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Abstract
In this essay, I offer a brief assessment of Nicholas Rengger’s engagement with arguments arising 
from the theological critique of modern politics and of his take on the relationship between faith 
and philosophy in modernity. Rengger’s scepticism, a peculiar mix of naturalism and philosophical 
idealism, combining insights from Oakeshott, Santayana and Augustine, did not cordon off faith 
but sought to work out its tensive relationship with practical forms of reasoning in modernity, 
a condition he described as a ‘hybrid’. Rengger’s critique of the hybridity of modernity rests on 
assumptions that expose some of the unresolved tensions of his anti-Pelagian scepticism.
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Nicholas Rengger was a pioneer in introducing insights from the history of theology 
and the transdisciplinary subfield of political theology into the study of international 
relations as part of his general penchant for, and commitment to, a genuinely interdisci-
plinary and pluralistic International Relations (IR).1 In this essay, I shall offer a brief 
assessment of his engagement with arguments arising from the theological critique of 
modern politics and of his take on the relationship between faith and philosophy in 
modernity.

I argue that there is an abiding tension in Rengger’s work between his discussion of 
the role and status of religious beliefs and theological ideas in world politics, on the one 
hand, and his philosophical reflections on the nature of modernity, on the other, a tension 
I regard as premised on Oakeshottian scepticism. His position may also bear some simi-
larities to what Leo Strauss has described in the history of political philosophy as an 
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implacable division between faith and reason, revelation and philosophy, Jerusalem and 
Athens.2 Arguably, a milder version of this argument regarding the tension-ridden rela-
tionship between the two may lie behind Rengger’s idea of the ‘hybridity’ of modernity. 
Rengger, however, did not exactly envisage it in the Straussian version of two clashing 
perspectives, but rather in the Oakeshottian manner of two separate domains working out 
their uneasy, yet ‘civilised’, accommodations.3

I would like to commence by drawing on his 2013 paper in this journal, a signifi-
cantly modified version of which reappeared as a chapter in the Mavelli and Petito 
edited volume.4 The central critical point Rengger raises in both papers, inspired by 
John Milbank’s theological critique of modernity,5 is that modern international relations 
developed as a ‘hybrid’ blending ambiguously a morally realist universalism and a vol-
untarist nominalism.6 In Rengger’s own words:

. . .international relations in the modern world – and indeed a good deal of politics in general 
– is effectively a hybrid between a system built on will and artifice yoked together with a 
rhetoric that effectively assumes the older ‘realist’ transcendent conception of reality. One can 
see this in many respects throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, where the likes 
of Grotius and Vattel (Kant’s ‘sorry comforters’) consistently try and emphasise the voluntaristic 
character of human agency with a sense of transcendent truth. And the whole history of the idea 
of Natural Law from the thirteenth century to the present is clearly marked by this dilemma. 
Hobbes is in this, as in many other things, the most far-sighted and the most consistent of his 
contemporaries in refusing the hybrid and saying point blank that (for example) the ‘Mortall 
God’, the Leviathan, creates what is good and what is just, rather than as the – now intellectually 
hollowed out – tradition of Natural Law would suggest discovers what is good and what is 
just. . .Can one coherently have a fully and only constructed and artificial sense of agency and 
society and a belief that anything is universal?7

For Rengger, then, the ‘hybrid’ gives rise to irresolvable tensions in modern thought 
between politics and morality, law and justice, faith and reason. In International Political 
Theory, which Rengger helped develop, this is translated as the tension between univer-
salism and particularism, or in English School terms, a more solidarist commitment to 
human rights versus a pluralist allegiance to the idea of unconditional sovereignty. 
Rengger may have been talking about hybridity here, but his analysis seems to strike a 
chord with the Straussian argument that what lies at the roots of modern nihilism is a 
process of ‘forgetting’ the constitutive clash between philosophy and religion. Strauss’ 
argument, important as much as controversial in the history of philosophy and political 
thought, accorded a special place to philosophy as a dangerous discourse of relentless 
questioning (Socrates’ zetetic approach). Rengger would draw inspiration from Strauss’ 
critique of modern nihilism8 but the latter’s tendency to see faith and reason as totally 
irreconcilable was not his preferred way of putting the matter, only because it brought it 
to a premature close. Indeed, Rengger was equally open-minded to aspects of Alasdair 
McIntyre’s traditionalist critique of modernity and John Milbank’s post-liberal effort to 
reconcile faith and reason or, negatively, to divest us of our illusion that modern reason 
may occupy a place of neutrality or ground some version of common morality.9

That said, Rengger was, nevertheless, quite unwilling to abandon his sceptical dispo-
sition for a post-liberal or a traditionalist alternative.10 And yet, he himself was perfectly 
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aware that contributions to the study of religion in IR often dodge ‘the most important 
general question relevant to thinking about religion in international relations, which is 
not about influence, relevance or importance but one of truth or falsity’.11 Rengger, nev-
ertheless, insisted that he carried his scepticism lightly12 as part of an Oakeshottian plu-
ralist ‘conversation of mankind’ whereby discourses such as art and religion belong to 
the poetic mode of experience (or ‘voice’ of a civilisation) while philosophy’s task is to 
examine the presuppositions underlying those aspects of practical (or poetic, as a later 
addition to the Oakeshottian modes of experience) activity that can be religious, aesthetic 
or political.13 To quote from Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct, philosophy proper is an 
inquiry ‘in which questions are asked not in order to be answered but so that they may 
themselves be interrogated with respect to their conditions’.14 One might remark that 
such a response is perhaps dodging the question too (i.e. truth or falsity), but the 
Oakeshottian in Rengger was adamant that one should not mix apples with oranges, that 
is, confuse different modes of experience with the intellectual activity that interrogates 
their presuppositions. To Rengger’s mind, the Oakeshottian tension between ‘the politics 
of faith’ and ‘the politics of scepticism’ remained unabated.15

I argue that this is a distinctly modern or, better, perhaps early modern (humanist) dis-
position, that accords primacy to the critical function of thought as the relentless interroga-
tion of the grounds of knowledge and the presuppositions of life. Indeed, one that views 
epistemological scepticism as the motor behind the development of modern philosophy, 
from Machiavelli and Montaigne through Descartes and Hobbes to Kant and Nietzsche 
(either as something to be contained for reasons of social utility or something to be accorded 
free rein). In this respect, Rengger’s sensibility was close to that of the Straussian Mark 
Lilla who in his The Stillborn God views favourably Hobbes’ ‘Great Separation’ of politics 
from religion that kept the poison of political messianism at bay in the seventeenth century. 
Rengger recognised a similar anti-perfectionist impulse in Eric Voegelin’s reading of mod-
ern ‘political religions’ (Liberalism, Communism, Fascism) as secularised Gnostic escha-
tologies.16 Intellectual affinities apart, Rengger knew all too well that the modern concept 
of ‘religion’ (as treated, for instance by John Gray and Mark Lilla) is an invented category 
reflecting secularist biases and that there are theological traditions, such as Augustinian 
pessimism, that are not only anti-utopian, but also counter-apocalyptic.17

Rengger defended the Oakeshottian sensibility of the ‘religious man’, in direct opposi-
tion to the ‘worldly man’, as a type of anti-rationalistic, pluralistic Self that ‘sees all things 
in the light of his own mind, and desires to possess nothing save by present insight’.18 The 
religious man is the lover of the life of the present open to a poetic understanding of exist-
ence that learns how to favour the standards of the Self over the standards of the World, 
not vice versa. That is not, however, the task of theory or philosophy. Rather, the latter 
remains compartmentalised as an activity of thought. Surely, an activity of thought that 
does not impose itself on – or seek to capture – life, yet also one that does not necessarily 
(perhaps only contingently so) connect with it, either. In Rengger’s own words:

‘[theory has no] necessary connection with what goes in [the] word. The task of theory one 
might say – if, indeed it can be seen as a ‘task’ at all – is simply to be theoretical; to follow the 
argument wherever it goes and to be as honest as one can be about one’s assumptions, 
presuppositions and conclusions’ (emphasis in the original).19
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A limitation that perhaps Rengger’s thought here shares with George Santayana’s,20 
whom Rengger admired, is that both would regard thinking, whether in science, art or 
politics, as an activity of the spirit (psyche) to be kept apart from the effects upon it of 
social influences they would both regard as ‘contagion’. This is understandable as a cri-
tique of social conformism (either of the conservative or the progressive kind), but it 
leaves the relationship between thinking and ‘society’ or ‘culture’ unspecified. If life is 
not thought, what is this peculiar activity called ‘thought’ that is separate from life? Or, 
otherwise put, can theory and practice, mind and life, be so securely sequestered?

This tension remained unresolved in Rengger’s thought, a tension that he himself 
perhaps had not fully worked out but one he lived with, dismissing its aporetic structure 
with Oakeshottian irony. Granted, he would have agreed with those who argue that belief 
is not a matter of apodictic truth or philosophical reflection, but rather the expression of 
a way of life. He also knew too well that philosophy was not always viewed merely as a 
discipline of thought but used to be practiced itself as a way of life, a spiritual exercise, 
to recall Pierre Hadot and Michel Foucault.21 In other words, truth and thought were once 
practical concerns themselves or what we would today call existential commitments (or 
lived experiences), rather than disembodied, abstract, de-contextualised activities.22 And 
yet, he was perhaps too much of a British sceptic to go all the way with existentialist 
understandings of truth as proclamation of, or commitment to, a way of life that currently 
abound in continental philosophical thought, from Badiou to Žižek and Agamben.23 He 
would have probably dismissed the recent post-Marxist reappreciation of Paul the 
Apostle as a new form of Pelagianism, or atheistic utopianism, mixing poetry and prac-
tice and allowing the latter to dominate the former. While he might have been justified 
up to a point, such a blanket assessment would not only be unfair but also sweeping in 
that it obscures an alternative, and perhaps more engaged, way of grasping the relation-
ship between truth, theory and practice.

My point is that, had he entertained such a perspective, he might have appreciated that 
the choice is not necessarily between Oakeshott’s, Strauss’, Lilla’s, or even Santayana’s 
‘sceptical pessimism’ on the one hand, and Milbank’s or McIntyre’s post-liberal moral 
realism, on the other. Instead, a third option might be available that reads the ‘hybridity 
of modernity’ and the ensuing nihilism it produces, not as an aporetic or a tension-filled 
antinomic structure (or, even, a fool’s worry, as it was for Oakeshott and Rorty), but as 
an opportunity for another philosophy to arise, a philosophy to come that may transform 
our understanding both of politics and theology, and open them up to a new use for the 
sake of life. According to this perspective, the relationship between faith and reason is 
not an object of lamentation (on account of its irreparability), perpetual melancholy, or 
cheerful detachment (closer to Rengger’s attitude), nor of restoration (through the resur-
rection of past forms of life that would amend the ‘broken middle’ of social order), but a 
dynamic one, continuously evolving in intertwined ways and, in the process, changing 
both philosophy and religion, politics and theology. If so, theology and International 
Relations may not be destined to remain perennially in tension, strangely made to serve 
late Rengger’s increasingly pessimistic anti-Pelagian scepticism, but rather may find 
themselves open to interconnections that can also suggest more charitable readings of the 
human predicament.
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Be that as it may, his scepticism was not dogmatic. Like Oakeshott, he liked to think 
we need both scepticism and some measure of faith. His preferred ‘style’ or ‘disposition’, 
however, was scepticism as a way of life (agōgē) dwelling on irresolvable ‘dilemmas’ (a 
word he cherished) and exposing contradictions. Whether he eschewed contradictions 
himself is less likely, but in our personal communication he would often dismiss such a 
comment with a shrug: ‘life is, and has always been, simply life, nothing more or less 
than that, and there is nothing to bemoan in this’. Beyond tragic despair or messianic 
hope, Rengger would opt for scepticism for the sake of life in all its complexity, plurality, 
and unpredictability. In so doing, – his compartmentalisation of thought, notwithstanding 
– his ‘dealing in darkness’ did not carry any despairing connotations but only the excite-
ment for, and affirmation of, life’s contingency and unpredictable multiplicity.24 And yet, 
the questions linger: what was ‘life’ for him? Can it be posited apart from thought or as 
a force both outside and inside history? Can it, namely, be evoked as a historical constant 
that disrupts thought without thought’s mediation? Santayana and Oakeshott, Spinoza 
and Hegel, naturalism and (philosophical) idealism were, perhaps deliberately and play-
fully (as part of his cheerful, ironic scepticism), never reconciled in his thought.
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