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a manner of public order that is pragmatic; can operations in a
closely-woven, ecologically-integrated, and delicate structure be
rightly guided by the same cast of mind? Is the institutionalization
of pragmaticism an adequate public philosophy for circumstances
which in a thousand large and small particulars are new? Can the
spirit that won a continent sustain a national society?

The answer, in my judgment, is clearly no. But the structure of
spirit which in the new situation must, in St. Paul’s phrase, consti-
tute the ‘“‘spirit of our minds” must now be explicated as over against
that structure of spirit which has until now been most determinative
of our nation. To that we address ourselves in these last pages.

Man lives in space and time. These dimensions of his actual
existence are profound spiritual symbols, and reflection upon them
as they penetrate and fructify the critical intelligence bestows both
cognitive sensibility and power. Just as life-in-space is at one phase
of a people’s life educative for the achievement of right order so, too,
the reality of life-in-time is in a later phase educative to right order.
The maturation of societies in space may, at a certain phase of
unfolding, be so dramatic a fact that the society can ignore, set
aside, or in the exuberance of its expansion repudiate the lurking
and ultimately unavoidable requirements placed upon man by that
other dimension of historical reality, life-in-time. Space offers op-
tions that may be realized by moving; time stands as a symbol for
that historical accomplishment of order which is achieved by deci-
sions made where one is. Space may operate to confront issues by
flight; time is the symbol of that boundedness within which the less
dramatic, tougher, but ultimately more human society is attempted
by the discipline of the spirit, the perception of human values and
decisions proper to such values. The new time-consciousness makes
demands of us that are in clear opposition to the popularly cele-
brated momentum of our history—a less aggressive notion of matur-
ity, a tenderer and more complex notion of order, a more intellectual
concept of discipline, and ecologically imbedded idea of choice.

The spirit of the man who looks out upon the future in space,
and the spirit of the man who looks inward upon the issues of right
order for human life in space and time—this difference is too elo-
quent for abstraction. Contrast with Walt Whitman’s space-singing
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verse, to which I alluded a few moments ago, another American
song of a generation later.

The low sandy beach and the thin scrub pine,
The wide reach of a bay and the long sky line,—
O, I am far from home

The salt, salt smell of the thick sea-air,
And the smooth round stones that the ebb-tides wear,—
When will the good ship come?

The wretched stumps all charred and burned,
And the deep soft rut where the cartwheel turned,—
Why is the world so old?

The lapping wave and the broad gray sky.
Where the cawing crows and the slow gulls fly.—
Where are the dead untold?

The thin slant willows by the flooded bog,
The huge stranded hulk and the floating log,—
Sorrow with life began!

And among the dark pines, and along the flat shore,
O the wind, and the wind, forevermore—
What will become of man?®

The American epic has come, such a contrast would powerfully
suggest, to a crisis in the very spirit of our minds. We have, while
solving some problems, ignored others. We have fashioned a society
and an industrial order at a cost, and the bill is due and payable.
The magnificence of our endowment has been cleverly used and
appallingly abused. The accumulated garbage of the achievement
has befouled the air, polluted the water, scarred the land, be-
smirched the beautiful, clogged and confused our living space, so
managed all human placement and means of movement as to con-
venience us as consumers and insult us as persons.

The character of a people’s life-experience in a particular place
profoundly influences their permeability to the eschatological real-
ity, proclaimed by biblical faith and catholic tradition, that life in
historical time has problems that cannot be confronted and promises
that cannot be fulfilled by sheer movement in space. And precisely

% George Santayana, Poems, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1923).
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that is the innermost content of this moment’s mood in our national
life. We are puzzled, bewildered, and annoyed by new requirements
for which old reactions are useless. The problems of the city are not
soluble by flight; the problem of poverty is apparently not soluble
in human terms within the pattern of an economic system whose
very successes have become deepeningly unjust, the problem of edu-
cation is not soluble by present provisions that do not recognize the
damage done to human beings by past facts of deprivation. What is
tragic and frightening about this moment is that its enormous possi-
bility for a better, more humane, richer, fuller-dimensional future for
American life is most often interpreted in negative terms. A riot
fired by intolerable conditions that persist by sheer stasis when
wealth is available to correct them is interpreted simply as a break-
down of law and order! It is that; but the human breakdown is
deeper and holier; it is a cry whose substance is older than law and
whose passion is for order congruent with human need.

This essay is a kind of modest tribute to the late Reinhold
Niebuhr. His intellectual style was formed and his data gathered
before Bultmann summarized and applied to theological founda-
tions the long story of the Christ-deed as an eschatological redemp-
tion; before Heidegger, Moltmann and Metz brought to the
reality of hope and to the concept of being the fresh time-modalities
from which they cannot hereafter be diverted. But to an acuteness of
perception that anticipated these works, and a sophistication about
the problems of the ethical within the realm of public order that
has no equal in American theology, he fused a way of witnessing to
the power of the reality of grace, given and received within his-
torical actuality.

With steady clarity and force he spoke of the grace of God as
illuminating both the demonic forms that pride takes in a nation’s
spirit, and the eschatological character of all human efforts which,
when acknowledged, beget an understanding of justice and order
that is more appropriate to the historical dynamism of the human
than traditional natural law ethics afford. To the formulation of a
theology of grace and order, precisely in a time when the reigning
law and order mentality is disclosing both the limits of its per-
ceptual acuity and its practical effectiveness, American theological
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energies must be systematically devoted. There are evidences that
the events of the moment are readying the national mind for a be-
lated encounter with what an earlier and simpler generation called
“. . . the promise and hope of American life.” The realities of limit
and boundary, the ambiguity of all historical achievement within
the world as-nature, the spirit-educative forces that operate when
one cannot move horizontally in space but must come to terms with
life where one is and must remain—these forces have been a-gather-
ing, and amidst these American theology must find its particular task.
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