DIGITAL ACCESS o0 HARVARD
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD LIBRARY

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

The Distinction between Theology
and Ethics: A Critical History

Citation
Lau, Sean. "The Distinction between Theology and Ethics: A Critical History." Journal of
Religious Ethics, January 16, 2024.

Published version
https://doi.org/10.1111/jore.12468

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37378355

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you.lSubmit a stary |



https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=dab91292-8ac1-4946-908c-8a5e6653d808

'.) Check for updates

THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN THEOLOGY AND
ETHICS: A CRITICAL HISTORY

Sean Lau

ABSTRACT

This article sketches an intellectual history of the distinction between Christian
theology and Christian ethics. The twists and turns of that history have been
obscured by a recent tendency to deny the distinction’s usefulness, as part of a wider
strategy for reasserting theology’s relevance to modern social problems. By contrast,
earlier theologians assumed the value of the theology/ethics divide, interpreting it
through Aristotelian, neo-Kantian, and finally Marxist categories. The distinction fell
into disrepute because theologians struggled to maintain the distinction consistently
and disagreed on the concerns implicated by it, variously using it to affirm the moral
subject’s agency, the divine/human difference, or the complexity of real people’s
circumstances. Nonetheless, the distinction has persisted as a useful shorthand for
recognizing the limitations of Christian theology, qua a conceptual discourse, in fully
apprehending its subject matter of the Christian life.

KEYWORDS: theology, doctrine, dogmatics, theory, ethics, practice, praxis, systematic
theology, Christian ethics, moral theology, religious ethics

Does theology precede ethics? Does ethics come before theology? Is one subordi-
nate to the other, or do they form a hermeneutical spiral, enriching one another
over time? Questions like these provoked intense interest among nineteenth- and
twentieth-century Christian theologians, including Friedrich Schleiermacher, Karl
Barth, Gustavo Gutiérrez, Clodovis Boff, James Gustafson, and Oliver O’Donovan.
More recently, however, the question of the right relationship between theology
and ethics has fallen into disfavor. At least in Anglo-American Christian theology,
the majority position has become to suggest that even asking about the relation-
ship betrays a misunderstanding of theology’s task. The argument runs like this: if
we relate something called “theology” (or apparently related term like “theory”) to
something called “ethics” (or “practice” or “praxis”), we assume the two represent
distinct domains that must be bridged. Not so, many contemporary theologians in-
sist: to accept a real difference between theology and ethics assumes an unaccept-
able fragmentation of the Christian life and cedes too much to secular framings.
In my reading of the history, a tipping point for the sea change was the work
of George Lindbeck. Influenced by Clifford Geertz’s theory of culture and the
way religious claims are embedded in wider semiotic systems, Lindbeck recon-
ceived theological doctrine as a language defining the identity of a particular
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religious community. By contrast, talk of “theory” or “praxis” wrongly assumes
that these elements can be abstracted from a religious form of life, which always
warrants thick description. The theory/praxis relationship is therefore a problem
not to be solved but, rather, “dissolved” (1984, 128). Despite many theologians’
resistance to how Lindbeck demotes doctrine’s role as a vehicle for truth claims,
his skepticism toward the theology/ethics question remains influential.!

But if the tipping point was Lindbeck, who in respects remained restrained,
Stanley Hauerwas has perhaps run furthest with the new paradigm. Hauerwas
lays the finger on modernity itself for how theology and ethics were torn apart,
contending that, for patristic and medieval Christians, “there was no Christian
ethics simply because Christians could not distinguish between their beliefs and
their behavior” (2016, 22). Discussions of Christian life and of Christian doctrine
ran seamlessly together, and Christians lacked the categories necessary to distin-
guish them. But following the Protestant Reformation’s separation of faith from
works, an ugly ditch between doctrine and ethics emerged. The academic field
of “Christian ethics” arose to recombine the two, albeit as a purely intellectual
endeavor. That endeavor is nonetheless doomed, Hauerwas insists, because it
“cannot restore what only a community can hold together” (2003, 54).

Many others have argued for the illegitimacy of the theology/ethics distinc-
tion and related divides.” One appeal behind their arguments is that the earlier
theologians considered the distinction important but never agreed on why.
First, neither “theology” nor “ethics” constituted a stable term. Was theology,
for example, coterminous with divine and saving knowledge, such as the sacra
doctrina to which Aquinas devoted his life? Or was it solely an intellectual dis-
cipline, useful only for clarifying the divine knowledge? Did ethics refer to a
universally applicable set of rules, a la Kant’s categorical imperative, or was it
different from “morality” and linked with particular, culturally determined
conceptions of human flourishing (Williams 1985)? Both theology and ethics
therefore proved moving targets.

! Theologians continue to grapple with other ways Lindbeck changed the terms of debate around
doctrine, including by “decoupling” it “from its role as witness to a transcendent reality” (Helmer 2014,
150).

% For example, Kevin Vanhoozer, employing theatrical imagery, labels theology a “dramaturgy,” a
“working of drama” (2005, 244). Through this metaphor, he intends to overcome “the theory/practice
distinction, together with the contrast between doctrine and life to which it gives rise, [and which] is
toxic to Christian faith” (2005, 13). Paul Fiddes advocates for “a Christian wisdom-theology” that “of-
fer[s] a unique integration of phronésis and sophia,” because it combines “practical judgment when
faced by situations of everyday life” with a “systematic understanding of the world” (2013, 9-10, 12).
Sarah Coakley, as described further below, advances a “théologie totale” that “resists the divides be-
tween belief and practice” and “between academic theology and ‘pastoral’ theology” (2013, 91).
Graham Ward argues that systematic theology should become an “engaged systematics” in order to
“conflat[e] dualisms like theory and practice, [and] overcom|[e] academic disciplinary boundaries like
the one between systematic and practical theology” (2016, 194).
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The Distinction between Theology and Ethics 3

A second problem relates to the first. So far, I have mostly referred to a distinc-
tion between theology and ethics. But there are other, apparently cognate distinc-
tions we could have used instead. German-language scholarship more commonly
examines the relationship between dogmatics (Dogmatik) and ethics
(Honecker 1990, 25-28). By contrast, works in English more frequently discuss
theology and ethics or doctrine and ethics.’ Do these terminological shifts matter?
Then there is the enormous range of scholarship for which the operative distinc-
tion is between theory and practice. Do theory and practice map onto theology and
ethics? And what if we remain with theory but substitute “practice” with the un-
translated “praxis”? Works influenced by Marxism or the social sciences often take
this road, and some argue for a substantive difference between the translated and
untranslated terms (Willows and Swinton 2000, 14). Or what if we use the plural
“practices” over the singular “practice,” nodding to Alasdair MacIntyre’s famous
examination of the former? In short, it is difficult not only to define our terms but
even to pick out the most salient. We might more accurately describe the theology/
ethics distinction as not a single binary but a constellation of ambiguously related
dichotomies.

There is a third problem with clarifying the theology/ethics relationship’s
stakes. The relationship seems to implicate theology’s boundaries but without of-
fering a clear map for navigating them. For example, is ethics something like “phi-
losophy” or “science,” standing outside of theology and perhaps comparable to a
foreign nation seeking friendly trade relations? Or does ethics ambiguously exist
both inside and outside of theology? Ethics would then be like a disputed territory,
jointly governed by theology and something else (“modernity,” “secularism,” or
so on). Alternatively, ethics might sit entirely within theology, though possibly
retaining some autonomy, like a state in a federal system.

These questions about the boundary between theology and ethics suggest that
consideration of their relationship cannot be insulated from a further set of conver-
sations about theology’s present state, for example, its internal fragmentation and
isolation from the rest of the academy. Christian theology, as it now exists in the
contemporary university and seminary, comprises an aggregation of specialized sub-
fields. There is, in the Anglosphere, a subdiscipline known as “systematic theology,”
which may or may not be the same as “dogmatic theology” in German universities.
There is “Christian ethics,” a term common in Protestant faculties, and “moral the-
ology,” the preferred Catholic term. There is “practical theology,” sometimes equated
with “pastoral theology,” although other times kept separate. And there is “libera-
tion theology” and more recently “contextual theology,” though the latter’s advocates
often insist that all theology is contextual.

Each subdiscipline offers its own perspective about what the theology/ethics
relationship entails. In offering that perspective, however, each subdiscipline

3 On some accounts, “doctrine” may connote some process of formalization, compared to theology
generally (Pelikan 1971, 4-10).

85UBD| SUOLUWIOD BAERID Bqed!jdde auy Aq pauenob a1 sap e O 128N Jo s3I 10} ARIq1T BUIIUO 8|1 UO (SUORIPUCO-PUE-SLLBYWOY" AB|IM AR.q 1 [Bu1 U0/, SdRU) SUORIPUOD PUE SW L U} 89S *[202/T0/LT] uo Ariq1T8ulluO AB1IM 131 AQ 89YZT 210/ TTTT 0T/10p/ w0 A |Im ARe.qjeu1juo//Sdny wo.y pepeojumod ‘0 ‘S626.9vT



4 Journal of Religious Ethics

might partly be competing for recognition in the theological pecking order. As
one leading practical theologian for example grouses, systematic theologians seek-
ing to prove their subfield’s continued relevance will often “reclaim the study of
Christian practices as essential.” But in so doing, they overstate the originality of
their own contributions, given that the study of Christian practices is “territory
already traversed and studied by practical theologians” (Miller-McLemore 2012,
171). Nonetheless, systematicians usually dismiss practical theology, fairly or un-
fairly accusing it of conceptual sloppiness.

What is more, theology is not only internally fractured but also isolated from the
rest of the university. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a chasm emerged
between traditional Christian doctrine and modern science, philosophy, history,
and sociology. One legacy of that split is that contemporary theologians will often
ignore what the latter fields say (Joas 2000). Theology has retreated and “sought
to consolidate its academic credentials as a hermeneutical theory of explaining
Christianity from within” (Zachhuber 2013, 292). Thus, when theologians “do”
history or sociology, there is a distinct lack of engagement with actual historical or
sociological evidences (Gill 1999).

In aggregate, these problems explain why many contemporary theologians con-
clude that the theology/ethics relationship is more trouble than it is worth. But if
those theologians now dismiss the theology/ethics distinction entirely, a question
remains about what is lost in the shift. If the distinction is untenable, why did gen-
erations of theologians take its value for granted? The answer, in short, is that the
distinction reminded theologians of the existence of something outside of their
field. It provided a useful way to mark theology’s limits, though theologians had
very different ideas about what those limits were.

This article therefore sketches an intellectual history of the rise and fall of the
theology/ethics and cognate distinctions.” It explores three historically influential
approaches to those distinctions, corresponding to the different values theologians
thought were implicated. On one approach, theologians mobilized Aristotelian
categories, particularly theory and practice, to stress moral agency as something

* By contrast, previous attempts to typologize the theology/ethics relationship or cognate relation-
ships present the relationship in an unhelpfully ahistorical way. For example, one currently popular
German handbook on theological ethics posits six ways to understand the dogmatics/ethics relation-
ship: (1) ethics as dependent on dogmatics; (2) ethics as part of dogmatics (Kdhler; Barth); (3) ethics
done independently of dogmatics (Tillich; Rendtorff); (4) ethics as replacing dogmatics (Rothe); (5)
ethics as the basis of all dogmatics (Hermann; Ebeling); and (6) dogmatics as itself a form of ethics
(Barth, again) (Honecker 1990, 25-28). Similarly, one respected Catholic theologian offers five ap-
proaches to the theory/practice relationship, (1) theory’s primacy over praxis (Catholic neoscholasti-
cism); (2) praxis’s primacy over theory (postmodern and Marxist theologies); (3) rejection of the the-
ory/praxis distinction as foreign to theology and emphasis on the categories of faith and love instead
(Barth; Balthasar); (4) an attempt to connect theology to an external theory (Bultmann; Pannenberg;
Tracy); and (5) an attempt to connect theology to an external praxis (liberation theology) (Lamb 1976).
Neither typology is sensitive to the specific problems theologians sought to address in positing a con-
ception of the relationship in question, and one unfortunate consequence of their ahistoricism is the
risk that those typologies might be misread as exhaustive.
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that Christian doctrine could inform but not absorb. On another approach,
German-language theologians in the first half of the twentieth century, concerned
not to conflate Christian faith with Christian nationalism, posited that the theol-
ogy/ethics distinction had an ontological basis in the reality of God. Finally, Latin
American liberation theologians aligned ethics, broadly speaking, with “praxis,”
arguing that doctrinal formulations never apprehend the full specificity of
Christians’ lived circumstances.

As I will recount, each approach failed to overcome the tension that arises
when (1) insisting there is something outside the conceptual discourse of the-
ology that theology cannot fully describe, while (2) contending that theology
should talk about that something anyway. The inability to overcome this tension
has provided ammunition for more recent proposals to abandon the theology/
ethics distinction. Nonetheless, the question remains of whether the tension
was worth living with, as the necessary cost of business of acknowledging the-
ology’s limits.

1. Theory, Practice, and Moral Agency

A first and enduring way to make sense of the theology/ethics divide has
been to analogize it with another distinction, between theory and practice. On
this approach, each half of each conceptual pair—theology/theory and ethics/
practice—refers to its own domain of knowledge and reasoning. “Ethics” there-
fore denotes a distinct realm of knowledge, concerning which a person must
develop basic competence to become a responsible moral subject. The concern
to recognize the dignity of each person’s moral agency is what has given this
first approach its vitality.

In the theological conceptualization of moral agency, Greek attempts to
carve knowledge into discrete categories have been especially influential.’ A
first set of distinctions includes a Platonic division between knowledge of
earthly things (scientia) and knowledge of eternal things (sapientia), which en-
tered Christianity through Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and Augustine
(Lobkowicz 1967, 59-68). For example, Book XII of Augustine’s De Trinitate
insisted that Christ united the two kinds of knowledge (Studer 1997;
Williams 1990). From this initial division would spring another, between the
life of action (vita activa) and life of contemplation (vita contemplativa).
Whether the vita activa is subordinate to the vita contemplativa or vice versa has

> Theologians have not always been attentive to the conceptual baggage those categories carry. As
Andrea Nightingale observes, when Plato and Aristotle formulated categories like theoria and praxis,
one of their chief goals was to present the philosophical enterprise as one that antidemocratic Greek
aristocrats could endorse. “[TThe claim that theoria is nonproductive, leisured, and fully free directly
reflects the aristocratic ideology of classical Greece” (2004, 15). By comparison, Hebrew wisdom texts
were less concerned with neat categorizations of knowledge (Von Rad 1972, 25, 53-54).
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remained a theological battleground since, as with Luther’s critique of Catholic
monastic life as demeaning the vocations of the laity.

A second set of distinctions—giving rise to the theory/practice divide—derived
from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. In Book VI, Aristotle distinguished between
the five intellectual virtues: scientific knowledge (episteme), intuitive reason (nous),
philosophic wisdom (sophia), art (techne), and practical wisdom (phronesis). These
virtues correspond to different kinds of human activity: episteme, nous, and so-
phia to theorizing (theoria); techne to making (poiesis); and phronesis to practice
(praxis). Sophia and theoria concern the development of knowledge about uni-
versals as “the highest objects” (2009, 108 [1141a]). Techne and poiesis concern
instrumental knowledge about how to make things. And phronesis and praxis are
about reasoning toward right action by applying sophia’s universals to particulars.
Aristotle’s modern readers, such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, occasionally resort to
phronesis as a resource for challenging the utilitarianism and instrumentalism that
characterize modernity. But Aristotle’s own concern was to elevate sophia over
both techne and phronesis, to fend off criticisms about philosophy’s uselessness.

Aristotle was received in the Latin West through the scholastics. A principal
question the Nicomachean Ethics impressed on minds like Thomas Aquinas and
Odo Rigaldus was whether theology was a speculative science (closer to nous and
sophia) or a practical one (closer to phronesis). On this, the scholastics arrived at
different and nuanced answers, with Aquinas insisting that theology was specu-
lative, Odo that it was practical, and others landing in between (LaNave 2021).
The question was vexing because theology seemed to have features that cut across
Aristotelian categories, including that theology involves knowledge of both first
causes and temporal things and has an affective dimension not reducible to the
solely speculative or practical. Nonetheless, the scholastics’ belief that theology
should shape human action to serve the good ultimately led them to ask whether
theology was practical at its core.

The theory/practice distinction assumed special importance in the aftermath of
the Protestant Reformation, which saw development of distinct fields of “moral
theology” (again, the preferred Catholic term) and “Christian ethics” (the
Protestant). The histories of these fields took their own respective turns. But they
converged on a pedagogical desire to formalize Christian moral teachings and dis-
seminate them to a wider audience. On the Catholic side, the genre of Institutiones
theologiae moralis—manuals of moral theology—was a Jesuit innovation. The
genre was a response to Trent’s reformation of penance, which necessitated the
mass education of priests in moral problems for which penance needed administra-
tion (Curran 1997, 15). For Protestants, it was a French Calvinist, Lambert Daneau,
who inaugurated a specific discipline of Christian ethics through his 1577 treatise,
the Ethices Christianae. Daneau drew on many influences: a Calvinist theology of
moral regeneration of human action through the Holy Spirit; the interest of elites
in imposing order on a violent society by improving the laity’s behavior; the ency-
clopedic approach to science that emerged in the late sixteenth century and empha-
sized a comprehensive cataloging of available knowledge; Ramist pedagogy, which
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sought to break knowledge down into discrete disciplines to enable its efficient
teaching; and the post-Renaissance growth of lawyers trained in Roman law and
accustomed to granular analyses of concrete moral dilemmas (Strohm 2005, 275).°
In short, Catholic and Protestant churches wanted to impress their moral teachings
more forcefully on their respective populations. Moral theology and Christian eth-
ics developed because they were pedagogically useful for that task.

The theory/practice distinction, having entered the Christian lexicon through
the scholastics, helped in legitimating these new disciplines. Daneau began his
treatise with the distinction, which he explained in Aristotelian terms. The intel-
lect can operate either theoretically by contemplating knowledge or practically by
directing human action. Christian ethics is therefore the study of how the intellect
directs the actions of Christians, who are regenerated through the Holy Spirit.
Daneau therefore proceeded by examining how the virtues and moral law, as ex-
pressed in the Decalogue, assist the intellect to produce moral Christian action
(Baschera 2013, 532-34).

In contemporary Christian ethics, the theory/practice distinction remains cru-
cial for justifying that ethics’ independent existence. Christian ethics must not be
absorbed into the rest of theology, because it alone recognizes the full weight of
the Christian’s moral agency and decision making. I take, as a recent and sophis-
ticated example, a trilogy of texts by Oliver O’Donovan titled Ethics as Theology.
There, O’Donovan assigns a foundational role in ethics to “theoretical reason”
and “practical reason.” He prefers these terms over “theory” and “practice” be-
cause, in his view, “theory” connotes a fully formed ideology, whereas “theoretical
reason” recognizes the underdeveloped “assertion[s] of truth” on which we often
rely (2013, 22).

The difference between theoretical and practical reason concerns how they
begin and end. Theoretical reason starts with descriptions about the world and
ends with inferential conclusions. Its result is therefore theoretical knowledge.
Practical reason also involves knowledge of the world and “has a vast stake in
description” (2013, 11). But unlike theoretical reason, it has no fixed starting
point and leaves no finished product. Rather, it is interrupted by the “decision
to act” (2017, 23). Someone reasons and acts on the basis of that reasoning.
She might continue reasoning afterward, even though the decision point has
passed, if she asks if what she did was correct. Accordingly, practical reason
contains two moments: “reflection” and “deliberation” (2017, 23). Reflection
is closer to what theoretical reason does; it describes reality based on what has
occurred or been observed. But a deliberating person plans her actions using
those descriptions.

With these delineations of theoretical and practical reason in place, O’'Donovan
develops an account of the theology/ethics relationship through an elegant

® There was therefore more going on during the Reformation period than recognized by Hauerwas,
who states simply that “[w]hat was lost after the Reformation was exactly [an] understanding of the
church as the indispensable context in which order might be given to the Christian life” (2016, 31).
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conceptual sequence. First, he defines moral thinking as a subset of practical rea-
soning that implicates existential questions, including “what is this life about,
which this action of mine contributes to” (2013, 34). Second, moral teaching com-
prises moral thinking that people and communities have previously settled on
and want to pass down. Third, ethics means self-reflexive consideration of what
one is doing during moral thinking and teaching. “In Ethics normative thinking
becomes normative about itself” (2013, 72). Finally, Christian ethics or moral the-
ology (O’Donovan uses these interchangeably) is an ethics that sits under the au-
thority of the Christian Scriptures and how those Scriptures describe reality.

Having climbed the ladder from practical reason to Christian ethics, O’'Donovan
posits that practical reason is to theoretical reason what Christian ethics is to doc-
trine. Both Christian ethics and doctrine presuppose the events and descriptions
of the Christian Scriptures. But while doctrine applies theoretical reason to those
Scriptures to develop additional descriptions, Christian ethics uses practical rea-
son to ask how the Scriptures should shape someone’s actions.

Doctrine and ethics are therefore both autonomous and interdependent. On
one hand, because doctrine and ethics are rooted in different species of reason,
each needs space to pursue its goal of either theoretical knowledge or practical
guidance for Christians. “Dogmatic and Moral Theology must make their own dis-
coveries, each going beyond what the other could have told it” (2013, 82). Doctrine
and theoretical knowledge are insufficient by themselves to guide Christian action:

When those who heard Saint Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost asked
themselves, ‘Men and brethren, what are we to do?’ (Acts 2:37), it was a next
thing that they asked about, not something they had already been told of in
Peter’s proclamation. There can be ways of framing doctrine which have had
the effect of shutting the door in the face of that next thing, swallowing up the
‘what are we to do?’ in the irrevocable gift and calling of God. (2013, 82)

On the other hand, because practical reason draws on theoretical knowledge, doc-
trine and Christian ethics are inseparable. A Christian ethics severed from its doc-
trinal foundations faces two risks. It might become a disorganized recounting of
loosely connected moral situations, as illustrated by Roman Catholic casuistry. Or
it might be coopted by the ideological priorities of the surrounding society—an ac-
cusation O’Donovan levels at various liberation and political theologies (2013, 88).
A balance is therefore necessary, where Christian ethics draws on but maintains
healthy boundaries with doctrine. If it comes too near to doctrine, doctrine will as-
similate it; if it strays too far, it becomes a rubber stamp for everyone else’s ethics.

Nonetheless, it is unclear whether O’Donovan’s own works strike the right bal-
ance. Those works offer theological accounts of moral concepts, like the virtues of
faith, love, and hope, or political concepts, as with a lengthy exploration of judg-
ment. O’Donovan’s explorations of such topics are always rich, not least when he
turns to the subject matter of moral agency. Whereas Daneau grounded that agency
on the Holy Spirit’s regenerative work, Ethics as Theology takes Augustine’s dialec-
tic between love of God and love of self—the topic of O’Donovan’s original doctoral
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work—as its departure point. “[P]recisely because God’s love is the ground of our
active self, it presents itself to us as a summons; it demands the effort of existence,
and does not allow us to remain where we are. The challenge to responsibility is
always heard in it, taking form as a word that opens up the world to intelligent
action” (2014, 53).

Where O’Donovan goes awry, however, concerns what he thinks we should do
with our moral agency. His analyses of moral concepts interweave references to
specific ethical issues, using them to illustrate potential areas where those anal-
yses might be illuminating. But it is unclear whether O’Donovan has seriously
grappled with the complexity of his examples. For example, is there no more to
say about depression, or mental illness generally, than that it is an instance of
“the phenomenon of sloth” (2013, 14)? Is the only morally salient point about
tourists in Europe that they are inconsiderate (2014, 64)? And when charities use
public funds to advocate on behalf of vulnerable people about whom they have
longstanding expertise, might there be more going on than a crass conflation of
political and public activity (2008, 56-57)?

The difficulty here is not with any individual instance of O’Donovan being
reductive, which could be explained away as intended merely to illustrate some
deeper point or on the basis that he is not a clinical psychologist, minister for
tourism, or charities commissioner. Rather, the problem is with what those
instances in aggregate show about his favored mode of analysis. O’Donovan’s
theological exploration of moral concepts, kept at a distance from doctrine to
preserve the integrity of moral agency, still cannot substitute for a considered
analysis of the situations in which the moral agent finds herself. While that
exploration therefore purports to illuminate concrete ethical issues in rich theo-
logical terms, it may not be able to offer more than thought bubbles. This lack
of depth also creates a risk of falling back on one’s priors and passing off pre-
existing political beliefs as emanations of one’s theology. Accordingly, moving
from theological description to convincing practical application turns out to be
harder than one might hope.

In sum, the appeal of an analogy between the conceptual pairs of theol-
ogy and ethics and theory and practice has lain in the analogy’s recognition
of human beings as serious moral agents. The analogy remains foundational
for modern disciplines of Christian ethics and moral theology. Nonetheless, it
has not resolved the problem of how to guide a person’s moral agency while
doing justice to both Christian moral concepts and the situations one concretely
faces. Instead, the temptation is to offer rich descriptions of Christian moral
concepts followed by perfunctory applications or to conflate one’s priors with
gospel truth.

2. The Ontologization of Theology and Ethics

When theology and ethics are likened to theory and practice, cognitive im-
ages often dominate. For example, theology and ethics might be described as
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discrete bodies of knowledge or corresponding to distinct operations of the
mind—partly explaining the continued interest in Aristotle’s cataloging of
those operations.

By the mid-twentieth century, however, German-language theology had given
rise to another approach to the theology/ethics relationship. Instead of theology
and ethics being rooted in different cognitive operations, theologians tried to
ground them in distinct dimensions of a divinely illuminated reality. Put another
way, those theologians sought to ontologize the theology/ethics distinction. In
this development, the Swiss theologian Karl Barth would play a decisive role.

Though not the only one. Take, for example, a terse sentence in Dietrich
Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, composed in a Nazi prison: “for human beings in disunion with
God, everything splits apart—is and ought, life and law, knowing and doing, idea
and reality” (2009, 308). Here, Bonhoeffer suggests that many distinctions we take
for granted, including between “is” and “ought,” “knowing” and “doing,” and—
possibly—“theology” and “ethics,” only exist because of a particular ontological
event, namely the Fall as understood in Western Christianity. Far from reflecting
different functions of the human mind, theology and ethics correspond to different
pieces of reality, cleft in two by sin. Without an understanding of how that reality
fell apart, Bonhoeffer contends, any attempt at an ethics will go astray. This position
explains the Ethics’s provocative denial of the legitimacy of every ethical endeavor:
“The knowledge of good and evil appears to be the goal of all ethical reflection. The
first task of Christian ethics is to supersede that knowledge” (2009, 299).

What drove theologians like Barth and Bonhoeffer to ontologize the dogmat-
ics/ethics distinction? There were two intertwined impetuses. A first involves in-
ternal developments in German theology, in the century after Kant, concerning
the nature of reality. Kant had drawn a distinction between the noumenal, the
world as it is, and the phenomenal, the world as it appears. Through this distinc-
tion, he relegated knowledge of God to the practical realm: God could never be
known through theoretical reason and could only be a postulate of practical rea-
son intended to motivate human agents into moral action. Nineteenth-century
German theologians largely bought into the Kantian framework as it developed,
though asserted a greater role for religion than what the framework typically per-
mitted. Thus for Albrecht Ritschl, demoting God into a mere motivator for moral
action produced an impoverished ethics: God also had to supply the content of
the good.

As part of this argument, Ritschl and his students therefore transformed the
noumena/phenomena distinction into a distinction between two realities. As
Christine Helmer summarizes, “Ritschl took the neo-Kantian way of under-
standing the specific structures of mind and reality ... to understand divine and
human realities meeting in a transformative encounter” (2014, 39). There was
God’s reality, denoted by terms like “spirit,” and human reality, associated with
“nature.” A key question would become how to coordinate these realities.

The second impetus for ontologizing the dogmatics/ethics distinction involves
how, following the shock of World War I, Barth and his contemporaries rebelled
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against their neo-Kantian conceptual inheritance while still accepting many of its
terms. Among Christian theologians, the story is well known: Barth was disturbed
by the support that prominent Protestant liberal theologians, including his teachers,
lent to German nationalism during the war. He therefore advanced a theology of
krisis: the point is not to harmonize the divine and human realities, contra Ritschl.
Instead, the theologian’s goal is to announce human reality as false and judged by
the divine: through grace, there is revealed a new “invisible reality of our very exis-
tence, while our visible reality is declared to be untruth” (1968, 216). God nonethe-
less remains unknowable, even by krisis theology. A recurring theme in Barth’s early
and middle work is therefore the critique of religion, as a human attempt to know
God that falls flat because it fails to acknowledge God’s absolute Otherness.

Barth’s understanding of the sharp opposition between humanity and God
shifted over his lifetime. (He sometimes framed the shift as a move from God’s
“no” to the inclusion of that “no” in God’s “yes.”) Barth’s best-known discus-
sions about the nature of ethics, including examinations of the dogmatics/ethics
relationship, appear in the Church Dogmatics and fall between his middle and
late stages. Readers of those discussions often focus on his claim that “dogmat-
ics itself is ethics, and ethics is also dogmatics” (CD 1/2, 793). By itself, this state-
ment could be read as a monochrome claim of identity: there is no difference
between theology and ethics, and attempting one without the other is nonsense.

But in context, a more nuanced picture emerges. Within the Church Dogmatics,
Barth’s first detailed analysis of ethics immediately follows his discussion of God’s
covenant with humanity, into which God elects to enter from eternity. Barth’s de-
scription of the covenant is lengthy, but the upshot for present purposes is that
the dogmatics/ethics relationship can only be understood in the context of the
divine-human covenant. More precisely, dogmatics corresponds to God’s divine
work; ethics corresponds to human action as part of the covenant. To safeguard
the connection between ethics and the covenant, Barth introduces the idea of a
singular divine command, which humans must follow so that their actions might
be determined by the divine work. “[T]he divine election of grace ... demands that
it be understood as God’s command directed to men” (CD I1/2, 512).

Barth’s most explicit connection of dogmatics and ethics to different parts of
the covenant therefore reads:

Dogmatics asks concerning the covenant between the true God and true
man established in Him from all eternity and fulfilled in Him in time. But
true man is characterised by action... . As dogmatics enquires concerning the
action of God and its goodness, it must necessarily make thorough enquiry
concerning active man and the goodness of his action. It has the problem of
ethics in view from the very first. (CD111/4, 3)

Accordingly, Barth ontologizes the dogmatics/ethics relationship to acknowledge
the transcendence of divine revelation over any conceptual system, including that
of ethics. Ethics is a human system for defining the good. However, because God
has a monopoly over that good, ethics never achieves its ambition—a point
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Bonhoeffer also made. But whereas Bonhoeffer continued to posit a God-derived
moral order, which he called the “mandates” (2009, 68-69), Barth went further
and denied that any order was possible. While this reflected a significant depar-
ture from previous Reformed ethics (Grabill 2006), for Barth, affirmation of such
an order came too close to the “religion” he spent much of his career assaulting.’

Instead, a theological ethics can only attest to the good revealed in the divine
command. Such an ethics cannot rely upon general ethical principles, which inev-
itably abstract and depart from the command. That command always has specific
guidance for a given situation, leaving “nothing to human choice or preference”
and remaining to “the last and smallest degree ... self-interpreted” (CD 111/4, 12).
Even apparently generalizable moral instructions in Scripture, including the
Decalogue, must be read as “absolutely specific directions” to particular persons,
and not timeless rules (CD II1/4, 12).

The usual criticism of Barth’s ethics is that they are occasionalist and disable
rigorous ethical reflection informed by moral problems across multiple contexts.
For any situation, the Christian must therefore hope that divine guidance falls
from the sky, rather than benefit from a “persistent, enduring order of moral life”
(Gustafson 1978, 71). My sense is that this criticism, advanced by Gustafson and
many others, hits the mark.® But it also ignores a trade-off, to which Barth was
deeply sensitive, between recognition of God’s command as the foundation of eth-
ics and the ability to offer useful moral advice in any given situation. If Barth is
right that God’s declaration of what is good is never predictable in advance, this
necessarily implies that an ethics will have less to say. Thus, if thinkers seeking to
preserve a space for moral agency have emphasized that Christian ethics is an
ethics, Barth’s argument would be that Christian ethics is Christian and must begin
and end with what it has to say about God.

Nonetheless, few theologians following Barth found his uncompromising at-
tack on consistent ethical guidance attractive. A generation of German theolo-
gians after him tried alternate ways to ontologize the dogmatics/ethics
relationship, hoping for better results. For Gerhard Ebeling, for example, the
distinction between dogmatics and ethics mirrors that between Gospel and
Law. Ebeling posits a universal experience of “the ethical”: despite our encoun-
ter of many specific moral dilemmas, we are all also aware of the ethical in
general as a phenomenon. Ebeling interprets this phenomenon in Heideggerian
terms, though adds that the ethical always appears as “the fragmentary, the
meaningless and evil” (Pannenberg and Ebeling 1973, 468)—that is, as the Law.
A crucial task for dogmatics, then, is to interpret the fragmentary experience of

7 An essay by Pannenberg (1981a) remains one of the better roadmaps through this period’s
debates.

8 And that Barth’s various strategies for saying more about the human dimension of ethics, includ-
ing his exploration of ethics’ “horizontal” element (CD III/4, 16-19) and reliance on “invocation” as
“the basic act of the Christian ethos” (1981, 102), are also not entirely successful.
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the Law through the Christian gospel. In this way, Ebeling contends, theology
can inform life’s quotidian concerns.

Whether Ebeling’s project succeeded is dubious. On Wolfhart Pannenberg’s
assessment, Ebeling, writing after World War II, could not but acknowledge the
chaotic character of human ethical experience. However, he still imputed a uni-
versality to that experience which reflected the discredited optimism of the prior
century and could not survive a Nietzschean deconstruction of morality as con-
tingent (1981b, 61-63). Far from using theology to illuminate the messiness of
human ethical experience, Ebeling ended up with little to say about either.

Taken as a whole, the endeavor to ontologize the dogmatics/ethics divide was
not a rousing success. It had a laudable goal, which remains compelling today:
to reassert God’s difference from humankind and prevent conflation of God with
a fervent Christian nationalism. But that goal by design left few prospects for an
ethics capable of guiding everyday life. Almost immediately after Barth, German
theologians searched for ways to reconnect ethics to lived experience but thereby
undermined the motivation for ontologizing the dogmatics/ethics divide in the first
place. It would be a third approach to the theology/ethics question that would push
further in centering, within theology, the real circumstances of human beings.

3. The Return to Praxis

When making sense of the theology/ethics distinction, there is another way to
make the theory/practice divide do work. This third approach draws less from
Aristotle or Kant and more from Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach. The approach empha-
sizes how doctrinal formulations cannot capture the particularity of real people’s
circumstances. Thus “practice”—often left as the untranslated “praxis”—stops con-
noting the moral agent’s abstract ability to deliberate. Instead, it comes to refer to how
people actually respond to situations they concretely face.

The theological use of praxis in this sense emerges with Latin American lib-
eration theology. That movement began in the 1960s on the back of rapid social
and political changes in the Americas, as well as the Catholic Church’s reactions
to those changes. While the postwar period saw unprecedented economic growth
in most of the world, income inequality remained tremendous in Central and
South America and the Caribbean, fueling political upheaval. Liberation theolo-
gians therefore encountered severe deprivation and intense human misery during
their regular parish ministries—which were themselves changing. Migration to
cities, especially from the Andes Mountains, stretched the resources of urban
Catholic parishes. Simultaneously, renewed missions to rural areas during the

° Helmut Thielicke had a similar ambition, though without the same neat equation of Gospel and
Law and dogmatics and ethics. For Thielicke, ethics is “an interpretation of the believer’s existence in
faith,” and must “make a sortie out of the dogmatic citadel... . It cannot be content merely with looking
out through the narrow peepholes in the fortress, much less with pure theorizing on the inside” (1966,
37).
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1950s floundered when missionaries realized they did not understand local or
Indigenous cultures (Biischges et al. 2021). Liberation theology therefore evolved
from the reflections of young Catholic leaders on how to adapt older ecclesial
practices to their turbulent situations.

Gustavo Gutiérrez is the liberation theologian who seems to have used the term
“praxis” first, though the word rapidly caught on and became a buzzword. In the
early 1960s, Gutiérrez attended the Second Vatican Council, which announced
the Catholic Church’s openness to engagement with the rest of the world. There,
Gutiérrez became part of a network of likeminded Latin American theologians,
which eventually became crucial in disseminating the new theology (Smith 1991,
197-200). In conferences from 1964, he began to articulate a novel form of theol-
ogy that recognized the social and ecclesial changes unfolding in Latin America,
culminating in A Theology of Liberation.

In that work, Gutiérrez observes that theology has often been treated as a sci-
ence or a tool for facilitating spiritual contemplation. But now, he says, theology
must redefine itself as “critical reflection on praxis” (1973, 5). Gutiérrez is can-
did about the influences on this claim: in addition to Vatican II, there was also
Maurice Blondel’s philosophy of action and Marx’s emphasis on transforming
the world. What, however, is praxis? Its precise meaning is hard to pin down in
Gutiérrez’s text. Praxis is, variously: an analysis “of the signs of the times”; the
charity to which Christians are called; the spiritual valences of apparently secular
activities; the life of the Church; and humankind itself (1973, 5-9). But whatever
praxis is, the fact that theology reflects upon it implies that praxis always precedes
theology. To be sure, theology can help improve praxis, but it takes its cue from
what the Christian community is already doing.

The slippery character of "praxis” largely reflects the kind of project Gutiérrez
and other liberation theologians pursued. Theological reflection follows praxis; it
also can never exhaust it. Thus, while Gutiérrez cares about moral agency, as do eth-
icists like O’Donovan, he is not concerned with describing that agency in conceptu-
ally rich but still abstract terms, removed from the situations real humans inhabit.

Rather, those situations come first. One of a liberation theologian’s goals is to
study them in depth, even if some conceptual haphazardness results. Gutiérrez
is therefore more willing than O’Donovan or Barth to use social scientific tools
for diagnosing social and political ills. Such tools included Marxian dependency
theory, which explained the persistence of poverty in formerly colonized nations
through differences in countries’ imports and exports. (By contrast, Barth rejected
appeals to Marx in the Dogmatics’ theological anthropology.) On the one hand,
this resort to the social sciences imbues a groundedness to Gutiérrez’s work: one
may not agree with his analysis of the subject matter but that subject matter is
never in doubt. On the other hand, it ties the success of liberation theology to the
social sciences upon which it relies: liberation theology’s credibility was much
diminished after dependency theory failed (Petrella 2004).

Butwhile liberation theologians accepted conceptual imprecision as a necessary
byproduct of their goals, that imprecision opened them to criticism—including
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from the Vatican—that, by not pinning down their theological convictions, they
had confused those convictions with Marxism. Brazilian theologian Clodovis Boff
wrote Theology and Praxis to rebut the criticism, and his text remains liberation
theology’s most developed apologia. That text is frequently studied by systematic
theologians who frequent European and North American universities, partly be-
cause Boff tries to translate liberation theology’s concerns into idioms those syste-
maticians will understand. Theology and Praxis therefore cites a curious amalgam
of continental European thinkers who, in the 1970s, might have been seen as ca-
nonical or on their way there: G. W. F. Hegel, Jean-Paul Sartre, Louis Althusser,
and Gaston Bachelard. My overall impression of the work is that Boff is mustering
a complex but not fully coherent conceptual vocabulary to justify an obligation,
viscerally felt, to address immense human suffering, even though that vocabulary
and obligation are not exactly consonant.

Boff defines praxis as “any human activity calculated to transform the
world” (1987, 210). He has much to add outside this formal definition: Boff as-
serts that praxis is not a single act but a “complexus of practices” (1987, 6), has a
specifically political connotation, and is always connected to theory through the
motivations that get praxis going. Theory, in turn, is a subset of praxis. It is the
activity of reflecting upon a preexisting praxis, which therefore comprises theory’s
“proper material” (1987, 210). But because theory is not the same kind of praxis as
the praxis that theory reflects on, theory never captures all the nuances of praxis
and operates in abstraction from it.

Theology is a type of theory and has two subtypes. Classic or first theology
reflects on “specifically ‘religious’ realities” like “God, creation, Christ, grace, sin,
eschatology, the virtues, the commandments, and so on” (1987, xxvii). Political
or second theology brings together social theory and first theology to interpret
and refine liberative praxis. By resorting to social theory, political theology attains
credibility in addressing real situations of oppression. By engaging with first the-
ology, it remains oriented toward Christian truth—or, as Boff puts it, preserves its
“theologicity” (1987, 76).

Though all this is impressively clear, the cracks in Boff’s conceptual appara-
tus concern his claim that theory and praxis must be in dialogue. According to
Boff, political theology swings back and forth, between praxis and first theology,
via two “mediations” that keep political theology from being swallowed up by ei-
ther (1987, 80). Boff’s intention is clear: he wants to strike a balance where theory
and praxis are not only autonomous but also influence each other. But similar to
how O’Donovan could not find the right balance between doctrine and ethics, Boff
has little to say about autonomy and too much about influence. Theory and praxis
influence one another because theory always reflects the theoretician’s social lo-
cation, praxis provides raw material on which theory can reflect, and theory can
assist praxis achieve its goals. Boff also interprets the mutual influence of theory
and praxis through a jumble of philosophical and theological images, with theory
and praxis forming both a Hegelian dialectic and a Trinitarian perichoresis (1987,
216, 232).
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By contrast, Boff’s account of the autonomy of theory and praxis is underdeter-
mined. Theory and praxis each has its own set of norms for judging itself. For the-
ory, those norms will focus on internal consistency and whether theory accurately
describes its subject matter. For praxis, the norms will emphasize the success of
the praxis in effecting change, the extent of its support by sound social theory, and
whether it is “ethico-critical,” that is, consistent with an ethical theory such as nat-
ural law (1987, 200-02). But while Boff sets out these norms clearly, they are mostly
uninformative about how theory and praxis is each autonomous. The norms still
mostly involve the correspondence of theory or praxis with the other term and say
little about how either might develop through its own internal dynamic.

We might therefore predict a certain conservativism on Boff’s part. Being more
alert to how theory and praxis must stay together than how either can evolve on
its own terms, he might suspect that developments in either reflect a collapse of
their mutual influence. That suspicion came home to roost, 30 years after Theology
and Praxis’s publication, through a public falling out between Clodovis Boff and
his brother, Leonardo, over liberation theology’s direction. For Clodovis, too many
liberation theologians had advanced their concern for the poor in a way that dis-
placed God from theology’s center. The famous preferential option for the poor
had become a totalizing principle, in a way no one quite understood and which
had subordinated Christian faith to a political agenda. Liberation theology had
therefore forgotten its status as second theology and become unmoored from first
theology. Likewise, supposedly liberative praxis had attained autonomy from
Christian faith—and become indistinguishable from ideology (2007, 1005). But to
Leonardo, these criticisms merely echoed the Vatican’s tone-deaf critiques.

Accordingly, even as liberation theologians reshaped the theory/practice dis-
tinction, they found themselves in a now-familiar bind. If thinkers like Daneau
and O’Donovan analyzed practical reason to recognize the dignity of moral agency,
and Barth and Bonhoeffer wanted dogmatics to leave space for God’s interruptive
revelation, liberation theologians remade “praxis” into a reminder that human
suffering cannot be reduced to abstract formulas. And, if O’Donovan wanted prac-
tical reason to remain connected to theology, and Barth insisted that dogmatics
could still inform human action, liberation theologians similarly tried to main-
tain a connection between classical theology and liberative praxis. And—just like
those before them—they found these dual goals simple to acknowledge but diffi-
cult to simultaneously achieve.

4. Conclusion: The Limits of Theological Reasoning

Christian theology is a conceptual discourse, whatever else it might be. That
discourse was first labeled theologia during the scholastic period, though it had
extensive roots in the Christian philosophy of antiquity (Zachhuber 2020). The
theology/ethics distinction has persisted, albeit now in diminished form, because
it usefully recognized how the conceptual discourse has limits. But the earlier
theologians did not agree about what those limits were. They were, variously,
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theology’s ability to affirm the full dignity of moral responsibility, to speak about
a God who in turns speaks from a whirlwind, and to comprehend the nuances
of a complex and painful reality. Nonetheless, theologians still insisted that the
discourse had something important to say about moral agency, or divine reality,
or one’s specific circumstances. They therefore tried a delicate dance between a
theology that spoke and also remained silent. But the instability of the dance has
led to a recent discrediting of the theology/ethics distinction.

Given this history, the contemporary trend of abandoning the distinction can
be read as a claim that theology has no limits. Theologians can have it all—if they
dispense with pesky, artificial distinctions that the modern world and an over-
specialized university have impressed on their discipline. Nothing falls outside
theology’s purview, and trade-offs do not need to be made, either between further
developing theological concepts or analyzing an ethical dilemma, between the-
ology speaking about God or remaining silent in the face of divine judgment, or
between theology offering general doctrinal formulas or digging deeper into the
nuances of one’s situation.

The trouble with denying a trade-off is that one may simply render invisible
a trade-off already made. Theologians may only have the time and ability to
produce deep insight on a few areas of interest; a mode of theologizing that
tries to opine about everything obscures what these areas are. Take Hauerwas,
who began his career arguing that concepts like “narrative” and “virtue” en-
able a more holistic approach to the Christian life. For example, without a
story “to give our life coherence,” one ends up with “an utterly fragmented
self” (Hauerwas and Burrell 1977, 27, 39). Hauerwas suggests that concepts
like narrative are useful for transcending the doctrine/ethics distinction. But
when pushed to say something about the issues that preoccupied theologians
who maintained the distinction, what he offers can seem remarkably thin.
Sometimes, Hauerwas denies any role for the moral agent’s decision making:
“in matters of significance even involving the ‘hardest choices’ there was no
‘decision’ to be made. Rather, the decision makes itself if we know who we are
and what is required of us” (2003, 129). Likewise, Hauerwas’s critics accuse
him of confusing the church with the reality of the divine (O’Donovan 1994,
xv; Stout 2005, 155) and for over-relying on his personal experiences as paradig-
matic for other Christians (Healy 2014, 70-91). Plausibly, therefore, by disband-
ing with the theology/ethics distinction, Hauerwas has removed a safeguard
previously used to ensure that moral agency, divine revelation, and the specific-
ity of different people’s situations were given their proper due.

Or consider the Anglican theologian Sarah Coakley, who proposes that theol-
ogy reconceive itself as a “théologie totale” to move past the finnicky divides with
which it has been too occupied. Théologie totale, she asserts:

resists many of the binary disjunctions which so exercise, and distract, con-
temporary practitioners of systematic theology. It resists the divides between
belief and practice, between thought and affect, between academic and
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accessible writing, between Christian theology and ‘religious studies’, be-
tween academic theology and ‘pastoral’ theology. (2013, 91)

One way Coakley suggests that theology overcome binaries is by expanding ap-
propriate sources of theological reflection. Close reading of canonical theologians
like Augustine or Gregory of Nyssa must be conjoined with prayerful contem-
plation, bodily and spiritual practices, and ethnographical work. By synthesiz-
ing such textual and nontextual sources into a théologie totale, Coakley believes
that Christians can solve profound social problems such as male dominance and
“sla[y] patriarchy at its root” (2013, 327). But on Linn Tonstad’s strident critique,
Coakley conflates male dominance, qua a conceptual dilemma, with male dom-
inance as a viscerally experienced set of practices by which real women are op-
pressed: Coakley’s proposal for the conceptual problem, that of communion with
the Trinity through prayer to disentangle gender binaries, is no answer to the
concrete phenomenon of oppression. And her attempts at ethnography are so de-
termined by her doctrinal priors that whether contrary empirical evidence could
prompt a reassessment by Coakley is unclear (Tonstad 2015, 101-20).

Theologians trying to say everything all at once are also tempted to deny the
legitimacy of looking at the same phenomenon from different angles. Those theo-
logians may worry that Christians studying the world from perspectives other
than the “theological” concede too much to secularism. But they overcorrect if
they try to make doctrinal reflection offer answers it cannot plausibly have.'” On
what Tonstad calls “corrective projectionism,” many attempts to make doctrines
like the Trinity relevant for solving concrete social problems end up flattening
those doctrines (2015, 13-17). Thus, systematic theologians, whose expertise is
typically in the interpretation of conceptually dense, canonical texts (Farley 1983,
144-45), will not always have a special vantage point on pressing real-world phe-
nomena. This is not to suggest that theological ideas can never illuminate how
people understand their situations. But theologians should not be trigger-happy in
detecting a doctrinal dispute behind every social or political bush."" Similarly,
there is a danger in assuming that one can solve a complex problem merely by
rooting out the theological error behind it."*

10 As with John Milbank’s assertion that no “neutral, rational and universal” social science is avail-
able for theology to draw upon, making necessary “a Christian sociology” (2006, 382). Coakley resists
this option on paper (2013, 73-74), though Tonstad’s concern is that she falls into the trap anyway.

1 As Rowan Williams observes with respect to one theologian who transitioned into a boots-on-the-
ground role, “his personal tensions and disagreements were often wrapped in the rhetoric of high
principle, as if there were one and only one utterly correct way of responding to specific prob-
lems” (2010, vii).

121 am sympathetic to the ambitions of some theological “genealogies,” loosely modeled on the
works of Agamben or Foucault, to respond to modern social ailments by exposing their theological
influences (Carter 2008, 107) and less sympathetic to others (Milbank 2006, 279). But in either case, my
suspicion is that the chosen method of analysis will not be as transformative as is hoped.
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The theology/ethics distinction, as ham-fisted as it could be, therefore pre-
served an important insight. Whether the distinction is ultimately abandoned or
refashioned, that insight—that theology does not have all the answers and that
doctrinal reflection cannot substitute for the hard work of making sense of one’s
moral responsibility, the revelation of God, or one’s particular situation—is not so
easily left behind.

REFERENCES
Aristotle
2009 Nicomachean Ethics. Translated by David Ross. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
Barth, Karl
1968 The Epistle to the Romans. 1922. Translated by Edywn C. Hoskyns. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
1981 The Christian Life: Church Dogmatics 1V/4—Lecture Fragments. 1959.
Translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.
2004 Church Dogmatics. 1938-1951. Translated by Geoffrey W. Bromiley. Vols. 1/2,

11/2, I11/4. Edinburgh: T&T Clark.

Baschera, Luca
2013 “Ethics in Reformed Orthodoxy.” In A Companion to Reformed Orthodoxy,
edited by Herman J. Selderhuis, 519-52. Leiden: Brill.

Boff, Clodovis

1987 Theology and Praxis: Epistemological Foundations. 1978. Translated by
Robert R. Barr. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.
2007 “Teologia da Libertacdo e volta ao fundamento.” Revista Eclesidstica Brasileira

67.268: 1001-22.
Bonhoeffer, Dietrich
2009 Ethics. 1949. Translated by Charles C. West, Douglas W. Stott, and Krauss
Reinhard. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press.
Biischges, Christian, Andrea Miiller, and Noah Oehri,eds.
2021 Liberation Theology and the Others: Contextualizing Catholic Activism in 20th
Century Latin America. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books.

Carter, J. Kameron

2008 Race: A Theological Account. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Coakley, Sarah
2013 God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay “on the Trinity”. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Curran, Charles E.
1997 The Origins of Moral Theology in the United States: Three Different Approaches.
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.
Farley, Edward
1983 Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education.
Philadelphia: Fortress Press.

85UBD| SUOLUWIOD BAERID Bqed!jdde auy Aq pauenob a1 sap e O 128N Jo s3I 10} ARIq1T BUIIUO 8|1 UO (SUORIPUCO-PUE-SLLBYWOY" AB|IM AR.q 1 [Bu1 U0/, SdRU) SUORIPUOD PUE SW L U} 89S *[202/T0/LT] uo Ariq1T8ulluO AB1IM 131 AQ 89YZT 210/ TTTT 0T/10p/ w0 A |Im ARe.qjeu1juo//Sdny wo.y pepeojumod ‘0 ‘S626.9vT



20 Journal of Religious Ethics

Fiddes, Paul S.
2013 Seeing the World and Knowing God: Hebrew Wisdom and Christian Doctrine
in a Late-Modern Context. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gill, Robin
1999 Churchgoing and Christian Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Grabill, Stephen J.
2006 Rediscovering the Natural Law in Reformed Theological Ethics. Grand Rapids,

MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans.

Gustafson, James M.
1978 Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospects for Rapprochement. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.
Gutiérrez, Gustavo
1973 A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation. 1971. Translated by
Caridad Inda and John Eagleson. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books.
Hauerwas, Stanley
2003 The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Ethics. London: SCM Press.
2016 “On Doctrine and Ethics.” In Sanctify Them in the Truth: Holiness Exemplified,
21-40. London: Bloomsbury.
Hauerwas, Stanley, and David B. Burrell
1977 “From System to Story: An Alternative Pattern for Rationality in Ethics.” In
Truthfulness and Tragedy: Further Investigations in Christian Ethics, edited
by Stanley Hauerwas, Richard Bondi, and David B. Burrell, 15-39. Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press.
Healy, Nicholas M.

2014 Hauerwas: A (Very) Critical Introduction. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans.
Helmer, Christine
2014 Theology and the End of Doctrine. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press.
Honecker, Martin
1990 Einfiihrung in die Theologische Ethik: Grundlagen and Grundbegriffe. Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter.
Joas, Hans
2000 “Social Theory and the Sacred.” Ethical Perspectives 7: 233-43.
Lamb, Matthew
1976 “The Theory-Praxis Relationship in Contemporary Christian Theologies.”

Proceedings of the Catholic Theological Society of America 31: 149-78.
LaNave, Gregory F.
2021 “On the Speculative, Practical, or Affective Nature of Theology.” The Thomist:
A Speculative Quarterly Review 85: 87-125.
Lindbeck, George A.
1984 The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a Postliberal Age.
Philadelphia: Westminster Press.

85UBD| SUOLUWIOD BAERID Bqed!jdde auy Aq pauenob a1 sap e O 128N Jo s3I 10} ARIq1T BUIIUO 8|1 UO (SUORIPUCO-PUE-SLLBYWOY" AB|IM AR.q 1 [Bu1 U0/, SdRU) SUORIPUOD PUE SW L U} 89S *[202/T0/LT] uo Ariq1T8ulluO AB1IM 131 AQ 89YZT 210/ TTTT 0T/10p/ w0 A |Im ARe.qjeu1juo//Sdny wo.y pepeojumod ‘0 ‘S626.9vT



The Distinction between Theology and Ethics 21

Lobkowicz, Nicholas
1967 Theory and Practice: History of a Concept from Aristotle to Marx. Notre Dame,
IN: University of Notre Dame Press.

Milbank, John

2006 Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason. Oxford: Blackwell.
Miller-McLemore, Bonnie J.
2012 Christian Theology in Practice: Discovering a Discipline. Grand Rapids, MI:

‘Wm. B. Eerdmans.

Nightingale, Andrea
2004 Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in its Cultural
Context. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

O’Donovan, Oliver

1994 Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics. Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans.

2008 The Ways of Judgment. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans.

2013 Ethics as Theology Volume 1: Self, World, and Time. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm.
B. Eerdmans.

2014 Ethics as Theology Volume 2: Finding and Seeking. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans.

2017 Ethics as Theology Volume 3: Entering into Rest. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans.

Pannenberg, Wolfhart

1981a “On the Theology of Law.” 1963. In Ethics, translated by Keith Crim, 23-56.
Philadelphia: Westminster Press.

1981b “Theology and the Crisis in Ethics.” 1962. In Ethics, translated by Keith

Crim, 57-70. Philadelphia: Westminster Press.
Pannenberg, Wolfhart, and Gerhard Ebeling
1973 “Ein Briefwechsel zwischen Wolfhart Pannenberg und Gerhard Ebeling.”
Zeitschrift fiir Theologie und Kirche 70.4: 448-73.
Pelikan, Jaroslav
1971 The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Christian Doctrine.
Volume 1: The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100-600). Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Petrella, Ivan

2004 The Future of Liberation Theology: An Argument and Manifesto. Aldershot:
Ashgate.
Von Rad, Gerhard
1972 Wisdom in Israel. 1970. Translated by James D. Martin. London: SCM Press.
Smith, Christian
1991 The Emergence of Liberation Theology: Radical Religion and Social Movement

Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Stout, Jeffrey
2005 Democracy and Tradition. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

85UBD| SUOLUWIOD BAERID Bqed!jdde auy Aq pauenob a1 sap e O 128N Jo s3I 10} ARIq1T BUIIUO 8|1 UO (SUORIPUCO-PUE-SLLBYWOY" AB|IM AR.q 1 [Bu1 U0/, SdRU) SUORIPUOD PUE SW L U} 89S *[202/T0/LT] uo Ariq1T8ulluO AB1IM 131 AQ 89YZT 210/ TTTT 0T/10p/ w0 A |Im ARe.qjeu1juo//Sdny wo.y pepeojumod ‘0 ‘S626.9vT



22 Journal of Religious Ethics

Strohm, Christoph

2005 “Ethics in Early Calvinism.” In Moral Philosophy on the Threshold of
Modernity, edited by Jill Kraye and Risto Saarinen, 255-81. Dordrecht:
Springer.
Studer, Basil
1997 “History and Faith in Augustine’s De Trinitate.” Augustinian Studies 28.1:
7-50.
Thielicke, Helmut
1966 Theological Ethics, Volume 1: Foundations. 1951. Translated by William H.

Lazareth. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans.
Tonstad, Linn Marie
2015 God and Difference: The Trinity, Sexuality, and the Transformation of Finitude.
New York: Routledge.
Vanhoozer, Kevin
2005 The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian
Theology. Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press.

‘Ward, Graham

2016 How the Light Gets In: Ethical Life I. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Williams, Bernard
1985 Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.
Williams, Rowan
1990 “Sapientia and the Trinity: Reflections on the De Trinitate.” Augustinia 40.1:
317-32.
2010 “Foreword.” In An Alien in a Strange Land: Theology in the Life of William

Stringfellow, edited by Anthony Dancer, vii-viii. Eugene, OR: Cascade.
Willows, David, and John Swinton
2000 “Introduction.” In Spiritual Dimensions of Pastoral Care: Practical Theology
in a Multidisciplinary Context, edited by David Willows and John Swinton,
11-16. Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
Zachhuber, Johannes

2013 Theology as Science in Nineteenth-Century Germany: From F.C. Baur to Ernst
Troeltsch. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
2020 “Philosophy and Theology in Late Antiquity: Some Reflections on Concepts

and Terminologies.” In Eastern Christianity and Late Antique Philosophy,
edited by Eva Anagnostou and Ken Parry, 52-77. Leiden: Brill.

85UBD| SUOLUWIOD BAERID Bqed!jdde auy Aq pauenob a1 sap e O 128N Jo s3I 10} ARIq1T BUIIUO 8|1 UO (SUORIPUCO-PUE-SLLBYWOY" AB|IM AR.q 1 [Bu1 U0/, SdRU) SUORIPUOD PUE SW L U} 89S *[202/T0/LT] uo Ariq1T8ulluO AB1IM 131 AQ 89YZT 210/ TTTT 0T/10p/ w0 A |Im ARe.qjeu1juo//Sdny wo.y pepeojumod ‘0 ‘S626.9vT



