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performance of an unending series of unrepeatable activities with their 
accompanying self-exhausting pleasures.

But as Fischer notes, there is another kind of pleasure. There are repeat-
able pleasures:

Here an individual may well find the pleasure highly fulfilling and com-
pletely satisfying at the moment and yet wish to have more (i.e., to repeat 
the pleasure) at some point in the future (not necessarily immediately). 
Certain salient sensual pleasures leap immediately to mind: the pleasures 
of sex, of eating fine meals and drinking fine wines, of listening to beautiful 
music, of seeing great art, and so forth. . . . Given the appropriate distribu-
tion of such pleasures, it seems that an endless life that included some (but 
perhaps not only) repeatable pleasures would not necessarily be boring or 
unattractive. (85)

As Fischer goes on to point out, religious persons (and who is more 
likely to believe in perfect happiness than a religious person?) can expe-
rience not only repeatable pleasures of the sort just mentioned but also 
repeatable pleasures that come with the repeatable activities of worship 
of and thanks to God. Thanking God for the repeatable pleasures that He 
has granted is itself a source of additional pleasure.

I have focused in this review on the latter half of Our Stories in which 
Fischer treats at length the meaning of life and its relationship to free will. 
The first half of Our Stories focuses on death and whether it is bad, if there 
is no immortality or afterlife of any kind but only a permanent experien-
tial blank. Given that this review resembles a life without immortality in 
that it must have an end, I cannot do justice to the interesting issues that 
Fischer raises and addresses in his discussion of death. For now, it will 
have to suffice to say that Our Stories is a collection of first-rate essays that 
will leave the reader pondering many interesting and important issues re-
lated to concerns that we all share in virtue of our being human. The book 
is eminently readable and suitable for any course that deals with death 
and the meaning of life. I highly recommend it to anyone who is interested 
in reading thoughtful essays about these topics.

Justice: Rights and Wrongs, by Nicholas Wolterstorff. Princeton University 
Press, 2010. Pp. 416. $25 (paperback).

ADAM BARKMAN, Redeemer University College

Nicholas Wolterstorff has been thinking and writing about justice almost 
from the very beginning of his career and, like a fine wine, his thought, as 
expressed in Justice: Rights and Wrongs, has nicely aged. Gone are some of 
the rough edges and imbalances that characterized his first book on jus-
tice, Until Justice and Peace Embrace. Here is the work of a philosopher who 
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has, it seems, read everything, understood all that he has read, and, with 
characteristic passion for doing all things Christianly, taken seriously the 
Reformed injunction to view all theories of justice through biblical spec-
tacles. His theory of justice is original, stimulating and valuable, though, 
as to be expected given these, it is also frustrating and controversial. This 
book will make you think.

Justice is divided into three parts: a brief history of rights (he calls it the 
archeology of rights), the goods to which we have rights, and having a 
right to a good. Although he touches on the extremely important relation-
ship between justice and love, he has relegated the balance of this topic to 
a forthcoming sequel.

He begins the first part of the book by insisting on an explicitly Chris-
tian approach to justice and then continues on to distinguish between 
primary and retributive justice (ix), and, somewhat originally, two basic 
theories of primary justice: justice as “right order” and justice as “inherent 
rights” (30). I had to read this section more than once to appreciate this 
important distinction since until then, I had always assumed that right 
order requires a theory of inherent rights, and in this way, found myself 
to be somewhere between these two even at the outset.

As the title suggests, Wolterstorff argues that justice is best thought of 
as inherent rights, wherein “rights are normative social relationships” (4) 
and inherent rights are rights that are natural or non-conferred—even, 
a bit shockingly given Wolterstorff’s Reformed background, “by God or 
by some socially transcendent norm extrinsic [to the rights bearer]” (10). 
God, Wolterstorff makes clear from the outset, isn’t beyond the scope of 
justice or rights-talk; indeed, a correct understanding of God is essential 
to a correct understanding of justice. Nevertheless, one of the weakest 
aspects of the book is that we never get a perfectly clear, perfectly laid 
out definition of justice which we could hold on to throughout the entire 
book. Given the depth and breadth of the material covered, this would 
have been extremely helpful.

One of the chief goals of Justice is to disabuse the notion of rights as pre-
sented by right order theorists. In the spirit of redeeming creational goods, 
Wolterstorff insists that “the practices of honoring and claiming rights . . . 
have been distorted,” not that rights themselves are a distortion of justice 
(7). To prove his case, he endeavors to expose the problems in the story of 
rights as told by right order theorists, who typically point to fourteenth-
century nominalism as the origin of human rights theory. Though not 
a historian of philosophy, Wolterstorff does an adequate job of tracing 
rights-talk back past the Middle Ages to the Church Fathers and finally 
into the New and Old Testaments. Ultimately, Wolterstorff wants to argue 
for inherent human rights because he thinks the Bible supports such. It 
is in these sections that Wolterstorff is at both his strongest and weakest.

On the one hand, his critique of right order theorists is outstanding. In 
my mind he is best, not so much in showing that right order theorists are 
totally wrong, but rather that any tolerable right order theory also needs 
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a theory of inherent human rights. Reading his critique of Plato, Aristotle, 
Aquinas, the O’Donovans is much like waking up from a dream: until 
that moment, these seemed so convincing, so all-encompassing, that their 
flaws—clear now—were difficult, if not impossible, to see: duty was all 
that mattered and rights were simply not addressed (though the notion 
always haunted these theories). Wolterstorff is a splash of cold water on 
the face.

On the other hand, Wolterstorff, not being a historian, sometimes seems 
to push his case, especially when trying to find inherent human rights in 
the Old Testament. For example, while trying to refute O’Donovan’s claim 
that the Old Testament typically refers to justice as rectification, not pri-
mary justice, I find Wolterstorff a bit desperate (71). However, in the end 
I still think he proves his case, mostly by asking, and then in careful de-
tail, analyzing, three key questions: (1) “Is there any recognition of Israel’s 
writings of the recipient-side of the moral order?” (2) “Is there any recog-
nition of the worth of persons and of human beings?” and (3) “Is there any 
indication that that worth is seen as grounding how a person or human 
has a right to be treated?” (91). The Israelites, Wolterstorff insists, saw that 
it was unjust to deprive God of that to which He has a right (namely, to be 
worshipped, to be treated as the most important thing), and they also saw 
that by murdering another, for example, they understood themselves to 
be violating the other person’s inherent right—because they are made in 
the image of God—not to be murdered.

Convinced that primary justice and justice as rights is biblical, Wolter-
storff then moves on to refute the false story—told by Nygren and Hau-
erwas—which would oppose love to justice or would see love replacing 
justice. Inasmuch as Jesus came not to abolish the Law and the Prophets, 
but to perfect them, Wolterstorff argues that Jesus’s conception of love 
and mercy presupposes and builds on justice: “Forgiveness has to be jus-
tice-alert; it cannot be justice blind” (105). Of course, he is far from origi-
nal here (Shakespeare in Measure for Measure said everything better than 
Wolterstorff does on this subject), but this is an old truth that has been 
distorted in recent years, and so this voice is badly needed.

In the second part of the book, Wolterstorff discusses the goods to 
which we have rights. Central to this is a proper conception of the good 
life. Thus, Wolterstorff begins with an extremely detailed critique of eu-
daimonism, or rather, three forms of eudaimonism: (1) the experimentally 
satisfying life, (2) the happy life and (3) the flourishing life. Without get-
ting into all the details, I found his critique of these a mixed bag, though, 
like trick or treating in a poor neighborhood, the mixture is more bad than 
good. He is at his best when questioning the Stoic’s distinction between 
a “good” and a “preferable,” but at his worst, in my opinion, when argu-
ing that eudaimonism in any of its forms cannot find room for the inher-
ent worth of persons or things. He spends an entire chapter trying—but 
failing in my view—to expose Augustine’s supposed break from eudai-
monism and then another chapter arguing with Aquinas (and in a related 
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matter, with Nussbaum) that eudaimonism is incompatible with Christ’s 
love command; he says in no small voice, “No version of eudaimonism 
has room for compassion” (212).

In place of eudaimonism, Wolterstorff forwards, in his view, a more 
biblical alternative, which he calls eirenéism—a theory of the good life 
emphasizing vulnerability and sociality: “My well-being is constituted in 
good measure by the actions and restraints from action of others. It is in 
their hands” (226). This is an attractive alternative, and certainly gives un-
comfortable Christian eudaimonists a reasonable (even if not an irresist-
ible) alternative. Yet many unaddressed questions remain: Is this theory of 
the good life true of God, who is the perfection of happiness? Is His nature 
changeable and contingent on how others treat Him? Can we say that God 
is less happy if He is wronged? Wolterstorff’s theory would suggest yes, 
and he may be right. But I, personally, need more convincing and so hope 
this will be expanded on in the sequel.

In part three, Wolterstorff develops his conception of having a right—
more specifically, a moral right—to a good. This part is very technical, 
but rewards careful reading. Drawing on legal theory (which surprisingly 
enriches this philosophical discourse), Wolterstorff qualifies and defends 
a “weak Hohfeld thesis,” which states that for every claim-right there is 
a correlative full-cognitive duty (257). Connected with this, Wolterstorff 
gives us a powerful (and refreshing, coming from a Reformed Christian) 
critique of divine command theory: “though God’s commands do indeed 
place us under obligation, their doing so presupposes the normative con-
text of a standing obligation on our part to obey such commands as God 
may issue to us. [The divine command theory] also proves not to be sat-
isfactory . . . because a corollary of that standing obligation on our part is 
the standing right on God’s part to our obedience to such commands as 
God may issue” (281).

His final chapters include a very nice discussion on the nature and 
grounding of human worth (here Wolterstorff’s early work on ontology 
pays off), the important question of whether human rights can be ground-
ed on anything but theism (his critique of secularism is convincing, but, as 
is typical of western philosophers, he doesn’t address non-western alter-
natives), and the nature of the imago Dei (which he sees as the property of 
being loved by God equally and permanently and it is this that grounds 
inherent human rights).

In Justice: Rights and Wrongs, Wolterstorff is at once fair to his inter-
locutors, and unafraid of exploring new ways of understanding justice, 
especially from an unapologetically biblical Christian perspective. Al-
though I see this book as essential reading for all Christian ethicists, I fear 
that because it is so dense and technical (especially the third part), it will 
have limited readership. This is unfortunate since much of what Wolter-
storff says desperately needs to be heard by theologians and Christians 
in general.


