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Praise for Fight the Good Fight





“Western civilization is at its best when reason and faith are recognized as informing and shaping the other. After all, that unique integration gave rise to the university, provided the roots of the modern sciences, and helped foster limited government constitutionalism, modern economics, and the ideal of ordered liberty. In this book, Jay W. Richards and James Robison show us why the reason-faith integration matters even more for America in our own time.”


—Samuel Gregg, Ph.D., Distinguished Fellow in Political Economy, American Institute for Economic Research


“A mile wide and an inch deep describes writings that cover a broad span of topics, insufficient to meaningfully inform about any of them. Fight the Good Fight is more like a mile wide and a mile deep, but it delivers its truth in a Reader’s Digest (or CliffsNotes) style of genius that leaves the reader extremely well-informed on the critically important issues of the day.”


—Buddy Pilgrim, founder, Integrity Leadership, and former president, Pilgrim’s Pride Corp.


“There is no better fight than the one for our souls and the soul of our country. So many naysayers claim the culture wars are over and we have lost. Thank goodness Jay Richards and James Robison know better. The fight isn’t over until the end of time, and we all have our own part to play until we are called home.”


—Austin Ruse, president, C-FAM, and author of Under Siege: No Finer Time to be a Faithful Catholic
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To Ginny and Betty










INTRODUCTION Open War… Whether You Would Risk It or Not



Our country is in serious trouble, and not just from enemies abroad. Leaders in our government, the media, the academy, and many corporations have trashed the American project of ordered liberty. Instead, in the name of “equity,” “sustainable development,” “public health,” “diversity,” and “inclusion,” these powerful groups attack our history, weaponize ethnic resentments, and alienate children from their parents (and even their own bodies) while denying our God-given rights, reason, and reality itself.


What if we’d told you ten years ago that most states and the federal government would soon close schools, churches, and private businesses and force people to stay in their homes for months during a public health crisis—with no evidence that this would do any good? Would you have believed it? Would you have believed the same government would collude with tech companies to silence and cancel anyone—even experts from Harvard, Yale, and Stanford—who criticized the lockdowns?


Would you have believed that our government would try to squelch any discussion of the fact that the health crisis was most likely coming from a lab in Communist China? Or that it had helped fund the research in that same lab?


Would you have believed that parents around the country would take their young kids to pornographic drag shows? That teachers would teach young kids they might have been born in the wrong body and tempt them to explore dangerous “gender transition” drugs and surgery behind their parents’ backs? Or that the U.S. Department of Justice would target parents who complained about any of this at school board meetings as “domestic terrorists”?


Would you have believed that rioters would rampage in a dozen U.S. cities, unpunished, night after night, but citizens who resisted them would be charged with murder? That nonviolent protestors who questioned a fishy presidential election would be treated like terrorists? That the FBI would send two dozen armed SWAT officers to knock down the door and arrest a father because he pushed a man at a pro-life protest—a man who was attacking his young son?1


Would you have believed that our nation’s law enforcement and intelligence agencies would become so partisan that they would not only defy a sitting president but cooperate in efforts to remove him from office by falsifying documents and lying under oath? Or that media platforms would delete that president’s account during a contested election?


Would you have believed the federal government would sit on its collective hands while TikTok—a highly addictive social media platform controlled by the Chinese military—exposed tens of millions of our kids to self-harm, porn, and hatred of their country?




An Elite Betrayal


The people behind all these outrages have rejected America’s founding creed for something so alien that it’s hard to name. These “elites”—referring to their status rather than competence—have kicked aside our Constitution, reason, and common sense as obstacles to their power. They seek to erase our history, to start from scratch at “Year Zero,” as revolutionaries from eighteenth-century France to twentieth-century Cambodia tried to do.


To expand their power, these same people have demonized our historical figures. We shouldn’t think of these figures as pioneers, freedom fighters, and profound thinkers, they insist. We should denounce them as slaveowners and racists, religious bigots, or selfish profiteers.


As these dark forces advance, the sources of light—those who love God, family, enterprise, reason, and honest public debate—retreat. All sorts of wedding vendors are driven out of business for declining to participate in same-sex weddings. With the passage of the so-called “Respect for Marriage Act,” our federal government now treats defenders of natural (man/woman) marriage as bigots. Already, it’s easy to be censored, fired, or “cancelled” for refusing to use fake pronouns or otherwise failing to obey the latest dictates of sexual radicals. Even atheist evolutionary biologists are not safe from the woke mobs.


Families with a married father and mother could soon be the exception rather than the rule.2 Not only has our country officially kicked marriage to the curb, but it’s now dissolving the legal difference between males and females. Male college athletes like “Lia” Thomas compete against female athletes. Doctors sterilize children and call it “gender-affirming care.” A Vermont school decides to drop the words “boy” and “girl” and replace them with “person who produces sperm” and “person who produces eggs.”3 All this in the name of gender equity!


And then there are the fiscal troubles. The federal government is now approaching a trillion dollars a year just on interest payments for its mounting debt. If it keeps spending heaps more than it takes in, the debt alone will drown us.4 Buried in hundreds of trillions of dollars of debt, with a trillion or more added every year, Washington would have to print huge amounts of money or default on its loans. Either way, we would witness a tsunami that no living American has ever experienced if we don’t get off the beach and onto much higher ground.


And don’t even get us started on the Federal Reserve’s money-concocting efforts, which have given us immense inflation in the last few years. The Fed was created to smooth out the booms and busts of business cycles, but in recent years, it’s made our fiscal problems worse. In 2021 and 2022 alone, it printed more than 80 percent of all the dollars that existed at the time!5


The fact that Americans are having ever fewer children makes the debt crisis even more dire. Our population is getting top-heavy, with far too few workers to support ever more retirees.6 If this continues, Social Security and Medicare entitlements alone will bankrupt us. Most advanced societies, including the United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, and Japan, are in the same, if not a worse, dilemma.


When we published our book Indivisible in 2012, we were worried about the rise of the secular left and the prospects for the future if it gained more power. We were also concerned about Christians defending left-wing policies amid calls for Republicans to dump social conservatives. In 2010, Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels proposed a “truce on the social issues” to focus on budget deficits. But a truce requires a cease-fire on both sides of the political aisle. In the thick of a culture war, a one-sided “truce” is surrender.


We thought about updating that book for 2024, but realized we now live in a different world that needs a different book. For one thing, social issues are now the bull’s-eye of politics—to the benefit of the right—because the Democratic Party has decided to do the bidding of radical gender ideologues. These people deny the reality of male and female. They replace it with nonsense: “gender identity” and “sex assigned at birth.” They insist that kids can be born in the wrong body and need sterilizing drugs and surgery to fix the “problem.” Most people know this is crazy and evil. Nevertheless, it’s everywhere. Next up: pedophilia, or what activists call “Sexual Attachment to Children.”7 Pedophiles have been rebranded as “Minor Attracted Persons.”


Here’s the good news: The army forming against this madness is at least as broad as the coalition that beat Soviet Communism during the Cold War. That earlier alliance of libertarians, anti-communists, and social conservatives made up the GOP electoral base. The core of this new army is serious people of faith and social conservatives—those who (on average) get married, have kids, attend worship services at least once a week, and don’t conform to the madness around them. Around that core are many blue-collar Americans who rallied to Donald Trump and many ethnic minorities who notice the gap between their religious faith and the Democratic Party platform. It extends to GOP voters who thought that “moderating” on abortion or same-sex marriage would make that “icky sex stuff” go away, and now see that they gave up precious territory and gained nothing in return. It also includes some liberals who are rethinking their former views.


You can also define this army by what it opposes. Draw a circle around conservative Catholics, evangelicals, and Jews who will resist the leftist tide of our culture even if it costs them. Include those who oppose “wokeness” in schools, media, politics, and corporations, and who will risk their jobs and reputations to fight Critical Race Theory and gender ideology. Finally, include everyone who resisted the lockdown fever in 2020 and never wants to see anything like that happen again.


These people form the emerging “alliance of faith and reason.”








Woke America


Of course, to defeat a foe, we must first identify it. What do we call the enemy of faith and reason? It showed its face during the COVID-19 lockdowns and so-called Black Lives Matter riots—which left a huge spike in black homicides in their wake.8 Many old-school liberals who defend reason and freedom of speech found they’d been displaced by fanatics who care not a whit for truth or honest debate. Most refer to the fanatics’ view as “woke” ideology—and it ain’t pretty.


What is wokeness? We like philosopher Ed Feser’s compact definition: “a paranoid delusional hyper-egalitarian mindset that tends to see oppression and injustice where they do not exist or greatly to exaggerate them where they do.”9 The “Great Awokening” is a toxic witch’s brew that mixes the worst ideas of the last century:10




	Take a half cup of cultural Marxism. Everything is about conflict between some identity group and its oppressors—not just rich vs. poor, owners vs. workers, but men vs. women, black vs. white, gay vs. straight, parent vs. child, “cis” vs. “trans,” and so on, forever and ever.


	Whisk in a fistful of postmodern contempt for reason and truth. Reason in this view doesn’t help us find the truth; it’s just a tool to hide our lust for power. This relativism makes wokeness unstable. That’s why it changes constantly.


	Add another half cup of an impulse so totalitarian that its disciples want to control our words—even our pronouns—and our thoughts. Their solution? Something called “equity,” which seeks to force the same social and economic outcomes on all of us.


	
Now stir briskly and heat the concoction to a raging boil.





That’s wokeness.


There are cauldrons of the brew everywhere you look. It’s ladled out to the masses in schools, libraries, on social media, in federal agencies, corporate branding agencies and board rooms, Disney movies, children’s medicine—even many churches. It induces a zombie-like state in those who drink it and paralyzes those who breathe its fumes. It unites government agencies, private corporations, and international groups from the World Economic Forum to the United Nations.


The wokocracy is far worse than big government. It’s a giant conspiratorial blob of governments, nonprofits, and corporations—empowered by technology that the despots of the last century could scarcely have imagined.


The wokocracy is coming for our country, our humanity, and for sex itself. You read that right. For fifty years, the fight against the sexual revolution—a key plank of the leftist agenda—fell mostly to “church ladies” who warned of the evil fruits that would grow if it were left unchecked.11 Those rotten fruits are now poisoning our children’s minds and bodies.


People from all walks of life who are committed to truth—to reality—are wondering how we got here. How did elites across the globe come to believe that chopping off kids’ healthy sex organs is good health care? And that only bigots could oppose this quackery? Such ideas are outrageous enough to provoke many “liberals” to rethink their politics, their friends, even their worldview. In 2023, physician Kevin Bass spoke for this group on Twitter. “I am a liberal atheist (voted for Biden),” he wrote, “but the woke Left has me so disturbed about the future of children in this country that I think I am going to start taking my children to Church to help inoculate them against this.”12







New Cracks on the Right


The looniness on the left helped summon this new alliance. But it’s threatened by certain new rifts on the right. We’re not talking about the rifts that have opened much needed space. For instance, we should squint our eyes at Big Tech’s control of the public square, rampant crony capitalism, and the Chinese regime. We’re encouraged by elements of National Conservatism, which resists the godless globalists at the United Nations and European Union. Many of the “National Conservatives” are correct: For far too long, the right has not matched the left in vigor. When the left is in power, they pull every lever they can get their hands on to force our courts, agencies, schools, and culture in their direction. When the right wins an election, they may talk tough, but they mostly stand athwart the leftward flood yelling, “Not so fast!” while taking back no ground at all.


Too many self-styled “conservatives” are squeamish about using their legal power. Republican governors wither at the first threat from woke corporations. Christian “influencers” worry about talk of a “culture war.” They preach “norms,” “civility,” and “faithful presence.” Two such influencers—Russell Moore, now the editor of Christianity Today, and David French—have formed the “After Party.” Their tagline is “Towards a Better Christian Politics.” What they offer, though, is a smug, we’re-better-than-those-Trumpsters surrender as the left seizes new territory.


Our advice is just the opposite. “Open war is upon you,” Aragorn advised Théoden in The Lord of the Rings, “whether you would risk it or not.” We refer, of course, to culture war—a war of ideas, policies, laws, and institutions. For decades, the secular left has been the aggressor. Conservatives and people of faith have been on defense. We’ve tried to fight the leftist advance on one front while having to debate those in our own ranks who are too fractious, squeamish, or unfocused to press for victory.


Many on the right are fed up with this failure. They know what time it is. They want tough talk backed up by tough action. They want to play offense, not just defense. One shining example: Ron DeSantis legally dissolving Disney’s corporate welfare perks after the company opposed Florida’s efforts to limit gender propaganda in elementary schools.13


More of this, please.


We’re not saying we should abandon our principles and do whatever it takes to win. Some on the right are calling for bad policies—from price controls and high tariffs to new welfare programs and an embrace of corrupt labor unions—that ape the left. Some want to retire the word “conservative” and replace it with something else. Others even reject the American Experiment and its legacy of ordered liberty. They dismiss it as misguided “liberalism,” see it as doomed to failure, and seek something older and sterner to fight the left.


For the religious, that might be a return to a legally established and intolerant religion. For the irreligious, it might be a return to the “strong gods” and strong men of the pagan, pre-Christian Norse—peppered with quotes from German philosophers like Schopenhauer and Nietzsche.14 The lust for power for power’s sake appeals to young men who find themselves adrift in a culture that despises them. But might does not make right as soon as our people are in charge.


As in The Lord of the Rings, in fighting the darkness, we must resist the desire to use it for our own purposes. We must fight, yes. But we must fight the good fight. This is a fight not just against bad policies and bad ideas, but against the principalities and powers in the world and in our hearts.


We can’t fight the good fight unless we commit ourselves to truth, light, and life. And we can’t win if we fragment into tiny warring camps with evangelical “Christian nationalists” in the valley, Catholic integralists in the mountains, and anti-woke liberals tweeting in the clouds. This is what the left wants us to do. Instead, we must build an alliance big and strong enough to resist—and defeat—the global wokocracy.







Hope Remains


Despite the looming darkness, we, and our country, are still here. Yes, the time is short. The stakes are high. The enemies are legion. But this litany of doom hasn’t made us gloomy. We recite it here merely to wake you up.


Remember: In the end, reality eats bad ideas for lunch. The ACLU can’t reform biology. The public can’t rewrite natural law at the ballot box. Solar physics doesn’t care if the UN tries to abolish it. And at the heart of reality lies not mere biology, politics, physics, or an erratic pagan god. It is the Logos—the transcendent God of reason, truth, and love, who seeks to forgive and to redeem the penitent sinner.


God is not finished with America. But if we’re going to get off our road to ruin, we must do more than slow down and conserve whatever good remains. We must repent. That means we need to make a hard, 180-degree turn—and fast.


If we pray, think straight, persuade other lovers of truth to join us, and fight together—wise as serpents and innocent as doves—then there’s still hope.













Part I The Basics











CHAPTER 1 Come, Let Us Reason Together



Now more than ever, believers need to engage in politics with all the fervor and wisdom we can muster. That doesn’t mean we should get riled up for a few months, endorse the right policies, elect politicians who claim to support them, and then return to business as usual. To see our culture restored, we must do far more. We must understand and debunk bad ideas. We must persuade our fellow Americans of the truths we lay out in the following pages. We must live our own lives with integrity. We must build lasting alliances among Christians, Jews, and others who believe in God, and among friends of truth and freedom. We must build our own vibrant institutions that, in turn, shape the culture.


In the pages that follow, we want to help with part of the task: to hack out the weeds and clear the fogs in our thinking that have kept us from succeeding in the past, to explain clearly the issues and policies at stake, to call conservatives to work together, to build an alliance with lovers of truth and reason who don’t share our faith, and to offer policy advice to get our country moving in the right direction.


We can’t fix our problems if we don’t first understand them.




A Party of Death


There has never been a “Christian” party in America. But let’s not kid ourselves: There is now an overtly anti-Christian one. Sure, there are well-meaning Democrats on one side and waffling Republicans on the other, but the contrast between the two main parties is stark. Democrats are now captured by a strange alliance of religious skepticism and woke irrationality. Take the 2023 debate in state legislatures over ghoulish “gender transition” surgeries for minors: Almost every Republican who had a chance to restrict those procedures did so. In contrast, almost every single Democrat defended them zealously. And the few Democrats who voted for sanity were viciously attacked by activists in their own party.







“That They May Be One”


Unfortunately, this insanity isn’t limited to a few activists. It dominates our culture. So how do we fight it? The first step is to unify the base of opposition. In terms of numbers, that is conservative people of faith—especially Christians. We include conservative and Orthodox Jews as well—there aren’t many of them, but they punch above their weight.


Why has this base failed so far to reverse our culture’s march to the gallows? One problem is our disunity—especially among Christians. For a thousand years, the Body of Christ was unified. In 1054, however, tensions between the Greek Eastern and Latin Western parts of the former Roman Empire led to a tragic split in Christendom that has never healed. To this day, there’s a “Catholic” West and an “Orthodox” East.


Then, in 1517, Martin Luther sparked the Protestant Reformation in the West. For centuries after that, Protestants and Catholics spilled time, energy, and blood fighting each other—to say nothing of how Christians often treated Jews. There are now thousands of Christian denominations worldwide and still counting.1 But we know the Lord wants us to discover the unity He prayed for on the night He was betrayed. Surely, we can agree that at this moment of great peril, we need to stand together.


With Christians divided, secular leftists have pushed us farther to the margins. What our grandparents saw as common sense—the existence of God, the right to life, the nature of marriage, the difference between boys and girls—is now denounced as bigotry. The moral consensus that sustained our country is gone.


Ironically, secularism’s progress has brought believers together over issues such as abortion and marriage. In praying outside Planned Parenthood offices, orthodox Catholics have found they have more in common with faithful Lutherans than with liberal Catholics who think like secularists. While protesting drag queen story hour at the local library, Southern Baptists have joined forces with Pentecostals, whom they used to avoid. At crisis pregnancy centers, staunch Calvinists have learned they have a lot more in common with evangelical Methodists than with liberal Presbyterians.


Sadly, it has taken rabid secularism, abortion on demand, and an assault on the family and human sex itself for Christians to discover what we share. It’s a unity based on the principle that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


We need to go beyond defensive alliances on public policy, however, and strive for a deeper and more lasting unity grounded in the core beliefs and moral principles we share. If we stand on these, we can partly fulfill Jesus’s prayer for our unity, even though we’re still divided by institutions and doctrines.


That’s only step one. Bluntly, there are no longer enough conservative Catholics, evangelicals, and Jews to form a winning national alliance. We need to bring in many Americans of good will who share our sense that our civilization rests on the edge of a cliff.


Elections are won at the margins: The shift of relatively few votes in the middle can make the difference between victory and defeat. A unified voting bloc of conservative believers is not enough, by itself, to turn the tide. We need to build alliances with those who don’t share our faith but prize reason and truth. The sheer insanity on the woke left is a mortal threat to our culture and well-being. It also gives believers a chance to show that, despite media slanders, we’re on the side of reason and reality.


That’s why, in the chapters that follow, we make arguments that draw on Scripture, the broad traditions that Christians share, and those we share with Jews. But we also make arguments based on natural reason and public evidence. We strive to be as honest as we can be with the facts, even if they gore beloved oxen and winning campaign slogans on the left or the right. We can’t, and shouldn’t, ignore the facts of history, biology, or economics. If we’re going to turn the tide, we need to build an alliance of faith and reason. And to do that, we need to persuade our neighbors who share our concerns about the future but who don’t share our faith to join us.







Let’s Try Sanctity


Part of building that alliance will require common reasons and a common cause. But it also requires credibility. As believers, we need to deal with our own lack of holiness and virtue. We’re concerned about the moral decay of our culture but have not done much to reverse the moral decay in the Church.


We don’t mean that Christians should be “nice”—a notion the left has weaponized against us, and which these days is often code for “spineless.” To restore our country, our public witness must reflect a growth in holiness, intellectual honesty, and courage.


The British statesman and Christian William Wilberforce linked public witness and personal holiness with two life causes: the abolition of slavery and the “reformation of manners”—that is, moral behavior. Those weren’t unrelated interests. Wilberforce discerned the link between policy and personal conduct.


Our public witness is vital. But it’s not enough to turn the tide.







Can Politics Change Culture?


The late Andrew Breitbart famously said that politics is downstream from culture. In other words, if we want to make long-term political change, we have to change the culture.


How do we do that? One popular Christian answer is to focus on things of the spirit. “Transformed people,” Charles Colson often said, “transform culture.” Pope John Paul II said that “if man allows himself to be prompted by God, if he walks together with Him, he is capable of changing the world.”2


We agree. Our culture needs spiritual renewal. But is that the full story? Not by a long shot, according to Christian sociologist James Davison Hunter. In his book To Change the World, he says that idea “is almost wholly mistaken.” He argues that even if half of the American population “converted to a deep Christian faith,” we would still likely not make a dent in the culture. “Only indirectly,” he writes, “do evangelism, politics, and social reform affect language, symbol, narrative, myth, and the institutions of formation that change the DNA of a civilization.”3


Rather, the main drivers of cultures have always been elites—cultural gatekeepers—and their overlapping networks. Hunter’s argument applies even to the way God has worked in history. Sure, God chooses “what is foolish in the world to shame the wise” and “what is weak in the world to shame the strong” (1 Corinthians 1:27). But rather than using a random Joe, God called Moses, who was raised in Pharaoh’s household, to deliver His people from slavery in Egypt. Jesus had a ragtag band of apostles, but He also chose Paul—a Roman citizen with a strong grasp of Greek who was taught by the revered Jewish rabbi Gamaliel—to proclaim the Gospel to the Gentiles.


The Church fathers, Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, the founders of Protestantism, the American founders, and the abolitionists were all well-educated, well-connected leaders. While many people supported abolition, the game changers were men like William Wilberforce and his allies in the British Parliament.







Woke Elites


If we want to heal the culture, we can’t ignore the role of elite networks. That’s especially true now, when networks of woke, godless elites command our culture, even when they’re out of step with the public. For instance, in 1973, most Americans thought most abortions should be illegal. As a result, most states had laws prohibiting most abortions. Yet in 1973, seven justices of the U.S. Supreme Court struck down those laws. Even now, with that fraudulent decision overturned, much of our country still has some of most permissive abortion laws in the world.


The average American is center-right, but almost all university faculty and administrators are left-wing. Most Americans believe in God, but almost all our government institutions—education, public museums, the National Science Foundation, etc.—are wedded to materialism. Even when a conservative lives in the White House, almost all career bureaucrats filling scores of agencies under him are committed leftists.


Here’s the bitter truth. More than 329 million Americans might have history, reason, and revelation on their side, but the 100,000 with influence can set the cultural agenda. Of course, it’s more complicated than that, since tens of millions of Americans absorb the beliefs of those elites and so join the 100,000 rather than the resistance. But that reinforces our point. If elite networks control the culture, then that’s going to shape our politics—even if we have a republic rather than a dictatorship.







The Stream Moves in Two Directions


“Once, politics was about only a few things,” eminent political scientist James Q. Wilson once observed, “today, it is about nearly everything.”4 Andrew Breitbart’s dictum—that politics is downstream from culture—is right. But the stream moves in two directions: Culture is also downstream from politics. As a result, no serious effort to change culture can ignore politics.


This is especially true now because politics is one of the last places where we still have real influence. Even many conservative holdouts in business and the military have now gone woke. In contrast, the U.S. Congress, U.S. Supreme Court, and the federal judiciary, despite their problems, represent our views far more than any elite sphere insulated from voters.


What explains the difference? Political action. If believers had stayed on the sidelines since 1980, do you think the Supreme Court would have included Antonin Scalia, Clarence Thomas, Brett Kavanaugh, Amy Coney Barrett, and Samuel Alito? Would the roughly eight hundred federal judges be far more conservative, on average, than the faculty of Yale Law School? Not a chance. Without conservative victories and years of work from groups like the Federalist Society, the federal bench would be a carbon copy of that law faculty in New Haven.


We’re not “politicizing the culture” and inflaming the culture war by calling believers to join the political fray. The left has already politicized everything. As National Review’s Jim Geraghty has said, “Everything is the culture war now.”5 The question is, are we going to get real about fighting back? Are we going to devise and follow our own offensive strategy so we’re not always on defense? If so, then let’s get serious not just about winning elections but also retaking lost territory when we do so. Otherwise, we’re just dragging out our inevitable surrender.







What Good Is Liberty?


To craft a winning long-term strategy for political victory, we must think clearly about the leading issues of the day. Let’s start with the classic American idea of freedom or liberty. Americans value freedom, but many have a hard time defining it. Ask a teenager who keeps breaking her curfew what freedom means. She’ll say something like, “Not having to obey the rules” or “Getting to do whatever you want.” If she thinks of a dictionary definition, she might say it is getting to choose between alternatives. If she can decide for herself what time she comes home, she’s free. If her parents take her car away for a week if she doesn’t get home by midnight, she’s not free.


Now apply that to a whole country. If freedom means everyone does whatever he wants, then a country that prizes freedom will have anarchy—with chaos, violence, and debauchery. This would be intolerable and lead to tyranny—where the strongest and meanest person would prevail and then force everyone else to do what he wants.


This sense of the word “freedom” leads many on the “New Right” to avoid it. They associate the word with “Zombie Reaganites”6 who seemed to prize freedom over justice, truth, reason, and order. This single-minded focus, say these critics, is one reason the right has lost so many culture battles.


This is an important debate to have. But the problem isn’t freedom per se, but rather, a modern definition that contradicts what the word used to mean. Freedom does include choice, but even the staunchest libertarians say your freedom to swing your fist ends just short of your neighbor’s nose. Something is still missing with this definition, though. It suggests that freedom and law are trade-offs. But in truth, for the American Founders and many classical thinkers, good laws give us more freedom, not less.







Ordered Liberty


The Founders had a much broader idea in mind, called ordered liberty. Katherine Lee Bates captures the idea in her great hymn “America the Beautiful”: “Confirm thy soul in self-control/Thy liberty in law.” When the Founders defended liberty, that’s what they meant.


Liberty in this sense is the power to do what you know you ought to do, to follow your conscience, and not to be unjustly ruled by someone else. That’s why, when an addict stops “using,” we say he’s “freeing” himself. The power of bad habits and base impulses keeps us from living as we know we should—just as other people giving in to their worst selves can lead them to violate our rights or even end our lives. So, laws, ideas, and institutions that empower people to be their best selves without oppressing them enhance freedom. Every good parent knows this.


This thicker view of freedom is what sets the American Revolution apart from its much bloodier and more radical French counterpart. A few of the Founders, including Thomas Jefferson, saw the French Revolution of 1789 as continuing in the spirit of the Americans. John Adams, however, worried that the French experiment would end in grief—and he was right. While the French radicals toasted liberty, fraternity, and equality, they cut off the roots of those ideals because they were vehemently anti-Christian. At one point, they even dressed up a woman as the goddess “Reason” and placed her on the high altar at the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris.


Their view of liberty had more to do with freedom from restraint than with the ordered liberty championed by American patriots. So, it’s no surprise that the French Revolution quickly descended into terror. The French started by beheading priests, royalty, and aristocrats, and ended by killing each other by the thousands. They even committed genocide in one region (the Vendée) that resisted those policies. Order was only restored by the military dictatorship of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799.


In 1823, John Adams described the French Revolution as producing “all the calamities and desolations to the human race.”7 Our War of Independence had a radically different ending because it started with a better view of liberty.







Freedom for Excellence


The right rules allow us to enjoy a much richer freedom. They are the rules that allow us to become what we’re supposed to become and to do what we’re designed to do.


Years ago, I (Jay) was driving my wife and daughters to church and decided to use the longer route to get a lesson in. “Girls, what do you think eyes are for?” I asked.


“For seeing,” they said.


“And what about ears?”


They replied, “For hearing.”


“And what about a heart?”


“For pumping blood.”


“And feet?”


“For walking.”


I did this for a few minutes until I had exhausted their knowledge of anatomy. Then I asked, “Okay, now I want you to think really hard. What are you for?” The inside of the car fell silent. They thought it was a trick question and wouldn’t venture a guess. I told them to think about it.


After church, our younger daughter, Ellie, said, “Daddy, I’m still thinking about that question, but I’m really stumped.” With their interest piqued, I finally said, “Well, if you look at the beginning of the Catholic Catechism, it says that our purpose is to seek, know, and love God. And the very first question of the Westminster Confession, ‘What is the chief end of man?’ says, ‘To glorify God and enjoy him forever.’ So, we’re supposed to love, seek, know, glorify, and enjoy God forever. That’s what we’re for.”


A free society allows us to love, seek, and enjoy God. It frees us to fulfill our other God-given purposes as free beings made in His image—to love our families and other people and exercise the virtues we need to do that. It lets us be fruitful and multiply and exercise our dominion as God’s stewards over His creation.


Jesus said that the greatest commandment is to love God, and the second is to love our neighbor as ourselves. Love that’s coerced is not love. To fully obey Christ’s commandments, we need freedom. That means not only freedom from unjust coercion but also from the degrading forces of sin and Satan.













CHAPTER 2 The Law Is Written on the Heart, Stone, and Parchment



Where do our laws come from? And how does the law work in a country without an established religion? These questions are pressing for two reasons. First, the courts have, for the most part, abandoned the moral tradition of the founding generation and spent decades sweeping any hints of Christianity from the public square. Both trends reject our constitutional system. And second, in reacting to the overreach of secularism, some conservative Christians now dismiss the American Experiment as a misguided “Enlightenment” project that was always doomed to failure.


We think both sides are wrong. Here’s why.


In the last chapter, we said that we all enjoy more freedom in a society based on rules that allow us to become what we are meant to be, and we are all supposed to know, love, and glorify God. But since not everyone knows that his chief end is to love and glorify God and, therefore, to love others, many of our fellow citizens either reject the very concept of a divine Lawgiver or don’t give Him much thought.


So how can our country hold together when even believers disagree on central issues? Without one established church as the foundation for our laws, won’t we end up in chaos followed by a dictatorship or secular orthodoxy?


That’s what some Catholic integralists and Protestant “theonomists” argue. They have a point. Every nation has some institution (not just a text) that sustains an official morality. If it’s not a church, it will be something else.


This topic deserves a whole book, but we’ll say just two things. First, countries with established churches aren’t more faithful to God than others. Indeed, many—such as the United Kingdom with its Church of England—are far more secular than the United States. And when a church is too cozy with the state, it tends to be corrupt. Just look at the mostly empty Catholic and Lutheran churches in Germany. They receive most of their funding through taxes but support every cultural fad from abortion and same-sex marriage to gender ideology and climate hysteria.1


Even if it were a good idea to have an established church, the First Amendment prohibits it. And besides, the U.S. is too diverse for that. That would be true even if we focused just on conservative Christians or conservative evangelicals. Does anyone really want the federal government dictating how baptisms should be conducted? Or how God’s sovereignty relates to human freedom? Or who can be ordained for ministry?


Fortunately, lacking an orthodoxy enforced by law doesn’t mean we’re doomed to chaos or arbitrary power. We can still draw on our broadly Christian history and culture, as well as the fact that everyone still has reason and so grasps moral truth even without revelation or a state religion. This might now sound controversial, but it’s exactly what the Founders believed. And they were right.





The Laws of Nature and Nature’s God


The Founders referred to these moral truths known by reason as “the natural law.” That’s why Thomas Jefferson appealed to the “laws of nature and nature’s God” in the Declaration of Independence. He was talking about moral truths that everyone knows or ought to know. It’s natural because it’s built into the structure of things and fits our created nature. It’s like the instruction manual for how we’re supposed to live. Just as we can use our reason to discover physical laws, so too can we use it to discover natural (moral) laws.


This natural law is the basis for our rights and duties (more on those in a later chapter) and stands above even the law of the land. Indeed, it must if our laws are to have a foundation. As Hadley Arkes argues in his masterful book Mere Natural Law, we know many basic moral truths as certainly as we know what day it is. Everyone with basic reason knows that murder is wrong. We know parents should care for their children, and husbands should care for their wives. We know bravery is better than cowardice. We know people should not be punished for crimes they did not commit. We know it’s wrong to torture children or animals.2


Our moral knowledge is reinforced by “witnesses,” such as our conscience. We can look at the design of the world and our bodies. We see that children tend to prosper best with a mother and a father, that the male body fits with the female body, that sex outside of marriage causes problems, that gluttony leads to illness, and promiscuity to venereal disease.3


In these and thousands of other ways, we learn the basic contours of the natural law. We come to know certain moral truths, just as we know—once we’ve been taught—that two plus two equals four and that sex in mammals is binary.








Natural Law and Divine Law


In Romans 1, Paul says we can clearly see enough of God’s “eternal power and divine nature” through creation to leave us “without excuse” when we violate His laws.4 Later, Paul writes, “When Gentiles who have not the law [of Moses] do by nature what the law requires they… show that what the law requires is written on their hearts” (Romans 2:14–16). If Gentiles knew nothing of this natural law, God would be unfair to hold them accountable. As it is, though, He can hold them to account for their sins.5


But if we already know the natural law, why did God bother giving Moses the Ten Commandments? Why give us Scripture or a church? Paul answers these questions, too. He writes that although human beings




knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to Him, but became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles. (Romans 1:21–23)





In other words, creation transmits the truth that we can receive with our God-given reason. But we, in our rebellion against God, are often tuned to the wrong frequency. The heavens declare the glory of God always and everywhere (Psalm 19), but sin blurs our eyes, so some only see distant stars and empty space.


Because of sin, Paul says, we do things that are “unnatural”—men lie with men, women with women. Our sin causes us to wage war with our own bodies. We devise clever ways to carve out loopholes in the natural law. For example, rather than defending murder, extremists will try to define those they wish to kill as subhuman or as nonpersons. Few defenders of legal abortion claim murder is okay. Instead, they invoke “reproductive rights” or “choice” while claiming the child growing inside the woman’s body is merely a “clump of cells.” These word games betray their half-remembered sense of the natural law.


This is why we need God’s special revelation. It not only allows us to know Him personally, but to see the natural law far more clearly than we might otherwise. What we know by nature, we see more clearly when it is declared to us, such as through the Ten Commandments written on tablets of stone.


The Founders were so certain about natural law that Thomas Jefferson claimed in the Declaration of Independence that its truths are




self-evident: that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.





Jefferson’s words are true but incomplete. He could clearly see the natural law because he grew up in a Christian society that explained it in a thousand ways. Had he grown up on a desert island among pagans (or on Manhattan Island among post-Christians), he would have grasped far less.


So, the Church and special revelation serve to amplify and clarify these truths,6 and vibrant religious faith reinforces them. Everyone knows these truths by reason, so basing our laws on them isn’t “imposing religion” on people. It doesn’t violate the Constitution or anyone’s liberty.


The Founders wanted a country based on natural law and natural rights (which imply duties). The law would not create rights but rather respect the rights we already have. “The rights essential to happiness… are not annexed to us by parchment and seals,” said John Dickinson of the Pennsylvania colony in 1776. “They are created in us by the decrees of Providence, which establish the laws of our nature.”







The Rule of Law versus the Rule of Man


The Founders had a sober view of human sin—one of the few Christian doctrines that you can prove by reading the headlines. Because of sin, we need institutions that can enforce the rule of law. Otherwise, the strongest and most wicked will oppress and enslave the weak. The main reason Hitler wanted to close or corrupt the churches was that he thought the strong should dominate—even exterminate—the weak, and he knew the Church was an obstacle to that goal. He thought that Charles Darwin had taught us this was the true “law of nature.”


When the Apostle Paul talks about the law written on our hearts, he also explains that the state’s authority comes from God. He even refers to government as “the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer” (Romans 13:1–6). Paul wrote this when Rome was an imperial dictatorship! Even bad government, it seems, is better than no government.


Peter gives the same advice, writing,




Be subject for the Lord’s sake to every human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to praise those who do right. (1 Peter 2:13–14)





Does that mean Christians must always obey every dictate of government? No. Tyranny is not government and ought to be resisted. Might doesn’t make right. Short of revolution, we can resist immoral commands. Peter and the other apostles recognized this. When the Jewish authorities forbade them from preaching the Gospel, they replied, “We must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29).7


As a practical matter, though, societies must have some rule of law that reflects the natural law. Any society that has lasted for long has laws against murder and theft. Every society has rules for marriages, and versions of the Golden Rule can be found in every major religion.8


Every culture has a code of laws, written or unwritten. But the American Experiment stood out at its inception because the Founders based our laws on a document that appealed to a transcendent source—natural rights and nature’s God—rather than to a person or group. All U.S. government officials and military personnel, as well as new citizens, pledge an oath not to a king or a tribe, but to the Constitution. As Thomas Paine wrote in Common Sense, “In America, THE LAW IS KING.” Since most countries now have a constitution, it’s hard to imagine how odd this was at the time—and given how activist judges revise our Constitution at will, it’s nothing to take for granted.







Watching the Watchmen


The Founders saw the paradox that many earlier cultures had failed to grasp: Sin is both why government is needed and why it must be limited. They knew about the failed republics in ancient Greece and Rome, where the line between majority and mob rule was fragile. They had studied biblical and European history. “If men were angels,” said James Madison,
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