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Stanley Hauerwas’s memoirs, Hannah’s Child, could easily have donned
another title: A Long Way from Pleasant Grove. The first time we encounter
Hauerwas reminiscing about the long distance from his hometown of Pleas-
ant Grove, Texas is when, during a lecture in Louvain, Belgium on “The
Non-violent Terrorist: In Defense of Christian Fanaticism,” he blurts out,
“This is a long way from Pleasant Grove!” (p. 17). Indeed, Hauerwas confides
that even after more than twenty-five years of teaching at Duke University he
still finds himself thinking, “This is a long way from Pleasant Grove” (p. 17).
The distance between the working-class roots of his brick-laying background
and the academic finesse of his intellectual environment (in which he was
crowned by Time magazine as the “best theologian in America” in 2001) is a
theme that runs throughout the book. Many a time, Hauerwas references the
long distance he has traversed away from the world of Pleasant Grove. When
receiving the honour of being invited to deliver the Gifford Lectures in 2001,
Hauerwas could not but think a mistake had been made: “I am from Pleasant
Grove, Texas. I had assumed that I was not in the intellectual league of most
of the scholars who have given the lectures” (p. 262). Clearly, by this time,
Hauerwas had “come a long way from Pleasant Grove” (p. 283).

I am glad, nonetheless, that Hauerwas’s memoir carries the title that it
does: Hannah’s Child. This title, after all, insists that the person Stanley has
become is the very one his mother—following the example of Hannah’s
prayer for the birth of a son—had promised he would become: dedicated,
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much like Samuel, to God. The title, Hannah’s Child, rightly insists that no
matter how firm his entrenchment in the academy, Stanley would never be
able ignore how deeply he was rooted in the soil of Pleasant Grove, Texas: the
meticulous skill and hard labor of a family of bricklayers, the directness of the
workplace with its cussing and swearing (as well as its concealed but
genuine affection), the simple, unreflective determination to roll with the
punches, and, perhaps most significant of all, the conversionist Methodism
of Pleasant Mound Methodist Church—all of these have so deeply shaped
the person who became “Stanley Hauerwas” that it would be fair to say that
in an important sense Stanley never really left Pleasant Grove.

I am in no way implying that Hauerwas is disingenuous when he keeps
commenting in his memoirs that he has come a long way from Pleasant
Grove. I am sure that’s true, and it’s true in more than just a geographical
sense. I am simply drawing attention to the paradoxical tension that displays
itself in Stanley’s life, a tension to which the author himself alludes repeat-
edly. Early on in the book, he comments on his inability to “fit in”: “Although
I am now a chaired professor at a major research university, I still do not feel
at home in the academy” (p. 8). This lack of a sense of belonging is the result
both of American class distinctions and of Hauerwas’s own sense that to
make America one’s home would be to accommodate oneself to the world.
“In truth,” he writes, “I have no desire to be the ‘outsider,’ the critic, the
dissident. I want a home. I want to play a constructive role. That is what I
thought I had found at Notre Dame. It turned out, however, that I would
learn that Christians have no home” (p. 121). Understandably, therefore,
Hauerwas shows himself very much taken by Charlie Sheedy, acting chair of
Notre Dame’s Department of Theology. Sheedy was decidedly uninterested
in Notre Dame’s attempt to become one of America’s premier research uni-
versities. “What he was interested in was learning to die. Thus he asked,
‘What do you think heaven will be like, Stanley?’ God, how I loved him”
(p. 96). Hauerwas doesn’t really answer Charlie’s question. I suspect the
reason is theological and that perhaps Hauerwas gestures at it toward the end
of the book, when Stanley reflects on the prospect of his own death: “I do not
speculate about what life with God after death might be. I am quite content
to leave that up to God” (p. 283). Hauerwas’s Barthian proclivities, so it
seems, render it wrongheaded for him to try and accurately name one’s true
home. To already name or claim it here and now would be to take the names
that identify our worldly homes—Pleasant Grove, Notre Dame, Duke Divin-
ity School, America itself—and invest them with ultimate meaning. Such
naming of the eschaton would imply an accommodationism that exchanges
our Christian allegiance for an allegiance to this world. Hence Hauerwas’s
insistence that “Christians have no home.”

I think, however, that Hauerwas exaggerates. He does have a home,
already here and now. For the purposes of this essay, let’s call it “Pleasant
Grove,” both because of its determining impact on Hauerwas’s life and
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because its wonderful name renders it suitable as an image of the basic
realities of our Christ-filled world that get supernaturally directed toward
their proper, supernatural end. I want to argue that Hannah’s Child makes
clear that, in an important sense, Stanley Hauerwas never really left Pleasant
Grove. Or, I should perhaps say, Pleasant Grove kept showing up in his life
in new and unexpected ways: like it or not, Stanley remained Hannah’s
child—the prodigy from Pleasant Grove. It’s true, of course, that Pleasant
Grove, even in Stanley’s most nostalgic moments, offers only a vague
inkling of what it means to “fit in” and of what “home” is truly like. Pleas-
ant Grove, while it has continued to provide the contours that made pos-
sible the life of “Hannah’s child,” would never be the adequate (since it
would be an inevitably idolatrous) naming of the future reality that Chris-
tians call “heaven.” But Pleasant Grove did give Stanley a unique place in
the world—and an analogous harbinger of eternal life with God—which it
would be difficult, and even wrong, to deny. Pleasant Grove and its various
manifestations in Hauerwas’s life—whether witnessed to in the person of
“Daddy,” the appellation itself already evidencing the deep affection and
great esteem Stanley has for his father; in the person of David Burrell,
without whom “I would not be who I have become, nor have written what
I have written” (p. 101); or in the person of Paula Gilbert, whose striking
beauty and Christian spirituality both “registered” with Stanley (p. 183)—
are all eschatological realizations of sorts; they all become locations of a real
presence, anticipating the “Pleasant Grove” where even Stanley Hauerwas
will ultimately be at home.

One of the most marvellous aspects of this book is the evident sense of
happiness that emerges when, after many years of “surviving” an intensely
difficult marriage to a mentally ill wife, Stanley meets Paula Gilbert at Duke
Divinity School and thus finds a happy home. The chapter entitled “Paula”
ends appropriately with the words: “I was married to Paula. For years I think
I feared happiness. But now I was happily married, and being so made me
happy. No longer would my life need to be lived as if it hung from a thread.
Whatever it might mean for me to live a normal life, that was the life I now
had before me. Thank God” (p. 232). Never before had the bricklayer of
Pleasant Grove seen his homestead being built up quite so fittingly; never
before had Stanley witnessed so distinctly the initial contours of his heavenly
home. Many years before, Hauerwas had learned from Barth and Yoder that
you dare not ignore the eschatological character of the gospel (p. 136), result-
ing in the confession that “Christians have no home.” It is a confession that
implied that one cannot adequately name or claim here on earth the reality
for which we wait. It’s an appropriate lesson in its own right. But while this
may be the lesson about which Hauerwas has been most vocal over the years,
his own life, it seems to me, gives testimony to another lesson, namely, that
the eschatological in-breaking of the future does allow us to locate the coming
kingdom in scrupulously laid bricks; in the natural love between Stanley and
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Adam, his son; in the friendships that tempted Stanley to subtitle his book “A
Testimony to Friends”; and in the miracle that happened over a plate of bad
nachos at the Indianapolis airport, when Paula finally agreed she would
marry Stanley (p. 217). They all grow “naturally” out of the Christ-filled soil
of Pleasant Grove, Texas. It’s the kind of soil that, at least in some remote way,
gives Christians a home already here and already today.

Although I have never met Stanley Hauerwas, I feel as though I know him
fairly well. I’m not sure what it is, but I suspect it’s a combination of factors:
Hauerwas is “deeply conservative” (p. 36); he is “a Protestant who is probably
more Catholic than many Catholics” (p. 8); ethics, for Hauerwas, cannot be
divorced from theology (p. 115); prayer does not come easy to him (pp. 255,
281); Hauerwas—bless his heart—insists that genuine theology does not
“turn Christianity into an explanation” (p. 207) but is rather a discovery “that
we know not what we say when we say ‘God’ ” (p. 236); and his high
ecclesiology often elicits the sceptical question, “What church are you talking
about?” (pp. 221, 254). For good or ill, I identify with Hauerwas on every
point. And, without being able to say that I identify with him also on the
following point, I am nonetheless profoundly struck by the simultaneous
development of Stanley Hauerwas as a Christian, as a theologian, as a
“churchman,” and as someone who has learned to pray.

These four self-descriptions did not come easily to Hauerwas. While as a
high school student he went to the altar rail at Pleasant Mound Methodist
Church and had thus been “called” by God, Stanley had serious questions
about Christianity: “I was beginning to think that maybe all this Christianity
stuff was not all it was cracked up to be. I began to think that I might not want
to be a Christian at all. But I kept that thought to myself” (p. 7). Much of the
book amounts to a description of Stanley’s growing self-awareness as a
Christian. The notion “that Christianity might have something to do with
worship” (p. 62) is one that came slowly to Stanley. He doesn’t remember if
he went to church during his Ph.D. studies at Yale. “If I did, I went only
spasmodically” (p. 87). Although by that point he thought he was a Christian,
he still had no idea what that might mean. It was really at Notre Dame,
comments Stanley, that “I began the slow, agonizing and happy process that
has made me a Christian” (p. 95; cf. p. 137). Clearly, Hauerwas was a theolo-
gian (at least, in the sense acknowledged by the guild) before he was a
Christian. Slowly but surely, he came to the recognition that one’s ecclesial
identity is intrinsically wrapped up with one’s Christian and theological
identity. It wasn’t until 1980, when told by Pastor John Smith of Broadway
United Methodist Church in Indianapolis, “You certainly do not live up to
what you preach” (p. 139), that Hauerwas decided he needed to be received
into the church. In fact, it was finally through the writing of his memoirs that
Stanley came to recognize his true identity: “[W]hat I have learned is quite
simple—I am a Christian. How interesting” (p. 284). When, toward the end
of the book, we find Stanley heeding Paula’s suggestion that he begin his
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lectures with prayer (p. 255), it becomes clear to the reader that at this point,
Stanley has found true happiness and that the simplicity of the humble
beginnings in Pleasant Grove has brought even Stanley to his knees in his
discovery—self-confessedly long overdue—that “the work of theology is the
work of prayer” (p. 281). Yes, it is true that by this point the renowned
theologian, “Stanley Hauerwas,” has travelled a long distance away from
Pleasant Grove. But it is even truer that Pleasant Grove has now found its true
reality in the simplicity of a theologian’s prayer.

When Stanley Hauerwas read my book, Violence, Hospitality, and the Cross
(2004), it must have given him plenty of ammunition to shoot it to pieces; one
would think that a book that advocates “redemptive violence” should count
on a good old-fashioned tongue lashing from Duke’s “Foul Mouth Theolo-
gian” (p. 120). Whether it’s the pacifist in Hauerwas that overcame the
straight-shooter from Texas at that point, I don’t know. What I do know is that
his book review was a remarkable display of generosity that somewhat
puzzled me but that, more importantly, also made me sit up and take note of
Hauerwas’s remarkable ability not to lose sight of points of significance that
may lie hidden behind obvious points of disagreement. I had a similar expe-
rience when Stanley e-mailed me on December 18, 2006 to react to an article
I had written in Pro Ecclesia against John Milbank and others in defence of
upholding proper, created boundary lines. I suspect that it is less Stanley’s
pacifism than it is his awareness that theologians should not try to have a
“position” (p. 134) that allows him to engage others in a spirited and a
gracious manner at the same time. It is a humble art that certainly calls for
emulation.

One of the objections Hauerwas expressed in his e-mail was that my
approach did not take the presence of the eschaton seriously enough:

I think your eschatology is insufficiently “realized.” I should say that I
hate that characterization between a realized and unrealized eschatology.
Do you not think that when we receive the body and blood of Christ, that
is in fact what we’re doing? How can that not be “realized”? I assume
you are not Zwinglian in your understanding of the sacraments. So if, as
we say in our prayer following our reception of the body and blood—
“you have graciously accepted us as living members of your Son our
Savior Jesus Christ”—then it must surely be the case that we do in fact
become for the world witnesses of God’s presence. Do you think we
should not pray that prayer because it is an exemplification of an “over-
realized” eschatology? Is such a prayer an exemplification of a Donatist
ecclesiology?

It is not my purpose to try to resolve our differences in this short essay.
Furthermore, my recent book, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacra-
mental Tapestry (especially the chapter entitled “Eucharist as Sacramental
Meal”) will make clear that I strongly agree with Hauerwas on the “realized”
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character of the eschaton—a realization that results directly from the real
presence of Christ in the elements—and also that I love the prayer he men-
tions in his e-mail.

I continue to wonder, however, about the ability of Hauerwas’s theology to
do justice to the profound ways in which this realized eschatology takes up,
sanctifies, and transforms our natural loves, that is to say, the loves that we
encounter while we are in Pleasant Grove. Let me just mention two
examples. First, I love Hauerwas’s account of his pursuit of Paula Gilbert. To
reduce the account to an “example” is surely an act of violence, but I trust that
the author will forgive me for that. On their first night out, Stanley asked
Paula to marry him. Understandably, Paula pointed out that Stanley did not
know who she was. “But,” he then comments, “I knew she was a Christian. I
loved and lusted after her. The rest we could work out” (p. 202). The order of
the two significant facts—Paula’s Christian identity and Stanley’s love and
lust—is somewhat remarkable. I am quite prepared to accept that Stanley
would not have asked Paula to marry him had she not been a Christian. But
his loving and lusting after Paula appears to have been a rather important
conditio sine qua non for the proposal. And when I read that Stanley thought
Paula and he should be married “if for no other reason than that it would
make our friends happy” (p. 210), I was unable to suppress a big grin of
disbelief. Clearly, a sharp tension emerges at this point between Hauerwas’s
love life and his theological commitments. Hauerwas, after all, was, as he
himself acknowledges, “the guy who had argued that love was an insuffi-
cient basis for a couple to think that they should be married” (p. 210). He was
also the guy who, following Yoder, had argued that “marriage might be a bad
idea” and that “singleness was the first way of life for Christians” (p. 214).
Indeed, Paula’s belief that she might be called to a life of singleness con-
fronted Stanley with the desperate—and hilariously funny!—situation of
having to find a way to avoid his own Yoderian rhetoric.

Likewise, when after 9/11 Robert Wilken responded rather angrily to
Stanley’s challenging of the presumption that America was “at war” and
questioned whether perhaps Stanley disdained all “natural loyalties,” the
latter “responded by acknowledging that I do disdain all natural loyalties” (p.
268). Now, it seems to me that Hauerwas is quite right to suggest that “natural
loyalties” have their limits, that infant Baptism hints at such limits, and that
Baptism reconfigures the “natural love” between parents and children. I
would even agree that natural love between parents and children only
obtains its genuine telos through the waters of Baptism. (In that sense, there is
also something quite right about mentioning Paula’s Christian character
before Stanley’s love and lust.) And I do not mean my plea for “natural
loyalties” as a defence of any particular military endeavour on the part of the
United States. But I cannot escape the logic of the notion that for Hauerwas to
disdain radically all natural loyalties would be to disavow his origins in
Pleasant Grove. Evidence of the sacramental presence of divine grace in the
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basic realities of Pleasant Grove—including the natural loves of one’s beloved
and of one’s nation—clamour for recognition throughout Stanley’s life.
Neither the radical otherness of the heavenly reality nor the dramatic trans-
formation that it effects is sufficient reason to deny that our eschatological
home nestles itself already today into the nooks and crannies of our everyday
lives.

I do not mean to suggest that a strict disavowal of natural loyalties is what’s
actually taking place in these memoirs. Stanley Hauerwas is and remains
Hannah’s child. He cannot—and I think he does not want to—escape the
claim that God has laid on the realities of his mother’s prayer, of the brick and
mortar from his home town, and of the many ways in which Hauerwas,
perhaps at times despite himself, has found something of a true home.
Colleagues and friends, opponents and allies, loves and lusts, a son and a
wife—they are all part of the natural realities in which God’s grace in Christ
has already begun to shimmer. They are all sacraments (sacramenta) witness-
ing to the presence of a heavenly mystery (mysterium). As such, these natural
realities witness to a real presence that makes them aim for their true destiny;
they testify to a realized eschatology that allows us to give thanks that even
now and even here the God whom he knows in Christ has given Stanley
Hauerwas a home to call his own.1

NOTE

1 I want to express my appreciation to my friends James K. A. Smith and Jens Zimmermann for
their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this essay.

314 Hans Boersma

© 2012 Blackwell Publishing Ltd


