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GOSPEL, CULTURE, CHURCH 

As much as anyone else during the past 100 years, the German theologian Ernst 
Troeltsch has shaped contemporary thinking on gospel and culture. To give just one ex
ample, probably the most important book on the topic in the English-speaking world, H. 
Richard Niebuhr's classic historical and theological study Christ and Culture/'in one sense 
undertakes no more than to supplement and in part to correct" Troeltsch's work on The 
Social Teachings of the Christian Churches.1 Why did Troeltsch earn such a wide hearing? 

Following in the footsteps of sociologist Max Weber, Troeltsch developed a very 
influential distinction between "church" and "sect" (and added his own third category of 
"mystic," which I will leave aside here because my interest is in Christian community). 
As Weber suggested, the distinction runs something like this: you get born into the 
church; you join a sect; like a good mother, the church will embrace you irrespective of 
your behavior; like a stern father, the sect will make you follow a strict ethical code.2 

Weber's distinction between church and sect was supposed to be a strictly socio
logical distinction that provided models of how religious groups relate to the larger 
world. Going beyond Weber, Troeltsch made the simple but astute observation that one 
cannot separate theology from sociology. The church, which wishes to embrace all its 
sons and daughters, will invariably proclaim "grace"; the sect, to which only an elite 
number belong, will stress "law." The church will affirm the "world"; the sect will deny 
the "world" by retreating from it or occasionally attacking it. The church will seek power 
in the world, and to achieve it, make the necessary compromises; the sect will insist on 
undiluted purity and remain on the margins. The church will stress sacraments and edu
cation; the sect will value conversion and commitment. 

By analyzing the teachings of church and sect through the centuries, in his mag
isterial The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches Troeltsch concluded that "the whole 
Christian world of thought and dogma" depends "on the fundamental sociological con
ditions, on the idea of fellowship which was dominant at any given time."3 Troeltsch was 
no social determinist; after all he believed that the "idea" of Christianity gave rise to all 
three social forms—church, sect, and mystic—in which the Christian faith was lived out 
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through the centuries. Yet these social forms in turn shaped Christian doctrine, the very 
center of it. For instance, the Christ of a church is different from the Christ of a sect: the 
first is a gracious "Redeemer" the second is a commanding "Lord." Similar kinds of dif
ferences between church and sect can be observed with respect to other doctrines too. 
One might disagree with Troeltsch on particular points, but his thesis as a whole makes 
sense. The beliefs and practices of a Christian community are inextricably bound to its 
character as a social reality; when you change one, sooner or later you will change the 
other too. 

Notice the implications of Troeltsch's thesis about the interrelation of Christian 
communities' social forms and their doctrines and practices for the topic of gospel and 
culture. "Gospel" is never simply "the good news," not even the good news supported 
by a web of beliefs and practices. "Gospel" always involves a way of living in a given so
cial environment as a Christian community (in a broad sense, including various degrees 
of commitment). To ask about how the gospel relates to culture is to ask how to live as a 
Christian community in a particular cultural context. Reflection on gospel and culture will 
be truncated without reflection on church and culture. Indeed, there is no other way to 
reflect adequately on gospel and culture except by reflecting on how the social embodi
ments of the gospel relate to a given culture. 

Church and culture is the topic I wish to address. I want to explore the nature of 
Christian communal presence in contemporary societies and the character of Christian 
identity and difference. To that end I will engage in what might be called "theological 
and sociological exegesis" of one key biblical book on the topic—1 Peter. Methodological
ly, I will neither examine simply the text of 1 Peter nor simply the situation of the ad
dressees, the Petrine community. Rather, I am interested in the reactions of the author to 
the situation. I am assuming, however, that, though absent from the community, in a pro
found sense the author of 1 Peter is still a part of it. 

But why 1 Peter? In Christ and Culture Niebuhr seeks to indicate how the various 
types of relation between Christ and culture which he finds in the history of the church 
are exemplified in various texts produced by the early Christian communities. "Christ 
against culture" is best expressed in 1 John, "the Christ of culture" in Gnostic writings, 
"Christ above culture" in some motifs in Matthew's gospel (such as rendering to Caesar 
the things that are Caesar's), "Christ and culture in paradox" in the Pauline writings, and 
"Christ the transformer of culture" in the Fourth Gospel. 

I should say that I find Niebuhr's typology enticing but unpersuasive, and his 
treatment of the NT texts is skewed. But this is not the point I wish to dwell on here. 
What interests me more is the observation that the one text which speaks more pointedly 
and comprehensively to the problem of "Christ and culture" than any other in the NT is 
conspicuously absent from Niebuhr's account. I am referring to 1 Peter, the epistle whose 
main theme is Christian life in a non-Christian environment.41 am not sure about reasons 
for this omission on Niebuhr's part. But I am quite sure that 1 Peter bursts not only Nie
buhr's five neat models of how Christ relates to culture, about also Troeltsch's distinction 
between church and sect. 

ALIENS AND SOJOURNERS 

As Reinhard Feldmeier has argued recently, the key metaphor which 1 Peter em
ploys to express the Christian relationship to culture is the metaphor of "aliens" (paroikos 
and parepid&nos)? It takes only a brief glance through the history of the church to see its 
potency. By the second century being "alien" had become central to the self-under-
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standing of Christians. Later it was essential to monastic and Anabaptist movements 
alike, to Augustine and Zinzendorf, and, in our own time, to Dietrich Bonhoeffer (The 
Cost of Dtscipleship) no less than to Jim Wallis (Sojourners) or Stanley Hauerwas (Resident 
Aliens). 

The metaphor "aliens" had such a powerful influence because it sums up central 
themes from the OT and expresses some fundamental perspectives from the whole NT 
about the problem of Christian identity and difference. Abraham was called to go from 
his country, his kindred, and his father's house (Gen 12:1). His grandchildren and the 
children of his grandchildren became "aliens in the land of Egypt" (Lev 19:34), and the 
nation of which he and Sarah were parents lived as exiles in the Babylonian captivity. 
And even when they were secure in their own land, Yahweh their God demanded of 
them to be différent from surrounding nations. 

The root of Christian self-understanding as aliens and sojourners lies not so 
much in the story of Abraham and Sarah and the nation of Israel as it does in the destiny 
of Jesus Christ, his mission and his rejection which ultimately brought him to the cross. 
"He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him" (John 1:11). He 
was a stranger to the world because the world into which he came was estranged from 
God. And so it is with his followers. "When a person becomes a believer, then he (or she) 
moves from the far country to the vicinity of God.... There now arises a relation of recip
rocal foreignness and estrangement between Christians and the world."6 Christians are 
born of the Spirit (John 3:8) and are therefore not "from the world" but, like Jesus Christ, 
"from God" (John 15:19). 

There is no need here to give a detailed analysis of the trajectory from Abraham 
and the people of Israel to Jesus Christ and his church. It will suffice to take a careful look 
at the metaphor "aliens" in 1 Peter. Yet to understand the metaphor, an analysis of the 
terms paroiios and parepidëmos, say of an etymological or even sociological kind, will not 
do. In 1 Peter these terms mean not more and not less than what the epistle as a whole teach
es about the relation of Christians to the surrounding culture. To unpack "aliens" we need to 
broaden our vision and look at what the epistle as a whole says about the nature of Chris
tian presence in a given culture. 

On the matter of Christians living in a non-Christian environment 1 Peter is not 
simply one little voice among other NT voices. Though the epistle is marginal within the 
NT as a whole, it pulls together "essential social-ethical traditions'Of the NT as a whole.7 

A careful reader will, however, discover in 1 Peter not only a "compiler," but a creative 
thinker in his own right, capable of integrating the social features which Troeltsch tells us 
we should find clearly separated and assigned to different social types of religious com
munities. 

ESCHATOLOGIC AL DIFFERENCE 

The designation of Christians as paroucoi and parepidëmoi (1 Pet 1:1; 2:11) implies, 
without a doubt, a "clear distance in relation to society, a distance from its values and 
ideals, from its institutions and politics."8 What does the distance mean, however? Dis
tance in what sense and for what reason? 

In his well known sociological and exegetical study, John H. Elliott advocated a 
thesis that the term paroikoi describes the social marginalization which Christians experi
enced before conversion. In the church they then found a protective oikos and were pro
vided with an ideological self-understanding as the new eschatological people of God.9 

The "homeless" found the warmth of an ecclesial home. That may well have been the 
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case—provided one understands ideology in a purely functional manner, without refer
ence to the truth content of the claims it contains.10 

This helpful sociological perspective is, however, one-sided in a crucial respect. 
While it rightly perceives the estrangement which a Christian way of life—or Christian 
"ideology"—might help overcome, it underestimates a new estrangement which a Christian 
way of life creates.nThat the members of the Pettine community might have become Chris
tians because many of them were socially marginalized seems an intelligent hypothesis. 
That they became alienated from their social environment in a new way when they be
came Christians is what the episode explicitly states.12 Before conversion, they were 
much like their neighbors (see 4:3ff); after conversion they became different, and this was 
the cause of their persecution.13 Since our topic here is not the psycho-sociology of con
version, but the nature of Christian presence in the world, I will concentrate on this new 
distance, which arises from becoming a Christian. 

It would be a mistake, however, to describe this new distance as simply religious. 
In that case, the terms "aliens" and "sojourners" would have been used purely metaphor
ically and would indicate "no actual social condition of the addressees."14 Such a view 
would presume that religion is essentially a strictly private affair, touching only the deep 
region of a person's heart. Surely this is a mistaken view. That religion takes place simply 
between a naked soul and its divinity is a prejudice, one which is nourished today by the 
fact that in modern societies religion has been pushed outside of the public arena. Yet 
even in the so-called private sphere—such as the personal life, family or friendships— 
religion continues to be a social force.15 Religion is essentially a way of thinking and of liv
ing within a larger social context. Religious distance from the world is therefore always 
social distance. At least this holds true for Christian faith. 

How does this Christian distance from society that is religious and social come 
about? First Peter answers: through the new birth into the living hope. "Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into 
the living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead" (1:3). The new 
birth, whose subject is the merciful and electing God (1:2), creates a two-fold distance. 
First, it is a new birth. It distances one from the old way of life, inherited from one's ances
tors (1:18) and transmitted by the culture at large—a way of life characterized by the lack 
of knowledge of God and by misguided desires (1:14). Second, it is a birth into a living 
hope. It distances one from the transitoriness of the present world, in which all human ef
forts ultimately end in death. In more abstract theological terms, the new birth into the 
living hope frees people from the meaninglessness of sin and hopelessness of death. 

This process of distancing by rebirth takes place through redemption by the 
blood of the Lamb (1:19) and through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead (1:3). 
People who are born into the living hope take part in the eschatological process which 
started with the coming of Jesus Christ into this world, with his ministry of word and 
deed and with his death and his resurrection. Christian difference from the social envi
ronment is therefore, an eschatological one. In the midst of the world in which they live, 
they are given a new home that comes from God's future. The new birth commences a 
journey to this home. 

Notice the significance of the new birth for Christian social identity. Christians 
do not come into their social world from outside seeking either to accommodate to their 
new home (like second generation immigrants would), shape it in the image of the one 
they have left behind (like colonizers would), or establish a little haven in the strange 
new world reminiscent of the old (as resident aliens would). They are not outsiders who 
either seek to become insiders or maintain strenuously the status of outsiders. Christians 
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are the insiders who have diverted from their culture by being born again. They are by 
definition those who are not what they used to be, those who do not live like they used to 
live. Christian difference is therefore not an insertion of something new into the old from 
outside, but a bursting out of the new precisely within the proper space of the old. 

The question of how to live in a non-Christian environment, then, does not trans
late simply into the question of whether one adopts or rejects the social practices of the 
environment. This is the question outsiders ask, who have the luxury of observing a cul
ture from a vantage point that is external to that culture. Christians do not have such a 
vantage point since they have experienced a new birth as inhabitants of a particular cul
ture. Hence they are in an important sense insiders. As those who are a part of the envi
ronment from which they have diverted by having been born again and whose difference 
is therefore internal to that environment. Christians ask, "Which beliefs and practices of 
the culture that is ours must we reject now that our self has been reconstituted by new 
birth? Which can we retain? What must we reshape to reflect better the values of God's 
new creation?" 

ECCLESIAL DIFFERENCE 

Talk about "new birth" could suggest a purely individual process of distancing 
from the culture—a soul takes flight from the world, and seeks refuge with the eternal 
God, and becomes a stranger to the world of sin and death in that it migrates (metoikizd) 
into its undefiled and imperishable inheritance (1:4)16 In a modern version of such indi
vidualistic faith a person would not depart from the world but would, like Sheila Larson 
in Habits of the Heart, says, "I believe in God.... My faith has carried me a long way. If s 
Sheilaism. Just my own little voice."17 If this were what was meant by "new birth," Chris
tian difference would be strictly private; gnosticism and mysticism would thrive under 
the name-brand "Christianity." Does the text of 1 Peter support such understandings of 
new birth, however? 

The new birth "of the imperishable seed, through the living and enduring word 
of God" (1:23) is not simply an internal and private event. Think of its inextricable con
nection with baptism. Some exegetes surmise that the whole epistle is a baptismal litur
gy.18 Be that as it may, a connection between new birth and baptism is undeniable—a fact 
with momentous consequences. No one can baptize himself or herself; everyone must be 
baptized by another person into a given Christian community. Baptism is an incorporation 
into the body of Christ, a doorway into a Christian community. Baptism will not do the 
distancing for you, but it will tell you that genuine Christian distance has ecclesial shape. 
It is lived in a community that lives as "aliens" in a larger social environment. 

The new birth is neither a conversion to our authentic inner self nor a migration 
(metoikesia) of the soul into a heavenly realm, but a translation of a person into the house 
of God (orkos tou theou) erected in the midst of the world. It comes as no surprise, then, to 
find in 1 Peter that OT collective designations for the people of God are applied to the 
Christian church: 'Out you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's 
own people" (2:9). The distance from the social environment in 1 Peter is not simply es-
chatological; it is also essentially ecclesiological.19 Its correlate is the eschatological people of 
God, who live in the world hoping for God's new creation, not "our own authentic little 
voice" nor some "heavenly home" separated from this world by an unbridgeable gulf. 

Correspondingly, one must understand the "walk" (anastrophe) of Christians 
which 1 Peter so strongly emphasizes (1:15,17,18; 2:12; 3:1,2,16) not as private morality 
instructing how to purify the soul from an evil world nor how to "love yourself and be 
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gentle with yourself... take care of each other,"20 but as an ecclesia! way of bang that is dis
tinct from the way of being of the society at large. "Walk" is the way the Christian commu
nity lives in the world. Wherever Christians find themselves—alone or with other believ
ers—a Christian social difference is manifested there. Communities of those who are 
born anew and follow Christ live an alternative way of life within the political, ethnic, re
ligious, and cultural institutions of the larger society. 

We get no sense from 1 Peter, however, that the church should strive to regulate 
all domains of social life and reshape society in the image of the heavenly Jerusalem. One 
could argue, of course, that it would be anachronistic to expect such a thought even to oc
cur in the Petrine community. Were they not discriminated against, a minority living in 
premodern times? Does that invalidate or compromise their stance, however? Why 
would it? Whatever the reason, the Petrine community was no aggressive sect in the 
sense of Ernst Troeltsch. It did not wish to impose itself or the kingdom of God on the 
world, but to live in faithfulness to God and to the values of God's kingdom, inviting oth
ers to do the same. It had no desire to do for others what they did not want done for 
them. They had no covert totalitarian agenda. Rather, the community was to live an alter
native way of life in the present social setting, transforming it, as it could, from within. In 
any case, the community did not seek to exert social or political pressure, but to give pub
lic witness to a new way of life. 

DIFFERENCE AND IDENTITY 

Celsus, the most significant critic of Christianity in the second century, wrote: "If 
all men wanted to be Christians, the Christians would no longer want them."21 In fact he 
insisted that Christians were so fascinated with rejecting what is common to all people 
that they themselves would no longer want to be Christians if everyone decided to be
come one. In his view, the primary point of reference for Christian identity was the non-
Christian world. Christian identity is established through the negative activity of setting 
oneself apart from others. Christian distance from society is a spiteful difference for the 
sake of difference, nourished by a deep-seated resentment against the dominant social or
der which rejected them. Is this what we find in 1 Peter? 

There is no doubt that 1 Peter stresses the church's différence from its social envi
ronment. This is what the metaphor "aliens" suggests and this is what surfaces repeated
ly throughout the epistle.22 But what is the significance of this observation for the nature 
of Christian identity? I suggest that the crucial question is not to what degree one stresses 
difference, but rather on what basis Christian identity is established. Identity can be 
forged through two related but clearly distinct processes: either through a negative pro
cess of rejecting the beliefs and practices of others, or through a positive process of giving 
allegiance to something distinctive. It is significant that 1 Peter consistently establishes 
the difference positively, not negatively. There are no direct injunctions not to behave as 
non-Christians do. Rather, the exhortation to be different centers primarily on the posi
tive example of a holy God (l:15f) and of the suffering Christ (2:21ff). This is surprising, 
especially given the situation of social conflict in which the Petrine community was en
gaged. We expect injunctions to reject the ways of the world; instead we find admoni
tions to follow the path of Christ. 

Let me reinforce this point by looking at two images of evil in 1 Peter: the demi 
and fleshly desires. 1 Peter does not warn in totalizing discourse against an evil world, but 
calls his community to resist the devil that prowls around, looking for someone to de
vour (5:8). The image of a prowling devil suggests that evil is not some impenetrable 
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darkness outside the walls of the church, equally thick in all places; rather, evil is a mo
bile force, something one always has to deal with but is never quite sure where and how 
one will encounter it. The statements that celebrate Christian calling "out of darkness into 
his marvelous light" notwithstanding (2:9), 1 Peter does not operate with the stark black-
and-white opposition between "divine community" and "satanic world." Correspond
ingly, the author seems less interested in hurling threats against the unbelieving and ag
gressive non-Christian neighbors,23 than in celebrating Christians' special status before 
God (see 2:9f). Christian hope, not the damnation of non-Christians, figures centrally in 
the letter (see 1:3; 3:15).24 

When we encounter negative examples of how Christians should not behave, 
then our attention is drawn not so much to the life-style of non-Christians as to "the de
sires of the flesh that wage war against the soul" (2:11). These are, as 1 Peter points out ex
plicitly, the former desires of Christians themselves.25 The force of the injunction is not 
"Do not be as your neighbors are!" but "Do not be as you were!"1* This fits with the obser
vation that the new birth distances people first of all from their old culturally shaped self 
and in this way from the world. This is what the logic of the metaphor of new birth sug
gests, but this is also what 1 Peter explicitly states: "you were ransomed from your futile 
ways inherited from your ancestors" (1:18). What permeates the epistle is not a fixation 
on distance from the world, but enthusiasm about the eschatological future. 

It is Christian identity that creates difference from the social environment, not the 
other way around. The faith of the Petrine community is nourished more on its own in
trinsic vision than on the deprecatory stories about others.27 Let me reinforce this point 
by an observation. When identity is forged primarily through the negative process of the 
rejection of the beliefs and practices of others, violence seems unavoidable, especially in 
situations of conflict. We have to push others away from ourselves and keep them at a 
distance, and we have to close ourselves off from others to keep ourselves pure of their 
taint. The violence of pushing and keeping away can express itself in subdued resent
ment, or it can break out in aggressive and destructive behavior. The Petrine community 
was discriminated against and were even a persecuted minority. Feelings of rage and 
thoughts of revenge must have been lurking as a threat, ready to rise up either in aggres
sion toward their enemies or at least in relishing the thought of their future damnation. 
But what do we find in 1 Peter? Exhortation is given not to repay evil for evil or abuse for 
abuse, but to repay evil with a blessing (3:9)! From the perspective of pop psychology or 
quasi-revolutionary rhetoric, such a refusal to vent the rage and actuate the mechanism 
of revenge would be at best described as unhealthy and at worst thought of as worthy 
only of "despicable rubble."28 In fact, it speaks of sovereign serenity and sets a profound 
revolution in motion. When blessing replaces rage and revenge, the one who suffers vio
lence refuses to retaliate in kind and chooses instead to encounter violence with an em
brace. But how can people give up violence in the midst of a life-threatening conflict if 
their identity is wrapped up in rejecting the beliefs and practices of their enemies? Only 
those who refuse to be defined by their enemies can bless them. 

DIFFERENCE AND ACCULTURAΉON 

There is a strange tension in 1 Peter between the stress on difference and at
tempts at acculturation. This tension has given rise to opposing interpretations of the 
purpose of the letter as a whole. The dominant metaphor, "aliens," clearly underlines the 
difference. John H. Elliott latches onto the metaphor and argues that the main purpose of 
1 Peter is to protect Christian identity in an unfriendly environment. "The Petrine strate-
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gy was," he writes, "to avert... forces of social disintegration through a reinforcement of 
the distinctive identity of the Christian community."29 On the other hand, if one looks at 
the so-called "household codes" and compares them with similar material from the Hel
lenistic tradition, then it seems that interest in difference gives way to attempts at accul
turation. David L. Balch argues that the household codes unmistakably manifest 1 Peter's 
interest in accommodation. He concludes: "The author of 1 Peter wrote to advise Chris
tians who were being persecuted about how they might become socially-politically ac
ceptable to their society."30 

Elliott's and Balch's thought moves within the framework of the alternative: ei
ther difference or acculturation (though both are aware that both processes were going 
on at the same time). Behind such a stance seems to be the persuasion that the communi
ty of 1 Peter was a "sect" which, in order to survive, either had to assert itself under pres
sure to assimilate or accommodate under the threat of persecution. Yet why focus on al
ternatives? If both difference and accommodation were taking place at the same time, 
would it not be more fruitful to ask how the processes were combined? The focus on the 
combination of difference and acculturation would assume on the part of the Petrine 
community, however, a nonsectarian distance from their social environment: one is free 
from the pressure either simply to reject or simply affirm the surrounding culture.31 

Indeed, if I am right that the distance from the social environment is in 1 Peter primarily 
a positive one resulting less from the rejection of the world than from the experience of 
the new birth to a living hope, then we can expect the epistle to transcend these unhelp
ful alternatives. We would have to take into account the possibility of either rejecting or 
accommodating to particular aspects of the surrounding culture in a piece-meal fashion. 
This is, I think, what we actually find in 1 Peter. 

In order to support this claim, I want to look at the so-called "household codes," 
the material which according to David L. Balch, clearly demonstrates a Petrine strategy of 
accommodation. I want to argue that the "household codes" in 1 Peter are in fact an ex
ample of differentiated acceptance and rejection of the surrounding culture. 

If one considers only the repeated injunctions to "subordinate oneself" (2:13; 2:18; 
3:1), to suffer injustice (2:19), or to be gentle and tender (3:4; 3:8), then it could seem that 
in 1 Peter "Greek politics" is indeed celebrating victory over "the Mosaic story of salva
tion," the prophetic tradition, and the teachings of Jesus, as Balch claims.32 One should 
not forget, however, the social and theological context of these statements. First, in 1 Pe
ter the conservative "Hellenistic" instructions do not pertain to the relationships within 
the church (as do the household codes proper in Ephesians and Colossians), but to the re
lationship of Christians to non-Christians.33 Second, Christians were involved in a con
flict that they did not provoke, that they could not avoid, and in which they were the op
pressed party. Third, an inalienable dimension of their communal identity was a 
commitment to love of enemies and to nonviolence. Taken together, these three consider
ations place the "conservative" exhortation in a new light. To be "subject" means to act in 
the freedom of the slaves of God (2:16) and, instead of provoking additional acts of vio
lence, to curb violence by doing good (knowing all along that suffering will be one's lot, 
because one cannot count on the victory of good over evil in this world). To be "subject" 
in a situation of conflict means to follow in the footsteps of the crucified Messiah and to 
refuse to take part in the automatism of revenge34 —"evil for evil or abuse for abuse" 
(3:9)—and to break the vicious circle of violence by suffering violence. If the injunction to 
be subject appears at first to function as a religious legitimation of oppression, it turns 
out, in fact, to be α call to struggle against the politics of violence in the name of the politics of 
the crucified Messiah. How blinded must one be by the prejudices of one's own liberal cui-
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ture to see in this demanding way of suffering only accommodation to the dominant 
norms of the Hellenistic world! 

Yet even when we are ready to accept that "subjection"—in politics, economics, 
and in the home—can be an expression of radical Christianity rather than denial of Chris
tian faith, we are still deeply troubled about how natural it seems for 1 Peter to accept the 
oppressive rule of the powerful— of the emperor and his governors (2:13ff), of the slave 
master (2:18ff), and of the husband (3:lff). True, 1 Peter provides them with no theologi
cal legitimation; we read nowhere in the epistle that the powerful were placed in their 
positions by God and that they are doing God's work (see Rom 13:1-7). Moreover, 1 Peter 
is sensitive to the possible injustice of the existing order.35 Contrary to Aristotle who be
lieved that "there can be no injustice" toward slaves,361 Peter explicitly states that Chris
tian slaves were suffering unjustly (2:19). 

Still, we sense no desire to call into question the hierarchical and oppressive so
cial order. Why? Is this because of the minority status of the first Christians? (How could 
we change anything!?) Is it because of the expectation of Jesus' imminent coming (4:7)? 
(Why should we bother, when God's new creation is around the corner!?) Is it because of 
a premodern understanding of social realities? (This is how things always were and how 
they always will be!) Possibly all three factors are relevant. In any case, it seems clear that 
1 Peter accommodates to the existing social realities as well as calling them into question. 
We should keep in mind, however, that the call to follow the crucified Messiah was, in 
the long run, much more effective in changing the unjust political, economic, and familial 
structures than direct exhortations to revolutionize them would ever have been. For an 
allegiance to the crucified Messiah—indeed, worship of a crucified God—is an eminently 
political act that subverts a politics of dominion at its very core.37 

Today, we might reason, in contemporary democratic societies we must engage 
the structures of oppression directly. Social structures are made by human beings and, if 
unjust, must be unmade by them. That we are ready to act is admirable; that we have an 
urge to reshape and reconfigure everything might be dangerous. Stephen Toulmin has 
noted in Cosmopolis a feature of modernity that he called "The Myth of the Clean Slate."38 

Just like one can be rational only if one "demolishes all that was there before and starts 
from scratch," so one can be revolutionary only if one refashions the political situation 
from the ground up.39 For example, the French Revolution "reached into everything. For 
example, it re-created time and space [T]he revolutionaries divided time into units 
that they took to be rational and natural. There were ten days to a week, three weeks to a 
month, and twelve months to a year."40 For modernity social change is enactment of a 
master narrative that the prophets of the new age have written on a clean sheet of paper. 

But the notion of "the clean slate" has proven a dangerous myth. During the 
French Revolution and in particular later in this century we have learned by bitter experi
ence that the slate cannot be cleaned and that in the process of trying a good deal of new 
dirt is generated—in fact, rivers of blood and mountains of corpses. Those lessons of his
tory make us wonder whether some wisdom, in addition to accommodation, may be con
tained in 1 Peter's failure to challenge the oppressive structures of his day. What we 
should learn from the text is not, of course, to keep our mouths shut and hands folded, 
but to make our rhetoric and action more modest so that they can be more effective. As 
we strive for social change, 1 Peter nudges us to drop the pen that scripts master narra
tives and instead give account of the living hope in God and God's future (3:15; 1:5),41 to 
abandon the project of reshaping society from the ground up and instead do as much 
good as we can from where we are at the time we are there (2:11), to suffer injustice and 
bless the unjust rather than perpetrating violence by repaying "evil for evil or abuse for 
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abuse" (3:9), and to replace the anger of frustration with the joy of expectation (4:13). 

SOFT DIFFERENCE 

Though 1 Peter does not envisage changing social structures, Christians never
theless have a mission in the world. They should conduct themselves "honorably among 
the Gentiles.. .so that they may see your honorable deeds and glorify God when he comes 
to judge" (2:12; cf. 3:lf). Indeed, the purpose of Christian existence as a whole is to "pro
claim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light" 
(2:9). The distance from society that comes from the new birth into a living hope does not 
isolate from society. For hope in God, the Creator and Savior of the whole world, knows 
no boundaries. Instead of leading to isolation, this distance is a presupposition of mis
sion. Without distance, churches can only give speeches that others have written for them 
and only go places where others lead them. To make a difference, one must be different.42 

The key question is how churches should think and live out their difference and 
their mission—both inalienable and mutually dependent dimensions of their identity. In 
one of the central passages in 1 Peter about the mission of the church, we come across a 
word that has today fallen somewhat into disrepute—the word "gentleness" or "meek
ness" (3:16; 3:4). As is well-known, a certain kind of meekness is a weapon of the weak. 
They get their way by avoiding direct confrontations and by seemingly going with the 
flow. One might be tempted to interpret "gentleness" in 1 Peter as a debasing strategy of 
the powerless—i.e., be gentle because this is the only way to achieve what you desire in a 
hostile world. 

One can only strike the enemy with the weapon of meekness, however, if one 
holds in the other hand a weapon called guile. This is precisely the weapon 1 Peter takes 
out of the hands of his community (2:lf; 2:22). In place of guile, which tries to confuse the 
enemy by pretext (2:16), 1 Peter calls for the transparency of a pure heart (1:22). A gentle
ness that refuses to help itself with guile is no strategy of the weak. It is the open life-
stance of the strong, who feel no need to support their own uncertainty by aggression to
ward others. Gentleness is the flip-side of respect for the other. It is not an accident that 
both are mentioned together in 3:16, where Christians are told to give an account of the 
hope that is in them "with gentleness and reverence."43 

It might be appropriate to call the missionary distance that 1 Peter stresses soft 
difference. I do not mean a weak difference, for in 1 Peter the difference is anything but 
weak. It is strong, but it is not hard. Fear for oneself and one's identity creates hardness. 
The difference that joins itself with hardness always presents the other with a choice: ei
ther submit or be rejected, either "become like me or get away from me." In the mission 
to the world, hard difference operates with open or hidden pressures, manipulation, and 
threats. A decision for a soft difference, on the other hand, presupposes a fearlessness 
which 1 Peter repeatedly encourages his readers to assume (3:14; 3:6). People who are se
cure in themselves—more accurately, who are secure in their God—are able to live the 
soft difference without fear. They have no need either to subordinate or damn others, but 
can allow others space to be themselves. For people who live the soft difference, mission 
fundamentally takes the form of witness and invitation. They seek to win others without 
pressure or manipulation, sometimes even "without a word" (3:1). 

Whether it takes place gently or not, colonization is colonization. This is how 
Tzvetan Todorov might react to the pursuit of mission through soft difference. "Is there 
not already a violence in the conviction that one possesses the truth oneself, whereas this 
is not the case for others," he asks rhetorically, commenting on the missionary efforts of 
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such a friend of the Indians as Las Casas.44 Instead of asserting the universal truth, one 
should strive to make the otherness of others blossom. Yet even "heightening of the oth
er's differences" must be "guided by an emancipatory praxis that keeps the other em
powered to be other,"45 as Mark Taylor puts it. But when we ask what actually keeps oth
ers empowered to be authentically themselves, judgments about truth and error, freedom 
and slavery, darkness and light rush in. For unless you are willing to tolerate everything 
except intolerance toward everything, any notion of "emancipative praxis that keeps the 
other empowered to be other" involves often abstracting an authentic other from a con
crete other and then affirming your abstraction while condemning the concrete other. 
You must abstract, for instance, from the fact that women are circumcised in a given cul
ture before you can affirm that culture. But when you affirm the other in this way, you 
have not affirmed them, but your own construction of their authentic identity, a construc
tion which entails making judgments about truth and value. And so we are back at pro
claiming the truth that others do not possess. The difference is that we now do it clandes
tinely, whereas 1 Peter would want us to do it openly. Truth will be spoken, value 
judgments will be made. The question is only how—upfront or surreptitiously, with 
harshness or with gentleness, from a position of power or from a position of "weakness." 
Just as gentleness is not a mere survival strategy, so the soft différence is not simply a 
missionary method. Rather, the soft difference is the missionary side of following in the 
footsteps of the crucified Messiah. It is not an optional extra, but part and parcel of Chris
tian identity itself. To be a Christian means to live one's own identity in the face of others 
in such a way that one joins inseparably the belief in the truth of one's own convictions 
with a respect for the convictions of others. The softness which should characterize the 
very being of Christians—I am tempted to call it "ontic gentleness"—must not be given 
up even when we are (from our own perspective) persuaded that others are either wrong 
or evil. To give up the softness of our difference would be to sacrifice our identity as fol
lowers of Jesus Christ. 

DIFFERENCE AND COMMENSURABIUTY 

One is immediately struck in 1 Peter with two contrary reactions of outsiders to 
the soft missionary difference. On the one hand, there is angered surprise and blasphem
ing from non-Christians that Christians are no longer joining them "in the same excesses 
of dissipation" (4:4). The Christian difference is the cause of discrimination and persecu
tion. Moreover, 1 Peter tells us, such negative reaction is to be expected from non-
Christians. Christians should not be surprised by the "fiery ordeal" which they have to 
endure (4:12). The negative reactions of non-Christians do not rest on misunderstanding, 
but are rooted in the inner logic of the non-Christian constellation of values which seem 
incompatible with the values of Christians. On the other hand, one of the central passag
es in 1 Peter entertains a lively hope that precisely the Christian difference—outwardly 
visible in their good deeds—will cause non-Christians to see the truth and eventually 
convert (2:12,15; 3:1; 3:16). This expectation presupposes overlap between Christian and 
non-Christian constellations of values. The good works of Christians can be appreciated 
by non-Christians and look attractive to them. 

Commensurability and incommensurability between Christian and non-
Christian value patterns are so intertwined in 1 Peter that they can appear in one and the 
same sentence: "Conduct yourself honorably among the Gentiles, so that, through that 
for which they malign you as evildoers, they may see your honorable deeds and glorify 
God when he comes to judge" (2:11). The very actions which the Gentiles malign as evil 
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deeds, will ultimately be recognized by them as good deeds if Christians do consistently 
what non-Christians malign. Non-Christians will even convert on account of these good 
deeds. Two seemingly contradictory reactions exist side by side! Can one reconcile them? 

One way to resolve the problem is to invoke the miracle of seeing. Non-
Christians look at the same phenomenon, but they are no longer provoked to anger be
cause they come to it from a different perspective—the perspective of faith. Yet the mira
cle of seeing can happen only when one has already come to faith.46 Consequently, com
ing to faith would not be the result of observing good works, but perceiving good works 
would be the result of coming to faith. Moreover, the presupposition of this solution is 
that value patterns of Christians and non-Christians are incommensurable. There are no 
bridges or overlaps. The only thing one can do is jump from one value system into an
other for no apparent reason or, possibly, out of dissatisfaction. But what is significant in 
1 Peter is that commensurability and incommensurability are taking place at one and the 
same time, that good works themselves are both the cause of blaspheming (4:4) and the 
cause for glorifying God (2:12).47 How is this possible? 

The stress on Christian difference notwithstanding, the "world" does not seem a 
monolithic place in 1 Peter. We encounter evil people who persecute Christians and who 
will continue to do the same, blaspheming what is most holy to Christians (4:4,12). We 
come across ignorant and foolish people who will be silenced by Christian good behavior 
(2:15). We meet people who know what is wrong and what is right and are ready to re
late to Christians accordingly (2:14). Finally, we encounter people who see, appreciate, 
and are finally won over to the Christian faith (2:12; M).48 Thus, the picture is more com
plex than just the two extreme and contrary reactions. This testifies to a sensitivity in 1 
Peter for the complexity of the social environment. 

Let me tiy to explicate the implicit understanding of the social world. The world 
consists of a plurality of "worlds." The values of these worlds do not form tight and com
prehensive systems; they are not like balls that touch but do not connect. Rather, each of 
these worlds consists of a mixture of partly self-consistent and partly disparate practices 
and thought patterns. In addition, the worlds are in a permanent social interchange 
which shapes values that are partly common to the interacting social worlds, partly mere
ly compatible, and partly contrary. An essential dimension of the interchange is the 
struggle for social power. In this struggle, ethical persuasions and various interests col
lide, not only between various parties, but also within one party or even within a single 
person. Jean-Françcois Lyotard paints a similar picture when he writes: 

The social subject itself seems to dissolve in this dissemination of language 
games. The social bond is linguistic, but is not woven with a single thread. 
It is a fabric formed by the intersection of at least two (and in reality an in
determinate number) of language games, obeying différent rules.49 

If we do not take too seriously the talk about the dissolution of the subject.50 Lyotard's 
description of the complex social interaction seems right on target. 

Notice the consequences of such a picture of the social world for the question of 
commensurability between value systems of discrete social groups (such as a Christian 
church). In such a world, one cannot speak either of the principled commensurability or 
of the principled incommensurability of value systems. Of course, one can imagine situa
tions in which value systems of communities are fully commensurable or are completely 
incommensurable. But this is theory, not reality. As a rule, however, they are partly com-
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mensurable and partly incommensurable. They can even be commensurable and incom
mensurable at the same time, insofar as the values within one community or within one 
single person can be contradictory. Thus when we find commensurability and incom
mensurability at one and the same time in 1 Peter, we should not be too quick to accuse 1 
Peter of inconsistency, but rather ask whether our urge for consistency does not skew our 
perception of social reality. The epistle shows remarkable and refreshing sensibility for 
the complexity of social realities, bursting a black and white way of thinking. 

In addition to explaining the different ways in which non-Christians relate to the 
gospel, the complex interplay of commensurability and incommensurability suggests 
also that there is no single proper way for Christians to relate to a given culture as a 
whole. Instead, there are numerous ways of accepting, rejecting, subverting or transform
ing various aspects of a culture which itself is a complex pattern of symbols, beliefs, val
ues, practices and organizations that are partly congruent with one another and partly 
contradictory. It seems obvious, but is in no way trite, to note that 1 Peter does not speak 
abstractly about the relation between gospel and culture. Much like other NT writings, 
the epistle does not deal explicitly with "culture" as the place of Christian presence, nor 
with "society" as a field of Christian responsibility.51 But it does provide some overarch
ing perspectives about how particular Christians in Asia Minor at a particular time 
should relate to their diverse neighbors. Even if we find abstractions necessary and mod
els of relating to a culture useful, we should not lose sight of the rich diversity within any 
given culture and therefore of the multiple ways in which the gospel relates to it, such as 
being "against the culture" and "converting the culture," "subverting the culture" and in 
some sense being even "of the culture"—all at the same time. 

CONCLUSION: CHURCH, SECT, OR SOMETHING ELSE? 

After the foregoing exegetical and theological analysis of Christian identity and 
difference in 1 Peter, let us revisit in our conclusion the church-sect typology and ask 
about the nature of the Petrine community as it is portrayed in 1 Peter. It seems that, 
through the new birth into a living hope, a "sect" was born. And indeed, before the new
born child could take her first breath, her difference, her foreignness, was manifest. As 
she was growing up, there was no question that she did not quite fit into her environ
ment. 

Soon, however, she began to confuse observers by provoking uncertainty about 
her sectarian identity. It looked as if she did not forge her identity through rejection of 
her social environment, but through the acceptance of God's gift of salvation and its val
ues. She refused to operate within the alternative "affirmation of the world" versus "de
nial of the world," but surprised people with strange combinations of difference and ac
culturation. She was sure of her mission to proclaim the mighty deeds of God for the 
salvation of the world, but refused to use either pressure or manipulation. Rather, she 
lived fearlessly her soft difference. She was not surprised by the various reactions of indi
viduals and communities among whom she lived because she was aware of the bewilder
ing complexity of social worlds in which values are partly the same, partly different, 
sometimes complementary, and sometimes contradictory. And so it gradually became 
clear that the child who was bom again through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead into a living hope was not a sect at all. The unusual child who looked like a sect, but 
did not act like a sect, was a Christian community—a church that can serve as a model 
even for us today as we reflect on the nature of Christian presence in modern, rapidly 
changing, pluralistic societies that resist being shaped by moral norms. 
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