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ethics would help ethics to relate to where the law is
1ived, where justice 1is done, where love is expressed, and
where community 1s reinforced. This is one of the few
papers given before the Society over the years dealing with
pedagogical issues or professional concerns that has been
published. It appears in The Selected Papers 1977 .

Certain other papers have been directed to even broader
aspects of the professional role of the Christian ethicist,
Two other presentations, both givem in 1979, deserve men-
tion. Karen Lebacqz, Carl Marbury, and Howard Hills dis-
cussed "Professional Ethicists in Non-academic Roles” at
that meeting. Edward L. Long, Jr., in a specilal afternoon
session, helped to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of
the Society with a preliminary account of its history, and
at that time made a promise to prepare a longer version in
connection with the twenty—fifth anniversary.

This concludes the account of the programs of the
Society-—programs that have examined an enormous range of
issues in a great variety of ways to the edification of a
large proportion of those who are actively engaged in the
teaching of Christian ethics in the United States and
Canada. The last section of this history will reflect on
the significance of the Society's achievements and on its
prospects for the future.

Part Four
Analysis
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Toward the Scholarly Nurture
of a Prophetic Witness

This volume is a study of the conception, growth, and
coming to age of a vn.ummmuwonmw organization. If the
Society were a human being we could tell much about it at
the twenty-fifth anniversary of its birth. A person at
twenty—-five years of age has undergone more physical de-
velopment than that person 1is likely to undergo 1in the
remainder of 1life. While still “young,” that person has
acquired full physical growth (except for accretions of
fat), basic motor skills, most of the capacity for cognitive
learning, and much of the knowledge needed to thrive in the
natural and social worlds. The main personality traits are
identifiable, 1if not the maturity and wisdom that come
later. Moreover, a person at twenty-five has probabl;
become located in the role, or roles, that will be playe«
out in greater complexity and detail duriong the remainiug
years of life.

It would be hazardous to suggest that an organization al
its twenty—-fifth year stands in an exactly analogous posi
tion. The comparison between individuals and groups dart
not be pushed very far--though neither does the compariso
need to be repudiated altogether. It is legitimate tO as'
whether the Society of Christian Ethics has now approached
kind of maximized growth, whether the present programs of th
Soclety adequately deal with the range of Christian ethic
as a discipline, whether or not the Society has alread
discovered the skills and procedures that will mark its 1if
for an indefinite future, and what it would mean for a youn
Society such as this to pass into mature adulthood.

rhe Society and the Field

The disciplinary focus of the Society has been calle
both Christian ethics and Dy the closely related ter
Christian social ethics. In fact, as we will see in tl
discussion below, the Soclety first designated itgelf wil
the second of these terms and then moved to the first.
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As fields of learning, both of these terms delineate
intellectual pursuits that are far older than the Society.
Hence it 1is important not to equate the history of the
Society with the history of an academic discipline.
Christian ethics is as old as Christianity itself and even
has roots in 0ld Testament thought. It pays attention to
philosophical ethics, which go back to the pre-Socratics, if
not to earlier figures. A history of Christian ethics
resembles a history of Christian thought and is integrally
related to it. Moral theology, which is mainly a Roman
Catholic designation, has been taught as preparation of con-
fessors for many centuries. Protestants also use the term
theological ethics, which is contrasted with philosophical
ethics and is as old as moral reasoning about the good
life. ,

Christian social ethics as a consciously defined field,
on the other hand, can be said to have a shorter history.
To be sure the Christian churches have always had social
teaching, as Ernst Troeltsch has made us aware in his famous
history. But teaching about social problems in a way that
would translate ethics into action, which is probably the
main focus of Christian social ethics, stands at the centen—
nial of its history rather than at the conclusion of its
first twenty-five years. James Dombrowski has recounted the
origins of such teaching in his book The Early Days of
Christian Socialism in America (Columbia Unilversity Press,
1936). Dombrowski reports on the surging growth of instruc—
tion in social issues at universities and seminaries during
the 1880's and 1890's. Such instruction was frequently
called by the term Christian sociology or ecclesiastical
sociology when offered in schools of divinity, and not
infrequently was concerned with social problems in a way
that would be somewhat similar to what is now taught by many
members of the Society. The academic year 1883-84, which
stands just a hundred years prior to the twenty-fifth anni-
versary which occasions this volume, can be taken as a
touchstone for the beginning of Christian social ethics as a
speclal academic undertaking. That 1is the date which
several historians give to the first regularly presented
American university course 1in social ethics as taught in
Harvard's curriculum by Francis Greenwood Peabody. (Barton
J. Bernstein, "“Francis Greenwood Peabody: Conservative
Social Reformer," WNew England Quarterly 36, [September,
1963]: 320-337; Jurgen Herbst, "Francis Greenwood Peabody:
Harvard's Theologian of the Social Gospel," Harvard Theo-
logical Review 54, [January 1961]: 55; and Samuel Eliot
Morison, Three Centuries of Harvard: 1636-1936 [Harvard
University Press, 1946]: 377.)

Peabody taught social ethics to students of both the
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College and the Divinity School. O0f the reasons leading him
to teach that course Professor Peabody wrote:

I was led to my subject by a somewhat different road
from most of those who deal with it. As a teacher of
ethics I became aware of the chasm which exists between
such abstract study and the practical applications of
moral ideals; and it seemed to me possible to approach
the theory of ethics inductively, through the analysis
of social movements, which could be easily characterized
and from which principles could be deduced. I studied
thus with my class the problems of Charity, Divorce, the
Indians, the Labor Problem, Intemperance, with results
of surprising interest. . . the students felt a living
interest in the subjects treated; and T think they will
be more publicly spirited as citizens and more
discreet as reformers by even this slight opportunity
for research [offered in this class]. There is in this
department a mnew opportunity in university instruction.
With us it has been quite without precedent. Tt summons
young men who have been imbued with the principles of
political economy and of philosophy to the practical
application of those studies. It ought to do what
college work rarely does-—bring a young man's studies
near to the problems of an American's life. (Sanborn,
F.B., "The Social Sciences, Their Growth and Future,”
The Journal of Social Science XXI [1886]: 7-8).

Just as Francis Greenwood Peabody was concerned to
introduce young persons to social problems and to prompt
them to dedicate their talents to .the alleviation of the
conditions that created them, so a deep soclal passion has
been a central factor in the odyssey of many who have sub-
sequently taught Christian ethics. Certainly the experience
of a ministry in Hell's Kitchen was pivotal in shaping the
academic career of Walter Rauschenbusch, and the experilence
of pastoring auto workers in Detroit influenced Reinhold
Niebuhr's teaching ministry in numerous ways. There are
many members of the Society of Christian Ethics who first
became interested in the study of Christian ethics from a
passion, however modest, to do something about social evils.
The decision to teach social ethics was their attempt to
give pedagogical shape to such deep underlying concerns,
and this often brought them into teaching situations having
a professed identification with Christian faith. Dombrowski
points out that in the concluding two decades of the last
century those with social concerns frequently ended up
teaching in seminaries, and the same may be said for a oum-
ber of those who have belonged to the Society in its first
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twenty—-five years. However, ome of the important develop-
ments that has taken place during the life of the Society
has been the spread of the field into colleges and univer-
gities. That change in the location where many members of
the Soclety did their teaching took place at the time when
neutralism was becoming increasingly prevalent in the
academic world, and when excellence in the mastery of a dis-
cipline was becoming more respected than the impulse for
social reform. Partly because of this, the formation of The
American Society of Christian Social Ethics (as it was first
named) came about from quite different impulses that did the
initial teaching of Christian social ethics.

The reasons for the founding of the Society were partly
logistical and stemmed from the desire of those already
teaching Christian social ethics in the late 1950's to have
greater interchange with each other. The Soclety was formed
because these persons sought a professional identity sep—
arate from the professors of such subjects in the seminary
curriculum as religious education, homiletics, and worship.
The Society's formation 1s probably best understood as a
part of what Christopher Jencks and pavid Riesman have
identified as the academic revolution, which placed more and
more emphasis in higher education on disciplinary self--—
awareness. The academic revolution located the teacher in
the connectionalism of a discipline more than 1in the
camaraderie of a cause Or {n the community of a single
institution. 1t was buoyed by an expansion of colleges and
universities to meet postwar needs. That considerable
growth in the size of institutions was accompanied by the
{ntroduction, often for the first time, of the teaching of
religious studies, even in colleges and universities having
no confessional or ecclesial identity. The increase of
people teaching religion in the broader humanistic sense had
a component in the increase in those teaching Christian
social ethics, although the growth of the Society of
Christian Ethics has been relatively modest in comparison
with the growth over the corresponding period of the group
known in the 1950's as the National Association of Biblical
Instructors and more recently as the American Academy of
Religion.

The development of the Soclety was affected both by the
growth in the numbers teaching social ethics and related
subjects and by the tendency of academics in those times to
locate themselves among other academics teaching the same
subject in other institutions. During much of the period
covered by this study there has been a concern among some of
its members to develop a still more careful delineation of
Christian social ethics as a field. This concern owes a
great deal of its inspiration to Walter G. Muelder, who has

frequently pled for a genuinely interdisciplinary field
in which the “"practitioners undertake joint theoretical and
empirical studies 1in theology, ethics, and the behavioral
and historical sciences.” ("Christian Social Ethics Book-—
ghelf," The Christian Century 30 [October 30, 1963]: 1336.)
In 1972 Paul Deats, Jr., one of Muelder's close assoclates,
observed that clarity in methodology was loug in coming and
suggested that “., . . social ethics must become more system~
atic and rigorous in clarifying definitions, employing more
adequate concepts, and testing generalizations and theoreti-
cal probes.” ("The Quest for a Social Ethic," Paul
Deats, Jr., ed., poward a Discipline of Social Ethics
[Boston University Press, 1972]: 72). Elaborating on this
point, Deats indicated what would be entailed in developing
a more self-conscious understanding of social ethics as ¢

discipline:

The movement toward such a discipline would seem t«
involve at least the following: (1) a self-consciout
community of inquiry and exchange, with a cont inuing
attempt to focus on commonly defined problems; (2) a
interdisciplinary effort to work out the understanding
of what constitutes an ethical issue in social policy:
(3) an evolving body of knowledge, with principles o
evaluation; and (4) a reflective alternation betwee
detachment--with attention to theory-—and involvement—
with concern for practice. (Ibid., 42).

The life of the Society has provided gomething quit
close to the first of the conditions identified by Deats 2
necessary for the emergence of a discipline, though not
perhaps, with as clear a view. of the problems to be faced a
might be called for. It has made some contribution to th
gsecond of the conditions, though there have been only a fe
representatives of such particular disciplines as philos
ophy, sociology, and law among its members to make the mi
truly interdisciplinary. The meetings of the Society ar
the publications flowing from those meetings have provided
large body of material with which to work, but less agree
ment as to how that material is to be evaluated. Finalljy
the Society has discussed the interaction between detachmer
and involvement, leaving its members to work out their o
resolution of this tension with a touch of fear and tre!
bling. These are contributions to the development of
discipline in the sense that Deats and Muelder have €
visioned it, but hardly a finished product.

on balance, it must be admitted that there has been ve
little success over the years in achieving a theoretic
consensus as to how Christian social ethics should go abo
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its task, and probably little more consensus about the
methodolegy of Christian ethics. Members of the Society
often do their own thing, or things, in quite different
ways. They are held together by common interests and per-
sonal loyalties as much or more than by a clear definition
of a discipline as such, Perhaps this renders the field
weak. Perhaps it undercuts its credibility among those who
are especially self-conscious about academic matters. Per-—
haps it furnishes an unfinished agenda that should be pur-
sued with greater zeal 1in the second quarter of the
Society's life. Perhaps it suggests that the burden of
social concern spills beyond the perimeters of the academic
enterprise in the strictly disciplinary sense.

The Significance of the Names

One of the best ways to examine how the Society has
understood itself over the years is to look at the various
names it has adopted to describe itself., The frequent name
changes~~which may be a bit unique among professional
groups——reveal the complexities involved in thinking about
the field (or fields) of Christian ethics. Behind the
changes it is possible to discover disagreements about, or
at least shifts in, the way the membership has seen itself
and its scholarly calling. Each of the words in the names
of the Society has, over the years, been both a source of
identity and a matter of friendly contention.

The first name change took place with the founding of
the Society. The term "seminary professors,” was prominent
in the title of the parent or forerunner group, and was
dropped from the designation given to the new organization.
It came to be generally recognized, and rather commonly
acknowledged, that scholarship in the field need not be
carried on only in institutions that train the professional
clergy despite some long historic ties between social ethics
and seminary teaching. The Society has never assumed that
Christian social concern is a clerical monopoly. But
neither has it ever felt that scholarly integrity is
somehow difficult to reconcile with the practice of
ministry. In this latter respect life in the Society has
been significantly different from that in much American
higher education during the period. Schools of divinity in
colleges and universities have not always had an easy time
of it being accepted as full partners in the scholarly com-
munities in which they have been located. Some divinity
schools have even been dissolved or allowed to wither
because the surrounding academic community has not regarded
them as important or felt them to be worthy of significant
support. This problem has not been present in the life of
the Society, nor has there ever been a conscious separation
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between the clergy and lay members of the group. The shift
away from a membership composed largely of those who teach
in seminaries to a more composite group has not expressed
itself as a repudiation of those at work in schools of
divinity, but rather as a welcoming of those with similar
interests working in more general educational settings,
whether in college teaching, church related bureaucracies,
or other kinds of professional activities. A common inter-
est in the subject matter has held the Society together
and enabled it to transcend differences that in many other
settings have been matters occasioning open breaks or
subtlely covert suspicions.

The scholarly self-identification of the Society has
enabled it to bring together persons from many different
branches of the Christian tradition. In particular, the
Society was remarkably swift to facilitate collegiality be-
tween Protestants and Roman Catholics once the door to such
cooperation was opened even to the slightest extent. The
collegiality between these two groups quickly became as
complete as the colleglality within either of them. This
was no perfunctory ecumenism, but a true coming together on
the basis of scholarly endeavour and mutual concern that has
been one of the rich aspects of the Society's life. It has
led, in several cases, to other interchanges as members of
the Society have been invited to participate in many of each
other's activities. Moreover, this collegiality has with-
stood some tensions that have arisen from the fact that
there remain some fundamental differences about social poli-
cies {like abortion) between these two groups.

The Society's membership has also included some repre-
gsentatives of groups whose attitude on the nature of
Christian social responsibility differs from that of most
main line Christian practice. There are among its members
some who belong to traditions that require an intentionally
different life style of their members . For instance, some
members of the Society come from groups that understand
Christian discipleship to require a very clear separation
from those political uses of power and entrepreneurial ma-
nipulations that are so much a part of military/industrial
complexes and a technical/commercial world in general. Some
members of the Society have similar convictions about the
incompatibility of Christian discipleship and participation
in the world of ordinary affairs, but are not identified
with an intentional tradition. The proportion of those
having such commitments may not be high, since by the very
nature of their position those holding to such a view of
Christian discipleship may not be regular joiners of main
line bodies, but their presence has been an important wit~
ness among us. In contrast to those who stress Christian
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distancing from the world, there are members of the Soclety
whose interpretation of Christian realism makes the use of
power one of the main criteria of social responsibility-—even
some whose position in this regard veers toward an embrace
of realpolitik., However vehement has been the polemic be-
tween these contrasting approaches outside, in the Society
they have been respected by, and respectful of, each other.,

In another contrast, not precisely congruent with the
two attitudes just described, there are those who see the
American experiment as having goune awry--having replaced its
dedication to freedom and belief in equality for all people
with an exercise of hegemonous power used mainly for the
protection of economic privilege both at home and abroad.
There are others who see the American dream, whatever its
imperfections, as a remaining hope and symbol of freedom in
a world of rampant collectivistic tyranny. These two groups
are not unaware of the tensions between them—-—though those
tensions have led to polemics that have been exchanged more
sharply outside of the Society than within its gatherings.
In the Society there has been a semblance of community main-
tained, and in many cases, even communication.

But there are limits to the inclusiveness which the
Society has been able to achieve. 1In a paper, “Liturgy and
Ethics,” given at the January 1979 meeting and later pub-
lished in The Journal of Religious Ethics VII, (Fall 1979):
162, Paul Ramsey suggested: "Our Society will not be truly
national until Evangelicals are made welcome among us
brought ‘- into our dialogue, get on the program, etc.” om
course there have been individual evangelicals in our midst
many of whom have made distinctive contributions both to nrm
field and to the Society. But those particular evangelicals
who have been most at home among us have been just as
estranged as have been our other members from another kind
of evangelical with high public visibility and a sizable
conservative following. puring the lifetime of the
Society, indeed mainly in the latter few years of its
history, groups of politically conservative and doctrinally
fundamentalist Christians who once eschewed the idea of
gsocial Christianity have taken a new (and, to many, a dis-
turbing kind of) interest in political issues. :mzvm of them
now champion an approach to public questions that 1is at odds
with much that has been taken for granted within the con-
fines of our group. This presents the Society with a
challenge-—made poignant by Ramsey's observation. Are we to
assume that the ideological split between the kind of
M—hwmxwam in the Society (with all its contrasts) and the

nd of thinking done by the resurgent right wing is so
great that it is foolish to anticipate any dialogue with
each other? Or, are we to hope and act on the belief that
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barriers can be surmounted--even in this area——by a combina-
tion of scholarly fairness and theologically rooted gracef
Are we to treat the obvious appeal which such conservatisn
has to a large part of the public by dismissing it merely as
a pandering to a desire for escape from worldly cares, o
are we to see that such groups speak to many people who ar¢
deeply concerned about the losses of integrity and erosiont
of disciplined fidelity that have become too prevalen!
features of modern society?

The next name change took place in 1964, five year:
after the Soclety was founded. The adjective "social" wa
dropped from the title. It was argued that the adjectiw
was redundant——that all ethics are by their very natur
gocial in character. Properly understood, Christian ethic
should fnvolve social concerus, and Christian social ethic
interfaces theological endeavors (such as moral theolog
and theological ethics) with disciplines such as law
gsociology, anthropolgy, politics and economics. The chang
of name indicated that those with theological competenc
could be members even if they were not adept in the socla
scientific study of religion or versed in some other aca
demic skills useful to an interdisciplinary approach. Thos
who thought of themselves more as soclologists than 2
theologians would be welcome if they were willing to con
verse across the interface. Frequently those who have con
sidered themselves Christian sociologists have made tk
church or the professional practice of ministry their spe
cial concern. Some of them remained in the Society despit
the subtle shift of focus that took place in its orier
tation. Such scholars might have been more comfortable wit
a name that explicitly embraced a more empirical approach |1
the study of religion and society rather thaa leaving to ir
ference the understanding they were welcome and even necets
sary to the agenda of the group. It is probably correct '
say that, on balance, the Society has come to attract thos
who identify more with a theological methodology than with
sociological ome, that is, if either has to be taken )
itself. This may be one of the reasons why, during the 1i:
of the Society of Christian Ethics, a number of its membe
have joined with scholars having more direct interests
gociological investigation in the activities of the Socie
for the Scieantific Study of Religion, which does stress t
empirical approach more consistently than does the SCE.

From different perspective the removal of the te
“gocial® from the name of the Society either reflected
has helped to prompt another tendency in its life. T
Society has been-—as we have already noted--—a professiona
scholarly, association having Christian social action as
object of its study. It has also been, as we have noted,
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academically oriented community that has accepted par-
ticipation in confessional communities by its individual
members as fully compatible with scholarly achievement. The
Society has not, however, been a social action group--a fact
that has sometimes been a source of concern for certain of
its members. Dieter Hessel's paper, "Solidarity Ethics: A
Public Focus for the Church,” read at the 1977 meeting,
raised questions about the life of the Soclety in this par-
ticular. Hessel noted that the tendency of Christian ethi-~
cists over the years has been to gravitate toward a profes-
sional academic posture, and he urged members of the Society
to remember that the discipline began with an atteution to
the social question that was at least as much oriented to
social reform as it was concerned with scholarly pursuits.
He spoke of the value of a "koinonia of concern” that fo-
cuses on the struggle to meet social needs and that strives
for social justice in the world. He mentioned as his model
the Fellowship of Socialist Christians and might well also
have suggested the Fellowship of Southern Churchmen.

Certainly it does not follow that keeping the word
"social"™ in the name of the Society would have made a major
qualitative difference in its 1life, The pressure for
academic professionalism was in the very atmosphere at the
time when the Society was discovering its identity. But the
issue raised by the removal of the word does not go away.
The history of the Action/Reflection Group shows that the
concern that was articulated by Hessel has been shared by
many for a long time within the life of the Society. That
group tried to bring the reflective scholarly aspect of
doing Christian ethics together with an active participatory
aspect., Few members of the Society took issue with such
premises, but a relatively small number of its members were
ready to make the necessary change in professional posture
that would have been entailed in making concerns about
social questions a matter of group action rather than of
group inquiry.

Hessel was pleading for a praxis within a confessional
group seeking to be faithful to the Word in a hostile en—
vironment. He envisioned the need to struggle against deep-
ening human privation, against social wrong-doing, and
against economic self-interest. He was correct in observing
that it has not been the history or the character of the
Society to undertake that kind of struggle. He was also
correct in observing that to a significant extent the
Society had evolved a posture that was different Ffrom that
which characterized much early teaching of Christian social
ethics. Perhaps this primarily academic posture of the
Society--which was shaped during the consolidation of the
welfare state--will not be adequate for the future. The
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nation seems presently headed toward a democratically an
publicly approved repudiation of the welfare vision, an
toward the embrace of values that place more reliance upo
the possession of power than upon the achievement of right
eousness, that judges privilege more important to safeguar
than equity, that considers entrepreneurial success more t
be honored than compassion, and that often emphasizes th
place of coercive discipline, police power, and militar
force In the preservation of order. Under these circum
stances, many members of the Society may well feel the nee
for making something like a Barman declaration that say
"No" to a national agenda that includes so many things tha
remind us of values cherished by fascism., The Society ma
find itself a group in which many members are prompted t
examine the historical precedents and theological legitima
tions for a renewed concern about the social question. Bu
are Barman declarations ever made by strictly academi
groups—-—-or only by confessing bodies? The academic vehicle
for all the values it does embody, and for all the col
legiality it does make possible, may not have the spiritua
resources to resist cultural and political malignancy
However, it can help those who come to feel the need o
making a witness to find ways to make it boldly, and it ma
help them to do so with a greater understanding and wise
appreciation of its significance. Moreover, it is probabl
fair to suggest that the Society, despite its general ten
dency to be somewhat conservative, would be at least a
likely to nurture the kind of understanding and witness tha
may be needed in a period of heightened societal injustic
as would parish experience in most main line church bodies.

The discussions about the name change that took place i
1980 raised an entirely different set of issues. Thes
issues are to be understood as much in light of what was no
done as in what was done at the time of this, the last
tinkering with our ammwmam.nmos. The decision to drop th
term “American” had more symbolic than substantiv
import. (A proposal to replace the term “American” wit
"North American” generated some initial support but wa
defeated.) From the very first, membership and par
ticipation in the Society had been shared alike by person
in the United States and Canada. The decision to drop th
term "American” took away whatever chauvinism might lurk i
a title that could be read as referring only to the Unite
States. However, when the Society dropped the term it di
not, by this action, become any more international. Th
proportion of Canadian members did not change, nor did th
orbit of the Society's influence suddenly expand. A littl
greater effort was started to make the members of th
Society aware of the Societas Ethicas, our counterpart o
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the Furopean continent with a membership of 233 in October
of 1981. A copy of their membership roster was included in
one of our mailings and our members were urged to make con-—
tact with their members as travels and scholarly endeavours
made that possible. vVery few of our members have availed
themselves of that suggestion. Clearly, there is much more
that can be done to facilitate interchange between these two
kindred bodies, both by alerting our members to become more
interested in the Societas Ethicas and in getting their mem—
bers to be more interested in us. We might also do well to
consider how to interest Latin American scholars in mem—
bership, and to bring more ethicists from overseas into some
kind of assoclation with us. 1f, as has been pointed out by
Walbert Bulhmann in The Coming of the Third Great Church
(orbis Books, 1977) the majority of Christians will be
living south of the equator within a decade, it will not
prove satisfactory to have a Society that facilitates inter—
action only between persons living and working in North
America or on continents bordering the North Atlantic.

Even more significant 1issues of purpose and identity
were involved in the decision that was made in 1980, after
much discussion, to keep the term "Christian ethies" rather
than move to the phrase "religious ethics" for the name of
the Society. In deciding to stay with the original des-
ignation the membership turned back at least two different
impulses. There was, on the one hand, a feeling that the
term "Christian" was a possible stumbling block to Jewish
scholars who are concerned with many of the same issues as
members of the Society., There were four Jewish scholars
on our rolls in 1979 and it is not clear how many others
would have joined a renamed group. Undoubtedly their
contributions would be of enormous value, as the task force
on the relationship between Jewish and Christian ethics made
clear. The programs would undoubtedly have begun to take
Jewish thinking more into account, for its own (and con-
tinuing) significance and not merely as background for (or
comparison with) Christian reflection. Moreover, the
Soclety would probably have felt it appropriate to shift its
meeting time so as to avoid the gabbath and thus make it
possible for more Jewish scholars to be present.

Another impulse behind the proposal to designate the
society with the term “religious ethics" was the feeling
that the academic study of religion in colleges and univer-
sities had broken out of Christian confines. By changing
its name the Society would take note of this and place
itself squarely in the academic context of religious
studies--eliminating any possible stigma that members of
pluralistically oriented departments of religion would
suffer from being identified with a group having a name that
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could be taken as indicating a confessional identity instea
of a focus of inquiry. On 2 purely pragmatic level it migh
have made it easier for some members to claim travel fund
to meetings in instances where the scholarly nature an
functions of the Soclety were difficult to interpret ¢t
secular educators or to bursars with an eye on avoiding th
use of public monies for specifically religious purposes.

The decision to retain the designation "Christian
rather than to move to the term "religious” should be under
stood in relationship to many of the things that have bee
observed about the nature of the Society in the discussic
in the forepart of this chapter. Throughout the history ¢
the Society, academic and professional considerations hav
proven more operative than social action concerns or cor
fessional identities. In the decision it took respectir
the last proposed name change, the Society drew back fr¢
the total embrace of prevailing academic tendencies |
regard concern about just omne tradition with something ak:
to suspicion. The decision, therefore, possibly represen!
a mood contrasting with, though by no means repudiating, tl
Society's tendency throughout much of its 1ife to becol
more and more academic. It would no more be pushed whol.
into a neutral or gecular academic milieu than 1t wou
stay confined to a confessional one.

In addition to shying away from the complete embrace
the vwcumwpmnﬁo\mmoswmn mind-set of the university, t
Society was also saying that the Christian tradition
sufficiently large and broad in and by itself to demand t
complete attention, oOr certainly to comstitute the governi
focus of inquiry, for this particular group. The membersh
as presently constituted could not presume to be skill
scholars of religious ethics in the broad sense. wWhile sc
of its members, only a handful at that, were explori
comparative religious ethics as an ancillary interest, the
were hardly enough of them working with gufficient thoroug
ness or breadth in those directions to transform the prese¢
group into a whole new entity. In sum, the Society 1
saying that, although it welcomes members from any (or &
from no) religious traditionm, it would keep its focus on 1
one tradition thinks and acts, or upon how that tradit
can be understood from the perspective of other traditio
rather than on how all traditions are equally understood.

The Dbynamics of Bond ing

Although the major impulses for the founding of
Society of Christian Ethics were logistical and prof
sional, gsharing in many respects  the pedagogi
professionalism of the academic revolution, the Society
never become simply and solely a professional organizat
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in the narrow seunse of that term, The programs of the
meetings have not been dominated by persons mainly trying to
increase their visibity or to buck for promotion. The
Society has never operated a placement service and its meet-—
ings have seldom seen large numbers of people sneaking off
to hotel rooms or other gathering places for interviews or
other job hunting rituals. Moreover, the Society has not
been a group of people talking about what is going on else-
where, but a gathering of those who have been the makers of
the discipline itself. It is difficult to didentify any
productive American scholar in the field of Christian ethics
who has not participated in the life of the Society.

It is not easy to convey, without appearing to be
triumphalistic, the sense of collegiality which is found--for
many, in a unique way——in the life of the Society. Many of
our members, active in a variety of professional academic
groups and in social action movements of different kinds,
report that life in the Society has a unique quality. As
one of them put it, "SCE meetings are really old home week
for most of us, sometimes the only place where one finds
colleagues of very high caliber with the same passions and
fascinations (and, 1 am sure, foibles) that preoccupy us
most of our working days amidst colleagues with quite dif-
ferent agendas. The fabric and tissue of interaction out-
side the sessions and in late night discussions at these
meetings is simply not present most places—--it approximates
Aristotle's Friendship."”

Something powerful holds the Society together. It is
nothing less than a bonding of informed concern-—a bringing
together of those whose scholarship has both an intrinsic
value and a social reason for being. This may be a trans-
muted extension of the very same impulse that prompted
Peabody, Rauschenbusch, and Niebuhr to be pioneers in our
discipline. While the Society has never been the structural
channel of direct social action, it has been a place from
which to have the wellsprings of social caring refurbished
with the living waters of substantive input and prophetic
insight. Every prophet needs a quiet place of nourishment
as well as a market place for proclamation, and every scholar
who would- take the social question or social questions
seriously must have a place where insights are gathered,
understandings compared, information acquired, and thought
re~envisioned. Many have come to the meetings of the
Society year-by-year precisely because they have felt these
things to happen--perhaps in an unplanned way--~at its
gatherings. As measured on some scales, the Society has
been conservative--surely its members do not all share an
activist agenda or radical leanings. It has been concerned
not to take action as much as to understand why action has
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to be taken, not to dictate agendas but to see why value:
have to be made socially functional, not to plump for .
single point of view but to recognize why commitments ar
important to social well-being.

Another possible explanation for the success of th
Society 1s its modest size. 1t has not grown unwieldy., T
still has a sense of having a single corporate identity an
not of being merely an umbrella for a host of diverse pur-
suits. The fact that it has kept to the practice of havin
a goodly number of plenary sessions at each annual meetin;
helps to insure that everyone has some experiences in com
mon. Moreover, its members treat the business meetings wit]
respect and participate with zest. The resultant decision:
reflect the deliberative will of the group as a whole rathe:
than the private agenda of a special cadre. Lastly, th
membership has suffered little turn-over and many of thos
who were present "at the creation” still attend the meeting:
with remarkable regularity. Regionalism has not becom
widespread, and where it has developed it supports rathe
than competes with the activities and programs of the paren
body.

Along with these grand commitments and ideal condition:
the Society has been held together by dedicated leadership
The willingness of its members to be personally involved i
its governance and supportive of its operations is a no
inconsiderable source of its strength. The Soclety ha
never been managed by those making its operation their mai
calling and chief means of professional livelihood. Acros
the years it has spent but a fraction of its budgetary re:
sources on administrative costs and services. Year afte
year the nominations committees have come up with candidate
willing to give themselves voluntarily to the work of makin,
policy and of performing all the many logistical operation
that turn policy from mere resolve to living accomplishment

The major work falls on the program committee that meet
each spring to plan for the meeting the next January. Tha
committee has been composed of the officers and some co
opted persons in the vicinity of its place of meeting. Th
editor of The Annual carries a particularly heavy respon:
sibility. To collect the papers, coordinate the judgment o
the paper selection committee, decide with the editoria
board which ones to publish, gather other kinds of contri:
butions, and see The Annual made camera-ready for publica
tion, is a major set of tasks. Not all of those who giv
papers at the annual meetings are zealous about putting the
into written form or seeing that they are submitted on time
The editor of The Annual has in recent years helped to se
that papers are systematically collected and properly chan:
neled into the archives of the Society. That obligatio
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might well be made a regular part of the editor's task,
especially if no one else 1s officially designated to be the
ongoing archivist of the Socilety.

But all these important factors in explaining the
coherence of the Society pale besides the significance of
the work performed across the years by the executive secre-
taries., More than any other factor, the life of the Society
has been sustained and nurtured by these persons who have
the longest tenures of any officers and perform the most
demanding duties. The executive secretaries have been most
directly responsible for the ongoing activities of the
organization, and have helped to maintain the Society’'s
identity——its continuity between past, present, and future,
The executive secretaries carry out decisions and policies
made by the board, by the executive committee, by the mem-—
bers at the annual business meeting, and by the program com-
mittees, This requires them to perform myriad detailed
tasks and to make independent decisions at various points.
They assist the president and others in numerous ways, a
process that requires sensitivity to yearly changes in
leadership style and tact in the exercise of an office that
must work with such changes.

One valuable function of the executive secretary is to
reflect from time-to-time about the direction in which the
Society is moving and the ways in which things are being
done. The executive secretary must help other officers to
think about the need for possible change. The executilve
secretary, who 1is the most visible person in the ongoing
life of the Society, maintains contact with as many members
as possible, knows their interests and contributions to the
field, assists in processing the applications of new members
and seeing that their names are placed on appropriate mail-
ing lists, pays the bills and keeps financial records up-to-
date, and maintains connections.with the Council for the
Study of Religion. Although the executive secretary may
look busy at the annual meeting, the responsiblities carried
at that time are only a fraction of the tasks which must be
performed, Most of the work is donme from week to week
throughout the year through correspondence and frequent long
distance telephone calls. As Joseph Allen approached the
end of his term of service he drew up a list of the duties
involved, That 1list 1is seven pages long-—single spaced!
It indicates what a continuous and complex set of respon-

sibilities has evolved upon the office of the executive
secretary.

Some Conjectures About the Future
It is hazardous to look too far into the future, yet one
cannot totally ignore the questions that seem likely to

confront us as we move into the second quarter century o
the Society's life. One of the most persistent questions 1
whether the intimate collegiality of the Society's life
which so many of its members understandably cherish, can b
indefinitely sustained. Even if the increase in the numbe
of people teaching in the discipline has begun to taper of
(which is by no means clear), the relatively rapid growth i
the size of the Society in the last several years does mak
it necessary to ask whether it will be as possible to have
sense of scholarly bonding among six or seven hundred as 1
has been to have it among one, OT two, or three hundred men
bers. Moreover, the next decade will see many who have bee
members of the Soclety from its very founding retire frc
active teaching, shy away from winter-time travel, and fir
themselves unable to continue the kind of participation the
has provided a special continuity during so much a part <
the past twenty-five years of the Society's life.

Moreover, the cost of holding national meetings he
greatly increased in recent years, and a wholly differer
pricing pattern for air travel has come into effect., Unlet
institutional budgets escalate, it will be increasingly dif
ficult to gather a large proportion of the members in
single meeting. The pressure to make regional groups mol
active——with all the changes that pattern could bring about-
may well increase irresistibly.

Another question that may confront us is whether we &
being faithful if we talk mainly to ourselves. When o
considers how small the membership of the Socliety is in co
parison with the whole academic enterprise, or the popul
tion of the country as a whole, it does make it necessary
ask how large a group has to be in order to have a signif
cant public influence. Perhaps it is not size but postu
that counts., There is great value in talking to one anothe
which is possible in such a small group—--that we shou
cherish and continue to do so. But 1f talking to each oth
means we talk only to ourselves, then we shall have betray
the impulses that gave birth to Christian social ethics
hundred, and to the Society itself twenty-five years ago.

We run the danger of talking only to ourselves
gseveral ways. One way is to be interested only in the pr
fasgional group itself, run around only with our own kin
pay attention only to those who pursue the same kind
teaching and acadenic research as we pursue, O reassemt
the very same set of people in other organizatioms to whi
we belong. That is a heady and exciting kind of life
live, but does it suffice even as a scholarly servic
Another way of talking only to ourselves 1is to write pi
fessional papers only for this group, or for the very 8¢
colleagues assembled in other groups, and not to prep¢
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materials which the general citizenry or membership of the
churches can read. 1Is it enough for the study of Christian
ethics to be a self-sustaining enterprise done mainly for
its own sake and the innate satisfactions it yields, and not
for the sake of some 1large public good? The greatest
question for the future wmay well be, not whether Christian
ethics as a discipline remains a viable concern of a handful
of scholarly types, but whether Christian commitment finds
and maintains a significant place among a broader consti-
tuency, both in the North American orbit and in other vital
parts of a shrinking globe.

Christian ethics will be likely to be robust in the
future only if there are vibrant communities of Christian
faith all over the world and viable Christian institutions
in the places where Christian ethicists try to work. It is
by no means sure that Christian Ffaith will remain par-
ticularly vital in the places it has flourished in the past.
Culture faith and "main street"” religiosity are too per-
vasive in their consequences merely to be ignored or simply
by-passed in a more specialized attention to the niceties of
academic pursuits, and, if they wholly conquer institutional
Christianity in the North American scene, the impact upon
the academic enterprise of Christian ethics as it has been
practiced in the Society will be debilitating. Then too,
there are many parts of the church that regard the scholarly
and the academic enterprise with distrust, if not with dis-
dain. Tf the institutional expressions of Christianity as
we know them in our immediate milieu progressively decline
in quality, even if they do survive, that also will under-
mine the possibility of doing Christian ethics well. Unless
we address these deteriorating conditions in both church and
culture and find ways to cope with them, the commitment of
the Society to the learned study of a Christian response to
social questions may come to very little. If robust Chris—
tian ethics can exist only within a context of vibrant faith
and viable Christian institutions, and if those very con-
texts are eroding right under our very noses, then business
as usual for a Society such as ours will not insure a prom-
ising future.

In his provocative and suggestive treatment of theologi~-
cal education, Edward Farley talks about the trends toward
specialization that have made each of the branches of theo-
logical study something of an academic speciality rather
than an expression of a more unifying theological enter-
prise. "Each [of the disciplines],” he writes, "gathered
the sociological accoutrements of a science: the research-
oriented journals, the professional society, the graduate
program in that science alone, the delimitation of re-
search projects within the bounds (the language, methods,
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literature) of that science, the nationwide or worldwide
collegium of scholars in that science.” (Edward Farley,
Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological
Education, (Fortress Press, 1983.) There is a sense in
which that has happened within the field of Christian
ethics though perhaps not quite to the same extent or with
the self-conscious intensity that it has happened to some
other academic disciplines. Farley then suggests ways ir
which the theological school should move to a more inclusive
whole, for which he employs the old term Theologia——a tern
which implies a conjuction of the active and contemplative
life.

We will no more be helped to bring reflection and prac-
tice into a closer conjunction by what has occurred ir
higher education in general in recent years than by what has
happened in much ecclesiastical life. While in the case of
the theological enterprise ministerial practice has too fre-
quently become an highly individualized caring for personal
needs apart from any social transformation, in the case of
higher education, a narrow professionalism has appeared that
treats employability as the bottom line. Christian social
responsibility cannot be significantly advanced by either.

The Society of Christian Ethics is a young organism--
vigorous, healthy, enthusiastic. It has come through Iits
birth, weaning, growth, and major period of skill develop
ment with remarkable success. 1t is, hopefully, ready t«
contribute rather than merely to take sustenance from it:
social world, to enter the serving task of inquiry an
public responsibility. Perhaps the greatest contribution 11
can render in this regard, without repudiating the mair
thrust of its early life, is to ask how it can move towar
the kind of total undertaking which Farley has in mind, o
to the kind of great concern about the condition of societ
itself that ought to be the central reason for either th
university or the seminary to exist. o

The same year in which Peabody began teaching socia
ethiecs at Harvard, the report of the American Social Scienc
Association, which became the professional association o
the then embryonic field of sociology, contained these sow&
of its secretary, Professor F. B. Sanborn of Cornel.

University: ", . . for we canmot too often consider ant
repeat that the origin of every science and preeminently o
the social sciences is divine." That perspective hardl

thrives in the university today, nor are the social science
much more adept at fostering social concern than othe
branches of learning. The Society of Christian Ethics :mm
shared the 1impulses that have brought the intellectua
disciplines to a new perspective on themselves and th
world, but perhaps it has another calling to pioneer——on
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that will 1involve questioning whether these discipline-
oriented developments in the academic enterprise have made
us sufficiently adequate to meet the challenges of cir-
cumstances in which the ecry for justice cannot be indef-
jnitely ignored with impunity and threats of ever increasing
retribution cannot be relied upon interminably for ordering
the world.

The growing human being may be said to take more away
from its environment during the first twenty-five years of
its life than it contributes. But unless that pattern
reverses, and during the subsequent twenty-five or so years
the human being contributes more than it takes away from its
surrounding communities, then we say that the human being
has not reached full maturity. At twenty-five years of age
the time of introspective and self-oriented development
should be over. The time for increased responsibility has
begun. If we can say at this juncture that the Society has
grown up and is strong and vibrant, may it be possible to
say in another twenty-five years that the GSociety has
matured and learned to play a prophetic and mediating role
in helping Christians and their institutions, as well as the
wider society, to join in moving toward a more just and com-
passionate ethos. The story of the next twenty-five years
ought to trace the contributions of this group to the
surrounding world with as much record of achievement as this
account has traced the story of the birth, growth, and con-
solidation of the organization as an academic guild of
remarkable quality.



