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 We do not know how Augustineôs sermons at this time were 
received, but we know that he gave his congregation a rather heavy-
handed reminder that the trials they were now enduring were nothing 
compared to the suffering of persecuted Christians who had faced 
the wrath of pagan authorities in a time that was just barely beyond 
the reach of living memory.3  The union of faith and power that the 
Christians of Hippo Regius had come to take for granted had not 
always been there, Augustine reminded them, nor had the Roman 
Empire been a source of security for those early Christian martyrs 
whose faith was commemorated in their churches. The wrath of God 







 But for a philosopher who was also a Christian, it was important 
to understand happiness in that wider horizon that stretches from 
creation to judgment. Aristotle said that we have to move from 
understanding happiness as immediate gratiýcation to seeing it as a 
pattern of excellence sustained over a lifetime.6 That was a step in the 
right direction, but does not go far enough. If relationship to God is 
the measure of what is really worth having, happiness might involve 
losing your life in order to save it, like those martyrs who suffered 
under Romeôs power, about whom Augustine loved to preach to 
Christians who complained about how hard their lives were under 
Romeôs weakness. If the barbarian invasions made anything clear, 
it was that nothing located within the bounds of history was certain, 
or safe from loss. The aim of any ethics worth living has to be a 
happiness that cannot be lost, and in unsettled times, it is easy to see 
the force of Augustineôs observation that the only source of happiness 
that meets that criterion is found in relationship with God.7 
 This point is central to everything that Christians have said about 
politics and authority from Augustineôs time forward. It underlies 
Thomas Aquinasô idea of the natural law that shapes and limits human 
laws. It explains why Martin Luther put following his conscience 
ahead of the authority of the church and why Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
put the integrity of the church above the authority of the state. But 
it is also important to understand that when Augustine says that the 
only source of lasting happiness is found in relationship with God, he 
understands that objective fact. It is not just a way that Christians talk 
among themselves. It is what you will learn if you follow the ideas 
about ethics that you get from Plato and Aristotle to their logical 
conclusion, especially if you are paying attention to the changes that 
are happening in the world around you: Nothing within the scope 
of history will bear the full weight of human expectations ï not the 
pleasures that wealth can buy or the honors that talent and dedication 
can win; not rank or power, nor ethnicity, nor citizenship, nor even the 
_________________



church. Creation and judgment are permanent, but within the horizon 
they mark out no single thing embodies the order they bring into being. 
Pinning your hopes on any of them will lead to disappointment, and 
taking any constellation of them to be permanent will give you the 
wrong answer to your questions about what is happening in history.

Ethics and Responsibility

 Once we see that clearly, however, we still have to decide what 
to do. What sort of goals, and choices, and ways of life make sense in 
light of the permanence of this horizon of creation and judgment and 
the impermanence of everything within it?
 One answer that Christians have given to that question is that 
we should focus on the relationship to God, which is the only source 
of real happiness, and let go of all the rest, which is unreliable and 
changing. The Christian life is about perfecting yourself in love, so 
that you become more and more like God, whom you seek, and less 
attached to everything that is less than God. This movement toward 
perfection may appear to the rest of the world to be quite passive, as 
though you were doing nothing at all, but it is a disciplining of desire 
that ýnally enables you to see what is really there, instead of what 
you want.
 That is an answer that many Christians have given to the ñwhat 
shall we do?ò question, and Augustine shares it, up to a point. He 
records in his Confessions











the people around them shared their moral assumptions, even when 
they did not share their faith, as in America in the 1950s, when Will 
Herberg, the Jewish philosopher teaching at a Protestant seminary, 
wrote his sociological classic, Protestant, Catholic, Jew.14  And there 
have been times, like Augustineôs time and now, when Christians 
have been divided about their relationship to society, with some 
hoping for a restoration of the sacred empire of Constantine, some 
ready to deploy the stateôs power to suppress irreligion and vice, and 
some convinced that it is time to abandon the cities and head for the 
desert monasteries.
 The point for an Augustinian politics is not to make any one of 
those situations normative, as though Christians should at all times 
and in all places try to create a society that they can relate to in one 
unchanging way. The point is to deal with the real choices you have 
in the place where you happen to be.
 Augustine had a biblical image for this adaptability, which he 
took from the prophet Jeremiahôs advice to the exiles who had been 
taken from Jerusalem to Babylon: ñBuild houses and live in them; 
plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons 
and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in 
marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters.ò The arrangement 
may not be ideal, Jeremiah was saying, but youôre going to be there 
for a while, and he went on to say what Augustine quotes approvingly 
in Book 19 of City of God: ñSeek the welfare of the city where I 
have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its 
welfare you will ýnd your welfare.ò 15 
 There is realistic advice in that not only for those who happen 
to be forcibly dislocated, but for all who live with an awareness of 
that ultimate horizon of creation and judgment that keeps them from 
feeling fully at home in any particular place where they happen to 
be. Augustine called them perigrini, or ñresident aliens,ò a category 

_________________
14Will Herberg, Protestant, Catholic, Jew: An Essay in American Religious Sociology 
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1955).
15Jeremiah 29:5-7. See Augustine, City of God, 962.
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that would have been familiar enough to his readers from Roman law 
and their own experience. Perigrini are strangers. They are not ñfrom 
here,ò as we say in Texas, and they cannot quite share the conviction 
of the natives that ñhereò is the best place on earth. But the perigrini 
know that they face the same conditions as the native citizens and 
that their hopes are bound up with this place where they are living. 
Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon have taken this image of the 
ñresident alienò as a perennial image for the Christian life.16  I think 
their particular interpretation has a little too much ñalienò and not quite 
enough of the ñresidentò in it, but the point overall is an important 
one, if it focuses our attention the fact that there are problems we 
have to face together in the society weôve got, instead of distracting 
us with aspirations to recreate an ideal society according to some 
model of where weôve been or where we want to be.
 Augustine was aware that it is a limited and imperfect solidarity 
that binds people together around their common needs and problems. 
This is not the love and worship of the one true God which alone creates 
the true commonwealth of the heavenly city.17  It is perhaps less, even, 
than the commonwealth of Rome, which inspired great deeds and 
heroic sacriýces for a common cause, even though the Romans could 
now see that that cause could not deliver the permanence it promised. 
But a commonwealth of needs and problems is a commonwealth 
of sorts, nonetheless, and it can be found wherever rational people 
are united in pursuit of common objects of love, however elusive or 
limited these may prove to be.18
 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian who gave his 
life in a struggle to preserve the integrity of the church against the 
corruptions of Hitlerôs Germany, called this pursuit of ordinary 
human needs the realm of the ñpenultimate,ò the things that come 

_________________
16Stanley Hauerwas and Will Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989).
17Augustine, City of God, 959-60.
18On this point, see Olover OôDonovan, Common Ogjects of Love: moral Reflection and 
the Shaping of Community (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002).
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before the last things, the goods and goals that are important, but 
not ultimately so. ñThe hungry person needs bread. The homeless 
person needs shelter, the one deprived of rights needs justice, the 
lonely person needs community, the undisciplined one needs order, 
and the slave needs freedomò19  Even within theological horizon that 
stretches from creation to judgment, Bonhoeffer insisted, these things 
make a difference. The world remains under judgment, even after the 
hungry are fed and the homeless are sheltered, but that does not make 
the action unimportant, nor does it break the ties that bind Christians 
to others who confront that problem with them.
 One thing more needs to be added about politics that neither 
Augustine nor Bonhoeffer tells us, though it is implicit in what they 
say about the limited and imperfect choices we all face. It is in the 
nature of penultimate choices that they not ýnal. It is likely that they 



who were carried by the updraft of the 1990s into the One Percent, 
and those who reached those heights brieþy, only to ýnd themselves 
among the foreclosed. Charles Murray, whatever you think of his 
politics, has documented in his new book Coming Apart a dissolution 
of middle class values that corresponds to the decline of middle 
class expectations,20 and all of us, whatever our individual economic 
experience has been, live in an America whose place in the world 
is very different, economically and politically, from what it was a 
decade ago.
 In this environment, we are often reminded that nothing is 
permanent, and the imperfection of everything and everyone is 
readily apparent. It is easy for leaders to lose their footing when the 
ground is constantly shifting, and even if they retain their balance, 
they are likely to have to change direction several times over the 
course of a career. In case you miss any of their mistakes, the next 
round of attack ads will point them out for you, and the more that 
political realities require that decisions be changed, the more your 
opponents will demand absolute consistency from you. Nothing is 
permanent, and everything is imperfect. Indeed, Augustineôs realism 
has a ring of truth in times of change.
 But it is still surprisingly easy for us, as it has been for frightened 
people in every century, to look forward or backward and invest 
some other state of affairs with an ultimacy that we do not ýnd in our 
present situation. Some people think that a republic based on biblical 
faith provided all the answers that were needed in 1776, and that 
it would provide all the answers we need, too, if we could just get 
back to it. Some imagine a utopia in which technology supplies our 
energy needs and at the same time solves our pollution problems, 
while others look for a more natural way of life in which we consume 
less and share more. Still others locate their ultimate commitments in 
the more recent past, in a nuclear family like the one we all had, or 

_________________
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thought we wanted, in the 1950s, or in a kind of patriotism that was 
more easily summoned when the world was more neatly divided.
 One of the things that happens as our real choices become 
more difýcult is that our notional choices become absolutely clear. 
We see that especially in todayôs polarized politics, which focuses 
on ultimate commitments, rather than imperfect choices. For 
about twenty years, a time frame corresponding roughly with the 
accelerated pace of global change that began with the end of the Cold 
War, political strategists have abandoned conventional approaches 
that won elections by seeking the middle ground and bringing large 
numbers of voters to the polls. Instead, they have sought to mobilize 
a ñbase,ò a core group who believe in their cause with something 
approaching a faith commitment. The opposition, meanwhile, might 
be lulled into staying home out of indifference or even induced to 
abstain by creating a negative image of their candidate.
 



created by those who share the same problems
 And we must add one ýnal point that is implicit in Augustine, 
and Bonhoeffer, and Niebuhr, even if they did not say it in so many 
words. Caring for the commonwealth means preserving the systems 
and values that allow it to function, as well as winning elections. 
Because the sphere of the penultimate is about limited choices made 
by imperfect people, one of the most important things we do is to 
make sure that those who come after us will have the resources to 
understand our mistakes, the opportunities to assess them in open 












