
Niebuhr's "Christ and Culture in Paradox" 
Revisited 

by R O B E R T K O L B 

SINCE 1951 THE RANGE OF QUESTIONS regarding relationships be-
tween the church and state—between religious life and society 

as a whole—has been discussed under the rubric "Christ and Cul-
ture," at least in North American circles. The reason for this is a 
book entitled Christ and Culture by H. Richard Niebuhr (1894— 
1962), professor of Christian ethics at Yile Divinity School. Influ-
enced by Ernst Troeltsch, Karl Barth, his brother Reinhold, and 
the tradition of the Evangelical Synod of the West, (with its roots 
in both Lutheran and Reformed thought) Niebuhr presented a 
scintillating assessment of the ways in which various Christian 
traditions had assessed the proper forms of interaction between 
church and culture. 

Pressing his analysis into the "Weberian" forms in style at the 
time, he labeled five "types" of Christian social thought. Though 
appreciative of the positive aspects of each of his five types, he 
personally favored the "conversionist" mode of relationship be-
tween society in general and ecclesiastical life. That approach he 
found best expressed in Augustine and Calvin, among others.1 For 
all the inevitable overgeneralization and simplification that goes 
into the creation of any series of analytical types like his, Niebuhr's 
approach has proved so helpful that it has shaped the mindset of 
North American theologians and Christian social analysis on this 
continent for two generations. Nonetheless, his analysis of Luther's 
"two realms" understanding of the relationship of church and so-
ciety is incomplete and burdened by two significant mischoices of 
vocabulary. 

I. "Christ and Culture in Paradox" 

Niebuhr grouped the apostle Paul, the ancient heretic Marcion, 
Luther, and Kierkegaard together in one type which he labeled 
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"Christ and Culture in Paradox." His description of this approach 
reveals his keen eye and ear, for his observations hit the mark in 
many ways. Nonetheless, at least when applied to Luther's under-
standing of the shape or structure of human life,2 his analysis is 
flawed by two unfortunate choices of expression which he used to 
describe this position: the words "paradox" and "dualism." These 
choices reveal his failure to take fully into account two fundamental 
principles in Luther's thought which shaped his social thinking just 
as they shaped his entire proclamation of the biblical message: his 
doctrine of creation and his distinction between the two kinds of 
righteousness.3 

Luther distinguished the realms of faith and the works which 
proceed from whatever religious commitment an individual may 
have. These two realms not only deal with two different relation-
ships, with God and with other creatures. They present essentially 
different demands—the vertical for faith, the horizontal for works 
of love. Luther operated with two dimensions with different def-
initions of what it means to be righteous, right—properly being 
human—each proper for its own sphere. Thus, the one kind of 
righteousness defines our humanity and identifies us in the vertical 
sphere of human life,4 our relationship with God. The other kind 
of righteousness defines our humanity and governs our activities 
in relationship to all other creatures of God. Luther binds to-
gether—and he sharply distinguishes—the gift of life, with the 
human response of trust, in the vertical sphere and the human 
actions in the horizontal sphere, where human creatures live out 
God's structures and commands for daily living. The identity of 
the former sphere produces the actions of the latter. 

Luther's distinction of the two kinds of righteousness parallels 
the distinction of the two inseparable spheres of God's good giving 
to his human creatures. He gives the gift of the gospel, which 
connects human creatures to himself and bestows upon them their 
core identity, in the vertical realm. He gives the good gift of his 
structure for human life, which expresses the demands of human 
obligation to God and others in what may be called the horizontal 
sphere, the sphere in which human performance defines and fulfills 
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what is right. Luther conceived of human living according to this 
two-dimensional design. Both realms are the spheres of God's giv-
ing and of his preserving. Both realms have been invaded by Satan's 
kingdom, but the source of dissonance is Satan, not the horizontal 
realm itself, for God still exercises his beneficent power there. 

Niebuhr differentiated Luther's description of the relationship 
between the vertical and horizontal spheres of human life and the 
definition of what constitutes each from alternatives "on both 
sides." None of these other types, it must be observed, presupposes 
a distinction of two kinds of righteousness. Instead, they presup-
pose that obedience to all the commands of God's law determines 
righteousness in God's sight and in relationship to others—and 
that grace must assist sinners in producing this righteousness of 
human performance. "Radical Christians" see evil in the pagan 
world and insist that the Christian community separate itself from 
every form this evil takes. They not only distinguish church and 
culture but tend to separate them as fully as possible. Two other 
groups neither separate nor even sharply distinguish the practice 
of the Christian faith from societal norms. "Cultural Christians" 
identify the enemy with nature and place Christ on the side of the 
spiritual forces of culture. Synthesists believe in a "more irenic and 
developing world." Although the radicals focus on the dissonance 
produced by sin, and both cultural Christians and synthesists focus 
on continuity between God and culture, between church and so-
ciety, all share the presumption that what makes us human before 
God, in the church, is that which defines our humanity in culture 
and society. 

Niebuhr got so much right in his summary and analysis of the 
"Christ and Culture in Paradox" model that it seems a bit indecent 
to complain. To be sure, his failure to take Luther's doctrine of 
creation sufficiently seriously, and the absence of a clear recogni-
tion of the Reformer's distinction between the "two kinds of right-
eousness" are understandable, for even the tradition of Lutheran 
Orthodoxy failed to hand down these vital elements in the con-
ceptual framework of Luther's thought in totally clear fashion. 
Nonetheless, Niebuhr's failure to delineate the conceptual frame-
work of Luther's thought has prevented many who have stood 
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under the influence of Christ and Culture from recognizing how 
helpful Luther's "two realms" approach to Christian living can be 
precisely for such a time as this. 

Seven elements of Niebuhr's definition of the view he labeled 
"Christ and Culture in Paradox" do help crystallize for his readers 
much of the fundamental structure of Luther's approach to life in 
human society. 

The Lordship of Christ 

Niebuhr recognized, first of all, that this "paradoxical" type of 
social thought is based upon the presupposition that Christ exer-
cises lordship over all aspects of human life. What belongs to Caesar 
also belongs to God. The phrase "the Lordship of Christ" may be 
frequently ascribed to Calvinists, but Luther's catechetical emphasis 
on "Jesus Christ, my Lord" permeates his whole theology.5 "The 
dualist," as Niebuhr labels what is also the Lutheran position, "joins 
the radical Christian [the "Christ against Culture" type] in main-
taining the law of Christ over all men, and in stating it in its plain 
literal sense, objecting to the attenuations of the gospel precepts by 
cultural or synthesizing Christians [the "Christ of Culture" type]."6 

Thus, every corner of human life is subject to God's prescription 
and providence. "Luther does not, however, divide what he dis-
tinguishes. The life in Christ and the life in culture, in the kingdom 
of God and the kingdom of the world, are closely related. The 
Christian must affirm both in a single act of obedience to the one 
God of mercy and wrath, not as a divided soul with a double 
allegiance and duty. Luther . . . was at least equally firm [as the 
'synthesist' of Niebuhr's typology] in maintaining the unity of God 
and the unity of the Christian life in culture."7 

Sin and Evil 

Second, Niebuhr recognized that this "dualist" or "paradoxical" 
approach to Christ and culture takes sin and evil very seriously. He 
writes, "the dualist Uves in conflict, and in the presence of one 
great issue. That conflict is between God and man, or better— 
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since the dualist is an existential thinker—between God and us; 
the issue lies between the righteousness of God and the right-
eousness of self." This leads to the dualist's claiming as the logical 
starting point for addressing culture "the great act of reconciliation 
and forgiveness that has occurred in the divine-human battle—the 
act we call Jesus Christ."8 Luther's position takes evil seriously in 
two ways. First, it focuses not merely on outward human deeds; it 
gets to the heart of the matter instead: the broken relationship with 
God, which destroys the human ability to lead the perfect human 
life. Second, it focuses not merely on outward human deeds; it 
soberly confronts the corruption that has so damaged human mo-
tivation that even the best of our intentions do not come to pass 
as we would wish. Even when we do the best we can, it falls short 
of the Best, as we can imagine it. 

However, as right as Niebuhr is to emphasize the seriousness 
with which Lutherans take the permeating presence of sin and evil, 
his formulation of this point betrays an atrophied appreciation for 
the fullness of Luther's understanding of God's interaction with his 
human creatures and of their state in his presence even after the 
fall. It is true that for Luther our "logical [or at least the theological] 
starting point" must be found in "my" fallenness and the fallenness 
and corruption of all other human creatures at the heart of our 
existence—our relationship to God. But Luther was never un-
aware of God's logical and theological starting point, his creation 
of the human creature and every other creature as good. Therefore, 
he lived in the tension between his confidence in God's restoration 
of the ability to do the good in the lives of his forgiven children 
and their continuing battle against temptation and sin. This battle 
rages within them, as they combat temptation; and it rages around 
them, as they are called within the structures of daily life to defeat 
evil in a host of manifestations. 

Furthermore, Luther's two-dimensional view of righteousness 
meant that he believed that even those who do not please God 
with their works because of the lack of faith in him still can do 
works which conform externally to divine standards and struc-
ture—and thus bring blessing to others. As important as it is to 
recognize how deadly seriously Luther took sin and evil, it is also 
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important for his social thought to recognize how highly he prized 
"civil righteousness," the righteousness which fallen, sinful human 
creatures can attain in the horizontal realm of human existence 
even apart from the power of the Holy Spirit conveyed through 
faith in Christ. 

Christian Realism 

Third, Niebuhr's analysis does properly highlight the realism about 
daily life in a sinful world which Luther's view produces. Niebuhr 
perceived that Luther himself was a "dynamic, dialectical thinker," 
and that it was only his followers who often permitted his ideas to 
become "static and undialectical,"9 a charge that dare not be de-
nied. But those who catch the nuances as well as the principles of 
Luther's approach come to terms with "the actual struggles of the 
Christian who lives 'between the times,' and who in the midst of 
his conflict in the time of grace cannot presume to live by the 
ethics of that time of glory for which he ardently hopes." That 
means that the "dualists, however, are not only reporters of Chris-
tian experience. Far more than any of the preceding groups with 
which we have dealt they take into account the dynamic character 
of God, man, grace, and sin."10 

At Home in God's World 

Fourth, this realism means that Luther's like-minded can be at 
home in God's world, since it is God's creation and he is Lord there 
and their Lord. They acknowledge that they have here no abiding 
city, but at the same time they recognize that God has called them 
here to serve God's other creatures for all they are worth (and as 
God's creatures, we and they are worth very much!). 

In speaking of Paul, Niebuhr reports what is also absolutely true 
for Luther. His understanding of the believer and society is not 
simply an eschatological escape-hatch, even though it is thoroughly 
eschatological in the sense that believers always know that they live 
in the immediate presence of God. For Paul and Luther the day of 
the Lord is here; the eschaton has set in with the baptismal death 
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and resurrection of each believer. "In the cross of Christ man's 
work was now judged; by his resurrection the new life had now 
been introduced into history. Whoever had had his eyes opened 
to the goodness with which God is good and to his wrath upon 
all godlessness saw clearly that human culture [or rather the sinful 
abuses thereof] had been judged and condemned; . . . . The new 
life, moreover, was not simply a promise and a hope but a present 
reality. . . ."n Niebuhr observes in this connection, "More than 
any great Christian leader before him, Luther affirmed the life in 
culture as the sphere in which Christ could and ought to be fol-
lowed; and more than any other he discerned that the rules to be 
followed in the cultural life were independent of Christian or 
church law."12 This insight calls attention directly to Luther's un-
derstanding of the Christian's calling to follow God in every sphere 
and corner of life, but it also implies the existence of the concept 
of civic righteousness, which was so vital to Luther's understanding 
of human society. 

The Penultimate Nature of the Horizontal 

This insight is linked with the Lutheran conviction, fifth, that all 
cultural institutions, at their very best, have only a penultimate 
goodness, to use Bonhoeffer's conceptualization.13 It is not just that 
"the encounter with God in Christ had relativized for Paul all 
cultural institutions and distinctions, all the works of man [because] 
they were all included under sin; in all of them men were open to 
the divine ingression of the grace of the Lord," because they all 
stood "on the same level of a sinful humanity before the wrath of 
God. . . ."14 It was even more the case, for Luther, that the activities 
and institutions of the horizontal sphere of human existence are 
by essence and definition never capable of being the human crea-
ture's "all in all." For God has created them as penultimate. He 
alone (and thus the vertical dimension of life) can be ultimate. 
However human creatures fashion the institutions and activities of 
the horizontal sphere, within the great freedom God has shaped 
for that sphere of daily life, these gifts of God (apart from their 
corruption through human sin) can never be more than penulti-

Douglas Mauss




266 LUTHERAN QUARTERLY 

mate—taking second place to the vertical relationship with the 
Creator Father. 

Therefore, Niebuhr is correct in recognizing that for Lutherans 
the hope of a better culture is not the chief concern, even in the 
horizontal realm. Service to the neighbor is. Absolute safety and 
security can never be found—and should not be hoped for—in 
these human institutions and activities, but only in the Lord. For 
"living between time and eternity, between wrath and mercy, be-
tween culture and Christ, the true Lutheran finds life both tragic 
and joyful. There is no solution of the dilemma [and the tension] 
this side of death."15 Niebuhr is correct; for "the true Lutheran"— 
whatever that might mean—there is the unfailing presence of the 
Lord and there are solutions which will serve for today. But there 
is no permanent solution to the persistent re-invasion of evil into 
daily life—apart from the resurrection of Jesus Christ and its es-
chatological completion. That is a matter which cannot be cap-
tured in the forms and fancies, the concepts and the capabilities, 
of the horizontal realm. 

Tlte Freedom of the Christian 

Sixth, this penultimate nature of all human activities and institu-
tions, along with the utterly reliable promise of God to remain our 
God, does create a freedom for decision-making in the horizontal 
sphere of daily life. "Luther understood that the self could not 
conquer self-love, but that it was conquered when the self found 
its security in God, was delivered from anxiety and thus set free to 
serve the neighbor self-forgetfully."16 It should not be overlooked 
that when Luther first got around to composing an exposition of 
his doctrine of justification through faith, it was entitled "the free-
dom of the Christian,"17 and it treated not only the freedom be-
stowed at the heart of life, in the vertical realm, before God— 
freedom from all that separates sinners from God. It also treated 
the freedom that flows from this vertical freedom in the daily life 
of the horizontal realm, the freedom to serve the neighbor without 
thought for anyone or anything else but the neighbor. [Yes, in one 
sense ("thought" as "worry" or "concern"), without even thought 
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for God—since the believer knows for certain that the relationship 
with God requires no more human thought, concern, or worry] 
Being "bound" to the neighbor's need is, in fact, being free to be 
human according to God's design. 

The Limits of Humanity 

Yet, seventh, this freedom is always exercised within the limits of 
our humanity which God has created. These limits, gifts of God's 
act of creation, define who we are, what we may be, and what we 
may do without fouling and forfeiting our humanity. In no way 
did Luther's focus upon the gospel in the vertical realm of human 
existence permit him to neglect the necessity of observing the 
structure of God's plan and will for horizontal life. He realized that 
"the law of Christ was more demanding than radical Christianity 
believed; that it required complete, spontaneous, wholly self-forgetful 
love of God and neighbor, without side glances toward one's tem-
poral or eternal profit."18 God's providing presence makes such 
glances unnecessary and even unpleasant for the person of faith. 

II. Tlte Dangers Inherent in "Christ and Culture in Paradox" 

In addition to these seven accurate and helpful observations re-
garding Luther's two-dimensional understanding of the relation-
ship between the believer and society, between the church and the 
culture in which God calls it to serve, Niebuhr provides critical 
insight into the dangers that have beset those who follow a "Christ 
and Culture in Paradox" model for practicing the relationship to 
the culture which God has given to them as a part of his blessing. 

Niebuhr notes the "great tensions" which the follower of Luther 
encounters in the synthesis of what he labels "technique" and 
"spirit."19 He seems to mean by this the simultaneous recognition 
of "what I must do" as a human creature and "who I am" as a 
human creature, the simultaneity and inseparability of those ele-
ments of our humanity which Luther kept distinct: the "self" and 
"one's performance." This tension is, from Luther's point of view, 
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inevitable if we are to avoid equating ourselves only or chiefly with 
our deeds (and thus fall under the crushing burden of works-right-
eousness). The art of living the Christian life two-dimensionally is 
the art of recognizing that my identity—my "self," who I am—is 
a gift of God the Creator, never a product of my own or other 
human, creaturely hands, and at the same time—simultaneously— 
hearing God's voice which calls me to specific acts of obedience 
in response to specific calls to service. These calls come from him 
through the neighbor; they are opportunities for playing out our 
identity in the horizontal realm. 

The difficulty to which Niebuhr alludes with this point is that 
we may wander off from this way of life in one of two directions. 
First, we may fashion for ourselves a false focus on our identity as 
God's children which ignores that God's children act like God's 
children: ignoring this leads to antinomianism or apathy and qui-
etism. Or we may stray into a misplacement of our acts of obedi-
ence and service by removing these acts from their place between 
us and other creatures in order to use them to make a claim for 
vertical righteousness, in the place we have been given in God's 
sight. When we do so, we condemn ourselves to trusting our own 
works as sources of our identity and safety in the vertical realm, in 
the presence of God. The two inseparable dimensions of human 
life must remain distinct. Both a worldly antinomianism and a spir-
itualizing cultural conservatism become in fact—altogether too 
frequently—occasions for our repentance. Because we live always 
in such tensions, and experience daily the phenomenon of fall-
ing—to one side, or the other, or both—the whole life of the 
Christian must be a life of repentance.20 

III. Christians and Culture in Two-Dimensional Living 

In view of all that is positive about Niebuhr's summary and 
analysis of the "Christ and Culture in Paradox" model for the 
interaction of Christians and their culture, what can be said against 
it? First, at least in its form as expressed by Luther, the relationship 
between faith in Christ and the practice of life and the use of God's 
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gifts in culture is not a genuine paradox. Second, the label "dualist," 
which Niebuhr admits he chose "for want of a better name"21 is 
inaccurate if the word is understood according to its normal theo-
logical usage. 

In the sense in which Niebuhr uses the word, a paradox is "a 
statement seemingly self-contradictory or absurd, though possibly 
well-founded or essentially true," or "a phenomenon that exhibits 
some conflict with preconceived notions of what is reasonable or 
possible."22 It is clear and universally recognized that Luther's the-
ology focuses on the paradoxes of the Incarnation and of the con-
tinuance of evil in a world governed by an absolutely good and 
almighty God. Robert Benne has demonstrated how these para-
doxes do play a most significant role in the believer's daily life in 
the midst of this fallen world. Benne is not wrong when he reminds 
us that Luther's vision of life in this world takes seriously those 
paradoxes and their implications in a unique way. 23 However, in 
Luther's view the basic structure of God's design of human life in 
the two dimensions which parallel his two kinds of righteousness 
is not paradoxical. It is not a paradox when parents discipline a 
child at one point and dote on him or her with expressions of love 
at another. Different actions and different words are proper for 
differing situations. This is certainly true when viewing the two 
dimensions of human life defined by Luther's distinction of the 
two kinds of righteousness. 

Thus, God's Word of gospel, which establishes the identity of 
his chosen people as children of God, is appropriate for that pur-
pose and for motivating deeds of love. The gospel is perverted 
when it is twisted into an antinomian principle for living in the 
horizontal relationship with other creatures. God's Word of law, 
which prescribes the structure of human interaction with other 
creatures, is appropriate for governing these horizontal structures; 
it is inappropriate when perverted into a claim of worth before 
God, into a means of pleasing God and refashioning the sinner's 
identity into a child of God on the basis of works. God designed 
works for the horizontal relationship, not for the vertical. These 
two words are complementary when used for their proper pur-
poses: the one to establish the identity of the children of God, the 
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other to set in place God's structure for their acting as children of 
God. 

Thus, there is a better term than "dualism" for this non-paradoxical 
structure of the relationship between Christ, his people, and their 
culture. It might be called "two-dimensional." Luther's view takes 
seriously that a different set of rules and relationships define the 
Creator-creature dimension of human life than that which defines 
the creature-creature dimension of human life. Failure to recognize 
and distinguish these two inseparable dimensions of human life re-
sults in fuzzying and fogging our view of its realities. This failure 
can weaken, pervert, or destroy either the human relationship with 
God, the human relationship with fellow creatures, or both. It dare 
not be denied that Luther was soberly realistic about the battles 
which rage across both these dimensions, producing paradoxes as 
the kingdom of God combats the invasion of the kingdom of Satan. 
God has insured his triumph through the paradox of working mercy 
out of wrath, killing to make alive, through the justification of the 
sinner through baptismal death and resurrection. This justified life 
is lived, however, in the two distinct but inseparable dimensions into 
which God has fashioned human life. 

Luther recognized that human life is indivisible, but he also rec-
ognized that it takes form in two distinct dimensions of faith and 
love, of identity and of action. These two dimensions are always 
with us; we live in them simultaneously. Our identity determines 
and shapes our deeds, and deeds do not occur apart from our identity 
(even though, in sin, our deeds may conflict with our true identity 
bestowed by God). Believers are always God's forgiven children, and 
they are always bound and called to serve the neighbor. Recognizing 
simultaneously that nothing can separate us from God's love in 
Christ and that we have been created and redeemed to serve the 
neighbor frees us for genuine service to God and his creatures. 

Perceiving and practicing Luther's insight into this two-dimen-
sional simultaneity enlightens, enriches, and energizes Christian 
thinking, planning, and acting in such a time as this. This may be 
seen in at least two areas important to the life of the church today: 
in Christian contributions to the discussion of societal values in 
this era of "the naked public square,"24 and in Christian strategies 
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for carrying out the mission of making disciples in cultures es-
tranged from the God who created them. 

IV Two-Dimensional Thinking in Public Life 

In the United States today people are crying out for guidance 
and help in determining what is right and best for this society. 
Luther did not teach a form of discipleship which called for de-
fensiveness or for escape from the hard tasks of making the earthly 
city a better place to live. Nor did he teach that Christians may 
impose standards upon those outside the faith which only the Holy 
Spirit can make possible through faith. Luther taught that believers 
are called to exercise civic responsibility. He believed that the sub-
jects of his day had no choice but to serve God through carrying 
out their duties as subjects and that the rulers of his day had no 
choice but to serve God through carrying out their duties as rulers. 
Modern citizens in democratic societies have some responsibilities 
parallel to each of these political medieval situations and callings. 
Christians can shape plans for their own participation within the 
political sphere according to the principles of the model which 
speaks of Christians and cultures in both dimensions of human life. 

First, believers acknowledge that also Caesar's sphere of com-
petence lies within God's sphere of lordship. What happens in so-
ciety and culture is not a matter of indifference to the Christian. 
What happens in the public square is of concern-to God and his 
people, for it concerns his favorite creatures, the human ones. 
Christians are called to serve as God's tools for making certain that 
life goes better rather than worse, that life conforms more closely 
rather than less so to God's will and structure for human living. 

Second, Christians will recognize how sin and evil affect and 
permeate all that goes on in political life. They understand that— 
and why—power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely, 
and they will try to do what can be done to limit that abuse of 
power. However, they will also recognize that political institutions 
and public life are good gifts of God. Christians are convinced that 
non-Christians can also exercise a civic righteousness and build a 
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relatively good city—a city better rather than worse—with, but 
even without, the help of Christians. (They will also recognize that 
members of the church—yes, even believers—will not be im-
mune to the temptation to abuse power and wreak evil through 
political institutions.) 

Therefore, third, Christians will be realistic, both about the pos-
sibilities for good when human creatures conform their wisdom 
to God's plan for human living, and about the potential for tragic 
evil when human creatures try to use God's gifts for their own 
ends, according to their own fallen, damaged reason. Christians 
can be soberly realistic about aspiring and hoping for and working 
toward an improved social situation. They can also be soberly re-
alistic about the difficulties which haunt such efforts and the fra-
gility of their successes. 

That this realism does not destroy Christian initiative for seeking 
the temporary, temporal good arises from the fact that believers are 
at home in God's world because it is God's—even if, in another 
sense, they are not at home here because God has better plans for 
his people ultimately. Since God is at home in his creation, how-
ever, his people are at home and at work in his presence, even as 
it makes itself felt through his Word. 

Fifth, even at home in the earthly city, Christians perceive its 
penultimate nature. Therefore, they fashion systems and plans for 
their societies which serve the neighbor's need today and tomor-
row, without the illusion that these systems and plans will or should 
serve forever. Christians meet human needs as they exist today and 
in the immediate future; for many of those outside the faith are 
adrift because they have lost their blueprints—but not their long-
ing—for a tower like Babel. Believers strive to create the best they 
can, rather than the Best, and are content with better rather than 
worse, if the Best cannot be attained for the moment. For they 
know that the Good, the Best, will never last for more than a 
historical moment. Even if the best of human systems and insti-
tutions remain, the sinful world around them will twist their use 
for its own purposes. Thus, Christians will be deeply disappointed 
by and hotly indignant at the hurt of the neighbor, but not at the 
failure or collapse of a favorite human party or political system. 

In the face of such failures and collapses, Christians are always 



N I E B U H R ' S " C H R I S T AND C U L T U R E IN P A R A D O X " 273 

ready to exercise imagination and freedom, sixth, in order to con-
struct a new process for progress, and to discard it when it does 
not serve its purpose. For the goal of Christian political action is 
service to the neighbor, not the securing of the future through 
some human program or party. Indeed, this freedom is exercised, 
seventh, within God's plan for human living. It is bound to service 
and love as God has structured, defined, and envisioned them. But 
Christians recognize how many options God has given for achiev-
ing his horizontal, temporal will within the structures of humanity 
as he designed it. 

Those who practice relating Christians to culture with a two-
dimensional view of life will certainly have to heed Niebuhr's 
warnings against both antinomianism and cultural conservatism. 
That should be easy. For as children of God, his people want to 
please their Father and serve their brothers and sisters. Antinomi-
anism should not be an option. It is, however. Sin's pervasive power 
permeates human life, to weaken faith and the resolve to love. The 
whole life of the Christian is a life of repentance. 

As children of God his people, furthermore, place no lasting, 
central faith in any human institutions. They wish to conserve 
these institutions only for the sake of the neighbor, certainly never 
for God's sake, for their own sake, or for the sake of the institutions 
themselves. Christians are either conservative or revolutionary, not 
as a matter of principle, but as a matter of loving the neighbor. 
They are culturally conservative when it serves God's purposes; 
they are culturally revolutionary—downright destructive—when 
that serves God's purposes. 

In a troubled land, in a society falling apart and crying out for 
a saving hand, a two-dimensional view of Christian relationships 
to culture has much to offer. It must be enunciated clearly by those 
who stand in its tradition. 

V. Two-Dimensional Thinking in Christian Witness and Mission 

As North American Christians seek to carry out Christ's com-
mission to make disciples, in North American culture and in mis-
sion fields in other parts of the world, they are faced with a series 
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of questions concerning the relationship between Christ and cul-
ture. Critical are the questions which address what cultural insti-
tutions and expressions must or should be changed if the gospel of 
Jesus Christ is truly to take root. Likewise, the translation of the 
gospel for effective communication always involves decisions about 
how the language of the culture will best express the truth of the 
Christian message. The seven points of analysis detailed above pro-
voke thinking about these questions and decisions. 

First, Christians begin their thinking about mission with the 
confession that Jesus is Lord, Lord of all. They come to those out-
side the church in order to serve as instruments which bring God's 
rule to those who do not trust in him as Lord and Savior. They 
recognize, at the same time, that the fallen, the unbelievers, remain 
under his lordship even when they do not recognize it. That means 
not only that God has a claim on them which he is exercising as 
believers witness to their faith in order to bring people into God's 
family. It also means that those living outside the faith are still living 
with the gifts of God, bestowed within their culture and in the 
form of the various elements of their culture. Therefore, Christians 
will be respectful of these gifts of God with which they are not 
familiar. They will acknowledge that their own cultural tastes do 
not determine what is the superior or inferior gift of God, in 
spheres of life such as dress and architecture, art and music, political 
forms and institutions, economic organization, or modes of rec-
reation and play. 

Christians also recognize, as they approach another culture, that 
the two dimensions of human life mesh, mingle and mix together 
in ways that make them difficult to distinguish practically. When 
God's lordship is replaced by the lordship of some kind of idol, that 
idol infiltrates art and sport, political, social, and economic insti-
tutions, even the use made of house, food, and shelter. Religion 
sets the warp and woof of culture. Its colors and designs may remain 
even after the Christian faith makes its presence felt in the midst 
of a culture. More importantly the faith will reweave the material 
of life as it resets the basis of human interaction in the values of 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Second, Christians recognize that the best gifts of God are sub-
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ject to the perversion of our sinfulness. All cultures and every gift 
which God provides through the agency of each culture are not 
only penultimate. They are also evil and perverted in some ways. 
Every culture is corruptible and conveys even in its finest elements 
the mark of human sinfulness. There can be no "culture of Christ" 
in this fallen world. There is only the call to repentance in the 
midst of God's good gifts in every culture. 

As they assess any culture, believers will recognize that some 
horizontal evils are institutionalized. The practice of power sup-
presses and subverts proper human relationships for the purposes 
and ends of the powerful of any culture. Neither progressive po-
litical institutions nor "primitive" social organization is proof 
against the perversions of power. All tribes turn on their neighbors 
to defend themselves sooner or later; sometimes, they see them-
selves forced to go on the offensive to secure their own borders 
and security. In the process, sinners will always abuse the power 
they hold. 

Third, believers also recognize the extent to which moral but 
idolatrous values command cultural expressions of every kind. This 
means that Christian assessment of the challenges of making the 
gospel understandable in another culture will be soberly realistic. 
This assessment will avoid the temptation to "Westernize" the 
other culture to which it comes (or in the case of Korean mis-
sionaries—in this happy time when mission is no longer the sole 
property of Western churches—the "Koreanization" of those cul-
tures). At the same time it will be utterly realistic in recognizing 
the corners and crevices of the culture into which its old religions 
have seeped and settled. Some idolatrous cultural practices can be 
altered; others must be destroyed and replaced. Mission strategy 
must sort out the moral elements which can be preserved in Chris-
tian practice from the values which have been so tainted and en-
tangled in the idolatry at the heart of the culture that they remain 
irredeemable. 

Fourth, Christian missionaries will be able to do that better 
rather than worse to the extent that they can recognize that they 
can be at home in the new culture where God has called them to 
work. They will never be fully at home there, just as they will 
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never fully leave the culture in which they were raised and shaped. 
But they will acknowledge the presence of God, the Creator who 
is at home throughout his creation, in the culture to which he has 
brought them. They will acknowledge its good points as well as 
its bad, embracing the former, even though these may not suit 
their tastes, and helping their hearers recognize and deal with the 
latter. 

Fifth, these missionaries will recognize the penultimate nature 
of cultural expressions and institutions. They will not get hung up 
on what they like in their old culture, nor will they get romantically 
involved in the charms of the new. They will ask questions re-
garding how love and service of the neighbor may best be con-
ducted in this particular place, how the gospel may bring these 
particular people to faith and into the family of God. Other things, 
such as cultural forms and fancies, come second, and are penulti-
mate forever. 

Thus, sixth, the mission of God is conducted with a good deal 
of freedom. The message is fixed and abiding; its expressions are 
as innumerable as the situations in different cultures to which it 
must be addressed. Believers recognize that they are free to choose 
and reject elements of their own cultures and the cultures in which 
they are called to witness—not in accord with their own tastes but 
in accord with the purposes of God. They are freed from needing 
any cultural elements for their sense of identity and safety. They 
are free to select which aspects of both cultures serve to bring the 
gospel and the gift of life to the new neighbors around them. 

Therefore, the forms into which cultural forms and practices 
flow in the church's liturgy and organization are determined not 
by cultural taste or tradition but by the needs of the hearers to have 
the gospel of Jesus Christ enter, claim, and permeate their lives. 
Thus, this freedom for adapting the life of the church to the con-
text of a new culture is always exercised within the limits imposed 
by God's plan and structure for human living and his gift of the 
life-giving Word of his gospel. 

Conversion to Christ also involves a cultural move. Believers 
remain in the culture of their birth when the Holy Spirit brings 
them into the body of Christ, but they are also initiated into an-
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other culture at the same time. This new culture extends backward 
and forward in time and throughout the contemporary world. It 
is the culture of the people of God in all times and in all places. 
There are inevitable tensions between the catholic Christian cul-
ture and the local, geographically restricted culture, but Christians 
live in both. They bear marks of both, and these marks identify 
them as Nigerian or Norwegian or North Dakotan Christians and 
as Christian Nigerians or Norwegians or North Dakotans. They 
recognize both sets of marks as gifts of God. 

In view of this, also in pursuit of its saving mission of converting 
those outside God's family of the faithful, the church will avoid an 
antinomian spirit which spreads a Christian veneer over the idol-
atry of another culture. Too often Christians have brought unbe-
lievers into the church but not into the faith. The temptation to 
syncretism is ever present with the church. At the same time the 
church will avoid a cultural conservatism which seeks to refashion 
people to whom God has given the gift of being Malay or Kazak 
or Ibo or Eskimo into folks like us from Leipzig or Los Angeles or 
London. 

Given the urgency of the mission of salvation which God has 
entrusted to the church, it is incumbent upon Christians to for-
mulate strategies for outreach which the Holy Spirit can use most 
readily and aptly. He effects the mission, but his human instruments 
should strive to place as few impediments in his path as possible. 
Therefore, with opportunities for witness breaking out on every 
side at the end of this century, the two-dimensional understanding 
of Christians' relationships to culture can assist in sorting out pos-
sible approaches to issues critical in the mission of the church. This 
understanding should be clearly enunciated by those who stand in 
its tradition. 

* * • 

H. Richard Niebuhr described the "Christ and Culture in Para-
dox" approach to the relationship of Christians and their cultures 
as "a report of experience rather than a plan of campaign."25 It is 
indeed the report of the Christian experience, with sin and evil, 
but above all with a good and gracious God. But it is also some-
thing of a plan for something of an earthly campaign. 
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Politically, for example, it is not the plan for a campaign to make 
permanent improvements in horizontal sphere of human living 
which will secure that realm, or which will secure the human place 
in the vertical sphere through activities in the horizontal dimension 
of life. The campaign is a somewhat more modest one, though no 
less important. It is exercised for the purposes of this world's affairs. 
It is the campaign for justice and righteousness in every relationship 
and institution of the human life in the horizontal realm. This, too, 
is God's campaign, a campaign to which he calls his children. 

And Luther provides something of a plan—certainly not a pre-
scription for every action, a regulation and rule for every circum-
stance. Rather, he describes life lived with a certain freedom for 
meeting the neighbor's need according to God's will, but under 
the control of no single definition of the Good as shaped by one 
human philosophy or another, even if it be a well-intentioned 
Christian philosophy. The two-dimensionally fashioned plan is a 
strategy; it trusts its followers to devise the tactics for today, to 
conserve the best of the past, and to overturn its mistakes and its 
outmoded blessings with a revolutionary fervor fired by the love 
for God, which is at the same time love for his creatures. 

Also, in pursuing the mission of baptizing and teaching on which 
Christ sends his church, this two-dimensional understanding of 
Christian living gives believers general instructions for pursuing 
individual plans for specific times and places, as they are called to 
formulate the Word of God anew to make the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ meaningful to those outside the church in their own cul-
tures. This campaign for eternity has the eschatological urgency 
which fires Christians to seek the most effective ways of being the 
Holy Spirit's tools for the proclamation of the gospel. Luther's ax-
iomatic observations about human life help direct the campaign. 

For God's children, sent on Christ's saving mission and sent to 
seek the peace of the city, two dimensional thinking about Chris-
tians and culture is a message and a strategy for such a time as this. 
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