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    Introduction

    
      
        Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves,
and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning
and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming. (Ephesians 4:14)

        SAINT PAUL


      

    

    
      WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO AMERICAN EVANGELICALS? Members of every religious tradition change their minds about important issues on occasion, but American evangelicals seem especially prone to being tossed back and forth by the waves of the broader society, particularly when those waves are driven by political winds. In the mid-1800s, millions of White evangelicals defended slavery.1 In 1973, prominent evangelical leaders welcomed the Roe v. Wade decision striking down abortion restrictions in all fifty states. From the 1990s to until right before the 2016 election, an overwhelming majority of evangelicals believed that individual moral character was a prerequisite for serving in public office. White evangelicals today count slavery as a wickedly sinful institution and are especially prominent in the campaign against modern-day slavery and sex trafficking. By the late 1970s, evangelicals joined Roman Catholics in creating and sustaining the pro-life movement. And in 2016, White evangelicals comprised the demographic least likely to agree that moral character was a necessary component for good political leadership. A closer look at each specific example contributes to understanding the wider pattern.

      In December of 2018 Al Mohler, president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary (SBTS), penned an introduction to a seventy-two-page report that detailed the historical origins of SBTS and the founders’ defense and practice of slavery. The seminary, founded in 1859, still serves as the flagship educational institute for the Southern Baptist Convention, itself formed in 1845 in Augusta as a result of a controversy over whether slave owners could be commissioned as missionaries. After slave-holding Baptists from Georgia and Alabama were rejected as missionaries, southern Baptists followed their fellow southern Methodists in breaking off and forming their own denomination as Southern Baptists (and southern Presbyterians soon followed). It is not surprising, then, that SBTS leaders and other Christians at the time would be deeply complicit in American slavery. Following the Civil War, they would promote segregation, encourage the subjugation of Black Americans as second-class citizens, and embrace the “Lost Cause” mythos of the Civil War.2 “How could our founders,” Mohler asks, “serve as such defenders of biblical truth, the gospel of Jesus Christ, and the confessional convictions of this Seminary, and at the same time own human beings as slaves—based on an ideology of race—and defend American slavery as an institution?”3

      How could they indeed? We look back at churches splitting over slavery and the racist legacies of seminaries and colleges as not just wicked but bewildering. And yet many Christians not only found slavery and racism permitted by their faith, but actually supported by it. It seems easy, perhaps too easy, to alienate ourselves from such errors. We might conclude that “those” Christians in fact just let their faith get outweighed by a dehumanizing and demonic but profitable social institution. We, of course, would never make mistakes of such magnitude—except that we have, and continue to do so.

      Consider evangelicals’ early ambivalence about abortion—a reality surprising to many contemporary evangelicals. Every January the Southern Baptists’ denominational calendar includes a Sanctity of Life Sunday coinciding with January 22, the anniversary of Roe v. Wade (filed first by a lawyer who was herself a Southern Baptist). Today, it is difficult to think of a more firmly held moral conviction among Southern Baptists and conservative Protestants generally than the pro-life position.4 Yet the SBC’s initial response to Roe v. Wade was measured approval. The Baptist Press subsequently published an editorial praising the ruling as having “advanced the cause of religious liberty, human equality and justice.”5 This was not surprising given a resolution passed two years earlier by the Christian Life Commission (now the Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission, or ERLC) and confirmed by the convention acknowledging the sanctity of life but calling for abortion to remain legal in cases of rape, incest, fetal deformity, and the “emotional, mental, and physical health of the mother.”6 The same editorial following the decision considered the question of whether there is a Southern Baptist position on abortion and concluded, “There is no official Southern Baptist position on abortion, or any other such question. Among 12 million Southern Baptists, there are probably 12 million different opinions.”7 Southern Baptists were hardly alone in their ambivalent response.8 Unlike with slavery, leading Southern Baptists went quickly from being effectively pro-choice to being some of the most prominent voices in the pro-life movement. Most evangelicals (the present authors included) think this particular change is all to the good, but it raises the question, why did so many conservative Protestants in the late 1960s and early 1970s have such an ad hoc and apparently unprincipled approach to abortion? Why could they not see it clearly as an injustice?

      The evidence suggests that this continues in our own day. For example, why have evangelicals flipped so dramatically on the expectation that our political leaders should meet some standard of moral virtue? Democracies certainly do not require that their leaders be saints, but the idea that some degree of virtue is necessary is deeply embedded in our political traditions.9 Shortly before Donald Trump’s election in 2016, Sarah Pulliam Bailey noted a shift that had taken place among White evangelicals on the question of moral character in candidates for political office.10 In 2011 only 30 percent of evangelicals responded that yes, someone who commits an immoral act can behave ethically in public office. That rose to 72 percent in 2016 as White evangelicals faced the prospects of choosing between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump. Particularly interesting is that the poll that Bailey relied on shows that the 2011 30-percent figure for White evangelicals was the lowest among all groups polled. That is, at that time evangelicals were the least likely group to think that an immoral person could act ethically in public office. By 2016 they were the most likely group.

      The simplest explanation for this sort of switch might be to say that the prospect of power just makes principles take a back seat—and certainly that is part of the story. We are all more affected by considerations of interest—power, money, prestige, and so on—than anyone would like to admit. But we are convinced that is only part of the story, in large part because of the witness of those who did see things clearly and testified to truth and goodness as they perceived it, sometimes at great personal cost. Which raises a broader question. What sort of moral tradition or institutions or education might have helped Protestants do better in these sorts of cases: recognize just how evil slavery and its progeny were, understand Roe and its progeny at the outset, and stick to their convictions about the place of moral virtue in politics?

      What do evangelical Christians need so that we are not tossed back and forth according to the political or cultural winds of the day and that we get better at making and acting on good political judgments? This book is meant to help with just these sorts of questions.

      
        Our Current Moment

        These three examples, as different as they are in content and historical context, illustrate something of the conventional wisdom about contemporary evangelical politics in the United States. Evangelicals’ moral and political witness sits at a nadir.11 Churches have become politicized, riven by partisan and ideological disputes that are at times more central than theological or biblical claims.12 On the right, many White evangelicals’ embrace of Donald Trump—and, in some cases, their uncritical acceptance of his vulgarity, sexism, nationalism, and thinly veiled racism—have significantly undercut their public moral standing, to the point where even their religious liberty advocacy has become politically controversial.13 On the left, progressive evangelicals’ agendas are often indistinguishable from those of their secular counterparts, leaving them open to similar accusations of uncritical party capture and moral relativism.14 Selective, inconsistent, and divisive policy stances leave evangelicals open to critiques of incoherence, hypocrisy, and pursuing status and power over moral convictions, let alone biblical and theological ones. The upshot is that our public witness has been seriously compromised by moral inconsistency and incoherence, and by this we have contributed significantly to the polarization and conflict currently roiling American politics.

        As grim as things may seem, more significant problems may be in the offing. It is not just that evangelicals don’t have a coherent moral framework for politics. It’s also that what is emerging from some parts of our political culture (Christian and non-Christian alike) explicitly sets itself against any reasonable sense of what makes for a liberal democracy. (To be clear, as political theorists, we use the term liberal democracy to refer to limited, liberty-respecting governments characterized by democratic accountability—using liberal to describe those commitments that US founders might have called those of a “republic”—rather than its contemporary popular meaning in contrast to conservative.) Whether these emerging challenges are Christian arguments for “post-liberal” confessional states or progressive ones in favor of setting aside central liberal protections in the name of equity, liberal democracy’s critics are clearly having a moment.15 While this might have been unthinkable fifty years ago given the political and social norms of the time, a commitment to liberal democracy is no longer as widely shared.

        None of these arguments are new, exactly, but they have a kind of salience for evangelicals (and others) that requires our attention. In particular, we are increasingly faced with a culture that suggests we can either be faithful Christians or we can endorse a liberal democratic political order with its constitutionalism, limited government, and respect for individual liberties. As messy as contemporary American politics can be, the extent to which evangelicals see their faith commitments as supportive of or even compatible with liberal democratic politics will be critical to the path of both evangelicals and the American political order in the years to come. These are questions that obviously matter far beyond our own religious community: can a coherent, religiously informed moral framework be reconciled with liberal democracy in a pluralistic society? Or are they ultimately incompatible? Here we find a second layer to the first problem of compromised moral witness: it is far from clear to many whether evangelical moral commitments have a place in a liberal democratic order.

        This book argues the two can in fact be reconciled and that the Christian natural law tradition, in the context of evangelical theological distinctives, offers something important both for evangelicals and the broader political community. It offers on the one hand moral and theological principles that can speak to the issues of the day, neglecting neither deep moral truths nor the realities of sin and human finitude, all in ways that can strengthen liberal democracy, not undermine it. It also on the other hand offers evangelicals a framework within which we—in all our variety and disagreement—can think through what a good political community might look like, and act accordingly. The Christian natural law tradition offers meaningful and coherent moral guidance apart from merely instrumental calculations of political power and success. What this book has on offer here will certainly not fix all that ails evangelicalism, American politics, or democratic politics more broadly, but we are convinced that it could go some distance toward easing the two particular challenges identified here—namely, ad hoc moral judgments and tension with liberal democracy.

        This is, caveats aside, more than a bit ambitious. For some, trying to think theologically and philosophically about evangelical politics is at best a fruitless task and at worst a cover for evangelicalism’s less savory impulses. After all, evangelicals are notoriously difficult to define, either theologically or sociologically, and even then, evangelicalism’s well-known tendencies toward anti-intellectualism complicate connecting the dots between the definitional “who” and the politically salient “what.” The best of arguments won’t do much good if they are directed at the wrong people who aren’t likely to pay attention anyway. Some might also worry that, in attempting to do theological and philosophical work, we will end up ignoring what some identify as the “real” wellsprings of evangelical politics: the stew of racial resentment, sexism, and economic dysfunction that many recent authors argue have motivated most of post-WWII evangelicalism.16 Maybe the reason it has been so difficult to articulate a tradition of evangelical political thought is that there isn’t really any “there” there—or, at least, not anything to encourage. Thus framed, this project may seem doomed from the start.

        We believe that it is instead a rather auspicious time to think about the future of evangelical politics. Mainstream evangelicalism’s political influence—for good and ill—is in significant decline, and there is little reason to suspect that those fortunes will be soon reversed (recent Supreme Court decisions notwithstanding).17 Perhaps more to the point, it seems that the broad sweep of evangelicals’ political agenda has largely been a failure.18 The prospect of a sojourn in the political and cultural wilderness offers us a chance to reconsider who God has called us to be as citizens in our political communities, without the temptation of thinking of this calling as a pathway to power and influence. We can explore the question of political faithfulness anew, from a posture of humility that recognizes both the successes and the failures of evangelicals’ moral witness.19 To be absolutely clear, the goal of such soul-searching and careful intellectual work is not to find better strategies for successfully gaining political power. We care about making progress in the public square on behalf of the common good and justice for our neighbors, to be sure. But our priority here is quite simply to grow in faithfulness regardless of the political outcome.

        Such a reimagining of evangelical politics is both possible and desirable for three reasons. First, there is indeed such a thing as evangelicalism, despite its definitional challenges. There remain many millions of Protestants whose theological commitments (as opposed to sociological, political, or identitarian conceptions of evangelicalism) include a deep sense of human sin; the centrality of Christ’s redemption through the cross for justification and sanctification; a transformed heart and life through a personal relationship with Jesus; and the authoritative role of God’s special revelation in Scripture.20 Evangelical Christians will continue to exist and be involved in politics in ways more or less consistently motivated by our theological convictions (our hope, per this book, is more rather than less!). Second, evangelicals already have access to a faithful and vibrant tradition of Christian thinking about politics in the biblical natural law tradition. Although this tradition has been neglected for more than a century, it deserves reconsideration. Third, evangelical engagement with this tradition can provide a framework for a convictional Christian political witness that can engage fruitfully within a pluralistic and liberal democratic political order. As we noted above, an evangelical natural law tradition can help reconcile meaningful moral guidance with the norms and processes of a liberal democratic order that takes divergent ultimate commitments seriously and serves the common good, not a sectarian good. In short, we believe the way forward requires looking back.

        We call our approach Hopeful Realism as a way of signaling our commitment to two crucial convictions. First, our arguments can be aptly described as a sort of realism because we hold to the traditional Christian teaching about the pervasiveness of original sin and the reality of the Fall. On this side of the eschaton (end times), we do not expect any human endeavors to be free from the taint of the Fall, and that most definitely includes the political realm. Thus while we pray with the church universal that God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven, we recognize that only in God’s timing will that prayer be fully answered. Our attempts at Christian witness in the political realm will never achieve the Kingdom of God and will be marked by human frailty, finitude, and sin.

        Yet, and second, while we reject utopianism of all stripes, we do not fall into cynicism nor despair, for realism has another, deeper sense. Our realism is also hopeful because we can indeed know things, including moral things, and claim them as public knowledge, if not always common sense.21 More importantly, the object of our ultimate hope, God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, calls us to steward his good creation, love our neighbors, pray for those in authority, champion justice, protect the weak, feed the hungry, visit the prisoner, and promote the well-being of the city. We think political engagement is one legitimate and important way (though by no means the only way) to answer this call. If God has called us to follow him into the realm of politics, then we have reason to hope that good things may come out of it. Our recognition of the stubbornness of sin—individual, corporate, and structural—tempers our expectations of what we will achieve, but, as the saying goes, we are in sales and God is in management. The brokenness of the world is not the final word. The goodness of the created order is not obliterated by the Fall. Hope is a theological virtue to be cultivated as we follow our God who is in the business of setting right what is broken.

        In the rest of this introduction, we address some preliminary questions and assumptions necessary for making the case for Hopeful Realism as an expression of an evangelical natural law tradition. We start by mapping out some concepts: describing who we mean by “evangelicals,” how we understand an intellectual “tradition,” and providing an introductory gloss on what the natural law is. We then offer a brief road map to the rest of the book and close with some caveats about the scope of our project and more particularly what we are not trying to do. As we explore these important framing and contextual features, we do so with our central thesis in view: a Hopeful Realism approach to the natural law tradition can provide much-needed guidance for evangelical political engagement and can contribute to the flourishing of a liberal democratic order.

      

      
      
        Evangelicals and Tradition

        What does it mean to be an evangelical? And what distinguishes evangelical Christianity from other parts of the Christian tradition? This is a question that warrants (and has received) extensive attention. While we cannot fully engage this body of work here, a working understanding of evangelicalism is vital for distinguishing our use of the term from that of others. Our use, which is primarily theological, differs from other common usages, including sociological, historical, political, and identity-marking conceptions. That is, we treat evangelical as describing a certain type of Christian orthodoxy marked by particular theological commitments.22 A theological account of evangelicalism is quite different from, say, an exit poll asking someone if he or she identifies as an evangelical Christian, regardless of worship attendance, theological commitments, and so on. This theological approach is important because our work, while drawing on descriptive accounts of society’s religious and political context, is ultimately a normative project. That is to say, we aspire to encourage and equip evangelicals to not only understand what is the case (descriptive) but what we should do about it given our theological convictions (normative). Like the “hopeful” aspect of our theory of natural law, our conception of evangelicalism is itself aspirational.

        Evangelical Protestants share most basic commitments with other Christians, affirming with them core beliefs such as those summarized in the Apostles’ Creed. Still, as we have explored elsewhere, evangelical Protestants emphasize distinctive themes within the big tent of Christianity.23 David Bebbington’s famous “quadrilateral” describes these “priorities” as biblicism (a singular emphasis on the authority of Scripture), crucicentrism (emphasis on Christ’s atoning work on the cross), conversionism (a conversion experience), and activism (a transformed life following one’s turning to God).24 Another historian of evangelicalism, George Marsden, characterizes evangelicalism according to five doctrinal distinctives: “(1) the Reformation doctrine of the final authority of the Bible, (2) the real historical character of God’s saving work in Scripture, (3) salvation to eternal life based on the redemptive work of Christ, (4) the importance of evangelism and missions, and (5) the importance of a spiritually transformed life.”25 James Davison Hunter limits evangelical doctrinal commitments to three: “the unique authority of the Bible; the divinity of Jesus; and the relevance of his life, death, and resurrection to the salvation of the soul.”26 Without parsing all of the details between these (or other) summaries of evangelical distinctives, for present purposes we are content to begin by describing evangelicals as we have elsewhere: “Protestant Christians who emphasize the unique authority of the Bible, the centrality of Christ to salvation, and the active response of the believer,” including evidence of obedient holiness.27

        If what we’ve just described briefly spells out what we mean by who evangelicals are (or the commitments that we take to define this group), what exactly do we mean by a “tradition”? The etymological root of tradition is to “pass down” or “deliver.”28 We pass down to the next generation the beliefs and practices that make us who we are. We follow Catholic philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre’s description of a tradition as an argument conducted internally and externally such that any tradition can be described in terms of its beliefs and practices by three levels or tiers.29 The first and foundational tier is composed of those beliefs and practices that are not debated, what MacIntyre calls “fundamental agreements.” They are constitutive of the tradition itself. They are the core of what it means to belong to the tradition, and while people may struggle with this or that belief or how to apply it, to reject a component at this level is to effectively leave the tradition. And for a living tradition to shift on a belief or practice at this level is to transform into something different entirely. The second tier is identified by internal arguments among those who agree on the fundamentals but differ on important but second-tier matters. And the third tier is made up of external debates between those who hold to the fundamentals, even if differing on secondary matters, and those outside the tradition altogether.

        A sports analogy can help clarify MacIntyre’s schema. One of us is fortunate enough to be a fan of the greatest basketball team in the NBA—the Los Angeles Lakers—and is bound by a few dogmas and practices that are nonnegotiable. One’s first and only basketball loyalty belongs to the Lakers alone; the five championships won in Minnesota count toward the total for the franchise; and the Boston Celtics are loathsome, uncouth, and vile. While all bona fide Laker fans should agree with this, there is room for good-natured debate on the second tier. Who is the greatest Laker of all time? Jerry West or Magic? Kareem or Kobe? Would the 80s Lakers have defeated the Kobe-Shaq Lakers? And so on. One can take part in these debates while still being entirely within the “Laker tradition.” And finally there are those external debates between Laker fans and partisans of lesser teams. While genuine Laker fans don’t really see these debates as entirely fair, one could engage in debates about which franchise could provide the greatest starting five of all time, or which team is the greatest of all time.

        We think this three-tiered schema is a helpful diagnostic with which to identify traditions of all sorts and not just in the athletic world: political traditions, philosophical traditions, religious traditions, and others. While clarifying, it does not solve all the descriptive challenges, as some of the thorniest debates can occur when adherents to a tradition disagree themselves over to which tier a contested issue belongs.

        The three tiers also apply to evangelicalism, and thus can play a key role in how evangelicals think about an evangelical natural law tradition, or what we’re calling Hopeful Realism. We understand the first tier as those foundational beliefs that define who evangelicals are. As described above, for evangelicals this foundational tier will include biblical authority, the centrality of Christ for salvation, and the believer’s active response. To the extent that a Christian demurs from any of those commitments she will be moving away from what it means to be an evangelical. As we will demonstrate, the commitment to Scripture will be particularly salient in thinking about natural law and politics. The second tier comprises those issues that are important but debatable, such as the particular mode of baptism, gender roles, or the role liturgy should play in worship.30 The third tier consists of those arguments or perhaps interactions evangelicals have with those outside the Christian tradition altogether. It is the burden of this book to establish what we mean then by an evangelical natural law tradition, and so it is to the natural law that we now turn.

      

      
      
        The “Nature” of Natural Law by a Roundabout Way

        There has been a widespread resurgence of natural law thinking across the landscape of Protestant Christian higher education. While Roman Catholic colleges and universities have long incorporated natural law theory into their curriculum and practice, given its pride of place in Catholic social thought and the ongoing influence of Thomas Aquinas, Protestant and evangelical colleges and universities in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) and beyond have only recently become a veritable hotbed of one particular type of natural law activity—though from an unexpected direction.31 The CCCU as an umbrella organization has made grants to several colleges to promote these initiatives, and scores of schools now include classes, clubs, lectures, conferences, and off-campus trips that indicate a commitment, conscious or not, to natural law thinking by way of creation care or environmental studies. Westmont College has a new minor in environmental studies and hosted “Faith. Climate. Action.” advocacy workshops in the summer; Houghton College sponsored “Caring for God’s Creation” Life Together groups and a major in environmental studies; Wheaton College has a science center partly dedicated to sustainability concerns and hosts competitions to promote environmental concerns while advancing them on campus, in Chicago, and around the world; and Calvin University lists environmental sustainability as one of the four essential components of the core curriculum and boasts no less than fifteen creation-care initiatives.32 Visiting the websites of others among the other CCCU members shows similar offerings.

        Whether they know it or not, tens of thousands of students, staff, faculty, and alumni have been relying on the core precepts of natural law thinking and practice as they have sought to be faithful stewards of God’s creation. All things considered, we think this is a very good thing. But what does creation care have to do with natural law?

        The answer is that creation care proceeds from the belief that the created order is good, we understand it can be ordered in better and worse ways, and that our actions should align with a right ordering of creation—we can and should seek its flourishing. Consider the college student who arrives on campus and finds herself inspired by a powerful lecture from a gifted professor in an environmental sustainability class. Persuaded that Scripture gives us sound reasons for investing our time and energy into preserving and protecting the environment, she sees this as one way to love God and her neighbor. She changes her major to environmental science and joins a campus club that hosts speakers and events and partners with other groups in the community—some Christian, many not—to clean up a local polluted creek. She becomes more interested in state and national legislation regarding climate change and the environment and writes letters to her representatives about various proposals and legislation. She recognizes that not everyone agrees with her convictions and the policies that flow from them, and so she winsomely advocates for her beliefs, both with her fellow believers and those outside the church. Our student, whether she knows it or not, is acting like a Christian natural lawyer.

        While chapter two will expand on this, natural law at its most basic involves two propositions that apply to the creation-care description above. The first is that human beings have a normative nature that is directional: some behaviors accord with and promote the fulfillment of that nature, and others hinder and corrupt it.33 Second, people have the capacity to reason and thus understand to some extent what helps or hinders this nature. In Christian terms, (1) God created our natures, and (2) he gave us reason, through which we can understand some of this nature even without special revelation. And the conclusions of reason about our nature entail obligations about what humans ought to do. God made us a certain way, and all people, Christian or not, can know something about this.34

        To be clear, a Christian approach to natural law does not cordon off the witness of Scripture or special revelation, even as we must take care to distinguish between them and the purposes to which they are put. As we will argue, Scripture itself points to God’s authorship of the natural law. The Christian advocate of natural law believes that God reveals his purposes for his creation, including human beings, through Scripture. While Scripture does not address every moral issue or ethical dilemma, where it does speak, it is authoritative and obligatory. Scripture informs us of the sort of creatures we are and the kind of world we live in, sometimes describing the people we are to be as well as the things we should do, and not do. “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. / And what does the LORD requires of you?” proclaims the prophet Micah (Micah 6:8). We can know that we are to care for the poor, honor our parents, pay taxes, defend the weak, and act as good stewards of God’s creation.

        Yet Scripture does not offer us everything we might want or need to know regarding exactly how we are to take care of the creation, how we are to responsibly exercise that stewardship. Even where God has revealed truths about worthy ends to pursue in the world through his word, he mostly seems to have left it to us to use our reason to figure out the best means available to achieve those ends. For example, Scripture clearly teaches that physical healing is good, but it doesn’t provide guidance for training surgeons. Likewise, we can know from Genesis that we ought to care for creation but look beyond Scripture for the particulars of resource stewardship in our particular context. Our reason contributes to how we discern what is good for us as human beings and what is good for our world and the other creatures in it.

        The Christian natural law advocate thus believes that God has given us general revelation in addition to the special revelation of his word. One can believe that theft and domestic abuse are wrong without deriving those norms from sacred writ, offering good reasons for these positions. One can know that we should honor our mother and father without even knowing about the Ten Commandments. God has given human beings reason, just as human beings irrespective of religious identity, and with that reason we can know certain things about our nature, and nature generally, and what is and is not good for both. Just as God has given human beings who are Christians the capacity to reason, with which we can determine the best means to accomplish various ends, so God has given human beings as such the same human capacity to know not only means but also ends. God speaks through his word (2 Timothy 3:16-17), and God speaks through his world (Psalm 19, Romans 1), and he has given us the faculty of reason with which we can, albeit imperfectly, understand and act on both.

        It is worth emphasizing the critical balancing act we aim to achieve here. We posit some measure of confidence in our capacity to know things about ourselves and God’s world with the undeniable reality that our knowledge is partial, incomplete, and not only impaired by creaturely finitude but also tainted by sin and self-interest. Throughout the history of the church, Christians have, in true Goldilocks fashion, often veered too far toward one of this divide, usually out of understandable concern about the dangers of the other side. We aim to say yes to both sides but insist the two insights hold together in an uncollapsible tension on this side of the eschaton. As the apostle Paul teaches, we see through a glass darkly. Thus, we should be cautious about overconfident claims to have ascended from the dark shadows into the bright daylight, but we must also recognize that we still can “see” to some extent. And this is true in an important sense not only for Christians but non-Christians as well. If non-Christians were in complete darkness with regard to the creational goods, it would be hard to make sense of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount:

        
          You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on a stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven. (Matthew 5:14-16)

        

        What would it mean for nonbelievers, the “others” in that last verse, to recognize good deeds if they had no capacity to understand what is praiseworthy and good for human beings?35

        This is why our student committed to stewarding God’s creation is not puzzled that many non-Christians share her convictions about what is good for the environment and what harms it, and that it is good for human beings to protect the environment, and bad for us to harm it. It is true that the Christian will tell a different story than the secular citizen—a truer story—about why creation matters and who is behind it. The Christian will also have the resources to better resist an idolatrous posture toward the creation, whether from fellow believers or unbelievers, because she knows that God has commanded us not to have any gods before him. We want to be clear in affirming that God’s special revelation gives us a more complete story than we would have from observing the creation on our own—and it transforms our interpretation of general revelation. And yet we maintain there is something very important about our shared humanity that makes common cause and action with nonbelievers possible given our shared creational context.

        Finally, this common cause and action can at times be political in nature. Creational goods are also often public goods, and even in a society characterized by a plurality of ultimate commitments, we can and should engage our neighbors about the public goods we share as citizens and how best to employ the unique capacities of the state to protect and promote these goods. It is true that the Christian environmentalist is motivated by her faith, but that is no reason for embarrassment in the public square because her positions can be shared by others with different motivations and grounding principles. We’ll say more about this later.

        We begin in this roundabout way with environmental stewardship to get to the heart of natural law thinking while trying to sidestep some of the concerns that the mention of “natural law” may elicit. If you believe that God has so ordered the world that there are goods genuinely constituent of healthy and flourishing human beings (and our environment); that Christians and non-Christians alike can know about these goods and to some extent act to promote them; and that some goods are so paramount and some evils so wicked that governments can and should act to protect the former and prevent and punish the latter, then you may be an unwitting natural lawyer. Indeed, our tongues are only slightly in our cheeks in claiming that “we may not all be natural law theorists, but we are all natural lawyers.”

      

      
      
        Road Map

        We go about making our case by dividing the book into two parts. In the four chapters of part one, we describe what we mean by Hopeful Realism as an evangelical natural law theory, and in part two we apply it to four important and controversial policy areas. In the next chapter we start in the beginning, literally, as we consider what a biblical approach to politics should look like by drawing some core lessons from the opening of Genesis. We then turn to a confrontation between Jesus and the Pharisees in the Gospel of Matthew, and finally we conclude with the famous thirteenth chapter of Paul’s epistle to the Romans.

        The second chapter moves from a biblical account of politics to a biblical account of the natural law, with Saint Augustine serving as a particularly helpful guide for navigating theological distinctives of particular concern to evangelicals. We draw here not only from Scripture itself, but from the venerable tradition of scriptural commentary from figures like Augustine, Luther, Calvin, and others. These first two chapters together describe the biblical ground for politics after the Fall and before the eschaton and demonstrate how that same biblical authority witnesses to the reality and contours of the natural law. Our aim here is to persuade readers that Hopeful Realism is grounded in scriptural truths, faithful to evangelical distinctives, and consistent with the broad Christian tradition.

        In chapter three we turn to a rather different concern: whether Hopeful Realism is compatible with a liberal democratic order. While we do not think that an evangelical natural law theory leads to liberal democracy as a matter of necessity, we show how Hopeful Realism can support liberal democracy. Here we describe four political principles drawn from our natural law account that contribute to a healthier and more stable liberal democratic order: the common good and civic friendship; confessional pluralism and religious liberty; democracy and decentralization; and restraint and liberty. That is, on the one hand we think Christian politics and a liberal democracy can be compatible insofar as principles drawn from the former can inform and invigorate the latter; and on the other hand, faithful Christian politics resists the totalizing temptations for Christians either to take over society with reins of power or withdraw entirely in a quietistic retreat.

        If we have succeeded in explaining our biblical approach to politics, connected that approach to the natural law (with help from Augustine), and demonstrated at least the compatibility of Hopeful Realism and liberal democracy, it remains to lay out how we make political and moral judgments consistent with the natural law but also attentive to the social and political realities of the world around us. In chapter four, we describe the four different types of goods (physical, rational, volitional, and relational) that we think are central to a Christian understanding of human flourishing, and we map out a framework for thinking through how those goods might best be realized in particular political contexts. This framework offers Christians a means for applying their deepest moral commitments to practical judgments about everyday political questions. We think that this is among the more pressing needs for evangelical politics today, as it provides tools that we can actually use in bringing moral clarity to political judgments.

        The four chapters of the first part of the book are necessarily more theoretical and abstract. In the second part of the book, we illustrate how the ideas and principles described in part one might apply to tangible and at times controversial contemporary issues. In chapter five we look at the organization of economic life; chapter six tackles marriage and sex; chapter seven considers war and the coercive power of the state; and chapter eight looks at the good of religious liberty. We mean these treatments to be illustrative rather than exhaustive, examples of how Hopeful Realism could apply politically rather than comprehensive arguments meant to settle those issues in some definitive way.36

      

      
      
        What We’re Not Doing

        As we wrap up this introduction, we think it will be helpful to do our best to ward off potential misunderstandings from the start. We’re reminded of the advice C. S. Lewis gave in an interview about sound writing:

        
          The reader, we must remember, does not start by knowing what we mean. If our words are ambiguous, our meaning will escape him. I sometimes think that writing is like driving sheep down a road. If there is any gate open to the left or the right the reader will most certainly go into it.37

        

        So we don’t expect to avoid misunderstandings altogether but rather aim at being as clear as we can. To that end, we offer up the following four thoughts about what we are not trying to do in this book.

        First, we are not engaged in an apologetic for some version of Christian nationalism, understood as an argument for a coercive confessional state. As already mentioned, we are persuaded that faithful Christian presence is compatible with liberal democratic institutions and norms. (See chapter three for our more complete argument.) Even more than this, we think—all things considered—that there are good reasons for Christians to prefer and advocate for liberal democracy, even if there is not a straight deductive line from Christian natural law reasoning to liberal democratic politics. As with anything else, liberal democracy cannot live up to the outsized expectations that some have burdened it with. And when it fails to deliver on those expectations, it is perhaps not surprising that many Christians and others might look to more authoritarian or explicitly religio-political alternatives. Nevertheless, we find in Hopeful Realism powerful theological reasons for unequivocally rejecting Christian nationalism.

        Second, while we are academics writing with some degree of scholarly detail, our primary audience in this effort is the church—our fellow believers and colaborers in Christ. This is to say we know well that we are not responding to all scholarly concerns or perspectives in the present work—even if this volume may prove to be of some benefit to our fellow academics. Moreover, a corollary of this is that we aim primarily to equip our fellow believers more than persuade those who disagree with us. Our hope is that this is just a first step and that others will join us in developing what we offer here.

        Third, we are not writing about what we take to be an entirely original or new approach to faithful Christian political thought and action. We are borrowing, and unashamedly so, from a long, rich, and diverse tradition—indeed, so diverse that we should probably refer to it as “traditions” in the plural. Christian political theology, theory, and philosophy have been alive and well for some time and remain so today. However, even when its insights are sound and could help meet the needs of the church in context, theory and practice do not always come together. And this is particularly pressing as regards the focus of this book regarding political morality. But more than reinventing the wheel, we seek to build on an already existing theological chassis, and where it has come loose, help to re-attach or reestablish the place of the natural law tradition as part of the vehicle of evangelical politics—though recognizing that this provides a unique “take” on the natural law tradition.

        Fourth, and finally, we are not writing about natural law as if it is a magical algorithm that acts as an infallible political guide. There are limits to natural law reasoning, and there are limits to what even an entire book can do. Consistent with our earlier illustration with our eager creation-care student, natural law describes the means by which persons can fulfill their purpose given that they have an essential nature. Some things contribute to flourishing, and others impede it, and we can know (to some extent) about these things. Natural law is law insofar as it is authored by a lawgiver and is meant to regulate behavior. Natural law theory is the attempt to describe the various components of natural law: where it comes from; what it says about the purpose of things; its precepts and goods and how we know them; its application; and its ramifications for political life. The irony is that this tradition of thinking, which posits the ability of human beings to successfully reason about human goods, is so often badly misunderstood.

        Natural law does not wax or wane. This or that natural law theory’s influence may increase or decrease in a culture, just as recognition of the truths of faith may increase or decrease.38 Thus one could argue that natural law doesn’t exist or it gets things wrong about the realities of human nature or the world, but it won’t do to say that natural law is out of date. The natural lawyer believes that moral precepts do not go moldy with time, even if the prudential application of them may vary depending on changing cultural realities. If rape is wrong, the natural lawyer insists, then it is always wrong.

        Natural law is also not a magical reasoning bullet. The modest epistemic claim of natural lawyers is that human beings can apprehend some measure of truth about themselves and the goods and practices and rules that will contribute to human flourishing (and the evils, vices, and atrocities that will frustrate the same). The claim is not and never has been that all people will see these truths or what follows from them. Some skeptics of natural law present evidence that people happen to reject this or that claim of natural law as if such data refute the claim itself. Such an argument would only work if natural lawyers claimed that natural law positions, even if universally binding, will find universal or unanimous acceptance. No natural lawyer has been so daft as to make this claim, even as they vary as to the different reasons people may reject various teachings of the natural law.

        Indeed, there is no reason that a natural lawyer would disagree with Alasdair MacIntyre, who opened the second chapter of his After Virtue by describing three intractable arguments in our culture that stem from incommensurable premises. Natural law reasoning claims to shed some light on our understanding of first principles and what follows from them. But there is no guarantee that such an articulation will win over those committed to rival principles and rival conceptions of human nature. If people start from fundamentally different premises, you cannot argue to a common conclusion unless someone has something of a conversion with regard to those premises. This is not a weakness particular to natural law reasoning. There simply is no philosophical (or religious) tradition that would meet the standard required by the unanimity objection. This is why the criticism expressed by some well-meaning Christian natural law skeptics falls short. If natural law was valid, the reasoning runs, then we would not see the radical shift in mores witnessed in Western culture over the last few decades. Not only does this argument prove too much (as much explicit Christian teaching would be invalid as well), but it suggests the opposite conclusion.39 Moreover, if natural law reasoning is correct, the ability to deny it consistently may prove limited, as this would require transcending one’s creational context.

        Even if we should have modest expectations for how persuasive natural law reasoning (about marriage, the economy, war, etc.) will be to those who begin from a different starting point, such conversations can still be fruitful in that we can better understand another’s approach; we can clarify premises and raise questions about the implications, as we see them, implicit in the chain of reasoning behind a rival approach. It goes without saying we should be open to the same process with our own thinking.

        As we begin, it is worth restating the core contention of this book: a Hopeful Realism approach to the natural law tradition provides guidance for evangelical political engagement that is desperately needed today. This is compatible with a liberal democratic order and can contribute in important ways to the flourishing of such an order. If we are correct, then Hopeful Realism can help evangelicals like us be more faithful to God and more loving to those around us.

      

      


  







Part I
Foundations








1
The Bible and Politics



“IT MUST BE NICE, it must be nice to have Washington on your side.” So goes the lyric sung by the actors portraying Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s phenomenon and hit musical Hamilton.1 Jefferson and Burr are needling Alexander Hamilton for how much he relies on George Washington’s prestige to win an argument. It’s much easier to carry the day if you have an American icon backing you up.

Given how important Scripture is for evangelicals on any contested subject, including politics, it must be nice to have the Bible on your side. The dangers of such a sentiment are that we Christians can rely on the thin reed of proof-texting or we can be tempted to find in Scripture support for what we already want to be true. Abraham Lincoln was reportedly once asked if God was on his side. The story goes that his response was that he hoped that he was on God’s side, because God is always right. There’s something similar to be said about Scripture. We should want to be informed and directed by what God has revealed in his Word; we should be wary of shaping God’s Word to serve our political ends. There are important connections between authoritative biblical teaching and our political witness, but drawing these connections well is as important as it is challenging.

So how should the Bible inform a Christian’s approach to politics? Given two thousand years of disagreement about the uses and misuses of Scripture as applied to politics, we recognize this is fraught territory. We first describe our positive view of Scripture’s place overall and then briefly offer four guidelines for how Scripture relates to politics. Because such matters are so easily misunderstood, before moving to the treatment of our chosen passages we draw some crucial distinctions and try to state clearly what we are not trying to do with Scripture.2


Scripture’s Place and Three Critical Passages

We start with the conviction that Scripture is the highest authority God has given us to govern our conduct and belief.3 We think of this commitment to a high view of Scripture as a cluster of claims. First, God speaks intelligibly through the Bible such that Christians individually and corporately can draw moral and political conclusions (among other things) from Scripture. Second, where Scripture speaks clearly it is the highest epistemic authority—though we recognize that the Bible does not address every political question nor provide unambiguous answers to every issue. As a result, and third, any approach to politics (or any other subject) that occludes the witness of Scripture, arbitrarily cordons off biblical truths from the public square, or undermines scriptural teaching contradicts Christian convictions. The positive corollary of this claim is that Scripture is the “norming norm,” the standard to judge all other standards. While we recognize the human and cultural influences that went into the inspiration of Scripture (and which impact its interpretation), Scripture itself provides the measure by which the church, guided by the Holy Spirit, measures everything else.

Moving from Scripture’s place generally to its application to the political realm, we rely on four ideas to inform our understanding of Scripture’s role for political thinking.


	1. First, drawing from the Protestant Reformers and their antecedents, who themselves drew from Scripture, all Christians are capable and indeed encouraged to learn the Scriptures for themselves. (A corollary of the perspicuity and authority of Scripture is the use of Scripture to interpret itself, including using the New Testament to interpret the Old.4)


	2. Second, the teachings of the church fathers and mothers, and tradition generally, complement our understanding of the Scriptures as an important and invaluable supplement, even as they are not ultimately authoritative.5


	3. Third, we commend Augustine’s teaching about how to approach and prioritize grappling with Scripture: with humility; with the clearer teachings prioritized first and the obscure passages later; with a hermeneutic of love guiding the interpreter; and also with a recognition that pagan wisdom can be put to Christian use to understand things.6


	4. Fourth and finally, we acknowledge that Scripture does not address every topic, and this is particularly true about politics. While we think that the legitimacy of taxes follows from Scripture’s teaching, we don’t think Scripture teaches what the tax rate should be, nor whether a graduated income tax is an efficient or fair means of raising revenue.




Given what we’ve written above it’s clear we disagree with those who claim that the Bible either does not speak to our political realities or that Christians cannot draw any conclusions from Scripture about human goods. But we also disagree with the position that the Bible, or the institutional church, offers a comprehensive blueprint or an instruction manual for grounding and exercising political authority. That sort of approach lends itself to a mild or strong version of church establishment or even theocracy, which we judge unsupported by Scripture and historically disastrous on both theological and political criteria.

We also distinguish between scriptural teaching for the people of God as the church proper, and what Scripture teaches about creational goods that can be pursued, promoted, and protected in the public square for all people. While we think natural law is a part of the latter category, teasing these matters out is no simple affair, which helps explain why Christians of goodwill have disagreed so often in years past and will no doubt continue to do so. For example, you can clearly derive from Scripture the norm against stealing while simultaneously believing that (1) you can know stealing is wrong without deriving that from Scripture, and (2) the norm applies to Christians and non-Christians alike. Contrast stealing with the moral duty to honor the Sabbath by attending worship. You can make a strong case for this norm from Scripture, but unlike stealing, it is a much harder case to make that worshipful Sabbath-observance is discernible via unaided reason. Thus, non-Christians should not be held accountable, morally or legally, for failing to keep the Sabbath by attending worship. Throughout this book we will refer to Christian-specific goods and norms as “redemptive” and use “creational” to refer to common human goods and norms (like property or education).7 There is much more to be said about these distinctions, and it is worth noting that we take a minimalist approach—focusing on a limited set of passages—in order to draw essentials to the foreground rather than answer every question. Hopefully these introductory remarks clear enough ground for us to proceed for now with the following passages in Genesis, Matthew, and Romans.






OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml


  Sommaire


  
    		 Cover 


    		 Title Page 


    		 Dedication 


    		 Contents 


    		 Acknowledgments 


    		 Introduction 


    		 Part I—Foundations
      
        		 1 The Bible and Politics 


        		 2 Hopeful Realism: An Evangelical Theory of the Natural Law 


        		 3 Hopeful Realism’s Political Principles 


        		 4 Making Hopeful Realism Practical 


      


    


    		 Part II—Application
      
        		 5 Economics 


        		 6 Marriage, Sex, and the Family 


        		 7 Coercion, Violence, and War 


        		 8 Religious Liberty 


      


    


    		 Conclusion 


    		 Notes 


    		 Bibliography 


    		 General Index 


    		 Scripture Index 


    		 Praise for Hopeful Realism 


    		 About the Authors 


    		 Like this book? 


    		 Copyright 


  




  Pagination de l'édition papier


  
    		 1 


    		 2 


    		 ix 


    		 x 


    		 xi 


    		 1 


    		 2 


    		 3 


    		 4 


    		 5 


    		 6 


    		 7 


    		 8 


    		 9 


    		 10 


    		 11 


    		 12 


    		 13 


    		 14 


    		 15 


    		 16 


    		 17 


    		 18 


    		 19 


    		 20 


    		 21 


    		 22 


    		 23 


    		 24 


    		 25 


    		 26 


    		 27 


    		 29 


    		 30 


    		 31 


    		 32 


    		 33 


    		 34 


    		 35 


    		 36 


    		 37 


    		 38 


    		 39 


    		 40 


    		 41 


    		 42 


    		 43 


    		 44 


    		 45 


    		 46 


    		 47 


    		 48 


    		 49 


    		 50 


    		 51 


    		 52 


    		 53 


    		 54 


    		 55 


    		 56 


    		 57 


    		 58 


    		 59 


    		 60 


    		 61 


    		 62 


    		 63 


    		 64 


    		 65 


    		 66 


    		 67 


    		 68 


    		 69 


    		 70 


    		 71 


    		 72 


    		 73 


    		 74 


    		 75 


    		 76 


    		 77 


    		 78 


    		 79 


    		 80 


    		 81 


    		 82 


    		 83 


    		 84 


    		 85 


    		 86 


    		 87 


    		 88 


    		 89 


    		 90 


    		 91 


    		 92 


    		 93 


    		 94 


    		 95 


    		 96 


    		 97 


    		 98 


    		 99 


    		 100 


    		 101 


    		 102 


    		 103 


    		 104 


    		 105 


    		 106 


    		 107 


    		 108 


    		 109 


    		 110 


    		 111 


    		 112 


    		 113 


    		 114 


    		 115 


    		 116 


    		 117 


    		 118 


    		 119 


    		 120 


    		 121 


    		 123 


    		 124 


    		 125 


    		 126 


    		 127 


    		 128 


    		 129 


    		 130 


    		 131 


    		 132 


    		 133 


    		 134 


    		 135 


    		 136 


    		 137 


    		 138 


    		 139 


    		 140 


    		 141 


    		 142 


    		 143 


    		 144 


    		 145 


    		 146 


    		 147 


    		 148 


    		 149 


    		 150 


    		 151 


    		 152 


    		 153 


    		 154 


    		 155 


    		 156 


    		 157 


    		 158 


    		 159 


    		 160 


    		 161 


    		 162 


    		 163 


    		 164 


    		 165 


    		 166 


    		 167 


    		 168 


    		 169 


    		 170 


    		 171 


    		 172 


    		 173 


    		 174 


    		 175 


    		 176 


    		 177 


    		 178 


    		 179 


    		 180 


    		 181 


    		 182 


    		 183 


    		 184 


    		 185 


    		 186 


    		 187 


    		 188 


    		 189 


    		 190 


    		 191 


    		 192 


    		 193 


    		 194 


    		 195 


    		 196 


    		 197 


    		 198 


    		 199 


    		 200 


    		 201 


    		 202 


    		 203 


    		 204 


    		 205 


    		 206 


    		 207 


    		 208 


    		 209 


    		 210 


    		 211 


    		 212 


    		 213 


    		 214 


    		 215 


    		 216 


    		 217 


    		 218 


    		 219 


    		 220 


    		 221 


    		 222 


    		 223 


    		 224 


    		 225 


    		 226 


    		 227 


    		 228 


    		 229 


    		 230 


    		 231 


    		 232 


    		 233 


    		 234 


    		 235 


    		 236 


    		 237 


    		 238 


    		 239 


    		 240 


    		 241 


    		 242 


    		 243 


    		 244 


    		 245 


    		 246 


    		 247 


    		 248 


    		 249 


    		 250 


    		 i 


  




  Guide


  
    		 Cover 


    		 Start of content 


    		 Contents 


  





OEBPS/Images/pagetitre.jpg
JESSE COVINGTON, BRYAN T. McGRAW,
AND MICAH WATSON

HOPEFUL
REALISM

EVANGELICAL NATURAL LAW
AND DEMOCRATIC POLITICS

=
v

Academic
An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, linois





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
JESSE COVINGTON, BRYAN T. MCGRAW,
. AND MICAH WATSON

HOPEFUL
REALISM

 EVANGELICAL NATURAL LAW
AND DEMOCRATIC POLITICS





