Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1992¯ Number 19

Protestants and Natural Law

Carl E. Braaten

It is a longstanding commonplace in Christian thought that

Protestantism distinguishes its moral theologyfrom that of

Roman Catholicism byits rejection of natural law. The idea of natural lawhas long formed the spinal column of

Catholic social teaching. Modern Protestantism, bycontrast, has no comparable coherent framework for grounding its social thought. Aslong as ago as 1891, on theoccasion of the publication of one of the great documents of Catholic social teaching, Rerum Novarum , the Dutch Reformed theologian Abraham Kuyper conceded the Protestant disadvantage: "It must be admitted to our shame that the

Roman Catholics are far ahead of us in their studyof the social question. Indeed, veryfar ahead. . . . Theaction of the

Roman Catholics should spur us Protestants to showmore dynamism. . . . The Encyclical of Leo XIII gives the principles which are common to all Christians, and which we sharewith our Roman Catholic compatriots."

The idea of natural lawembodied in Rerum Novarum assumes that there is a universal lawto which people of all races, classes, cultures, and religionshave access bytheir natural reason. Natural lawthusserves as a bridge category on ethical and social questionsbetween church and world, bet ween those with a priori commitment to sacred Scripture and the Christian creed and those outside the communityof faith.

In much of modern Protestant theologydoubt prevails as to the viabilityof such an appeal to reason and natural lawin the construction of Christian social ethics. The bridge bet ween church and world has been shattered. Thus what the churches have to sayon social issues hasno wa yof reaching the other side, and the churches end up in dangerous isolation from societ y, speaking onlyto themselves.

H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic Christ and Culture depicts five models of relationship between thechurch and societ y. At one extreme arethose who set Christ against culture, which leads to a sectarian strategyof withdrawing from theworld into separate Christian communities. At the other extreme˘

Christ of culture˘are those who collapse their Christian identityinto the cultural Zeitgeist , thus becoming culture˘ conforming Christians. The middle three models represent the typical Catholic, Lutheran, and Calvinist ways of

relating Christianityand culture. Catholics have held rather firmlyto natural lawthinking in constructing their social teachings. Themodern representatives of the two branches of theReformation, Lutherans and Calvinists, have not so clearlyretained a firm foothold in natural lawtheory. In fact, theyswing erraticallybet ween a position of utter rejection of natural lawand one of conditional acceptance.

Almost never do theyconcede as much to natural lawas we find in modern Catholic social teaching.

Mypurpose in what follows is to tell the storyof the inner

Protestant struggle over thequestion of natural law, from complete rejection in Barthian covenant theologyto qualified acceptance in a Lutheran theologythat draws a proper distinction between lawand gospel, creation and redemption. Beyond that, I want to propose that Protestant social ethics reappropriate the natural lawtradition, taking into account thevalidityof its own tradition of criticism and placing natural lawcarefullywithin theological brackets defined byprinciples articulated in theReformation tradition (particularlyin the Lutheran branch that I know best), and with an added twist of eschatological theology.

Myinterest in this project is ecumenicallymotivated.

Lutheranshave officiallyengaged in dialogues with Roman

Catholics for over twenty˘fi ve years, covering numerous doctrinal topics such asministry, baptism, eucharist, authority, papacy, Maryand the saints, and most recently

Scripture and tradition. But I would submit that social ethics is also a challenging area in which to explore our differences. If and when this is done, the use and interpretation of natural law will necessarilybecome a focal point.

I

Karl Barth is a central figure in thebranch of modern

Protestantism that rejects natural law. Barth held that

Christian ethics has no use for an approach that concerns itself with universal principles inscribed in human nature and ascertainable byreason. Instead, he insisted, ethics is based directlyon thecommand of theliving God, which "is always an individual command for the conduct of thisman, at this moment and in this situation; a prescription for this case of his; a prescription for thechoice of a definite possibilit yof human intention, decision, and action." Here we have the root of Protestant situation ethics, later popularized and reduced to a humanistic framework by

Joseph Fletcher.

Barth never provided a systematic treatment of natural law, but throughout his various stages of development he battled against ever yappeal to natural theologyor natural law. As he said, theological ethics that bases itself on theWord of

God alone "will not, then, make the disastrous, traitorous use of ’natural’ theology, which isthe onlyuse that can be made of it." He sawnatural lawas the self˘assertion of autonomous humanityand natural religion, and, for this reason, hefelt he had to speak an irreconcilable "no" to ever yattempt to derive ethical norms either from the orders of creation, asLutheransdid, or from nature, as Catholics did.

Barth, of course, recognized that there is such a thing as natural law, in the same sense as he recognized that thereis human religion. At its best, natural lawis the quest for order on thepart of the state and of non˘Christians, who have no other source of knowledge, inasmuch as theydo not derive their knowledge from above, that is, from divine revelation in Christ and the Bible. The dilemma for Barthian Christians is howit ispossible to engage in public ethical discourse in a pluralistic world, when the majority, who are non˘

Christian, do not accept theChristian source of revelation.

Barth’s refusal to find common ground or an apologetic bridge on which both Christiansand non˘Christianscould walk and talk was not convincing to other theologians˘ notablyEmil Brunner˘who resumed an interest in natural law, although alwa ys seeminglywith something of a bad conscience on account of Barth’s strictures.

Barth was not alonein rejecting natural law. Perhaps his most faithful disciplein this area was Jacques Ellul. In The

Theological Foundationsof Law (1960) Ellul based all of lawand justice on Christology. The whole world and the entire human situation, he argued, have changed on account of God’s revelation and redemptive act in Christ. It follows that lawalso must be affected bythisevent. Christians and non˘Christians are both objectivel yin a newsituation, since

Christ died for all and was raised for theworld’s justification. Whatever has been called natural law henceforth loses its determinative character and is relativized byjustification.

The problem with this thoroughgoing Christological version of natural law, of course, is that it is derived from a source that non˘Christians do not share. Once again˘no bridge, no common ground. Since themajoritydo not live within the covenant communityand do not share itsfaith, what basis is there for cooperation between Christiansand non˘Christians in the public ordersof life? We are confronted either bya triumphalist theologyof gloryin which Christians must conquer the publicspace, or bysectarian withdrawal into ghetto˘like communities alongside, and outside, the world.

The hermeneutical issue becomes a burning one. If ever ything bearing on lawand justice isderived from the

Bible on account of Christ and is known exclusivelybythe communityof believers, then howis it possible for non˘

Christiansto do what is good andright?

The Protestant rejection of natural lawhas found expression in American circles in the ethics of Paul Lehmann and

StanleyHauerwas. Lehmann, who was professor of ethics at

Harvard DivinitySchool, renounced natural lawtheoryin the name of his "koinonia ethics." Following Barth, he rejected the idea "that there is a common link between the believer and thenonbeliever grounded in thenature of human reason which enables both believer and nonbeliever to makecertain ethical judgments and to address themselves in concert to commonlyacknowledged ethical situations."

StanleyHauerwas flatlyasserts that "Christian ethics theologicallydoes not have a stake in ’natural law’ understood as an independent and sufficient morality."

Ethics for Hauerwas stands exclusivel yon the basisof the storyabout God that Christianslearn from the Bible within the context of a covenant community.

II

Whydid thetradition of natural lawfall on hard times in

Protestant theology? One might plausiblyimagine that the reason lies deeplyem bedded in the Reformation theologyof

Martin Luther and John Calvin. However, John T. McNeill, the Reformation historian, concludes otherwise:

There is no real discontinuitybet ween the teaching of the Reformersand that of their predecessors with respect to natural law. Not one of theleaders of the Reformation assailsthe principle. Instead, with the possible exception of

Zwingli, theyall on occasion express a quite ungrudging respect for the moral lawnaturally implanted in the human heart and seek to inculcate thisattitude in their readers. Natural lawis not one of theissues on which theybring the Scholastics under criticism. With safeguards of their primarydoctrines, but without conscious resistance on their part, natural lawenters intothe framework of their thought and is an assumption of their political and social teaching. . . . For the

Reformers, as for the Fathers, canonists, and

Scholastics, natural lawstood affirmed on the pages of Scripture.

The pressureto abandon the teaching of natural law stemmed not so much from the Reformation as from post˘

Enlightenment developments in philosophy, especially utilitarianism and positivism. There was a loss of belief not onlyin a special divine revelation through Scripture and the church, but also in theabilityof reason to discern a natural moral order in human affairs. The waywas prepared for law to become an instrument of power: might makes right. The positivistic attitude toward lawand its validityrendered people impotent in the face of the lawlessness of law. With the collapse of the religious and metaphysical foundations of justice, the totalitarian state could successfull y manipulate lawasa mere function of absolute power. There was no other criterion of validityfor the lawthan the will of those who had themonopol yof force. Thetwentieth century has paid a heavyprice in legalized atrocities and crimes against humanityas a result of the ascendancyof legal positivism in classrooms, legislatures, and courtrooms.

After World War II, it seemed as though manypeople had had enough. Protestant theologians were invited to reconsider the relation between Christian faith and law.

Churches gained a renewed sense of responsibilityfor the process and qualityof lawin social life. The World Council of Churches and the Lutheran World Federation sponsored conferences to discuss the proper theological response to legal positivism. Theydebated whether Christian ethics and natural laware in fact antithetical or perhapsinstead complementary.

The resultsof the conferences and newpublications in the field of Christian ethics showed that Protestant theologians were in a quandaryabout natural law. Theologians like

Helmut Thielicke and Walter Kunneth moved awa yfrom

Barth’s rejection of natural law, but were still concerned to reiterate the chief Protestant theological objections to the concept. Natural lawcame to be seen as a kind of necessary evil, or as an illegitimatechild who could not be completel y abandoned, but whose rights must be severel yrestricted.

The chief reason for this theological hesitancyto fully recognize natural lawis theproblem of sin. Natural law seems to suggest that the order of being in the original creation has not been totallydisrupted bythe fall and sin.

Further, it suggests that human reason is not so blinded asto be incapable of reading the will of God in the natural structures of creation. On the contrary, Protestants have wanted to argue, the imago dei isso fullydestroyed that there remainsonlya negative relationship to God. In this view, natural lawtheoryis guiltyof elevating reason above revelation as criterion and standard of what isright and wrong, trueand false. In a fallen world, thereare no absolute laws or immutable ordersuntainted bysin.

Thielicke says that, since the fall, we confront at best

"orders of preservation." And Kunneth speaks of

"emergencyorders" through which God isworking to sustain human life in a fallen world. Natural lawalso lacks the eschatological perspective that relegates all orders of life to provisional status, alwa ys ambiguous and incomplete, moving along in historyin the realm of contingencyand novelt y.

Despite their criticisms, theologians like Thielicke and

Kunneth cannot reallydispense with natural law. They recognize that it has abiding significance as the sign of the human quest for justice and right. Heuristically, it functions

as a goad to the pursuit of approximatejustice in an imperfect world. The church needs to respect the common search for justice and lawand to promote cooperation bet ween Christians and non˘Christians in all spheres of public life. Nonetheless, even with such half˘hearted concessions to natural law, it seems clear that these

Protestant theologians could not make significant contributionsto its renewal and furtherance in societ y. They write of it with an uneasyconscience, as though natural law has become forbidden fruit for Protestant theology.

Catholic theologians rightlycomplain that when Protestants write about natural law, theyalwa ys take theworst˘case scenario, as though there had not also been a historyof revision of natural lawtheory. Theycomplain that when

Protestant theologians write about natural law, theysee it as something fixed, alwa ys and ever ywhere the same and always perceptible as such, as though it existed above and beyond historyin a static world of eternal principles.

Caricatures of natural lawabound in Protestant textbooks on social and political ethics. We have onlyto cite the works of

Jacques Maritain and John CourtneyMurrayto see that the usual caricatures do not match theactual representations of natural lawtheoryunder the conditions of modern times.

Who would wish to argue that these Catholic intellectuals are out of touch with the changing and diverse constellation of factors that the facts of historical development impose on the church and itssocial context? Their commitment to natural lawdid not make them medieval philosophers who would depreciate historical particularityand historical process or ignore the imperative that theconcrete uniqueness of each situation of decision and action be attended to.

The common criticism of Roman Catholic natural law theorists on the part of Protestant theologyis twofold. As

Catholics, in distinction from the Protestant Reformers, they do not take sin seriously. As Romans, theyare bound to a medieval philosophy˘namely, Aristotelian Thomism˘and thus cannot take historyseriousl y. Such caricatures and charges are the stuff of which serious ecumenical conversationscould be made˘but as far as I know, that is a task that remains to be accomplished.

An ecumenical dialogue on the place of natural lawin

Christian social ethics is particularlynecessaryand timely, in myopinion, as a kind of counterattack against the wholesale deconstruction of the classical moral and legal principles on which Western cultureisfounded.

Deconstructionism and itsacademic allies hold that meaning and truth are imposed on texts and situationsand are not inherent in the waythings arecreated. The pursuit of truth and justice is increasinglyspurned in theacademyand replaced with politicallycorrect ideology. Moral relativism joins with political activism to sabotage the rules and standards needed to implement a societal system ordered by principles of justice and truth. When thenormlessness and the nihilistic effects of the deconstructionist mindset are no longer confined to academia, but invade thewider public, the wa yis prepared for the moral collapse of social institutions or for the enthronement of the totalitarian state.

The love affair of some of the founding deconstructionists with the Nazis has been widelyreported and should not surprise us. Perhapsit istime to expose current relativist and nihilist theories astheunderside of totalitarian ideologies and political authoritarianism. A revival of natural lawcan be of use in that project.

III

As alreadyindicated, there was in the earlydialectical theologyof modern Protestantism an extreme antithesis bet ween biblical revelation and natural law. There followed, in the name of faithfulness to biblical revelation, a kind of contempt for natural theology, natural law, and natural reason. And even among Protestants who allowa limited role for natural lawin the construction of social ethics, it functioned mostlyas a sym bolic sign of the human quest for justice in thesocial order.

Yet there are Protestant theologians who hold to a positive correlation, correspondence, and cooperation between revelation and natural law. Theysee no necessary opposition between evangelical faith that focuses on the justification of the ungodlyon account of Christ and the

Catholic doctrineof natural law with itsappeal to a universal justice and moralityto which people have access through their reason and conscience. An eclectic varietyof

Protestants˘from a Lutheran like Paul Althaus to a

Reformed theologian like Emil Brunner to a philosophical theologian like Paul Tillich˘holdsto a more positive view of natural law. Wolfhart Pannenberg also comes down decidedl yon the side of finding an anthropological foundation for asserting a common core of justice and law to which all people in principle have access through reason and conscience, even if theparticulars of that common ground are provisional, relative, and alwa ys ambiguous under the conditions of our finite human existence.

Pannenberg’s theological perspective keeps the eschatological horizon in focus at all times.

Thisnewaffirmation of natural lawwould also seek a rehabilitation of reason. Reason hassuffered a tragic history, and Protestantshave often derived a certain

Schadenfreude from reportsof its demise. When reason is discredited, suffers calamityand chaos, theologyseems justified in making a retreat to the safe haven of fideism.

Yet with reason disqualified, faith becomes overloaded and the wires of faith overheated. Out of such fideism often come direct sorties into the public realm, carried on without benefit of anyrational accountability. We maycall this the

Ayatollah Khomeini phenomenon, one whose effects are equallydangerous no matter in which particular god’s name the crusade isbeing undertaken.

It is necessaryto correct the widespread assumption that from the presuppositions of Reformation theologythere can be no access to natural law, as though the Reformation’s viewof Scripture, revelation, Christ, salvation, and faith barred the door to everykind of natural theology, natural law, and rational morality. But it must be equallyclear that evangelical theologywill hold to a highlycircumscribed viewof natural law, one that isplaced within theological brackets, so that it does not function in separation from the whole of theology. Edmund Schlink, professor of syst ematic and ecumenical theologyat Heidelberg University, spelled out the conditions under which a theologian can take up natural law. Natural law, he said, cannot be a doctrine that establishes the rights of humankind before God. Humans have no rights coramdeo , but only coram hominibus .

Because of the fall into sin, there is no ontological continuitybetween the original creation and thenew creation that is apprehended through faith alone. The church’sprimarytask isto proclaim Christ to the nations for the world’s salvation. Nevertheless, the church does have a political responsibilityduring the interim between the first and the final advent of Christ. It is within thisinterim that the limited but necessaryfunction of natural lawmust be maintained.

Lutheransneed not have anyconfessi onal scruples about affirming such a limited role for natural law. It isnecessary to observe the proper distinction between the coram relationships. Coram deo and coram hominibus are two different levels of relationship. Coramdeo , humansarenot capable of doing anything that isright before God, anything on thebasis of which God is required to set humans in a right relationship with himself. Sin disrupts the right relationship between God and humanity. But thisdoes not negate thefact that humansarecapable of doing what is good and right in the order of human relationships, coram hominibus . Natural lawpossesses no theological significance in the sense of providing a basis of human salvation. Yet the negative verdict on natural lawin the vertical dimension need not entail a corresponding rejection of natural lawon the horizontal line. The choice bet ween biblical revelation and natural lawis a false one.

A concept of natural lawin critical correlation with evangelical theologyneed not retain the particular metaphysical foundationsit received in the medieval

Thomistic˘Aristotelian synthesis. The idea of a lawrooted in the nature of humanityand theworld and discoverable by reason has been traced back to the"dawn of conscience."

The historyof natural lawshows a wide varietyof interpretations and applications. The Protestant polemic against natural lawhas been directed primarilyagainst the medieval Thomistictheoryof natural law, but that does not mean that the Protestant mind must be closed to anyand ever yconcept of natural law. Theword "nature" in natural lawcan mean different things. It maymean the immanent structure of human reason, that which all human beings have in common byvirtue of being human beings. Its theological correlate would, thus, simplybe the imago dei .

Or "nature" mayrefer to an ideal state in some Golden Age in the past, asin Rousseau’s "return to nature," uncorrupted bycivilization. Or it mayrefer to the fallen condition of humanity, asin thefamiliar words of the confessi on: "We confess unto thee, O Lord, that we are bynature sinful and unclean."

There are similar variations of meaning with respect to the term "law." "Law" mayrefer to a moral principle written into human hearts byGod and therefore possessing universal validity. Or lawmaybe something imposed on human beings from the outside, bythe authorityof God or the State or some other power. It mayrefer to the Ten

Commandments, the Torah, or the Sermon on theMount. It mayrefer to theinalienable rights of human beings that all nations are morallybound to acknowledge. When we put

"nature" and "law" together, we confront a legion of possibl e meanings. We cannot a priori foreclose the possibilit ythat a concept of natural lawis fullycompatible with a theological framework faithful to the confessi onal writings of the Reformation. Thus we cannot agree with

Jacques Ellul when he writes that "the doctrine of natural lawas a Christian doctrine is . . . ruled out at ever ypoint."

IV

We conclude with a schematic outlineof a reinterpretation of natural law within the basic principles of evangelical theology.

1. We have to begin with the fact that none of the confessional documents of the Reformation, neither those of the Lutheran nor of theCalvinist traditions, rejected the notion of natural law. There was nothing in their interpretation of the Scriptures that called for such a rejection. In fact, theyacknowledged that Scripture teaches that the Gentiles, although outside the scope of God’s special revelation to Israel, areable to knowsomething of

God’s lawthrough the works of creation bymeans of conscience and reason. To be sure, theReformers, as biblical theologians, were primarilyconcerned to drawthe proper contrast between the old lawand the newon account of Christ. But at the same time, theyacknowledged that the biblical authorsdo to some degree recognize elements of the lawof God among the Gentiles, a lawthat in some wa y must be related to the lawof creation that reaches its perfection in Christ.

2. An evangelical theologywill interpret therole of natural lawin light of the hermeneutical distinction between law and gospel. In light of this dialectic, it ispossible to develop a Christian understanding of the world and all secular institutions. The word gospel refers to the absolute particularityand uniqueness of the message concerning

God’s coming into the world in the person of Jesus Christ.

Thisplaces all lawin a newlight; the legalistic character of

the lawis contrasted with thecreative freedom of the gospel.

3. Along with the particularityof thegospel which rests on the solusChristus , evangelical theologywill want to insist on theother solas , such as sola gratia , sola fide , and sola scriptura . But evangelical theologywill assert that these solas arealso good Catholic theology, as Karl Rahner has vigorousl yargued in Foundationsof Christian Faith (1978).

He writes:

For a Catholic understanding of the faith there is no reason whythe basic concern of Evangelical

Christianityas it comes to expression in the three

"only’s" should have no place in theCatholic

Church. Accepted as basic and ultimate formulas of Christianity, theydo not have to lead a person out of the Catholic Church. . . . Theycan call the attention of the Catholic church again and again to the fact that grace alone and faith alone really are what saves, and that with all our maneuvering through thehistoryof dogma and theteaching office, we Catholic Christians must find our way back to the sources again and again, back to the primaryoriginsof Hol yScriptureand all the more so of the Hol ySpirit.

With such clear provisos, much of the passionate criticism of Protestant theologydirected against the place of natural lawin Catholic moral theologymight be deflected. The

Reformation solas function to relativizenatural theology, natural law, and the orders˘of˘creation theologyso that they cannot be used as an independent starting point and approach to the knowledge of God with anysalvific potential. The lawis not a wa yof salvation; at best, it is a wa yin which God’s preserving grace is effective in ordering the world.

4. The doctrine of original sin must be taken seriously. This means that the fundamental structure of reality, including the rational and social nature of humanity, is deeplyaffected bysin. We live in a fallen world in which demonic forces have been let loose, distorting ever ything, including human reason. The image of God in humanityis not totally destroyed; rather, it is disoriented, putting humanityin a wrong relationship with God and theworld. If the original creation, including the imago dei , is thought to be totally destroyed or depraved, this leads to a kind of Protestant pessimism that places all ethics within the order of redemption and the newcreation. Thispartlyaccounts for the fact that Protestant ethics has tended to be purely personalistic and voluntaristic, relying on discrete commands announced byGod nowand then, in this situation or that. Protestant ethics shows a marked tendency to fall into pureoccasionalism, actualism, and situationism.

The fundamental givens are either denied altogether or ignored, so that the ethical decision is made existentiallyin each moment and each situation. With theloss of general rules and enduring principles, it isdifficult to find a bridge to the public ordersof life in which Christians and non˘

Christianscan work side byside.

5. An evangelical social ethic will integratethe eschatological perspective into its ethical theory. The eschatological kingdom of God’s love is communicated through thegospel as the justification of the ungodlyand sinnerson account of Christ, but it is communicated through worldlystructures of power and justice under theconditions of a sinful world. This is thebasis of Luther’sdistinction bet ween the two realms or two kingdoms, and correlates with the two states of believing existence in the world, as simul justuset peccator .

6. The proper work of love is expressed bythe gospel as the forgiveness of sins and newlife in Christ. The strange work of love ( opus alienum ) is expressed bythe lawas God’s instrument to effect justice in a world that does not believe in the gospel. Justice is too important a matter for God simplyto leave to loving persons. Justice can be accomplished in the world in either of two wa ys: bythe miraculous presence and spontaneityof love or bythe pressure and threatsof the law. The concept of natural law in one sense ismisleading because, when people do what comes naturally, it is neither veryjust nor veryloving.

Nevertheless, theidea of natural lawis indispensable because it aims to establish a criterion of justice that transcendshuman conventions or habits and that, in some wa y, is universallyintelligible. Thelove of God is strangely at work behind the back of everyhuman being, seeking justice through lawthat cannot be identified with mere custom, arbitrariness, power, or interest.

7. Love that expresses itself asjustice and bymeans of law is not at all antithetical to principles and rules that can be clearlyformulated to prescribe as well asto guide the ethical decisions and moral actionsof human beings and institutions. The antinomian idea that love cannot be mediated byrule and principlehas sneaked into situation ethics and hides behind the agape label, as though there were no wa yto translate love into thelanguage of moral norms and principles.

8. When the rule of God’s love expresses itself indirectly and sub contario through structures of justice and law, rules can be formulated in advance of particular situations. For example, with respect to freedom and equality, rules have been formulated in theUnited NationsDeclaration of

Human Rights. Similarly, there could be no World Court to trywar criminals if there were no preexisting consensus on what is lawful in warfare. Thenotion that there are no rules but onlysituationsisan unrealistic appraisal of the human condition outside of Paradise, thisside of Eden. Thus the primarycommitment of Christian ethics to thetruth and power of love, as manifest supremelyin theChrist event, relates to lawin a dialecticallydifferentiated way, trueto the complexities of the human situation within the fallen world

and the newthings inaugurated bytheinbreaking of God’s kingdom in Jesus Christ.

9. An evangelical social ethic will necessarilycorrelate eschatologyand natural law, or it will forfeit itsright to be considered a biblicallyChristian viewpoint. One chief problem of traditional natural lawtheoryis that it seems to be more at home in a deistic viewof God and the world than in a trinitarian vision which alone can span the whole field of realityfrom creation to consummation. The final truth of all thingsis revealed bythe arrival of the eschatological future in the person of Jesus Christ. The eschatological future of the kingdom is thepower that draws all people, whether theyknowit or not. This power hasbeen revealed in Jesus Christ as the highest good which all people implicitlyseek in their quest for fulfillment. Therefore, when people strive for justice under the conditions of its absence˘and this goes on in all societies˘theyare in quest of something true and transcendent that for them isstill future and yet to be ful filled. From theChristian point of view, this highest good is the kingdom of God which Jesus proclaimed and embodied in his veryperson. The universal human quest for justice can be seen to be the anticipatorypresence of thekingdom of God at work throughout thecreated order, even under the conditions of sin and estrangement. Natural lawcan be viewed as the presence of the kingdom of God in the universal human striving for what is good and right. It is fortunate that "natural law" hasbeen kept alive in Roman

Catholic moral theology, but somewhat regrettable that it has survived in a non˘eschatological framework and is therefore also often not attuned to the dynamics of history.

The merits of the natural lawtradition can be taken up into the framework of an eschatological perspective.

10. Openness to the tradition of natural lawprevents

Christian ethics from absorbing itself totallywithin the realm of individual personal relationships, which hasbeen the trend in Protestant existentialism. While it isnecessary to distinguish between the individual˘personal and the social˘political dimensionsof the kingdom of God, it is important not to separate them as though the realm of personal relationswere unrelated to therealm of social involvements and political institutions. The non˘ eschatological form of the two˘kingdoms ethic in conservative Lutheranism has tended to dichotomize personal ethics and social ethics.

11. When natural lawisbaptized byChristian theology, it maybe seen asthe means bywhich God isordering the world on itswa yforward to the final judgment and consummation. Thehope of the world does not lie in optimism about natureand lawor in schemes for patching up theold creation; it lies rather in announcing theadvent of a newcreation in Christ. Even the most splendidlyordered world, even a veritable utopia on earth, would still exist in open rebellion against the gospel, counting on a righteousness of works in opposition to the righteousness of unmerited grace that is a gift from above.

12. The introduction of the eschatological perspective may be disheartening to Christians who dream about a Christian world order and relyon Christian social activism to save the world, or who believe the church ought to remake the world after itsown image. On the other hand, the strategyof linking the eschatological perspective to natural lawto provide common ground for Christians and non˘Christians to share burdensfor maintaining and ordering theworld mayappear as compromise to radical Christianswho hear the call of the gospel to leave the world and escape the coming fire and judgment. The problem of natural law arises for Christians who take the intermediate position and accept responsibilityfor thepreservation and ordering of the world. We maythink of thisin terms of believers cooperating with God in preserving the world so that the world maybe given time to learn of its truedestinyin the kingdom of God.

13. It mayappear that the eschatological perspective has so relativized natural lawthat it hardlydeserves to be called natural lawanymore. In that perspective, our liberties are relative, our rights are relative. There are no absolute laws, no unconditioned principles in this world which, from the perspective of God’s judgment, ispassing awa yand is

meanwhile maintained onlybypermission of the divine patience. We have set limits to natural lawbyplacing it within theological brackets because from the perspective of

God’s final revelation in Jesus Christ not too much should be expected from the possibilities of human nature and human reason. God does not save the world through natural law; God does not reconcile the world through the pursuit of justice; God does not transform human heartsthrough the struggles for human rights; God does not create a communityof love by all of our best efforts to order the world for the better. To knowthis is to drawthe proper distinction between lawand gospel, asLutheranswould put it, or between nature and grace, asCatholics have traditionallysaid it. There isa distinction between these different conceptualities, but not of the kind or to a degree that would necessitate Protestants’ continued rejection of natural lawfor the sake of magnifying thegospel.

Carl E. Braaten is Professor of Systematic Theologyat the

Lutheran School of Theologyat Chicago and Director of the

Center for Catholic and Evangelical Theologyin Northfield,

Minnesota.

Copyright © 1992 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com