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“It is only by believing in God that we can ever criticise 
the Government. Once abolish...God, and the Government 
becomes the God. That fact is written all across 
human history.... The truth is that Irreligion is the opium 
of the people. Wherever the people do not believe in something 
beyond the world, they will worship the world. But, above all, 
they will worship the strongest thing in the world.”


—G. K. Chesterton





PART I

THE WAR ON CHRISTIANITY





CHAPTER 1

READING THE SIGNS OF OUR TIMES


The rotunda of the Wisconsin State Capitol building now hosts an unusual nativity scene during the holiday season. There’s the familiar stable backdrop, but with an astronaut floating above in place of an angel and a baby girl in a manger in place of the infant Jesus. Instead of Mary and Joseph, the babe is flanked by Thomas Jefferson and the Roman fertility goddess Venus. Various wise persons also appear—Charles Darwin, Albert Einstein, Mark Twain, and anarchist heroine Emma Goldman.1


The manger scene isn’t the only Christian symbol that is being repurposed in America today. Language that used to be reserved exclusively for Jesus Christ is now applied in a very different context. “First of all,” said actor Jamie Foxx at the 2012 Soul Train Music Awards, “give an honor to God and our lord and savior Barack Obama.”2 Similar things have been said about the president before. Who can forget Chris Matthews’s giddy “This is the New Testament.... I feel this thrill going up my leg,” or Ezra Klein’s “He is not the Word made flesh, but the triumph of word over flesh,  over color, over despair.” And then there’s The Gospel According to Apostle Barack by Barbara Thompson.

It’s bad enough that Christian language and symbols are being taken over for new and startlingly different purposes. But Christian institutions are under threat as well. The Department of Health and Human Services has announced that even religious employers are now required to provide health insurance that covers contraception, sterilization, and abortifacient pills. So Catholic hospitals will have to provide contraception for their employees, and Evangelical colleges will have to pay for abortion pills. In other words, Catholics and Evangelical Christians now have to run their institutions according to a radically different moral view from their own, a morality imposed on them by the secular state—or get out of the business of running schools and hospitals altogether.

There are all too many signs in our times that there is a fierce battle being waged over who will be in control in America. Consider the legal conflicts over crèche scenes and displays of the Ten Commandments, the aggressive evangelization of public school children for the sexual liberationist agenda (under cover of promoting their “reproductive health” and safety from bullying), and the unprecedented usurpation of the authority of religious institutions to set their own policies even on questions of religious doctrine. It’s not just a “war on Christmas,” that we’re seeing play out in America today. It’s a war on Christianity.

Christianity is being deliberately pushed out of our culture—so that secular liberalism can be established in its place.

I use the term “establish” quite deliberately. One religion is being actively disestablished, while another is being (in fact, largely has been) established in its place.

But is liberalism really a religion? When the Freedom from Religion Foundation crows about placing that anti-nativity scene in the Wisconsin rotunda, they’re clearly attacking Christians, who, according to the FFRF’s co-president Dan Barker, think “they own the month of December. We don’t agree. No month is free from pagan reverie!” Barker and his allies are not  just removing Christianity from the public square; they’re actively promoting secularism as its replacement. As it says on the plaque in the Capitol, “At this season of the Winter Solstice, may reason prevail. There are no gods, no devils, no angels, no heaven or hell. There is only our natural world. Religion is but myth and superstition that hardens hearts and enslaves minds.”3 But in what sense is that worldview an actual religion in competition with Christianity?




The Messiah of Liberalism? 

There is a clue in the messianic enthusiasm of the language so frequently applied to our president. Barack Obama is the quintessential liberal politician, and apparently he seems a lot like the Messiah to a large number of people. (Possibly even to himself, if we go by the “this was the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and the planet began to heal” speech.)

Religious zeal for Obama is so remarkable that several collections of quotations celebrating his alleged Messiah-like qualities appear on the internet.4 Here’s a short sampler (if the reader can bear it).

According to Lawrence Carter, “No one saw him coming, and Christians believe God comes at us from strange angles and places we don’t expect, like Jesus being born in a manger.”

Mark Morford opined, “Barack Obama isn’t really one of us. Not in the normal way, anyway.... Many spiritually advanced people I know (not coweringly religious, mind you, but deeply spiritual) identify Obama as a Lightworker, that rare kind of attuned being who has the ability to lead us not merely to new foreign policies or health care plans or whatnot, but who can actually help usher in a new way of being on the planet, of relating and connecting and engaging with this bizarre earthly experiment. These kinds of people actually help us evolve. They are philosophers and peacemakers of a very high order, and they speak not just to reason or emotion, but to the soul.”

Louis Farrakhan told Nation of Islam devotees, “You are the instruments that God is going to use to bring about universal change, and that is why  Barack has captured the youth. And he has involved young people in a political process that they didn’t care anything about. That’s a sign. When the Messiah speaks, the youth will hear, and the Messiah is absolutely speaking.” 5


But President Obama isn’t the real problem (much less the real Messiah). If he were the only motive force behind the liberal attempt to disestablish and replace Christianity, then those of us who don’t want to worship the state would be facing only one powerful man.

The truth is that secular liberalism is a political religion, one that is much, much older than Barack Obama. As we shall see, the push to replace Christianity with a secular liberal religion has already been going on for literally half a millennium. Liberals’ outpouring of religious zeal for the president is simply a sign that their five-hundred-year-old ambition to displace Christianity is finally coming to fruition in America.

While Barack Obama is not the problem, the messianism that marks his political career is instructive. As we’ll see, the kind of religious zealotry that we’ve recently experienced in American politics has been characteristic of political religions associated with liberalism stretching all the way back to the French Revolution’s Religion of Reason. The stream flows through various liberal political movements in the nineteenth century into positivism’s Religion of Humanity and humanism, and drains into early twentieth-century Progressivism, to which Obama rightly claims to be heir. Liberal secularism has already become a state religion more than once in world history, and the current attempt to make it our state religion is in complete continuity with that history. All during that long history, it has been at war with the Christianity that its adherents so passionately want to displace.




The Atheists’ Frontal Assault 

Our contemporary battles are part of that long war. The attacks on Christianity always seem to flare up at Christmas—which, after all, celebrates the very beginning of Christianity.

We’ve seen the Freedom from Religion Foundation celebrating the placement of an anti-nativity scene at the Wisconsin Capitol. Let’s take a close look at other battles that have been fought (and won) by the FFRF. Over the past few years Santa Monica, California, has been the scene for the now all too familiar Christmas battle between those who want to put up a nativity scene and those who most zealously do not want to see Mary and Joseph in a stable looking adoringly at the Christ child in a manger.

For sixty years Santa Monica had the tradition of setting up a series of life-size scenes in Palisades Park depicting key biblical moments such as the Annunciation and the Nativity of Christ.6 They were not built by the city, but sponsored and built by various local businesses and associations.

Given the limited number of display booths and the large number of businesses and associations vying for the honor of constructing the scenes, the city had a lottery system. FFRF’s strategy was to enter the lottery and win the right to display—only they chose to display anti-Christian messages. In 2011, the atheists won eighteen of the twenty-one places. So viewers working their way along from booth to booth would come to one with, for example, a sign quoting Thomas Jefferson, “Religions are all alike—founded on fables and mythology,” and on the reverse, “Happy Solstice.”7


Santa Monica has stopped the displays because they couldn’t figure out a way to keep the FFRF from entering the lottery without contravening the Supreme Court’s reading of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. The displays are moving to private turf. (One wonders how long it will be before the FFRF attempts to force Santa Monica itself to change its so-obviously Christian name.)

The Freedom from Religion Foundation is now suing the U.S. Forest Service to have a World War II memorial on a Montana mountain removed—a large statue of Jesus, hands outstretched. The FFRF’s reasoning is worth noting: “The U.S. Forest Service has unlawfully misused federal land owned by all of us to further Christianity in general, and Roman Catholicism in particular. This diminishes the civil and political standing  of nonreligious and non-Christian Americans, and shows flagrant governmental preference for religion and Christianity.”8 The Foundation has already forced Sylvania, Alabama, to remove a Bible verse from its welcome sign.9


And it’s not just the FFRF and the well-known ACLU on the assault. There are plenty of other militantly secularist organizations pitching in to strip Christianity from every public space. The Military Association of Atheists and Freethinkers (MAAF) is getting Gideon Bibles out of lodgings on military bases.10 The California branch of the American Atheists successfully compelled the Oakland Zoo to remove a Ten Commandments monument.11 The ever vigilant Arkansas Society of Freethinkers stepped in to quash an elementary school field trip to see A Charlie Brown Christmas staged at a nearby church. Quoth Anne Orsi of the ASF, “The problem is that it’s got religious content and it’s being performed in a religious venue and that doesn’t just blur the line between church and state—it oversteps it entirely.”12 Apparently free thinking doesn’t include the freedom to think about the Christmas passage from the Gospel of Luke, as quoted by Linus.

Speaking of nixing classics, a Davis, California, high school recently brought the axe down on that great—and almost entirely secular—classic, Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. The convoluted reasons given by the administration were as follows: “the overly impacted December schedule, which led to the original performance dates falling on Hanukkah, concerns about the inclusiveness of material, and the desire of the district to respect the cultures of everyone. Another point that was discussed was the power of words and the impact they can have.”13 That certainly clears things up.

In Tecumbia, Alabama, last year, a primary school was asked that “Silent Night” be given the boot from their annual Christmas pageant.14 In a Stockton, California, elementary school, teachers and students were informed that they couldn’t display Santas, Christmas trees, and even poinsettia plants. A school memo explained that snowflakes and snowmen were “safe.”15 In 2007 New York City schools were allowed to use the Jewish  menorah and the Muslim star and crescent in the “holiday” displays, but not a Christian nativity scene.16


The examples could fill a book. And Christianity isn’t being stripped just from public property. Banks yank Christmas trees that might offend customers; employees of mega-stores are told that they may not utter “Merry Christmas.”




The Pretense of Neutrality 

Are all traces of Christianity being successively and successfully removed from the public sphere so as to leave an empty space, a neutral public square where people of all religions and none can be equally at home? That’s the impression you’d get from the decisions that okay menorahs and Muslim crescents, and from the FFRF’s language about how the Montana World War II memorial “further[s] Christianity in general, and Roman Catholicism in particular.”

It sounds as if the FFRF is concerned about protecting non-Christians, but its real goal is to remove religion as such and replace it with a kind of humanist paganism. Apparent neutrality is a key secular strategy in the war: pose as a protector of other religions against Christianity, and under that pretense use the courts to drive all religion out of the public square so that something else can be put in its place. Secular liberalism is well on its way to establishment as our state religion.

The anti-nativity scene in Wisconsin captures exactly what is going on. It’s not just a direct and obvious attack on Christianity, but an attempt to put something else in its place. That’s what liberal secularists want to do not just with the Wisconsin Capitol rotunda, but with our whole culture. They want to claim the very heart of our culture for their own humanist religion, something FFRF’s Dan Barker rightly defined as a new kind of paganism.

It isn’t just about removing Christianity from the public square, so as to be fair to everyone who’s not Christian. It’s really, at heart, a revolution to establish secular liberalism as the defining worldview for our whole  society. As we look more and more deeply into what this worldview really is, we’ll find ourselves exploring a revived and transformed form of paganism, one that bears more than a little resemblance to what the earliest Christians encountered in the pagan world into which Christ himself was born, the pagan world that tried to destroy Christians as enemies of the state. The war on Christmas has been going on longer than we thought—almost two thousand years. And Christians soon will be enemies of the secular state once again, if the aggressive secularizers achieve the final victory.




The Larger Religious War 

The reality of the war on Christianity is easily seen in the direct assault on Christianity by the various atheist (or even explicitly pagan) organizations.

Taking down Ten Commandment plaques, removing religious statues, prohibiting prayers at graduation, eliminating Bible reading in school, denying funding for religious school students even for transportation and other secular purposes—all of this is a now familiar, and has been for some time, running all the way back to the landmark 1947 Supreme Court case, the famous or infamous Everson v. Board of Education, in which Justice Hugo Black read Jefferson’s “separation of church and state” into the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment. Since Everson, the federal government (or secular liberal groups using the federal government) has been bent on driving Christianity out of the public square.


Everson v. Board of Education was followed by a host of judicial decisions that, one after another, allowed the state to remove Christian symbols and practices from public view. In Engel v. Vitale (1962) the court decided that a short mandatory daily prayer in public schools violated the Establishment Clause. In Abington Township School District v. Schempp (1963), Bible reading in public schools was deemed a violation of the Establishment Clause. In Lemon v. Kurtzman (1971) the court declared that public school districts could not reimburse the salaries of private religious school teachers who taught secular material. In Wallace v. Jaffree (1985) the court declared that  public schools could not even observe a moment of silence. In County of Allegheny v. ACLU (1989) the Supreme Court declared that having a nativity scene at the county court house violated the Establishment Clause. In Lee v. Weisman (1992) the court declared that no prayers were allowed at public school graduations. In 2003 a federal court declared in Glassroth v. Moore that a display of the Ten Commandments in the Alabama state judicial building violated the Establishment Clause, and the Supreme Court declined to hear the case, thereby affirming the decision. And in two separate cases in 2005—Van Orden v. Perry and McCreary County v. ACLU of Kentucky—the Supreme Court ruled that the Ten Commandments were allowed at the Texas state capitol because there they somehow fit into an overall “secular purpose,” but then ruled that they were not allowed in several Kentucky courthouses because in that case they somehow didn’t. Meanwhile, state power protects and promotes anti-Christian speech and art—such as the infamous crucifix in urine that won an art award partially funded through the National Endowment for the Arts.

With Everson as a precedent, the federal government has acted as an instrument of secularization, that is, of disestablishing Christianity from American culture, and establishing in its place a different worldview. That rival worldview is actually a religion in its own right, one that would ideally occupy all the same territory as Christianity, and so inevitably comes into conflict with it. That worldview has a number of names: secular liberalism, liberal secularism, atheism, humanism, and so forth. We’ve already seen that some secularists openly embrace a return to paganism.

And as we look more closely at the history of this worldview, going back many centuries before Everson, we will see that the “Religion of Humanity” (to quote Auguste Comte, one of its founders and most ardent proponents) has at its heart the worship of other things besides God—of nature, of ourselves, of the state. Thus liberalism is more than a political persuasion. It’s a religion with its own doctrines about cosmology and morality.

I am aware that this is a controversial claim; it will take the bulk of this book to prove it. But here I’d like to point to some compelling evidence that  the secular liberalism that is and has been for some time in the ascendant in the United States today really is bent on replacing Christianity with its own competing beliefs.

The religious nature of liberalism is obscured by liberals’ ostensible embrace of neutrality, pluralism, and tolerance. These are the reasons given for the disestablishment of Christianity. But what actually occurs is that “neutrality, pluralism, and tolerance” are inevitably used as instruments for establishing liberal doctrines and dogmas in the place of Christian ones. In no area is this clearer than in regard to morality.




Imposing Secularist Morality 

Let’s take a closer look at the HHS mandate that insurance cover contraceptives and abortifacient pills. That mandate is contained in regulations that HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius issued as part of the implementation of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act, more commonly known as Obamacare.

President Obama pushed that act through Congress in his first term with true messianic zeal (and more than casual disregard for legislative procedure). The Obamacare law gave the federal government power to define “health.” And for liberalism, “health” includes being able to have sex without consequences, and hence being able to get contraceptives and, in case they fail, backup emergency contraception—in other words, abortifacients.

So according to the HHS mandate, effective August 1, 2012, employers must provide contraception, abortifacients, and sterilization as part of their insurance packages, or face the wrath of the federal government. The main target of the HHS mandate was the Catholic Church, which rejects contraception, abortion, and sterilization. The U.S. Catholic bishops reacted with surprising vigor, protesting the move, offering their own legal counteroffensive, and vowing to go to jail rather than allow the government to force them to violate Catholic moral doctrine. Evangelical Christian institutions have sued the administration as well. We are still waiting to learn from the courts whether the mandate will survive constitutional scrutiny.

But note what this bold-as-brass move by the Obama administration is really attempting. Liberals embrace sexual liberation—that is, liberation from shame and guilt, and ultimately from Christian moral doctrines about sexuality. At first, this liberation was sold as “choice.” You’ve seen the T-shirt: “Against abortion? Don’t have one.” The selling point was that women were being freed from the tyranny of Christians imposing their morality on everyone else through laws against abortion. Everyone would be free to choose according to her own personal morality. But the pretense of neutrality was just that—a pretense. As soon as a “pro-choice” administration acquired the power to do so, it imposed its own morality on everyone, requiring even Christian institutions to pay for abortion-inducing pills. The liberal state is requiring that Christians obey liberal moral doctrines, even though that means they must violate their own moral doctrines. Nothing could more clearly illustrate the clash between one set of beliefs and another.

If the HHS mandate is not overturned by the courts, the fines for defying it will push Christian schools and hospitals into bankruptcy. President Obama seems set to drive religious institutions out of business simply for dissenting from his own liberal morality. And to repeat an important point, his administration seems to be undertaking the propagation of that liberal morality with messianic zeal.




Avoiding the Reductio ad Hitlerum 

Still, as secular religion goes—and especially as it went in the last century—things could be much, much worse. (Or, less optimistically, they could still get much, much worse.) Our modern world has been plagued by what have rightly been called “political religions.”17 We saw appalling examples of state-worship in the last century, with regimes that bent their people’s natural religious impulses entirely to political ends. Nazi Germany comes to mind as the most horrific example, with National Socialism becoming the state religion, demanding absolute devotion, and driving the German people to commit unfathomably wicked crimes in obedience to the peculiar Nazi morality.

Barack Obama is no Hitler. He doesn’t even come close. But that doesn’t mean that we don’t have to worry about political religion here in the United States. As we’ll see in the chapters ahead, secular religion has taken many forms over the past centuries. And there’s plenty of room for things in twenty-first-century America to get pretty bad, without approaching anywhere near to 1930s Germany. The case of Nazi Germany is both too easy to judge and too far removed from us in place and time to be really useful in understanding the problem we face today. We need to avoid what the political philosopher Leo Strauss called the reductio ad Hitlerum, the tendency to make Hitler both the standard and sum of evil18—with the implication that anything that doesn’t obviously parallel or threaten to lead to something done by the Third Reich must not be all that bad.

So we’re not going to be looking primarily at Nazi Germany, or Soviet Russia, or even Revolutionary France. Nor will I engage in tiresome name-calling—abused by those on both Left and Right—and declare that liberals are Nazis. Our goal is to look at our own situation, more broadly at modern liberalism, and more particularly at how the liberalism we experience here and now has itself become our political religion.




Going beyond Our Political Debates 

This goes beyond party politics, Democrats vs. Republicans. Of course, radical liberalism is more obviously associated with the Left, and insofar as the Left has a firm hold on the Democratic Party, the Democrats will seem to be more to blame for wanting to make liberalism a kind of state religion. Since the Left is prone to be unreligious, if not irreligious, and is also fond of using big government to carry out its big visions, it isn’t much of a stretch to accuse liberals in the Democratic Party of substituting an ideology for religion and using state power to establish it with a zeal that can only be called, well, religious.

But if we stay on that level of analysis, then we’ll never dig down very deep. We’ll never really see how liberalism is becoming, or has in fact already become, our state religion. Liberalism is much older than we think, and is far more deeply entrenched in our institutions, our way of thinking, our  words, our very souls. On different levels, and in different ways, it defines both Democrats and Republicans, because to some extent it defines the mindset of nearly everyone today.

That’s why winning or losing an election or two won’t make a real difference—something that many frustrated citizens show they realize when they mutter, disconsolately, that there’s not a dime’s worth of difference between Democrats and Republicans. It was this feeling of frustration that kept many voters at home in 2012 and allowed Obama to be reelected, this time without nearly as much enthusiasm even among his previously zealous supporters.

There may in fact be a dime’s worth of difference between the two political parties, but a dime is not all that much. Beneath the surface there are deep similarities of outlook and shared opinions arising from liberalism that shape the general visions of both parties. Secular liberalism is that deeply ingrained in our contemporary culture. It permeates our society, our assumptions, our educational institutions, our language, our law, our notions of justice—in short, it shares all the same comprehensive space and depth that Christianity had once achieved in Christendom.




But What Is Liberalism? 

And that brings us to the definition of liberalism itself, because just what is meant by that term is not obvious, given the number of competing definitions and viewpoints.

Modern liberalism is a movement in politics and philosophy that cannot be given a fixed definition apart from the long history of its development. But we can say that the liberals in ascendancy in America today are the intellectual heirs of a way of thinking that from the beginning has been characterized by a desire to be free from the burden of Christianity. (Liber in Latin means free.) Anti-Christian liberalism is much older than the ACLU and the Freedom from Religion Foundation. It arose about five hundred years ago within an almost entirely Christianized culture. As a rebellion against Christianity, its negative goal defined its positive form: the desire to remove the church and replace it with the state gave liberalism its  structure, beliefs, and goals.19 Freedom from Christianity defines the political goal of liberalism. As the liberal state takes over the form and functions of the church, it excludes the actual Christian church from having any presence or influence in the public square.20 In its most virulent forms it actually persecutes Christians, as if Christianity were a kind of heresy deviating from the liberal religion.

The term “liberal,” of course, has been applied to those who aimed at other freedoms—freedom from the power of kings, or from governmental controls, especially of the economy—the view that has been called “classical liberalism.”21 How this notion of liberalism is or is not connected to liberalism as we understand it today is a complex and ambiguous topic, one that we’ll address in some detail at the proper place below.

But at this point, for the purposes of beginning our investigation, I want to focus on the kind of liberalism that we know and readily recognize today: antagonistic to Christianity; pushing against every moral boundary defined by the Judeo-Christian tradition; championing freedom from every sexual limit, freedom from any notion of moral propriety, freedom to define marriage at one’s whim, freedom to manipulate human reproduction and the human genome, freedom to be obscene and vulgar, freedom from work and moral responsibility, freedom from the past. A typical example would be the Los Angeles school district pushing a pro-LGBT education agenda—under the guise of fighting bullying—that insists the Christian rejection of homosexuality is evil.22


Liberals complain about Christians’ indoctrination of children with rigid dogmas, but one can’t help noticing that liberalism itself is as dogmatic as any religion. Liberals are quite as impatient of dissent as any religious fanatics—and as passionate about indoctrinating young people. And this is nowhere more obvious than in our universities. As we’ll see, the takeover of universities has been essential to the cultural victory of liberalism over Christianity, going back at least to the nineteenth century. And today liberalism in its purest and most radical form is found on college and university campuses, where its religious zeal has the greatest scope. As we’ll see,  the takeover of American universities by secular liberals was central to the historical ascendancy of liberalism in America. But there’s also another reason to take a close look at the signs of the times in higher education: we’ll get a glimpse of the future. At our college and university campuses, we see what liberalism would do in our larger society if it ever gained complete political power. It’s a frightening prospect.




Indoctrination U 

In the campus regime of “political correctness,” dissenting opinions are simply quashed. All dissent is characterized as a sign of the various evils—racism, patriarchy, religious intolerance, and so forth—from which liberalism supposedly delivers us. On politically correct college campuses, as in Marxist countries, disagreement with the party line is only confirmation that one is irredeemably among the damned.

I saw this firsthand during my graduate school experience earning my Ph.D. at Vanderbilt University. Even mild disagreement with the liberal party line was met with hysterical accusations and verbal attacks. Not arguments, mind you. I was informed by one well-indoctrinated young woman that rationality and logic were instruments of male domination, and that she would have no part of them. She was good to her vow, as were her mentors. It was very clear what one was allowed and not allowed to say, and which moral and political positions were considered clean and unclean, and the unclean were not permitted to speak.

My experience was not unusual. The combination of liberal dogmatism backed up by institutional authority is the rule, not the exception, in academia. And in fact, it has gotten far worse, both on the graduate and even more on the undergraduate level, since I was in school. Today incoming students routinely undergo intensive indoctrination during freshman orientation week, and it continues for the rest of the year, administered in regular doses by heavy-handed propagandists in the administration, on the faculty, and by converted students (especially the RAs who oversee dorm life).

Freshman orientation has become a gate of entry through which only the doctrinally clean can pass safely. The goal of such “orientation” is quite literally “thought reform,” as Greg Lukianoff, the author of Unlearning Liberty, reports in depressing detail.23 Pardon me for depressing you with some of that detail.

At the University of Delaware the Office of Residence Life imposed a speech code forbidding “any instance that is perceived by those involved as being racist, sexist, anti-Semitic, homophobic, or otherwise oppressive.” Note: it’s clear that Christians were not among those whom it was a violation to offend. Christians were the ones being implicitly charged with sexism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia. As Lukianoff points out, the goal of the orientation program in which students were indoctrinated into the worldview behind the speech code was “the interior transformation of the beliefs of all seven thousand students in the University of Delaware dormitories on issues as varied as moral philosophy, environmentalism, tolerance, human rights, and social policy, to make those beliefs conform to a specific political agenda.” In one of the many excesses of the orientation program, students were forced to engage in a little “exercise,” in which they had to “stand along one wall if they supported various social causes, including the right to gay marriage or abortion, and along the other wall if they didn’t.” Quite obviously this exercise “functioned as a state-sponsored public shaming of students with the ‘wrong’ beliefs.”24 If a Christian dared to say that she opposes gay marriage, she would most definitely be “perceived” as “homophobic” and therefore “oppressive.” It would be a violation of the speech code, and sanctions would begin. While the University of Delaware speech code has been modified, Delaware’s program has become a model for similar programs at other schools.

Interestingly enough, Lukianoff is a self-declared liberal and atheist, but one who believes in free speech and works tirelessly for it through his Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE). “If you told me twelve years ago,” Lukianoff confides, “that I, a liberal atheist, would devote a sizeable portion of my career to defending Christian groups, I might have been surprised. But almost from my first day at FIRE, I was shocked  to realize how badly Christian groups were often treated.”25 On campuses across the nation, persecution is directed at Christians by liberals intent upon imposing uniformity in the name of diversity, complete intolerance in the name of tolerance, liberal absolutism in the name of relativism—and all this with identifiably religious zeal in inculcating liberal beliefs as orthodoxy.

Another popular exercise during campus orientations is to put fresh-persons through “The Tunnel of Oppression,” where in a succession of rooms off a main hallway (the tunnel) new students are made to witness mini-dramas meant to cleanse them of the sins of their heterodox views (for example, one skit shows how religious parents hate gay offspring; another, how white people think black women are welfare queens).26 These displays function as the exact equivalent of the above-mentioned nativity scenes at Santa Monica, or for Catholics, the Stations of the Cross. They are dramatic instruments meant to instill a particular religious worldview in those who view them.

The totalitarian manipulations in George Orwell’s 1984 come to mind. College bureaucrats are in the forefront of imposing liberalism on campus, as the case of the Association for Student Conduct Administration (ASCA), the lead umbrella group for academic administrators overseeing discipline, demonstrates. ASCA has devised a model program that allows the meddlers from above to persecute infractions that were not previously punishable under university regulations. A student accused of some vaguely defined offense must sit one-on-one with an administrator for four sessions in order to learn to “take accountability” for what he’s done. The student must write down what he thinks he’s done, but the administrator won’t accept the student’s account until he gets it “right.” The student must draft and redraft his confession until his will is broken and he admits the offense as defined by the administrator. The student, by the way, has to pay for the privilege of these four sessions of humiliation.

Lukianoff exactly captures the spirit of ASCA’s model program. “Like the famous scene in 1984 in which Winston is forced to say he sees five fingers when his interrogator is holding up four, you would complete the program  only when you described your behavior using the exact (strained and strange) language the program wanted you to use.”27


The fact that we are dealing with two rival belief systems is evident from the way these liberal orientation programs clash so frequently with Christianity. The same pattern holds in the classroom as well. One Emily Brooker, an Evangelical Christian, was given a mandatory assignment in class in her freshman year at Missouri State University: go out in public and display homosexual behavior, and then write a paper about the experience. In her senior year she was required by a professor, as a class assignment, to write to the state legislature, advocating adoption for gay foster parents. She was subjected to a closed two-and-a-half-hour interrogation by seven professors when she was deemed irredeemably Christian.28


University-administered and -approved programs and events are skewed against Christians and Christianity; they promote the liberal religion instead. At a Florida community college the Christian Student Fellowship was banned from showing The Passion of the Christ (allegedly because of its R rating), even while the administration smiled upon a production on campus that included a skit with a title too blasphemous for me to include in this book, in which the most solitary of sexual acts (to put it as delicately as I can) was aimed at an image of Jesus. Resident Assistants at the University of Wisconsin were barred from holding private Bible studies in their own rooms, even while other RAs were applauded for putting on the infamously vulgar Vagina Monologues. The Christian Legal Association was banned from the University of California and at Vanderbilt, and Christian sororities and fraternities are no longer allowed at San Diego State University. 29


So on college campuses, where liberalism is most unconstrained, it certainly acts like a religion—specifically, a religion in fierce competition with Christianity for students’ hearts and minds. Thus the hostility of campus liberals seems to be aimed directly at Christianity itself, rather than religion in general. Lukianoff has noticed this strange truth: the politically correct are intolerant of anti-Semitism; they are curiously  affirmative of Islam; but they are decidedly anti-Christian.30 They go out of their way not to offend Jews and Muslims. And they go out of their way to offend Christians.




The Return of Paganism and the Worship of the State 

There is a deep reason for this specifically anti-Christian antagonism. As we’ll be exploring in much more depth in the chapters to follow, liberalism actually defines itself against Christianity. That makes the prospect of the ultimate triumph of liberal secularism of great concern to Christians—myself among them. But I hope that readers of other faiths will understand very clearly by the end of this book that they also stand to lose if liberalism is fully established as our state religion. For now, liberals tend to affirm other religions so as to reduce Christianity’s hold on the culture, but that will continue only as long as these religions are useful to liberalism, and only insofar as these other religions do not transgress liberalism’s creed. When any of these non-Christian religions dares to assert the integrity of its own beliefs on its own terms, it will be brushed aside. So this isn’t just a Christian fight.

Yet, it is a Christian fight in another, important sense, precisely because liberalism, from its earliest beginnings hundreds of years ago, has defined itself in opposition to Christianity.

So we cannot even understand liberalism until we understand some important things about Christianity. And all of us who don’t want to live under a secular liberal regime imposed as a religion—whether we’re Christians, Jews, Muslims, or unbelievers like Greg Lukianoff—urgently need to understand liberalism before it is fully and irrevocably established in our culture and our country

The key clues to a real understanding of our current situation lie, in large part, in the history of relations between church and state. Unlike liberalism, Christianity does not aim at the fusion of church and political power. Though it may come as a surprise to readers, the church actually invented  the distinction between church and state in the Christian Middle Ages. Outside Christendom (and even in the West before the church hammered out the distinction), political and religious power were fused, as for example in pagan Rome, where the emperor was considered divine. The church rejected this fusion, pulled religion and government apart, and made them distinct in both form and function, thereby giving to the world a great gift.

But modern politics is characterized by nation-states attempting to absorb the powers of the church again, so that they can use religion as an instrument of their political ends. Hence such horrific “political religions” as Nazism and Fascism. But hence also liberalism. All three involve a return to the status quo in pagan societies, where religion was entirely subordinate to the state. In arguing that we need to disestablish liberalism as our state religion, I am not asserting that we need to have a fusion of Christianity and the state, but in fact quite the opposite—for the good of both the state and the church. We need to turn away from the pagan fusion of political and religious power and return to the original Christian arrangement, where there is a real distinction between religious and political power and each has its own defined role.

That brings us to one final point. As we shall see, liberalism began as a return to pagan thought, and an attempt to use pagan thought to dislodge the church from its prominent position. In this, it attempted to reverse history. The church was born amidst the pagan world, and overcame paganism by conversion, thereby creating a Christianized world. In overcoming the pagan world, it threw out what it considered either evil or unsalvageable and offered qualified acceptance of what it found to be salvageable. The founders of liberalism believed that Christianity was a huge historical mistake, and therefore they reached back again to the pagans for help in loosening the Christian hold on the world, and quite often adopted precisely those things in paganism that Christianity had rejected.

That is why the morality of liberalism so greatly resembles that of the pagan world. In a very real sense, liberalism has achieved what it originally sought to do: return the world to paganism. As we’ll see in the next chapter,  the fact that liberalism is a kind of return to ancient paganism shows itself most clearly in the rejection of Christian morality and the embrace of the old pagan this-worldly hedonism.

Liberalism at its very essence is the return to this world as the highest good, the embrace of the natural and the rejection of the supernatural. Consequently it is a shedding of the moral seriousness that Christianity had imposed by its embrace of the cross, and a return to the far less morally demanding world of ancient paganism.

But liberalism is a new kind of paganism. That we must keep firmly in mind. It is one thing to have a kind of innocent embrace of this world before one has heard of Christianity; it is quite another to reject life in the next world as defined by Christianity, and everything in this world that might lead to it.

Liberalism rejected the good things in paganism that Christianity had baptized. They had become too closely associated with the Christian worldview. And it embraced everything in paganism that Christianity had rejected—the crass materialism, the cynicism, the nihilism and fatalism, the hedonism.

The presence of these things in our contemporary culture—and their association especially with radical liberalism—is no accident of history. They were all right there at the beginning of liberalism, a half-millennium ago.

But to understand all this, we must go back even further, to the very beginning of Christianity itself, and see how much the ancient pagan moral world resembles our own, the world formed by modern liberalism. That will allow us to see that our present state of degradation has resulted not just from the rejection of Christianity, but also from the reassertion of paganism—and this includes the pagan subordination of religion to the state. The situation of the first Christians will look distressingly familiar to us.

We’re in serious crisis. But we won’t even be able to see the real danger, much less defend against it effectively, unless we have a thorough understanding of what’s actually going on. This book is intended to set us on a  path to disestablishing liberalism as our state religion. That will take a lot of work, and we must be thoroughly prepared intellectually (and spiritually). The liberal assault on religion is much older and much deeper than we assume.





PART II

CHRISTIANITY DESTROYS THE PAGAN IDOL OF THE STATE





CHAPTER 2

BACK TO THE BEGINNING: THE CHURCH VERSUS PAGAN IMPERIAL ROME


Taking down crucifixes and crosses, forbidding Bible reading and prayer in public schools, removing nativity scenes from public squares, prohibiting Christian organizations from meeting on public property while smiling upon degraded anti-Christian art as “freedom of speech” and even supporting it with federal funding, requiring Christian employers to violate their consciences and pay for abortion-inducing pills—it all adds up to conclusive evidence of extraordinary (and extraordinarily effective) hostility directed by the liberal state against the Christian church. The liberal campaign to remove Christianity from its place at the center of our culture has been quite successful.

But to understand the enmity behind that successful campaign, we need to go back two thousand years.

Government hostility to the church isn’t new. It’s as old as the church itself. The Roman Empire, the state into which the Christian religion was born, was the first state that tried to snuff Christianity out. The situation  of the church today strangely resembles its original situation. That’s the important parallel we’ll be exploring in this chapter.




Render unto Caesar 

We all know about the famous “Render unto Caesar” episode recorded in the Gospels of Matthew (22:15–22), Mark (12:13–17), and Luke (20:20–26).1 The Pharisees ask Jesus whether they should pay taxes to Caesar. Jesus bids them to show him a coin and tell him whose likeness and inscription are on it, to which they answer “Caesar’s.” And Jesus replies, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Matthew 22:21).

It would seem, taking this passage in isolation, that there was a nascent distinction between the church and the state already present in the very earliest Christianity. The things of God are different from the things of Caesar. Because money is one of the things that belong to Caesar, Christians should pay taxes.

St. Paul would seem to affirm and extend this distinction by emphasizing civil obedience: “Let every person be subject to the governing authorities,” he tells the Roman Christians. “For there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been instituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad” (Romans 13:1–3).

Simple enough—only things weren’t that simple. At the time when Jesus spoke the words “Render unto Caesar,” the Roman emperor was Tiberius. Roman emperors since Augustus, who reigned at the time of Christ’s birth, had been considered divine. Tiberius certainly made that claim, and he made it good through the force of imperial law and imperial propaganda.

One of the great sources of propaganda was coinage.2 The silver denarius of Tiberius would most likely have been the coin handed to Jesus when he was asked by the Pharisees whether they should pay taxes to Caesar. Each emperor liked to strike his own coins. Tiberius’s denarius bore the inscription  TI CAESAR DIVI AVG F AVGVSTVS, “Caesar Augustus Tiberius, Son of the Divine Augustus.” The “son” of the divinized Augustus was also divine (even though he was actually a step-son of Augustus rather than his natural-born divine offspring).

The reverse of the coin had PONTIF MAXIM for Pontifex Maximus, identifying the Roman emperor as high priest of Rome’s pagan religion. Imperial and religious power were fused in one man, who was both priest and emperor.

The maintenance of Roman religion had been seen as vital to the well-being of the Roman Republic, and that religion, with the addition of the worship of the emperor, was seen as essential to the health of the empire as well. The most distinguished Romans were appointed by the emperor to the priesthood. Not because of their personal belief, mind you. Many if not most were quite skeptical of the Roman gods, and certainly by the time of the empire none of the prestigious augurs believed in augury. Priesthood was an honored and powerful position considered essential to political order.

At the very pinnacle of the priesthood was the divine emperor. Obviously the Jews living in the Roman Empire were not keen on worshipping a pagan emperor or paying oppressive taxes to the imperial government that had taken over their holy land. That’s the context of the Pharisees’ question to Jesus, and the double meaning of the coin, expressing both the emperor’s divinity (in conflict with the Jews’ commandments forbidding worship of other gods and idols) and his political power (which evoked Jewish frustration with the imperial boot on the Promised Land).3





The Corruption of the Divine Caesars 

But what kind of person was Caesar? Just before Jesus began his public ministry, Tiberius had taken a tyrannical turn for the worst. He fell into the most shameful private sexual debaucheries, being especially fond of “freeborn children” as victims.4 Tiberius died in 37 AD, not long after the conversion of St. Paul. The equally morally repugnant emperors Caligula and Claudius followed. Meanwhile, the church slowly (and entirely unnoticed  as anything but some variant of the “Jewish rites” the Romans detested) was spreading through the Roman Empire.

After the living god Claudius died in 54 AD, Nero became emperor. In Nero, tyrannical passion, the hubris of proclaimed divinity, the corruption of power, and indulgence in “every filthy depraved act, licit or illicit”5 seemed to reach an imperial nadir. He not only had a passion for “free-born boys” but he also “married” other men and even a boy, sometimes playing the part of the woman in the union and sometimes the man.6


When the famous great fire in Rome in 64 AD wreaked its destruction (whether it was caused by Nero, or merely enjoyed by him), Nero blamed the Christians as scapegoats, and made an imperial spectacle of them: they were “torn to piece by dogs, or crucified, or made into torches to be ignited after dark as substitutes for daylight.”7 But that was only the beginning of the persecution.




The Church versus the Degraded Pagan State 

In the historical context into which the church was born and began to grow, worship of the emperor was a political act. Failure to worship him was a kind of treason, punishable in the most horrifying ways. So right at the beginning of the church there was a clash between church and the Roman imperium, between the first Christian believers and the exceedingly corrupt pagan theocratic imperial power. There was an essential antagonism between the church and the Roman Empire, not a mere distinction of function. In the first century AD it was the church versus imperial Rome, not the church and imperial Rome.

And it was not only a politico-theological antagonism, but a moral one as well. What kind of obedience could a Christian render unto a Caesar who was so cruel, so sexually depraved, who used Christians as living torches for his amusement?

The essential moral antagonism was not just between Christians and the emperor, but between Christianity and Roman culture in general. The imperial cruelty and sexual degradation of Tiberius, Caligula, and Nero accurately represented what was occurring in Roman culture at large.

We may picture the Romans as austere and virtuous, but this image is based upon the writings of a small number of great Roman moralists such as Cato the Elder, Seneca, and Cicero, and on the good character of later emperors such as Trajan and Marcus Aurelius (who, by the way, also persecuted the Christians). But all their moralizing was aimed at rampant Roman immorality. Hearkening back to the austere early heroes of the Roman Republic was the way that moralists attempted to remind their present-day degraded Rome of its better past.

There were few brakes on sexuality in the Roman Empire at the time of Christ8—a fact that is directly related to pagan religion. “In antiquity,” historian John Riddle notes, “the evidence suggests, sexual restraint was largely ignored; pagan religion normally did not attempt to regulate sexual activity. Free males could do almost anything sexually, even if they had to resort to slaves, with no moral or societal consequences to themselves.”9


With sexuality free from religious restraint, the results were predictable. We find that pornographic painting and decoration were common in Roman homes and public places.10 Prostitution was morally and legally sanctioned, and prostitutes were even integral to some religious festivals.11 One of the most sacred and omnipresent symbols was the fascinum or phallus, embodying fertility, sexual pleasure, power, and magic in one venerated object. Marriage was in bad shape. Divorce was easy, adultery common, and concubinage licit.12


By the time of Christ, homosexuality was just as widespread among the Romans as it was among the Greeks—one sign of which is that it was condoned even by the stolid Stoics.13 The Romans had adopted the pederasty of the Greeks (aimed, generally, at boys between the ages of twelve and eighteen). Slaves, both male and female, were considered property, and that included sexual property. Homosexuality between free adult men was also common. It was not homosexuality as such but the crossing of the line from slave boys and consenting adult males to (sometimes kidnapped) free-born children that affronted the more austere of the Roman moralists.14 In the notorious career of Nero, as we have seen above, the outrages went as far as the celebration of same-sex marriages.15


All of these things occurred in a generally sexually vulgarized culture. Anyone reading such ancient writers as Plautus, Catullus, Ovid, Martial, Juvenal, or Apuleius (without the polite sidestepping of the sexual crudity that is standard in older English translations) will see that our own sexually raw times have their parallel in the ancient world.

And violence was as out of control as sex in the Roman Empire. The destruction of human life for amusement was at the heart of the gladiatorial entertainment at the Roman circus, and the killing of deformed infants was mandated by Roman law.16 Suicide (or, to use the nearest Roman term, mors voluntaria, voluntary death, which is closer to our term euthanasia) was not only accepted but in certain cases honored.17 Such was the “norm,” as historian Ian Dowbiggin notes, until “the ancient Roman definition of good death [that is, euthanasia] was toppled by the revolutionary Christian doctrine upholding the sanctity of life and condemning anything that resembled suicide, assisted suicide, or mercy killing.”18


It may be hard for us to believe, given the battles we now face in America, but contraception, abortion, and infanticide were not moral issues until Christianity came along. They were simply part of the accepted way of life in Rome—and in the entire ancient world.19 The condemnation of these and other pagan practices by Christians, as evidenced in the Didache, the first-century catechetical manual for pagan converts,20 must have seemed nothing short of astounding to the pagans.21


The original pagan embrace of this world was broken by Christians preaching a kingdom not of this world—and a more severe morality to go with it. In presenting pagans with an eternal kingdom above the Roman Empire and beyond this life, Christianity demoted and relativized both: the empire no longer commanded one’s total allegiance, and the embrace of this fallen world was loosened as converts reached beyond this life toward the next.




The Church Overruns the Empire 

Of course, there would not have been any antagonism against the church if the church had kept to itself. But it did not, because of the command  of Jesus Christ himself, “Go, therefore, make disciples of all the nations; baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all the commands I gave you” (Matthew 28:19–20).

Because of this command, Christianity could not be a kind of privatized sect hidden away from the world. Christians immediately began evangelizing the pagan Roman Empire. By 70 AD, less than forty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus, churches had been established in major cities stretching north from Jerusalem all the way around the northern rim of the Mediterranean, including Rome itself, and even some along the northern shores of Africa.22 By 200 AD, both the number of churches and the geographical reach of Christianity had more or less doubled, there now being churches in every major city.23


The rate of conversion to Christianity is nothing short of miraculous. We know that the original number in the church was quite small—the apostles, Jesus’s own mother, Mary Magdalene, and just a few others. The best estimate by historians is that by the end of the first century there were still fewer than 10,000 Christians. By 200 AD, there were over 200,000. When Christians were undergoing their harshest persecutions under Diocletian near the end of the third century, they numbered about six million, or nearly 10 percent of the empire’s population. Perhaps most important was the population growth of Christians in the city of Rome itself, where they numbered well over half the population by the year 300 AD. The growth in the other major cities of the empire was equally impressive.24 Churches in all these cities were centers of organization and evangelization. As the church grew, so did its visibility—and its capacity to irritate the empire.




The Roman Empire Strikes Back 

Given the dramatic increase in the number of converts between the first and fourth centuries, the church obviously became a very visible counter-weight (including a moral counter-weight) to the Roman imperium. It is not surprising that antagonism increased with the increase of the church. Persecutions, which began under Nero (who ruled from 54–68 AD), also took place under Domitian (89–96 AD), Trajan (98–117 AD),  Marcus Aurelius (161–180 AD), Septimius Severus (193–211), Maximinus (235–238), Decius (249–251 AD), Valerian (253–260 AD), and then peaked in their severity under Diocletian (284–305) and Galerius (305–311). Some of these emperors were as wicked as Nero. Others, such as Trajan and Marcus Aurelius, were austere, dedicated, and morally commendable. But all persecuted the Christians as enemies of Rome.

Christians could have avoided all this—and some did—simply by sacrificing to the emperor and the Roman gods, denouncing Christ, and then retreating into a private and unassuming interior faith that didn’t challenge Roman culture. The easy way out had been offered to them from the time of the earliest persecutions, as evidenced in the reign of the emperor Trajan in the early second century AD. We have, for example, the Roman provincial governor Pliny writing to Trajan that he had arrested a number of persons on suspicion of being Christian and then released some who proved willing to offer incense to the emperor and curse Christ.25


But faithful Christians would not bow to the state, and so that state could not tolerate Christians. As historian Stephen Benko rightly notes, even as good and mild-mannered an emperor as Trajan “assumed that Christianity automatically and inevitably led to wrongdoing, at least in the sense that refusal to worship the Roman gods harmed the tranquility of the state.”26 While there were wild rumors accusing Christians of sexual libertinism and cannibalism,27 the main problem was political. There could be nothing more upsetting to the pagan Roman imperium than the absolute Christian rejection of all other gods, including the gods of the empire, even in the face of death.

From the vantage point of the pagan emperors and aristocracy, it appeared that Christians were a swarming hoard that must be destroyed before they entirely overwhelmed the empire. To the Romans, it was the imperium vs. the church, and it was a most serious battle.

Why? For one thing, the empire seemed to be coming apart at the seams in the third century, with continual fighting among rival claimants to be emperor, increasing problems defending the borders, economic collapse  and debasing of the currency, and greater and greater control of political power by the military.

Turmoil tends to centralize power and increase it, and the focus on the divinity of the emperor had correspondingly intensified. Increased centralization and more intense worship of the emperor were both meant to stop the empire from disintegration by making the emperor himself the divine representative of political order and increasing his actual bureaucratic-military power, a manifestation of his divine omnipotence. Religious and political power were therefore even more tightly fused.28


But Christians wouldn’t worship the emperor. And so, as the Christian historian Eusebius tells us, in 303 AD Diocletian ordered “the churches to be razed to the ground and the Scriptures destroyed by fire,” and the leaders of the churches to be “coerced by every possible means into offering sacrifice” to the deified emperor and the Roman gods.29 Only that would signify true subservience to the Roman imperium.

Punishments for those who refused were severe, as the accounts of the time make sickeningly clear.30 The martyrs would not compromise or retreat to the private sphere. The very word “martyr” means witness—martyrdom was not a private act. In fact, the martyrs’ extreme, very public courage, the complete triumph over the fear of death they displayed, amazed many pagan onlookers and brought them into the Christian flock.31 Even the pagan intellectuals and philosophers (such as Epictetus and Galen) who rejected Christianity were astounded at the Christians’ bravery in the face of death.32





Christian Orthodoxy versus Pagan Tolerance 

Wonder as they might at the martyrs’ courage, pagans couldn’t understand the Christian insistence on the exclusive truth of their faith. For the most part pagans had a live-and-let-live attitude. As Ramsay MacMullen rightly argues, in the Roman Empire “the unchallenged right of anyone to say or do or believe anything he wanted about any deity he addressed, so long as it was not aggressively hostile to other beliefs, is easily shown in a  thousand proofs.”33 That’s why most subjects of the empire could sacrifice to the emperor, and then go on about their preferred religious practices without any anxiety. Roman tolerance in matters of religion extended to almost everyone—everyone who was willing to participate in the cult of the emperor. But Christians, as Celsus, a pagan critic of Christianity, pointed out, were different from the members of other religions because they refused to take part in the public religious rites alongside their Christian rites.34


What made Christians so stubbornly different? Orthodoxy. The Christians’ peculiar insistence that the church alone had the truth grew out of (1) the Jewish radical rejection of other gods as evidenced in Hebrew Scriptures, (2) the Christians’ acceptance of the Hebrew Scriptures as fundamentally formative, and (3) most important, the church’s affirmation of Jesus Christ as the fulfillment of those Scriptures, the Word, and the Son of God, himself fully divine and fully human, the way, the truth, and the life.

It is impossible to understand the later historical development of the distinction between religion and political power in the West without understanding the church’s concern for orthodoxy from the very beginning. It was only because Christians had a definite set of beliefs, as defined by canonical writings and church leaders, that there could be something as distinct as a “church” and not just an amorphous and endlessly diverse mass of loosely associated worshippers of gods and goddesses as one finds in paganism (so loosely organized as not to constitute any kind of a unified threat to the Roman Empire). Orthodoxy brought institutional unity, institutional unity was a challenge to the religious cult of the emperor that supported his political authority, and so orthodoxy brought on persecution. Christians’ adamant concern for orthodoxy prevented them from paying any homage to any god other than the one true God, and so they were persecuted by Rome.35
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