CHAPTER 2

The Doctrine of God and
Dilemmas of Power

J. Philip Wogaman

My contribution to the issues at hand must fall in the sphere of
Christian ethics. I am reminded of the late Paul Ramsey’s comment
that in the final analysis, Christian ethics is only the little finger on
the body of Christ. My wife has famously said that the only reason
people would study Christian ethics is so they could rationalize bet-
ter. That actually is not a bad account of the matter. But the big ques-
tion is, What is it we are trying to rationalize? What are the realities
and values we are seeking to understand, and how do they shape our
existence in the world?

Therefore, seen through the eyes of a Christian ethicist, an
intriguing question lurks behind the theme of this Institute: Does our
theological view determine our perception of the problems we face?
To put it more exactly: If we know a person’s view of God, can we
accurately predict that person’s approach to factual questions? To
what extent is one’s theological view controlling? The late British
economist Joan Robinson offered a metaphor that, though in a differ-
ent context, helps us visualize the question. In a book on Marxian
economics, Professor Robinson argued that Marx’s “labor theory
of value” really had no relationship to the main thrust of Marxist
theory. In a witty aside she recalled Voltaire’s line that “it is possible
to kill a flock of sheep by witchcraft if you give them plenty of arsenic
at the same time.”! The Marxist theory of value was only the incan-
tation; it was not the “arsenic.”
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So we can ask—indeed we must ask—to what extent is our view
of God the real “arsenic” of our theories about the actual world.

Not many of us would accept the simple notion that a given the-
ological perspective automatically entails a certain way of viewing
and dealing with the problems we face. People with virtually the
same theological orientation can disagree sharply about the implica-
tions of that orientation. And people with very different theological
views can be in substantial agreement on particular problems in the
secular world. So the relationship must not be oversimplified, as it
generally is when, in moral debate, Christians sometimes state a the-
ological view as if that automatically settled everything else.

Nevertheless there must be some relationship. Our theological
view expresses what we worship or value most and what we consid-
er most real. That at least affects our sense of what matters most in
the world. It is what supplies the passion, the conviction. But our the-
ological view, even if it does not tell us precisely how we should
understand and deal with problems, at least sets the parameters
within which we think and act. For instance, if I believe that God is
the Creator of the world and cares about the world, it may not give
me an answer to the environmental problems we face, but it does tell
me that I cannot treat the physical world as a place of no conse-
quence. The destruction or even deterioration of the natural world is
theologically important because it is God’s world. Similarly, if we con-
sider that God loves every human being, we could not disregard the
humanity of any. How to show our love and respect for others may
challenge us, but that view of God will not permit us to treat any
other person as worthless. If on the other hand our theology is of a
wholly “spiritual” God, entirely above the world and having no con-
cern for the world, the parameters within which we deal with eco-
logical or human problems might be very different.

Our doctrine of God is thus very important. It sets the context of
what ultimately is at stake. But it is not an instrument of precision
saving us from all further struggle in determining exactly how to
resolve the problems we face.

The Wesleyan Doctrine of God

What guidance does a Wesleyan doctrine of God have to offer to
those of us who stand in the Wesleyan tradition? Those who look
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there for a finely wrought system are destined to be disappointed.
John Wesley had a lot to say about God, but he was not a speculative
theologian. He was far more interested in the “plain” truth. He was
suspicious of presentations of truth that could not be understood by
simple people. He often made the point that he was uninterested in
quibbling over “opinions” and pretending to know what we cannot
know. In one of his sermons, on 1 Corinthians 13:9, Wesley reminds
us of how very little in fact we do know:

Therefore it is that by the very constitution of their nature the wisest of
men “know” but “in part.” And how amazingly small a part do they
know either of the Creator or of his works! This is a very needful, but
a very unpleasing theme; for “vain man would be wise.” Let us reflect
upon it for a while. And may the God of wisdom and love open our
eyes to discern our own ignorance! To begin with the great Creator
himself. How astonishingly little do we know of God! How small a
part of his nature do we know! Of his essential attributes! What con-
ception can we form of his omnipresence? Who is able to comprehend
how God is in this and every place? How he fills the immensity of
space??

That was an especially fitting word for the rationalists of the
Enlightenment, but Wesley also had a plain word for the doctri-
naire—a reminder that orthodox doctrine per se is a very poor sub-
stitute for a living and lived faith. In a sermon on God, Wesley warns
against an idolatry of false religion. “That is,” he writes,

any religion which does not imply the giving the heart to God. Such is,
first, a religion of opinions, or what is commonly called orthodoxy.
Into this snare fall thousands of those who profess to hold “salvation
by faith”: indeed all of those who by faith mean only a system of
Arminian or Calvinian opinions.?

Such cautionary comments by Wesley are not his last theological
word, of course. He had very important and very positive things to
say about God. His views were thoroughly trinitarian—so we do not
have to abandon the theme of this Institute because of its inconsis-
tency with Wesley’s own thought! But it is the living reality, not the
conceptual correctness or even the conceptual completeness, of our
understanding of God that interested him. We do well to follow
Wesley in the pursuit of the fundamental realities and not to engage
in a scholastic exercise. In his sermon “On the Trinity,” Wesley treats
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the Trinity as one of the “fundamental truths” of “real religion,”
though insisting that it is the “substance of the doctrine” and not its
philosophical illustrations that matters. What is that substance? In
that sermon he states it thus:

But I know not how any one can be a Christian believer till “he hath”
(as St. John speaks) “the witness in himself”; till “the Spirit of God wit-
nesses with his spirit that he is a child of God”—that is, in effect, till
God the Holy Ghost witnesses that God the Father has accepted him
through the merits of God the Son—and having this witness he hon-
ours the Son, and the blessed Spirit “even as he honours the Father.”
Not that every Christian believer adverts to this; perhaps at first not one
in twenty; but if you ask any of them a few questions you will easily
find it is implied in what he believes.*

Wesley rejects out of hand the Calvinist doctrine “that the God
of love, the wise, just, merciful Father of the spirits of all flesh, has
from all eternity fixed an absolute, unchangeable, irresistible decree
that part of mankind shall be saved, do what they will, and the rest
damned, do what they can!”® That sentence is significant, not only for
its rejection of double predestination but even more for the words
that summarize as well as any could the real heart of Wesley’s doc-
trine of God: “the God of love, the wise, just, merciful Father of the
spirits of all flesh.”

The constant theme of God’s love, reiterated in many ways,
expresses the essence of Wesleyan doctrine. We do well not to quib-
ble overmuch about correctness of theological formulation. Above all
we must not subordinate the love of God to any other thing when we
discuss the nature of God. God'’s love is the true fundamental.

From that flows the whole Wesleyan emphasis upon soteri-
ology—how our own salvation, a free gift of God, can be received
through faith and through allowing ourselves to be transformed into
the loving persons God intends us to be: to be perfected in love. That
Wesleyan emphasis requires no elaboration here among the daugh-
ters and sons of Wesleyan tradition. Our problem now is the emi-
nently practical one: What are the implications of God’s love and of
our loving response to God for our responsibility in the world?
Specifically, what are the implications for the way we understand
and deal with power?
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Positive and Negative Aspects of Power

Power is sometimes contrasted with love as though people who
have been transformed by God’s love could not thereafter make use
of power. But power has positive as well as negative connotations.
All life has some share in power—at least the simple power of being,
as Tillich reminded us.® Nobody has unlimited power, but nobody
still living is totally powerless, either. Power per se is not a negative
term. It is not necessarily against love. Indeed love itself is a form of
power.

In a world of pure, uncontaminated response to God, love
would be the only form of power. The power to act would be exer-
cised only as love, as it is with God. This is not such a world, but even
in a fallen world are Christians not supposed to act only in love?
Surely that is the implication of Wesley’s whole understanding of
sanctifying grace: We are being perfected by love so as to act always
out of love—and out of no other motive. It is frustrating to serious
Christians, for we still fall short of this in our sinful state; but that is
what the Christian life means—always to be a pure expression of
love. Put differently, we are always to be channels through which
God'’s love can be transmitted into the world. Our “power of being”
must be an expression of the “power of love.” This is not simply a
matter of individual motivation. It is community-building. The love
we have from God reaches out to others, forging the bonds of grace
linking us to one another in a community of love that encompasses
us all. To be a Christian in the world is to be an instrument of God
helping to forge the God-intended community of love and justice.
That is a very positive expression of power.

But power also has negative connotations, evident in every act
that is against love and in every unjust, oppressive order. Some forms
of negative power can never be an expression of Christian life. A fun-
damental question with which Christians have had to struggle from
the beginning is whether negative power can ever be an expression of
love. Can negative things ever be done lovingly? Can the power of
love be used to force people to do what they do not want to do? Can
we use incentives based upon greed or fear in order to get people to
do the good or just things they would not otherwise do?

A persistent myth among Christians holds that this problem
only emerged in Christian history with the triumph of Constantine
and the ascent of Christians into imperial power. Before 313 A.D.

37




THE DOCTRINE OF GOD AND DILEMMAS OF POWER

Christians were pacifists, the church was a harmonious community
in which all things were shared, converts were gained through the
winsome example of Christians (“see how they love one another”).
But after Christianity became more or less official, with the prestige
of imperial patronage, the church was corrupted.

Like all myths, this one has some truth to it. Pacifism was a more
dominant theme in the early church. Fewer people were Christians
for the wrong reasons, if only because prior to Constantine it did not
pay to be! Still, from the beginning there was considerable recogni-
tion of the need for the negative use of power to constrain evil.
Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2 attribute the order-maintaining powers of
the emperor to God’s own ordinance. A late-first-century writing has
this to say about earthly rulers:

You, Master, gave them imperial power through your majestic and
indescribable might, so that we, recognizing it was you who gave them
the glory and honor, might submit to them, and in no way oppose your
will. Grant them, Lord, health, peace, harmony, and stability, so that
they may give no offense in administering the government you have
given them. For it is you, Master, the heavenly “King of eternity,” who
give the sons of men glory and honor and authority over the earth’s
people.”

I cite this not to dispute the importance of the pacifist witness,
but to make the point that that witness cannot lay claim to an unam-
biguous history. From the beginning there were important Christian
voices acknowledging the possibility—even the necessity—of a neg-
ative use of power in the divine ordering of earthly affairs.

Luther made the point, perhaps overwell, with his notion that
the restraint of evil can be an expression of love. As Paul Tillich
restated it: “It is the strange work of love to destroy what is against
love.”® So long as the motivation is entirely positive, altogether lov-
ing, the negative action can be judged pragmatically. Christian real-
ism in its various forms has always taken that view—chastened to
some extent by the fact that so often the negative actions have been
motivated not by love but by greed, lust for power, worldly ambition,
and other motivations that are themselves against love. Historically,
those who oppose such realism have generally argued that when
love takes the “strange” form, it always ceases to be love. But such
critics, including pacifists, must themselves face the weight of actual
history and what has happened when evil has been permitted to go

38




J. PHILIP WOGAMAN

unchecked. Only a few pacifists have been entirely consistent,
renouncing all forms of violence (including police protection) and
economic property.’ Those who are rigorously consistent at this point
are likely, with Tolstoy, to assume that in fact there will be less,
not more, evil set loose in the world if we do not “do evil that good
may result.” Or, like John Howard Yoder, they may simply trust God
to deal with the consequences in the long run—that is, eschato-
logically.1

In the minds of many Christians such trust can border on irre-
sponsibility. Their point is that evil has often been checked, even
decisively checked, by resolute use of force. While negative use of
power can lead to corruption, it does not have to do so. Disavowal of
all negative actions to restrain evil can lead to its own kind of acqui-
escent corruptions. How ultimately could there be a structure of jus-
tice in the world, protecting the weak from the strong, without a
regime of force of some kind to back it up? How could there even be
a system of taxation, enabling a redistribution of wealth in the service
of justice, if taxes were to become only guidelines for voluntary con-
tributions by the wealthy? Arguably, tax laws in many countries are
already too much like that.

Those who oppose all negative uses of power must look else-
where than to John Wesley for theological support—even though
Wesley’s writings contain one of the sharpest criticisms of war to be
found in Christian literature. That little essay appears in his consid-
eration of original sin, and appropriately so, since Wesley properly
regards war as one of the best illustrations of human depravity."! But
that did not mean that Wesley disapproved of the state, with its
mechanisms of reward and punishment and its possession of the
ultima ratio of police and military power.

Above all, Wesley was a theologically principled realist. He was
deeply grounded in his faith in the God of love. He was also deeply
sensitive to the actual workings of human society, to the concrete
effects of actions and policies upon real people. Sometimes it is said
(cynically?) that we should “follow the money” if we want to know
what is really going on. With Wesley it is more “follow the people.”
See what is happening to people if you want to know what is really
going on. Go to the slums. Go to the prisons. Go to the mines and the
fields, even in a sense to the battlefields. See what is happening to the
people. How does that help us sort out the questions of power in our
time?
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Dilemmas of Power

We discover sooner or later that we must work our way through
serious dilemmas. A true dilemma is when we face equally attractive
or unattractive options, each side of which can offer compelling argu-
ments or compelling evidence. We cannot follow one or the other of
the options without making due allowances for the alternative. Of
course, some decisions are more clear-cut. Sometimes it is simply a
choice of good versus evil. And then, as Lowell’s hymn suggests, it is
only a question whether we will choose the good or evil side. Where
the contrast between good and evil is stark and clear we are not fac-
ing a dilemma. But there are real dilemmas in the world, many of
them having to do with power.

I wish to consider two dilemmas of power in the contemporary
world. Both are of enormous importance. The way in which these
dilemmas are resolved will affect human life on this planet for good
or ill for a very long time to come.

While the questions of exercise of power may appear to be the
special province of the powerful, the consequences of the way power
is exercised may be felt more by those who are relatively powerless.
Christians are numbered among both the relatively powerful and the
relatively powerless, and both have a hand in determining how the
dilemmas will be worked through. I speak as a citizen of the most
powerful nation on earth—a nation whose policies inevitably affect
the destinies of all the rest of the world. I am most conscious, most
concerned about how my country exercises its power. My present
ministry has forced me to struggle with those questions as never
before. But I am also conscious of how important are the attitudes
and decisions of the people of other countries. It is well that
Christians of the whole world, coming from many different kinds of
situations, can explore these issues together and, where possible, act
together as well.

The Dilemma of Intervention in Support of
Human Rights

The first dilemma is whether (and when) the world community
should intervene in the affairs of particular countries or regions to
protect the most basic of human rights. What should be done when
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an elected government is subverted by a coup d’état installing a cor-
rupt government by sheer force of arms, as in Haiti or more recently
in Cambodia? What about protecting people against genocide or
“ethnic cleansing” (what a terrible word!) in Bosnia or Rwanda or
(only a few years ago) Cambodia? What about protecting a weak
country from invasion by a strong neighbor, as when Kuwait was
invaded by Iraq in 1990?

Most Christians would agree that genocide and international
aggression are evils to be condemned. Most would at least favor
strenuous dialogue and diplomatic negotiation to try to end such
things. Some would go further and support severe economic sanc-
tions. But what about military interventions? The case for and the
case against can both be made persuasively. The dilemma lies in the
fact that serious evils can result from either using or not using mili-
tary force. Christians have always known that war in any form is
an evil, the cause of untold suffering, death, and destruction. There is
nothing glorious about it. Wesley’s own sarcastic characterization of
war, if anything, understates the evil because he deals only with the
injury and death of the poor soldiers, most of whose souls will
be sent “into everlasting fire.”!> But war is far more than soldiers
killing soldiers: It is little children killed or maimed for life. It is little
children even induced to become killers themselves. It is families
made homeless. It is women violated and men corrupted. It is star-
vation and disease on a massive scale. It is agony in the day and
terror in the night. It is the kindling of hatreds and the nurturing of
self-righteousness, often the birth of endless cycles of vengeance and
retaliation. War is never, in itself, a good thing. Let no Christian be
deluded about that! So where is the dilemma?

It is that massive evils can also result from the failure to intervene
militarily. The case of the Gulf War, still much debated in Christian
circles, may be too ambiguous to provide clear evidence. We do
know that Iraq invaded Kuwait and seemed bent on invading Saudi
Arabia as well. At the time, it was argued by many Christians in the
United States that diplomatic pressures short of war could induce the
Iraqis to withdraw from Kuwait—or at least not continue into Saudi
Arabia. But there is little evidence of that. Some also argued that
since Kuwait and Saudi Arabia are both governed undemocratically
by superrich elites, the invasion did not matter much. And it was
argued that the only reason for the intervention by the U.S. and its
allies was to preserve access to the oil reserves of the Arabian
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Peninsula. But what would have been the effect of a failure to inter-
vene? One result would have been to teach all of the small nations of
the earth that they can count only on themselves for defense against
international aggression. “To each his own, and the devil take the
hindmost!” The Gulf War at least illustrates the dilemma.

The genocides and atrocities of Bosnia and Rwanda and Liberia
and Cambodia are clearer illustrations of the effects of failing to inter-
vene. In Bosnia, prior to the NATO intervention, some two hundred
seventy-five thousand dead in brutal ventures of “ethnic cleansing”
and vengeance—and very few killed in the two years since. In
Liberia, some one hundred fifty thousand killed from 1990 through
1996 as the world watched. In Rwanda, estimates of genocide rang-
ing from four hundred thousand to one million dead. Earlier in
Cambodia at least a million killed during the savageries of the Pol
Pot era in the late 1970s."3 If the “hawks” who urge intervention in
such situations must bear the burden of what war can bring—and
what interventions run awry can mean—then the “doves” who
oppose all such military interventions must answer for all of this
killing that might have been prevented. Both the “hawks” and the
“doves” try to make the case easier for themselves by asserting that
if the intervention were done right or if the nonviolent diplomacy
were done right, things would work out. But we must all face the
hard realities of an often sinful world more realistically. There is no
light way to avoid the dilemma. Real justice, real respect for human
life and human rights, requires the existence of a dependable inter-
national order. But the means used to establish and maintain that
order carry also the possibilities of further disorder.

One point seems clear. There will be no solution to the recurring
inhumanities in many parts of the world if people of goodwill are not
prepared to run risks and accept costs. For Christians of the West it at
least means that isolationism is not morally acceptable. It means that
a “national interest” criterion of involvement in the agonies of other
peoples is unacceptable unless the healing of other nations is consid-
ered (as it should be) to be a vital national interest of all nations.

The Dilemma of International “Free Trade”

The second dilemma is whether Christians should support or
resist the vast trend toward free market economics on a global scale.
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In North America the question was posed by the debate over the
North American Free Trade Agreement, in Europe by the even
stronger ties of the European Union, and on a global scale by the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and the World Trade
Organization. The breakup of the Soviet Union and the virtual col-
lapse of socialism as a dominant ideological force mark the emer-
gence of a new era in international economic life. Capitalism has
become much the order of the day; those who urge all countries to
become democratic often couple that with the demand that they also
become free market economies.

The case for a free market system, both within and beyond indi-
vidual nations, is more persuasive than many critics have perceived.
It is grounded in one of the most fundamental principles of econom-
ics: the “law” of “comparative advantage.”'* According to this prin-
ciple, the production of goods and services is greatly enhanced by
each person or community producing those things that they can do
best in comparison with others. Even if theoretically some people
could do everything better than others, it would still pay them to
concentrate on the things they do best while leaving the rest to oth-
ers. Economist Paul A. Samuelson offers an illustration:

[Consider] the case of the best lawyer in town who is also the best typ-
ist in town. Will she not specialize in law and leave typing to a secre-
tary? How can she afford to give up precious time from the legal field,
where her comparative advantage is very great, to perform typing
activities in which she is efficient but in which she lacks comparative
advantage? Or look at it from the secretary’s point of view. She is less
efficient than the lawyer in both activities; but her relative disadvan-
tage compared with the lawyer’s is least in typing. Relatively speak-
ing, the secretary has a comparative advantage in typing.!

At the moment, the comparative advantage of the United States
ranges from such things as electronics and automobiles (a recovering
industry) to agricultural and forestry products (because of abundant
arable land). The comparative advantage of many developing coun-
tries is with cheap labor. It pays North American industries to “farm
out” as many labor-intensive operations as possible to countries with
cheap labor. With modern means of communication and transporta-
tion, actual production for many North American, European, and
Japanese industries is conducted all over the world.

Is this a good thing? This vast increase in world trade has cer-
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tainly enhanced the efficiency of much economic production, with all
sorts of goods and services available at lower and lower prices. In
many parts of the world it has accelerated the process of economic
development—one thinks especially of Asia, where South Korea,
Malaysia, China, Taiwan, and other countries have made dramatic
gains in per capita income.

At the same time one hears thoughtful voices of alarm. The U.S.
labor movement has opposed the NAFTA treaty, voicing serious crit-
icism of the effects of such developments upon workers in the U.S.
One labor spokesperson minced no words in a recent statement:

The North American Free Trade Agreement is an abysmal failure. . . .
[It] had nothing to do with “free trade,” but everything to do with cre-
ating wealth for investors and financial speculators. ... NAFTA has
cost the United States between 420,000 and 600,000 jobs since it was
enacted on Jan. 1, 1994. . . . In industry after industry, American man-
ufacturers are abandoning our shores in droves, enticed by cheap labor
and duty-free imports back into the United States.!®

Within the theological community John Cobb has been the most
persistent critic of world trade. In one thoughtful essay he cites some
of the dangers.

Free trade means that capital is invested wherever it is most efficient-
ly, that is, most profitably, employed, regardless of political bound-
aries. Since political entities and the people they represent have no
power to control these investments, they must instead compete for
these investments by making themselves attractive to the investors.
This requires that they compete against all other peoples within the
free market. Much of the competition consists in offering low wages,
docile workers, few safety standards, and low requirements for pro-
tecting the environment.”

Again we are faced with a dilemma. The vast oceans of poverty
in, especially, Third World countries mean that there must be great
economic development if the hundreds of millions of poor people are
to have anything like a chance to become what God would have them
be. Realistically, Cobb and other critics notwithstanding, free trade
seems to be the engine that works on a very large scale to increase
prosperity. But, on the other hand, the export of capital and produc-
tive enterprises from the richer to the poorer countries does throw
many people out of work and can also disrupt the social fabric of the
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poorer countries as well. Much more needs to be said about this
dilemma than we have space to consider here, but I am persuaded
that this too is a genuine dilemma, not to be avoided by simple
endorsement of free trade with no holds barred nor by returning to a
world with high-tariff barriers in which the globalization of econom-
ic life is flatly opposed.

Resolving the Dilemmas of Power

Does a Wesleyan doctrine of God help to resolve these two
dilemmas? It certainly helps reinforce a certain humility in the face of
such difficult questions. We must not leap too quickly to conclusions
about either God’s will or the factual situation, remembering
Wesley’s words that “the wisest of men ‘know’ but “in part.” And how
amazingly small a part do they know either of the Creator or of his
works! This is a very needful, but a very unpleasing theme; for ‘vain
man would be wise.””?® Remaining open and tentative about big
questions is a mark of strength, not weakness; above all it is service
to the One of whose works we know so “small a part.”

Of course that needful word is not enough. A Wesleyan doctrine
of God does not immobilize; it energizes. It is not enough to bow
humbly before all the complexities, letting events take their course.
We are called to be engaged. It is better to risk being wrong than to
do nothing and thereby be certain of being wrong.

What further guidance do we get from the doctrine of God?
Surely the guiding principle is always the love of God, with its impli-
cation that we are all a part of the God-intended community. That
may not tell us what, exactly, to do about genocide in Rwanda, or the
North American Free Trade Agreement. It does tell us what is at stake.

Theological Light on the Dilemmas of Intervention

In relation to the dilemma of intervention, that understanding of
God clearly eliminates two tempting alternatives. On the one hand,
the powerful must never intervene for the sake of their own political
and economic dominance. Imperialism, in retreat since World War II,
must continue to be opposed by prophetic Christianity. On the other
hand, no nation should be isolationist, either for its own sake or
because of a misguided view that all intervention is in principle
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wrong. Christians in the stronger, wealthier countries currently face
these opposing, unacceptable, but tempting alternatives.

When we think theologically about the world, we see it as a sin-
gle moral community, not several. Intervention, when called for,
should be the work of more than one nation. It should optimally be
the business of all. Both the Gulf War and the intervention in Haiti
were endorsed, at least formally, by the United Nations, although the
principal military power was supplied by the United States. The
United Nations has found situations like Somalia and Bosnia frus-
trating; and in the case of Bosnia, the stabilizing intervention was
through NATO. The brutalities of civil war in Liberia were addressed
by a West African coalition of nations, with some modest success. The
Association of Southeast Asian Nations, firmly committed to non-
intervention in the internal affairs of member states, has (summer of
1997) put pressure on Cambodia to restore democratic government.
So the idea of collective international response to gross human rights
violations within individual nations has begun to take hold.

I believe that idea needs to be nurtured vigorously and coura-
geously. In some situations the inhumanities have become absolute-
ly intolerable. The persons whose lives have been ruined are all
God-beloved. What happens to them matters to God and, as we are
responsive to God, to us. Moreover, when countries have disinte-
grated into anarchy or descended into oppression by militaristic
cliques, their possibilities of development as real communities are
destroyed. Some order, respectful of human rights, is essential to the
realization of community. In that respect Haiti and Bosnia bear
watching. Haiti has never had much of a chance to develop as a real
community. The international intervention in 1995 brought order,
even though it could not in itself bring community. I do not think the
intervention in any way has prevented the slow development of
community; the real question may be whether the policing function
by international forces will be maintained long enough to allow that
internal evolution to take solid root.

Perhaps the same thing can be said of Bosnia. The transforma-
tion from bloody interethnic warfare to relative peace was dramatic;
it remains to be seen what will happen when the “lid” of the NATO
presence is removed. Again, the question may be whether the forces
would be maintained long enough to allow civil society to develop.
In the case of Central and West Africa, observers are hopeful that
regional coalitions of nations will be able to facilitate the return of
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legitimate government to Sierra Leone and the stabilization and
progress of democratic government in Liberia and the Democratic
Republic of Congo."”

One learns, case by case, that no single formula can be applied to
every situation. One learns that risks have to be taken and costs
assumed. One also learns that utterly deplorable conditions can be
changed, and with relatively little further bloodshed. There is a fair
amount of evidence that if military power is to be used, it had better
be decisive. One observer puts it quite directly:

Half-measures often make sense in domestic politics, but that is pre-
cisely because peace already exists. Contending interests accept com-
promises negotiated in legislatures, adjudicated in courts, and
enforced by executives because the state has a monopoly on organized
torce; the question of “Who rules” is settled. That is the premise of pol-
itics in peace. In war, that premise is what the fighting is all about. A
middle course in intervention—especially a gradual and symbolic use
of force—is likely to do little but muddy both sides’ calculations, fuel
their hopes of victory, or kill people for principles only indirectly re-
lated to the purpose of the war. If deadly force is to make a direct con-
tribution to peace, it must engage the purposes most directly related to
war—the determination of borders and the distribution of political
power.2

That is hard language to us, theologically. Many would prefer to
turn away from the dilemmas of intervention that this suggests. And
yet we are left with the consequences of not acting in those situations
where even the harsh response of military intervention might have
made the difference. Richard Betts’s article, from which this quota-
tion has been taken, can remind us that each situation must be
addressed in its uniqueness and with careful attention to what can be
done as well as what ought to be done—knowing that in the final
analysis what ought to be done falls within the range of those things
that can be done.

As I contemplate this period in the world’s history my mind
goes back to the sons and daughters of Wesley in an earlier genera-
tion. During World War II, U.S. Methodists (led primarily by Bishop
G. Bromley Oxnam) mobilized millions of Christians in a “Crusade
for a New World Order” (so the term was not coined by President
Bush!). Above all, they sought to avoid the failure of the United
States to enter the League of Nations following the First World War—
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a failure that contributed greatly to the second great war of this cen-
tury. The “platform” of the crusade stated:

The peoples of the world must choose between international collabo-
ration, in which lies the possibility of enduring peace; and isolation-
ism, in which lies the certainty of continuing war. As Christians, we
choose international collaboration and such international organization
as, in the judgment of experts, may be necessary to establish world law
and order based upon justice and brotherhood. As Christians, we reject
isolationism which subordinates the well-being of the world to nation-
al self-interest, and denies the Christian doctrine that all men [and
women] are children of one Father and members of one family.?'

The statement concluded in fine Wesleyan fashion: “Jesus Christ
is the Saviour of the World. The World is our Parish.”

The hope voiced by the crusade was that the international com-
munity, through the new United Nations organization, could be a
successful venture in collective security and a sturdy defender of
human rights. While the UN has done much good in the half cen-
tury of its existence, the ventures into collective security and defense
of human rights were persistently frustrated by the Cold War in
which two superpowers effectively canceled each other out. With the
end of the Cold War a whole new era has emerged. Will the world
community be up to its challenges? Will the world’s Christians, along
with other people of good faith, be a strong voice of hope and encour-
agement?

Theological Light on Dilemmas of “Free Trade”

Again, in relation to the dilemmas of “free trade,” a certain the-
ologically informed humility is in order. In my experience, most
noneconomists need little tutoring on that. Most people are so thor-
oughly intimidated by economics that they are content to leave it all
to the professionals and the policymakers—which is a sure prescrip-
tion for disaster. The theological principle of reference is again the
well-being of all of God’s children, and the health of the God-
intended community of humankind—supplemented, of course, by
the economic principle laid out with clarity in Psalm 24: “The earth is
the LORD’s, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell
therein” (KJV, emphasis supplied).
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The center of the dilemma is a quite old question of economic
ethics: Can we really trust Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” to bring
about the well-being of all when the individual participants in
production and exchange are primarily motivated by their own
self-interests? Elsewhere I have argued that that is misplaced trust,
particularly if we trust it blindly. The free market can be a danger to
individual spirituality, a danger to the poor, and a danger to com-
munity if it is allowed to be unchecked. What is good, economically,
for some—or even for most—can be very bad for some and for the
community as a community.

“The miraculous market mechanism may be a good servant, but
it is almost certainly a bad master.”?? In 1977, when I penned those
words, [ was not sure whether the free market could even be a very
good servant. In a study of competing economic ideologies, I argued
that the serious debate for Christians had to be between democratic
socialism (a combination of economic socialism with political democ-
racy) and “social market” capitalism—a form of capitalism in which
the democratic state intervenes with regulations, assuring the com-
mon good, and with taxation and social welfare programs assuring
adequate opportunity and economic well-being for all. I felt then that
we simply do not know which of these alternatives should become
dominant.

[ am prepared to say now that, at least for the foreseeable future,
the second alternative is the preferable one. Let the market mecha-
nism do its work, both internally within nations and internationally
through increased trade. That really is needed for the stimulation of
production, the efficient allocation of resources, and the increased
involvement of people who previously have been marginalized.

What we need to work harder at in this era are the mechanisms
of public control, both within nations and in the international order.
The increasing global “market” in human labor must be mitigated by
labor standards, including the hard-won gains by labor in some
countries of safe working conditions, adequate income levels, rea-
sonable numbers of hours for work (such as the forty-hour work
week), and so on. Similar things can be said about environmental
impacts, which also need to become the business of the whole world
community.

I am less pessimistic than some (like Professor Cobb) about
whether the international community can address such problems
effectively. True, we do not have a global political regime. But the
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rapidly developing fabric of regional and global agreements do pro-
vide the mechanisms for control, if we insist upon their being used.

Through it all, economic life can truly help to forge a real world
community.

Conclusion

We could speak of other dilemmas—relating to culture, race,
gender, environment, population, and political organization—some
to be confronted globally, others more specific to particular nations
and regions. Through it all, the question of power continually
pressed upon us by unavoidable realities is how shall we lovingly
organize the world for community?

It remains true, as the old saying reminds us, that “the devil is in
the details.” Perhaps there are also angels lurking there, awaiting our
attention to the factual problems we face. Let us hope they are
guardian angels, protecting us from ourselves, from our ignorance
and our impetuosity. I am sustained in all this by the hope, surely
also a legacy of John Wesley, that this is God’s world and God, the
Lord of history, can be trusted in the end. For those of us in the

Wesleyan tradition, activist as it has always been, that does not mean
folding the hands and trusting God to do it all for us. It does mean
that our best efforts will be brought to good in the end if we are faith-
ful to the light, as it is given to us to see the light.
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