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Preface


This book has two main goals. The first is to replace the map of politics and religion that many Christians have been using since the democratic revolutions of the eighteenth century with a more biblical one. The second is to explain where the local church fits onto this redrawn map as a political institution or embassy of Christ’s rule.

I’m not the first to attempt either task. Yet it’s striking to me how many Western Christians continue to take the Enlightenment assumptions of classical liberalism for granted and then find themselves flustered when those assumptions undermine the principles they value or even cramp the space to practice their beliefs.

The most obvious example of this may be in our theories of religious freedom. We often rest the case for religious liberty on the publicly accessible and nonsectarian idea of “freedom of conscience” but are then surprised when a court employs “the right to define one’s concept of existence” to uphold abortion, or the right to make “certain personal choices central to individual dignity and autonomy, including intimate choices defining personal identity and beliefs,” to justify marrying same-sex couples. Aren’t these latter formulations simply other ways of describing the free conscience? Why then should Christian consciences prevail over non-Christian ones when the two come into conflict?

This whole conversation about religious freedom rests on assumptions about the relationship between the political and the religious—namely, that they occupy separate, if sometimes overlapping, domains. Generally, we think of the public square as the place for politics, while the private domiciles of home and church are reserved for religion, even if we maintain that the boundary between them is porous.

This is the map I want to help throw out. Church and state are separate institutions with different jurisdictions. Neither should confuse itself for the other. One bears the sword, while the other bears the keys of the kingdom. Yet the work of each is set on a landscape where politics and religion are wholly coterminous, like two circle lenses placed perfectly on top of one another. The public square is nothing more or less than a battleground of gods. And the church is a political institution inhabited by citizens of heaven who bear a distinctly political message: Jesus is king.

The division between politics and religion, I dare say, is an ideological ploy. Imagine an airport security metal detector standing at the entrance of the public square, which doesn’t screen for metal but for religion. The machine beeps anytime someone walks through it with a supernatural big-G God hiding inside of one of their convictions, but it fails to pick up self-manufactured or socially constructed little-g gods. Into this public square the secularist, the materialist, the Darwinist, the consumerist, the elitist, the chauvinist, and, frankly, the fascist can all enter carring their gods with them, like whittled wooden figures in their pockets. Not so the Christians or Jews. Their conviction that murder is wrong because all people are made in God’s image might as well be a semiautomatic. What this means, of course, is that the public square is inevitably slanted toward the secularist and materialist. Public conversation is ideologically rigged. The secularist can bring his or her god. I cannot bring mine because his name starts with a capital letter and I didn’t make him up.

Meanwhile, churches err in one of two directions. Either they falsely claim to be spiritual, not political, and so fail to take the stands that they should. The Church of England in South Africa’s refusal to address the matter of apartheid is one such example. Or they convince themselves that political advocacy in the public square is their most important work and distract themselves from their primary mission: being the church.

Others have said it before me, but the church’s most powerful political activity is being the church and proclaiming its unique message. After redrawing the map of politics and religion, that is the main work of this volume—presenting the local church as an embassy of Christ’s breaking-into-history rule. The church wields the keys of the kingdom in order to speak for heaven on earth by affirming the what and the who of the gospel. And the church’s life is held together by justification by faith alone, the most powerful political force in the world today for flattening hierarchies and uniting one-time enemies.

To put it another way, the state is an earthly platform builder while the church is a heavenly signmaker. The state’s work is to build a platform of peace and order and protection for God’s people so that churches can get on with their business. And the church’s business is to hang signs with Jesus’ name over right beliefs, right practices, and right people—the repenting and believing citizens of Christ’s kingdom. Through baptism and the Lord’s Supper, a church hangs signs on God’s people that say, “Jesus Representative.” That is surely not the work of the state, just as employing coercive force for the sake of peace is surely not the work of the church.

I worked hard in this book to dig deep biblical foundations, particularly by working through the Bible’s covenantal storyline. And I dare say that what readers might be tempted to find the most tedious parts of the book, the long discussions of Scripture’s storyline in the middle chapters, are in fact the most important parts, at least for reframing how we think about religion and politics and the work of the church.

Every writer is tempted to make his audience as broad as possible so that more people might benefit from his or her labors. Yet there is enough of what’s called anti-modernism in me that I’m convinced each of us can only write within our own traditions of justice and rationality, to borrow from Alasdair MacIntyre. My point here is not the relativist’s one, that any tradition is as good as another because everything’s relative. My point is the presuppositionalist’s one. We are all building on our own presuppositions and first principles, and the various traditions of justice and rationality possess incommensurable starting points. As such, it seems most honest to say that I am writing as a Christian to Christians. And my primary goal is to edify Christians and strengthen churches. If that’s achieved, it will have the added benefit of serving our non-Christian neighbors and possibly even blessing the public square. But the order and emphasis here are crucial. If Christian political theologians or political philosophers try first to convince their non-Christian counterparts even before they convince themselves and their fellow believers, they will have to build on common ground, which invariably means compromising their own foundations, which is where I began a moment ago. (In that sense, the theologian’s work is different than the apologist’s.)

If you happen to be a non-Christian reader, I propose that you might gain a better understanding of one Christian perspective by my writing to fellow Christians than by writing to you. It’s like sneaking into a house and eavesdropping on a family’s conversation. You just might get a better sense of what they really think. Within an anti-modernist framework, in fact, I’m even inclined to think this is the better approach to public conversation, whether political or philosophical: let me climb into your tradition to see what I can see, and then you climb into mine.

In general, much recent political theology as a discipline seems to incline in this anti-modernist direction, or at least it does among those who call themselves political theologians. Not only that, this recent strain of political theology tends to have more interest in understanding and describing the church, while those who self-style as political philosophers tend to be interested in the state and then treat the church as an afterthought. Think of Thomas Jefferson or James Madison from yesterday, or John Rawls or Michael Sandel from today. They all have theories about the relationship between church and state. But can any of them offer a biblically rigorous description of what the church is? I think the answer is obviously no. To my knowledge, Thomas Jefferson never grappled with the relationship between the biblical covenants or how Jesus typologically fulfills the Adamic office of priest-king before establishing a people as new-creation priest-kings. All that to say, Christians who claim to care about the relationship between church and state would do well to pay slightly less attention to the standard cast of philosophers popular in political theory departments (though I interact with some of them here) and more attention to the theologians who work to unpack what Scripture says about the church. I believe Luke Bretherton is correct when he writes,

Consequent upon . . . the church being the church is the refusal to allow the state [or the political philosopher, I would add] to set the terms and conditions of entry into the public square: if the church, to be authentically itself, is a public political body which speaks its own language, then so be it. The state oversteps its proper limits when it seeks to determine when, where, and in what voice the church may speak. Conversely, the church falsely limits itself when it only acts and speaks within conditions set for it externally.1


My prayer for this book is that it would give you, the reader, a better understanding of what the Bible says about church as well as how it describes the political map on which the church serves the purposes of Christ’s kingdom. And I pray that it might equip you in the work of building up your local congregation in holiness and love for Christ’s kingly purposes.
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Introduction


Political science professor Robert Putnam, in a well-known 1995 essay titled “Bowling Alone,” observed that “more Americans are bowling today than ever before, but bowling in organized leagues has plummeted.”1 Putnam’s project, which focused on declining levels of American participation in voluntary organizations, was aided by dozens of research assistants who poured over countless city directories, Masonic Lodge yearbooks, membership statistics for the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, Rotary Club files, Episcopal Church reports, and more. Indeed, one year of my own life was spent in the Library of Congress, Harvard’s Widener Library, and the offices of many national and local organizations searching out those very membership figures.2 Not, perhaps, the most riveting year of my life.

A foundational assumption of all this neo-Tocquevillian analysis, and an assumption of many democratic Westerners, is that local churches are one more voluntary organization, something to be classified with the likes of Little League and the Sierra Club. Few people would deny that local churches are politically significant, not least Putnam, who argues that participating in voluntary organizations is instrumental in “making democracy work,” as he puts it in another book by that title. But that is qualitatively different from saying that local churches are political associations outright, as one would with, say, the US embassy in London, England.

Yet the primary claim of this book is that the local church is just such a political assembly. Indeed, the church is a kind of embassy, only it represents a kingdom of even greater political consequence to the nations and their governors. And this embassy represents a kingdom not from across geographic space but from across eschatological time.

In other words, this book is concerned with the biblical and theological question of what constitutes a local church. The answer, it will argue, is that Jesus grants Christians the authority to establish local churches as visible embassies of his end-time rule through the “keys of the kingdom” described in the Gospel of Matthew. By virtue of both the keys and a traditional Protestant conception of justification by faith alone, the local church exists as a political assembly that publicly represents King Jesus, displays the justice and righteousness of the triune God, and pronounces Jesus’ claim upon the nations and their governments.

Does this mean I am charging my former employer with a methodological error, that churches are not really voluntary organizations after all? From the standpoint of the state, to be sure, church membership should be voluntary. The state has no authority here, or so I will maintain. The question is, how do the Christian Scriptures present the local church, and where do they fit onto a political landscape of the nations as the Bible conceives of that landscape? Should churches be classified as institutions of state, voluntary organizations or something else altogether? The prosaic picture of a slump-shouldered research assistant typing membership statistics into Excel spreadsheets offers a useful “reality check” for any claim that the local church is a “political” institution, lest we fall into useless theological abstraction. How then would the Bible’s prophets and apostles instruct a political scientist’s research assistant to classify the local church? Answering that question requires two things then: describing what the local church is and also sketching out the political landscape of the nations as the Bible conceives of it, which may be the harder part.

Of course, it is not just political scientists who classify a church as a club-like organization. Christian historians of the first century, too, look for affinities between churches and the public religious associations and voluntary associations of the Greco-Roman world. Such historians tell us that these organizations, like churches, employed initiation rites for membership; collected membership dues; exercised discipline over their members; used kinship language, calling one another “brother” or “father”; and even gave their leaders titles like episkopos and diakonos.3 These historians do not necessarily mean to say that churches were merely one more such organization; and I personally do not mean to deny that analogies between the two types of entities exist, any more than I would deny that analogies exist between the church and the household, an analogy that is biblical (e.g., 1 Tim 3:15; 1 Pet 4:17; cf. Eph 2:19).4 Many such comparisons and analogies make for useful avenues of theological inquiry and formulation.

Still, my purpose here is to argue that the institutional essence of the local assembly is a political unity. A church’s members are united in more ways than politically. But what binds the local church together as a distinct body of people, distinct from the nations and distinct from Christians united to other churches, is the fact that Jesus Christ’s universal lordship gets exercised there—among them. Here is where the keys of the kingdom are exercised in membership, discipline, and doctrinal affirmation. Christ’s political rule may be “not of this world,” meaning it has its source or origin not in the world but in heaven (Jn 18:36).5 And his rule unites all Christians everywhere invisibly. But this universal rule is visibly and institutionally manifest in history through the proclamation of the gospel and the binding and loosing activity of the local church, the two activities that constitute an otherwise unincorporated group of Christians as a particular church. To become a member of a church is to be declared a citizen of Christ’s kingdom. It is a local church’s politically authorized corporate existence that constitutes a group of Christians as a visible embassy of Christ’s kingdom on earth and that, in turn, formally authorizes every individual within that assembly to represent the King’s name before the nations and their governors as an ambassador.

That is not to say that the authority exercised in a local church bespeaks its own self-contained politics and that I am using the term metaphorically, as when one speaks of “office politics” or “university politics.” Rather, the local church’s rule is but one bolt of fabric in the larger roll of cloth that makes up Christ’s rule among the nations and their governments. The state and the church both mediate the rule of God, and unlike the mediate authority of, say, a parent, they both make an authoritative claim on the whole of a society, one by the sword and one by gospel proclamation. And backing up both claims is God’s own sword, even if that sword won’t show itself until the eschaton. The proto-liberal Thomas Hobbes observed, “The Kingdome therefore of God, is a reall, not a metaphoricall Kingdome.”6 What’s therefore needed, says present-day political theologian Oliver O’Donovan, is a much “fuller political conceptuality,” one that “pushes back the horizon of commonplace politics and opens it up to the activity of God.”7



NEED #1: A BETTER INSTITUTIONAL CONCEPTUALITY


It is tempting to jump directly to Matthew’s discussion of the keys of the kingdom in chapters 16, 18 and (implicitly) 28. We will do this in chapter six to argue that Jesus authorizes the local church to act as this embassy from the future. But if our political and institutional conceptualities are formed by the ideologies of the day more than by the biblical storyline, the lenses of those ideologies just might warp our investigation of these passages. Therefore, I am going to spend the first five chapters of the book—the bulk of it—trying to get the wrong lenses off and the right ones on. After that we’ll look at the key texts.

That means this book, before we ever get to the ultimate goal of defining the local church, will first build a political theology from the ground up. Arguing that the church is a “political institution” requires us to get our heads around the idea of the “political” as well as the idea of an institution. I’m convinced we need a better political conceptuality and a better institutional conceptuality. Let me say a bit about each, starting with the latter.

A theme that will surface throughout this book is institutional specificity. The problem with much theology these days, I believe, is a lack of institutional understanding and specification.

Consider, for instance, how the generally remarkable Bible scholar George Eldon Ladd describes Jesus’ promise to build his church and give Peter the keys of the kingdom. This statement, says Ladd, “does not speak of the creation of an organization or institution” but instead stands in direct continuity with the Old Testament tradition of “building a people.”8 When Ladd pits building an institution and a kingdom people against one another, one only wonders what he means by “institution.” Keys are symbols of institutional authority. And “building a people” is by definition to institutionalize those people. It is to place them within a construct of rules, beliefs, or norms that will shape their behavior relative both to one another and to outsiders while also providing them with a measure of social stability, identity and meaning.9 In other words, the concepts described in Matthew 16:18-19 practically point to the definition of an institution. Why does Ladd not see that?

Yet this lack of institutional understanding and specificity is common. It is easy and popular to talk about the virtues of “community” and “fellowship” and even “kingdom,” but leave questions like “who is in charge” or “are there membership boundaries” unasked, unmentioned. Think of that phrase of Abraham Kuyper overused by young preachers and bloggers everywhere: “There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our human existance of which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry ‘Mine!’”10 Such a statement rightly affirms the universal nature of Christ’s lordship, but it remains institutionally underspecified.11 Does Christ the king require the same thing of all people and institutions? The same thing of the father as of the president? And of the president as of the pastor? Or does he delegate one kind of authority here and another kind there? The same lack of institutional specification shows up in vague talk of “holistic salvation” or “the church’s mission” or the idea that Jesus came as king with “a different kind of power.”

The same problem occurs in discussions of religion in the public square. Theologians and lawyers alike inveigh against “legislating morality” and “establishing religion,” but doesn’t all legislation have some moral basis and, behind that, a religious worldview? And what exactly counts as establishing religion? I very much like the US Constitution’s language about making no law with respect to “an establishment of religion,” but I’m not convinced that many theologians or lawyers perceive the difference between “establishing religion” and “an establishment of religion.” Every law could be said to establish some religion or set of religions, at least if we’re defining religion functionally and not substantively.12 But that is different than institutionally organizing a religion, its members and its statements of belief or behavior. Again, the conversation suffers from a lack of institutional conceptuality.

To remedy this problem, chapter two will introduce the “new institutionalism” that has emerged among political scientists and sociologists over the last several decades. Hopefully this institutional revival tour will help us develop a better institutional conceptuality, which in turn will enable us to discern what an institutional church is in the pages of Scripture. Just to make the tour sound even more exciting, I conclude chapter two by developing an “institutional hermeneutic.”




NEED #2: A BETTER POLITICAL CONCEPTUALITY


The larger question at stake in claiming that the church is a political institution, of course, is whether the “political” category is an appropriate one to bring to bear on New Testament interpretation or the nature of the church. Scholars over the past few decades have been happy to characterize the church as the “community of the kingdom,” to use Ladd’s description.13 And the New Testament word “kingdom,” observes New Testament scholar N. T. Wright, is nothing if not a “thoroughly political concept.”14 So, too, the term ekklēsia. Another New Testament scholar, Mark Seifrid, notices “it is striking that the earliest Christians chose a distinctively political . . . term for their collective existence, speaking of themselves as an ekklēsia, a public assembly, rather than as a ‘religious gathering’ (‘synagogue’).”15

Still, it is my assumption that most Westerners today (Christian and non-Christian) have a secular and liberalized understanding of “politics” or the “political.” The political sphere is treated like its own sacred realm that must be kept clean from the profane world of religion. The two spheres are separated, says Oliver O’Donovan, by a carefully guarded cordon sanitaire.16 William Cavanaugh similarly remarks, “Politics has been emancipated and properly differentiated from theology. Politics takes place in an autonomous, secular sphere, and is established on its own foundations.”17 Though Hobbes did not so cleanly separate the political and the spiritual, he did anticipate what would eventually become the sacred nature of the political sphere when he described a (ironic) parallel between the holiness of God’s kingdom and the publicness of an earthly kingdom.18

Formally, this separation between the political and the religious or spiritual can be attributed to philosophical liberalism. And liberalism, a number of thinkers have remarked, is “the overarching mythos of the modern age”19 and the “political philosophy by which we live.”20 When people today think about politics or citizenship, they tend to think within a liberal framework, whether they mean to or not. Another political philosopher writes, “So thoroughly has this liberalism come to suffuse our political culture, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, that virtually all of us can be said to be liberals in some sense, even if we explicitly repudiate the label.”21 Liberalism is not without its critics, but I mention all of this because I believe that liberalism and its dualisms remain the inarticulate assumption for many Christians and non-Christians in the West. And it is these assumptions that present the biggest hindrance to conceptualizing the “community of the kingdom” in political terms (presuming, for a moment, that this is what the Bible teaches). As such, I believe that it is worth beginning this book by retracing the outlines of liberalism, which is a significant part of what chapter one will do. If the whole book is devoted to developing a more biblical political conceptuality, chapter one is necessary for recognizing our default conceptuality. The words politics or political, for most Westerners today, are simply understood in liberal terms. That at least is my working assumption.

At the same time, some argue that the seeds of liberalism were planted with Martin Luther’s doctrine of sola fide and its political counterpart, his doctrine of the two kingdoms.22 After all, Luther arguably introduced to the history of political thought the picture of the lone individual standing before the judgment seat of God, not finally accountable to prince or priest, not declared just for one’s obedience to them or to God, but accountable to one’s conscience and justified and made (internally) free as a gift of grace through faith alone. The best a prince can do, therefore, is to regulate the outer person, leaving the church to address the inner person or conscience with God’s Word.23 Reading Luther’s On Secular Authority24 and John Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration25 back to back does show a striking number of similarities.26 Both divide the outer and inner person. Both place a secular27 government over one and a spiritual government over the other. Both insist that the two governments must remain distinct. Both argue that secular authority cannot reach the inner person or conscience but only reaches to outward things, and that faith cannot be coerced. Locke was no Lutheran, but not a small number of scholars have argued that his work depended upon a Protestant theological rationale.28 And Luther was no philosophical liberal, particularly as he pointed to God’s will and ordinance as expressed in Romans 13 as the ground of government, not the public’s consent. But he arguably put the necessary anthropology, ecclesiology, and aspects of governmental authority in place for liberalism to follow.29 In the centuries after Luther, a more developed doctrine of a spiritual (not political) church was tied to a decidedly spiritual gospel. Such a viewpoint seems to correspond, furthermore, with the liberal idea that the public square must or at least might hypothetically remain neutral between various religious or spiritual concerns, and that the state cannot coerce the conscience. So while chapter one examines our default political conceptuality, it will also, at least briefly, sketch out a religious conceptuality.




WHAT OTHERS HAVE SAID


Is this the first book to argue for the political nature of the church? Students of political theology know the answer to that question is no. And for the sake of such students I assume it is useful to locate myself on the landscape, which I will attempt to do in this section and the next. These two sections may be the most technical sections of the book, and nonspecialists should feel free to skip them. Consider this a “get out of jail free” card.

In response to the traditionalist’s spiritual gospel and spiritual church, a first generation of twentieth-century “political theologians,” “liberation theologians” and “public theologians” sought to draw out the political meaning of the gospel and to consider what kind of church such a political gospel creates.30 For instance, the Protestant Jürgen Moltmann, who with the Roman Catholic Johann Baptist Metz is counted among a movement of political theologians, argued,

‘Liberation’ is an ‘open concept’ which permeates and embraces the different dimensions of suffering. It runs from the economic abolition of exploitation which results from the rule of particular classes, or the political vanquishing of oppression and dictatorship and the cultural elimination of racialism, down to faith’s experience of liberation from the compulsion of sin and the eschatological hope of liberation from the power of death.31


From this more holistic concept of salvation emerged a so-called political church: “A logical and consistent Christian discipleship always has logical political consequences. . . . The expression ‘political church’ therefore does not mean a politicizing of the church. On the contrary, it means the Christianization of the church’s politics according to ‘the yardstick and plumbline of Christ.’”32 Moltmann and Metz, in turn, proved very influential among the South American liberation theologians like Gustavo Gutiérrez and Leonardo Boff. We will glance at some of these ideas as Gutiérrez expresses them in chapter five.

While the so-called political and liberation theologians explored the political significance of Christianity on the theological and political left, several conservative thinkers such as the Roman Catholic Richard John Neuhaus or the Reformed Max Stackhouse argued for the public significance of Christianity on the center or right by arguing that Christian doctrines bore an attendant “public theology.”33 Neuhaus famously argued that the public square should not be naked or bare of religious speech.34 Stackhouse, observing the threat to human rights coming from various secular quarters, argued that “human rights,” a so-called liberal concept, “is essentially a matter of religious ethics.”35 Broadly, the point among such thinkers is that Christianity or religious thought generally provides the foundations and moral capital necessary for democratic and liberal institutions to flourish.

Following this first generation of political theologians came a second generation, who are sometimes characterized as post-liberal and anti-modernist and who sometimes self-characterize as Augustinian.36 To this second generation belong names like the neo-Anabaptists Stanley Hauerwas and John Howard Yoder as well as the Radical Orthodoxy writers like John Milbank, Daniel Bell, and William Cavanaugh. Charles Mathewes perhaps belongs to this second generation.37 And some lump the harder-to-classify Anglican theologian Oliver O’Donovan into this camp.38 What unites this somewhat disparate group is that they hold modernist suppositions at arm’s length and disavow Enlightenment dualisms, such as a strong separation between faith and reason or politics and religion. John Milbank, for instance, has argued that all the supposedly neutral, rational, and objective social sciences—sociology, psychology, economics, political science, and so on—“are themselves theologies or anti-theologies in disguise.” All such secular disciplines and theories (like liberalism) are built on covert idols, which points to “the practical inescapability of worship.” You are always worshiping something. And the secular theories of the West are either Christian heresies or Neopagan rejections of Christianity—in both cases being derivative.39 Along these lines, it is not difficult to think back to Augustine’s City of God, which attributes all human activity to one of two loves, to idolatry or to worship.40 William Cavanaugh draws out the implications of Milbank’s ideas for the post-Hobbesian or modern state, which claims to possess imperium over against the church: such a state offers an “alternative soteriology to that of the church”; but it is “a simulacrum, a false copy, of the Body of Christ.”41 Radical Orthodoxy, says Daniel Bell similarly, “begins with the recovery of the Augustinian insight that politics as statecraft is but a secular parody of the true politics that is the fellowship of the saints.”42

This critique of Enlightenment social theory is accompanied by a critique of any correlationist (read “modern”) theology—liberal or conservative, Moltmann or Neuhaus—which is bamboozled by the neutral and rational pretense of social theory: “Contemporary theologies which forge alliances with such theories are often unwittingly rediscovering concealed affinities between positions that partake of the same historical origins.” That is, they do “Christian” theology on heretical or Neopagan foundations.43 Case in point: “the main proponents of ‘political theology’ in Germany, and ‘liberation theology’ in Latin America . . . remain . . . trapped within the terms of ‘secular reason,’ and its unwarranted foundationalist presuppositions.” Specifically, these political and liberation theologies embrace Marxism “as a discourse which supposedly discloses the ‘essence’ of human beings and a ‘fundamental’ level of human historical becoming.”44 The Radical Orthodox and post-liberal perspectives eschew philosophical foundations but profess instead to depend epistemologically either upon a concept of revelation and illumination45 or upon discipleship into a particular narrative.46

Though Stanley Hauerwas does not formally belong to the Radical Orthodoxy movement, he is sympathetic with these points. The problem, says he, is that “contemporary Christians allow their imaginations to be captured by the concepts of justice determined by the presuppositions of liberal societies. For example, we simply take for granted distinctions between fact and value, public and private, that these societies privilege.”47 In the process, Christians let their faith become “privatized” and domesticated to the liberal cause. This means shearing off all those troublesome Christian distinctives (“e.g., the nature of God, the significance of Jesus, the eschatological fate of the world”) and turning the faith into an inoffensive civil religion, neutered of any real public significance. Which is to say, the Christian partnership with liberalism reduces one’s faith to one more private “opinion” as opposed to a proclamation of what is true, thereby undermining it both inside and outside the church.48 Scientific verification, instead, becomes the evaluator of truth. “We thus live in a time where Christians in the name of being socially responsible try to save appearances by supplying epistemological and moral justifications for social arrangements that made and continue to make the church politically irrelevant.”49 Hauerwas therefore urges Christians to stop underwriting the liberal project but instead seek, above all else, to be themselves—an alternative society that gives up coercive violence but lives out the politics of the cross and the resurrection, the kind of political witness powerfully enacted through the martyrs.50

In short, the first generation of political theologians may have spoken of a “political gospel” and a “political church,” but the second generation effectively suggests that the first generation remains stuck within a liberal, Enlightenment paradigm and that they still view the political and the spiritual too separately. At the risk of oversimplification, it is as if the second generation accuses the first generation of saying that the gospel and the church are “political,” but it argues that what the first generation means is that the gospel merely has political “implications” and that the church is not much more than politically “significant,”51 somewhat like Robert Putnam does. The Augustinians and post-liberals, on the other hand, insist that the church actually is a political entity.52 Cavanaugh therefore points us back to the word ekklēsia, and in so doing brings us back to our earlier conversation about voluntary associations:

In Greek usage, ekklesia named the assembly of those with citizen rights in a given polis. In calling itself ekklesia, the church was identifying itself as fully public, refusing the available language for private associations (koinon or collegium). The church was not gathered like a koinon around particular interests, but was concerned with the interests of the whole city, because it was the witness of God’s activity in history. At the same time, the church was not simply another polis; instead, it was an anticipation of the heavenly city on earth, in a way that complexified the bipolar calculus of public and private.53


Cavanaugh also observes that the word ekklēsia was used in the Septuagint for significant public gatherings of the nation of Israel (e.g., Deut 4:10; 1 Kings 8:14; Neh 8) and that the early Christians used the Greek term to identify themselves with the nation of Israel as God’s public representative on earth.54 Hauerwas, too, pushes the political significance of the Christian message and the church beyond talk of “implications” to what the things are. “Jesus’ salvation does not have social and political implications,” says Hauerwas, “but it is a politics that is meant as an alternative to all social life that does not reflect God’s glory.”55 The church does not just have a social ethic, Hauerwas is well known for saying, but the church is a social ethic.56 And this ethic, this politics, witnesses to the kind of social life possible for those who have been formed by the story of Christ. The church’s challenge has always been “to be a ‘contrast model’ for all polities that know not God.”57

Arne Rasmusson describes the movement from the first generation to the second generation as a movement from political theology to theological politics, and he narrates this movement in the persons of Moltmann and Hauerwas. His summary of the differences is clarifying:

For Moltmann the political of the national and world communities, and more precisely power over the national (or future world) state, has priority. His concern is the participation of Christians in this political struggle. Hauerwas, on the other hand, sees the church, the called people of God, as the primary locus for a new politics. The church as an alternative polis or civitas is thus a carrier of a specifically theological politics; that is a politics determined by the new reality of the kingdom of God as seen in the life and destiny of Jesus. He therefore understands the politics of the world, and relates to it, in the light of this new politics. . . . Moltmann makes God’s activity in the world, understood as the political struggle for emancipation, the horizon in which the church’s theology and practice are interpreted, while Hauerwas makes the church’s story the “counter story” that interprets the world’s politics. In this difference we find the most decisive parting of ways between Moltmann’s political theology and Hauerwas’ theological politics.58


Though the distinction is ontologically artificial,59 perhaps we can capture the differing emphases by suggesting that the first generation almost uses “political” as an adjective, while the second uses it as a noun.60 Does the church merely have political qualities, or is it a Spirit-filled polis?

This second generation, too, has its critics, who are typically of a liberal bent.61 Whether we say they belong to a third generation or the first, I’m not sure. But they, like a number of other Christian writers, are not convinced the liberal project has given up the ghost. A number of academic and popular books in the United States respond to the present-day cultural wars by urging us to “go back to the Founders” or even to John Locke. Not to be confused with the Religious Right’s call for a Christian America, such writers point to Locke as offering a nonsectarian “moral consensus” among different religious groups, and to the broadly theistic Founders as conciliating religious belief and liberal ideals.62





A COVENANTAL APPROACH


My own view is that Christians should not be beholden to any one ideology, since doing so invariably leads to idolatry,63 but instead become “fluent in the idiom of multiple ideologies,” as a friend of mine put it. We can pick and choose according to principles of wisdom. That means I am not a wholesale critic of liberalism, or at least a liberal polity, as some belonging to the second generation might claim to be. Even the severest critic of liberalism, I assume, agrees that both church and state have limited jurisdictions, and that there are some questions that both institutions do not have the authority to answer while the other does, such as “what should a church believe about the atonement” for one or “who should the prime minister designate as the home secretary” for the other. And as soon as we accept a limitation on jurisdictions, we have embraced a certain kind of institutional neutrality in those areas beyond an institution’s jurisdiction.64 So against the critics I would say that everyone but the most thoroughgoing (and probably imaginary) theonomist adopts some form of neutrality, that hallmark of liberal institutions, whether they mean to or not. But this need not be the incoherent neutrality of liberal antiperfectionism65 or the far-reaching secularism of a France or a Turkey.66 Neutrality can “vary in both its conceptual scope and field of application.”67 And just because church and state should both remain neutral on certain questions that fall within the other’s jurisdiction does not mean the church is politically neutral or the state religiously neutral in general. In fact, this book, together with these same critics, bears an Augustinian posture insofar as it argues that there is in fact no such thing as spiritual or political neutrality. Everything the state does is spiritual or religious, and everything the church does is political, though neither has permission to step beyond the authorizations God has given it. The phrase “Yahweh is king,” observes O’Donovan, is a “liturgical act in which political and religious meanings were totally fused.”68 So with “Jesus is Lord.” And this book’s thesis, on the surface, lines up with the second generation’s basic point: the church is a political entity.

But my primary goal is not to engage with these authors or their movements, largely because I arrive at this conclusion by a different means. Open up the machine and you will find different wiring inside. My hope instead is to present a case for the political nature of the local church using a theological methodology that individuals and churches within my own evangelical tradition would find compelling—specifically, a theological method driven by the biblical covenants. And this leads to different implications and conclusions.

For those who are familiar with this second generation of political theologians (henceforth, I will use the phrase “political theology” more generically and not just in reference to the movement of Moltmann and others), here are a few points of comparison and contrast, points which should help every reader locate the perspective of this book on the theological landscape (again, this section not only can but probably should be skipped by non-specialists!):

Ontologically, like Radical Orthodoxy, I believe we should begin with the “interpersonal harmonious order” of the Trinity69—that Christianity must place “in the arche (the Trinity) a multiple which is not set dialectically over against the one, but itself manifests unity.”70 And I agree that creation, in some sense, “participates” in the life of God (see Acts 17:28), even while affirming that we can only speak of God analogically. What’s more, human participation in the life of the triune God is the direct counter to violence.71 But following Michael Horton, I believe we need a covenantal ontology, not the Neo-Platonic ontological participation called for by Radical Orthodoxy.72 Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward argue that there is no “territory independent of God,”73 which is a statement I would be happy to make too, but I would make it covenantally and politically, not ontologically. Radical Orthodoxy is anxious not to separate or unhook creation from the Creator, for fear of creating a conceptual independency and autonomy, a good motive to be sure. But it is hard to see how it avoids a Platonic ascendancy of being that blurs the Creator/creature distinction and that, Horton observes, “seems to represent a different kind of univocity . . . since created being participates ontologically in uncreated being as such.”74 Hans Urs von Balthasar’s critique of any Platonic concept of ascendency makes the point well: “Thus one finds in one’s human nature a place—perhaps only a point, but this point suffices—where one can, as it were, traffic with God ‘religiously,’ on the same footing, a place where a mystical identity obtains between Creator and creature.”75 The separation between God and humanity, a separation which began at the fall, is overcome not by ontological tinkering but by the work of God: “This union we [Christians] enjoy is effected for and in us not by an impersonal process of emanations, by a ladder of participation, or by infused habits, but by the Holy Spirit, who gives the ungodly the faith both to cling to Christ for justification and to be united to Christ for communion in his eschatological life.”76 In short, Radical Orthodoxy is right to seek an ontology that celebrates political unity in diversity in the face of the violence of univocal concepts of being and truth, and right to seek it in the Trinity, but the solution, I believe, is covenantal, not Neo-Platonic.

Epistemologically, like the post-liberals, I believe we should eschew an Enlightenment foundationalism that employs pure reason to build Babel-like edifices of universal truth or morality. Further, it strikes me as unavoidable—following Hauerwas, who follows Alasdair MacIntyre—to say that every theological truth claim (e.g., interpretive statements about what the Bible means) exists within a historically situated narrative and tradition of rationality. Christian Scripture, too, is historically situated, being authored by human beings. However, insofar as the post-liberals, Hauerwas, MacIntyre and others of a communitarian bent are unwilling to affirm that the authorship of the Bible is no less that of God than it is of humans, at least as rendered by a traditional doctrine of concurrence which affirms that what God says the author says (see 2 Pet 1:20-21), but adopt instead something like a Barthian doctrine of the Word, then we part ways. In addition to being a deeply human document, drafted by human personalities fully engaged in the emotional and intellectual processes of research, lamentation, argument making and so forth, I take the Bible to be the Word of God, which is to say, a divine speech-act through which the Spirit of God communicates a true understanding of the divine Father and Son.77 On the matter of how an individual begins to believe or understand, Hauerwas speaks of “conversion” as the process of being appropriated into a new narrative by acquiring the skill of living according to the ethics of that narrative, much like a new bricklayer apprentices himself or herself to an old master.78 I think that is true so far as it goes. But the emphasis here, like it often is in modern and postmodern epistemology, remains on the subjective knower, as it has been ever since Descartes. But this emphasis, remarks theologian John Webster, “eclipses what in fact is most interesting, about what happens when Christians read the Bible: that the Bible as text is the viva vox Dei addressing the people of God and generating faith and obedience.”79 Along these lines, I am content to conclude with Horton, “when one reads this text [the Bible], one encounters God speaking so clearly by the Spirit’s work both in inspiration and in the illumination of the reader, that having to justify that God has spoken here and now is equivalent to having to justify that one has heard one’s spouse this morning at breakfast.”80 A Tolstoy character might even be said to have captured the point more concisely: “I know not by reason, but it has been given to me.”81 On the subjective side of knowing, John Frame usefully combines normative, situational and existential perspectives all within the framework of a covenantal relationship. Speaking of the covenant relationship, he says,

Above all, we must recognize that human knowledge of God is covenantal in character, as all human activities are. Knowing is the act of a covenant servant of God. That means that in knowing God, as in any other aspect of human life, we are subject to God’s control and authority, confronted with His inevitable presence. . . . We dare not aspire to the kind of knowledge that God has of himself; we must be satisfied with the kind of knowledge that a servant may have of his Lord, even when that knowledge is a knowledge of mystery or of our own ignorance.82


In short, just as I adopt a covenantal ontology, so I adopt a covenantal epistemology.

One last point of relevance and possible contrast here concerning epistemology: a covenantal epistemology can make room for a concept of common grace since all humanity belongs to God’s Adamic and Noahic covenants. That means there is much space, in my view, for borrowing discerningly from political scientists, sociologists, and other social scientists in the work of theologizing—even modernist ones! Radical Orthodoxy is correct to question the foundations of philosophical thought, but that does not mean people cannot partake in the structure of philosophical thinking. Throughout chapters one and two, I will borrow from secular thinkers, and it is not obvious to me that I necessarily compromise theological foundations by doing so.83

Hermeneutically, two comments are in order. First, reading the biblical text for political significance requires a measured ability to read “behind the text,” “within the text” and “in front of the text,” to borrow the tripartite methodology of Old Testament scholar Gordon McConville.84 Taking them one at a time: It is difficult to grasp the meaning of texts without some awareness of the world behind them. Clear examples relevant to our purposes include the Old Testament question of ancient vassal treaties or the New Testament meaning of “binding and loosing.” That said, I believe McConville is right to argue that we should not be “unduly influenced by over-confident theories of the text’s origins, and by an excess of ‘suspicion’ about the motives for its production.”85 A number of things could be said about reading within the text. My concern lies with recognizing that the text, as I said a moment ago, is a human and divine speech-act, whose interpretation depends on sensitivity to genre, authorial intent and a text’s location in the canonical horizon. A text should be understood on its own terms before its significance for the contemporary reader can be ascertained. That said, because the text presents itself to God’s covenant people, God’s covenant people can read in front of the text, trusting it has political significance for today (see 1 Cor 10:6). In short, the goal here is to offer a reading of the biblical text “which a) learns from historical setting, b) reads the text in its integrity and interconnectedness, and c) aims to hear it in relation to modern issues.”86

Second, reading the biblical text for political significance means accounting for the covenantal structure of the canon as a whole. Strangely, political theologies too often fail to closely heed Scripture’s covenantal drama but instead rely on a proof-text methodology. I agree with Bible scholar Peter Gentry and systematician Stephen Wellum—among others—when they argue that “the covenants form the backbone of the metanarrative of Scripture and thus it is essential to ‘put them together’ correctly in order to discern accurately the ‘whole counsel of God’ (Acts 20:27).”87 That is to say, the manifold characters, authorities and episodes of the Bible must be viewed in light of the structure of the canonical plot line in order to help us properly understand “the metanarrative of Scripture and not a marriage of biblical data and secular worldviews”;88 the major biblical covenants afford us with just this structure. Something like Radical Orthodoxy, for all its attempts not to marry revelation and secular philosophy, does exactly this (I would argue) because it does not appear to pay heed to Scripture on its own terms and within its own covenantal framework. You might as well try to convince your spouse that you are “really listening” even though you don’t let her (or him) explain what she means on her terms. Chapters three, four and five will be devoted to delineating the covenantal structure.

Institutionally, it is necessary for this book to give some attention to the state, because one’s views on the jurisdiction and authority of the state influences one’s views on the jurisdiction and authority of the church, and vice versa. And here we find two other places of contrast between the aforementioned thinkers and myself, both of which fall under the “institutional” banner. First, these authors don’t seem to take much interest in institutional questions. Their focus (not a bad one) is on explicating Christian practice, not static structures. For instance, Milbank says that he does not “subscribe to the rather ahisoricist and static division of human life into distinct ‘spheres.’”89 I am sympathetic with this point insofar as the language of “spheres” can be institutionally imprecise. Still, if God has established different institutions with different jurisdictional boundaries, then we should be able to use a concept of “spheres” that accords with those different jurisdictional lines. To put it the other way around, doing away with spheres is only conceivable if you have a weak view of institutional authority in the first place, and this latter weakness will lead to confusion over the precise nature of the church’s authority relative to the state’s authority.90

Second, I am not convinced that Scripture views all acts of coercive and even destructive force as wrong, whether in the present or the eschatological age. And this appears to put me slightly at odds with Milbank’s “ontology of peace”91 and even more with Hauerwas and Yoder’s pacifism. For instance, Yoder’s interpretation of Romans 13 claims that the function of government to bear the sword is “not the function to be exercised by Christians.” Non-Christians might bear this function, but they do so in the same way that “divine providence can in its own sovereign permissive way ‘use’ an idolatrous Assyria (Isa. 10)”92—as if to say God can mysteriously use even bad for good. But it is not clear to me why one would restrict the government’s use of the sword to non-Christians unless a further assumption is at play, namely, the assumption that all coercive and destructive force is wrong or ungodlike.93 But why this assumption when there are so many texts that speak of God’s wrath and judgment? I do not intend to pursue this train of thought much further, except to say that one’s view of the state profoundly relates to one’s view of God’s judgment. Does God have the right to destroy as an act of judgment or to authorize humans to use destructive force, whether for proleptic or restraining purposes, since this is where a theory of government begins? What’s more, could it not be that God’s judgment is a property of his love and goodness as much as it is of his righteousness and holiness? That he will destroy all evil because he is good and loving? It is my sense that, as a general principle, one who possesses an underspecified doctrine of divine judgment will, to the extent that that person is consistent, possess a doctrine of the state that is anemic, wobbly and underspecified. And a wobbly, underspecified concept of the state will, in turn, affect one’s concept of the church.

The doctrine of justification is one more place where my own views depart from the thinkers cited above. Where most of these thinkers adopt either some Roman Catholic or New Perspective view on justification,94 I will propose in chapters five and six that the best way to establish the local church as a model political society is through a traditional Protestant conception of sola fide, albeit with a covenantal emphasis. A properly covenantal conception of justification involves a corporate component. I will argue that being declared righteous before a judge means, as an intrinsic property of that declaration, being declared righteous before an entire populace. Furthermore, justification by faith alone, I will contend, provides the only true basis for a just political unity. Whereas Isaiah Berlin famously employed his positive and negative conceptions of liberty as the grand divider in the history of political philosophy, I would propose that history’s real division lay between those political philosophies grounded in some form of self-justification and those political societies grounded in justification by faith alone. And of course that is nothing more than the division between the “wisdom of this world” and a gospel-preaching local church. Behind every flavor of tyranny, oppression and social stratification in history is some form of justification grounded in the self and its works: “I’m more righteous, more ideologically correct, more freedom-loving, more tolerant, more inclusive, more wise, more white, more wealthy than you. Therefore, I should rule over you.” Such self-justification leads invariably to injustice. Sola fide, however, undermines all such self-justifications and is therefore the only source of a just political unity and liberty (see Acts 24:15). And it is in the local church that we should witness this new and true unity that yields a right liberty, as one-time enemies learn to love one another and beat their swords into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks.




COMBINING POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL CONCEPTUALITIES


In short, this book will present a covenantal approach to political theology for the sake of establishing the political essence of the local church. Covenants provide the “constitutionalization” and “institutionalization” of human relationships, says Jewish political philosopher Daniel Elazar.95 He elaborates,

The Bible necessarily holds that the covenantal relationship is the only proper basis for political organization—that is, the structured allocating of authority and power among humans. . . . In a political sense, biblical covenants take the form of constituting acts that establish the parameters of authority and its division without prescribing the constituting details of regimes.96


In other words, covenants constitutionalize or institutionalize relationships, and this is the basis of a political society. Covenants bring together both a political and institutional conceptuality, which, to return to the earlier discussion, is what’s lacking in so much theology today.

To oversimplify the current state of play, some emphasize the Oneness of God’s political rule. Think perhaps of the neo-Kuyperians (the “not one square inch” crowd), the post-liberals, the Augustinians, the theonomists, those who claim the mission of the church is to transform culture and so forth. These are the thinkers who, like me, want a “fuller political conceptuality” that explores the impact of Christ’s rule in all of life. And their political conceptuality helpfully attends to both divine and human actors and their power. But these writers tend to stop short of institutional questions such as who has authorized whom to do what, where the lines of jurisdiction and membership fall, and how these structures in turn shape the identities of the actors.

Meanwhile, others emphasize the Twoness of the institutions of state and church, for instance, by arguing that God rules through one institution as creator and through the other as redeemer. Here I’m thinking of two-kingdom writers and those sympathetic with the liberal tradition. These writers, like me, insist on institutionally distinguishing the Two in one fashion or another. But their political conceptuality of the One can remain underdeveloped. Does Scripture actually distinguish God’s creation rule from his redemptive rule, or does it simply declare him to be king and judge over all nations, now licensing one institution one way and another institution another way? Yes, God grants one institution the sword of coercion and another institution the key of declaration. Yes, we could even say he rules the two institutions differently. But isn’t that like saying a prime minister rules over his personal staff in one way and the average citizen on the street in another way? Or like saying a CEO delegates one kind of authority to his vice president of marketing while he deputizes his lawyer with another kind of authority (power of attorney)?97 Would we then refer to the “two rules” of the prime minister or the “two kindoms” of the CEO? Such characterizations would seem a bit overwrought.

In short, it’s as if those emphasizing the One are responding to a brand of political concerns (re actors), while those emphasizing the Two are responding to a number institutional concerns (re structures), such that conversations between them can occur at cross-purposes. It reminds one of how Charles Taylor once characterized the liberal-communitarian debate in the late twentieth century.98 One side of that older debate, Taylor suggested, traded in the coin of sociological, anthropological and epistemological description; the other side in the currency of political and institutional advocacy; and the two, to some extent, missed one another.

How then do we bring a political and institutional conceptuality together? And the One and the Two together? First, by looking to where God’s political rule is given institutional expression: the Bible’s common and special covenants. Elazar again: “The basis for political authority is invariably covenantal, and political obligation flows from a covenantal base. Covenanting makes Divine sovereignty concrete and human self-government possible in the world.”99 A full political conceptuality contains within it an institutional conceptuality, which is what the biblical covenants provide. In chapter four, I will define politics as the mediating of God’s covenantal rule.100

But there is a second place for us to look for the institutionalization of God’s authority: in the power of the sword and in the keys of the kingdom. The sword is God’s authorized gift to humanity for protecting life under the Noahic covenant. The keys of the kingdom are Jesus’ authorized gift to the members of the new covenant for the purpose of administering that covenant by establishing churches. We will spend a little time on the former, but more on the latter. The keys, I will argue, both affirm new covenant doctrine and new covenant citizens, thereby constituting the visible, institutional church on earth—the local church. The state, I will argue, is a platform builder, while the local church is a signmaker. The latter has the authority to hang signs over the what and the who of the gospel. A church can declare on behalf of heaven, “that is the true gospel, that is a false gospel” and “he is a Christian, she is not.” It is an authority, quite simply, to write statements of faith and to affirm church members and so constitute itself as a local church, actions that the state must not undertake. That said, the state is accountable to the judgment of precisely the same heavenly king; and every action taken by the state, invariably, affirms God’s rule over humanity or the rule of some other god. The state must remain formally neutral on matters outside of its jurisdiction, as I said above, but, ironically, within its jurisdiction no law and no constitution is religiously neutral, even if it’s called the “godless constitution,” as the US Constitution sometimes is because it never names God. Within the state’s jurisdiction and within the public square generally, there is religious overlap and religious imposition, nothing more. Not only shouldn’t the public square be naked, it cannot be. It’s nothing more or less than a battleground of gods, each vying to push the levers of power in its favor. Which means, there are no secular states, at least in terms of what the basis is for a nation’s laws. There are only pluralistic states.

The political theology developed in this book will not depend upon an anthropological division, say, between the inner and outer person, or between a religious portion of our lives and a political portion. Rather, it depends on a “doctrine of the two” or “doctrine of two ages” as Oliver O’Donovan has explained it. Institutions like the state and family have authority over the whole person in one age, within the limits of their mandates; while the church has authority over the whole person for another age, within the limits of its mandate. The state’s authority is one of temporal coercion; the church’s is one of eschatological declaration. But both must attend to the inner and outer person. Both are political, and both are spiritual.

All this, of course, requires us to rethink our doctrine of religious freedom. I don’t believe that Scripture endorses any one form of government. But I do think that Scripture requires every governor, whether a monarch or a constitutional democracy, (1) to be religiously tolerant, upholding what a number of democratic constitutions refer to as “free exercise,” based on the fact that God, in the Noahic covenant, did not authorize human beings to prosecute crimes against himself such as idolatry. And it requires every governor (2) to prohibit making a law “respecting an establishment of religion,” as the US Constitution puts it, precisely in those places where the keys of the kingdom give authority to the church—over statements of faith and church members. In fact, I will argue that the tension that abides between the free exercise and establishment clauses of the First Amendment is analogous to a tension found in Scripture’s approach to religious tolerance.

Quite a few cans of worms here. To chart out the whole terrain, then, chapters one and two provide this book with a prolegomenon—or language—for a political and an institutional conceptuality, respectively. Chapter one will consider the reigning liberal paradigm and how it is reinforced by a concept of the church’s spirituality, while chapter two will provide a more precise institutional language and hermeneutic for understanding Scripture’s institutional landscape. Chapters three through six, which provide the book’s biblical argument, put this political and institutional language to work through the course of redemptive history. Chapters three and four examine the Old Testament landscape and conclude that politics is a mediating of God’s covenantal rule. It’s here that we will inquire briefly into a concept of the state’s authority and offer the first part of an alternative account of religious tolerance over against the more common conception of religious freedom. Chapter five follows the covenantal storyline into the new covenant and raises the question of a politics of forgiveness. Chapter six concludes this question by examining the politics of sola fide and then offers an institutional and political reading of Matthew’s Gospel, especially the texts that pertain to the keys of the kingdom. It is here in the final chapter that I will argue that the church is an embassy of God’s international rule, which in turn requires us to consider where the church sits in the landscape of the nations and to conclude the book’s recurrent discussion of religious freedom or tolerance.

To call a church “political,” no doubt, immediately raises questions about how the church should engage the public square. Those are important questions, but they come second. The church’s political nature begins with its own life—with its preaching, evangelism, member oversight and discipline. To put real flesh on the idea, it begins with the two crumpled old women sitting over there in the church pew. Do you see them? Both have persevered in the faith for decades. Both have listened carefully week after week to their King’s words heralded from a pulpit. And year after year, decade after decade, through the ebb and flow of seasons, through the raising of children and the temptation to compare whose children rise higher, through the petty jealousies of friendship and maybe even an injury inflicted, through the divergent paths of financial prosperity and the attendant threats of covetousness and condescension, through ethnic contrast and conflict, through hasty words and hurt feelings, through times good and bad, those two old women, unrelated by blood, enemies by birth, have, by the power of the Spirit, found their worth and justification in a vicarious righteousness. And so, relieved of the burdern to boast in themselves, they have discovered the freedom to forgive one another’s hasty words, to surrender the desire to compete and compare, to outdo one another only in showing honor, to fight for sisterly love and justice amidst everything that would have torn them apart. Here between these two old women is where we find a model political life, one that confronts, condemns and calls the nations.

Is the local church a voluntary association? From the standpoint of the state, yes. The state possesses no authority over church membership. But from the standpoint of Christ’s overarching kingdom, no—in two respects. First, Christians must be united to a local church. Second, the local church is not an association; it is an office. And the work of this office includes confronting the peoples, parliaments and princes of history with the justice and righteousness of the king who will one day judge them. One might as well have told the prophet Jonah that his office was “voluntary,” even as he pulled the seaweed out of his hair.
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What Is Politics?


Both this chapter and the next serve the purpose of developing a vocabulary, a prolegomenon. Here the goal is a political prolegomenon; there an institutional one.

The project begins with a little reporting work: What do people mean when they refer to “politics” or the “political”? How are they using the concept? Then, with scribbled notes in hand, we can turn to the Scriptures in subsequent chapters and see how the popular answers stack up against a “fuller political conceptuality” that “pushes back the horizon of commonplace politics and opens it up to the activity of God.”1

If philosophical liberalism is indeed “the overarching mythos of the modern age” and the “political philosophy by which we live,” as advanced in the introduction, then our reporting work should be enhanced by a little background research into the idea of liberalism, particularly the manner in which it divides the political and the spiritual. Further, it is worth exploring how Christians have complemented talk of liberal neutrality toward religion with a spiritual neutrality toward politics, as well as with a concept of religious freedom grounded in the inviolable conscience.

I will also offer some of the incisive criticisms of liberalism that have been leveled by communitarians such as Michael Sandel, as well as feminist and minority-rights theorists. What we will discover along the way is that there is a role for both a narrow and a broad conception of politics.



WHAT IS POLITICS?


Were we to ask the average Westerner both inside and outside the church “What is politics?” I assume that most would answer by pointing to the activities surrounding the institutions of the state that concern the distribution of power. Harold Lasswell’s oft-mentioned book captures this idea in its title, Politics: Who Gets What, When, How.

The line between public and private. If we continued to probe, I assume that both the average citizen and church member would eventually make some type of distinction between our “public” and our “private” lives. Somewhere deep down inside, the Western person “just knows” that the government shouldn’t stick its nose into all of a person’s business.2 “Politics is the activity by which the framework of human life is sustained; it is not life itself,” says political theorist Kenneth Minogue.3 And this is “why despots do not belong in politics.”4 In the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century, says Minogue, “everything in society was the private property of the despot.”5

This cultural instinct is captured in William Butler Yeats’s 1938 poem “Politics.” At the top of Yeats’s poem is an epigraph of Nazi refugee Thomas Mann’s famous line, “The destiny of man presents its meaning in political terms.” Mann, staring into the ugly face of fascism in Spain, Italy and Germany, as well as communism in Russia, couldn’t help but conclude that everything that people used to call “private” was becoming political. But Yeats didn’t like it. His poem’s narrator concedes that “maybe what they say is true” about all of life being political; but still, “How can I, the girl standing there, / My attention fix / On Roman or on Russian / Or on Spanish politics?”6 The narrator wants assurance that there is more to life than politics. What about art, literature, religion or romance?

The assumption that Minogue, Yeats and my stock Westerner share, the assumption that makes them opposed to the totalitarian regimes of Hitler and Stalin, is the basic assumption of philosophical liberalism: human beings are fundamentally self-governing or autonomous.7 They are fundamentally free to reexamine all their relationships and ends,8 as well as the structures of power and authority in which they find themselves as a matter of historical accident. Further, they should be free from political interference to fix their attention on things other than politics, like art, literature, religion and romance. The autonomous, nonpolitical individual exists hypothetically prior to the state and prior to the person in his or her political capacity. Classically, this prior position is Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau’s “state of nature.” More recently, it is John Rawls’s “original position.”9

Politics in the liberal vision is what happens when this prepolitical person steps out of the private realm and into the public realm where political activities occur. He does this because, as much as he enjoys his privacy, he can’t keep his neighbor from raking her leaves into his yard. He recognizes the need to establish rules for regulating their interactions. Liberal thinkers view the state of nature differently: Hobbes pessimistically as a state of war, Rousseau optimistically as a state of freedom. But in either case a social contract is formed and the individual’s political life begins. John Locke writes, “Whenever therefore any number of men are so united into one society, as to quit every one his executive power of the law of nature, and to resign it to the public, there and there only is a political or civil society.”10 The contract among the classical thinkers is “emphatically not a pact between rulers and ruled . . . but a pact to establish rule. It marks the transition from the ‘state of nature’ to the ‘civil state.’”11 It is the act by which separate individuals, who conceive of themselves as equals or at least are mutually interested in treating one another as equals, “transform themselves or incorporate themselves into an acting unity.”12 Authority or rule must be agreed upon and entered into. Legitimate government is based upon the consent of the governed since, says Locke, people are “by nature all free, equal and independent.”13 The contract for a contemporary Kantian liberal like John Rawls is a little different. It is a hypothetical agreement for establishing the rules of justice, which themselves are the grounds of legitimate political rule.14 The emphasis here is not so much on the origins of politics as on the legitimate basis for politics, which is the consent that all free and rational persons would give in an initial position of equality.15

Either way, liberalism validates Yeats’s hope for life beyond politics (never mind for the moment that “autonomous” is a politically laden term). Liberalism says that there is a public area of our lives, an area in which we are somehow related to the institutions of the state, whether as citizen, judge, soldier, policy maker or executioner, and that this public area is where “politics” transpires. But it also says that there is a private area of our lives, an area which should remain protected from the institutions of the state and its politics. The private nonpolitical world “is that of the family, and of individual conscience as each individual makes his or her own choice of beliefs and interests.”16 Political theorist Chandran Kukathas summarizes all this when he writes, “A political community is essentially an association of individuals who share an understanding of what is public and what is private within their polity. A matter is of public interest if it is something which is generally regarded as an appropriate subject of attention by the political institutions of the society.”17

Public-wide and coercive governance. If politics in the liberal view describes what happens in the public domain, how do we describe the nature of that activity? Political activity involves several components. First, it involves collective decision making or governance, as comes through in Hanna Pitkin’s definition of politics. She writes that politics is “the activity through which relatively large and permanent groups of people determine what they will collectively do, settle how they will live together, and decide their future, to whatever extent this is within their power.”18 Political activity first and foremost is about governance.19

Second, political activity refers to that governance by institutions that are capable of making decisions that bind an entire society, the whole public or population. Another political scientist, Guy Peters, sounds very similar to Pitkin when he writes that politics refers “to that complex set of processes whereby governments come to choose between a variety of collective goals for society and seek to implement them.” But then Peters adds a necessary elaboration: “It follows that ‘politics’ presupposes, at the very least, the existence of a set of institutions of government which is in principle capable of taking and implementing such decisions for the whole of society. Families take decisions like that, as do schools or churches or companies. But they make decisions for themselves, not for whole societies.”20

Yet there is one more element that needs to be added to these first two, which is the idea of legitimate coercive force, at least in a fallen world. Liberals sometimes speak this way only with red faces,21 but

what makes the government’s actions political . . . is not that they are general and public and may or do affect everyone in the society; after all, so are a manufacturer’s decisions when he fixes the prices of his products. The distinctive mark of political action is that it can be enforced, because the government can coerce people into obedience by the threat of physical force, and ultimately by using it.22


For the purposes of this book, force is something that separates a metaphorical use of “politics” like “university politics” from a literal one. Hence, “we therefore exclude from the discipline of Politics the study of the running of such groups and institutions as businesses, trade unions, schools, universities, banks, churches and families, because in none of them may force play a role except with the permission of the state.”23

To sum up, political activity involves a noun characterized by two adjectives: politics involves public-wide and coercive governance.

What is the state? Does this mean that a band of armed robbers are acting “politically” when using force? No, their force is not public-wide or legitimate. A private party cannot legitimately use force apart from the state’s permission. The modern state alone has a monopoly of legitimate violence, as Max Weber famously put it. It is this monopoly of coercive power, in fact, that gives definition to the state. The state, said Ernest Gellner building on Weber, “is that institution or set of institutions specifically concerned with the enforcement of order.” It is an “order-enforcing agency.”24 Political theorist Simon Roberts, being even more explicit about the power over life and death, defines the state as

the presence of a supreme authority, ruling over a defined territory, who is recognized as having power to make decisions in matters of government [and] is able to enforce such decisions and generally maintain order within the state. Thus the capacity to exercise coercive authority is an essential ingredient: the ultimate test of a ruler’s authority is whether he possesses the power of life and death over his subjects.25


In a word, the difference between the power of a band of armed robbers and the power of the state is that the state’s power is authorized.26 The state is said to have authority, which is the right to do things or to demand that things be done.27 Authority in the simplest terms is power legitimately exercised.28 To the modern state belong the legislatures and the courts, the police force and the army; and to all such institutions belong legitimized power for enforcing their will upon all other associations and assemblies within their collective dominion.29 The modern state, says historian of political thought Quentin Skinner, is “the sole bearer of Imperium within its own territories, all other corporations and organisations being allowed to exist only with its permission.”30 It possesses the power of the sword.

Conclusion. Later in this chapter we will expand on this definition of politics, and in chapters three through six we will open it up to a theological and covenantal conceptuality, which will allow us to see that the church surely does not exist by the state’s “permission,” even if Skinner believes it does. Here we have identified three elements that offer a good starting point for what people mean when they speak of politics. Politics refers to (1) the institutional activity of governance (2) over an entire population (3) backed by the power of coercion, which in varying degrees will be regarded as legitimate.31

This definition has been drawn mostly from theorists working within the liberal tradition and the context of the modern state, but I believe it serves, with various adjustments and qualifications, for both liberal and non-liberal polities, as well as across states, empires and tribes. The coercive, public-wide institutional activity in the totalitarian body politic, we might say, extends from the head all the way down to the toes. The state determines which gods to worship, which books to write, which crops to grow and which borders to line with barbed wire. In the liberal body politic the state’s institutional activity does not incorporate so much of the body—only down to the shoulders.




SEPARATING THE POLITICAL AND THE SPIRITUAL


To draw the microscope in more closely on liberalism’s division between public and private, what quickly appears is how a political/spiritual divide maps over the public/private divide. A liberal state aims to avoid controlling—and being controlled by—its citizens’ spiritual or religious commitments.

This political and spiritual divide comes in harder and softer versions. Everyone’s favorite example of the harder version is the “political liberalism” of John Rawls.32 Rawls’s liberalism portends to be an anti-perfectionist political liberalism, as opposed to a perfectionist’s comprehensive liberalism, which would rest on a conception of the good.33 In this slightly reworked version of the liberalism espoused in his original A Theory of Justice, which he self-critically concedes was sustained by a “comprehensive philosophical doctrine,”34 Rawls attempts to rest the entire edifice of the original position and the principles of justice on “the idea of public reason.” He acknowledges that many people do in fact “regard it as simply unthinkable to view themselves apart from certain religious, philosophical, and moral convictions.”35 And so he means not to ask them to do so, at least from the standpoint of their “noninstitutional or moral identity.” But Rawls goes on to argue that people also possess a “public” or “political identity” that is in fact capable of entering—and indeed must enter—the political arena, maintaining neutrality between different conceptions of the good.36 This is where “public reason” enters in. Citizens must set aside their moral and religious convictions when acting politically, whether in the legislative arena, the courtroom or the ballot box. Instead, they must act according to political values that everyone can endorse no matter their religious or moral background:37 “Public reason—citizens’ reasoning in the public forum about constitutional essentials and basic questions of justice—is now best guided by a political conception of the principles and values of which all citizens can endorse. The political conception is to be, so to speak, political and not metaphysical.”38 In a proposal that subtly echoes Kant’s categorical imperative, albeit shorn of the explicit appeal to universal reason, Rawls advises citizens to enter the public arena always using a Supreme Court litmus test: “How would our argument strike us presented in the form of a supreme court opinion?”39 The ultimate foundation for approaching the political arena with the supposed neutrality of a supreme court justice is not any conception of the good but the fact that citizens in Western democracies can assume there is an “overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines.” That is to say, people of differing (and reasonable) moral and religious convictions can endorse the politically liberal principles of justice, each from their “own point of view.”40 Christians have one reason to treat people equally; Hindus another; atheists still another.41

Rawls illustrates the distinction between the moral person and the political person with the example of one very famous religious convert: Saul of Tarsus become Paul the apostle. Saul was a Roman citizen, and so was Paul. His relationship to Caesar and the Roman Empire before and after conversion was the same: “Such a conversion implies no change in our public or institutional identity.”42 As such we can say that Paul the apostle’s Roman citizenship did not depend upon his Christianity. Paul the citizen therefore had room to act apart from the dictates of Christianity. In a modern democratic society that is characterized “by a pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable comprehensive doctrines,”43 this citizen should then adopt a position of neutrality for the sake of preserving his freedom of religion and belief.

Rawls’s public reason liberalism, as I said, offers a harder version of the separation between politics and religion, meaning he not only assumes that the political and spiritual can be separated; he avers they should be. He reifies what he takes to be an existential division with an ethical norm. Softer versions of this division occur among those critics of Rawls, including Christian ones, who still want to hold onto some form of liberalism.44 Such critics presume that the political/spiritual division is real and that one can, at least in principle, keep religious causes outside. Yet they argue strenuously that religious and moral claims should sometimes be allowed to enter the political sphere, and they concede that sometimes the church must speak politically. Their division between the political and spiritual might be called softer because they maintain a descriptive division but jettison the normative injunction to keep the two entirely separate.

Philosopher of religion Jeffrey Stout, for instance, argues, “The notion of state neutrality . . . should not be seen as [the democratic tradition’s] defining mark. Rawlsian liberalism should not be seen as its official mouthpiece.” Stout posits instead that “modern democratic reasoning is secularized, but not in a sense that rules out the expression of religious premises or the entitlement of individuals to accept religious assumptions.” After all, “religion is not essentially a conversation-stopper, as secular liberals often assume. . . . Neither, however, is religion the foundation without which democratic discourse is bound to collapse, as traditionalists suppose.”45

Stout’s call to embrace democratic tradition but not a Rawlsian liberalism bears at least a passing resemblance to the conclusions of Nicholas Wolterstorff. Wolterstorff argues that Christians have good reasons to support a liberal political structure even if they disavow liberal political theory. After all, “the theory and the structure [can] be distinguished,” and “one can support liberal democracy without being a liberal theorist.”46
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Figure 1.1.  Hard separation






If the harder version envisions two nonoverlapping circles, one called “political realities” and one called “spiritual” or “religious realities,” the softer version pushes those two circles closer together so that they partially overlap. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 picture both perspectives. Wolterstorff’s labels for the “inclusivist” and “exclusivist” positions capture the distinction.47 The softer version includes religion in the public square. The circles overlap. The harder version attempts to exclude religion. No overlap. In both the harder and softer versions, furthermore, the basic idea is that the state has institutional or jurisdictional authority over the political domain, while the church has such authority over the spiritual or religions domain. (This institutional authority is the topic of chapters two through six.) Culture wars, not surprisingly, occur whenever there is overlap. The contrast to both of these views, at least in purely conceptual terms, would be a theonomic vision that combined church and state and gave it dominion in matters spiritual and political, as seen in figure 1.3.
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Figure 1.2. Soft separation
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Figure 1.3. Theonomy






SPIRITUALITY OF THE CHURCH


We have not yet said anything about the church side of things. If Rawlsian liberalism represents a “harder” spiritual neutrality in the political sphere, the nineteenth-century Presbyterian doctrine of “the spirituality of the church” represents a harder political neutrality in the church.48 If the first asks citizens to divest themselves of their moral or spiritual commitments when entering the public square, the second tells Christians to divest themselves of their political opinions when standing in a church’s pulpit or planning a church budget. Like liberalism, the doctrine of the church’s spirituality characterizes religion and politics as two separate domains of life, rather than as distinct but inseparable domains (as I will maintain). And like liberalism, it makes the church the domain of the spiritual and the state the domain of the political.49 Nineteenth-century pastor and theologian Stuart Robinson wrote, “The scope and aim of civil power is only things temporal; of the ecclesiastical power, only things spiritual. Religious is a term not predicable of acts of the state; political and civil, not predicable of acts of the church.”50 Robinson distinguished the ecclesiastical and civil power in five ways: (1) the civil power derives its authority from the “Author of nature,” while the church derives its authority from “Jesus the Mediator”; (2) the civil power is guided by “the light of nature and reason,” while the church looks to Christ and his word; (3) civil power is limited to “things seen and temporal,” while the church has authority over “things unseen and spiritual”; (4) the civil employs the sword with force, while the church employs the keys for ministerial purposes and (5) civil power may be exercised by a magistrate “severally,” while all ecclesiastical power must be exercised “jointly.” For Robinson, the two domains are utterly separate: “Religious is not a term predicable of the acts of the state; political is a term not predicable of the acts of the Church.”51 Advocates of the church’s spirituality such as Robinson recognized that “the claims of the moral law made some overlap necessary,” but they still maintained that the church “was to stay out of political matters, strictly defined.”52

Many of the doctrine’s advocates were writing in the years leading up to and through the American Civil War, and they shared the concern that too many churches and pulpiteers had allowed themselves to be domesticated by one partisan cause or another, whether Northern or Southern, pro-slavery or antislavery. Robinson, a border-state pastor, lamented that “the vulgar fire of secular politics” had corrupted too many churches, and that too many church courts had “meddled with civil affairs.”53

The issue of political commitment came to a head for the Presbyterian Church at its Philadelphia General Assembly in 1861, when, after much debate, the Assembly affirmed an “unabated loyalty” to “the integrity of these United States,” “the Federal Government in the exercise of all its functions” and “our noble Constitution” with 156 ayes and 66 nays.54 Charles Hodge, an advocate of the church’s spirituality, protested the decision: “We deny the right of the General Assembly to decide the political question, to what government the allegiance of Presbyterians as citizens is due, and its rights to make that decision a condition of membership in our Church.” He described the Assembly’s action as a lamentable break from the Presbyterian precedent of neutrality: “We have, at one time, resisted the popular demand to make total abstinence from intoxicating liquors a term of membership. At another time, the holding of slaves.” But by siding with the Northern Federal Government against the Southern Confederate Government, the Assembly “descended from this high position, in making a political opinion a particular theory of the Constitution” and in so doing “endangered the unity of the Church.”55 New Orleans pastor and theologian Benjamin Palmer, too, lamented the fact that the Assembly had missed “the splendid opportunity . . . of demonstrating the purely spiritual character of the Church, as the ‘kingdom which is not of this world.’ It would have been a superb triumph of Christianity, if the Church could have stretched her arms across the chasm of a great war, preserving the integrity of her ranks unbroken.” Alas, “The golden vision was not to be realized.”56

One contemporary advocate of the spirituality of the church is Darryl Hart, who refers to himself as a “Christian secularist.” He summarizes his conception of the relationship between religion and politics succinctly: “Christianity is an apolitical faith.” Politics concerns itself with “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” but Christianity—“with the major exception of its American expression”—is about “salvation from sin and death.”57 To employ the institutional church for political ends would fundamentally distort Christianity because Christianity “is essentially an otherworldly faith.”58 The church is a “spiritual institution with a spiritual task and spiritual means for executing that task.”59

Hart appears to recognize the overlap between his own views and philosophical liberalism, yet he observes that they have different foundations: “For Christian secularists, the work of government lacks any overtly religious or spiritual purpose. This is not because Christian secularism has a certain political philosophy that involves government’s religious neutrality. . . . Instead the reason for keeping Christianity out of the hands of government stems from a particular understanding of the Christian religion and the institutions that bear responsibility for its propagation.” Specifically, the Christian God works by the Spirit and not by the sword, from the inside out, not outside in.60 And coupled with the doctrine of God’s unilateral work in salvation are “the doctrines of the lordship of Christ over individual conscience and Christian liberty.”61 All this leaves Hart concluding that “the most intimate and sacred acts of religious devotion, those that fulfill the Christian’s duty to love God, take place in either personal (the home) or private (the church) settings.”62

I agree with Hart that the Bible shows God working from the inside out, as we will consider in chapter five’s discussion of the new covenant. But a person changed on the inside is changed everywhere, including when he or she steps into the public square. So how is it that Christianity is “apolitical”? If we define “sacred” as “consecrated to God,” it would seem that a Christian’s public acts should be no less consecrated to God than his or her private acts. In what sense then are a person’s “most” sacred acts in private? I, at least, want to simultaneously affirm a number of things that Hart says and yet say the overall picture is missing something.




FREEDOM OF RELIGION AS FREEDOM OF CONSCIENCE


Furthermore, I assume that few Christians or the citizens of Western democracies would go as far as Rawls in evacuating the public square of all religion or adopt a doctrine of the church’s spirituality as strident as Robinson’s or Hart’s. The British public, for instance, at least tacitly accepts the place of Church of England bishops in the House of Lords. Still, most Christians and Westerners believe that political and religious realities belong to at least partially non-overlapping domains, as if politics and religion were separate rooms you could walk into or out of, and that the church should remain mostly neutral in the political room and the state mostly neutral in the religious room. And so the very same British public becomes outraged when a prime minister uses his office to encourage Christians to become more “evangelical,” as one did not too long ago.63

A primary goal for Christians of this separation, whether hard or soft, is to maintain a space for religious freedom. Christians might criticize Rawls’s naked public square, but they often describe the moral universe in similarly bifurcated terms. After all, “Rawls and other neutralists,” observes law professor Andrew Koppelman, “thought that their move to neutrality was a generalization from the idea of freedom of religion.”64 At least this is the case with the formulation of religious freedom that emerged from the two-kingdoms tradition and that was eventually embraced by the US Founders, a formulation that historian Nicholas P. Miller characterizes as a “consilience . . . between dissenting Protestant thought and Enlightenment thought.”65

In the traditional liberal and two-kingdoms formulation, freedom of religion begins with a distinction between the inner and outer person, and then it treats freedom of religion interchangeably with the freedom of conscience. The state’s jurisdiction is limited to the outer person, the inner belonging to God and the individual. Legal theorists have arguably never worked out this relationship between freedom of religion and conscience or even sought to justify their equation.66 Yet Miller traces it back to Martin Luther’s “to go against conscience is neither right nor safe” from the famed “Here I Stand” speech, as well as the formal protest lodged by Lutheran princes at the Diet at Speyer, at which the term “Protestant” was born.67

The early Baptists, too, argued for religious freedom by building on a two-kingdoms framework, the inviolability of the conscience and the noncoercive character of faith.68 John Smyth argued the magistrate was not permitted “to meddle with religion, or matters of conscience, to force and compel men to this or that form of religion, or doctrine.”69 Notice that religion and conscience are placed in parallel position. To bind the conscience, after all, is to bind the soul, and, said Thomas Helwys, “The king . . . hath no power over the immortal soules of his subjects.”70 Universal religious freedom is the natural conclusion: “Let them be heretics, Turks, Jews, or whatsoever, it appertains not to the earthly power to punish them.”71

Both John Locke and the American Founders placed these two-kingdom and dissenting Protestant formulations inside the larger political philosophy of liberalism, which meant treating the inviolable conscience as a right and government authority as a property of consent. Locke argued that governments should concern themselves with “outward things” such as “life, liberty, health, and indolency of body” as well as “money, lands, houses, furniture and the like.”72 He offered this as a point of contrast with the church, whose jurisdiction he said lies with “the care of souls” and “the inward and full persuasion of the mind.”73 Thomas Jefferson, later on, observed that the “operations of the mind” are not subject to coercion in the same way as “acts of the body.”74 In light of this duality, Jefferson, sounding a bit like Helwys, drew the lesson that “it does me no injury for my neighbor to say that there are twenty Gods, or no God.”75 Baptist minister John Leland made a similar remark a few years later: “Let every man speak freely without fear—maintain the principles that he believes—worship according to his own faith, either one God, three Gods, no God, or twenty Gods; and let government protect him in so doing.”76 The inward person and the outward person, according to Locke, Jefferson and Leland, are sufficiently separable for the purposes of the public square.

These formulations were soon reflected in the constitutions and declarations of rights that proliferated in the decade following 1776, such as the constitutions of Pennsylvania (1776), Delaware (1776), Maryland (1776), Virginia (1776), New Jersey (1776), Vermont (1777), and New Hampshire (1784).77 The language of the North Carolina Constitution (1776) is typical: “All men have a natural and inalienable right to worship Almighty God according to dictates of their own consciences.” Wolterstorff observes, “One of the things that is strikingly uniform in these declarations is the way conscience is brought into the picture, more specifically, ‘the dictates of conscience.’” Such phraseology, he observes, was “truly innovative.” Prior to the seventeenth century, theologians would have argued that it is our duty and right “to worship God as God wants to be worshipped.” But now “an immense change in religious conviction had taken place.”78

Conscience, clearly, was key. One of the greatest architects of the era’s doctrine of religious freedom, James Madison, averred, “Conscience is the most sacred of all property.”79

Of course, it is not just the documents of the United States that ground religious freedom in the free conscience. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, similarly, places conscience and religion in parallel position: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion.” So, too, does article 25 of the 1949 Constitution of India, and article 44.2 of the Irish constitution, and article 2 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and on the list goes.

It is not difficult to understand the emphasis given to the conscience. Conscience proves a useful concept for religious freedom because, unlike religion, it seems to be a universal concept—most would agree that they have one and would prefer for it to remain unmolested. The conscience therefore provides a convenient, publicly accessible stand-in for religion, which is why so many contemporary theorists favor it.80 It diminishes the specialness of religion, or at least it doesn’t discriminate against the nonreligious by giving the believer something that is not given to the unbeliever. Plus, it provides the believer with a way to ask for religious liberty without appealing to the beliefs of his or her religion. After all, says legal theorist Douglous Laycock,

The Constitution cannot adopt a Baptist or Deist or Episcopal conception of religious liberty, at least not without deep paradox. . . . Moreover, explanations of religious liberty based on beliefs about religion cannot possibly persuade persons who do not hold the same religious beliefs. . . . The strongest such explanation would make sense of the ratified text [of the US Constitution’s first amendment] without entailing commitments to any proposition about religious belief.81


If religion is a property of conscience and both believer and unbeliever share one of those, then the believer can convince the unbeliever to respect his or her religion. All told, the conscience provides a place of “overlapping consensus,” to use the Rawlsianism. It supposedly gives the liberal formulation an explanation “without entailing commitments to . . . religious belief.” Indeed, this is the consummate “view from nowhere.” Rawls, like many others, therefore treats the conscience as the umbrella category: the freedom of conscience means the freedom of “fundamental religious, moral, and philosophical interests.”82 And he freely acknowledges where his thinking came from: the “intuitive idea” of equal liberty of conscience “is to generalize the principle of religious toleration to a social form.”83

In other words, believers might not like Rawls’s separationism, but it’s made of the same stuff they use to justify religious freedom in the public square.




A BROADER RELIGIOUS CONCEPTUALITY AND A VIEW FROM SOMEWHERE


But can religion and politics really be separated as phenomenological realities, politics quarantined to one part of the person or one part of life and religions quarantined to another part? I am not asking about normative categories, but descriptive ones. Let’s start with the spiritual or religious. Is there such a thing as spiritual or religious neutrality? If not, wouldn’t we have to say that every law or constitution establishes some religion or religions?

Whether spiritual or religious neutrality is possible depends upon what we mean by spiritual or religious. We could employ a sociologist’s fairly clinical definition of religion, such as Peter Berger’s “the human enterprise by which the human cosmos is established” or Emile Durkheim’s “a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things” or Williams James’s “the belief there is an unseen order, and that our supreme good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto.”84 Each of these definitions political theologian William Cavanaugh would probably characterize as offering a “substantivist” approach to defining religion—religion as the organized substance of beliefs and practices of a community typically involving the supernatural. This he would compare to a “functionalist” approach—religion understood according to the function it plays in someone’s life. A functionalist approach to religion allows for a broader range of ideologies and allegiances to qualify as religion, such as nationalism, Marxism, capitalism and so forth. Thus if a professing Christian spends most of her life devoted to the stock market—Cavanaugh’s illustration—then her functional religion is capitalism, “not metaphorically, but really.”85

Both the substantivist and the functionalist approaches define religion as something “out there,” something with a real essence. Cavanaugh then points to a constructivist approach, which is more historical in its orientation. The constructivist argues that the idea of “religion” as we think about it today is a modern, Western construction devised for the purpose of creating the religion/politics divide, thereby legitimating certain practices, de-legitimating others and yielding the liberal’s preferred political configuration. He observes, “It is not simply that religion and politics used to be mixed, and then modernity sorted them out; the religion/politics distinction was invented, and did not exist before.”86 And the goal of creating this divide was nothing if not ideological: “What counts as religion and what does not in any given context is contestable and depends on who has the power and authority to define religion at any given time and place.”87

Cavanaugh seems to favor the constructivist approach: “Religion does exist, but as a constructed category. Religion is not simply an object; it is a lens.”88 And while I’m sympathetic to his general project, I would also say we don’t need to view these three perspectives as mutually exclusive. The prophet Isaiah seems to combine all three persepctives in his indictment of the idolatry of Israel: A man takes some wood, and “half of it he burns in the fire. . . . He warms himself and says, ‘Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!’ And the rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, and falls down to it and worships it. He prays to it and says, ‘Deliver me, for you are my god!’” (Is 44:16-17). Here, it would appear, is a self-constructed set of substantive beliefs and practices functioning as a religious lens.

Whether or not Cavanaugh would agree with that (I assume he might), I propose that the religious conceptuality of Christianity can simultaneously accommodate all three perspectives, at least with regard to false religion. Specifically, I believe that Scripture teaches there is no such thing as religious neutrality and that all humanity is inescapably religious, functionally and constructively speaking. Indeed, history’s first act of religious construction showed up quite early with the promise, “You will be like God” (Gen 3:5)—a text that well substantiates Cavanaugh’s basic point: people define religion in order to legitimate some practices, delegitimate others and yield their preferred political configuration.

Augustine knew there was no such thing as spiritual or religious neutrality. People are for or against the Bible’s God. All humanity, he observed, belongs to one of two societies—one city that “lifts up its head in its own glory” and “loves its own strength as displayed in its mighty men,” and another city that “says to its God, ‘Thou art my glory and the lifter up of mine head’” and “‘I will love Thee, O Lord, my strength.’”89

Luther’s definition of a “god” is also helpful here: “A ‘god’ is the term for that to which we are to look for all good and in which we are to find refuge in all need. Therefore, to have a god is nothing else than to trust and believe in that one with your whole heart. . . . Anything on which your heart relies and depends, I say, that really is your God.”90 By this definition, everybody has a god—something that they worship, something that justifies them, something that claims the firstfruits of their income and that commands all their obedience.

Ironically, Augustine and Luther just might be joined by the atheistic and liberal philosopher Ronald Dworkin, who argues that atheists can be religious, too, because they possess “a deep, distinct, and comprehensive worldview” that governs their lives91 or joined by the US circuit court that defined religion as a belief system that “addresses fundamental and ultimate questions having to do with deep and imponderable matters” and “is comprehensive in nature.”92 Functionally (and constructively) defined, everyone has such a religion, and all of life is religious (whether or not people can articulate that comprehensive worldview). Either Jesus rules every square inch, to borrow again that favorite Kuyper line, or some other god does. Everyone has a god or gods, which is one reason why the first commandment forbids worshiping other gods and the second the making of an idol.

Admittedly, the argument against spiritual neutrality here comes from a distinctly Christian point of view, not from liberalism’s “view from nowhere.”93 Christianity affirms that this is God’s universe, not the philosopher’s on his all-seeing mountaintop. Everyone stands somewhere in relation to God. Here, in fact, Christianity finds common cause with the late-twentieth-century communitarians who, in their critique of liberalism, affirmed that everyone was standing somewhere—embedded, as it were, in some cultural perspective, identity, and tradition of rationality and justice. Every person and belief is constituted by its social and historical location “all the way down.”94 Christianity’s complementary claim, then, is that the triune God is the principle social Other who defines us all the way down, whether as friend or enemy. Which means, the “I” of the Pharisee Saul was transformed all the way down when he became the apostle Paul (see Gal 2:20), contra Rawls. One only need read the book of Acts to see how much Paul changed from Saul politically. Doesn’t the book conclude with Paul under house arrest, not waging war against Christians?

If this is correct, secular liberalism does not offer some “neutral” brand of justice or “neutral” divide between public and private. It steps into the public square with a “covert religion,”95 perhaps even a “liberal totalitarianism.”96 It offers a worldview that, like all worldviews, is grounded in faith, says philosopher Brendan Sweetman. It depends in part upon beliefs for which it does not have conclusive evidence or proofs. “And so secularism is just as much a religion as any traditional religion.”97 Legal theorist Peter Berkowitz calls Rawls’s theory a “liberal faith,”98 a religion Rawls effectively means to impose. Indeed, this has been the critique of the Rawlsian project from the outset—that it inarticulately and inevitably relies on certain conceptions of metaphysics, morality and man.99

Communitarian Michael Sandel, a well-known critic of Rawlsian liberalism, applied this general critique to the questions of abortion or same-sex marriage, exposing their inevitable religious underpinnings. Concerning the former, he argues,

The “pro-choice” position in the abortion debate is not really neutral on the underlying moral and theological question; it implicitly rests on the assumption that the Catholic Church’s teaching on the moral status of the fetus—that it is a person from the moment of conception—is false. . . . The case for permitting abortion is not more neutral than the case for banning it. Both positions presupposed some answer to the underlying moral and religious controversy.100


Sandel’s logic on the matter of same-sex marriage proceeds in the same vein: “The case for same-sex marriage can’t be made on nonjudgmental grounds. . . . The underlying moral question is unavoidable.”101

If Sandel’s argument holds—and it strikes me as intuitive—it would seem that there is no such thing as genuine moral or spiritual neutrality in these kinds of political matters.102 In fact, one could extend the argument beyond cultural moral flashpoints to issues that are less obviously morally significant, such as funding for national parks or regulations on fishing licenses. One could argue that any and every position a person might adopt in the political sphere relies upon a certain conception of human beings, their rights and their obligations toward one another, creation and God. Notice, then, that I am proposing something stronger than “religion itself influences political commitments,” as one Christian author puts it.103 I am proposing that religion, broadly defined, determines or yields or provides the worldview lens through which we come to hold our political commitments—always. Cavanaugh, I think, is right. In the liberal West we’ve been trained to view religion and politics as occupying separate domains instead of as coterminous and mutually informing ones.

Now, any given political commitment might be driven by a person’s double-minded commitment to several gods at once. And people of the same religion might disagree on a multitude of political decisions. The path from religious principle to policy application is often “complex and jagged.”104 But I would contest that our spiritual commitments, whether godly or ungodly, are always the drivers. How strange, then, was one Christian US senator’s quip, “The Lord baptized me, not my voting record.”105 Did he mean his voting record was not free from error? Well enough. But it almost sounds as if he thought he could separate the senator and the baptizee, as if he became “unbaptized” when stepping onto the Senate floor to vote. Tocqueville understood better: “There is almost no human action, however particular one supposes it, that does not arise from a very general idea men have conceived of God, of his relations with the human race, of the nature of their souls, and of their duties toward those like them. One cannot keep these ideas from being the common source from which all the rest flow.”106 Hence, “Next to each religion is a political opinion that is joined to it by affinity.”107

Yet what shall we say about those laws whose content do not seem intrinsically tied to any one religion? For instance, political and legal theorist Jeremy Waldron wonders if it is possible to “bracket out the religious content” of something like the prohibition against murder. The content of the sixth commandment, he observes, “might be conceived of as issued by any number of commanders (and by commanders of quite different kinds).”108 As such, we could say there is no intrinsic connection between the content of the law and its purpose or issuer. Perhaps, then, we could consider it to be neutral between various religions. Few people, after all, would say that a law prohibiting murder “establishes religion.”

The problem is, this whole argument presumes to speak from a “view from nowhere”—as if we can ethically measure murder apart from any prior commitments about humanity, God, the moral universe and so forth. I would propose that a law against murder does “establish religion.” First of all, it establishes the Christian religion because, from a Christian perspective, the law against murder is intimately tied to the image of God in humanity (Gen 9:6; a point acknowledged by Waldron). And such a law simultaneously establishes every other religion that likewise prohibits murder. What a law against murder represents, therefore, is not neutrality but the overlap of any number of religions. Religion hasn’t left the public square at least with this law. It’s there with multiple faces on—a détente between my God and yours.

If all of life is religious, and some god or idol rules every square inch of it, it would seem that inside the public square there is only religious overlap and religious imposition, as suggested in the introduction. The public square is nothing more or less than a battleground of gods, each vying to push the levers of power in its favor. Which means, from one perspective, there are no truly secular states, only pluralistic ones.




A BROADER POLITICAL CONCEPTUALITY


Matching this broader conception of religion is a broader conception of politics. Like the perspective that would say all of life is religious, some political scientists adopt an expansive view of politics that encompasses all of life. “Politics is everywhere,” says one; “no realm of life is immune to relations of conflict and power.” Politics in this broader conception is not limited to the institutions of state but instead is “concerned with the struggle over the control and distribution of power across a whole range of sites.”109 Art is political. Sport is political. Family dynamics are political. All of life, it would seem, is political, as in Thomas Mann’s famous line quoted earlier. Another political scientist puts it like this: “Politics is a universal and pervasive aspect of human behavior and may be found wherever two or more human beings are in engaged in some collective activity, whether formal or informal, public or private.”110 In this conception, politics is not limited to the domain of the state but is viewed as a process—namely, the process of organizing people, resources and power, whether or not the institutions of public-wide and coercive governance are directly involved.111

This broader conceptuality has animated feminist and minority theorists for decades, which has led to critiques of liberalism analogous to Sandel’s. The feminist complaint has been that the liberal’s “private sphere,” which is supposedly pre- or nonpolitical, effectively excludes from the public domain so-called domestic matters like sexuality and family relations that largely affect women—and to the great detriment of women: “The classification of the family as private has frequently worked to hide abuse and domination within familial relations, thereby shielding them and placing them beyond ‘political’ scrutiny or legal intervention.”112 Just as the Rawlsian liberal uses the excuse of neutrality to exclude moral and spiritual values from the public square while quietly relying upon his or her own, so the feminist and minority theorist charges the liberal with doing the same in the matters of gender or ethnic particularity. In the liberal’s attempt to ascend to the realm of universal justice, he or she must ask the woman, the black, the Jew to leave behind those things that make their groups distinct. The liberal’s demand to keep such particularities in the private sphere is criticized, understandably, as an ideological and political ploy to normalize the dominant group’s own preferences.113 Yet ironically, the division between the inner and outer person is now switched from classical liberalism. The Rawlsian (or Kantian) liberal is said to stand for objective reason, which excludes any mention of the body and outer person. The feminist and minority theorist, however, feels discriminated against for not being able to bring considerations of body and difference into the public square.114

Just as Cavanaugh observed that political forces will define “religion” in order to yield a certain political arrangement, so all these critics of liberalism argue that the “nonpolitical” private is private because that is what various actors have decided to make private according to their worldview and religious or ideological commitments. Previous generations of Americans and Europeans might have placed legal restrictions on, say, abortion or homosexuality, while ignoring so-called domestic matters like child abuse or marital rape. But today the opposite is true.115 Ironically, it is the political decisions of each era that make some matters political and some matters nonpolitical and private. “There is, in fact, nothing more political than the constant attempts to exclude certain types of issues from politics.”116 And any political philosophy that says otherwise is being political itself.117
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