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II! 
To the Editors 

At odds 
We thank you for the October 24 
issue, which presents a fair debate 
concerning Catholic thinking on 
same-sex marriages. In the end we 
find ourselves at odds with your edi
torial policy ["State of the Unions," 
September 27, 2002] and with the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith's statement on this issue. 

As individual Catholics seeking a 
moral position, we are bound, in the 
final analysis, by prayer and by con
sciences informed by credible, compe
tent sources. The church, while very 
important to us, is but one of those 
sources. As a people, we will probably 
be ultimately influenced by whether 
same-sex marriage is hurtful to those 
in the marriages and their children, 
and whether such unions harm us in 
any other way. 

JOHN AND JUDITH ANN NEFF 

Knoxville, Tenn. 

Defending Hauerwas 
Jeffrey Stout and Stanley Hauerwas 
have long been friends and conversa
tion par tners. One would not know 
that from reading Stout's "Not of This 
World" (October 10). Nor does one 
emerge from Stout's essay with an ac
curate sense of Hauerwas's position. 

Stout's presentation is incomplete 
in many ways. For example, he labels 
Hauerwas's ethic as "perfectionist," 
implying that it is, in the word s of the 
article's title, unrealistic or "not of this 
world." However, Stout fails to men
tion Hauerwas's untiring emphasis on 
human sinfulness and-most crucial
ly-the subsequent centrality of the 
practices of forgiveness and reconcili
ation. This is a glaring omission, given 
how Hauerwas posits gospel-based 
practices of forgiveness and reconcili
ation as the alternative to a Niebuh.ri
an "realism" for which the realities of 

sinfulness lead to the " tragic but nec
essary" use of violence. 

Stout labels Hauerwas and Alasdair 
Macintyre "new traditionalists," which 
is as oversimplified as calling them 
"communitarians" (a charge they both 
deny). What is a "new traditionalist"? 
Stout never says directly, but the reader 
is left with the sense that it is a bad 
thing to be. Tradition, for Stout, be
comes a generic tl1eoretical category
something old, static, primitive, under
developed, and worse, "premodern" 
and "au.tl1oritarian." 

Tradition, as Stout renders it, is 
antirationalist. This is an astonishing 
claim. Stout charges that Hauerwas 
"thinks of democratic questioning, 
conflict, and reason-giving not as 
valuable social practices." Not only 
does such a position presume a naive 
misw1derstanding of authority and 
obedience as contrary to argument 
and reason-giving (think, for example, 
of the relationship between the prac
tice of law and constitutions, authori
ty to which citizens of democracies 
are called to be obedient), but it also 
ignores the shape of Hauerwas's life 
and character. As Stout well knows, 
Hauerwas l~as testified before Con
gress and lobbied the federal govern
ment on the question of war. 

Another carica ture is implied by 
Stout's demand that Hauerwas return 
to the "language of justice." Here 
Stout ignores a crucial dimension of 
Hauerwas's work, one he should not 
have missed: specifically, that for 
Hauerwas theological convic tions 
only make sense when they are em
bodied in ac tual Christian commmu
ties. Hauerwas refuses to talk about 
generic categories such as "tradition" 
or "justice." His refusal to do so is sec
ondary to a more general refusal to 
abandon Christian reasoning. Just as 
there is no such thing as "tradition" 
apart from a specific tr.adition, one 
cannot talk about justice as an abs tract 
category. Yet appeals to justice in this 
society do precisely that. They pre
suppose that one can talk about justice 
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apart from a notion of goods. In a so
ciety tl1at is comnutted to ducking the 
question of substantive good, "jus
tice" becomes merely a way to talk 
about protecting our elves from each 
other's incursions. That sets the bar 
much too low for Christian accounts 
of the common good. 

In other word , instead of talking 
about empty abstractions, Hauerwas 
talks about the church. Y t Stout 
doesn't talk about Jesus or the church. 
He ju t talks about Hau rwas. He 
does mention the church briefly-but 
only to subsume it into a larger cate
gory of "our common life" (the fami
ly, the university, etc.). Curiously, es
pecially in light of where the essay 
ends up, Stout fa ils to include the cen
trality of the military in his lis t of 
practice and institutions that he 
thinks comprise our common life. 

In th.e sam vein, Stout's comments 
about Hauerwas's pacificism are little 
more than an ad hominem attack. Willie 
it would certainly be nice to hear Bauer
was's thoughts on, say, tax resistance, 
Stout ignore Hauerwas's tireless and 
public advocacy in opposi ti.on to tl1e 
Gulf War and the current war in Iraq, 
his work with selective conscientious 
objectors in the military, and so on. 

In the end, Stout do s not argue 
why "Hauerwas is wrong about liber
al democracy." He does no t carefully 
outline Hauerwas's obj ctions to th 
idolization of democracy- which is a 
more accurate description of Bauer
was's position than Stout's-nor does 
Stout offer any reasoned argument 
why Christians should support 
democracy as an end in itself, espe
cially in its current convoluted U.S. in
carnati.on. One might be able to make 
such an argument, but Stout has not 
provided one h re. 

Finally, we would like to direct 
one final comment to Co nnuonwea/ it
self. While we appreciate the jour
nal's decision to engage its read rs in 
important ongoing arguments about 
the relationship b tween Christian 

(Continued on pnge 4) 
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commitments and secular, liberal 
democracy, we were surprised to 
find such a lengthy argument against 
one particular person without are
sponse. We hope that the editors will 
continue this important conversation 
with articles that are more balanced 
and accurate. It will be a lively dia-
logue indeed! TERRENCE W. TILLEY 

M. THERESE LYSAUGHT 

BRAD KA LLENBERG 

KELLY JOHNSON 

Dayton, Ohio 
The writers are members of the depart

ment of religious studies at the University 
of Dayton. 

The author replies: 
The very first sentence of Democracy 
and Tradition, the book from which my 
article was adapted, refers warmly to 
my friendship with Stanley Bauer
was, which goes back to the mid-
1970s. It is a friendship I value greatly, 
and I believe Hauerwas understands 
that my book's discussion of him, 
which is much longer than the article, 
is intended as an act of personal and 
civic friendship. I infer this from the 
blurb he offered for the back cover, 
which commends the book for its 
"charitable reading" of those with 
whom I disagree. 

Now, it may be that he himself is 
being too charitable in reading me this 
way. And even if my motives are 
charitable, or at least friendly, it does 
not follow that my reading of Bauer
was is either complete or wholly accu
rate. So I welcome instruction from 
those who have read him closely and 
who worry that I have misrepresented 
his writings. 

My friendship with him requires 
that I speak the truth, as I see it, about 
how the more extreme of his rhetori
cal devices have tended to obscure 
whatever democratic commitments he 
actually has, causing his critics to 
charge him repeatedly with a sectari
anism he explicitly rejects. 

I carefully avoid endorsing the 

charge these critics make against him. 
I do try to diagnose how his rhetoric 
creates an impression, shared by 
many of Hauerwas's followers as well 
as many of his critics, concerning 
what he is against. This has much to 
do with the awkward way in which 
what he borrows from John Howard 
Yoder fits together with what he bor
rows from Alasdair Macintyre. 

The core of what I call the new tra
ditionalism is Macintyre's overly sim
ple contrast between premodern tra
ditions of the virtues and a liberal 
modernity that is imagined to be 
"after virtue." My book invites Bauer
was to rethink his depiction of our so
ciety's political dimension without re
lying uncritically on this contrast. 

I am interested in what Hauerwas 
might say about democratic practices 
if he resisted the temptation of conflat
ing them with liberalism, defined pejo
ratively as an essentially antitradition
al project. Judging by the lengthy, con
structive, wonderfully generous re
sponse to Democracy and Tradition that 
will appear as the postscript to his 
new book, this is a conversation he 
welcomes. His article in the current 
issue of the Journal of Religious Ethics 
strikes a similarly positive note. 

Do I accuse Hauerwas of anti ra
tionalism? No. He spends almost 
every waking hour exchanging rea
sons with his fellow citizens and fel
low Christians, and he is right to think 
of reason as essentially embodied in 
traditions. Still, he does often echo 
Macintyre's claim that modern demo
cratic discourse, being ''after virtue," 
can be nothing more than "civil war 
by other means." The question is 
whether this claim adequately ac
counts for the practices of reason-ex
change in which Hauerwas himself 
actively participates. 

Do I believe that traditions are essen
tially "old, static, primitive, underde
veloped, and worse, 'premodern' and 
'authoritarian"'? No. My book's main 
thesis is that modern democracy is it
self best understood as a tradition-in-
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deed1 as a tradition we have good rea
son to embrace, despite its many flaws 
and dangers. Part 2 of the book, which 
offers criticism of liberals as well as tra
ditionalists who exaggerate the contrast 
between tradi.tion and modernity, is 
followed by part 3, which aims to pre
serve and perfect what I find valuable 
on both sides of the debate. 

Do I, in calling Hauerwas's ethics 
"perfectionist," imply that he fails to 
be realistic about the need to cope 
with human sinfulness? Hardly. My 
book defends a kind of perfectionism 
in ethics that I take to be quite close to 
Hauerwas's, both conceptually and 
historically. What perfectionism 
means in this context is belief in the 
importance of what Hauerwas calls 
sanctification as a virtue-oriented dis
cipline of rectifying what requires rec
tification in one's own character. 

Like Hauerwas, I hold that this dis
cipline benefits from meditation on 
exemplary lives, from reading novels, 
and from the good company of truth
ful friends. Also like Hauerwas, I 
worry about the dangers of idolizing 
democracy or, even worse, idolizing 
the nation-state. Yet I'm not con
vinced that his way of talking about 
the church avoids the kind of abstrac
tion he criticizes in the work of others. 
Furthermore, I am reluctant to accept 
his rhetoric as the last word on demo
cratic culture. 

Does the historical evidence sup
port the conclusion that democratic 
culture is essentially "after virtue" or 
antitraditional? And if not, how shall 
we think of it and relate ourselves to 
it? Democracy and Tradition offers my 
answers to these questions, but it aims 
mainly to initiate a public conversa
tion about them, one that will include 
theologians like Stanley Hauerwas as 
full-fledged, valued participants. In
deed, the book spends a lot of time 
criticizing liberal secularists for block
ing such a conversation, and advising 
them of the importance of reading au
thors like Macintyre and Hauerwas. 

(Continued on page 29) 
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