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Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary: Stanley Hauerwas

Stanley Hauerwas is a prominent figure in contemporary theology and ethics, particularly known for his
robust views on the intersection of Christianity and social practices, including democracy. His work
challenges conventional notions of political engagement and emphasizes the importance of the church and
Christian community in shaping ethical lives. Hauerwas's theology is often termed "radical ordinary,"
reflecting a commitment to lived faith that resists both secularism and the commodification of Christian
beliefs. This article explores Hauerwas's perspectives on Christianity, democracy, and the implications of his
radical ordinary approach.

Understanding Hauerwas's Theological Framework

Hauerwas's theology is deeply rooted in the Christian tradition, particularly within the Anabaptist and
Wesleyan contexts. His understanding of the church's role in society is central to his thought, as he argues
for a vision of Christian life that is distinct and countercultural.

1. The Church as a Political Community

Hauerwas emphasizes that the church should be understood as a political community, one that embodies the
teachings of Jesus Christ. This perspective includes several key concepts:

- Narrative Identity: Hauerwas believes that Christian identity is forged through the narratives of Scripture
and the life of the church. The church tells a story that shapes its members' identities and ethical
commitments.
- Countercultural Witness: The church is called to be a witness against the prevailing norms and values of
society. Hauerwas argues that Christians should not conform to secular political ideologies but instead
embody an alternative way of living rooted in the teachings of Jesus.
- Ethics of Community: Hauerwas advocates for an ethics that is communal rather than individualistic. He
posits that moral decisions should arise from the practices and relationships within the church, rather than
abstract principles or political ideologies.



Democracy Through a Christian Lens

When Hauerwas discusses democracy, he does not simply engage with political theory; he challenges
assumptions about what it means to be democratic and the role of Christians within democratic societies. His
views present a radical reframing of democracy informed by Christian ethics.

1. The Limits of Secular Democracy

Hauerwas critiques secular democracy for several reasons:

- Moral Vacuum: He argues that secular democracies often lack a moral foundation, leading to a focus on
individual rights over communal well-being.
- Consumerism and Individualism: Hauerwas points out that modern democracy is heavily influenced by
consumerist values, which prioritize personal satisfaction over communal responsibility.
- Disengagement from the Common Good: He believes that secular democracy can lead to a disengagement
from the common good, as citizens become preoccupied with their own interests rather than the welfare of
their neighbors.

2. A Christian Approach to Democracy

In contrast, Hauerwas proposes a vision of democracy that is rooted in Christian ethics:

- Community-Oriented Politics: Hauerwas encourages Christians to engage in politics that emphasizes
community, relationships, and the common good. This involves listening to and advocating for the
marginalized and oppressed.
- Narrative-Based Engagement: He argues that Christians should engage in democratic processes with a
narrative that reflects their faith. This means bringing the stories of Scripture and the church community
into public discourse.
- Active Participation: Hauerwas calls for active participation in political life, not as a means of gaining
power but as a way of living out the ethical demands of the gospel.

The Radical Ordinary: Faith in Everyday Life

The concept of the "radical ordinary" serves as a central theme in Hauerwas's work. It encapsulates his
vision of how Christians should live out their faith in everyday life, emphasizing the significance of
ordinary practices and community life.



1. The Importance of Ordinary Practices

Hauerwas argues that the Christian life is not about extraordinary acts or heroic gestures but about the
significance of ordinary, everyday practices. These practices include:

- Worship: Regular worship serves as a foundational practice that shapes the community's identity and
commitment.
- Hospitality: The act of welcoming others into one's home and life is a profound expression of Christian
love and community.
- Service: Engaging in acts of service within the community fosters genuine relationships and embodies the
teachings of Jesus.

2. The Role of Narrative in the Radical Ordinary

Hauerwas emphasizes that the stories we tell about ourselves and our communities shape our identities and
behaviors. He argues that:

- Counter-Narratives: The church provides a counter-narrative to the dominant stories of individualism and
consumerism found in contemporary society.
- Formation of Character: By participating in the community's practices and narratives, individuals are
formed into people who reflect the character of Christ.

Challenges and Critiques of Hauerwas's Approach

While Hauerwas's contributions to theology and ethics have been influential, they have not been without
critique. Some of the challenges include:

1. Isolationism

Critics argue that Hauerwas's emphasis on the church as a distinct community may lead to isolationism,
where Christians withdraw from societal engagement. They worry that such an approach could hinder the
church's ability to influence broader societal issues.

2. The Complexity of Political Engagement

Some theologians contend that Hauerwas oversimplifies the complexities of political engagement. They



argue that the realities of democracy require a nuanced approach that considers various political ideologies
and the need for compromise.

Conclusion

Stanley Hauerwas's thoughts on Christianity, democracy, and the radical ordinary invite Christians to
rethink their engagement with the world around them. By emphasizing the importance of community,
narrative, and ordinary practices, Hauerwas challenges believers to embody a distinct Christian witness in a
secular age. His critiques of secular democracy and call for a Christian approach to politics resonate with
those seeking to live out their faith authentically. While his views face challenges, the conversation they
spark is vital for understanding how Christianity can meaningfully contribute to democratic life. In a world
that often prioritizes individualism and consumerism, Hauerwas's radical ordinary serves as a reminder of
the transformative power of community and the call to live faithfully in every aspect of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Stanley Hauerwas regarding Christianity and
democracy?
Stanley Hauerwas argues that Christianity should not be conflated with democratic ideals but rather should
challenge and transform the political landscape through its own narrative and practices.

How does Hauerwas define 'radical ordinary' in the context of Christian
life?
Hauerwas describes 'radical ordinary' as a way of living out Christian faith in everyday life, emphasizing
the importance of community, narrative, and the practices of the church as a counter to the individualism
often found in modern democratic societies.

In what ways does Hauerwas critique contemporary democratic
practices?
Hauerwas critiques contemporary democracy for promoting individualism and moral relativism, suggesting
that these undermine the community-oriented and truth-seeking nature of Christian ethics.

What role does community play in Hauerwas's thought on Christianity



and democracy?
Community is central to Hauerwas's thought; he believes that a vibrant Christian community can offer an
alternative vision to the fragmented nature of democracy, fostering a sense of belonging and shared moral
framework.

How does Hauerwas connect the concept of narrative to democracy?
Hauerwas connects narrative to democracy by asserting that the stories we tell shape our identities and
ethical commitments, thus emphasizing the need for a Christian narrative to inform and critique
democratic practices.

What implications does Hauerwas's thought have for Christians engaged
in politics?
Hauerwas's thought suggests that Christians engaged in politics should prioritize their identity as part of a
community shaped by the gospel, seeking to enact justice and mercy in ways that reflect their faith rather
than simply conforming to democratic norms.
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