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Preface to the Second Edition

I confess I thought Sanctify Them in the Truth: Holiness Exemplified was a book that fell stillborn from the press. I have had the impression that the publication of the book did not stimulate much discussion or even criticism. So to have the book included in the T&T Clark Cornerstones series is an extremely pleasant surprise, at least it is a surprise for me. To know that T&T Clark actually polled their readers about what books should be included and Sanctify Them in the Truth was one of the books chosen, at least, suggests that the book had a readership that I did not know about. That such a readership may exist is a gift for which I am again very grateful.

In truth, one of the readers that has benefited by the book being published in the Cornerstone series is me. I had forgotten how important Sanctify Them in the Truth was for me until I reread the book in preparation for writing this Preface. One of the problems with being a writer who has written more than I probably should have is I cannot remember what I have said, where I have said it, or how I have said what I cannot remember saying or writing. It is also the case that I may be confident I have made an argument somewhere that is important for a subsequent argument or position, but I forget to call attention to what I have said previously even though it is important to understand why and how I have said what I think I now must say. The result is often quite confusing for an antagonist as well as a sympathetic reader. That critics have at times not made the connections I think important I suspect is hardly their fault. I have always thought it important to trust your readers to “make the connections.” Moreover, if I have not done more to show where I see those connections it is probably because as a reader I have found it off-putting when authors say, “If you had only read my X or Y.”

Yet reading this book again in order to write this “Preface” was an eye-opener for me. I had forgotten, for example, that I had developed an account of sin that I must say I still find quite compelling. Even more, I was reminded that this is a book first and foremost about God. I may be quite sensitive to those aspects of the book because of Nicholas Healy’s recent criticisms of my work for being insufficiently theological.1 I remember that Healy had reviewed Sanctify Them in the Truth quite favorably but with the observation that I lacked a fulsome account of the Holy Spirit. Yet when I reread it, I was pleasantly surprised to discover that the book was quite theologically substantive.

That the book was and is theologically substantive, or at least I should like to think it is so, is not accidental. The book, or at least several of the chapters, had been written for the Scottish Journal of Theology lectures to be delivered at the University of Aberdeen. Iain Torrance had suggested in his gracious invitation to deliver the lectures that I should feel free to use the opportunity to make my theological views explicit. Though I was not quite ready to agree that my work prior to Sanctify Them in the Truth was insufficiently theological, I nonetheless thought Iain was offering me an important opportunity that I would be quite silly to miss.

In an insightful review of Sanctify Them in the Truth, Nicholas Adams characterizes the twin tasks I take on in the book in a way that helpfully explains why some may find my work prior to Sanctify Them in the Truth—as well as the book itself—insufficiently theological. He observes in this book, and I would add in my previous work, I have attempted to steer between what I regard as two lethal dangers. My Scylla has always been the temptation to present theology as a system of ideas which often seem to be quite orthodox, or ideas arranged in a manner to count as systematic theology, and/or endless prolegomena to theology. My Charybdis is, given my emphasis on Christian practice, to avoid making such practices intelligible whether the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit exist or not. Adams quite rightly observes that in Sanctify Them in the Truth I realized my greatest danger was the latter alternative.2

Adams makes a further point about the way I work that suggests I have in fact done theological ethics in a manner that avoids the danger; that by directing attention to practices I have done no more, as I suggest in the book, than Durkheim with a theological twist. It is certainly true that I seldom do theology “straight-up,” that is, I do not do theology as if it is some kind of philosophy. Rather I try to do theology in such a way as to show how it can be done when theological language is not on a holiday. Adams gets this just right when he observes in this book, and I should like to think in my previous work, my use of logic is always an address to God. In particular, Adams observes the theme of sanctification in this book indicates that “human action is not to be separated from God’s action and that making sense of the ‘we’ is best done by saying something about who God is.”3

Adams suggests the clearest chapter in Sanctify Them in the Truth where my attempt to steer between the Scylla of disembodied ideas and the Charybdis of Durkheim-like descriptions of practices is “In Defense of Cultural Christianity.” He quite rightly notes that essay was my attempt to respond to the question/criticism of locating the church I describe. In that chapter I provide some quite self-critical descriptions of the church I attended at the time, that is, Aldersgate United Methodist Church. It turns out that Aldersgate is, at least on my reading, a very ordinary church, but I try to show even there that one hears remarkable sermons by our pastor to which I call attention. Adams suggests that the commentary on the sermon I supply indicates one of the key tasks for rising generations of theologians is “to combine reliable theological commentary on actual situations to whose flourishing such commentaries will materially contribute.”4

I should like to think Adams is right about how Sanctify Them In the Truth can or should be read. Certainly rereading the book for this assignment reminded me that I did try to make articulate some of the fundamental theological convictions that have shaped my work. So in a certain sense, this book even more than The Peaceable Kingdom, develops or makes articulate how I have tried to think theologically. The second chapter, “The Truth about God: The Decalogue as Condition for Truthful Speech” is particularly important if you desire to understand what I have been about. In that chapter I argue that when the commandments are interpreted as discrete and isolated from one another, how they are meant to form a people capable of worshipping God is lost. In truth that thesis was probably more fully spelled out in Will Willimon’s and my book, The Truth About God: The Ten Commandments in Christian Life,5 but because The Truth About God was written to reach a wider audience I suspect many did not think that book was written at the same level as Sanctify Them in the Truth. But, in fact, I think The Truth About God is one of the decisive books I have had the honor to write.

I do, moreover, in that chapter deal with the important distinction between nature and grace. One of the characteristics of my work, at least one of the characteristics I hope is present, is to avoid some of the assumed distinctions that simply are accepted by many as “givens.” Nature and grace are an example of a duality that has become a dualism that betrays the giftedness of existence itself. Yet I try to show that “nature” must be distinguished from “grace” because nature names all that is by the grace of God. How I try to show the difference that makes for the reading of the Decalogue is I think quite important because it prevents nature and grace from becoming abstractions. Moreover, once the interrelation of the commandments of the Decalogue is displayed, the presumption that an ethic based in natural law can be justified without recognition that “God matters” becomes quite problematic.

God does matter for me, but it is extremely important how one displays that fact. David Burrell’s characterization of Aquinas’ strategy in the Summa to show “the ways in which God does not exist” is a crucial insight for me.6 Burrell, who has been a friend for many years, has been a major influence on me, but I do not think that many have appropriately appreciated the fact why his influence has been so important. From David I learned how careful we must be when we say “God.” That is particularly true given the current situation in which we find ourselves as Christians in the advanced societies of the West. Thus, my claim that “in the shadows of a dying Christendom, the challenge is how to recover a strong theological voice without that voice betraying the appropriate fragility of all speech and particularly speech about God.”7 I should like to think that Sanctify Them in the Truth, to some extent, was governed by that rule.

This is not the place to comment further on the chapters on sin, agency, and character, but they are very important further reflections about the philosophical psychology that is necessary to give an adequate account of moral formation. The chapter “Gay Friendship” is particularly important given the analysis I provide of the intentional character of an act. I must confess I find it disappointing that those aspects of my work in this book have not received the attention I think they deserve. Nor do I think that the work I do in the chapter on the “nonviolent terrorist” has been noticed because that essay was meant to help us see the relation between practical reason and the politics of non-violence. Anyone reading that chapter, I think, would find it quite hard to accuse me of being epistemologically a representative of fideism.

I think of essays like “Christians in the Hands of Flaccid Secularists” as exercises of thought to help stimulate the imagination of my readers. “No Enemy, No Christianity” is an attempt to undercut the all too present sentimentalities that too often are confused with Christianity. I try to offer examples that help us think thoughts we did not know we could think but discover we can think because we have the resources of the Christian faith on which to draw. I hope “For Dappled Things,” however, suggests how the strong Christological center of my work does not prohibit finding ways to address non-Christians. This is God’s world. We should never be surprised that those who do not count themselves Christians nonetheless sense that this is God’s world.

Finally, it should not be missed that Sanctify Them in the Truth ends with sermons. In many ways, they are what I care most about. They are what I care most about because there is a freedom that sermons create for which I am extremely grateful. It is the freedom that the Holy Spirit bestows by reminding us that the words we use are not our words. It is with this thought that I hope some will find this book still helpful for our lives as Christians.

Notes

1 Nicholas Healy, Hauerwas: A (Very) Critical Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Press, 2014). For my reply to Healy see my The Work of Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Press, 2015).

2 Nicholas Adams, “Review of Sanctify Them in the Truth,” Studies in Christian Ethics 13, 101 (2000), 101–6.

3 Adams, “Review,” p. 102.

4 Adams, “Review,” p. 103.

5 Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon, The Truth About God: The Ten Commandments in Christian Life (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999).

6 I quote Burrell’s observation in footnote 6 on page 39 of Sanctify Them in the Truth.

7 It has only been recently I was able to formulate that sentence. I used it to shape my response to the papers on my work at my retirement event in 2013. That paper as well as the lectures by Jonathan Tran, Jenifer Herdt, and Sam Wells will soon appear under the title, The Difference Christ Makes (Eugene, OR: Cascade Press, 2015).


Preface

I am grateful to be able to dedicate this book to the people who constitute the Body of Christ at Aldersgate United Methodist Church in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. I am even more grateful that these same people, along with our Pastor, the Reverend Susan Allred, have been such a sustaining community for my wife, Paula Gilbert, and myself. Anyone reading this book will understand why dedicating the book to Aldersgate requires no further explanation.

This is the second time I have dedicated a book to a church. The Peaceable Kingdom was dedicated to Broadway United Methodist Church in South Bend, Indiana. I seem condemned not only to be a Methodist but to be a member of churches whose names I do not like. I would like a name like “Saint James by the Sea” or even “Holy Family.” Instead, I get Broadway, which was named after the street it faced, and Aldersgate, a name that has served as a pietistic distortion for the reading of Methodist history. The last thing I desire is to have my heart “strangely warmed,” particularly among Methodists. However, I take it as a sign of the material character of God’s good care to make me come to terms with being stuck in churches in which not only do I have to learn to live but with whom I fall hopelessly in love.

There are, though, limits. Aldersgate is in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Most of the congregation support the basketball team called (for no apparent reason) the “Tar Heels.” They even say they like the faded baby blue color called “Carolina blue.” Paula and I are Duke basketball fans which means we are the subject of much derision. It is a great thing that God has made us a church in spite of this great division.

Of course, the Gospel is about how strangers can be made friends. For reasons completely inexplicable, those people called Scots have claimed me as a friend. I have been honored to be made a Doctor of Divinity by the University of Edinburgh. I will give the Gifford Lectures at St Andrews in 2000–01. This book is the result of being asked to be the Scottish Journal of Theology lecturer in 1997 at the University of Aberdeen. My only explanation is that the Scots, like Texans, have long been ruled by a foreign power, which may not only create certain sympathies but also provide common skills for survival. Whatever the explanation, I am indeed grateful to the Scots kind enough to take my work seriously even if that means helping me see where I may be mistaken.

I am particularly grateful to Morag and Iain Torrance for their wonderful hospitality while I was in Aberdeen. I am indebted to Iain not only for making the lectures possible but also for helping me conceive the book. He made the suggestion that “Gay Friendship” should be included not only because it extends the analysis of agency but also because it exemplifies a kind of casuistry made possible by a people committed to being holy. I am, of course, also grateful to the Department of Divinity with Religious Studies, and in particular David Fergusson, at Aberdeen for being such wonderful conversation partners during my stay with them.

While I was in Aberdeen, Iain gave me a copy of John Buchan’s fine novel Witch Wood. In one of the explanatory notes to that novel, we are told that one of Buchan’s favorite quotations was from the seventeenth-century Quaker, Isaac Pennington:

All truth is shadow except the last truth. But all truth is substantial in its own place, though it be but a shadow in another place. And the shadow is a true shadow, as the substance is true substance.8

In a book entitled Sanctify Them in the Truth such a truth is important to remember, since it is surely our God’s power to be present in Jesus that makes possible our ability to be, as well as to speak, the truth to one another in different places and times.

I am, as usual, in debt to many for helping me make this book a reality. Jim Fodor in particular must be mentioned, along with my Dean, Greg Jones. I am wonderfully supported by graduate students—David Cloutier, Chris Huebner, Kelly Johnson, Joel Shuman, David Stubbs, Laura Yordy—who make me think better than I could do on my own. The onerous work of indexing fell on Abraham Nussbaum, the son of students I taught as undergraduates at Notre Dame (am I getting old or what?). How extraordinary that Christianity, even in America, can produce people like Abraham. What a gift. Sarah Freedman serves as Secretary to the Faculty at the Divinity School at Duke. How she does that God only knows. I know, however, how much she does for me. Without her this book could not and would not exist. I thank God not only for her intelligence but for her wacky sense of humor.

By the time this book is published, Paula and I will be grandparents. For that and much else we thank Laura and Adam. How wonderful our God is to make us a people of hope who need not fear being surprised.

Note

8 John Buchan, Witch Wood, edited with an Introduction by James C. G. Greig (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 313.


Introduction

The “Rough Ground” of theology

The invitation to give the Scottish Journal of Theology Lectures indicated that I was free to lecture on any subject I wished. In a polite yet unequivocal manner, however, it was suggested that many people in Scotland (and, perhaps, elsewhere) would be quite pleased if I used this occasion to make my theological views explicit. It was observed that readers of my work sense what I do has been and continues to be shaped by strong theological judgements and decisions and such readers would welcome a more candid statement by me of my theological position. In effect, I think I was being told that in Scotland I should feel free to do some “real” theology.

To be free to do theology in our current academic and social worlds is a wonderful permission and gift. The loss of theology’s status as a knowledge deserving of recognition in the current academy has often meant that, if theology is done at all, it must be disguised as history, cultural criticism, ethics, or, may God forgive us, sociology. The problem with such disguises is that, unfortunately, the disguise very quickly becomes the reality, which means that theology gets left behind. As much as I have tried surreptitiously to do theology under the cover of ethics, I suspect at least some, particularly in Scotland, have worried that I have subverted the theological task.

So the invitation for me to do theology “straight up,” so to speak, should be something I particularly welcome. Yet I am by no means sure those who wish me to do theology in a more straightforward manner will be happy with what they find in this book. To be given the permission to do theology is, at least for me, a frightening task. I am not sure I know how to do theology “straight,” which means I may well disappoint those who think that if pushed, I will know how to “pay up” theologically. It is not that I am just unsure how to do theology, but that even if I knew how, I am not sure I would want to do it. At least I am not sure I want to do theology the way many who bear the title “theologian” do. I certainly have learned and continue to learn from those who do theology in a more systematic fashion than my work takes, but I continue to worry that such theology in our time cannot avoid giving the impression that Christianity is a set of ideas that need to be made consistent with one another.

Of course it is true that “all loci of theology are interconnected as nodes of an intricate web,”1 which rightly requires theologians—in a manner not unlike that of spiders—to explore, repair, as well as, perhaps, discover new connections. Theology is always a matter of finding the interconnections in a manner that helps our lives not to be distorted by overemphasis on one aspect of the faith. For example, the recovery of the significance of the doctrine of the Trinity in contemporary theology was not only necessary to distinguish the God we worship from the god of the deists, but that recovery had the happy effect of forcing Christians to reassess our relation to the people of Israel. At the very least, the doctrine of the Trinity has been the church’s attempt to make clear that the God we know in Jesus Christ is not different from the God that called Israel to be God’s promised people.2

That theology works like a web helps us understand why the work of theology is never done. Webs, after all, are fragile. They must constantly be redone. Theology can become a fascinating game in which the various loci are reconfigured by making one locus determinative for all the others. This kind of theology has been turned into an art form in Germany, in which every theologian is expected to produce something called “doctrine.” Theology so produced can be quite impressive. It can give one a sense of “completeness,” but such “completeness” can be quite deceptive. Too often, I fear, this mode of theology provides answers to questions no one is asking.

Indeed, one of the aspects of Barth’s theology that has always attracted me is the unfinished character of the Church Dogmatics. By “unfinished” I do not mean that he did not live to complete volume four; but even if he had been able to accomplish that task, everything would have yet remained to be done. Each volume of the Dogmatics exemplifies how any attempt to treat one aspect of Christian doctrine requires all the others in a manner demanding that you return to the beginning and start all over again—which is particularly challenging once you recognize, as Barth did, that there is no one beginning or place to start, since Christian theology always finds itself in medias res. The massiveness of the Dogmatics witnesses to Barth’s confidence that the truthfulness of the Christian faith does not depend on theologians “getting it right.”3

Yet the appeal to Barth as an exemplary theologian raises the thorny question of why, given the opportunity finally to “do” some theology, I continue to be coy. (At least I suspect that what I have done in this book will frustrate some who would like my theological views to be more explicit.) Even though the essays in the first part of the book may appear to be more strictly theological than some of my past work, the chapters of this book still look like the same strange mixture of theology, ethics, social criticism, sermonic asides and illustrations, and polemics which readers have become accustomed to expect from my pen. Why do I seem to resist just doing some good old-fashioned theology?

There are no doubt many reasons for why I have learned to write (and, of course, to think) the ways I have over the years. Trying to find time to write in a busy schedule no doubt explains something of the character of my work. That I often write in response to specific occasions and challenges may be another reason my work appears occasionalistic, devoid of anything resembling a “center.”4 Moreover, I am an academic theologian, which means that I must constantly respond to the challenges of doing theology within the constraints of a contemporary university. No matter how critical I may be of such constraints, it nonetheless remains true that even arguments meant to clear the ground for theology have the ironic result that one never gets around to doing theology.

Without denying any of these explanations, I hope that one of the ordinary reasons I do not ever seem to get around to doing “real” theology is that I am a very simple believer. That way of putting the matter is not quite right. The truth is that I simply believe, or at least I believe I should want to believe, what the church believes. Believing thus means I never get over being surprised by what wonderful things the church affirms that at best I only dimly “understand.” Therefore, I do not assume that my task as a theologian is to make what the church believes somehow more truthful than the truth inherent in the fact that this is what the church believes. One of the reasons, moreover, why I resist those who urge me to “pull it all together” is that attempts to do so impose false unity on the wonderful anarchy of life called church.5

Such a declaration invites, particularly in our time, counter-declarations that it is by no means clear what the church believes, which church is doing the believing, or why the church should believe now what was believed “back then.” These are not unimportant questions and I have no wish to silence them. But if you begin theological work with such questions you seldom get around to the work that is theology. Theology becomes instead a discussion of methodological considerations about how to do theology, if you should ever get around to doing any. This way of approaching theology, or better of evading theology’s challenge, has been turned into an art form in the United States.6

I do not presume, therefore, that I can or do represent anything so grand as a theological position or method. But there is a kind of “method to my madness” in the way I do theology. That “method,” I suspect, is one of the reasons why I frustrate those who want me to be more “theological.” Indeed, I should like to think that, at least in some ways, this book does what those who were kind enough to invite me to give the Scottish Journal of Theology Lectures suggested I do—that is, make more candid my theological convictions. Yet my theological convictions mean that my theological method cannot help but appear haphazard to these expectant readers when contrasted to those who believe that theology has no claim to truth unless displayed as a system of ideas.

In John 17, Jesus prays that those that follow him be sanctified in the truth. “Sanctification” and “truth” are seldom paired in contemporary philosophy or theology. It is as if we think it possible to determine in the abstract that what we believe as Christians is true as an issue separable from how we believe that which we believe. The heart of the position I develop in this book, and hopefully in one way or another in all my work, is that such accounts of the Christian faith cannot help but distort the very character of what we believe.

The power of the view of Christian belief I am trying to counter is apparent just to the extent that we continue to speak of “Christian beliefs or belief.” Of course Christians believe such things as God created the world, that God called Abraham, worked through the prophets, chose Mary, and raised Jesus from the dead. Indeed, it would be quite strange to say that one “believes,” for instance, in the resurrection and yet assume that some further decision or attitude needs to be taken in relation to such a belief. Even stranger would be the notion that believing any of these things as true could be abstracted from the kind of life commensurate with holding such beliefs. For example, what could it possibly mean to “believe” that Jesus has been raised from the dead if a people do not
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