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What people are saying about


America and Other Fictions


In this book you’ll rediscover America, the enchanted and cursed. For an age haunted with reactionary nostalgia, Ed Simon haunts readers with an American greatness that is both lovely and perverse, through masterfully told tales that look their subjects’ original sins straight in the eye. His America is more than a country, more than an idea or a history or a code of laws; it’s a system of worship, hitherto little-known as such to its own devotees.


Nathan Schneider, author of God in Proof: The Story of a Search from the Ancients to the Internet


Ed Simon’s powerful, searching essays are conversant with a startling range of subject matter: Augustine and Whitman, Bob Dylan and Thomas Paine, Catholicism and Cathars, Cotton Mather and Martin Luther. Simon’s mind goes, quite simply, everywhere. His goal as an essayist is a kind of secular reenchantment of the old, dead creeds—to acknowledge, and cherish, truths that go deeper than mere belief. Most remarkable of all is how often he succeeds. Tom Bissell, author of The Disaster Artist and Apostle


From dusty reliquaries to Walt Whitman’s odes, from Tomas Paine to Thomas Moore and all across the persistently stubborn landscape of the American religious imagination, Ed Simon’s essays help readers to understand how we got to this complicated moment in American religious history. Deft, thoughtful, and creatively told, this book reaches across the divides between left and right, popular and academic, into something greater and more significant: the American imagination.


Kaya Oakes, author of Slanted and Enchanted: The Evolution of Indie Culture and Radical Reinvention: An Unlikely Return to the Catholic Church
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What kind of world does one see when one experiences it from the point of view of two and not one? What is the world like when it is experienced, developed and lived from the point of view of difference and not identity? That is what I believe love to be. Alan Badiou, In Praise of Love


For Meg








Preface


Several of these pieces appeared before in various forms or permutations, and those places of first publication deserve my thanks and gratitude, especially the editors whom I worked with and who helped me refine both my ideas and my prose. Versions of “An Augustinian Left,” “The Death of God, Again,” “Apocalypse is the Mother of Beauty,” “The Crucified God,” “Utmost Malice of their Stars,” and “Debts Owed to Death” all appeared in The Marginalia Review of Books, a channel of The Los Angeles Review of Books, where I contribute as a senior editor. Thanks should be offered to Simon Rabinovitch, Samuel Loncar, Brad Holden, and Dana-Tanner Kennedy for their assistance in editing those pieces, and for giving me the opportunity to regularly write at Marginalia.


“Scriptures for a Dead God,” “The Page to Damascus,” “Speaking in Tongues of Fire,” and “Remember that the Devil is Quite a Gentleman” all first appeared in Killing the Buddha; thanks are due to editor Brook Wilensky-Lanford. “The American Apocalyptic Sublime and the Twilight of Empire” and “The Remembrance of Amalek” first appeared in The Revealer, and I am grateful to Kali Handelman for her editorial work on them. “For Sister Frances Carr” first appeared in Religion Dispatches; thanks to both Lisa Webster and Evan Derkacz. All three of these sites are instrumental to what I’ve called the New Religion Journalism, and I am thankful to be involved with those excellent publications.


Russell Bennetts at Berfrois has consistently been a supporter, and versions of several of these essays were first published at that site. These include “Daddy, What Did You Do in the Culture Wars?,” “New Jerusalem in the Alleghenies; or, the Madman of Bedford County,” “Chair’d in the Adament of Time: On ‘America’ and Other Fictions,” “I Dreamed I saw Bob Dylan,” and “American Jezebels: Let Us Now Praise Anne Hutchinson and Mary Dyer.” A shorter version of “Wheresover They Come They Be at Home” first appeared in Jacobin; thanks to Bhaskar Sunkara. “The Sacred and the Profane in Pittsburgh” was first published in Belt Magazine; thanks to Martha Bayne.


Many of these pieces were written while I was finishing my PhD at Lehigh University; thanks should be offered to my colleagues who made composition of these essays possible through both institutional support and conversation. Finally I must thank my family for their patience and encouragement, in particular my wife, Meg, to whom this book is dedicated.





Introduction: The Good Fight of Wisdom


Thomas Paine was busy in the afterlife. Paine had been dead for 43 years by 1852, but according to a spiritualist by the name of Charles Hammond, the American revolutionary and radical pamphleteer was once again preparing for war. Hammond, a medium who had contacted Paine through that strange and popular antebellum ritual of the séance, claimed that the slight Englishman with his thin shoulders and his short stature, known for rambling through the crooked streets of Greenwich Village with ink-stained fingers and smudged clothes, was now bedecked in both martial helmet and crown, with spear in hand so as to “fight the good fight of wisdom.” Paine’s was a uniform that, as scholar Bret E. Carroll explains, symbolized the pamphleteer’s “spiritual authority and leadership over those below him.” For the separation between that undiscovered country where Paine (and Washington, and Jefferson, and Franklin) now lived was gossamer thin, and the unseen connections between those celestial realms and the reality of everyday life were legion. With the passing of that revolutionary generation, Hammond believed that the heavens had acquired a just, righteous, egalitarian, radical group of men that fought against authoritarianism on Earth with both pugilism and honor. Paine, who had prophetically called for a war of liberation against Britain while alive, assured Hammond, from his perch in the great beyond, that a war for emancipation against slavery was now approaching. That great struggle of universal redemption initiated by the Revolutionary War would continue, as that departed generation organized their troops in heaven. Much as William Blake’s Miltonic liberator Lucifer once had, these men were preparing to topple that hideous inequity which they had either been too hypocritical, or expedient, or immoral to dismantle when they were actually alive. Paine was not the only departed American revolutionary assuring a living spiritualist that a war for emancipation was coming. In the same year that Hammond chatted with Paine, a Rochester New York medium named Isaac Post discoursed with no less an eminence then George Washington, who promised the spiritualist that he regretted his role in a “government [that] was formed with such an element” as slavery, an institution “so filled with wretchedness, misery, cruelty, debauchery and every wickedness.” The General, prefiguring Abraham Lincoln’s famous “House Divided Speech” which was first delivered in Springfield some six years later, said “I see that it is utterly impossible for Slavery and Liberty, for a great length of time to continue together.”


As abolitionists prepared for the possibility of war in the world of the living, spirit armies were being organized concurrently in heaven by men like Paine and Washington. Though Paine’s was a reputation for notorious atheism during his own lifetime, his presumed surprise at finding his consciousness survive death seemed to be fleeting. There was no time for ruminating on such a little inaccuracy as having doubted the immortality of the soul. For as there was oppression to fight on Earth, so there were hierarchies to topple in the spirit realm as well. Conjuring Christ in his harrowing of hell, or of Dulle Griet, a Flemish woman who invaded perdition according to a feminist Flemish folktale, Paine had written in 1791’s The Rights of Man that “Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered.” Some of the pious ministers of the American backcountry, especially by that period of religious revival known as the Second Great Awakening, assumed that hell was precisely where a rationalist, materialist, Epicurean, and republican like Paine was ultimately destined. Hammond thought Paine was in heaven, but according to the medium the state of affairs was such that regardless of what supernatural realm the writer now found himself in, the act of conquering was once again precisely his righteous cause. Seven years after Washington spoke to Post, and that holy prophet of righteousness John Brown raided Harper’s Ferry, eight years after Hammond spoke to Paine, and the Civil War would finally, inevitably begin. Those complicated, contradictory men hadn’t been lying after all, perhaps they had been organizing phalanxes, and regiments, and militias in heaven, preparing for that assault on America’s most wicked iniquity which they had done so little to eliminate when they were actually alive. Because upon some field of celestial battle, these flawed, often mistaken, often intolerant men could perhaps ultimately redeem themselves, for they were assembling, training, and arming themselves, so that living men could fight through them and thus eliminate bondage from this American land forever. One hell of an image.


Do I think that this really happened? That’s the wrong question, predicated upon an epistemological and metaphysical category mistake that assumes certain literal things about how “truth,” “reality,” and “fiction” operate. In a literal, correspondence-theory-of-truth model, I think that the reality of such an epic conflagration happening in some heaven situated in a direction towards which no human can point is largely semantically meaningless. But despite its not being real, it is very much true, as any foundational myth must be. More so, it conveys a fundamental accuracy about not just what the story represents, but more specifically about the nature of myths in general. Everything in the affairs of humans – “secular” or not – is bolstered by an unseen phalanx of mythic soldiers, of theological regiments. I am agnostic as to whether Post was actually conversing with General Washington (probably not), indifferent as to whether Hammond had literally made contact with Paine (unlikely). What the story demonstrates, by way of allegory, is how the totality of our institutional edifice, that is our politics, ideology, economics and so on – is at its core fundamentally theological, and is completely religious. Whether or not you literally believe in a God, or a supernatural order, is irrelevant to the fact that by definition you must be a participant in some religious system. Not all theologies are equal, and not all theologies are good, but there is nothing that is not in some way a theology.


All systems of humans which are constructed and make reference to abstract principle are haunted by the theological; they must in some way be handmaid to a variety of fideism. To reduce theology to mere matter of belief in a supernatural order is to define religion inaccurately, to reduce it to faith is to perseverate too much on the power of creeds, confessions, and denominations, a particular fallacy which we can trace to the earliest days of the Reformation, and which has resulted in obscuring how much of the transcendent theological permeates every single aspect of human culture. Those who marched in battle at Antietam, Gettysburg, and Appomattox during our last civil war might not have been literally animated by the possessing spirits of long-dead revolutionary war ghosts, but they might as well have been. What either side, blue or grey, Union or Confederate, represented was their own particular religious vision, albeit contradictory religious visions. And that war, like any and all wars, was a crusade insomuch as “secularism” as conventionally understood is an impossibility. Furthermore, secularism is a theological construct in its own right (even if it is also an ideal worth striving for and defending). That both sides in our first civil war were to varying degrees fighting on behalf of a secularized religious doctrine is not to claim that they are morally equivalent – far from it. Just as there are angelic interpretations, there are diabolical ones, and if theology bolstered both the angelic train of abolitionist and democratic political thought, then the Confederate justifications for inequity and bondage surely had the whiff of sulfur about them. As the British philosopher John Gray has pointedly made clear, “Modern politics is a chapter in the history of religion.” I’ll go a step further – everything is a chapter in the history of religion. Religion, like language, is inescapable. Whatever our individual religion, or our feigning of having none at all (its own type of religion of course), theology is the medium in which we communicate. To ask if religion is “good” or not is a simplistic question, a bluntly stupid question. It would be equivalent to asking if language is “good” or not. After all, couldn’t the hypothetical anti-language equivalent of the “New” Atheist piously declare that without means of communication, organized warfare would be impossible? Yet obviously language is what we have, facilitating both good and evil, and so it is the same with religion, for just like those soldiers in the Civil War, we are animated and possessed by theologies, faiths, and religions, ones that we are sometimes scarcely aware of. As the prophet Robert Zimmerman once said, “You’re gonna have to serve somebody.”


The observation that a hidden theological undergirds culture is certainly not in and of itself a new observation, even if I want to push it to the extreme. And though a type of materialist metaphysics grounds much radical discourse, particularly of the Marxian variety, I am also certainly not the first leftist to make such a claim. In contemporary philosophy, probably one of the most famous passages to describe this perspective can be found in the radical Marxist and unrepentant kabbalist Walter Benjamin’s 1940 essay “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” Benjamin supplied a parable similar to the one that I began this introduction with, and for much the same purpose. He recounted the tale of an eighteenth-century mechanical Turk, a chess-playing automaton who toured the mighty capitals of Europe, beating prodigious players of the game. Observers were amazed that such a contraption of gears and levers could muster the analytical acumen to not just play the game, but indeed to be a veritable chess prodigy. How did such a seemingly artificially intelligent robot, in an era before the Industrial Revolution no less, manage to excel at the most subtle and sophisticated of games? From whence did this Enlightenment era Deep Blue find its programmer?


The answer was that the entire thing was an elaborate ruse, the mechanical Turk was no actual automaton, but merely a clever puppet which concealed a dwarf who happened to be a chess prodigy, and who played and won those games on the Turk’s behalf. For Benjamin, the story provided the metaphorical scaffolding for what he understood as one of the central interpretive lessons of history. He writes regarding the Turk that one:




can envision a corresponding object in philosophy. The puppet called ‘historical materialism’ is always supposed to win. It can do this with no further ado against any opponent, so long as it employs the services of theology, which as everyone knows is small and ugly and must be kept out of sight.





And so it is with our antebellum spiritualists: they have the Ouija boards, and rapping desks, and automatic writing, and the Fox sister cracking their joints to the rhythm of the dark cosmic mysteries. As the Turk is Benjamin’s refugee of esoterica from that past Cabinet of Curiosities, so let Charles Hammond and Isaac Post’s missives from the moldering and dead Founding Fathers be mine. For my parable expresses much the same sentiment as that of Herr Benjamin’s. Just as it is easy to interpret the events not just of the Civil War, but indeed of any period of American, or human history, by recourse to base and superstructure, or ideology, or economics, or if you’re of a certain noxious political bent, “biology,” in reality the motivating agent must always be theology. The explanation called “historical materialism” is supposed to be sufficient. But it is only sufficient when we remember that it employs the services of theology, which we know is subtle, and mysterious, and hidden, and not always identifiable, just like an ectoplasmic specter conjured by some magician in a heavy and dark antebellum parlor.


That is the central unifying insight of all of the essays gathered in America and Other Fictions: Radical Faith and Post Religion. Whether in a theoretical piece which reads technological transhumanism as its own heretical faith, or a literary biographical treatment of Walt Whitman or Anne Hutchinson, or a historical account of the colonial King Philip’s War, the thread which connects all of these pieces is the intuitive understanding that this is religion, nor are we out of it (to paraphrase Mephistopheles). But of course identifying everything as being at its core theological, and reading all of culture as the contrast of competing and sympathetic theologies, only gets one so far. Each historical juncture relates to the idea of theology in different ways, and the totalizing understanding of faith which we associate with medieval Catholicism is obviously a different religion than the totalizing understanding which we associate with contemporary neo-liberalism. In the beginning may have been the Word, and all language may be mediated through a sacred mechanism, but not just the language, the idea of language itself perennially alters. Now is an era of literalism, girded by the twin forces of fundamentalism and positivism. Literalism is in opposition to a potentially more expansive understanding of allegorical language, one which existed in the pre-modern world and which is now largely confined to poetics and literature (which explains, in part, my concern with those disciplines).


Scriptural rhetoric from the Bronze Age will be interpreted differently in separate eras, where the admixture of how differing theologies relate to one another may shift. Theological language and how it operates, how it is used, will change from historical period to historical period. And there are certainly ruptures or crises of faith in which the operation of language and its correspondence to experience may undergo traumatic change. Consider monotheism’s emergence during the Axial Age, or classical paganism’s crisis during the Augustan Age, the Protestant Reformation, or the Enlightenment with its subsequent Death of God. All are examples of certain hinge moments when the interrelationships within theologies radically changed, where the floor dropped out. And yet from those crises came solutions that were incredible in their creative ferment, from the biblical prophets in the Axial Age, the radical writings of the second generation of the Reformation, and the dark prophecies of the Death of God theologians. We face a similar crisis of faith today, and the question is what resurrections we will see as old gods die and must be born again, as our old faiths are eclipsed? What we must demand is a new resurgence of a new theological language, singing new hymns in a new tongue. In short, radicalism (including of the political variety) must rely on what Jürgen Habermas calls the “semantic potential” of theological language, or rather we have got to be taken to church.


If my first motivating instinct is that everything is fundamentally theological, my second instinct is that awareness of that condition must alter how we speak, and that biblical and theological language can be repurposed independently of the sermons of the dying conventional churches in favor of a new gospel, a new prophecy, a new hymn, a new scripture, a new faith. In the service of the radical redistribution of wealth, the equality of the sexes, and races, and genders, in the elimination of imperialism and oppressive economic, social, and political arrangements. And most of all, potentially in the transformation of the individual. What is required is a re-enchantment of our language, a new sacred rhetoric. To interpret this as requiring that “traditional” religion co-opt radical discourses is a category mistake; we must not be concerned with the questions of “traditional” religion. We don’t need to answer the “New” Atheists’ demeaning, simplistic, reductionist questions; we can reject the questions themselves as meaningless and embrace a faith which lies beyond either mere theism or mere atheism. Theological concepts and scriptural language are our great inheritance, and it is our responsibility to use them and not leave them for the literalists (whether fundamentalists or positivist materialists). As I will explore in a later essay in this collection, there is great mystery, power, and transcendence in the deconstructionist theology of the so-called “Death of God” theologians, but it should be remembered that God dies during every historical crisis of faith. What “semantic potential” is there in the coming resurrection of theological language, in the endowment of those old words with new significance and new meanings, all ablaze in glorious light?


Again, don’t confuse me here – I am not advocating for the literal truth of Christianity or any other faith, and certainly not for biblical inerrancy. The literal questions of theology do not interest me; the incarnation, hypostatic union, Trinitarian Christology are signifiers without signifieds. Complex rhetorical systems that do not correspond to an empirical reality in the manner that scientific language does, which is precisely their strength and importance. With such a perspective, the irrelevancy of the inquiry of “How can different religions both be ‘correct?’” becomes immediately obvious. We must not be concerned with how, or which, religions are “correct” or “real,” only which theologies are true, beautiful, just. And behind every idea, every ideology, and every system there is a theology, as surely as each Union soldier in that great Civil War was “possessed” by one of those enlisted in Paine and Washington’s heavenly legions. Capitalism is a totalizing theology and religion, as surely as Marxism, or socialism is. Neo-liberalism is a religion, Trumpism and fascism are different religions. That everything can be understood as a religion is not to equivocate or apologize for this multiplicity of faiths; it’s to pledge one’s self to the elimination of diabolical religions, such as Trumpism or fascism. In an April 2015 review in The Revealer of Nigel Smith’s excellent anthology A Collection of Ranter Writings: Spiritual Freedom and Sexual Liberty in the English Civil War, I wrote that “the only means of resistance is at its heart religious, but the paradox is that the only systems ever worth resisting are, in themselves, also religious.” I continued by explaining that “the mark of God and the mark of Cain are everywhere, even if they’re secretly hidden behind a faux-secularism…. For oppressive systems of government, the market, and organized religion aren’t…. Profane,” rather they are their own type of “sacred system, albeit one that is corrupt and that must be abolished – Mammon is a god after all.” I prescribe the “manipulation of religious language, texts, images, and ideas” as the “greatest means of resistance to Moloch’s armies, against the ‘dark satanic mills’ of today’s modern day all-encompassing pagan religion, capitalism,” and now some two years after I wrote that, we find that a true faith must be enlisted in the struggle against revanchist neo-fascism as well. For we must “reject the Demiurge that is the Market, the Church, and the State and … return to a God who lives not within heaven but as allegory within every human’s heart.”


But why is it “America” and other fictions? The easiest answer is that I am an American, and I let nothing that is American be foreign to me. The more complicated answer is that I argue that the utopian, Enlightenment-era, secularized theology that we call “America” still has profound liberatory “semantic potential.” Don’t misinterpret me here; I am not claiming that America is a “Christian” nation. By any legal criteria such a claim is spurious at best. But, even with a firm belief in the importance of denominational disestablishmentarianism in American politics, an understanding of the complexities and contradictions in even the potential existence of “secularism” should demonstrate that the idea of “America” itself can’t be untangled from theological concepts, language, and structures. Rather than saying that America is a Christian nation, more accurate to say that she was based in a non-Christian heresy, better to piss off both sides in that old, tired, ahistorical debate. For whether America is “Christian” or not, her history has always been recorded in mythic time. In 1552 the Spanish historian Francisco Lopez de Gomara wrote that “the discovery of the Indies” was “The greatest event since the creation of the world (excluding the incarnation and death of Him who created it),” and in many ways he wasn’t wrong. Even excluding all of the literal significance of the event, from the ecological and economic effects of the Columbian exchange to the emergence of modern colonialism, the “invention of America” as historian Edmundo O’Gorman called it, introduced a fundamentally new image into human consciousness; a crucial entry in that encyclopedia of imaginary places.


This sense of wonder at the discovery of an entirely new world was not limited to the Spanish colonists; indeed English Protestant settlers understood the uncovering of America in particularly providential terms, with one theologian, William Twisse, writing in 1634 that considering “the opinion of many grave divines concerning the Gospel fleeing westward, sometimes I have such thoughts – why may not that be the place of the new Jerusalem?” As a locus of dreams and desires, and a place of projected aspirations, utopian promises, and millennial expectations, New Jerusalem was a city in America before America was even discovered. There are the North and South American continents, and then there is “America” as an imagined community. What America has meant has always been contradictory and ambiguous, and the actual history of the continents following that fateful “discovery” has certainly been a blood-soaked one of territorial expansion, warfare, ethnic cleansing, and genocide. And yet the image of “America” as paradisiacal realm where the individual is granted agency among the sovereignty of a new and constructed people still contains an evocative and enchanted power. This goes beyond any promises of the United States’ Revolution, and gestures to a more mythic understanding of “America” as a theological construct, and in turn “America” is a type of religion which undergirds more traditionally defined faiths. Earliest among nation-states, American identity was able to at least intellectually subsume categories of race, ethnicity, language, and denomination into a group of new people who adhered to a covenantal understanding of nationality rather than one based in tribal geneology. That so much of American history is the deliberate subversion of that noble goal speaks to the central tragedy of this experiment, and that will be a prime theme of these essays. American civil religion, in some of its varieties, is an emancipatory political theology, and arguably the greatest of contributions birthed from the Reformation. Arguably the worst product of that historical epoch would be the cannibalistic machinations of totalizing capitalism, and both find their full contradictory synthesis upon this Hesperian landmass. Which is to say that that’s a big part of what makes America fascinating to me, or as that other prophet Leonard Cohen says, America is “the cradle of the best and of the worst.”


And so I return to Paine, who synthesizes the themes of America and Other Fictions in a perfect manner. He exhibits the acumen for theological rhetoric which is so desperately needed on the left today, not just for strategic reasons but for analytical ones. Despite his reputation for unmitigated secularism, the non-conformist child of Quakers was adept at speaking in a scriptural tongue and writing with a biblical pen; he who wrote that “We have it in our power to begin the world over again,” unmistakably theological in its form, indispensably left in its implications. For the Englishmen Paine, this revolutionary nation was the cradle of these millennial expectations, for the “cause of America is in great measure the cause of all mankind,” but that which began in America must by moral necessity end with all of humanity. As a citizen of any place which enshrines equality and liberty, Paine did not confuse “America” as mythic location with the prosaic political realities of a real country called “The United States” (a country which, incidentally, he coined the named for). Paine’s revolution wasn’t just in Philadelphia and Boston, but in London and Paris as well. To confuse the creed of an American religion with the United States must be the origin of our noxious nationalisms, it’s an idolatry not befitting the nobility of the actual confession of the faith. Paine’s faith, in both politics and religion, points beyond the mere words on a page. A radical theology can neither confuse the spoken God for the real God, nor befuddle the transcendent implications of “America” with the flawed and fallen history of the actual place. But just as radicals abandon the idea of Utopia at their own peril, so the idea of America, in all of its glorious paradoxes, must be similarly preserved in the revolutionary breast, not in spite of America’s copious failures and brutalities, but precisely because of them. And so we return to those dark parlors in nineteenth-century America, where spiritualists claimed to have received celestial telegrams from the beyond, where an upstate New York lawyer by the name of Horace Wood received a missive from that ever-talkative corpse Thomas Paine. The old writer assured the attorney that “God is not a person, but a principle.” Very true and good, and all the more accurate to remember that Paine’s posthumous declaration is equally true about the nation that he christened. America, if there is to be anything redemptive or emancipatory in that old word, must not be confused for a country, but embraced first and foremost also as a principle. Now, like Paine, let’s grab our crown and martial helmet and begin that necessary work of making our words glow once again.





An Augustinian Left


Save a few prayers for poor Pelagius, footnote to theological history, whose name mostly endures as an adjective of denigration among the orthodox. Save a few prayers for poor Pelagius because he is but a lowly sinner, like the rest of us, even if he thought he wasn’t (or, more correctly, thought that all of us weren’t condemned to be). And save a few prayers for poor Pelagius, not just for his dual exile from both Church and country, and not just because what scant record there is seems to indicate that he was a morally unassailable fellow, but also because he was author of a doctrine which seems so reasonable and humane in its inaccuracies.


Pelagius, a fifth-century patristic thinker from the cold shoals of a Britain that was rapidly descending into chaos, is often contrasted with his theological opponent, the far more influential Augustine. For Augustine, all of us were born with the stain of original sin on our white souls, and the descendants of the Latin Church (whether Catholic or Protestant) have largely agreed. His Celtic adversary however (whom he described as “saintly”), with perhaps a bit of paganism clinging to his theology, insisted that we are born into the world innocent of sin, and there is no reason that without vigilance we can’t hold on to that innocence. For these sorts of claims, Jerome, another contemporary theologian, insisted that Pelagius was “stuffed with Irish porridge.” In Augustine’s understanding we were corrupted from womb to tomb, but for Pelagius, perfected sinlessness is there for those who want it. His disciples, who are almost never self-identified, are those who argue that humans themselves are not fallen but can in some way be perfectible in the here and now—through our own efforts.


Since the fourth century when they engaged in dueling diatribes against each other, Pelagius has seemingly existed only as a foil to Augustine, who in an appropriate demonstration of original sin’s pettiness helped to have Pelagius fully excommunicated from the Catholic Church, which they were both devoted to. Pelagius, who lived a life of the utmost austerity and who once admonished, “We ought not to commit even very light offenses,” and Augustine, who was a spiritual genius with terrible Greek, non-existent Hebrew, and who never in his lifetime was privy to a complete copy of the Bible (yet whose commentaries on that book are sublime). The pair are sort of an ironic inverse, “Goofus” and “Gallant,” and the irony is that it is the whoring, thieving, sinful Augustine with his stolen pears and his bastard child who more completely embodies the paradoxical message of Christianity, not the steadfast, ascetic, and pious Goofus that was Pelagius. “Pelagian” was normally a slur, at least until most of us became Pelagians and forgot the heresy itself. The heresy is an innately attractive idea for obvious reasons; it has none of the dour, gloomy raininess of the heart or drizzly November of the soul that we associate with some black-clothed, prickly Puritan in a drafty New England room, or with a black-robed Jesuit mortifying himself with hair-shirt and whip of cords after preaching to natives who will bring his welcome martyrdom. But Pelagius’ doctrine wasn’t simply an “I’m OK, you’re OK” worldview; no, far from it. Since Pelagianism regarded the role of individual works so highly in personal salvation there was little room for error (and, as Augustine would claim, no room for the saving grace of Jesus Christ). It was said that unlike Augustine, Pelagius conducted himself with the utmost morality, with the neurotic scrupulosity of those who are sure that any indiscretion will condemn them to hellfire. Though it’s not a problem once you get rid of hell (or assume that everyone is going there but you).


In modern parlance, liberals assume that everyone is good and rational but just hasn’t read the right Mother Jones article or heard the right NPR broadcast yet. Conservatives adopt a more pessimistic attitude, however, for they assume everyone to be bad, everyone but themselves. Indeed for as much as the exuberant fundamentalist likes to blame the liberal relativist or the New Age pluralist for the abolition of belief in sin, it is the reactionary himself who is arguably most responsible for incubating our new world, where the charge to responsibility is treated as anathema. I have in mind the anarcho-capitalist, the libertarian, those who idolize the myth of the “self-made man” when the only Man who can make Himself is not of this world. These ethical pip-squeaks have erroneously imagined that anyone can pull himself up by his bootstraps, or by his jackboots as the case increasingly seems to be. Let us not pretend that there is anything “Christian” in a worldview that lets children without insurance die or that is fine with men and women starving to death in the richest nation in history.


How do we explain such a tremendous self-regard that it would condemn anyone who looks, thinks, or acts differently than its holder, especially when this self-regard is often dressed in the sickening language of piety? Its adherents are parishioners in a heretical church, where a prosperity gospel begets the delusion of perfectibility. Belief in original sin keeps one honest, because you know you at least share a propensity to error with everyone, no matter how low. The market-fetishist forgets that the only universal pre-existing condition is fallenness. They say things like, “Why do I have to repent or ask for forgiveness if I don’t make mistakes?” Contrast that to the humility of Augustine’s “non possum non peccare,” or “I cannot not sin.” Say what you will about Augustine, I’d rather have someone with an awareness of his own inborn shortcomings occupying the highest position of power than someone who believes he never makes mistakes.


Pelagius’ view, once you discount the neurotic moral austerity it actually requires, is congruous with how most of us wish to see ourselves: as basically good. Who admits to being bad, save for in the bromides of repentant justified sinners, or in the crocodile tears of politicians caught with their pants down (and that’s very last-century these days)? We’ve come a long way from Puritans scouring the dark corners of their heart and putting pen to paper in acts of confession, or scrupulous Saints mortifying themselves for contrition. Pelagianism is unofficially the central heresy of our modern age, across the ideological spectrum. When Pelagius writes, “The best incentive for the mind consists in teaching it that it is possible to do anything which one really wants to do,” do we not see the self-regard of the libertarian whose unfounded faith ultimately leads to nihilism? But we also see the danger on the left of always assuming humans tend towards that which is more just, free, and good. We are humans, and so we must be on guard against that which is human. A humanism which trusts too much in the innate goodness of people is a humanism which will ultimately fail the people.


For as appealing as Pelagianism may be, or at least as appealing as the cartoon version of it may be, a cursory reflection shows its theology to be a mirage. Contrast Pelagius’ “I say that it is possible for a man to be without sin” with Augustine’s bluntly honest “I became evil for no reason. I had no motive for my wickedness except wickedness itself. It was foul, and I loved it. I loved the self-destruction, I loved my fall,” and ask yourself: which seems a more accurate description of human nature? Pelagianism may be a comforting myth, but watch children cruelly tease and fight one another (John Calvin called infants “seeds of sin” for a reason) and see how firmly you hold to the progressive given that “Children must be taught to hate.” They seem to know how to hate pretty well already. It was a theologian, the celebrated Reinhold Niebuhr, who once claimed that “The doctrine of original sin is the only empirically verifiable doctrine of the Christian faith,” and it was the psychologists Stanley Milgram and Philip Zambardo who proved that assertion with chart, data, and observation. Good people will brutalize underlings if given the chance, or electrocute strangers if told to by an authority. They proved what we can all observe with our eyes and what is confirmed by our experience: a deep malignancy seems programmed into the human soul. Evil may be banal, but it also comes easily.


A fundamental enough thing to remember, one would think, less than a century after Hiroshima and the Holocaust. The Romanian poet Paul Celan captured the dichotomy of humanity perfectly in “Todesfuge” when he described the German camp commander who at nightfall could lovingly write of “the gold of your hair Margarete” and then step outside where he “whistles his Jews off has them spade out a grave in the ground” and “orders us play up for the dance.” Much can be made of the fact that the culture that produced Goethe and Bach also produced Hitler, but original sin and evil aren’t German problems, they’re human ones. Of course we’re all human, we love our families, and we find joy and beauty in the world. Those facts don’t eliminate the existence of sin in our world; our empathy makes an awareness of that fact all the more crucial if we’re to resist oppression and injustice. That of course starts with the individual. The facts that I have written this encomium for belief in original sin on a computer built from tin, tantalum, and tungsten, minerals which fuel brutal insurrections in the African nations where they are mined, and that the coffee that I am drinking right now was harvested by the exploited labor of workers in Indonesia or Honduras, or that the clothes I am wearing were made in Malaysian or Indian sweatshops do not invalidate my claim or make me a hypocrite. No, rather my collaboration with such systems only more fully confirms my point.


The political-theological is the personal, as one might say. So, now, return to Augustine and Pelagius. Envision, for a moment, the world which birthed these two contraries, both, as all of us, products of their world (some call that insight social theory, but Augustine came to the same conclusion with a different vocabulary). Pelagius, proud son of the Britons, where Roman legionnaires had brought government and a Christian missionary had brought God. By the end of his life he would find himself chastised by the eternal Church. If he had returned to the “green & pleasant land” of his home he would have found it recently abandoned by civil authority; the Romans had left of their own accord, too weakened to bother defending their interests in the British Isles, ultimately leaving the Romanized Celts to Anglo-Saxon invaders in the coming centuries.


Now think of Augustine in the scorching brown Tunisian backwater of Hippo, completely aware that the social contract was fraying, that Rome was nearing its end. The boundaries of the imperial project may have been contracting, but as Gibbon explained, a great nation is only ever the victim of suicide, not murder (even if the Romans themselves feared a pernicious eastern influence). As decadent inequality rose and a sense of civic engagement fell, as aqueducts and roads crumbled, and as the arc of history only ever bends towards ultimate death, the sentence of Rome had been written when Romulus murdered his brother. Rome’s chaos was, to Augustine, a demonstration of the intrinsic existence of humanity’s total depravity. Hippo would eventually fall to the Goths (technically Christians themselves, albeit Arian ones), Augustine dying shortly before they would destroy the city. He who wrote thousands of pages, The City of God and Confessions and a stream of sermons, he who arguably wrote the first autobiography to convey any sense of the individual, perished in a world that had become so broken that we don’t even know exactly how that life ended. Faced with the same dying world, Pelagius reacted with a consoling optimism about the goodness of humans, Augustine with an awareness of man’s ever-present propensity for evil. Both, in their own ways, weren’t wrong to react the way that they did.


So what use does original sin have today, after so many ideologically utopian children of the Enlightenment have rejected Augustine in favor of the perfectibility of society and man through reason, whether through socialism or libertarianism or fascism? What use do we have for the arguments between Augustine and Pelagius? They were both refugees from an age when everything solid dissolved as a morning mist, and where truth and fiction were confused for one another. Theirs was an era when a total civilization that had defined the values of the wider culture for centuries teetered on the edge of collapse because of its own selfish myopia. An age in which the public witnessed the ascendancies of effete, yet paradoxically rabble-rousing emperors who decreed from decadent and ugly golden gilt palaces with no sense of their own absurdity, nor any shame or humility. For them, the universe contracted in on itself; Pelagius’ Britain separated from Europe. To make the parallels any more obvious would be heavy-handed (and we mustn’t be that).


To be heavy-handed may not be a sin, but what is, is the absurd avarice which leads to the denial of evidence that an Antarctic ice shelf bigger than Rhode Island is about to break off into the ocean due to human-generated climate change, even as the former CEO of Exxon and the current Secretary of State, as well as his boss, the leader of the “free” world, both deny that global warming is real. Sinful is that the eight richest men in the world have a combined wealth equal to the bottom half of the entire planet. Sinful is that black mothers and fathers have to wonder if their children will be murdered, and the knowledge that the perpetrators of those murders will often not be brought to justice. Sinful is that for a shamefully large percentage of the Republic the assertion that “Black Lives Matter” is somehow debatable. Sinful is that humans who are incapable of ever being pregnant feel free to force woman into pregnancies that may kill them, either physically, spiritually, economically, or emotionally. Sinful is that we live in a culture that feels entitled to describe whole groups of humans as “illegal.” Sinful is that so many men feel it their birthright to violate the bodies of women whether those women consent or not. Sinful is that Christian Pharisees feel free to deny their Muslim brothers and sisters the right to pray. Sinful is that a generation of children has been sacrificed to the Moloch of the firearms industry because some people have a hobby. Sinful is that so many reject the covenant of the commonwealth, of democracy, and are traitors to the democratic charge; so we remember that Dante tells us that the bottom circle is reserved for the traitors. Sinful is that the armies of intolerance and bigotry are waiting at the gates as surely as the Goths marched into Carthage.


The Greek poet Constantine Cavafy predicted as much when he wrote “Once the barbarians are here, they’ll do the legislating.” Do not mistake all of my glib God-talk for evidence of some deep faith (hypocritical or otherwise). I’m as agnostic as the rest of you faithless academics. And whether we have use of the God hypothesis or not is one question, but that we have to use the sin hypothesis strikes me as pragmatic truth. Much has been made of late about the language of engaged cultural studies, with its vocabulary of “privilege,” “entitlement,” and “intersectionality,” a language which found itself migrating from the academy into regular political discourse and may have played a role in the defeat of liberalism in public opinion and at the polls. We’re told that nobody appreciates being told that he has privilege, and that’s true.


Most people don’t appreciate being told that they are sinners either, though it comes down to pretty much the same thing. To benefit from things not of your own accord that were bought with the labor and pain of others is by definition a sin. But simply because people don’t like to hear certain truths doesn’t invalidate those truths. There is some truth to the claim that the terminology of cultural studies, especially when watered down by popular media, lacks in rhetorical power. Positivist inflected sociological terms don’t exactly sound like Gabriel’s trumpet. What is discussion about privilege but an acknowledgment of original sin translated into the disenchanted and anemic language of sociology? But trying to engage justice without the language of the sacred (and note that this is not the same as the language of God) is to remove the most potent rhetoric that we have. John Milton explained that “Law can discover sin, but not remove,” just as surely as the language of identity politics can also discover sin, but often does little to alter it. That injustice, inequity, and bigotry are legally enshrined is manifestly a type of sin. I do not mean to suggest that fire-and-brimstone preaching will prove any more useful at the ballot box than cultural studies does; far from it. Yet I do think that the words we choose to describe the dark wood we find ourselves in are important, and any exorcist knows that you have to utter the demons’ proper names to cast them out.
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