
RENDERING TO CAESAR WHILE BELONGING TO GOD ? 

Can a counter-cultural Church still play a civic role ? 

“Will no-one rid me of this turbulent priest ?”1 

“Do not, O Emperor, lay on yourself the burden of such a thought as that you have any 
imperial power over those things which belong to God.”2 

“And therefore it (the heavenly city) lives – while it is here on earth – as if it were in 
captivity, and having received the promise of redemption, and divers spiritual gifts as seals 
thereof, willingly obeys such laws of the temporal city as order the things pertaining to this 

mortal life…….whereas the citizens of that heavenly state acknowledged but one only God to 
whom their worship was peculiarly and solely due”3  

In the last few months three news reports have highlighted the issue. First, we had the 

encampment of anti-capitalist protestors outside St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and the 

ensuing tension with the Ecclesiastical authorities within.4 Second, we had the Bideford 

Council court case in which the Council were forced to remove a time of prayer from the 

Council’s official agenda. Finally, we had Baroness Warsi, a Moslem Cabinet minister, in an 

official visit to the Vatican, warning that Britain was under threat from a rising tide of 

“militant secularisation” and that religion is being “side-lined, marginalised and downgraded 

in the public sphere.”5 Each of these events, in different ways, highlight for us the difficulties 

in our modern culture of the, at times fractious, relationship between Church and State. 

 In my own congregational context, this relationship is neither simply a theoretical nor 

an historical one, but a very live issue. Often Brechin Cathedral is asked to host important 

                                                            
1 Attributed to King Henry II of England in his dispute with Thomas a Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury. 
2 Bishop Ambrose of Milan in his struggles with the court, as contained in Epistle XX of Ambrose 
Creeds, Councils and Controversies edt. J Stevenson (London SPCK : 1983) p.129 
Ambrose, infamously, made the Emperor Theodosius do barefoot penance after the massacre in Thessalonica 
in the summer of 390 
3 Augustine of Hippo City of God Book XIX chapter 17; (edt. Ernest Rhys, transl. John Healey;  
 London JM Dent & Sons 1945) p.255 
4 As I write this essay, the protestors have finally been evicted from the area around St. Paul’s. For some in the 
Church, myself included, this raises uncomfortable questions about how far the Cathedral authorities colluded 
with the civil authorities and, more problematically the capitalist forces at work in the City of London banks. 
BBC News reports, February 28th 2012 
5 BBC News reports, February 14th 2012 



regional “spiritually-civic” events; this year for example we are invited to host the Angus  

Thanksgiving Service for the Diamond Jubilee of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth. And 

annually, we host the Remembrance Day service for the town as well as the Kirkin of the 

town Guildry early each summer. What, theologically, am I to make of this relationship in the 

context of a post-Constantinian world ? Are these events just a relics of the past, or are they 

still an important part of the witness of my own congregation ? These are the kind of issues I 

intend to examine in this essay. 

 But let me begin by clearing the ground, as it were. Firstly, I want to make clear my 

own theological bias ! I am very sympathetic to the position adopted by Stanley Hauerwas, 

whose views I shall shortly clarify for the reader. However, there is a deep part of me (the 

established Church of Scotland part) that wants to hold on to the unique place that the Kirk 

has had in the life of the nation of Scotland for the last four hundred years. It is indeed true 

that we are living in a very different cultural context from that of the 1950s when the Kirk 

was at its height numerically; its influence then could still be palpably felt in the nation. But I 

remain convinced that for all we live in a post-Christendom society, the Church still has a 

role to play in a “civic” sense. So I want to hold Hauerwas and this albeit watered down 

version of the “established Kirk” together somehow. Whether this is actually possible will 

emerge as the paper progresses. 

 I intend therefore, for all my natural sympathy with Hauerwas’ ecclesiology, to look 

at him critically. To suggest some ways in which he has missed the mark. Of course, there 

will always be a difference from his perspective to my own : he is speaking in a very different 

US context where separation of Church and State is in a sense the established pattern of 

things, based upon the First Amendment of the US Constitution6. In my own context, some 

                                                            
6 The First Amendment states : “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof” 



would have Scotland thus. It is my intention through this paper to argue that Scotland would 

be greatly impoverished if the Kirk withdrew onto “higher” ground.  

My essay shall thus naturally fall into three sections : 

1. WHY HAUERWAS’ POSITION IS APPEALING ECCLESIOLOGICALLY 

2. A CRITIQUE OF HAUERWAS’ VIEW 

3. CAN WE SQUARE THE CIRCLE ?  A possible way forward. 

1. THE APPEAL OF STANLEY HAUERWAS 

Stanley Hauerwas is an American Methodist, with strong pacifist leanings, who would be 

characterised by being part of the post-liberal narrative school, epitomised by the likes of 

Hans Frei and George Lindbeck. For me, it is Hauerwas’ strongly narrative approach which I 

find very helpful conceptually and appealing in the cultural context in which the Church now 

finds itself in the twenty first century.7 Ecclesiologically, Hauerwas views the Church 

primarily as a habit forming community, one in which the disciplines, characterised in Jesus 

Christ, are faithfully practised. So, for example, in his work After Christendom, Hauerwas 

uses the model of bricklaying to describe his approach. He states that it is not enough even to 

learn the techniques of bricklaying, it is necessary too to “learn to talk right”8, to be proficient 

in the language of the skill. In order to do this, an apprentice becomes skilled through 

reference to a master, thus Hauerwas can say : “such crafts remain morally antidemocratic 

insofar as they require acknowledgement of authority based on a history of 

accomplishment.”9 It is this need for authority in order that the correct habits may be formed 

that in part leads Hauerwas to contend against the “democratic policing of Christianity”10 

                                                            
7 See my earlier essay for the D Min 44 class “From Past towards Future : The Church as a Narrative 
Community” 
8 Stanley Hauerwas, After Christendom, second edition (Nashville : Abingdon Press, 1999) p.101ff. 
9 Ibid. p.102 
10 See Stanley Hauerwas Dispatches from the Front (Duke University Press, 1994) chapter 4 



The need for a master is essential for Hauerwas because “the master knows how to link past 

and future, so that the telos of the craft becomes apparent in new and unexpected ways.”11 

Hauerwas then takes this model of bricklaying and applies it to the making of disciples, 

asserting that “We are not Christians because of what we believe, but because we have been 

called to be disciples of Jesus. To become a disciple is not a matter of new or changed self-

understanding, but rather to become part of a different community with a different set of 

practices.”12 It is this emphasis on the Church as a distinct community, almost a pilgrim 

people living in an alien land, with a distinct and different set of practices from the world, 

which resonates with me both theologically and practically. Hauerwas seems in some sense to 

have caught the model of the covenant people of the Old Testament, but to have placed it in 

the new cultural setting of today. In his work Resident Aliens he expands further on this 

notion, seeing the Church almost as a colony of some far distant empire, placed in an alien, 

sometimes hostile setting. Thus he can see the mission of the Church as being counter 

cultural to the world around : 

Christianity is mostly a matter of politics – politics as defined by the gospel. The call 
to be part of the gospel is a joyful call to be adopted by an alien people, to join a 
counter cultural phenomenon, a new polis called church……..The challenge of Jesus 
is the political dilemma of how to be faithful in a strange community, which is shaped 
by a story of how God is with us.13 

All this I find helpful in a ministry context and much of Hauerwas’ thinking strikes a chord 

with the kind of society in which the Church in Scotland now finds itself.  The talk of the 

church being “strange”, the emphasis upon community and the need for story, the counter 

cultural dimension, each of these I applaud and find both refreshing and enlightening, with 

huge appeal as to how this might apply at a congregational level in a modern context. But, it 

                                                            
11 Hauerwas 1999 op.cit. p.106 
12 Ibid. p.106 
13 Stanley Hauerwas & William H Willimon Resident Aliens (Nashville : Abingdon Press, 1989)  p.30 



is when one delves a little deeper that issues begin to appear in Hauerwas’ position with 

which I am perhaps less comfortable. 

 Hauerwas is thus untroubled by the loss of Christendom (if loss indeed it is)14 seeing 

it as a positive advantage for the Church and so, in the words of David Ferguson “has called 

upon Christians to make hay while the sun is shining”15. As Ferguson himself states which is 

a good summary of the position of Hauerwas, John Howard Yoder and others : 

The demise of Christendom instead presents an opportunity to keep the faith in new 
and exciting ways. The mission of the church is to be located first in the adequacy and 
faithfulness of its witness to Christ, and only secondarily in the task of numerical 
enlargement of the community. In other words, our core business is neither the 
takeover of the world nor the maximising of church membership. It is providing an 
authentic moral voice in a world too often compromised and confused. 16 

 Before proceeding to a critique, it should perhaps be noted in a Church of Scotland 

context that there are many parallels between Hauerwas and a process begun at the turn of the 

Millennium called Church Without Walls (henceforth CWW) or, to give it its more formal 

title : The Report of the Special Commission anent review and reform . It too lays stress upon 

the witnessing aspect of the local congregation, it too is untroubled by the loss of “established 

religion” as it has been understood in the past, it too wants the Church to take seriously its 

core calling as disciples of Jesus Christ. Thus, for example, it states : 

The changed situation is an opportunity not a threat. Often people feel ill equipped to 
meet that challenge, which requires a capacity for deep listening, a new spirituality 
and a focus on Christian discipleship rather than church membership. In times past, 
faith has been passed from one generation to another. Today that “chain of memory” 
has been broken. People are mobile, families are fragmented, and society is less 
stable. How does the Church nurture long term disciples in a short term culture ?17 

                                                            
14 We shall later in this paper return to those who are less convinced than Hauerwas of the post‐Christendom 
analysis of the Church’s state. 
15 David Fergusson Church, State and Civil Society (Cambridge University Press, 2004)  p.98 
16 Ibid. p.98 
17Reports to the General Assembly 2001 (Edinburgh : St. Andrew’s Press)  “Report of the Special Commission 
anent review and reform”  p.11 



It is easy to see in this echoes of Hauerwas. Again the analysis is that we live in a post-

Christendom society and that nurture of disciples and the missionary endeavours of the local 

church are central. 

Although a full exposition of that report is beyond the scope of this paper, I shall be 

drawing upon the theological critique of CWW made in a report to the 2005 General 

Assembly18, in order to inform our overall critique of Hauerwas with whom there are enough 

similarities.19 

2. A CRITIQUE OF HAUERWAS’ VIEW 

In this section of my essay I shall examine a number of criticisms which can be levelled 

against Hauerwas. Some of these will be in the category of “dangers presented”, in other 

words, Hauerwas himself is not necessarily guilty of the charge put, but pushing his position 

to the logical extreme, others, drawing upon his insights, might be. Other issues raised I 

suspect Hauerwas will find more difficult to answer. But I shall, on Hauerwas’ behalf, 

attempt to answer at least some of my own criticisms. In doing so, I shall draw upon CWW as 

wells as John Howard Yoder20 and Bryan Stone21, both of whom are scholars also seeking to 

utilise the advantages of a post-Christendom society for the Church. 

i. A MISREADING OF THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT. 

In stressing practices, ethics and the Church as a habit forming community, Hauerwas draws 

in particular upon the traditions of the martyrs as faithful witnesses. Indeed, it might be said 

that the whole thrust of his ecclesiology is to rest upon the premise of the Church as a faithful 

                                                            
18 See the Panel on Doctrine’s report in Reports to the General Assembly 2005 (Edinburgh : Church of Scotland 
Board of Practice & Procedure) 
19 As with Hauerwas I am an admirer of the CWW approach, though again it perhaps goes further than I feel 
entirely comfortable with. 
20 See John Howard Yoder The Priestly Kingdom (Notre Dame, Indiana : University of Notre Dame Press, 1984)  
21 See Bryan Stone Evangelism after Christendom (Grand Rapids : Brazos Press,  2007) 



witness to the world. So he can say : “The good work towards which Christians are called has 

often resulted in martyrdom.”22 Martyrdom becomes the very pinnacle of Christian 

discipleship. “A Church that faces persecution, a Church that is clearly out of step with the 

world, seldom feels the need to make explicit the relation between how it worships and how 

it lives.”23 Hauerwas might not go quite as far as to wish we were back in the era of the 

martyrs (though sometimes he comes fairly close) but he would certainly look back to that 

era as a defining, golden era for the Church, before the corruption of Constantinianism crept 

in and polluted and poisoned the body of Christ. 

 There are however a number of historical difficulties with Hauerwas’ premise. By 

laying such stress upon the witness of the martyrs as an example for today he seems to forget 

that the early Christians were not always under persecution. The periods of persecution came 

in waves, often with the election of a new Emperor or some external threat arising that the 

Roman Empire blamed on the Christian scapegoats. Between times there were many 

occasions where the early Christians went about their faith while still living, often 

prosperously, within the Empire. Indeed, as Diarmaid McCulloch points out in his excellent 

work A History of Christianity24, it was often because the Christians were left to their own 

devices, especially in the remoter parts of the Empire, that the faith spread so quickly. The 

blood of the martyrs might be the seed of the Church (to use Tertullian’s phrase) but had the 

Christians constantly been blooded there would have been no-one left to spread the gospel.  

Hauerwas, I think, misjudges the historical evidence. He also fails to accept that others 

witnessed, often very effectively for their faith in a pagan social context, without necessarily 

laying down their lives. There were Christians who lived harmoniously alongside the Roman 

                                                            
22 Stanley Hauerwas & Samuel Wells “How the Church was managed before there was Ethics” in The Blackwell 
Companion to Christian Ethics edt. Hauerwas & Wells (Oxford : Blackwell, 2006)  p.41 
23 Ibid. p.42 
24 Diarmaid McCulloch A History of Christianity (London : Allen Lane, Penguin Books, 2009) chapter 5 



authorities and, though perhaps always harbouring a little suspicion towards them in case 

persecution did arise, it seems likely that friendships would undoubtedly have been made 

between Christians and pagans.25 

 Oliver O’Donovan raises another problem with Hauerwas’ historical basis in his 

stimulating work The Desire of Nations. O’Donovan argues that Hauerwas has fundamentally 

misunderstood what happened to the Church with the conversion of the Emperor Constantine. 

For Hauerwas, Yoder and Stone, the Constantinian settlement was a bad thing for the witness 

of the Church, one in which its values were compromised, in which the Church “sold out” to 

the State for the sake of gaining power. Thus Stone writes :  “Christianity becomes (in 

Christendom) a project of the state or an appendage to the state, subject to its violent ends.”26 

Hauerwas, if anything, is even more scathing in his attack :  

Prior to Constantine, it took courage to be a Christian. After Constantine, it took 
courage to be a pagan. Before Constantine, no-one doubted that Christians were 
different. After Constantine, it became increasingly unclear what difference being a 
Christian made…..One of the challenges faced by a Church no longer persecuted was 
how to form Christians in a world in which it was no longer dangerous to be a 
Christian.27 

And he goes on further :  

By taking up Rome’s project, Christians were attempting to further the kingdom 
through the power of this world : an understandable but disastrous strategy that 
confused the politics of salvation with the idea that in the name of God Christians 
must rule.28 

O’Donovan doesn’t understand it this way at all. Rather than Christians “taking up Rome’s 

project” (as Hauerwas puts it) O’Donovan sees the conversion of Constantine and the coming 

of Christendom as the moment of one of the Church’s greatest triumphs, rather than a foolish 

and dangerous mistake. So writes O’Donovan : “Their (Christians) own account of what 

                                                            
25 Ibid. 
26 Stone 2007 op.cit. p.118 
27 Hauerwas & Wells 2006 op.cit. p.42 
28 Hauerwas 1999 op.cit. p.39 



happened was that those who held power became subject to the rule of Christ.”29 For 

O’Donovan the church “must be prepared to welcome the homage of the kings when it is 

offered to the Lord of the martyrs.”30 O’Donovan holds that this process of the kings bowing 

the knee before Jesus, the King of Kings, is one that will end with the eschaton when all 

tribes and nations will be subservient to the Servant King.31 So O’Donovan stresses the 

positives of Christendom and counters against Stone, Hauerwas and others who see the 

Constantinian agreement as a betrayal of the Christian missionary imperative : 

The Christendom idea has to be located correctly as an aspect of the church’s 
understanding of mission……It was the missionary imperative that compelled the 
church to take the conversion of the empire seriously and to seize the opportunities it 
offered. These were not merely opportunities for “power”. They were opportunities 
for preaching the gospel, baptising believers, curbing the violence and cruelty of the 
empire and, perhaps most important of all, forgiving their former persecutors.32 

It is certainly true that Hauerwas often views the State in very negative terms and fails to 

consider the possibility of the rulers actually wanting a real conversion experience from 

which they might bow the knee before Jesus. Surely the Church can assist the State to live up 

to its calling ? 

As an illustration the Queen herself is on record as saying that she finds the prayers of 

the Church strengthening and revitalising as she fulfils her vocation.33 By corollary, there are 

surely aspects of the State’s work that the Church would seek to affirm not criticise, the 

formation of the welfare state within the UK is maybe but one example ?34  

                                                            
29 Oliver O’Donovan The Desire of Nations (Cambridge University Press, 1996) p.216  
30 Ibid. p.215 
31 Ibid. p.243 
32 Ibid. p.212 
33  Andrew Marr The Diamond Queen (London : Macmillan, 2011) p.156f. 
34 At a personal level I can recall my own grandparents telling me as a boy how awful and humiliating it was to 
have to give up spending money on food in order to pay a doctor to attend to their sick son. Sadly, he was later 
to die. The Church, living in the compassion of Christ, would, I contend, surely side with the State in wanting to 
abolish poverty and want. 



 Before leaving O’Donovan for the moment, we should also note two other criticisms 

he makes of Hauerwas’ historical premise. Firstly, O’Donovan takes issue with the rather 

narrow definition Hauerwas has of the martyr, stating : “One can be martyred for refusing 

sexual demands, for opposing ruthless landlords, for asking embarrassing questions about 

forgotten prisoners, and many other things.”35 Secondly, O’Donovan also accuses Hauerwas 

of abandoning centuries of Christian heritage for a kind of apostolic primitivism : “His 

(Hauerwas’) Christianity is marked by a kind of return to the catacombs.”36 This abandoning 

of Christian heritage is a criticism also levelled against the CWW process, thus the Report to 

the General Assembly of 2005 stated : 

With its emphasis on the future of the Church of Scotland, the CWW report has 
largely neglected the historical continuities of the Reformed tradition, its theology and 
polity…..we need to affirm the significant debt we owe to those who have gone 
before as well as the energies of those who dream for the future.37 

Here however, I think O’Donovan pushes too far. Yes, there is a danger in Hauerwas of 

primitivism, as there is with CWW, but are they really cutting Christianity adrift from its 

historical roots ? Hauerwas defends by pointing to the fact that indeed there have been times 

in history when the Church has been seen as beneficial by the State : 

The Church does not seek to be persecuted in order to “prove” her faithfulness. There 
have been many times when the Church has been seen as a benefit both by those who 
rule and by those that are ruled – whether because of the Church’s network of 
organisation, its significant practices, or its reputation for instilling good character in 
its adherents.38  

It would perhaps be too much to hope that Hauerwas would also see some good in the State ! 

To conclude this section, I would then argue that Hauerwas’ historical premise is faulty on a 

number of factors, but I do not think overall he is guilty of primitivism. Hauerwas may be 

guilty of not taking our heritage seriously enough, and in my own context and ministry I 

                                                            
35 O’Donovan op.cit. p.215 
36 Ibid. p.216 
37 Reports 2005 op.cit. p.13/14 
38 Hauerwas & Wells 2006 op.cit. p.42 



would want to argue that for all I admire Hauerwas’ stress upon the building up of the local 

Christian community we simply cannot disengage as a Church from what has gone before. 

If the Kirk simply removed itself from a civic role (or indeed, in the context of the 

independence debate if the State removed us) it is not necessarily a secular paradise that 

would emerge but rather perhaps a spiritual vacuum.39 Certainly Hauerwas’ faulty historical 

basis is serious enough; for much of his argument rests upon the witness of the martyrs. 

Where I have a problem ultimately with his approach is that he sees the Constantinian 

settlement as bad in its very nature and fails to recognise that, as with all concepts, it can 

become corrupted. 

ii. A DUALISTIC TENDENCY. 

This dualistic tendency in Hauerwas is apparent in two forms : one in relation to a stress on 

particularity at the expense of universality, the other in relation to a concentration upon the 

cross at the expense of the Resurrection. 

 Is Hauerwas a sectarian ? O’Donovan doesn’t want to go that far in his critique of 

Hauerwas : “I have the greatest sympathy with his scornful repudiation of that epithet. For 

was it not the Catholic Church that sheltered in the catacombs and which Augustine thought 

might be called on at any moment to return to them ?”40 So too Fergusson dismisses the 

charge as “false or meaningless”.41 Yet there is a possibility of protesting too much and 

dismissing too easily. As with CWW, Hauerwas does lay stress on the particularity of the 

local congregation and in so doing is at least in danger of losing the universality of the 

Church. So the General Assembly Report of 2005 stated : 

                                                            
39 There was a fascinating debate on Radio Scotland (3rd March, 2012) in which it was suggested that post‐
independence there would be no need for a State Church. A Kirk spokesman argued in precisely the terms I 
have outlined above. 
40 O’Donovan op.cit. p.216 
41 Fergusson op.cit. p.99 



The balance between the local and the universal may not be dispensed with. An 
emphasis on the local at the expense of the universal carries the danger of accessing 
only those parts of the gospel which seem relevant to the immediate situation…..the 
relevance of balance within the Church of Scotland’s ecclesiology is that it has fed the 
strong sense of the mutual responsibilities of congregations within Scotland and its 
vision for a coverage of the whole nation and for the life and mission of the Church 
beyond our national boundaries.42 

But that still leaves the question is Hauerwas a sectarian ? What does he say ? Well, he does 

stress the universality of the Church as being a positive thing : “We reject the charge of 

tribalism…..the church is the one political entity in our culture that is global, transnational, 

transcultural.”43  Nor indeed does Hauerwas think that the Church should or could simply 

withdraw from the world into a kind of ghetto : “The confessing church has no interest in 

withdrawing from the world…..”44 But then he goes on : “……but is not surprised when its 

witness evokes hostility from the world.”45 That does, I fear, sound slightly dualistic. Yet in 

other ways, Hauerwas is strongly anti-dualistic, for he wants very clearly to depart from the 

old dualism of church visible/church invisible and instead opt for the local congregation 

being a visible community where “the church is a social strategy”46. But let us leave the final 

word on this particular dualistic debate with Hauerwas himself :  

I certainly am not suggesting that Christians must “withdraw” from the world. Yet 
those who describe me as “sectarian” are right to sense that I am trying to find ways 
for Christians to recover the church as the locus of habits of speech to sustain our 
lives in service to the world.47 

I do not think Hauerwas is sectarian, though he does not appear too perturbed that others 

believe him so ! But what I would say is that in adopting his model in a congregational 

context, we would need to be very careful that we do not cut ourselves adrift from either 

history, or our fellow Christians in this nation or other lands. In relation to our polity in 

particular, the stressing of the local as against the universal might well result in a 
                                                            
42 Reports 2005 op.cit. p.13/10 
43 Hauerwas & Willimon 1989 op.cit. p.42 
44 Ibid. p.46 
45 Ibid. p.47 
46 Ibid. p.43 
47 Hauerwas 1999 op.cit. p.6 



congregational rather than Presbyterian polity emerging. I consider that not only might there 

be a danger of losing our long Presbyterian heritage, but we might also end up with what L.B. 

Weeks calls a “disembodied ecclesiology” in which we have lost the value of “an 

environment of corporation-induced values”48 which Weeks argues is essential to our polity. 

World Mission and Presbyterian polity might need strengthening, not weakening, otherwise 

the stress on the local could lead to ignoring, or at the very least watering down, of the 

universal. 

The second form of dualism I believe Hauerwas is in danger of is to stress the Church 

suffering, and thus the cross, at the expense of the transforming power of the Resurrection. So 

for example in Resident Aliens Hauerwas states :  

The cross is a sign of what happens when one takes God’s account of reality more 
seriously than Caesar’s. The cross stands as God’s (and our) eternal no to the powers 
of death, as well as God’s eternal yes to humanity, God’s remarkable determination 
not to leave us to our own devices. The overriding political task of the Church is to be 
the community of the cross.49 

Given his earlier stress on the suffering of the martyrs one can see why Hauerwas 

concentrates upon the cross, yet there is simply no mention of the transforming power of the 

Resurrection. So O’Donovan rightly asks :  

Where is the confidence in the Resurrection ? Has Hauerwas not suppressed it 
precisely because it means “justification” the vindication of the martyr’s cause ? For 
someone who is striving to recover pre-Nicene innocence in these post Constantinian 
days the very hope of vindication, which gave their martyrs their courage, has come to 
look like temptation.50  

This over-looking of the transforming power of the Resurrection is, in my view, a serious 

weakness not only in Hauerwas’ theology but ecclesiology; surely, if the Church is built upon 

anything it is built upon cross and Resurrection, together. To stress the gall without the glory, 

or the cross without the crown, is in danger of producing a one sided, misshapen 
                                                            
48 L B Weeks “The Incorporation of Presbyterians” as quoted in Reports 2005 op.cit. p.13/11  
49 Hauerwas 1989 op.cit. p.47 
50 O’Donovan op.cit. p.217  



ecclesiology. Thus the Church of Scotland can assert : “the afflictions of the church become 

the occasion for the manifestation of the crucified Christ’s risen power, a renewal amid 

afflictions, joy amidst pain.”51  

iii. PASSIVITY IN THE FACE OF THE WORLD’S EVIL 

What is odd about the position taken by Hauerwas, and more particularly by Stone (based on 

Yoder),  is that for all the focus on the sufferings of the cross there is a remarkable passivity 

in relation to the world’s pain and evil. Thus Stone can say : “It (the Church) will have to 

relearn the truth that there is nothing we can do to bring about or extend God’s reign, so 

that we are left with the singular task of bearing embodied witness to that reign.”52 Part of the 

reason why Hauerwas, Stone and Yoder all take this line is their view of eschatology. For 

them the eschaton has been warped by its association with Christendom and Constantine, 

indeed Constantinianism becomes “an eschatological heresy”53.  So Yoder can assert, for 

example : 

God’s governance of history had become empirically evident in the person of the 
Christian ruler of the world. The concept of the millennium was soon pulled back 
from the future (whether distant or imminent) into the present. All that God can 
possibly have in store for a future victory is more of what has already been won.54  

Yoder wants to place God’s kingdom squarely in the future, believing that the Church 

corrupts its calling if it seeks in any way to make this world into a truer image of that 

kingdom. For Yoder, and Hauerwas by extension, to use the Church to correct the practices 

of the world is to ally oneself with the powers of this world and to fall into the hands of the 

                                                            
51 Reports 2005 op.cit. p.13/13 
52 Stone op.cit. p.125 Emphasis mine. 
53 Ibid. p.124 
54 Yoder op.cit. p.136f. 



Constantinians. Stone states that this Constantinian eschatology is one in which the church is 

“fused with the world in the form of a Christianized nation or empire.”55  

While I would agree (and have stated in my earlier essay56) that the Church should never 

think it is writing the last chapter in the metanarrative – that is God’s task – and thus bringing 

nearer the Eschaton, to take the rigorist line of Yoder smacks to me of passivity in the face of 

suffering amongst the nations. It simply fails to take seriously not only the prophetic calling 

of the people of Israel to speak God’s word to the nations, but also the example of Christ 

Himself who clearly engages with the world and has a real concern for the poor. A 

congregation that is concentrating upon habit forming in its community may be so busy navel 

gazing that it will not see the pain and hardship of the society around it, nor will it be 

prompted to campaign and fight against injustice.57 

 My question to Hauerwas and others of that view is : must we disengage totally from 

the world in order to bear witness ? Taking our chaplains (whether they be military, school, 

hospital or university) as examples surely they can reach parts of the community with the 

gospel that the Church more generally cannot ? Can our chaplains not practise the presence of 

the holy in their individual contexts ? Need they become corrupted by the Constantinian 

model ? These are questions that Hauerwas and Yoder simply do not ask. Yoder does, to be 

fair, look at chaplaincy, distinguishing its “puritan” from its “priestly” forms. But Yoder has 

a fairly negative view of chaplaincy, stating that the chaplain must have a positive attitude 

towards the rulers he or she serves and that the chaplain seeks to preserve the society he or 

she serves, whether it be the military community or the school ethos.58  

                                                            
55 Stone p.124 
56 See “From Past to Future : the Church as a Narrative Community” for the D Min 44 class. 
57 A very good example of this was the “Make Poverty History” campaign. If it had not been for the political 
activity of the churches, it is doubtful whether government policy towards the debt of the developing nations 
would have been changed. 
58 See Stone op.cit. p.128 



They simply do not see the possibility that the Church (and our chaplains) can help the 

world in its pain. A very apt illustrative point on this might be an Armistice service, where, in 

the context of past conflicts, I do not think the Church is blessing the nation for aggression or 

going to war, but rather offers God’s forgiveness for humanity’s past errors and seeks to 

redeem its pain.59 

iv. THE SINFULNESS OF THE CHURCH 

Hauerwas, as we have already seen, views the early Church in a sort of “normative” role.60 

But I fear he fails to take seriously the sinfulness of the Church. For one thing, if our 

direction is indeed eschatological (which I would also affirm) surely there is also a tension in 

the early Church between the now and the not yet ? The early Church was by no means 

perfect; Paul for example, outlines many arguments and disagreements that occurred with it61. 

The era of the martyrs simply cannot be normative because their age is as broken as our own. 

Bergen reminds us : “By truthfully naming its sinfulness, the church proclaims that since it is 

not the kingdom come, it must actively discern where and how the Spirit is speaking, guiding, 

and correcting it.”62 Hauerwas would have the Church sinful only from the point of the 

Constantinian conversion; the evidence simply will not support such an assumption. 

Nor, it might be said, does Hauerwas take seriously enough the reality of where the 

people are at now in their Christian discipleship.  For one thing, a distinctive community 

(such as Hauerwas seeks in his ecclesiology) does not necessarily result in a welcoming 

                                                            
59 In my own ministry, the Church acted as the instigator of the 60th commemoration of the Clydebank Blitz, 
where the pain of the community in 1941 at the saturation bombing of the town had been glossed over in the 
interests of not undermining morale. The most moving point in that service on 13th March, 2001( in my then 
charge of Kilbowie St. Andrew’s) was when a member of a family, who had lost 13 members in the Blitz 
embraced the German ambassador whose own family had perished in the Dresden bombings. It was the 
Church which facilitated that reconciliation for the benefit of society’s and individuals’ long held pain.  
60 Stanley Hauerwas “A Christian Critique of Christian America” (1986) in The Hauerwas Reader edt. John 
Berkman & Michael Cartwright (Duke University Press, 2001) p.474 
61 I Corinthians 3:3ff 
62 Bergen “Sin and the Holiness of the Church” in Ecclesial Repentance : the Churches confront their sinful pasts 
(London : T & T Clark, 2011)  p. 223 



community for others. The opposite may in fact happen; distinctiveness can lead to cliques 

and a pulling up of the drawbridge against the world. Here the Amish community in the 

United States might be cited as a prime example. Church communities are products of their 

history63 and to expect them to abandon their heritage in favour of embracing a “year zero” 

ecclesiology would be impractical. Hauerwas, I do not think, would want to go as far as this; 

he is a very pragmatic theologian. But, as I hinted in my introduction, there are dangers 

inherent in his position. I fear that a lack of acknowledgement of the sin of the Church from 

earliest times to now (and not just from Constantine) is sadly one of these dangers. 

These then are some areas of concern which I have with Hauerwas. Having engaged 

in a critique the next question I must answer is where do I go next ? Can I hold onto aspects 

of Hauerwas while still sustaining a “civic religion”? In short : 

3. CAN WE SQUARE THE CIRCLE ? 

Does “Civic religion” (if we can still use that phrase) still have a role to play in a post-

Christendom world ? Here, I intend to draw in a number of other thinkers before, briefly, 

outlining my own position. Grace Davie, for example, is a helpful thinker in this field. As I 

stated in my introduction, we must be aware that Stanley Hauerwas is speaking from a 

predominantly US context. While there are similarities, things are not quite the same this side 

of the Atlantic, nor for that matter this side of the River Tweed. Davie thus produces a helpful 

analysis in where we are at in the British and European churches setting. Her oft quoted 

phrase of “believing without belonging”64 is a helpful one particularly when Davie says 

things like : 

The overall pattern of religious life is changing. For it appears that more and more 
British people within British society want to believe but do not want to involve 

                                                            
63 This is perhaps especially true in my own congregation whose origins are lost in the dark ages ! 
64 Grace Davie Religion in Britain since 1945 : believing without belonging (Oxford : Blackwell, 1994) 



themselves in religious practice. In other words some aspects of working class 
behaviour (notably the lack of religious attendance) – traditionally thought of as 
exceptions to the rule – are increasingly becoming the normal pattern of our society.65 

Although I have no concrete evidence to support Davie, my own experiential evidence as a 

minister of the Kirk in three very different charges would certainly support her analysis. 

There is, as I see it, a latent religiosity which manifests itself often in funerals, occasionally 

following the birth of a child when a baptism is thought to “be a good or right thing”, and 

perhaps more rarely these days in Church weddings. People still believe in some sort of 

Christianity but shy away from the commitment (and maybe too, the “habits” of Hauerwas) 

that are demanded. Nevertheless, in the absence of the Church fulfilling a national role, 

within a purely secular Scotland, the nation would, I think, perceive that it had lost something 

valuable, though it might not be immediately clear to it what it had lost. Davie has described 

this attitude of not wanting to “be personally involved with the Church, but wants it to be 

there for others or for the society as a whole” as “vicarious religion”.66 My question is ought 

the Church to be resistant to fulfilling that vicarious role ? Or is that to pursue perhaps an 

aspect of the suffering servant-hood we see in the ministry of Jesus Himself ? Berger & 

Davie indeed suggest that it is possible that State religion might be a good thing : 

It (State Church) can, however, use its still considerable influence to include rather 
than exclude, to acknowledge rather than ignore, to welcome rather than despise. 
Even more positive are its capacities to create and sustain a space within society in 
which faith is taken seriously – doing so by means of its connections with the state. If 
these things are done well it would be hard to argue that an established church has no 
part to play in an increasingly plural society.67 

The very tone that the Church is asked to adopt here of inclusion, acknowledgement and 

welcome could perhaps be seen in some ways as the counter-cultural approach that 

Hauerwas, Yoder and others of that ilk call for. After all, is not the secular world excluding, 

                                                            
65 Ibid. p.107 
66 Peter Berger & Grace Davie “So what ? Policy Implications” in Religious America ? Secular Europe ? (Ashgate, 
2008)  p 15. 
67 Ibid. p.129 



ignoring and despising of those who fail to fit in to its political-economic models ? Perhaps 

there is more in common between Hauerwas and the Kirk of Scotland than we first thought ?  

In 2010 when the General Assembly debated the whole issue of the Third Declaratory 

Article68 there was a clear inference that a residue or echo of Christendom’s shadow still 

persists across the land. The Report to the Assembly stated : “however unsatisfactory they 

might be with regard to numbers regularly attending worship and practising the Christian 

faith, it nevertheless suggests that Scotland is not by any means a society that regards itself as 

secular in any simplistic sense of that term.”69 David Wright, for one, is more sceptical and 

warns : 

The energies of ministers are increasingly consumed by agendas set by others, and as 
the general level of Christian belief and awareness drops, they find themselves more 
and more servicing the sub Christian requirements of a secular society…….the 
temptation (is) to maintain the national role of the Church of Scotland at the expense 
of its Christian identity.70 

I suspect Wright would tell me that it is Hauerwas or “civic religion”, not both. 

 However, what might in fact surprise us is that even John Howard Yoder can see 

some role for “civic religion” albeit in a particular and limited way. So Yoder states : 

If by “civil religion” should be meant the bare fact of our caring Christianly about 
public life, then the message would be the same as it is to an individual : a call to 
repentance, to the recognition of God’s sovereignty, and to a commitment to live for 
the service of others. We would then have a positive Christian call to address all 
public life.71 

                                                            
68 This declaratory article, enshrined in the Church of Scotland Act of 1921 states for example : “As a national 
Church representative of the Christian Faith of the Scottish people it acknowledges its distinctive call and duty 
to bring the ordinances of religion  to the people in every parish of Scotland through a territorial ministry.” 
There have been recent suggestions that an independent Scotland (should that road be taken) might want to 
re‐negotiate with the Kirk this very legal basis of its current existence. The Church has always affirmed that the 
1921 Act is simply stating what has existed by convention from history and is not, in any sense, a matter of the 
State giving spiritual powers to the Church. That power alone belongs to Christ. 
69 Reports to the General Assembly 2010 (Edinburgh : Church of Scotland Assembly Arrangements Committee) 
p.25/18 
70 David Wright “The Kirk : National or Christian ?” in The Realm of Reform edt. Robert D. Kernohan (Edinburgh 
: Handsel Press, 1999) p.37ff.  
71 Yoder op.cit. p.194 



Suddenly Yoder does not sound so dissimilar from the Kirk’s stance ! 

 In concluding, what I want to suggest is that Hauerwas’ great strength is in providing 

a model of Christian discipleship for the congregation. His emphasis upon habit-forming 

communities, God writing us into His narrative and a counter-cultural approach by the 

Church are, to my mind, wonderful pointers as to how the Church might live this side of the 

eschaton. For me where Hauerwas falls is in basing his ecclesiological model upon the 

“normative” mode for the Church being in the era of the martyrs. Rather than having an 

historical foundation, a scriptural one might have been safer.72 And there is much in scripture 

that would be supportive of Hauerwas’ approach. I do think that we can still have a counter-

cultural Church and “civic religion” provided the Church’s ministry is grounded in the 

ministry of Jesus Himself. While I am very hesitant to provide a blue-print ecclesiology given 

the warnings (correctly, I think) by Healy and others, I am heartened that Healy does 

acknowledge that : “the practice of ecclesiology arises out of ecclesial practices”.73 Thus, my 

claim is that post-CWW the Kirk can both move towards a counter-cultural stance while also 

still being established in some sense of that word. After all, that is where we are in our 

ecclesial practice, for better or worse. 

 Andrew Purves in The Resurrection of Ministry74 has suggested that all our own 

ministries need to be rooted in the ministry of Jesus, indeed that it is in fact Jesus’ ministry 

which continues in and through the Church. If that is true, and I think Purves is right, then the 

ministry of the Church might be (as Jesus own ministry was to some extent) as Prophet, 

Priest and King. And I offer that concept as a model of parameters within which today’s Kirk 

might operate in its relations with the Civic authorities. The Prophetic ministry of Christ 

                                                            
72 For example James 4:4 
73 Nicholas M. Healy “Blueprint ecclesiologies” in Church, World and the Christian Life (Cambridge University 
Press, 2000) p.46 
74 Andrew Purves  The Resurrection of Ministry (Downers Grove, Illinois : Inter Varsity Press, 2010) 



allows the Church to be counter-cultural; to be, at times, critical of the State, more than that, 

to act as the conscience of the nation. The Priestly ministry of the Christ empowers the 

Church to bless the civil order where healing, reconciliation or hope is required in the midst 

of pain or hurt amongst the peoples or nations. The Kingly ministry of Christ ultimately 

points to the eschaton where the nations and tribes will bow the knee before the King of 

kings, Christ Himself75. In that sense, as O’Donovan has suggested, the State is perhaps 

somehow still subservient to the Church : “The storytellers of Christendom do not celebrate 

co-ercion; they celebrate the power of God to humble the haughty ones of the earth and to 

harness them to the purposes of peace.”76 Perhaps that brings us squarely back to Ambrose of 

Milan and his encounter with Theodosius over the riots in Thessalonica ?! I am not 

suggesting that either Mr. Salmond in Holyrood nor Messrs Cameron and Clegg in 

Westminster should do barefoot penance, but the more serious point is that politicians, 

nations and tribes pass away, it is only the kingdom inaugurated in Jesus Christ that stands 

forever.77 Hauerwas is partly right, but maybe by shying away from “civic religion” he limits 

somehow the sovereignty of the mighty and eternal God from all parts of human life. 

Whether the nations acknowledge it or not, the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, father of 

Jesus Christ, is their Lord and God too. 

 So be it, Lord ! thy throne shall never 

 Like earth’s proud empires pass away; 

 Thy Kingdom stands and grows for ever, 

 Till all thy creatures own thy sway.78 

 

                                                            
75 Philippians 2:10ff. 
76 O’Donovan op.cit. p.223 
77 Enoch Powell has remarked : “all political lives, unless they are cut off in midstream at a happy juncture, end 
in failure, because that is the nature of politics and of human affairs” Joseph Chamberlain (London : Thames & 
Hudson, 1977) p.151 
78 John Ellerton’s great hymn : no.220 in Church Hymnary, 4th edition (Norwich : Canterbury Press, 2005) 


