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A Res onse to George Hunsinger
 

Jacques Ellul
 

To begio: I want to emphasize my agreement with Profes­
sor Hunsinger, fIrst about the necessity ofrediscovering the way 
of a Confessing Church and, second., rejecting "Protestantism 
Without Reformation." I agree that it is' necessary to adopt 
political and social positions 00 theological foundations, and that 
biblical theology carries political/social consequences. Butat the 
same time, the essay raises many questions for me. I shall raise 
only a few. 

First, there is a fundamental difference today between the 
American churches and the Federation of French Protestants. In 
general French Protestants follow the orientation of the World 
COIlllcil ofChurches (WCe): Come to political decisions; issue 
statements and proclamations! Official statements from French 
Protestants support the left, socialism, and (under the guise of 
defending the poor) all revolutionary movements in Africa, the 
MiddleEast and Latin America. On the questions ofnuclear and 
conventional weapans, but also artificial procreation, homosexu­
ality, abortion. .. the French Protestant church is perfectly 
conformed to the majority of our population aTld brings 
absolutely nothing specifically Christian to the situation. The 
Federation of French Protestants has no theological thought 
whatsoever (certainly no more. than the World Council of 
Churches on political problems and intervenes in the most 
irresponsible way in socio/political matters.I

) "What shocks me 
is that the Federation proclaims what is "good" withouthavmg to 
do "good" and without itself having to take any risks. What 
would our French pastors do if they suddenly became Ministers 
of State? I am sure they would do the same things our current 
ministers do. The Federation's attitude to socio/political issues 
is totally unrealistic, nOl Christian but "idealistic" in the worst 
sense of the word. It is one thing to pronounce all sorts of 
condemnations against the State's politics, stage demonstra­
tions; it is another to take risks. TheFederation Lakes no risks, and 
this is contrary to the situation of the members of the Synod of 
Barmen in 1934. 
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Second, it is necessary to remind ourselves of the vast 
difference between the United States today and Nazi Germany in 
the '308. It is true that the United States is responsible for 
Hiroshima, the arms build-up and the horrors of the Vietnam 
War, etc. But there is a difference: the United States has a 
morality that officially condemns these. horrors. They have a 
religion which is officially a religion of love and peace. They 
have signed the Declaration of Human Rights. So, it is possible 
for Americans to tum against their State when it is wrong and to 
say, "This is your religion, your morals, your ethics, what you are 
doing is a horrible violation of your principles." In the Nazi or 
Communist regimes, it is not the same: Hitler clearly announced 
his determination to exterminate the Jews and his determination 
to dominate the world with his theory of the salvation of man 
through war. When Hitler acted, he simply applied his morals 
and theories to the situation. The Communists do the same thing. 
They clearly announce that they seek to establish a dictatorship 
of the proletariat (in facl, of the Communist party) and conse­
quently annihilate a part of their population. Volhat is there to 
criticize when the Nazis and the Communists act according to 
what they have announced? They are justified by their O'.vn 
doctrines. The atrocities perpetrated by the Communists in 
Viemam and in Cambodia are worse than the Americans' (and 
this does not in any way justify the Americans!). Remember: 
condemnations of guilty officers are possible in the United 
States.butnothing can be saidor doneagainstofficers of the Nazi 
and communistic regimes. 

Third: "The End and the Means." I am in complete 
agreement with Professor Hunsinger about the impormnce he 
gives to criticism and understanding of"the means." I have often 
written that technique is precisely the proliferation of "the 
means." ''The means" must be considered before everything 
else. "Bad means corrupt the best ends." But ... can abominable 
"ends" be accepted? In fact, itis unusual to find situations as clear 
as Gemlan Nazism in 1932. Communism may give the illusion 
of supporting the poor, the oppressed, the colonized, etc.... But 
one must read their thecrcticians to appreciate their announced 
objectives: class war, dictatorship of the proletariat. physical 
elimination of the "bourgeoisie." 

,I See me World Council ofChurches Conference at Massachusetts 
Institute ofTechnology in 1979 on "technique," Faith and Sc~e in aTI 
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Consequently I do not hesitate to say that the American 
"cause" of the Viet:nam War was "just" To fight communism is 
essential. Wherever communism has spread, there are dictator­
ships, concentration camps, etc. Communist dictatorship in 
Vietnam has brought on a million victims, and in Cambodia, two 
and a half million-many more victims than in the whole 
Vietnam war. And I would say that l11e brave people who foughL 
against the Vietnam war, as led by the American government, 
were right with regard to the atrocious acts connected with this 
war. However, they are totally responsible for ttJese three and a 
half million victims. I know what I am writing here is going to 
scandalize the readers ofKarallagete. But I immediately add this: 
the United States' enormous error has always been (as their 
policy in China in the '40s and '50s) the conviction that a 
communist movement can be suppressed with anus, war, etc. 
Whatever the strength and the atrocity of the military means, a 
communist movement will never be destroyed either by war or 
police force orrepression. Any communist movement or govern­
ment possesses extraordinary tactics and legitimates itself (false, 
to be sure, yet generally believed) by defending the oppressed. 
The means used by the United States in Vielnam were not only 
horrible but also stupid. (American policy in Vietnam was 
exactly like the McCarthyism of the '50s.) What is the source of 
this horror and SlUpidity? For the last twenty years I have had 
sixty or so American graduate students in my courses. I found 
them totally ignorant of Marxist-Leninist texts and other major 
communist authors. Even those who had "tID::en a course" on 
1vfarx in the States had enormous difficulty entering into the 
reasoning of :Marxist epistemology. I fear !hat the entire 
American intellectual training and cullUl'al milieu make it almost 
impossible for students to understand seriously Marxism-Lenin­
ism and the grea t "strategy-tactics" perfected by the well-known 
Marxists. And if the students and scholars don't understand, one 
should not be surprised that their governments can only react to 
communism with violence. Today we have the same problem 
with Nicaragua. In other words, a Confessing Church (and I am 
in total agreement with Professor Hunsinger about "the center" 
and "the periphery") must now also be clear-sighted, lucid, and 
know exactly what it is talking about. It was easy with Nazism, 
it is much more difficult with Communism. The Confessing 
Church can no longer make simple and obvious commitments 
("we are for the poor, the oppressed, against the dictatorships, for 
human rights," etc). Castro's movement was very appealing 
before he took power, exactly like the SandinislaS. We ought to 
have examined their writings and intentions. The "theology of 
liberation" may be (but not necessarily) a wonderful instrument 
in the hands of the Marxists. In Nicaragua, Jose Cardenal rejecLS 
his priesthood and is ready to persecute the Church for the sake 
of a coromumst dictatorship. But (I will repeat it one more time) 
it is not with the Contras that the Sandinista governmenL will be 
prevented from becoming communist If the Contras win, this 
will simply end with a dictatorship of the right instead of a 
dictatorship of the left. The poor and the Indians (Meskitos) will 
have gained nothing. 

Finally, I would like to make this observation: the Confess­
ing Church issue raised by Professor Hunsinger focuses on the 
conflict between the Church and political power, that is, it's 
better to obey God than men. Now, if this problem remains a real 
one, I believe that in the present world we cannot limit the 
conflicts to the themes held by Professor Hunsinger: the policy 
of the United States toward the Third World, and the develop­
ment of the means of extcnninating entire populations. I must 
emphasize two urgent dangers. The slri.-J.dng expansion of funda­
mentalist Islam: the Shi'ites' fanaticism, the proclamation of 
Jihad and, as a matter of facL, the wars undertaken by Moslems 
everywhere they are in sufficient numbers. This ought to make 
us think about the problems of the Third Warld: for instance, no 
one speaks of the massacre of the Christian populations in the 
south Sudan by the Sudan Moslem government The other 
danger is the expansion of tccfmiques seemingly benign. One 
example: we are threatened by the "holes" that are produced in 
the ozone layer by the space rockets and by the wild expansion of 
the use ofneutral gas, freon (for all the aerosols) which is an agent 
destroying the ozone. Ifour ozone shield is shattered all mankind 
will be "grilled,"a danger much less visible but more serious than 
hydrogen rockets. In other words, a Confessing Church must be 
well-informed. on the real problems of society, science, and 
technique. The affirmation of Jesus Christ, our only Lord and 
Savior, must not be expressed simply through political opposi­
tion to a dictatorship here and there but through a condemnation 
of all hybris: the money, arms and armies, ideology, science­
that is, any "religion" presenting another Saviorof the World and 
another Truth. 0 
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Barth, Barmen and the Confessing Church
 
Today: Summary of the Original Text
 

The essay was essentially a meditation on loyalty. It sug­
gested that we stand in a two-fold crisis-political and theologi­
cal----and that the crisis is rooted in disordered loyalties. A 
Confessing Church, as the proposedresponse to thecrisis, would 
be one which gOl its theological and political loyalties straight. 
Despite the crying need for such a Church as described in the 
essay, little prospect was held out that one would emerge in our 
midst. The essay nevertheless offered a "thought-experiment'" 
about what a Confessing Church might look like in our time. 

The political need for a Confessing Church was developed 
in terms of an analogy between the German situation fIfty years 
ago and our situation at present. Just as the Church had allowed 
itself to become an accomplice of the political executioners in 
Nazi Gennany, it was argued, so the Church allows itself to 
become an accomplice of the political executioners in America 
today. Then as now the Church allowed itself to be casual, 
indifferent and callous when faced with crimes against humanity 
and assaults against peace. Then the crimes involved the slaugh­
ter of many illillions ofEuropeans, most especially Jews, as well 
as the massive, deliberate starvation of civilian populations and 
prisoners of war. Today the crimes involve the torture, terror­
bombing and mass murder of civilian populations, most espe­
cinUy but not exclusively in Central America, as well as the 
massive, deliberate build-up ofnuclear weapons and other indis­
criminate weapons of mass destruction. These weapons, it was 
argued, are intrinsically evil, and therefore forfeit all right to our 
consenL They cannot be used without violating even the most 
minimal rules of warfare to which the Church has historically 
committed itself (the laws of discrimination, noncombatant 
immunity, etc.) Nuclear weapons were taken to particularly 
heinous, since they threaten to terminate history itself. The words 
of Albert Camus were put to the Church: "All I ask:' he wrote, 
"is that, in LtJe midst of a murderous world, we agree to reflect on 
murder and to make a choice. After that, we can distinguish lhose 
who accept the consequences of being murderers t.hemselyes or 
the accomplices of murderers, and those who refuse to do so with 
all their force and being." 

GEORGE HUNSINGER is a Presbyterian minister who teaches 
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Karl Barth and Radkal Politics (Weslminister, 1976). 

George Hunsinger 

The theological need for a Confessing Church today was 
developed in tenns of Dietrich Bonhoeffer's essay "Protestant­
ismWithoutReformation." The results of Bonhoeffer's analysis 
were then applied to two supposedly divergent positions on our 
theological scene, those ofRichard J. Neuhaus and Harvey Cox. 
Despite appearances to the contrary, it was argued, the deep 
structure of their theologies is essentially the same. In his essay 
Bonhoeffer had concluded that "God has granted American 
Christianity no Reformation." For this conclusion he offered five 
main reasons. In barest outline they arc: (1) that in American 
Christianity the truth claims of confession and creed are dis­
counted, (2) that toleration is stressed to the point of relativism, 
(3) that the freedom ofGod's Word is confused with the ''freedom 
of religion" the Slate permits the Church, (4) thal the Church 
supposes its primary social mission to be the guiding of govern­
mental policy-formation, and finally (5) that doctrinal matters 
such as the person and work of Jesus Christ are eclipsed by a 
concern for religious experience and ethical practice. In particu­
lar, it is the subservience of doctrine to experience and ethics, 
Bonhoeffer stressed, that has opened up an "almost incalculably 
deep opposition" between American Christianity and the conti­
nenial Reformation. 

When this analysis is applied to the theologies of Neuhaus 
and Cox, what emerges is that they both exemplify Bonhoeffer's 
Protestantism without Refonnation. AlU10ugh their political 
views are very different, the logic of their theological argumen­
tation is essentially the same. Above all, they both assign a 
functional or instrumental value to religion, most notably the 
Christian religion. Truth claims are discounted, relativism reigns 
in the guise of tolerance, the freedom of God's Word gets no 
mention, policy-formation is the overriding goal, and doctrine is 
important primarily as a means to social ends. From this point of 
view what matters is not so much the ends-for Neuhaus they are 
legitimatiomst and imperialist, whereas for Cox they are anti­
imperialist and revolutionary-as the debased way in which 
theology is made to support them. Where Jesus Christ is 
worshipped for reasons ofcultural utility, it was argued, he is not 
worshipped as Lord, and 10 that extent he is not worshipped at all. 
No prospect was foreseen"for a Confessing Church in America 
until we can move beyood the crisis of ProtestanLism.without 
Reformation. 
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The focus of the essay then shifted from the need for a 
Confessing Cburch today to lessons from the Confessing Church 
of yesterday. 11l1'ee points in parJcular were made: (1) that the 
Church resists by confessing, (2) that confession without resis­
tance is not enough, and (3) that confession is the center and 
resistance the periphery. Each point will be summarized in tum. 

First, the Church resists by confessing. As illustrated by the 
Bannen Declaration of 1934, written primarily by Karl Barth, 
circumstances may arise when the Church must formally re­
affrrm its loyalty to Jesus Christ above all else. The Church 
thereby strives to disentangle itself from false and disordered 
loyalties which have insinuated themselves into its common life. 
The first articleof the Barmen Declaration is such an affirmation: 
"Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the one 
Word of God which we have to hear and which we have to trust 
and obey in life and in death." This affirmation is at once a 
declaration ofloyalty and an. act ofresisLance. Loyalty is declared 
to Jesus Christ, as attested in Scripture, as the exclusive source of 
authority for the Church. None other can carry this authority; 
none other is the living Word of God. Resistance is thereby 
mounted against all attempts to relativize and domesticate the 
Gospel by compromising the exclusivity of our loyalty to Jesus 
Christ. In particular, any loyalty is EO be resisted which would 
turn Jesus Christ into an instrumental value for the achievement 
of secular ends. 

Second, confession without resistance is not enough. What 
the Church confesses in word must, in a status conjessionis, be 
followed by resistance in deed. At this point not only the German 
Confessing Church, but the Barmen Declaration itself were said 
to leave something to be desired. These shortcomings were 
pointed out in full acknowledgement of the great heritage the 
Gennan Confessing Church has bequeathed to us, but for the sake 
of the future theycould notbeoverlooked. The Gennan Confess­
ing Church fought for thepuri ty of itsproc13mation, butremained 
tragically silent about much, in Barth's words, "against which the 
Old Testament prophets would certainly have spoken oul" The 
Confessing Church feared accusations of disloyalty to the nation 
more than it feared practical apostasy. It could not bear the 
unthinkable thought that "disloyalty" to the nalion might be the 
cost of the loyalty it confessed to Jesus Chrisl This aversion to 
resistance by deed, this refllSal of political "disloyalty," Lhis 
compromise with unspeakable crime, was not helped by the 
vagueness of the Barmen Declaration itself. The spirit of the 
Declaration, it might be said, did not fully come to expression in 
the letter. Barth consistently interpreted the Declaration's spiril 
(rightly so, in my opinion) as a mandate for political resistance, 
while the Confessing Church sought refuge in the vagueness of, 
the letter. Be that as it may, with reference to the present, the 
essay concluded that it is hard to see how a State sponsoring 
crimes against humanity (systematic human rights violations in 
Third World client states) and assaults against peace (the mind­
less proliferation of indiscriminate weapons of mass destruction 
including "frrst-slrike" nuclear weapons) could reasonably be 
regarded, under a BarthimI reading of the Declaration, as not 
inspiring here and now a similar mandate to resistance. 

FALL 1987 

Third, confession is the center and resistance the periphery. 
The difference from instrumentalism was here to be made clear. 
Resistance by deed is based on confession by word. Yet confes­
sion by word is not subservient to resistance by deed Resistance 
can be an implication of confession. But confession is nOl 

instrumentally related to resistance. Confession is always an 
action to be undertaken for its own sake. In the face ofcompeting 
loyalties, it is a matter of clarifying the Church's exclusive 
loyalty to its Lord. It is a matter of rejecting competitars for the 
overriding loyalty of the Church. Whether or not political 
resistance might be called for in any particular situation is a 
"peripheral" matter. It is "peripheral" in the sense that it presup­
poses confessional clan ty al the center of the Church's life. Only 
when there is confessional clarity at thecenter, it was argued, can 
the Church make responsible political deci.sions at the periphery. 

Theessay then shifted focus for the last time in order to ask 
about prospects for a Confessing Church tomorrow. Various 
possible prototypes and hopeful trends were lifted up in the face 
of our otherwise less than promising si tuation. The vitality of the 
black ch\.ll'Ch in America was remembered, especially because it 
generally displliys a healthier understanding than the white 
church of how the Gospel and its political implications are 
related. The base conununities and church of martyrs in Latin 
America today were invoked as a model of spiritual renewal and 
political witness. The Sanctuary Movement underway in the 
United States was taken as an uplifting sign that even among us 
some churches have learned how to make the crucial choice 
between being an American and being a Christian as one's 
primary self-identification. Finally, the seeds of spiritually 
grounded civil disobedience, seeds which could blossom inlO a 
movement of immense importance, were honored by pointing to 
those who are willing to give of their lives that we and our 
children mightbe spared a nuclear death. The essay ended on the 
note of being perplexed but not unto despair, and concluded with 
a plea for prayer. l 

o 

1Since my original essay, a number of books have appeared about the 
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