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	Called to Be Human: The Two Kinds of Righteousness - By Charles Arand



Charles Arand discusses the two kinds of righteousness, Lutheran Anthropology, and why we need both kinds of righteousness to be fully human.


Called to Be Human: The Two Kinds of Righteousness
Part I
Charles P. Arand

Who am I? Why am I here? What is my purpose? What does it mean to be human? For the most part, these are questions that most people spend little time thinking about.  On most days we take it for granted that we are living a human life, perhaps labeled good or bad, better or worse, but something no one needs to think twice about.  Few societies in the world’s history have had the luxury of being able to permit individuals to spend a lot of time in introspection.  That ours does – indeed seems to revel in it – has not brought us much progress.  Introspection is seldom an entertaining or satisfying art for sinners.  
Erik Erikson has defined “identity” as a primary category for assessing what it means to be human and what it means that I am I.  His idea that human identity develops in eight stages may or may not have reflected North American realities in 1950. But it did in fact create a way of looking at ourselves that still shapes our perceptions, and therefore, our realities half a century later.  This includes the way Christians came to think about how they find meaning and purpose in their lives. 

In the 1980s James Fowler built on the work of Erickson and Piaget among others and sketched out a broad developmental approach to faith as a basic and universal aspect of the human condition. He identified six stages of faith development through which a person moves before reaching faith maturity.

Because of Fowler's work, it is not surprising that theological anthropology has become a major theme for theologians.  Anthropological questions provide access to many aspects of biblical teaching that may otherwise be overlooked, and this is important as we try to convey the gospel of Jesus Christ to our North American contemporaries. After all, any discussion of human beings must therefore include a discussion of God and vice versa.  Anthropology cannot exist apart from theology nor can theology be considered apart from anthropology.1

But it is somewhat surprising how little attention has been paid to Luther’s anthropology. It has been observed that the topic “on the angels” gets more attention in Francis Pieper’s Christian Dogmatics than “on the human creature.” Lutheran anthropology has generally focused on original sin and the bondage of the will. It has only implicitly treated and not always actually used Luther’s definition of humanity in two dimensions, usually called “the two kinds of righteousness.” By contrast, the parallel theological distinctions of "law and gospel" and of "the two realms" have received much more attention in Lutheran circles.  The former developed throughout human history after Luther and Melanchthon died. The latter has become widely used particularly in the last 125 years.  

The “two kinds of righteousness” was often presumed but not always developed by Lutheran theologians.  Yet the two kinds of righteousness provides twenty-first century Lutherans with a resource for addressing the issue of what it means to be human.  Over the next several months, we will explore various facets of our humanity within the framework of the two kinds of righteousness. These will include topics such as sin, reason, faith, good works, sanctification, and our status as sinners and saints. But we first need to provide a brief overview of the basic elements of the two kinds of righteousness.  The following provides a slightly modified excerpt from an article entitled, “Why the Two Kinds of Righteousness?” by Charles Arand and Joel Biermann that will appear in the April issue of the Concordia Journal, It will be one of four articles in that issue devoted to the topic. 

Part I:  Defining the Two Kinds of Righteousness
Before describing the two kinds of righteousness, we need to define "righteousness." Righteousness has to do with meeting God’s “design specifications” for being a human creature and fulfilling the purpose for which God created us. According to Melanchthon, one attains righteousness by conforming to a standard or pattern of being and behaving that has been approved by a superior, someone whose judgment is vital to us and has an important impact upon our life.2  Thus, righteousness describes what it means to be fully human in the manner that God created us and recreated us. Integral to his design, God created us as relational beings. To be righteous means that we live within those relationships as God intended. It involves fulfilling the obligations of the relationships in which we find ourselves. 

In particular, God placed us into two fundamental relationships: we live in God’s presence (coram deo) and at the same time we live in community with one another  (coram mundo). As Luther put it, we inhabit two worlds “one of them heavenly and the other earthly.” These two worlds of human existence can be plotted on two axes: a vertical axis for life with God and a horizontal axis for life with our fellow human creatures and the non-human creation. Righteousness, or to be in a “right relationship,” within either realm is determined by the nature of the two respective relationships in which we find ourselves. To be in a “right relationship” within each realm entails different roles and responsibilities. Each relationship brings with it specific expectations, the fulfillment of which constitutes righteousness. Since God designed these relationships to function in fundamentally different ways, we encounter a twofold definition of what it means to be human — hence two kinds of righteousness. 

On the one hand, human righteousness before God flows from God’s activity toward us. Like human parents, God gave us life apart from any contribution or participation from us. He created us “out of sheer fatherly divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in me.” As his handiwork we are by definition completely dependent upon his gifts. We depend upon the air that we breath, the food that we eat, and the water that we drink. Take these away, and we die. We are, to use Luther’s words, "beggars in the presence of God." This receptive posture of arms extended with open hands continues when God performs his work of redemption. When his human creatures lay dead in sin, God restored them to the fullness of their humanity through the self-sacrificial death and resurrection of his Son. He bestows the righteousness of Christ upon us as a gift. This also took place without any contribution or cooperative participation on our part. The Holy Spirit creates faith through the gospel so that human beings can once again entrust all of life into God’s care. In both instances, human beings live in trusting acceptance of God’s work and gifts. In creation, God formed Adam from dust and breathed into him the breath of life. In redemption, the human creature lay dead in sin until God’s miracle of revivification. Thus before God (coram deo) we are entirely passive; and so our righteousness is passive, not active. 

On the other hand, and at the same time, righteousness in the world with our fellow creatures (coram mundo) depends on carrying out our God-entrusted tasks within our walks of life for the good of creation. God created human beings to be righteous by caring for each other so as to maintain physical and psychic wholeness in one another as well as to promote peace and prosperity within the community. Together men and women tend and protect creation for the well being of both the human and non-human creation. Humans stand accountable both to God and to their fellow creatures for how they carry out tasks for the well being of life within the world. In the promise of the Gospel, God has again bound us together as brothers and sisters of Christ, co-heirs of the new creation. In doing so he does not draw us out of the world. Nor does he call us to live as exiles in the world. Instead he sends back into creation in order to care for the poor, defend the weak, restore the ailing, and look after our neighbor. Our various walks of life provide us with our mission assignments for bringing the Gospel into the lives of others. In a sense, the spiritual needs of our neighbors, as sinners, function as God’s call for us to help. In this way the new creation bursts forth in the midst of the old creation. And so in the eyes of the world (coram mundo) our righteousness is ever active, never passive.

Luther stressed that the two types of righteousness are not alternative forms of human existence. Luther did not see them as alternatives to one another as if we could be fully human by possessing only one kind of righteousness, either the passive or the active. Luther did not compartmentalize the human being in such a way that one could be human by partly possessing passive righteous and partly possessing active righteousness. To be a human being as God created us to be, a perfect human specimen, involves being totally passive – as a newborn child of God – and totally active – as a responsible neighbor to other people and to the whole of God's world. We cannot live before God in isolation from one another or from the world. Nor can we truly live for each other in isolation from God and his gifts. We need both relationships and we need both to function as God intended. Without one or the other we find our humanity diminished.

We need both kinds of righteousness in order to be completely and genuinely human. In our relation to God, we live in complete dependence upon Him. Our righteousness before God (coram deo) consists in seeking life from God everyday. In creation we seek from him the food we eat, the water we drink, and the air that we breathe. In redemption we receive forgiveness by returning to our baptism in repentance, hearing the word, and eating and drinking the body and blood of our Lord. In both instances we wait for God, hope in him, seek after him, and find refuge in Him. In relation to our neighbors, we live lives of mutual inter-dependence. Our righteousness in this world (coram mundo) consists in leading the lives God has given in ways faithful to our callings. We care for others by going to work, providing shelter and food for our families, caring for the needy, providing emotional support for our loved ones, and looking after the environment. We care for the spiritual welfare of our neighbor through prayer, catechesis, and bringing the gospel to bear upon their lives. 

 1     Walter von Loewenich, Martin Luther: The Man and His Work, tr. Lawrence W. Denef (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986) , 312.

  2   Apology of the Augsburg Confession, IV, Book of Concord Kolb-Wengert, 164.


	


