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Public Intellectuals and the Common Good is a most helpful guide for thinking about the role of Christian public intellectuals in America today. The editors adopt a broad approach as to what constitutes a public intellectual, and they wisely focus on the common good as the proper goal of Christian intellectual life.

In recent years Christians have sometimes suggested that there is a decline in the number of Christian public intellectuals, asking, “Where is our Reinhold Niebuhr?” That is an understandable question, but I think it is also misleading. There are certainly more explicitly Christian public intellectuals today in America than there were a generation ago. That is especially so among the sorts of Christians whom this book is directed toward, who might be classed as those who subscribe to something like what C. S. Lewis called mere Christianity. These include Protestants and Catholics, and especially the variety of Protestants who might be classed as traditionalist or broadly evangelical in the theological sense of that term. During the past thirty years or so there has been a remarkable renaissance among such Christian intellectuals, especially of the more or less evangelical sort. One index is simply the large number of excellent books by such authors being published not only by strong Christian presses but also by mainstream university and trade presses. Though some of these books are technical or strictly in the theological disciplines, addressed only to audiences of like-minded Christians, many others express broader cultural concern and are addressed not only to Christians but to diverse audiences. Many of these publications, furthermore, include reflections on the common good that are informed by Christian concerns. These days, in addition, such intellectuals do not have to rely just on books or opportunities to offer op-eds or to contribute articles to major magazines. They can immediately address potentially wide audiences through all sorts of electronic media.

While many of the authors in this volume think of the category of public intellectuals as including any intellectual whose work reaches diverse public audiences, others would limit the term to only those intellectuals whose work has a large impact on their culture. That latter definition then leads to the Reinhold Niebuhr question. It seems to me, though, that drawing the line quantitatively is unduly restrictive. This volume offers many examples of Christian public intellectuals who reach substantial audiences that are nonetheless relatively small in comparison to a Niebuhr or a Martin Luther King Jr. The reason why today there is no one who seems as relatively prominent as Niebuhr or King is that our culture is far more diversified and fragmented than it was in the mid-twentieth century. Not that there were not plenty of vituperative divisions in that era of so-called consensus. Lots of people thought that Niebuhr and especially King were of the devil. Still, such prominent thinkers, or, let’s say, a William F. Buckley Jr., could reach large audiences on at least one side of the cultural divide. And in the mid-twentieth century there were still good grounds for hope that appeals to common principles of enlightened reason or to shared ideals from Western civilization and the Judeo-Christian heritage could resonate broadly.

Today, as many people have pointed out, the fragmentation is more severe. That is seen in the dysfunction of our public media. In the mid-twentieth century we had three major TV news networks that all similarly attempted to address the whole public. We had identifiably leading newspapers and magazines. If someone appeared on the cover of Time, it was a matter of wide public significance. Today the news is mostly tailored to politically oriented subgroups. With electronic media, anyone can present oneself as a public intellectual or as an authority on controversial issues. Controversial partisan political issues draw more attention than any others. So Christian intellectuals, like everyone else, are tempted to become preoccupied with divisive political controversies.

That brings us to the matter of addressing the common good. Everyone, of course, thinks that their view of the culture or of the next political necessity is in the interest of the common good—and sometimes that is indeed the case. But as Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff have helpfully observed, the current state of our culture seems especially suited to bring out the human instinct for tribalism. That tendency toward tribalistic thinking is accentuated by our culture’s laudable emphasis in recent generations on diversity. Identity politics encourages the tendency to divide the world between “them” and “us” and to interpret the views of those who differ from us in the least generous ways possible.1

As the present volume emphasizes, Christians ought to be among those who are working the hardest to find common ground. While Christians speak from distinct points of view that lots of people do not share, Christians are remarkably diverse in ethnicity, nationality, social class, outlooks on social and political issues, and in most other ways. So Christians of all people should not first be looking how to promote their own social subgroup or to promote only the welfare of other Christians, but should first be seeking how to address the common good.

For keeping that priority in the foreground it is particularly helpful to be reminded that in the current age Christians are not called to rule “all the kingdoms of the world” (as Satan puts it to Jesus in Matthew 4:8), but rather to be salt and light (Matthew 5:13-16) in a fallen world filled with evil, strife, and turmoil. For that we must be among those who reflect the sacrificial light of the crucified Christ. To be effective Christian communicators we need first to be persons and parts of communities whose manner and deeds manifest love for those who differ from us. People are much more often convinced by what people do and by a generous demeanor than they are by mere arguments. The body of Christ consists of many diverse members, so when those who have intellectual gifts speak they should do so as one part, and not the most important part, of larger Christian communities. Once again, this volume offers many examples of such. Further, when we do express our concerns intellectually, we need to be looking for common ground in our common humanity with those with whom we differ. What we do is not going to change the whole world or nearly the whole of our culture. Yet, as this volume illustrates, collectively it can have a substantial impact.
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Indianapolis’s Sagamore Institute has now become a home away from home where we have met to test these ideas through the symposia we have hosted. Sagamore’s president, Jay Hein, and fellows such as Donald Cassell continue to cultivate an international reputation for the institute’s commitment to the heartland. While Anne Raway, Sagamore’s operations manager, may relish her role behind the scenes, we all know she’s the one who truly makes things happen at Sagamore.

We want to thank all of the contributors to this volume and the symposium at Sagamore that preceded it—Miroslav Volf, Amos Yong, Heather Templeton Dill, Linda A. Livingstone, Katelyn Beaty, Father Emmanuel Katongole, and John M. Perkins. We were truly fortunate to work with such brilliant and gracious people. We are hopeful you also find their ideas to be what makes this volume worthy of your time and consideration.

Finally, we want to thank George M. Marsden for his willingness to offer the foreword for this volume. In many ways, he epitomizes the virtues of a Christian scholar. As with so many, The Soul of the American University was critical to our formation. Having his words included in this volume is thus an honor.
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Shortly after the turn of the millennium, in the February 2, 2001, issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education, University of Notre Dame president emeritus Theodore M. Hesburgh, CSC, asked, “Where Are College Presidents’ Voices on Important Public Issues?”1 He noted in that essay that scholars and, in particular, college presidents had abandoned questions plaguing the public.

Hesburgh argued that the pressure to raise funds drove college presidents to embrace politically safer ground than wading into the uncertainty that can come with public engagement. As a former member and chair of the federal Civil Rights Commission, he argued that the most pressing issues of the day were being decided in arenas void of individuals who were arguably best trained to provide the needed insights.

Little has changed since Hesburgh made that argument. Books and articles concerning public intellectuals generally begin with the assumption that their contributions are valuable but relatively absent, at least in Western culture. As a result, some of the most recent additions to the literature draw insights from practices public intellectuals embrace within a global context.

Although history notes the prominent role evangelical intellectuals once played in Western culture, history also records their relative absence. As Mark A. Noll chronicled in 1995 in The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind, part of the challenge was the relative lack of evangelicals’ intellectual engagement. By nearly every known indicator, intellectual engagement among evangelicals has increased since that time. However, evangelicals are not immune to the lure of political safety or the perils of specialization. The scholarship they produce all too often fails to inform a particular public, whether that public be the church or the state, or both.

This volume includes essays by eminent scholars and practitioners addressing those issues. It emerged from a larger project by the same name that began with a symposium held at the Sagamore Institute in Indianapolis in September 2019. This project was defined by attempts to answer questions in the present context such as: What would a commitment to the common good look like when exercised by evangelical scholars? What historically well-defined qualities of public intellectuals need to be adopted? What qualities need to be jettisoned? What ones might need to be cultivated anew?

To answer those questions, that project sought to assess the present array of challenges, identify valuable opportunities, and provide examples of relevant practices as they relate to helping evangelical scholars expand their vocational understanding to include that of the public intellectual. Far from where some self-appointed public intellectuals find themselves working today, this project also sought to help evangelical scholars cultivate a sense of need for their work in relation to the common good.

To contextualize those efforts as represented by the contributions included in this volume, what immediately follows includes (1) a discussion of the impact the current divisive culture has on evangelicals in general and evangelical scholars in particular, (2) an attempt to define the phrase public intellectual along with an assessment of the challenges those individuals face, and (3) an attempt to define the phrase common good along with an argument for its value within the Christian tradition.


“Am I My Brother’s Keeper?”

Amid the challenges posed by COVID-19, the debates that defined the 2020 presidential election were the latest installments in waves of increasing incivility. Debates in fall 2019 and winter 2020 on whether to impeach President Donald Trump, the autumn 2018 confirmation hearing of now–Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh, and the 2016 presidential election are but a few expressions of partisanship-defined incivility. Those expressions are not limited to professional politicians in Washington, DC; they plague local politics as well as professional and personal affairs of almost every kind.

A burgeoning array of titles now seeks to define such incivility, deduce its origins, and chart a course that may transcend it.2 Perhaps the most insightful of those titles is Ezra Klein’s Why We’re Polarized. In particular, Klein notes, “Everyone engaged in American politics is engaged in identity politics,” and “those identities are most powerful when they are so pervasive as to be either invisible or uncontroversial.”3 Perhaps even more disturbing is that people are identifying with growing intensity with which group they are not a part, not which group they are a part. In simple terms, identity is growing stronger based on one not being a Democrat versus one being a Republican and vice versa.

What is newly occurring is “that our political identities are changing—and strengthening” while they are also subdividing. As a result, Klein contends, “Over the past fifty years, our partisan identities have merged with our racial, religious, geographic, ideological, and cultural identities. Those merged identities have attained a weight that is breaking our institutions and tearing at the bonds that hold this country together.” While those challenges are evident in politics, Klein also contends that one other place they are immediately evident is where most public intellectuals do their work—college and university campuses, which Klein contends are “hothouse atmosphere[s] where fights take place with particular clarity; as the moderating forces of non-college life—keeping your job, barely having time to go to the gym much less to political protests—are lifted.”4

Perhaps what belies this contentious nature of this polarized culture, regardless of where it may exist, is this: as a result of the fear that we are truly alone, human beings slake their thirst at the trough of tribalism only to discover they are ingesting nothing but sand at the bottom of a mirage. In such an age, we may no longer know who we are, but we seek solace in knowing we are not the ones we label as our enemies.

If we are even remotely correct in identifying what drives such incivility, we should then not be surprised that such a problem has plagued humanity since the events recorded Genesis 4:9: “Then the LORD said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?’ ‘I don’t know,” he replied. ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’” (NIV). The verses preceding this exchange note that Abel brought “fat portions from some of the firstborn of his flock” as an offering for the Lord while Cain “brought some of the fruits of the soil” (NIV) as his offering. The Lord found favor with Abel’s offering but not with Cain’s.

In Genesis 4:6, the Lord asks Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it” (NIV). Cain neither offers a response to the Lord’s question nor heeds the Lord’s warning. Instead, Cain lures Abel out into a field, where Cain kills his brother.

When the Lord then asks, “Where is your brother Abel?” Cain famously answers that he does not know and asks, “Am I my brother’s keeper?”—a query that harbors both moral and ontological overtones. On one level, Cain asks whether he is morally responsible for his brother. On another level, he asks whether his identity is ontologically related to that of his brother. Both the Lord and Abel respond affirmatively to that question and its multilayered meaning. The Lord speaks, demanding that Cain heed Abel’s response, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground” (Genesis 4:10 NIV). In essence, the Lord contends Cain is morally responsible for and ontologically defined by the relationship he shared with Abel.

What makes human beings like God is their capacity and even need to make meaning. When human beings morally and ontologically divorce themselves from one another, they succumb to being something less than that for which they were created. Instead of their identity first being rooted in what they share in common with others, their identity becomes rooted in contradistinction to individuals with whom they believe they share in common little to nothing. In essence, they ask, “Am I my brother’s keeper?”

Something within human beings knows their identity and in turn that their responsibility is never truly to themselves. The false security of tribalism and, in particular, identity based on with which tribe one does not identify, however, becomes a temptation that proves difficult to resist. History is thus littered with accounts of how the narrative of Cain and Abel has replayed itself on both small and large scales.

Space does not allow us to trace even a fraction of ways Cain’s question has been asked over time. For the sake of our specific efforts, we will skip to New Haven, Connecticut, in 1943. Along with his wife, Raïssa, Jacques Maritain fled his native France during World War II and eventually found himself delivering the Terry Lectures at Yale University, published by Yale University Press under the title Education at the Crossroads.

The heart of Maritain’s argument is that the Christian humanism that should define educational aspirations was all but vanquished in Europe and was under assault in the United States. If asked, Maritain would likely have contended that Cain was ontologically tied to and thus morally responsible for Abel. In The Year of Our Lord 1943: Christian Humanism in an Age of Crisis, Alan Jacobs summarized Maritain’s argument:

Though intuition and love cannot be taught directly, it is the task of the teacher to help form young people so that when the opportunity comes, outside of school, for them to acquire intuition and love, they will be prepared to do so. Teachers, then, play a pivotal role in the building and sustaining of meaningful human culture: if they do not intervene in young people’s lives, in the indirect yet distinctive ways that only they can, the culture will surely, if slowly fall.


In essence, human beings are defined by the quality of relationships they share with one another. Maritain and his wife had fled a Europe being torn apart by the moral and ontological mirages offered by tribalism. As a result of the formative role teachers are called to serve, Maritain wanted to encourage them to cultivate habits in their students that would lead to the “building and sustaining of a meaningful human culture.”5

A little more than ten years after Maritain, Romano Guardini wrote The End of the Modern World. In particular, Guardini believed that power and, in particular, its misuse had contributed to the tribalism the world had witnessed. Guardini does not argue power is inherently sinful. In contrast, he contends that only when “man’s natural God-likeness consists in this capacity for power, in his ability to use it and his resultant lordship . . . does the phenomenon of power receive its full weight, its greatness, as well as its earnestness, which is grounded in responsibility.” Reminiscent of the Lord’s question to Cain, Guardini then offers, “Man is lord by the grace of God, and he must exercise his dominion responsibly, for he is answerable for it to him who is Lord by essence.”6

George Marsden, when looking back at the 1950s in the United States, has seen signs of the realities that compelled Maritain and Guardini to issue their warnings. In The Twilight of the American Enlightenment: The 1950s and the Crisis of Liberal Belief, Marsden argues that what was “fascinating and revealing” about midcentury America was “how easily talk about the unassailable ideal of ‘freedom’ in a political sense blended into an ideal of personal attitudes of independence from so-called social authorities and restraints. A key word that was of often used to express this taken-for-granted ideal was ‘autonomy.’” In essence, if autonomy was an ideal to which one should aspire, what moral and ontological relationship did one then share with others? Marsden notes that the opposite of autonomy in the fifties was perceived to be conformity, and “everyone, it seemed, agreed that one should not be a conformist.”7 Part of the genius in Marsden’s assessment is his acknowledging that seeds of the cultural expressions found to be widespread in the late 1960s and early 1970s were well planted by the 1950s.

Challenges to the moral and ontological relationships that humans share are represented in sociological realities notably articulated by Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. As the title creatively posits, people traditionally bowled in leagues as recreational yet substantive expressions of the communal relations they shared. But in recent decades, they bowl alone. Autonomy, when prized, not only fails to see the need for such relations but even eschews them. The demise of such relations, however, is not limited to recreational experiences such as bowling. Civic organizations such as the Parent Teacher Association, Lions Club, Kiwanis, and Shriners also have seen declines in participation.

Although Putnam is concerned with the viability of such organizations, he is at least equally concerned with what they facilitate when it comes to what sociologists refer to as social capital. In essence, he wants to know “how the positive consequences of social capital—mutual support, cooperation, trust, institutional effectiveness—can be maximized and the negative manifestations—sectarianism, ethnocentrism, corruption—minimized.”8 Putman understands that humans are essentially relational beings who were going to forge associations with others in either constructive or destructive ways. In essence, there is a fine yet significant line between mutual support and sectarianism.

Having witnessed the growing propensity for people to bowl alone, Hesburgh offered in 2011 that “we remain a divided nation,” and that “incivility has again crept into our society and raised its ugly head in a way that threatens the fabric of American life.” As if he were anticipating the temper of the 2016 presidential election, Hesburgh then contended, “Incivility seems to have gained social acceptance at a time when we should be at relative peace, working together to move into the twenty-first century.” Evidence of such behavior, according to Hesburgh, is found in the fact that “many of us are shouting at others, and even more of us are shouting just for the sake of shouting on the Internet, in newspaper columns, in political ads, on talk radio, at the stop light, at the dinner table, at the negotiating table, in the halls of high school and in the halls of Congress.”9 Divorced from being one another’s keepers, we manifest misappropriated social capital in the myriad ways incivility is now expressed.




Evangelical Scholars in an Age of Incivility

When trying to ascertain how evangelicalism can find its way in an age of incivility, insights yielded by historians again prove helpful. One curiosity of the 2016 presidential election was that evangelicals, in particular white evangelicals, voted for Donald Trump at higher rates than any previous candidate for which comparable data was available. Seeking to come to terms with that reality, John Fea offers Believe Me: The Evangelical Road to Donald Trump. Fea’s explanation does not reside merely with events occurring over the course of the weeks or even months leading up to the 2016 election. In fact, Fea argues that what took place that fall was drawn from a “political playbook [that] was written in the 1970s and drew from an even longer history of white evangelical fear.”10

Such a playbook, according to Fea, is “grounded in a highly problematic interpretation of the relationship between Christianity and the American founding.” Fea was not surprised to find that “playbook [being one] that too often gravitates toward nativism, xenophobia, racism, intolerance, and an unbiblical view of American exceptionalism.” In summary, Fea believes that “it is a playbook that divides rather than unites.”11

What put that playbook back into circulation, Fea contends, was that evangelicals found themselves at the mercy of political forces—one emanating from the left and one from the right. From the left, Fea proposes, “Having found its footing on the progressive side of the same-sex marriage issue, the Obama administration became relentless in its advocacy of social policies that not only made traditional evangelicals cringe but also infused them with a sense of righteous anger.” From the right, “Fears of rapid moral decline would seem like unpromising moral territory for Donald Trump to work,” but Trump “was a quick learner.”12 Over time, Trump capitalized on the narrative of fear to which evangelicals found themselves subscribing by telling them who was to blame for it. Regardless of whatever misgivings evangelicals had about seeing Trump in the White House, they were eclipsed by thoughts of Barack Obama’s heir apparent, Hillary Clinton, taking up residence once again on Pennsylvania Avenue.

By the time Thomas S. Kidd published Who Is an Evangelical? in 2019, the potentially apt subtitle accompanying his book read The History of a Movement in Crisis. Kidd opens by referencing the 2016 election and the historic support Trump received from white evangelicals. While Kidd then reaches further back into history than Fea, he concludes by trying to address a comparable set of questions and comes to some comparable conclusions. In particular, Kidd acknowledges that “the damage caused by evangelical white voters for Trump was substantial, leading many women and people of color to question the fundamental integrity of the [evangelical] movement.” As a result, Kidd notes, “In the aftermath of the election, stories proliferated about blacks, Hispanics, and other people leaving evangelical churches and dropping the evangelical label.”13

Kidd, however, is not inclined to drop that label. He may believe the movement is in crisis, but all is not lost. Although that crisis “resulted from the widespread perception that the movement is primarily about obtaining power within the Republican party,” what defines evangelicalism is much greater than what those efforts reveal. For example, Kidd is quick to point out that “everywhere you look on the charitable landscape, evangelicals are there,” citing the efforts of vast networks of organizations, large, small, and everywhere in between to be the hands and feet of Christ.14 He thus views the 2016 election as a cautionary tale concerning what can happen when Christians become too closely associated with the political machinery on one side of the aisle or the other.

Mark Noll, David Bebbington, and George M. Marsden offer a context for comparable questions to be addressed in their edited volume Evangelicals: Who They Have Been, Are Now, and Could Be. Like Fea and Kidd, Noll opens the introduction by noting, “The word ‘evangelical’ is in trouble—but for different and competing reasons.” Specifically, Noll mentions three. First, Noll acknowledges, “Pollsters and pundits have fixated on the overwhelming support [Donald Trump] has received from a constituency often called simply ‘evangelicals’—or, if there is a pause for breath, ‘white evangelicals.’”15

Second, Noll argues that a critical while perhaps less obvious component in these discussions involves divisions between historians concerning how the story of evangelicalism is told. Evangelicalism remains a difficult term to define. While some definitions have gained more support than others, Noll’s up-to-date survey of the literature points out that defining what one means by evangelical is a far-from-settled matter. As a result, a host of questions persist. For example, What Christian traditions within Protestantism and now even within Catholicism might aptly be labeled as evangelical? Or what historically African American traditions might appropriately be considered evangelical?

Finally, Noll offers that even if a consensus existed concerning how a term such as evangelical is defined within the United States, such a definition may not prove true in other parts of the world. In particular, he notes that what emerges does not involve “political or theological standoffs” but “sheer, mind-boggling diversity.”16 The questions noted in the preceding paragraph about what traditions within Christianity might be included within evangelicalism grow exponentially when extended beyond North America. Compounding those challenges is that many labels, especially sociological, that apply in North America do not describe realities elsewhere. One cannot assume that identifying characteristics of an evangelical in one region of the world are applicable—or inapplicable—in another. Evangelicalism, in essence, is thus most aptly appreciated in its full complexity.

Into this mix of incivility in the wider culture and the crisis within evangelicalism are Christian scholars seeking to fulfill their calling. We note that few, if any, of them have found themselves free from these challenges. Writing about his own faith journey in The Second Mountain: The Quest for a Moral Life, David Brooks proposes that for individuals wrestling with their faith, “Religious people and institutions sometimes built ramps that made it easier to continue my journey, or they built walls, making the journey harder.” In relation to the construction of walls, Brooks contends that they “were caused by the combination of an intellectual inferiority complex combined with a spiritual superiority complex.”17

We look at a couple of those walls if for no other reason than they lure evangelical scholars away from fulfilling their vocations. In particular, Brooks notes that Christians can slip into “siege mentality” and seek ways to withdraw “into the purity of [an] enclave.” Doing so is comforting to many, “as it gives people a straightforward way to interpret the world—the noble us versus the powerful and sinful them.”18 Such an inclination is understandable, given the previously detailed challenges facing evangelicalism and the wider culture. The problem is that it promotes “pathological dualism” and impairs the ability or perhaps even the willingness of individuals within an enclave to listen to others beyond it. As a result, do evangelical scholars read writers who reinforce their own beliefs? Or do they read both people who support and who challenge them?

Brooks also notes that within the false security of an enclave, “intellectual mediocrity” can plague the efforts of Christian scholars. Referencing his experience at Yale University, Brooks contends his colleagues “are brutal. But they are brutal in search of excellence.” Being brutal may not be the only route to excellence, but his criticism that Christians within their own communities “want to be nice; they want to be affirming, and that softens all discussion” merits consideration. In the end, softening discussion to the point of being dishonest does not serve anyone well. In addition, allowing mediocrity to parade as a worthy return on the sacrifice Christ made is sacrilege. In Brooks’s estimation, the story Mark Noll traced in his previously mentioned Scandal “is still ongoing,” but with “some notable exceptions.”19




The Peril (and the Promise) of Public Intellectuals

With some notable exceptions, one should not think the circumstances facing scholars in general and public intellectuals in particular are without challenges. As with Noll’s, Brooks’s criticisms have merit and deserve the serious consideration of evangelical scholars. Scholars serving in many institutional contexts have found themselves contending with the conditions perpetuated by a culture of rising incivility. The higher the profile of the scholar, the more likely that scholar has experienced those challenges. Public intellectuals are needed in both the church and society, and serving in such a capacity increases one’s exposure.

To come to terms with what defines a public intellectual, Michael Desch, editor of Public Intellectuals in the Global Arena: Professors or Pundits?, offers a concise definition: public intellectuals are “persons who exert a large influence in the contemporary society of their country of origin through their thought, writing, or speaking.”20 Such individuals often but not always hold academic appointments. Some public intellectuals serve think tanks, others in capacities such as journalism. Regardless, they exert a significant influence through their thought, writing, and speaking, within the context of a particular public. Although persons holding academic appointments may be prolific scholars within their particular field, they would not be considered public intellectuals if their work did not have appeal to and among some sector of the wider society.

A growing number of titles has focused on the importance of public intellectuals while also noting the challenges they face. A sample of that list of titles includes words such as endangered, last, anxious, and even death.21 Perhaps the most widely recognized of those titles is Richard Posner’s Public Intellectuals: A Study of Decline. In particular, Posner notes that a “striking variance [exists] in the quality of public-intellectual work, coupled with a low average quality—low and maybe falling, though it would be more precise to say that public-intellectual work is becoming less distinctive, less interesting, and less important.”22

Part of the problem, according to Posner, is that today “the typical public intellectual is a safe specialist.” As a result, he or she “is not the type of person well suited to play the public intellectual’s most distinctive, though not only, role, that of a critical commentator addressing a non-specialist audience on matters of broad public concern.”23

In The Last Intellectuals: American Culture in the Age of Academe, Russell Jacoby offers a related yet different take on the problem. In particular, he argues that younger scholars poised to serve as public intellectuals may not even see the need to do so. “Younger intellectuals no longer need or want a larger public; they are almost exclusively professors. Campuses are their homes; colleagues their audience, monographs and specialized journals their media.” However, Jacoby notes this generation of scholars is not entirely to blame, as “their jobs, advancement, and salaries depend on the evaluation of specialists.”24 By virtue of their training, younger scholars may not be well suited to serve as public intellectuals. Furthermore, the reward structures surrounding them may not even acknowledge such efforts as being of value.

Finally, Jean Bethke Elshtain offers a view that transcends both the challenges posed by the training received by intellectuals and the culture in which they operate. In particular, Elshtain’s concern stems from “the triumph of a generally secular, consumerist worldview, and with mainline Protestantism’s abandonment of much of its own intellectual tradition in favor of a therapeutic ethos.”25 Elshtain packs more into that observation than space will allow for full consideration. One could argue, for example, that the need to be nice that Brooks references in relation to the intellectual life of evangelicals is the result of a residue left by that therapeutic ethos stemming from mainline Protestantism.

A more limited focus settles on the fact as a result of secularism “there is no longer a unified culture to address—or to rebel against.” According to Elshtain, proponents of one view or another resort to promoting “a sense of self-importance by exaggerating what one is ostensibly up against.”26 Such efforts, often collapsing into shrill exercises in which even ad hominem arguments may no longer be viewed as fallacious, point to the possibility that efforts made by public intellectuals are no longer defined by a clear purpose or end.




Toward a Beatific Vision of the Common Good

Perhaps one purpose or end for the efforts made by public intellectuals, however, is offered by the common good. Such an understanding has a long history in Western culture and in variant forms around the world. Such an understanding is also seeing a resurgence, at least in the literature. In relation to higher education alone, Jason Owen-Smith published Research Universities and the Public Good: Discoveries for an Uncertain Future with Stanford University Press in 2018, and in 2019 Charles Dorn published For the Common Good: A New History of Higher Education with Cornell University Press. In the prologue, Dorn acknowledges the criticism higher education has received in recent years—even going so far as to launch his defense with, “Higher education in America is against the ropes.” In response, Dorn contends colleges and universities opened their doors in decades and centuries past by claiming to promote “the common good as a principal aim.” The void Dorn seeks to fill is that “we know surprisingly little about how colleges and universities have achieved it over time, if at all.”27

Such contributions are not limited to higher education. From both sides of the Atlantic, arguments have also emerged concerning the value the common good offers society as a whole. For example, in 2019 Polity published a series of conversations between Peter Engelmann and Alain Badiou. As an extension of Badiou’s previously explicated commitments, those pages include a defense of the value of the common good from a Marxist perspective. In particular, Badiou looks for evidence of a society’s response to questions such as, “How do we ensure that everyone has enough to eat? How do we ensure everyone receives the necessary training? How do we ensure the sick all receive the necessary medication? How do we ensure that everyone can travel unhindered from one place to another?”28

Robert B. Reich’s The Common Good was published in 2018. In contrast to Badiou’s Marxism, Reich sees the justification for an emphasis on the common good as emanating from political pragmatism. As a result, Reich’s belief in the ability of the common good to meet the needs of the greatest number of people is defined in a scenario he poses about what occurs in its absence:

We depend upon people’s widespread and voluntary willingness to abide by laws—not just the literal letter of the law but also the spirit and intent of them. Consider what would happen if no one voluntarily obeyed the law without first calculating what they could gain by violating it as compared with the odds of the violation being discovered multiplied by the size of the likely penalty. We’d be living in bedlam.29


In essence, the value of the common good is evident in the way it works.

Christian theologians have also made valuable contributions to this discussion. For example, 2019 witnessed the publication of Jake Meador’s In Search of the Common Good: Christian Fidelity in a Fractured World and Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove’s Revolution of Values: Reclaiming Public Faith for the Common Good, both released by InterVarsity Press; Daniela C. Augustine published The Spirit and the Common Good: Shared Flourishing in the Image of God with Eerdmans. Augustine’s particular work argues for what she identifies as a pneumatological anthropology and that “the path toward attaining the likeness of God demands cooperation and alignment of the free human will with the divine will.”30 In essence, human flourishing is the result of the relationship members of the Trinity share with one another and, in turn, the relations humans have a chance to share with one another. To support her argument, Augustine turns to insights from a number of Christian traditions but wisely places a considerable emphasis on what the Eastern Orthodox tradition offers.

We see an additional argument for the common good coming from the Catholic tradition in the work of Jacques Maritain in The Person and the Common Good. This slim volume, based in part on lectures Maritain gave beginning in 1939, was first published in the United States in 1947. Comparable to Augustine’s argument, Maritain offers that before humans “are related to the immanent common good of the universe, they are related to an infinitely greater good—the separated common Good, the divine transcendent Whole.”31 Risking oversimplification, human flourishing is contingent on the web of relations they initiate that, in their origins, extend from the web of relations shared by members of the Trinity. In essence, the common good is not defined first and foremost by what works but by the way it reflects the very character of God.

Maritain continues to argue that such relations change how we see. However imperfect that line of sight might be this side of eternity, humans come to see the world via what Thomas Aquinas and, in turn, Maritain refer to as a beatific vision, or “the supremely personal act by which the soul, transcending absolutely every sort of created common good, enters into the very bliss of God and draws life from the uncreated Good, the divine essence itself, the uncreated common Good of three divine Persons.”32

Risking oversimplification once again, the common within creation is a reflection of the perfect relations shared by the uncreated common good of the Trinity. By virtue of the beatific vision that grace makes possible, humans are then called to cultivate those relations this side of eternity.

How do we define the works public intellectuals pursue? We note their ability to mediate between God and humanity, the eternal and the temporal, the just and the unjust, through their thought, writing, or speaking. Such work is inherently interdisciplinary, as it begins and ends with glimpses offered to them by the beatific vision that, again, grace makes possible. Returning to the words of Hesburgh, “[Christ] alone mediates perfectly.” Regardless, the “function of mediation looks both to God and to men: to God in worship and atonement for sin, the basis of disunity, and to men in order to bring them divine grace and truth in Christ, the center of unity.”33 Such a calling, a calling to the common good in which the public intellectual’s vocation is defined, is an arduous one, but is also one for which grace proves sufficient.




Volume Overview

Such an understanding of the public intellectual’s vocation merits much further explication, and the essays that follow begin that process. In part one, Miroslav Volf and Amos Yong offer their theological reflections on the relationship public intellectuals share with the common good. In part two, Linda Livingstone, Heather Templeton Dill, and Katelyn Beaty offer their thoughts on how such a relationship is cultivated from their respective vantage points as a university president, a foundation president, and a journalist. In part three, Emmanuel Katongole notes how his efforts to serve the common good as a public intellectual in turn affected his scholarship. This volume then closes with an interview conducted by David W. Wright with John M. Perkins about the ways Perkins has sought to be God’s voice, hands, and feet this side of eternity.

The wisdom offered by this distinguished group of contributors, however, is just the beginning of a conversation the church, the university, and society need.
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