinctiveness as a movement. The quote from Henry above spoke of the goal of making
relevant to contemporary moral problems “the implications of its redemptive message.” But this
is exactly what many Evangelicals are not doing today. Instead, they speak about “Judeo-
Christian” morality rooted in natural law and Western tradition. Most Evangelicals have become
conservatives and Republicans and their partisan involvement in politics takes the form of
promoting a capitalist, militaristic, right-wing agenda coupled with a rather arbitrary list of
specific moral issues including abortion, euthanasia, and same sex marriage. The endorsement
of the liberal, left-wing, Democratic agenda by Jim Wallis and certain other Evangelicals is
simply the mirror-opposite of what the majority of Evangelicals do. But, where is the Gospel in
all of this? Where is the declaration that in Jesus Christ God has intervened decisively in human
history and that the world is no longer the same? Where is the proclamation that Jesus Christ is
Lord? By identifying so closely with non-Evangelical conservativism, Evangelicals have given
the world every reason to suppose that they have no unique message that conservative atheists,
agnostics, or Mormons do not have. By buying into Christendom and seeking to displace Liberal
Protestantism from its place as the unofficial state church, Evangelicals have left themselves

open to being perceived as desiring to become the unofficial state church of Christendom. Left-



wing Evangelicals do exactly the same thing in trying to promote the interests of the Democratic
Party. Thus, Evangelicals do not appear to be distinctively Christian in what they advocate.
They both often seem merely to mimic what the secular Left and the secular Right are saying.
At what price has the success of the Evangelical engagement of contemporary American
culture been purchased? It seems to me that the price has been compromise with the world and
the steady diminution of the distance between the lifestyle and beliefs of Evangelicals and those
of American society as a whole. Ronald Sider’s The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience® is
one depiction of the kind of thing | mean. But why has this happened? Why does a conscious
attempt by the church to transform society often result in society transforming the church?
Ironically, H. R. Niebuhr himself expressed the problem with much of the conservative
attack on liberal culture Protestantism when he pointed out that it so often itself also a form of
cultural religion because it seeks to replace conformity with contemporary culture with
conformity to some culture of the past. When Evangelicals promote “conservatism” they often
are promoting a culture of the past as superior to the culture of the present.” The problem with
doing this is not (as liberals often believe) that the culture of the present necessarily is superior to
all past cultures. But it is one thing to critique present day accommodation to culture on the
basis of the idealization of some period of Western history in the past and quite another to
critique contemporary accommodationism on the basis of the Gospel. We should hold it as
axiomatic that no period of past history can simply be identified with the Gospel. What the
Gospel pushes toward is the Kingdom of God, which is still future. The Gospel, in the final
analysis, is not conservative or liberal, but radical. For this reason, Christian witness that does

justice to the Gospel cannot be either merely liberal or merely conservative.

® Ronald Sider. The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience: Why Are Christians Living Just Like the Rest of the
World? Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 2005.
" Christ and Culture, p. 102.



Part I1:
Devel oping an Al termnogyti ve to

The root problem with Niebuhr’s typology is that it presupposes both the existence and
legitimacy of Christendom. Both his criticism of the Christ against culture type and his
endorsement of the Christ transforming culture type lose their cogency in our post-Christendom
context. Not only does he assume that the church should make the compromises necessary to
retain influence with the culture, he also assumes that the wider culture is ready and willing to be
transformed by Christians. Yet, both of these assumptions are highly dubious in the post-
Christendom context. Christians who challenge entrenched cultural practices can be persecuted
by the wider society to the point where it can fairly be said that culture is against Christ. There
always has been and always will be cultural pressure on the church to compromise and to deny
the Lordship of Jesus Christ. The problem with Niebuhr’s approach is that it leads to Christians
accommodating themselves to the society around them. That was bad enough in a Christendom
society that was supposedly Christian, but in a post-Christendom society that is increasingly non-
Christian it is a recipe for Christianity losing its biblical and historical identity completely.

What would a non-Christendom typology look like? What, exactly, would it mean to
remove Christendom as the basic assumption? | suggest that the church joining in state-
sponsored violent coercion of heretics and other enemies of the state is a key sign that a
Christendom mentality is at work. The sword will always be utilized by the state, whether
Christians like it or not. Regardless of what we do, there is no danger of a permanent power
vacuum arising in the world. We can neither remove the sword from the world (which was the
illusion that drove 19" century liberal pacifism) nor can we expect the sword to be wielded in

such as way as to execute infallibly the justice of God (which is the illusion that drives
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conservative with theocratic tendencies). In a fallen world, only so much can be expected from
the power of the sword. A rough balance of power, order in the streets, a check on the worst
excesses of the exploitation of the weak by the powerful — these are the things we can
realistically expect from the sword. To expect more than these minimal goods from the power of
the sword is to fall prey to rose-colored, romantic idealism and to open ourselves to disastrous
violence on a grand scale. What is within our control as Christians, however, is the degree to
which the church identifies itself with the state and whether or not the church actually justifies,
endorses or joins in state-sponsored violence. This seems to me to be the crucial point in
determining whether the church will maintain its witness to the Gospel or allow its witness to the
Gospel to be obscured. The church must reject the sword if it wishes to remain the church.

The bishops of the fourth century compromised the unique identity of the church when
they allowed it to be co-opted by the emperor for his own political purposes and absorbed into
the empire as the religious arm of the empire. The state persecution of heretics led to a false
ecclesial unity based on state coercion and political considerations. The church of the martyrs
became the church of the persecutors, which compromised the holiness of the church. The
catholicity of the church was compromised by the provincialism of the church becoming the
court religion of the Roman emperors. The bishops’ failure to preach the gospel to Constantine
represented a failure of the church to be truly apostolic. A new typology of Christ and culture
should aid us in the task of discerning how the church can engage culture without compromising
its unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity.

| have come to believe that the core issue is the temptation to join the state in violent
coercion. This is always a central temptation and when the church endorses, requests or joins in

violent coercion with the state, it is utilizing a Christendom strategy — it is presupposing

10



Christendom. When it refuses to be co-opted into rationalizing violent coercion, the church
retains its integrity and maintains a distance from the state sufficient to keep its own separate
identity from being absorbed into that of the state. Engaging culture is not a bad thing; but
becoming worldly is. So the question is: How can the church influence culture avoid becoming
violent? How can the church be in, but not of, the world?

The new typology introduced here distinguishes between Christendom and non-
Christendom types of solutions to the problem of Christ and culture by drawing a line between
three types to the left of the center dividing line, which accept the necessity of the church
endorsing, requesting or joining in violent coercion, and three types to the right of the center
dividing line, which do not. Types 1-3 are Christendom types and types 4-6 are non-
Christendom types. This way of looking at the problem avoids forcing all of the people and
movements who reject violence into one straightjacket and shows that such approaches can be as

transformational as ones, which employ or sanction violence.

11



A New Typology Of Christ and Culture

Violent
Coercion

CHRISTENDOM TYPES
(Accept Violent Coercion)

NON-CHRISTENDOM TYPES
(Reject Violent Coercion)

I T1yet Type 2 Type 3 Type 4 Type 5 Type6 ||
Legitimizes Humanizes Transforms Transforms Humanizes Separates
Theodosius | Martin Luther Augustine William Penn Mother Theresa Anthony of
The Crusades | Pietism & Christopher Martin Luther Mennonite Central Egypt
German Revivalism Columbus King Jr. Committee Benedictines
Christians Billy Graham Oliver Cromwell | Desmond Tutu Brethren in Christ | Anabaptists
Christ as the Christ as an Christ as Lord of | Christ as Lord Christ as an Christ as
Symbol of the | Unattainable, the Cosmos of the Cosmos Unattainable, Yet Lord of the
Ruling Powers | Yet Relevant, Relevant Ideal Church
of Society Ideal
Biblical Basis: | Biblical Basis: Biblical Basis: Biblical Basis: Biblical Basis: Biblical
the Conquest the NT calltoa | Col. 1:15-20, Col. 1:15-20, Jesus’ parable of Basis: the OT
of Canaan personal faith in | OT Israel as a Sermon on the the Sheep and the Exilic
Under Joshua | Jesus - John Theocracy Mount Goats, the early Community,
1:12, 3:16 church in Acts the Book of
Revelation
Denial of the Person/Vocation | The teaching of The teaching of | The teaching of The teaching
teaching of dualism with the | Jesus is for all of [ Jesus is for all Jesus is for the of Jesus is
Jesus, even teaching of society and of society but Church, but for the
while using Jesus applicable | therefore should should not be motivates loving Church only
Christas a only to the be imposed on imposed by service to society
cultic symbol individual society by force if | force, but rather
to unify necessary preached by
society word & deed
Docetic Partially Inconsistently Nicene Nicene Christology | Nicene
Christology Docetic Nicene Christology Christology
Christology Christology

Violent coercion is the key to dividing Christendom from non-Christendom types

because it at this point that the dividing line between the church and the world is either
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maintained or blurred. For the church to embrace or bless violent coercion is for it to become
worldly and obscure the church-world distinction, which is crucial for evangelism and missions.
Also, this is the key point of testing in whether or not the church will follow her Lord in the path
of suffering service, that is, discipleship. The rejection of violent coercion is what it means to
heed the call of Jesus to “take up your cross and follow me.” The cross is the alternative to the
sword, which is why it was such a perversion for Christendom to put the cross on its shields and
banners as a symbol of war. Jesus rejected the Zealot option, the pressure on him to be a military
Messiah who would drive out the Romans and mount the throne of Israel in Jerusalem. Jesus
knew that this way had been tried before and would not work; evil must be challenged at a more
fundamental level. So he allowed the principalities and powers to put him to death and then rose
in triumph putting their defeat on display for all to see. He chose the path of suffering violence,
rather than inflicting it, and calls his disciples to do the same. And He offers us the hope of
resurrection after the suffering of the cross.

The followers of Jesus make up the Church, the body of Christ and are thereby a distinct
society in tension with the world. The existence of the Church as Church makes it possible for
the world to know itself as the world, that is, as unredeemed and in need of grace. The existence
of the Church and the world makes conversion possible, that is, passing from one to the other by
an act of faith in Jesus Christ and commitment to following him (baptism). The Gospel cannot
be experienced as “Good News” unless response is voluntary and it cannot be experienced as a
concrete claim on our lives without the possibility of church membership, which is differentiated
from citizenship.

In viewing the acceptance or rejection of violent coercion as a major dividing line

between types, | actually am in agreement with H. R. Niebuhr. He puts Tertullian into the
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“Christ Against Culture” type, despite his education, his career as a lawyer and his theological
influence on the catholic church’s development of the doctrine of the Trinity for only one reason:
the fact that he rejected military service for Christians. Niebuhr apparently sensed that to refuse
to join in state-sanctioned violence creates a gulf between the person and the state, which
prevents a complete harmony with the culture. There is no doubt that any Christian who denies
the right of the State to order him or her to kill whenever the State orders him or her to do so, is
thereby denying the lordship of Caesar. Christendom has been a search for a way to confess the
Lordship of Christ without denying the Lordship of Caesar, but this is impossible when it comes
right down to the brutal matter of taking human life. Since the culture consists of citizens who
are acknowledging the lordship of Caesar, this means that there is a separation or a gulf between
the one who acknowledges the lordship of Jesus and other citizens. As much as the advocates of
Christendom wish it were so, it just is not the case that one can simultaneously confess both
Jesus and Caesar as Lord.

This is not only the case with absolute pacifists. If the just war theory is taken seriously
as a guide to Christian discipleship, then it effectively dethrones Caesar and puts Jesus above the
State. Assuming that the purpose of the just war theory is to determine whether or not Christians
can participate in a given war or not, (which not all just war theorists would admit), the just war
theory is just as politically subversive as pacifism and, in some ways, even more so. The just
war theorist who reserves the right to refuse participation in unjust wars is implicitly rejecting
the final Lordship of the state and exalting Jesus to a status above the state. The state may be
able to tolerate the pacifist who refuses to fight because of a religious conviction that all war is
evil; but the person who says that violence is sometimes a justified last resort, but not in this

case, is an even greater threat to the sovereignty of the state. This is why conscientious objectors
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can be assigned non-combat service, but just war theorists who refuse to take part in an unjust
war are usually jailed.

Both of the Niebuhr brothers made their own personal journeys away from liberal
pacifism and toward a more “realist” stance during their professional lifetimes. They lived
through a time when pacifism was a front-burner issue and war was a brutal reality. In this
respect they were hardly unique. Mainline Protestantism as a whole tended strongly toward
pacifism prior to World War I, then joined in Woodrow Wilson’s crusade, the “war to end all
wars.” They then turned back to pacifism in disillusionment after the horror and futility of that
whole mess became clear; but they had to confront the rise of Nazi evil in the 1930’s, and finally
backed the United States’ decision to enter World War II in order to stop Hitler. This is not an
issue of H. R. Niebuhr’s personal biographys; it is the historical situation in which Christ and
Culture was both written and read. Liberal Protestantism had tried to follow Jesus and be
pacifist, but found that it was, in the end, impossible for a state church (even an unofficial one) to
be pacifist. The choice of the Niebuhr brothers and Liberal Protestantism in general was to view
following Jesus as impossible as long as one was committed to making Christendom work, and
that was their commitment. And so, the story Niebuhr told in his book was a Christendom story

about how the radical following Jesus approach is inadequate.

Conclusion
Evangelicals do not have to let themselves be boxed into the false set of choices provided
by H. R. Niehuhr: either compromised, but responsible, influence on the wider culture or
uncompromising and irresponsible isolation from the wider culture. Niebuhr would have us

believe that we need either to withdraw completely from society and go off to live in the desert
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or on a farming commune in the wilderness or else choose one of his Christendom models of
engaging culture. All of the responsible choices in the Niebuhrian typology involve giving up on
following Jesus in any kind of literal or straight-forward sense and being “realistic” about the
ways of the world and the compromises necessary to work within the “system.” Even though
most actual social change has come about because of the influence of highly anti-cultural groups
who have been more concerned about faithfulness than influence, Niebuhr advises us to eschew
such radicality in favor of making peace with the world and settling for some sort of vague and
undefined “influence” on the culture. For a half-century Evangelicals have put into practice
Niebuhr’s program. But as Christendom crumbles and fades away, the future of Christian
witness undoubtedly lies in the hands of those who are less concerned about what the world
thinks of them than with what Jesus thinks of them. The future belongs to those counter-cultural
Christians who band together in small groups to live out the Gospel mandates in a way that calls

into question the world’s “business as usual approach” merely by their very existence.
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