Vulnerability and the Role of the Churches

By Commander Staff Chaplain Raag Rolfsen
We all learned, that terrible morning, 

that we could die while reaching for a piece of toast at breakfast.

Pete Hamill

God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong.

Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:27
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Introduction

Background

We are still searching for a language to interpret the complexity of reactions and challenges following the terrorist attacks 9/11 2001. The language and logic of the righteous war against evil strike many of us as too primitive. Both our common experience and our spiritual heritage tell us that the distribution of good and evil is not that straight forward and easily detectable. How can we as Christians and churches contribute towards creating a platform situated beyond pure antagonism to understand the present situation?

The terrorist attacks and the so-called 'War on Terrorism' has led to a heightened awareness of human vulnerability. This essay proposes that a new look on the meaning of both human security and human vulnerability will lead to a more profound understanding of the present challenges – an understanding that is rooted in both our biblical heritage and in our everyday experience of the phenomenon of vulnerability.
Responses to vulnerability

There are two basic responses to the challenges arising from a heightened awareness of human vulnerability. The first and most obvious is this: As churches we should support all the efforts that are made to eliminate domestic and foreign threats against our security and give all our spiritual support to the identification of and fight against the evils that are threatening us. All other responses would stem from a well-meant but naïve idealism that ignores or distorts the facts.
 

The second possible response is as suggested above to see this new awareness of human vulnerability as an opportunity to rethink our understanding of human security. This is the course taken in this essay.

Both a general phenomenological approach and an approach taking its departure in biblical faith find finitude, dependency and vulnerability as defining parts of being human. More than that: vulnerability as exposure and openness marks the human being as a fundamentally relational creature. The definition of man as dependent and susceptible is therefore prior to the determination of her as independent, autonomous and self-contained. Vulnerability is no lamentable fact; we find vulnerability at the heart of what it means to be human.

In a culture that to an ever-increasing extent is characterized by the dream of control and predictability, security has come to be defined as the opposite of vulnerability. This security-concept stands at the risk of detaching itself from human reality and thus of creating the opposite of what it wants: Rather than building a better and more secure world for all, it risks shaping a reality that is harder, more cynical and violent.

If this is right, it has immense implications. The dream of invulnerability would have to be replaced by an ethics of vulnerability. This, in its turn, would have concrete consequences for policymaking and political decisions on all levels.

Part 1: Vulnerability and biblical faith

As Christians, and especially as Lutherans, we will have to ask: What does the Bible say? Does the Bible include a clear message of how to interpret and live with human vulnerability? The answers to these questions are that yes, the Bible has something to say and, no, the message is not univocal, at least not at first sight. Corresponding to the two responses to vulnerability in the present situation, the Bible contains two approaches or layers in response to human powerlessness and vulnerability. Below, these two layers are presented in broad terms. 

I have named them 'hierarchical monotheism' and 'ethical monotheism'. They are not found in any pure form in the Old Testament text, which in itself is a very complex entity, regarding its content, dating and the political and social circumstances under which it was written. I have here chosen, forcefully it might be argued, to disentangle some of the threads in the fabric, weave them together differently and present them as two different approaches. The reason for this is that they are of principal importance for understanding the message of the Gospels, the kernel of Christian theology. One of the central theses in this essay is that the main message of the Gospels is the disentanglement of these two layers and the choice of one of them for the other.

A short definition of the two approaches is in place before we enter the reading of the Old Testament to search them out. 

Hierarchical monotheism in its purest form teaches a fusion of the will of God and the ruler's intent and interests. The ruler is appointed by God to do Gods work. The power and the legitimacy of the ruler come from God self.
 Inside monotheism the power-aspirations of the powerful will be relative to the exclusiveness of his or her election. If the ruler is viewed as the sole tool of the One God to exercise the divine rule in the world, the power aspirations of the ruler are, at least latently universal. In hierarchical monotheism vulnerability is classified in negative terms as weakness.

Ethical monotheism takes the belief in one God, the creator of all, as the point of departure to state that every human being have the same worth and rights. The measure of a good society in this approach is the quality of life of the weak and marginalized, and not the power and capabilities of the strongest and of society as such. This means that ethical monotheism has political implications. It both legitimizes and restrains political power. Political power of enforcement is here both legitimized and restricted by its founding purpose: to protect human beings from the misuse of their vulnerability. Here, vulnerability is seen as belonging to the essence of the human, as the precondition of the possibility to do good. 

Hierarchical monotheism in the Old Testament

Most scholars agree that the Old Testament for the most part, although preserving older traditions, was written during the period going from the Solomonic era and well into the post-exilic era. This was a time of continuous decline and crisis. In line with and probably influenced by ideas of divine kingship from neighboring cultures in the ancient Near East, invincibility, power and wealth were seen as the blessings of, and even partaking in the divine. Despite periods of renewed hope, the persistent question during this period then, was how to understand the powerlessness and desperation of the then present moment. How could the division and gradual downfall of the Davidic kingdom be interpreted in light of Gods promises to the ancestors and the fulfillment of these promises in the united kingdom of David and Solomon? 

One way of responding to this was to put the present situation in parenthesis and project the former glory into the future: Having a religious history spanning from promise to fulfillment as an interpretative framework, the present hour of distress could be paralleled with the Israelites’ earlier hardships on the way to fulfillment: Slavery, exodus, conquest and wars. If the present afflictions were endured, Yahweh as a warrior and guardian of his chosen people would keep his promises and rise again to slay down the enemies of Israel. The God of Israel who had once fought with and for his chosen people would stand by his covenant and restore the house of David to all its former might and glory.
 As Richard Nysse
 shows, this Yahweh-as-a-warrior theme is a pervasive Old Testament theme that can be found in all sections of the canon – Torah, Prophets and Writings.
 Looking backwards, bracketing the present and hoping for the future, this approach establishes a theology of selection, holy war and aggrandizement of wealth and political power. In Walther Zimmerlis words, the focus is on the harmony of gift and commandment.
 The work of the then present day was to reestablish this harmony through obedience, piety and cultic life. When that work was done, God would again stoop down to make the king great
 and bestow his gifts on the king and people of Israel. The will of God would again be merged with the interests of the earthly king and his people. The chosen king would be the tool through which God would exercise his universal rule. The ends of the earth would be the possessions of the king.
 There are good reasons for interpreting this rule in political terms. The divine purpose and the political ambitions of the kings were here merged in ways that we can well recognize in our own time. 

To conclude regarding the interpretation of the meaning of human vulnerability and powerlessness in hierarchical monotheism, we will have to say that they were certainly not signs of divine election or blessing. The opposite was the case. Weakness, defenselessness and vulnerability were signs of being shut out, both from the social community and from relationship with the divine.

Ethical monotheism in the Old Testament

If this had been the only layer in the Old Testament material it would have passed into historical oblivion for at least two reasons: 1. These ideas were not original. They were shared goods in the ancient Near East. 2. The hopes built upon this interpretation of past, present and future never came through.

There is another layer, though. This layer can be identified if we assume that the approach I have labeled 'hierarchical monotheism' did not give a satisfactory frame inside which to interpret the desolation of the moment. For many the present situation was too persistent and unbearable to be put in brackets.  Religious faith would just not be relevant if it did not provide a framework to give a more intrinsic meaning to the feelings of helplessness and vulnerability. Starting from this assumption, we can perceive a struggle and a development towards a reorientation of faith.

This struggle of the reorientation of faith can be found in innumerable places in the Old Testament - in the Book of Job
 and the Psalms
, but also in the historical writings and in the Pentateuch.
 The reorientation itself can be found most explicitly in the great literary prophets:

As prophecy was separated both from the kings and their courts and from cultic life, the present situation came to be seen as the beginning of the righteous judgment of God for the apostasy of the kings, the religious leaders and the aristocrats. As the bonds between the kings and living prophecy weakened and ultimately dissolved, whatever prosperity and political power was left could not be seen as the blessings of God.
 The overindulgence of the courts, social injustice and widespread syncretism and idolatry were all signs of apostasy – an apostasy that ultimately would lead to a final judgment, to the Day of Yahweh.
 There is a significant change, even a total turnabout involved in this. The coming of the Lord that was hoped for in hierarchical monotheism is now to be feared.

This change becomes unmistakably clear in the words of the prophet Amos
:

"There will be wailing in all the vineyards, 

for I will pass through your midst," says the LORD. 

Woe to you who long for the day of the LORD! 
Why do you long for the day of the LORD? 
That day will be darkness, not light. (Amos 5:17-18. NIV)

Walther Zimmerli comments:

The people obviously expect that Yahweh's presence will mean he has come to their aid (an idea possibly deriving from the Yahweh war [von Rad]). The prophet counters this belief with the presence of the judge, before whose judgment neither the palaces of the aristocrats (Amos 3:11, 15), nor the altars (3:14) and holy places (5:5) will remain oases of safety.

And:

The great literary prophets take the final and decisive step, challenging not only a royal house but Israel, the people of God, as a whole, questioning its legitimacy before Yahweh, its God, who has shown his love for Israel in gifts and commandments. The tension implicit in the initially peaceful juxtaposition of gift and commandment is here actualised in the sharpest terms.

This turnabout has two features that interest us here: 

First: Social injustice is the main locus where the tension between gift and commandment is actualized as judgment. Even though much of the focus of some prophets is on the syncretism of the cult, it is repeatedly made clear that God will accept neither a right cultic worship nor a strict personal piety if it is not followed by social righteousness.
 This is of special importance for my purpose here. The primacy of social justice means that the ethical potential of monotheism is brought out. Instead of legitimizing the power of a chosen people or political elite, as hierarchical monotheism does, monotheism here underlines the rights and equality of all before the one God. Idolatry, in its core, consists in shutting ones eyes to the ethical demands going out from this equality. When the powerful fuse their interest with the will of God, they make for themselves an idol. Holding on to this idol, they exclude themselves from perceiving and receiving the gifts of the true God.
 Monotheism means social justice, not elitism. Ethical monotheism removes God from the earthly throne of hierarchical monotheism, and in a double movement places " the high and lofty One [...] in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit."
 

Second: The seemingly all-consuming wrath of God is, nevertheless, not complete. A remnant will be left.
 It is through this remnant that God will bring redemption and fulfill the promises. The recipients of the gifts of redemption are the victims of the same social injustice that brought judgment down on the powerful. The picture from the first verses of chapter 11 of Isaiah is very illustrative: The tree that grew from Jesse, the father of David has been cut down. The remnant is likened to a weak and vulnerable shoot growing from the stump.  Protected by the spirit of God, this branch will grow. The recipients of its fruits will be “the needy” and “the poor”.
 This theme is recurrent in the prophets and especially in Isaiah.
 

The four so-called 'Servant Songs' are of special importance here.
 In all the four passages the servant, as the one who is leading the remnant to its restoration is portrayed as meek (42:2-3) powerless (49:4), despised and taunted (50:6). In the fourth and last of the songs, the servant is desolated all the way to death (53:8). He is carrying the pains and the illnesses of the ones to be saved, even their misdeeds and guilt. The locus of salvation is removed away from the throne into the depths of human vulnerability and suffering, where a certain identification of the one bringing salvation and the ones receiving it is taking place.

Thus, neither the ones making out the remnant nor the recipients of the gifts of salvation are characterized by worldly wealth, wisdom or power. In the same way as the powerful exclude themselves from the gifts of the one God, the poor, downtrodden and desolate are open to the same gifts. Through their deep recognition of vulnerability and through their acknowledgement of dependence on the mighty and merciful God they are receptive to the grace of God.

In the prophetic message, therefore, humility, powerlessness and vulnerability were ultimately seen as openness to the coming kingdom of God: A kingdom seen in opposition to the kingdoms of the apostate earthly rulers. The judgment of God would befall the latter. Upon the poor ones, the gifts of God would be bestowed, either directly or through human agency.

Hierarchical and ethical monotheism in the New Testament

This all-important layer of the tradition prepared the ground for understanding Christ as the suffering servant of the second Isaiah and the recipients of salvation as the wounded and powerless. The New Testament can rightly be seen as the conclusion of this development and cannot be understood properly without it. Putting it boldly: Ethical monotheism as it is mainly found in the literary prophets of the Old Testament is the key of interpretation to understand the central message of the Gospels. 

The bridge is magnificently made in the first chapter of Luke, in the Song of Mary, connecting the good news of the Christ to this layer of the Old Testament: 

... He has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. He has brought down rulers from their thrones but has lifted up the humble. He has filled the hungry with good things but has sent the rich away empty. (Luke1:51-52. NIV)
Quotations from and references to the Old Testament layer that I have labeled 'ethical monotheism' are many and allusions abound, both in Luke and in the other Gospels. More important still: Ethical monotheism provides the early church, including the writers of the Gospels with the frame of interpretation that makes sense of the story of Jesus. Without a theological tradition that in some way acknowledged human vulnerability as a precondition for the coming of the kingdom of God, they would have had to see Jesus as a tragic figure, as yet another political pretender having to bite the dust in the end. Having this theological tradition, they could confess Jesus as the Christ.

If we stay with the Gospel of Luke, going through it, the above will become clear:

Following the Song of Mary is the story of the birth of Jesus. Bearing the significance attributed to his birth in mind, the conditions he is born under can at best be called humble. 

At the very beginning of his public ministry he makes clear who he is through quoting Isaiah 61:1-2:

The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me 
to preach good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor. (Luke 4:18-19. NIV)
In the next chapter Jesus starts calling his disciples. He does not recruit from the elite of his own time. When he later is reproached by the religious leaders with keeping company with the ones held in contempt, Jesus answers them, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick."

In the next chapter, chapter 6, we find Luke's version of the Sermon on the Mount. It starts: 

Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. 
Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied. 
Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh. (Luke 6:20-2. NIV)
From the next chapter we can pick Jesus' answer to the question of John the Baptist as to who he is: "Go back and report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the poor."

These chapters also tell about the importance of the many women in the company of Jesus.
 When the followers of Jesus later start quarreling about who is the greatest among them, Jesus places a child in their midst and says: "He who is least among you all--he is the greatest."
 

In chapter 10 we find the parable of the Good Samaritan.
 This parable is, in many ways, the zenith of ethical monotheism. That which is hidden to the authorities is revealed to the despised Samaritan. The content of this revelation is that all are equal to the one almighty and merciful God and that this equality has concrete ethical implications. This again points to a human fellowship that breaks all borders of social status, faith and nationality. At the same time, the one telling the parable is seen as the one coming down to save humankind from its misery. In the grand narrative he is identified to such a degree with the vulnerable and wounded of this world that we really cannot decide if he should be understood as the savior or the one saved in this parable. All together this means that the parable of the Good Samaritan, and with it ethical monotheism, is placed at the centre of the Gospel of Jesus as the Christ. 

I hope the reader is convinced that it is possible to go on through the Gospel to show that ethical monotheism is the framework inside which the life of Jesus is interpreted.

If this is true concerning the life of Jesus, it is even truer concerning his suffering and death. In his farewell-speech to his disciples he says: "The greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. [...] But I am among you as one who serves." In Getsemane his vulnerability is both admitted and acknowledged as he is anguished unto death and "his sweat was like drops of blood falling to the ground." Then follows his non-resistance at the arrest, his silence before his judges, the mockery, his crucifixion, suffering and death. The story ends, in a way, with his burial in the stone cut grave, carving in stone the message of vulnerability as the truth of the human, for the whole world to see. 

We have seen that hierarchical and ethical monotheism are intertwined in the Old Testament, demanding a certain force to disentangle them and present them as two different layers. How is the situation in the Gospels? Hierarchical monotheism is there all along as a subtext to the narrative. It is what the message is profiling itself against to gain clarity. We see it in the expectations of the disciples and the people and in the fears of the powerful of those days. Nowhere, anywhere is hierarchical monotheism confirmed as a positive message of the Gospel.

Resurrection, ascension and beyond

This also includes the accounts of the resurrection and the ascension. These parts of the narrative could otherwise be seen as clothed in imagery akin to a triumphal hierarchical monotheism. This would be a serious misinterpretation. The resurrection and the ascension confirm the message of the Gospels. The following argument is meant to show this:

The identification of the risen one with the crucified one is vital for the apostles in the proclamation of the Gospel in the earliest phase.
 The story of Jesus showing his wounds to the skeptic Thomas
 has the same purpose: It was Jesus of Nazareth, and no one else that was raised from the grave. 

Why is this important? It is important because the victory that was affirmed and made available in Jesus’ resurrection was accomplished through his crucifixion.
 Early in his public ministry Jesus is portrayed as being tempted by the devil.
 The essence of the temptations is the possibility of converting his origin, position and mission into worldly wealth, might and power. This is not to be treated as an isolated incident: It is placed there as a heading of his whole mission and ministry to spell out as clearly as possible what Jesus’ fight against evil consists in. 

The temptations deal primarily with questions of power. Jesus is engaged in a struggle against the powers of evil, actively present in human history. […] Now the question is: with which power, with what means is Jesus’ struggle to be fought?

The answer is, at least partly: By recognizing as openness towards the coming of the Kingdom of God, both in himself and in those surrounding him, what by the wisdom of this world is known in negative terms as ‘weakness’ and ‘vulnerability’.

If Jesus responded to the attack from the anti-Kingdom forces by following their own deadly logic, by using their own means, would he not then be caught in their perverted logic of power?

The answer is ‘yes’, he would, but he did not. His way was to live close to the vulnerable ones around him and to his own vulnerability.  His path was to resist the temptations of being dragged into the “perverted logic of power” of the evil forces, through Gethsemane all the way to Golgotha.

Jesus chooses differently; he chooses the way of suffering love. Thus the liberator falls victim to the idols of death. Nevertheless, this is not tantamount to resignation or defeat; this is his victory. […] Thus the victim becomes victor.

Translated into the language used here: Jesus resisted the obvious temptations issuing from the power and the logic of hierarchical monotheism and therefore himself fell prey to this logic and this power. In this consist both his defeat and his victory.

This is why it is important that it was Jesus of Nazareth, and no one else that was raised from the grave. The victory that was affirmed and made available in the resurrection is not a mythic victory of love over hate, life over death and so on, but the concrete and historical victory won by Jesus when he did not yield to the power and logic of evil. The key to the interpretation of the open and empty grave is concrete knowledge of the historical Jesus and the nature of his victory. Where the wisdom of this world sees defeat and emptiness, the eye of faith sees the verification of the vulnerable and victorious one. This is what the beloved disciple saw when he saw and believed.
 

Paul gives a normative interpretation of the event of the coming of Jesus, his life, death and resurrection in the beautiful but provocative last part of the first chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians.
 Verses 27-28 read:

But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things – and the things that are not – to nullify the things that are.
The reason for the above argument – interpreting the resurrection and the ascension in light of ethical monotheism – arguing a truth that seemed obvious to the early church, is that the resurrection as victory and the ascension as enthronement later would be welcomed imagery to put Jesus on the earthly throne. I will come back to this shortly, when trying to build a bridge between vulnerability in the biblical testimony and the security situation of today.

From the above argument we can discern the rationale behind the actual writing of the Gospels: When the witnesses to the historical Jesus started to pass away, it was vital that the memory was kept alive so that the nature of his victory could be seen and the ethical framework provided by ethical monotheism could be held in place. Alternative frameworks in which to understand the risen and ascended Lord of the church were in abundance in the Hellenistic surroundings: mystical, mythical, philosophical and political. Although Christian faith was strongly influenced by many of them, they had strong hierarchical inclinations. The only bulwark this small quasi-Jewish sect had against being run over by them was by remembering the historical Jesus, by remembering how the victorious one was the vulnerable one. 

Introducing the section from 1 Corinthians, cited above we find a description of the social status of the members of an early Christian community: 

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth.

There are no signs that the early Christians had any ambitions of climbing the social and political ladder. They are portrayed as trying to implement among themselves the social justice that their belief in Jesus entailed
 whilst awaiting his return.
 Their situation was at best modest. The recording of the life of Jesus in the interpretative framework provided by ethical monotheism reflected the identification of their position with that of the earthly Jesus.  

There is much evidence that this situation persisted throughout the first centuries of the life of the Christian communities. The Didache or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles 
 is a particularly interesting document in this respect. The introductory section, the Two Ways
, separates ‘the way of life’ from ‘the way of death’ in much the same way as hierarchical and ethical monotheism are separated here. The teachings of this book are through its title anchored in the apostolic witness.  The virtues of  ‘the way of life’ are described in a paraphrase of the ethical teaching of Jesus, especially as we find it in the Sermon on the Mount. The virtues are love of the enemy, mercy, meekness, almsgiving and sharing in general. “The Fathers will is that we give to all from the gifts we have received.”
 The virtues are, as a conclusion, contrasted to self-exaltation.
 

The vices of the ‘way of death’ are described in ways reminding us of the words of judgment of the Old Testament prophets. The followers of this way are: 

[…] Following after reward, unmerciful to the poor, not working for him who is oppressed with toil, without knowledge of him who made them.

This last part of the sentence is reflecting a part of the argument of the Two Ways that is of a particular importance to us: Several times throughout this short text
 the ethical implications of belief in one God, the creator of everything, is brought out: here regarding the oppressed, earlier in the text the subjects are: respect for the human dignity of the slaves, sharing earthly goods and love of the neighbor. Despite internal strife and controversy, the Christian church still knew, well into the third century, that God was to be found: “in a high and holy place, but also with him who is contrite and lowly in spirit."

Christ on the earthly throne

We now know that it did not stay that way. By the end of the fourth century Christendom had a privileged place in the Roman Empire as the ‘official’ religion, playing an active legitimizing role for the rule of the emperor. The emperor, on his side played an active role in the formulation of the authoritative Christian creeds, issuing imperial edicts to implement them throughout the empire. How did this change come about?

Charles Freedman tells the story convincingly.
 The short answer is that the emperor Constantine followed the simple logic of: “I you can’t beat them, join them.” The earlier persecutions, and particularly the persecutions under his predecessor Diocletian, had only strengthened the self-understanding of the Christians. They saw themselves as following in the footsteps of Jesus. He had also predicted their sufferings at the hands of the powerful of this world:

Blessed are you when men hate you, when they exclude you and insult you and reject your name as evil, because of the Son of Man. 
Rejoice in that day and leap for joy, because great is your reward in heaven. For that is how their fathers treated the prophets.

Both Diocletian and Constantine sought internal consolidation to fight external enemies. Constantine implemented Diocletian’s administrative and military reforms. Regarding the threat to stability that the Christians exerted, both through their resistance to state authority and through internal strife, he performed a turnabout, going from persecution to patronage. Through giving the clergy tax-exemption he bound the church leaders close to himself and the empire. This way he could count on the support of the Christians, who was making out a growing part of the population in the Roman Empire. He also set himself in a position where he could influence the development of the church, both its organizational unity and its teachings.

Freedman shows that this favorable turn towards the Christian church was more a result of great statesmanship than because of a genuine Christian conversion.
 Constantine had little concrete knowledge of the teachings of Christian faith. The beliefs he held were more a result of the common development in paganism towards monotheism. The belief in a ‘supreme deity’ was becoming a widely accepted notion throughout the empire. Constantine’s conversion was first and foremost an identification of this supreme deity with the Christian god. Constantine “appears to have shown no interest in the message of the Gospels.”
 In fact, there is no evidence that he ever visited a Christian service, and Constantine was only baptized when he knew that his life was coming to a close.
 

The identification of the pagan ‘supreme deity’ with the Christian God served to create unity in the spiritual imagery throughout the Roman world. The purpose of the unification was to include the Christians, not to exclude the pagans. The center of the unity was the person and the power of the emperor. Three elements stick out in this combination of images: a) Divine kingship, b) the Syrian imported and popular cult of Sol Invictus and c) the Christian god as pictured in Jesus’ victory over evil in his resurrection on the Day of the Sun. The combination of these elements was acceptable to both pagans and, surprisingly, to the Christians. 

The idea of divine kingship was imported to the West through Alexander the Great.
 Influenced by this idea, the distance of the emperor from his people had been increasing, and by the fourth century the emperor had become quasi-divine.
 Constantine is portrayed as a sun god with rays emanating from his head.
 “In the mind of many fringe Christians, Jesus and the sun were closely associated.”
 December 25 was the day of the main festival of the Sol Invictus, and in the fourth century this date was adopted as the birthday of Christ. 

The end result of this combined imagery was the picture of an invincible and victorious emperor supported by, and himself representing, the divine. In other words, the religion of Constantine was hierarchical monotheism in its purest and most militarized form. The first sign of the unity of the actions of the emperor and the will of God was the vision received before the famous and decisive military victory in the battle of the Milvian Bridge. Throughout his career Constantine continued to underline the divine support of his military campaigns and successes. In the words of Eusebius, the church historian: 

The only Conqueror among the Emperors of all time to remain Irresistible and Unconquered, Ever-conquering and always brilliant with triumphs over enemies, so great an Emperor … so God beloved and Thrice blessed.

The problem with all this was Jesus. As we have seen here, there is nothing in the Gospels to include him in these metaphors. 

The problem of how to present Jesus, the man of peace, in this new Christian world, persisted. The ultimate response was to transform him, quite explicitly, into a man of war.

The way around the problem was to clothe Jesus in imagery and metaphors from the hierarchical monotheism of the Old Testament. Jesus, by now, is the one leading the emperor and his legions in the battle against the enemies of God and his chosen one.
 Thus everything is prepared for the use of the resurrection and the ascension as military victory and earthly enthronement. In a comment to a painting of Christ in the church of Santa Pudenziana in Rome, Freedman writes:

By 390 Christ … has been transformed from an outcast of the empire to one who is represented by its most traditional imperial images, fully frontal on a throne.

The transformation is total when some time later the one executed by Roman soldiers, himself is depicted as a Roman soldier, as he is in a mosaic from Ravenna from around 500.

There is also some evidence that the emperor’s support of the Nicene formula of homoousios, i.e. that Jesus was of the same substance as the Father was politically motivated. Constantine wanted to include Jesus in the substance of the supreme deity and not to have him as a free and uncontrollable figure disturbing the hierarchy connecting the human and the divine.
 

Whatever one may think of this last hypothesis: Another conception of Christ than that of the early church is now solidly in place. Jesus, the one radically criticizing and questioning the wisdom and powers of this world, has now found a place on the earthly throne, supporting the rule of the powerful. In this way the threads that were so clearly disentangled in the Gospels once again become intertwined. 

This entwinement of hierarchical and ethical monotheism has been the situation ever since. It goes without saying that the consequences are colossal. They are most easily detectable where religion and political power have been combined in events and institutions generally condemned today, like the political power of the pope, the crusades, the combined mission and conquest throughout the American continents, the Thirty Years War, absolute monarchy and so on. 

More profound, however, are the anthropological implications inside a democratized and secularized world-view. The modern breakthrough can very well be described as the enthronement of the human being. The divine and kingly attributes became a part of the essence of the human: Creativity, logos as rationality and spirit, freedom and self-containment. The true heir of the quasi-divine ruler is the modern enlightened, independent and autonomous human being. While ethical monotheism provided the logic of the revolt against the more or less enlightened despots, leading to their dethronement, hierarchical monotheism, supplying the despots with their ideology, crept into the self-understanding of the ones thus liberated. 

Summary – Part 1

I started out this Part 1 of the essay with a question: Does the Bible include a clear message of how to interpret and live with human vulnerability? From a Christian perspective, and especially from a Lutheran perspective the answer is clearly ‘yes’. The norma normans of Christian faith is the message of the Gospels of Jesus as the Christ. The Gospels testify to ethical monotheism in its purest form. The human being is marked as dependant, relational and open. Socio-politically this means a preference for the poor and downtrodden. Individually it is a preference for vulnerability as an essential part of being human. The ethos of the Gospels means acknowledging ones own vulnerability and recognizing it in the other person. And, it leads to the recognition of the love of God in the absolute vulnerability of the crucified Christ. 

Two questions remain to be answered: The first concerns the status of a Christian ‘ethics of vulnerability’. If a theology that takes the Gospels as the center of the Christian canon teaches that dependency and vulnerability belongs to the essence of being human, this cannot just be a claim or a statement. It has to find a room of reverberation in human reality as it is lived and experienced. The exposition of biblical faith has to be complemented by an account of vulnerability as it is experienced in everyday life. The first remaining question then is: Is the description of the human being as ineradicably and essentially vulnerable commensurate with my experiences?

The second question is about the meaning of all this for us today. Without the realism involved in political and ethical responsibility the tendency of this essay can be read as idealist, pacifist and escapist. This cannot be the last word. What are the concrete consequences of an ethics of vulnerability for the current and pressing challenges?

Part 2: Security and vulnerability in human experience

Security and the dream of invulnerability

This essay started out by observing that terrorism and the ‘war on terrorism’ have lead to a heightened awareness of human vulnerability. Following this, security is more than ever on top of the current political agenda. The basic and instinctive reaction to the feeling of increased vulnerability is self-protection. This is both natural and legitimate. Every individual, group and nation has the right to defend himself or herself when its existence is threatened. The danger begins and a limit is surpassed when fear and suspicion become part of the basic understanding of human relationships, when trust is only dared when protective measures are in place, when preventive war becomes part of the most basic doctrines.
This is what is happening today. When the focus is on protection and increased security, the ruling definition of security places it in opposition to vulnerability. According to this definition, an increase in security is equivalent to a reduction of vulnerability. Security is good – it is what we want. Vulnerability is bad – it is what we do not want. Thus the importance of vulnerability, as belonging to the essence of the human and constitutive of human community, is overlooked. An age-old dream of the West is invigorated: the dream of invulnerability. 

In this way the image of self and the image of the other get distorted: Vulnerability, which could be seen as the gate to togetherness, is viewed as abnormal, as something to be overcome. This applies both to the individual self and other and to the collective self and other (i.e. my own nation, Islam and so on). The independent and self-sufficient self perceives the otherness of the other as a threat. Security is then defined in opposition to vulnerability.  To be secure is to be invulnerable.

This, both the focus on security and its definition, is the end result of a long development. We have already seen how the attributes of the quasi-divine king can be perceived as incorporated in the definition and self-understanding of the modern human. The successes of science and technology have strengthened this development. Modern man and woman take features essential to human existence – interdependence, dependence, vulnerability and death – as accidental. The bearing values of modernity tell us that the ideal human being is independent, self-sufficient and invulnerable. All limits to human reality are either defined as illness or evil.

The above description is a generalization, depicting a general tendency. This tendency affects the way we conceive of and understand human interaction. The understanding of the acting unit as self-interested leads to a political theory that claims the primacy of politics and the autonomy of the political sphere
:

When the acting unit in the community, whether it is the individual, the ethnic group or the state, is defined as self-persevering, striving for autonomy and basically independent, this has significance for how we understand human community. Since Machiavelli, through Hobbes and Hegel, the understanding of human relationship as self-interest and at bottom ‘conflict’ has influenced the theories of economics and of social and political science. The basic notion is that prior to human society there is a ‘war of every man against every man’
. In this conception the only attainable peace is a balance of power. Peace is at bottom war. 

This again has implications for the status and role of ethics: Ethics has been understood as separated from politics in the West.
 Ethics then becomes a luxury that we can grant ourselves when the continuous battle against the chaotic forces underlying society is won. As this battle is never won, ethics is suppressed as an eschatological category in politics and expelled to the private sphere.

Behind all this there is a strange logic, indeed. The most basic and valuable phenomena of human existence are defined as their opposite. We have just seen how ethics is defined as possible only inside the limits secured by a constant and a-ethical struggle to enforce law and order. Peace is defined as a balance of terror and power. Goodness is, according to the same manner of thinking, attained when free and egoistic wills are allowed to define and if necessary defend the physical and social borders of their property. Trust is lack of confidence because it is only dared when protective measures are in place – when I am certain that my vulnerability will not be misused. To put it shortly: Ethics has no bearing for the most important decisions. Peace is war. Trust is mistrust. Goodness is greed and egoism. Human life is 'contra-factually' defined in its essence as independent, invulnerable and potentially infinite. 

The primacy of ethics

As churches we cannot stand by these definitions. We have already seen how a Christian reading of the biblical message will have to understand dependency, finitude and vulnerability as essentially human. In the life and theology of the Christian church the basic phenomena treated above would have to be determined through each other: Peace as trust and goodness, trust as the courage of being vulnerable, the vulnerability of the other as a call for goodness, ethics as the continuously renewing and flexible regulations nurturing life in community and all this resting in the abundant and overflowing love of God as it was poured out in and through the coming of Christ.

How does this relate to human existence as we experience it in our everyday life? The only way to answer this question is through an illustration that is meant to be more than an example:

How do we deal with the otherness of the neighbor in the housing cooperative where we live? We will probably, in one way or the other, agree on the definition of some basic rules to regulate the behavior of the residents. The rent must be paid, music must be turned down after 10 o'clock and the corridors must be kept free of private objects. The question is: Why do we regulate life in community in this way?

We can either take as our point of departure that at bottom there is anarchy – that everyone is for him- or herself. The reason for the definition of rules would be to remove the otherness of the other and move him or her towards a defined sameness. I would use my powers so that this sameness was defined according to my needs. So would everybody else. The ones with two cars would fight the environmentalists. The ones with large families would take on the singles. Gradually a balance of power would establish itself and the ones not fitting in would move somewhere else. In this scenario the otherness of the other is seen as a threat to be removed. For such an approach in its purest form, the vulnerability of the other would just signify an opportunity to get my will through. 

Or, we could see the rules as a way to regulate responsibilities that are already there, issuing forth from the vulnerability of the other. Otherness would then mean something to be protected and not to be removed. Vulnerability would signify both a boundary to my behavior and the possibility of a good life in community. The ethical demand to take care of and to do good that emerges in a face-to-face relationship would be considerably more complex to handle in a housing cooperative, but this ethical demand stemming from the concrete and irreducible inviolability of the other would, nevertheless, still make out the center of gravity of our togetherness. Although the set of rules might be more or less the same as in the other example, the enforcement of them would be more flexible, the neighborhood more including and I would initially listen to the piano-playing next door as music, and not perceive it immediately as annoyance.

The situation in the housing cooperative where I live is a combination of these two approaches, and your neighborhood probably finds itself more or less in the same state of affairs. The important thing, however, is to know which approach is more congruent with the basic and essential values of life as we understand it. It is important to know this. When facing the challenges that await us we need to know what is in play and what is at stake. Both trust and fear are self-enforcing. This holds for the relationships between persons as well as for those between states.

It is not unimportant to know … whether the egalitarian and just State in which the European realises himself - and that is to be instituted and preserved - proceeds from a war of all against all - or from the irreducible responsibility of one for the other, and whether it ignores the uniqueness of the face and of love. It is not unimportant to know this, so that war does not become the institution of a war with good conscience in the name of historical necessities… The foundation of consciousness is justice, and not vice-versa. Objectivity rests on justice.

Emmanuel Levinas is here arguing the primacy of ethics. And, it is important to know what the basic conceptions guiding our concrete choices are. Is the call for goodness issuing forth from the vulnerability of the other to be heard only after the fight of the powers of this world has calmed and only after the powers of the market has disposed of all the unfit actors and reached stability and functionality? Or, is this call for goodness prior to organized society and continually making out the center of gravity in human co-existence - always founding and always disturbing the systems invented to safeguard this goodness in a complex society?

In this essay I am, with Levinas, arguing the primacy of ethics. Ethics is continually founding politics understood as distribution of justice and protection of concrete and vulnerable human beings. It is not the other way around, where politics as restriction of the war of all against all first of all have to secure a safe space where something like ethics is possible.

One may wonder whether knowledge itself and the politics governing history do not find their proper place in already responding to the requirement of peace and let themselves be guided by that requirement.

The definition of human existence as ideally independent, self-sufficient and invulnerable is latently totalitarian. Here we recognize the definition of hierarchical monotheism above. If self-assertion and the fight of everyone against everyone constitute our basic understanding of what it means to live together, then there is nothing that in principle limits the power of the already powerful.

The vulnerability of the other signifies the thin and ethical limit of my utilization of the other person to reach my goals. This limit is ethical and not physical or practical. Physically and practically I can use the other solely as a means to achieve my goals. Ethically I cannot do that. The 'thou shalt not kill', written in the vulnerable face of the other is more original than all the physical, biological and social forces that influence the lives of human beings.

Human security as preconditioned by vulnerability

The suddenly increased feeling of vulnerability has lead to the definition of a security concept in opposition to vulnerability. One of the main purposes of this essay is to point to another way of understanding security. The above analysis, both of the biblical message and the status of ethics, is meant to substantiate this alternative concept of security. 

To approach such an alternative concept of security, please follow me in another illustration: 

The security of a city, let us say New York or Chicago, can be of two kinds: It can be brought about by armed police on every street corner, surveillance-cameras and checkpoints. This is a security feeding on and breeding fear. 

Most people would agree that this is not the basic form of security in any society, although some societies have approached and are approaching such a situation. The basic form of human security, in New York, in Chicago or in any place, is a fundamental and unarticulated feeling of trust and confidence – a sense of security that brings people near to each other, without fear, seeking or giving help. We ask for the way or what time it is. We point the way and answer that it is a quarter past four. We pay our money, certain to get our change back, and we do.

This basic kind of security is as constant and ineradicable as human vulnerability itself. We could not even afford it if it were otherwise. Here, security cannot be defined as the opposite of vulnerability. Security is defined as safety evolving from trust and confidence. Trust and confidence in their turn are determined through the courage of accepting being vulnerable and of seeing the vulnerability of the other as openness and as the possibility of community. Vulnerability is a precondition of human security. Security in its basic human form rests on a mutual recognition of shared vulnerability. This mutual recognition of vulnerability leads to a restoration of the distorted relationship between self and other. 

Therefore, the goal of security politics can never be to remove human vulnerability, but as we leave aside the hubris of the modern mind, the goal is to develop a culture of confidence, trust and peace to protect indelibly vulnerable human beings.

High politics and the primacy of ethics

The question is if this is tenable. Is not security politics as high politics exempted from this kind of considerations? Are not the rulers of the states, whether they are kings or presidents, above right and wrong and even above the law? Is it not for them "perfectly permissible for the demands and necessities of the 'public good' to violate statute law and the laws which the state had made"
? There is a long and deeply embedded tradition to see the task of the statesman as a hard and lonely one, having to make decisions above the normal and regulated considerations of everyone else. In the doctrine of the absolute sovereignty of the State several important developments conjoined: the ragione di stato originating in Machiavelli, the final settlement with feudal and medieval society, the ideas of natural laws and natural rights and the need to end the religious wars. Inherent in this doctrine there is the conception of the indivisibility of sovereignty
. To make a long history short, democratization has meant that the power to exercise sovereignty has been delegated to the people in questions concerning the ordinary life and legislation of society. In times of war and crisis, however, this power is withdrawn from the people and gathered in the hands of the sovereign proper. And, since the war of all against all is continually threatening ordered society, there exists in all modern states a reservoir of preparedness to meet these threats. This reservoir is characterized by secret services, opaqueness, the need for impunity, "we know something that you don't" and "this is too important and too urgent to follow the procedures of bureaucratic democracy".

During the last decades this reservoir of more or less enlightened despotism has come under attack. Despots of 'underdeveloped' states have been the most easily detectable targets of these attacks, but recent developments in states that took part in the war on Iraq in 2003 have shown that the demands for transparency, responsibility and criminal liability for actors of all levels have just as much relevance in the so-called 'developed societies'. The clouded interaction of the secret services and political actors on the highest level does not serve the security of the people but secures the power of the powerful. This essay defines itself as part of these efforts to make all actors responsible. It also urges the churches to take part in these efforts. The ethical monotheism of its basic message is, as I see it, clear on this point.

I have above expressed an understanding for the initial feelings of fear and the reactions of self-protection. I have also suggested that this initial phase is over and that now the time is here to rethink the implications of the feeling of vulnerability for our understanding of security. I have also elaborated what such a reorientation of our understanding could mean. Both the center of the biblical message and our common experiences of the role of vulnerability in everyday life point to another and original understanding of security. This basic understanding does not see security and vulnerability as opposites, but sees the acknowledgment of shared vulnerability as a precondition for true human security.

In these times of self-enforcing fear and terror we are forced to conceptualize and theorize anew. The original and basic understanding of human security is now emerging as an alternative possibility to interpret human existence. The reemergence of the basic understanding of security is also and at the same time the reemergence of ethics in public and political space. 

This infringes the prevailing conception in many circles that ethics has to be separated from politics, and especially from high politics. The ethics of shared vulnerability, as I have described it, is primary, and therefore prior to all other fields of knowledge and praxis. As such, it is primary to the traditional separation of high politics and ethics. Seen in this light, it is not the approach taken in this essay that is untenable, but the view of high politics as an a-ethical field. 

Part 3: Consequences 

At the end of the introduction I said that an ethics of vulnerability would have concrete consequences for policymaking and political decisions on all levels. Some of these consequences have been suggested throughout the essay. Now is the time to bring them out more clearly.

The relationship of Christian faith and politics

However, before I do that, one point has to be straightened out: How are we to conceive of the relationship between Christian faith and politics? How are we to "give to Caesar what is Caesar's, and to God what is God's."
 The interpretations of this dictum have been as many as there have been political theories, spanning from the fusion of political and religious power in absolute monarchy to the withdrawal from 'this world' by some religious sects. The description of the relative purity of ethical monotheism in the early church and the 'fall' of imperial Christianity could lead the reader to the conclusion that this essay will land somewhere in the sectarian part of the specter. This would, however, be to take the challenges that the ancient church had to deal with too lightly. The growing church of the fourth century was becoming an important part of society, and its preaching, teaching and actions had political implications whether it wanted it or not: Should the Christians do military service and in this way take part both in conquest and the defense of the borders of the empire? Should they pay taxes, hold slaves and take part in quasi-religious ceremonies and festivals? As the church grew it had to relate its life and teachings to the broader political and social reality. At the same time it had to resist the temptation to disappear in the colonnades of power. 

Avoiding the outer edges of the specter this way has helped us part of the way towards understanding the relationship between Christian faith and politics. The rest of the way, I think, can be covered if we focus on the essence of the challenge. The question is: Why does Christian faith seem incommensurate with political responsibility? The answer is that the radical character of Christian faith does not fit very well in with the complexity and compromise-demanding character of political and social reality. If the options of putting Christ on the throne and of seeing him as out of this world are untenable, we have to find another way of keeping these two incompatible approaches together. The solution I will propose is intrinsic to what we have called 'ethical monotheism' and 'the ethics of vulnerability'. To place ethical monotheism on the throne would be a contradiction in terms. The same is the case for an ethics of vulnerability seeking the invulnerability of power for powers sake. The role of the church is not millenarianism, but it is neither to compromise the radical character of its message. The role of the church of Christ is to continually speak the truth into this world. Through the preference for the poor and marginalized, the church should constantly shake and reorient political and social systems that are drifting towards exclusiveness and self-containment. This voice of vigilance should nevertheless be accompanied by the wisdom of love and self-limitation. The church should be able to listen to other voices, and it should listen to its own voice as one of many voices in the public domain. The prophetic voice of the church, proclaiming the limitations and possibilities issuing fort from human vulnerability, finds a room of resonance in the common experiences of life in community.

Now, then: What are the concrete consequences of a conception of security based, not on its opposition to, but on a shared sense of, human vulnerability? They are many and important. I will, reaching the end of this essay, point to some of them with a few sentences of explanation attached to each point:

1. Political legitimacy

The first point is political legitimacy: The legitimacy of political power is always and ultimately derived from the right to protection going out from the vulnerable other. The vulnerability of the other human underlies the legitimacy of political authority. The origin of political power, authority and sovereignty is the right and responsibility to protect the vulnerable other.

2. The right to protection and the limits of the use of force

The ethics and politics of a shared vulnerability do not do away with political power and the use of force. As founding a political praxis it belongs to this world and is not idealistic in a ‘utopian’ sense. Enforced security will be necessary as people will take advantage of and abuse the vulnerability of the other.  

But, the anchoring of political authority in the right and plight to protect also sets limits to its tools and ways of execution. The responsible decision-maker thus has to operate with both of the two approaches to security that I have outlined. One based upon constraining security measures, the other and more fundamental one taking mutual vulnerability as its point of departure. 

3. The asymmetry and the power of the powerless

The third consequence is that the demand for protective action is asymmetrically distributed. As vulnerability and the misuse of this vulnerability are not equally distributed, so is neither the entitlement to protection. The need for protection resides primarily with the wounded and the poor – with the victims. 

4. Implications for all levels of human existence

In so many cases the separation of ethics from politics has led to an exemption from responsibility – leading to propaganda, lies and unjust wars. This is no longer a tenable position. The ethics of shared vulnerability joins a long-time trend of making the leaders of our nations wholly responsible, suspending impunity and making rhetoric, propaganda and lies intolerable strategies to convince the public. An ethics of shared vulnerability enhances responsibility, transparency and accountability for decision-makers at all levels: in the family, the local community, in congregations, organizations and for political leaders.

5. The ethics of vulnerability versus the doctrine of prevention

Recognizing the vulnerability of the other makes his or her otherness signify responsibility and care. A mutual recognition of vulnerability is an entrance to security as trust and confidence. In time, the dynamic mutuality of this recognition will lead to a culture of peace on all levels of society. 

This peace is both to be respected and protected through the strict limitation of the use of armed force. The only exception to this limitation is when all other means have been tried to end misuse and abuse of vulnerability. The only one to sanction this exception is the proper collective body.

Today, the otherness of the other is so often seen as a hostile threat. The doctrine of the preventive use of aggressive force makes this enmity reciprocal. When this violent prevention becomes a doctrine, it runs counter to the culture of human security and peace that the ethics of shared vulnerability seeks to support. Legally it is as illogical as a law-based vigilantism. Therefore, we as individuals, churches and organizations stand before the joint and vital effort to reintroduce the UN as the only right authority to sanction the exception of armed enforcement in international affairs. 

6. Living within limitations, the dream of invulnerability

The responsibility to protect is not to remove human vulnerability, but to protect indelibly vulnerable humans from the abuse of their vulnerability. Any effort that has as its only goal to eradicate human vulnerability is at the same time reducing the humanity of the human. A politics following the dream of invulnerability stands at the risk of reaching the opposite of its intentions: rather than reducing vulnerability, it risks making human interaction colder, harder and more violent. 

7. Mutual recognition of vulnerability as basics of a good life

The last and positive consequence is that the indelibility of these basic features – vulnerability, finitude, sensibility and the possibilities both of being caressed and hurt – is not a lamentable fact, but the basic precondition of a good and meaningful life – of joy, proximity and community. They implicate openness to the surroundings, to nature, to fellow human beings and to God.

Concluding notes and quotes

We still live in the shadow of meaningless terror and spiraling violence. The purpose of this essay has been to show that inherent in a more honest and human approach to the relationship between security and vulnerability there lies the possibility of a culture of peace. The churches can play an important part in making this possibility real. The central message of the Christian Gospel strengthens the ethical call coming out from life in community.

A mutual recognition of human vulnerability has important consequences for supporting a culture of peace and human security, and it makes actors on all levels responsible for taking part in this effort.

After the attacks in 2001, the General Secretary of The World Council of Churches, Konrad Raiser invited leaders from the global church to discuss the situation. Following several days of talks, Raiser pointed to “the genuine manifestation of solidarity and sympathy with the people of the United States”. He also asked a question:

Will the people of the United States now be prepared in turn to share in the condition of vulnerability and victimhood which has been the dominant experience of people in other parts of the world?

From where I stand, I cannot see that the United States and its coalition partners have lived up to that part of the challenge. Now the time has come to do that. There are now new voices in this country that give us reasons to believe that future efforts will use a shared recognition of human vulnerability as a starting-point to make better world for all.

Allow me, reaching the end of this essay, to quote the full paragraph of how one year after   the New York journalist Pete Hamill remembered the terrorist attacks:

We stood on street corners together, manual laborers and dot-com workers, mothers and children, all staring downtown at the smoldering stumps of the towers. We asked about children, and dogs, and survivors. The emotions of awe, horror, rage were gone quickly, replaced by a shared sense of vulnerability. 

That is what remains: vulnerability. […] We all learned, that terrible morning, that we could die while reaching for a piece of toast at breakfast. Where I live, that knowledge has made us more human.

My hope is that this shared sense of vulnerability can lead our ethical thinking and political strategies towards strengthening human security for all people. Keeping close to the central message of the Gospel and not yielding to the pressures and temptations of the powers of this world, the churches should be one of the principal actors contributing towards reaching this goal. 

� This essay is a complete re-writing of a presentation I had in the Church House of the United Nations October 31, 2003.


� This is the basic argument in Jean Bethke Elshtain, Just War against Terror- The Burden of American Power in a Violent World, Basic Books, New York, 2003. 


� Cf. the watchword of absolute monarchy in the late Middle Ages and early modernity: “King by the grace of God.”


� Psalm 89 is a particularly illustrative example of how a desperate present situation (verses 39-52) could be endured through the hope for a restoration of former might and glory (verses 26-28). This hope rests on election and covenant (verses 4-5 and 20-21). It is also a telling example of the violence of Yahweh as a warrior (verse 24).


� Richard Nysse, “Yahweh Is a Warrior” in Word & World 7/2 (1987), pages 192-201.


� Nysse, page 192. He points to Exodus 15:3; Isaiah 42:13; Zephaniah 3:17 and Psalm 24:8 as the clearest examples.


� See Sections II and III in Walther Zimmerli, Old Testament Theology in Outline, T&T Clark, Edinburgh, 1978. 


� Psalm 18:35 (36)


� Psalm 2:8; 89:26-28 and 110:2.


� See e.g. the well-known Job 1:21. Although the 'happy ending' of this strange book suggests the correlation of success and wealth on the one hand, and the blessings of God on the other, the whole book describes the complexity of this relation. The blessings of God are shown to be dependent on righteousness and obedience to the commandments on the part of the recipient, and mercy, might and sovereignty on the part of God.


� Cf. the repeated cries of  'How long?'  in Psalms 4, 6, 13 and so on.


� A telling example, of course, is the central passage in Deuteronomy 7:6-8: Israel was not chosen because of its power or magnitude but because of its weakness and smallness.


� See for example � HYPERLINK "http://www.biblegateway.com/cgi-bin/bible?passage=ZEPH+1:18&language=english&version=NIV&showfn=on&showxref=on" ��Zephaniah 1:18�: "Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the LORD's wrath."


� The proclamation of the coming of the frightening  'Day of the Lord' is widespread among the literary prophets. See Isaiah 13:6; 13:9; Lamentations 2:22; Ezekiel 7:19; 30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1; 2:11; 2:31; 3:14; Amos 5:18; 5:20; Obadiah 1:15; Zephaniah 1:7-8; 1:14; 1:18; 2:2-3; Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:5;


� Amos is called the first exponent of 'ethical monotheism'. See, among others, Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, SCM Press, London, 1979, page 397. In my view the ethos of The New Testament is possible to discern from the prophesy of Amos and onwards. For this, see below.


� Zimmerli, page 185.


� Zimmerli, page183.


� Amos 5:21-22; Isaiah 1:11-17; 58:6-7. See also Proverbs 21:27: "The sacrifice of the wicked is detestable - �how much more so when brought with evil intent!"


� See Isaiah 59:1-4.


� Isaiah 57:15 (NIV).


� See Isaiah 10,21; 10,22; 30,17; 37,31; 37,32; Jeremiah 40,11; Ezekiel 6,8; 14,22; Amos 5,15; Micah 2,12; 4,7; Zephaniah 1,4 and Zechariah 8,11. The idea of a remnant carrying the promise of salvation is also at work in the Pentateuch and the historical writings. See Genesis 45,7; Deuteronomy 4,27; 2 Kings 19,30; 19,31; 2 Chronicles 30,6 and Ezra 9,15.


� Isaiah 11:1-4. For ‘needy and poor’ (NIV) (םילד and ץרא-יונע) the Amplified Version has ‘poor, meek and the downtrodden of earth’. The Norwegian 1978-version has ‘small people and defenseless of the country’. Ludwig Koehler underlines the meanings 'helpless' ('hilflos'), 'powerless' ('ohne Macht') and 'oppressed by (social) need' ('von Not niedergedrückt') in these words. See Lexicon in vetereis testamenti libros, E. J. Brill, Leiden, 1958.


� 9:2; 11:1-10; 29:17-19; 35:1-4; 54:11; 55:1; 57:15; 58:6-7; 61:1-4. 


� (1) Isaiah 42:1-4; (2) 49:1-6; (3) 50:4-9; (4) 52:13-53:12.


� Luke 5:31. (NIV)


� 7:22.


� See e.g. 8:1-3.


� 9:48.


� 10:25-37.


� The next chapters include the parables of the Rich Fool (12:13-21), the Great Banquet (13:15-24) and the Rich Man and Lazarus (16:19-31). We also find stories of Jesus' settlement with the religious leaders of his time (11:37-54), Jesus and the children (18:15-17), his predictions of his suffering and death (9:22,44; 18:31-34) and the widow's offering (21:2-4). All of which, as I see it, underline the importance of seeing ethical monotheism as the interpretive key for the reading of the Gospels.


� See Acts 2:22-24; 4:10 et al.


� See John 20:24-29. This is also an important point for Paul in the famous chapter 15 in 1 Corinthians. 


� For this whole section, see Sturla Stålsett, The crucified and the Crucified. A Study in the Liberation Christology of Jon Sobrino, Peter Lang, Berne, 2003. See especially pages 414-424 and 571-580.


� Luke 4:1-13.


� Stålsett, page 416.


� Ibid.


� Ibid, page 417.


� See John 20:8.


� 1 Corinthians 1:17-31.


� 1 Corinthians 1:26.


� See Acts 2:45; 4:35; 6:1.


� See 1 Thessalonians 4:15.


� “The Didache, or Teaching of the Twelve Apostles”, in Apostolic Fathers, Volume I, translated by Kirsopp Lake, Harvard University Press, Cambridge Massachusetts/ London, 1912, (1977), pages 308-333.


� The Didache probably found its final form towards the end of the first century AD. The original version of the Two Ways must be dated as far back as early first century or even earlier.


� Ibid., part I, page 311.


� Ibid., part III, page 315.


� Ibid., part V, page 319.


� Parts I-VI of the Didache.


� Isaiah 57:15 (NIV). See above.


� Charles Freedman, The Closing of the Western Mind, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 2003, inform this part of the essay. See especially Chapters 11 and 12, pages 154-203.


� Luke 6:22-23 (NIV).


� See Freedman, page 158: “It was a mark of Constantine’s political genius and flexibility that he realized it was better to utilize a religion that already had a well-established structure of authority as a prop to imperial regime rather then exclude it as a hindrance.”


� Ibid., page 171.


� Ibid., page 175.


� Ibid., page 38.


� Ibid., fifth unnumbered page between page 198 and 199.


� Ibid., page 160.


� Ibid., page 161. Freedman quotes J.W. Liebseshuetz, Change and Continuity in Roman Religion, Oxford, 1979, pages 283-284.


� Quoted by Freedman, page 176.


� Ibid., page 176-177.


� Ibid., page 176-177. Freedman quotes Ambrose of Milan who writes in De Fide: “The army is led not by military eagles or the flight of the birds but by your name, Lord Jesus, and Your Worship.”


� Ibid., fourth unnumbered page between page 198 and 199.


� Ibid., fifth unnumbered page between page 198 and 199.


� Ibid., page 169.


� Most famously stated, maybe, in the sixth and last of Morgenthau’s “Six Principles of Political Realism” in Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics among Nations. The Struggle for Power and Peace, Sixth Edition, McGraw Hill, Inc., New York et al., 1985. Pages 13-17.


� Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Part II, Chapter 17.


� The peace-accord of 1648 in Westphalia following the end of the Thirty Year War, is often used as a symbolic date and document for this separation of politics from religion and ethics. In reality this was one important step in a long-term development from a feudal order to the modern democratic and sovereign state.


� Emmanuel Levinas, «Peace and Proximity» in Alterity and Transcendence (Columbia University Press, 1999), page 144. It was originally published as «Paix et proximité» in Les Cahiers de la nuit surveillée, No. 3, (Paris, Verdier, 1984)


� Ibid., page 136.


� Friedrich Meinecke, Machiavellism. The Doctrine of Raison d'État and Its Place in Modern History, Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick and London, 1998. Page 127. This magnificent book, describing the development of statesmanship in Europe from Machiavelli until the second half of the nineteenth century, has had a deep impact on political thinking in the US. It was one of the main influences on the classical realism of Morgenthau, the structural realism of Kenneth Waltz and now on the offensive realism of Mearsheimer. 


� See e.g. Morgenthau, pages 341-346.


� Luke 20:25.


� An elaboration of these themes can be found in my article ” The Need for a New Understanding of Security    after September 11” in PACEM 2:2002. The article can also be found at � HYPERLINK http://www.pacem.no/2002/2/rolfsen.doc ��http://www.pacem.no/2002/2/rolfsen.doc�. 


� The talks were held in Geneva 29 November - 2 December 2001. The Concluding Remarks of the General Secretary can be found at http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/international/symbolic.html. 


� National Geographic, September 2002.





24
2

