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Pannenberg's Eschatological Ethics

a peaceful communal life for human beings. Human salvation, however,
- can only be awaited in the coming world of God, and any participation

in that future world is mediated in the present life not by the state but

only by the sacramental and symbolic communion of the church.'s

Pannenberg argues that the church should exist as an institution in-
dependent of the state just so it can remind the state of its provisionality.
No temporal power is ultimate. No present institution is eternal. The
church must exist as a prophetic witness and critic, reminding us of
the disjunction between the divine future and the human present.'s
The above-cited statement needs some further interpretation, how-
ever. He says that participation in the future world is mediated to us
in the present. It is mediated by the sacramental and communal life of
the church. This is what motivates Pannenberg’s passion for ecume-

- nism. We should seek Christian unity, he argues vehemently, because

such unity embodies ahead of time the same unity which will char-
acterize the unity of humanity in the coming kingdom of God."

It would seem from this quotation that participation in the future
kingdom is not mediated by the state. Elsewhere, however, Pannenberg
comes close to saying that nonecclesial social structures such as the
body politic can in fact anticipate the eschatological kingdom of God.
In particular, international political structures which correspond to the
universal domain of divine lordship provide contemporary expression
of God’s kingdom. This is in contrast to the individual nation-state
which tends to exalt itself and then in the arena of competing nation-
states pursue domination. '_Nationa]jsm is divisive; internationalism is
unitive.

Neither the United States of Europe nor the transformation of the United
Nations into an organization that truly transcends national sovereignty
with specific supreme laws would finally usher in the Kingdom of God
on earth. But it might well be the case that efforts should be made in

15. Pannenberg, Anthropology, 477.

16. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Jesus—God and Man, 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1977),
377; and Human Nature, Election, and History (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1977), 31, 67, 81.

17. Pannenberg, Ethics, 19; The Church, trans. Keith Crim(Philadelphia: Westminster,
1983), 20f., 151f.
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upon our present situation. The direction of force comes from the
" future. God’s tomorrow will not be the mere product of what we humans
do today. The political systems we create, the international peace we
establish, the social justice we achieve and other such accomplishments
~ will not in themselves bring the kingdom of God into existence. Rather
than caunsing God’s future, Pannenberg would have to say, such ac-
complishments are better thought of as effects of God’s future. They
at best anticipate a fullness which is yet outstanding. They participate
proleptically in what is yet to come. By giving priority to the future,
Pannenberg can preserve emphasis on the initiation of God, on divine
grace.

DISJUNCTION: JOHN HOWARD YODER

On the contemporary theological scene there are alternative ways to
conceive of the relationship between eschatology and ethics. Some
tend more toward excessive disjunction and others more toward ex-
cessive comjunction. Mennonite John Howard Yoder, for example,
tends to drive such a wedge between eschatological salvation and social
ethics that the tie becomes severed. ‘

Yoder advocates an ethic of discipleship. As disciples of Jesus we
conform to the law of love and thereby participate in the divine reality
of love. What is relevant about Yoder’s view is that he understands
discipleship eschatologically.

 In his book The Politics of Jesus, Yoder states that Jesus inau-
gurated the eschatological kingdom of God in his person. He brought
the order of God’s future acon to bear on the present, but, according
to Yoder, the order of God’s rule is simply not comprehensible within
our present aecon. The future and the present are fundamentally alien
to one another. To be a disciple of Jesus, then, consists in embodying
the new and strange amidst the old and familiar. It consists in radical
obedience to God’s future in direct conflict with all that the reality of
the present world stands for. The church, which is made up of Jesus’
disciples, becomes a deviant community. It does not complement the
world. It contends against the world.

Yoder believes Jesus’ disciples must make a hard choice between
effectiveness and obedience. We cannot be effective in the present
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world, he contends, because the present aeon is fundamentally and
irredeemably opposed to the eschatological aecon. All that we can do
is be obedient. All that we can do is exhibit our citizenship in the
future city of God while living now in an alien land. This path will
lead undoubtedly to social rejection and our own condemnation to the
Cross. i -

A significant corollary for Yoder is that as disciples of Jesus we
should not attempt to guide the course of historical events. We should
not employ coercive political action for the purpose of trying to create
a better world. It is not our task to manage world affairs. In fact, only
when we have been freed “‘from the compulsiveness of the vision of
ourselves as the guardians of history” can we ‘“‘see ourselves as par-
ticipants in the loving nature of God as revealed in Christ.” Because
we are plagued by the “‘urge to man‘lage"the world” we are unable to
recognize God’s ““invitation to a servant stance in society.” % Yoder is
serious about Christians playing the servant role, but as servants we
are not supposed to guard, guide, or manage. Here we must pause to
ask Yoder: How then should we serve? This question reveals a problem
with Yoder’s position. i

There is a fallacy in Yoder’s argument. It is the fallacy of false
alternatives. On what grounds must we decide between management
and servanthiood? Is it not possible to engage in both? When Joseph
served Pharaoh—a slave to the Egyptian king—he worked as an ex-
ecutive manager of court affairs. Joseph was a steward. The concept
of steward in the time of Jesus incorporated the combination of ser-
vanthood and management, and stewardship is often used as a metaphor
for the life of faith. We might even observe that management and
servanthood imply one another. How can one be a servant unless one
does something? What is the opposite of management? Mismanage-
ment? -Nonmanagement? Noninvolvement? Twiddling one’s thumbs
while letting someone else do it? What does servanthood mean if it
takes no responsibility for the course of ordinary historical events? If
servanthood consists solely in obedience to a future reality which is
alien to the present acon, then it eviscerates any sense of stewardship
of present resources and responsibility for the wider society of which

20. John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 248.
250













- Applications

adding to the enjoyment of others we contribute everlastingly to the joy
of God.*

Thus, salvation, in the sense of actually overcoming evil, is something
God enjoys even if we do not. This contrasts with Pannenberg, for
whom the consummate end to history signals salvation for the world,
not just for God. )

What is significant for our discussion here-is that for Cobb the
sanctioning or drawing power of the future does not reside in some
future actuality. In fact, if such a future actuality were promised, then
this would contravene human freedom and openness for the future, at
least as Cobb understands them. What the idea of the kingdom of God
does for Cobb is to present us with an ideal, with an image, with a
transcendent lure to draw us continually forward. The kingdom is not,
however, a forthcoming actual state of affairs. The process as presently
constituted, evil and all, is everlasting.

Cobb recognizes that what he shares with Pannenberg is an em-
phasis on the future, on the possibility of novelty and the power of the
not-yet to shape what happens now. But what Cobb cannot accept is
Pannenberg’s insistence on an eschatological end, on the divinely prom-
ised consummation of history. To Cobb this seems to reduce or eliminate
openness, not enhance it: In his essay in this book, Cobb says he
associates openness fo the future with openness of the future. As evi-
dence he remarks that the danger of human self-destruction is a very
. real one, as if to say that if such self-destruction would occur then the
consummation could not. Cobb’s implied argument misses the point,
I think, because one point of positing the eschatological end is to
emphasize disjunction: if God can transform Calvary into Easter then
God can transform human self-destruction into consummation.

With regard to the problem of freedom, Pannenberg’s case is built
on the observation that determination by the consummate end opens
present history to freedom. It does not close it off. If the course of
events were determined in advance, say by an act of predestination
fixed in the past, then we would not have freedom in the present. But
by positing an eschatological end which is essentially transformatory,

26. Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, 118, 123.
254










e

Pannenberg’s Eschatological Ethics

faith makes it possible for us to invest our lives in the building of
temporary and imperfect political orders with the certainty that this
work is not meaningless or lost, that as stewards of the creation we
actually participate *“in love, the final justification of all fight against
evil and destruction.””? Rosemary Radford Ruether assigns a utopian
function to the eschatological vision, a prophetic “vision of the new
age to come in which the present system of injustice is overcome and
God’s intended reign of peace and justice is installed in history.”* Letty
Russell uses the term ““advent shock™ to make this same. point, i.e.,
we in the present are maladjusted when compared to the anticipated
future fulfillment which God has promised.* And James Cone explains
how the promised eschatologlcal fulfillment functions as both judge
and lure:

If death is the ultimate power and life has no future beyond this world,

then the rulers of the state who control the policemen and the military

are indeed our masters. They have our future in their hands and the

oppressed can be made to obey laws of injustice. But if the oppressed,

while living in history, can nonetheless see beyond it, if they can visualize '
an eschatological future beyond the history of their humiliation, then

“the sigh of the oppressed,” to use Marx’s phrase, can become a cry of
revolution against the established ordér. It is this revolutionary cry that

is granted in the resurrection of Jesus.

What the eschatological vision does for the liberation theologian is
employ God’s promise for a transformed future as the key which un-
locks the fetters binding us to the present and past. The newness of
the new creation provides us with critical distance over against the old
forms of political tyranny and economic oppression. For us in our
present generation to take up arms against injustice is to participate in
the divine plan to establish a kingdom of justice in history. Gustavo
Gutierrez draws the connection: “The attraction of ‘what is to come’

29. José Miguez Bonino, Damg Theology in a Revolutionary Situation (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1975), 152.
30. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston:
Beacon, 1983), 24.
31. Letty Russell, The Future of Partership (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979), 102.
32. James H. Cone, God of the Oppressed (New York: Seabury, 1975), 160.
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