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  The Central Issue

  I am the Lord your God . . . . You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents

  — Exodus 20: 2-51

  Whenever I hear a brother Christian talk in such a way as to show that he is ignorant of these scientific matters and confuses one thing with another, I listen with patience . . . . The danger lies in thinking that such knowledge is part and parcel of what he must believe to save his soul and in presuming to make obstinate declarations about things of which he knows nothing.2

  — St. Augustine of Hippo

  Faith’s Endangered Reputation

  Religion can addle minds, and faith can corrupt character. This charge is depressingly easy to document. Consider, for instance, the field of literature. If novels and plays were purged of the stock characters who travel faith’s highway to Hell, the West’s literary canon would shrink significantly. Plots could not function without the hypocritical cleric whose veneer of piety cloaks a perverted soul; the priggish church elder whose sole pleasure is sour contempt for all that is lovely and delightful; the haughty moralist whose self-worth derives from condemnation of others; the opportunistic evangelist who exploits the desperate and the naive; or the true believer who, with arrogant self-confidence, claims an understanding of God’s will that destroys his humanity. The mirror that literary art holds up to life may distort reality, but its exaggeration and mockery also illuminate unpalatable truths.

  It is undeniable that people of faith have sometimes done great damage to individuals and to communities. Wars, crusades, witch trials, inquisitions, persecutions, tortures, and holocausts have all been dedicated to God. It would be of some comfort if there were signs that the human species is maturing and outgrowing the religious prejudices and dogmatism of earlier generations — that the sins of faith are fading into the past. Such, however, is not the case, for religion’s power to nourish violence, hate, and ignorance is as great as ever. We have only to consider the Muslim minority that celebrated the slaughter at the World Trade Center and the Christian majority that demanded bloody vengeance for its destruction. We have only to reflect on the numerous followers of the Prince of Peace who endorse fighting terrorism with terrorism. We have only to ponder the motives of the “religious values” voters who are eager to persecute sexual minorities, block fields of scientific research, the academic freedom of educational institutions, and pass legislation that will compel others to conform to their beliefs.

  American Christians in particular have trusted in the goodness of faith, and they have been ridiculed for their simplistic “faith in faith” — a vacuous religiosity that renders them vulnerable to manipulation. President Dwight D. Eisenhower spoke for many of his fellow citizens when he said: “Our form of government makes no sense unless it is founded in a deeply felt religious faith, and I don’t care what it is.”3 President Eisenhower’s assumption that all religions lay a foundation for democracy by endorsing similar moral values, universal human rights, tolerance, and good citizenship reflected a time in American history when there was little acknowledged religious diversity in the country. In the 1950s a long tradition that equated some sort of liberal Protestantism with the “American way of life” was unchallenged. Catholic, Jewish, and Protestant minorities were expected to accept outsider status in exchange for toleration.

  This is no longer true. Powerful religious organizations have emerged to fight for implementation of very specific faith agendas. Many American Christians, who confidently claim to know the mind of God, believe they have a duty to impose their understanding of God’s will on “God’s Country” and on other nations that seek its help.

  Although some Americans may have had to pay a price for their constitutional right to freedom of religion, the country’s individualistic culture nurtures an environment that is inhospitable to dogmatism — in the long run. From time to time, groups of Americans are carried away by enthusiasm for narrow-minded leaders or causes, but the country’s deep commitment to personal freedoms usually inspires a corrective reaction. This may explain the results of a recent survey of religious attitudes conducted by the Pew Forum.4 Despite the prominence of dogmatic religious leaders and movements in the late 20th century, the Pew survey discovered that 68% of Americans believed that there is more than one true way to interpret their faith tradition. That is, they did not equate belief in God with allegiance to a particular set of beliefs about God. They did not think, for instance, that all Catholics or all Protestants should have to embrace all the moral and doctrinal teachings of their brands of Christianity. This suggests that the vast majority of Americans may not be entirely comfortable with attempts by the country’s “religious right” to write its views into American law.

  Although the Pew survey finds that 63% of American churchgoers did not believe that their churches should endorse political candidates, some clergy have openly challenged laws that forbid them to turn the pulpit into a soapbox. Many others routinely skirt the line by condemning positions while avoiding naming the politicians associated with those positions. Religion is a powerful motivator, and the temptation to use it to rally support for a cause or a leader is strong. History shows how dangerous this is, for religion easily convinces people that they have the right to sacrifice not only themselves, but others, in service of their God.

  America is often said to be the most religious of Western nations, but the poll data cited to support this claim are difficult to interpret. Because Americans traditionally have associated patriotism with belief in God, many religious polls are distorted by what social scientists call the “social desirability bias.” This bias arises from our tendency, when asked a question, to give what we assume to be the “right” or “good” answer rather than expose ourselves to criticism by saying what we truly believe. Shielding the interviewee from the interviewer (i.e. , by computer surveys instead of phone calls or face-to-face encounters) helps diminish this effect. Such polls suggest that “hard core” religious faith may be less widely held than previously reported — and that it may be beginning to decline. Indeed, the political activities of some conservative Christian groups may be contributing to what some recent surveys suggest is a diminishing respect for religion.

  At the root of the issue is a war for control of the Bible that has been underway for at least two centuries. During these years liberal or modernist scholars have done much to penetrate the mysteries of the Bible’s historical origin, but conservative and fundamentalist Christians have succeeded in persuading the masses that their supernatural faith is the only “Bible-based,” and therefore true, understanding of Christianity. Not only do they claim an exclusive right to call themselves Christians, they insist that their reading of the Bible speaks for God.

  Andrew Sullivan, a religious commentator who generally favors the right, has lamented the public’s growing tendency to equate Christianity with harshly judgmental right-wing political stances on (among other things) abortion, homosexuality, and feminism.5 He has proposed erecting a “big tent” for Christianity by repudiating attempts to equate it with any particular political position, and he has coined the word “Christianism” to describe the position of those for whom religion is a political ideology. Not surprisingly, his article led one of its readers (no doubt speaking for many) to challenge his right to call himself a Christian, given that he did not accept what the reader claimed were “the tenets that define Christianity in the first place, [what] we know . . . through Scripture, . . . what ultimately defines Christianity.”6

  The Hebrew prophets and many Christians would take issue with Sullivan’s call to divorce faith from politics. Throughout history some sincere believers have retreated from the world into quietism, but more have acted on the assumption that biblical faith strives to redeem the world through pursuit of the divinely mandated goals of love and justice. Problems arise, however, whenever their struggle involves means that are anything but expressions of Christian love and the prophetic passion for justice.

  Historically, atheism has never held much appeal for Americans, but this may change if the public is persuaded that a narrow-minded and repressive form of faith is its only alternative. A 2003 Harris poll reported that 79% of Americans were “absolutely” or “somewhat” certain of God’s existence. By 2006 that percentage had shrunk to 73%.7 In the same period the number of convinced atheists, increased from 9% to 11%.

  This drift toward skepticism or unbelief doubtless has multiple causes, but European history provides a clue to one of them. The more problematic faith becomes, the greater the temptation simply to reject the whole religious enterprise. During the 18th and 19th centuries, many European churches were “establishments” that sided with oppressive regimes and class systems to oppose reforms that, when they were ultimately implemented, liberated the masses. Because history linked the Christian religion with values and traditions that Europeans had struggled hard to cast off, Christianity came to be seen as an outdated, irrelevant artifact — an impediment to progress and public well-being. As a consequence, in Britain today more people worship in mosques than in the country’s Anglican churches.8 If America is headed down the path that Europe has trod, it may be because conservatives and fundamentalists are succeeding in convincing the masses that to be “true to the Bible” they must reject science, ignore the dictates of reason and common sense, and embrace social attitudes that increasingly appear unjust and outdated. Many would conclude that if this is the case, faith calls for an unreasonable sacrifice that is not worth making.

  Americans are showing increasing interest in religion’s critics, particularly in the advocates for the so-called “New Atheism.” Books by hostile commentators such as Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, and Sam Harris have sold well, and their authors have attracted major media attention.9 The titles of their best sellers proclaim their contempt for faith in no uncertain terms. Dawkins dismisses religion as a God Delusion. Dennett speaks of Breaking the Spell. Harris eagerly anticipates the End of Faith. And Hitchens boldly claims that God is Not Great, adding Religion Poisons Everything. For these men the lessons of history and recent experience are clear. It is not simply that faith may occasionally misfire and motivate destructive acts; faith is simply a bad thing in and of itself. If this were a sane and rational world, they argue, there would no place for religion — and we would all be safer and happier for its absence.

  Religion’s defenders object that this a classic case of tossing faithful believers out with their holy water, but an adequate response to faith’s critics requires more than insisting on the virtue of soaking in the baptismal pool. Another watery analogy would suggest that you have to drain your swamp if you want to defeat your alligators.

  Because Christians should be careful never to overestimate their own virtues, they ought always to take critics of their faith seriously. Humility requires them to acknowledge the dismal aspects of their religion’s history and to ponder the troubling question that should haunt every believer: Why is it that people who aspire to be good and faithful servants of God do bad things — and do them with the best of intentions and the clearest consciences? The New Atheists and their fellow travelers have concluded that religion itself is the root of the problem. Christians have been too ready to ignore this charge and simply dismiss the evil done in the name of faith as an aberration outweighed by the good that religion does. They may cite St. Paul’s lament: “Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me . . . making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members” (Romans 6:20,23). However, no responsible exegete would argue that Paul intended to encourage sinners to use sin as an excuse for continuing to sin. Paul’s point was that religion is human behavior and, therefore, is as vulnerable to perversion as everything that reflects imperfect human nature. But people who would be faithful to the Bible’s God can never be content to leave it at that. To do so is to give religion’s abusers a pass, to take sin more seriously than grace, and to ignore the prophet Amos’s warning (5: 21-24) that faith can become an obstacle to its own goals.

  Religious people need to be aware that every faith’s sword has two edges. The world’s survival may depend on their acceptance of the fact that they can no longer afford to indulge — in the name of God — passions that feed authoritarianism, self-righteousness, vicious factionalism, oppression, abuse, murder, genocide, and yet-to-be-imagined atrocities.

  The Protestant Temptation

  The Bible does not have much to say about God’s sense of humor, but Protestant Christians better hope that He has one — as well as an appreciation for irony. In their desire to be faithful to God’s Word, Protestants often break God’s first commandment10 by lapsing into the sin of idolizing the Bible. When they make no distinction between the Bible as words and the Bible as Word of God, they slip into the error of venerating a product of human hands as if it were God Himself.

  Protestantism’s powerful temptation to the sin of bibliolatry springs from the circumstances of its origin. The pioneers of the Protestant Reformation justified their secession from the Catholic Church by appealing to the authority of the Bible. For them, the Bible took the place of the pope and the tradition of the Church as the final arbiter of faith. The Roman Catholic position was (and is) that divine revelation is conveyed by the Bible while continuing to unfold within the history of the Church. Catholics point out that the Church existed before the Bible. If there had been no Christian congregations, there would have been no need for a New Testament and no one to write it. Why, therefore, it could reasonably be argued, should revelation end with the closing of the biblical canon? Why should the Bible be regarded as anything more than the record of one phase in the evolving story of God’s interaction with His people? Why should new truths (e.g. , Purgatory, seven sacraments, the Immaculate Conception of Mary, papal infallibility, etc.) not continue to be revealed to the Christian community?

  Luther, Calvin, and other Reformation leaders countered the papacy by charging that Rome’s reliance on tradition led to innovations that corrupted and perverted the Christian faith. They believed that if you accepted the possibility of adding novelties to faith and practice, there was no way to avoid the slippery slide into error and apostasy. They insisted that the only way to restore the authenticity and integrity of the Church was to return to the beliefs and practices of the first Christians — the record of which is to be found only in the New Testament. The Reformers saw the Bible as a timeless standard against which all generations of Christians had to test themselves so as to avoid compromising the authenticity of their faith. They knew, of course, that the Church had written the New Testament, but for them this guaranteed rather than compromised the Bible’s claim to unique authority. Later generations of Christians could not find any more reliable guide for faith than that provided by those who bore the earliest witness to God’s revelation in Christ

  Some Reformers were stricter than others in applying the Bible’s standards. Luther was inclined to tolerate post-biblical traditions so long as they did not conflict with his understanding of “primitive” (New Testament) Christianity. The Swiss Reformers took a harder stance. They argued for the elimination of everything that could not be authenticated as a belief or custom of the early Church. There was, therefore, plenty of room for disagreements among Protestants even though they all claimed to be guided by the same texts. There was general consensus on the sacraments, for the New Testament specifically mentions only two: Baptism and Eucharist. Many other issues were, however, open to debate. For instance: Was religious art acceptable or condemned as a form of idolatry; could newly composed hymns be used in congregational worship, or should Christians only sing Psalms?

  The fact that most Protestants claim to be guided solely or primarily by the Bible has not prevented Protestantism from becoming a contentious movement riven by disputes and disagreements. To resolve these differences partisans often search out passages of Scripture that they believe substantiate their beliefs and refute those of their opponents. This method of arguing almost inevitably leads to the abuse of Scripture, for it tempts people to rip the Bible’s verses out of context and treat each as if it were an eternal divine edict. When the Bible is treated in this way, it degenerates into a list of orders from God, and Christian faith becomes as blindly legalistic as the Judaism of the Pharisees whose practices Jesus criticized. The Gospels’ message of grace and Paul’s proclamation of freedom from the law then cease to be heard.

  Given that so much hinges for Protestants on how they use the Bible, they need to think long and hard about its authority and method of interpretation. But the Protestant situation is not unique and not unique to religion. Questions about appropriate interpretation arise for anyone who attempts to live within confines set by a historical document. Americans, whose government operates according to principles laid down over two hundred years ago in their nation’s Constitution, are familiar with the mixed blessings of a “sacred” text. An authoritative document serves a community as an anchor by safeguarding core values and encouraging continuity of development. But given that such documents are always rooted in the historical eras that produced them, changing circumstances alter the context for their interpretation. This can have troubling consequences. For instance, the authors of the U.S. Constitution’s second amendment believed that it was important for citizens to have the right to bear arms in order to protect their freedoms. However, the Constitutional Convention could not have anticipated what that would mean for massive urban populations equipped with guns the likes of which no one in the 18th century ever imagined. The arms the nation’s founders knew were single shot, muzzle-loaded rifles and dueling pistols. It is reasonable to wonder if they might have written a somewhat different second amendment if they had heard the sound of rapid-fire automatic weapons on the streets of Philadelphia.

  The Bible, no matter what its readers think about the role divine inspiration may have played in its composition, confronts Christians with similar problems of interpretation. What, for instance, are they to make of a sacred epistle that urges slaves to “obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, in singleness of heart, as you obey Christ” (Ephesians 6:5)? This and many other passages clearly endorse an institution that the ancient world accepted without question but which the modern Western world has come to regard as morally repugnant. Despite the fact that the Bible so clearly condones slavery that many who fought the Civil War sincerely believed slavery to be a divinely ordained condition, few Christians now would argue that obedience to God’s Word requires them to restore the antebellum South’s “peculiar institution.” With respect to this social issue at least, the moral sensitivities and the values of modern Christians are superior to those of the Bible’s authors.

  Granting a document authority over conscience and reason is risky, for the guiding hand of the past can become a dead hand. America’s founding fathers wisely made provision for amending the Constitution so that it could be adjusted from time to time to assure that it continued to serve its fundamental purpose: the preservation of what the Declaration of Independence claimed were “God-given” and “inalienable” (if somewhat vaguely specified) rights. Should Christians have a similar privilege with respect to the Bible? Should it be subject to “amending”?

  Many sincere Christians would answer this question with a resounding “No!” They believe the Scriptures to be unique among historical documents, for they assume that, unlike the Constitution, the Scriptures were somehow revealed by God without any need to compromise with the limitations of our mortal nature. The Bible is, therefore, timeless, of absolute authority, and so plain that it does not need interpretation. To read the Bible, they insist, is to understand it — a theological position sometimes summarized on bumper stickers as: “God said it; I believe it; that settles it.” The only challenge for students of the Bible, such Christians believe, is not how to understand its text, but how to muster the will to do what it says.

  The most extreme version of this point of view holds that the Bible is literally the words of God, inerrant and eternal. This theory appeals to sizeable numbers of people, for it cuts through the confusion associated with the search for faith. Americans have a reputation for impatience with complexity and subtle argument. Their attraction to quick, easy fixes inclines them to religious movements that claim that faith is simply the decision to cling to a belief no matter what challenges it. This thesis also appeals as a democratic, and therefore American, principle. It implies that no arduous training or difficult intellectual work is required in order to qualify to speak with authority about what the Bible says. Anyone can decide for him-or herself what it teaches. No elite company of effete scholars or greedy priests can boast of special access to knowledge of God’s will or sit in judgment on the opinions of ordinary believers. If a question should arise, it can easily be resolved simply by searching out verses of Scripture that seem to speak to it. God’s Word is law, but unlike human laws, it is couched in ordinary words that have the same meanings they have in ordinary conversation. All that a good Christian needs to do is hear and obey. Unfortunately, what these Christians often believe they hear as the voice of God is only the echo of their own firmly held opinions.

  Christians who take this extreme position on biblical interpretation are a minority, but “softer” versions of this approach to the Bible are widespread. The members of this camp view the Bible as if it were a mix of human and divine elements, and they practice a kind of selective reading that arbitrarily distinguishes between passages that are literally God’s “eternally true and always applicable” words and those verses that are human accretions that can safely be set aside.11 This, however, offers no escape from the necessity of deciding how to interpret and explain the authority of what remains. It simply shrinks the size of the text while leaving open the question of how the remaining (allegedly essential) portions function as the Word of God.

  The Interpretation Wars

  Given the commanding role that the Bible plays in authenticating faith and practice for Protestants, disagreements about how the Bible should be interpreted may be the chief cause of upheaval within and among Protestant denominations. Quarrels ranging from esoteric, metaphysical and doctrinal disputes to squabbles over social issues and codes of personal morality can usually be traced to debates about “what the Bible says.” These discussions are usually inconclusive because of fundamental disagreements about how the Bible should be read.

  Historical and cultural circumstances have enthroned some form of biblical literalism in the minds of vast numbers of Americans. Fundamentalism and literalism are such powerful forces in American popular religion that many people automatically assume that they represent the only truly faithful approach to reading the Scriptures. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that the United States is the only Western nation in which arguments still rage over teaching Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. In some surveys of the general public almost half the respondents have claimed to believe that Earth is less than 10,000 years old.12 Even more say that they believe that the Bible was dictated by God. This inevitably leads them to assume that the Christian faith requires people to believe things about the natural world and the cosmos that are ancient misconceptions and contrary to findings supported by mounds of scientific evidence.

  Although biblical literalism claims to provide a secure foundation for a sturdy faith, the attempt to read the Bible literally creates more problems than it solves. Despite the fact that many conservative Christians claim to hold to a literal reading of the Scriptures, none does so consistently. To do so would require asserting that God has eyes, ears, hands, and male organs, for the Bible says this about Him. Even determined literalists and fundamentalists recognize that sometimes the Bible’s language is poetic and metaphorical. The real issue, therefore, is where one draws the line in deciding which texts must be taken literally and which can be interpreted as meaning something other than what they plainly say.

  Part of literalism’s appeal is its promise of an escape from the burden of assuming personal responsibility for how one interprets the Bible. However, it fails to deliver on that hope when it confronts passages that literal readings turn into self-contradictory absurdity. For instance, in Deuteronomy (27:17-19) the Hebrews are ordered to “remember what Amalek did to you on your journey out of Egypt, how he attacked you.” They are told that after they are settled in their new land, they “shall blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven; do not forget.” To obey the order not to forget to forget is unavoidably to remember what one is to forget. Also, given that this passage (and the earlier reference to Amalek’s treachery in Exodus 17:8) is part of the Word of God that “shall not pass away,” the admonition to forget is the sole reason why “the remembrance of Amalek” is not blotted out today.

  The most glaring flaw in literalism is its unwillingness to admit the obvious: every act of reading involves interpretation. This is inescapable, for there is no understanding without interpretation. For instance, Christians who consult the Standard (i.e., King James) translation of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:13) read: “Thou shalt not kill.” But Christians who use the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible read God’s words as, “You shall not murder.” Most people make a distinction between killing and murdering. One might kill in self-defense or by accident, and such acts are not treated, at least in courts of law, as murder. But there are gray areas. The Bible often decrees the death penalty as a punishment for crimes. But the execution of a defenseless condemned criminal shares some of the features of murder — which is why medieval executioners asked forgiveness from those whom they were about to behead and modern firing squads used multiple riflemen to diffuse responsibility for the “hit.” The Old Testament God is also a warrior deity who occasionally orders His armies to commit genocide (Joshua 6:21) — that is, the murder of non-combatants such as an enemy’s infants, children, and women. Given that the Bible’s translators have made different decisions about the meaning of the Hebrew word found in the sixth commandment (i.e. “kill” versus “murder”), what is its “literal” meaning — particularly in light of the rest of the orders God gives in the Scriptures? What at first glance looks like a simple, straightforward admonition is, on reflection, anything but simple — as military and prison chaplains will testify.

  To defend their literal readings of the Bible, literalists have to do violence to the texts they claim simply to be reading (not interpreting). If every line in the Bible is literally the Word of God, every line must be both true and significant. To be true, every line in the Bible must also be consistent with every other. Contradictions would mean that some of the text is true, but incompatible verses are not — and that would mean that God is either confused or deceptive. All the Bible’s verses must also be assumed to bear profound spiritual meaning. If they did not, God would appear to indulge Himself in idle, pointless chatter.

  Any reader who attempts to defend the Bible’s consistency and the elevated spirituality of all its verses can do so only by twisting and supplementing its words — by rewriting the sacred text to make it conform to human expectations. Anyone who begins reading the Bible at the beginning is immediately confronted with the problem of the Bible’s consistency.13 Genesis 1:11 says that “the earth put forth vegetation” on the third day of creation and that God made “humankind” as His final act on day six (Genesis 1: 27-28). Genesis 2:5-7 says that God “formed man from the dust of the ground” at a time “when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and herb of the field had yet sprung up” — that is, on the third day, not the sixth.

  To render contradictions like this one apparent rather than real, literalists supplement the text with interpretive assumptions that are not in the text itself. They might, for instance, argue that Genesis 1:27, which says that males and females were created simultaneously is really skipping over the details of separate creations for males and females described by Genesis 2. The former is a kind of summary of the latter. This might bring the two accounts closer together, but still fails to reconcile all their differences (e.g. , the references to the origin of vegetation). But the primary problem with such explanations is that in the name of preserving the literal meaning of the text, they fundamentally supplement and rewrite the text to make it conform to human demands for consistency. This not only changes the Bible; it may also divert the reader from the point the original text intends to make. An inescapable self-contradiction lies at the basis of literalism. If the Bible is literally true, it should need no interpretation. But demonstration of its literal truth always necessitates (often very elaborate) interpretation.

  It is equally difficult to defend the proposition that every line in the Bible, as God’s inspired word, is equally profound and equally spiritually elevating. Genesis 12:10-20 tells a tale that is difficult to reconcile with standards of morality that conservative Christians believe are grounded in the Bible. These verses describe a situation that led Abram to prostitute his wife Sarai to Egypt’s pharaoh. Sarai was so desirable that Abram was afraid that other men would kill him to possess her. Therefore, he passed his wife off as his sister and negotiated a handsome price for her services in pharaoh’s harem. When God then sent plagues to punish pharaoh for falling for Abram’s lies and unwittingly committing adultery, Sarai is returned to Abram, and the happy couple (a pimp and his prostitute!) leave Egypt much the richer for their escapade. The scam worked so well that Abram tried it again (with less success this time) on Abimelech, king of Gerar (Genesis 20:2-16), and it became something of a family tradition. Abram’s son Isaac flirted with the same scheme (Genesis 26:6-11). These stories make sense as examples of a common kind of folk tale — an entertaining narrative in which a clever ancestor turns the tables on a powerful superior and gets away with it. But who would argue that they represent Abram and Isaac as spiritual or ethical role models? If read literally, they would provide divine sanction for husbands to sell their wives’ sexual favors.

  For thousands of years rabbis have been laboring to find spiritual meaning in texts that on their surfaces are perfectly clear, but which seem morally ambiguous, odd, funny, or too trivial to merit God’s attention. For instance, in Deuteronomy (25:11-12) God is reported saying: “If men get into a fight with one another, and the wife of one intervenes to rescue her husband from the grip of his opponent by reaching out and seizing his genitals, you shall cut off her hand; show no pity.” One cannot help wondering why this strange scenario played out so often in ancient Israel that it required God’s special condemnation. Rabbis explained that it was really an admonition to women not to embarrass men by intervening in their fights and that the punishment was actually a monetary payment, not the loss of a hand.14

  “You shall have no other gods before me”

  If literal readings of the Bible are either impossible, inadequate, silly or fraudulent, why belabor the issue? The unsustainable nature of literalism is so obvious that all attentive readers should surely and inevitably discover that fact for themselves. This, however, is plainly not the case. Large numbers of Christians and members of other faiths live with the dangerous illusion that they have access to the literal words of God. Their belief has horrific consequences for individuals, threatens the stability of societies, and is a chief contributor to “faith’s endangered reputation.”

  Partisans of the West’s major faiths (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) should be especially alert to the dangers of literalism and fundamentalism, for all three, as offshoots of a single “Abrahamic” tradition, have a unique propensity for engendering conflict. Despite the fact that they agree that God commands them to pursue the virtues of love, mercy, charity, and justice, they all have lamentable records of inspiring hatred, intolerance, and violence. Not only have they often turned against each other, but each has spawned divisive factions and waged vicious internal conflicts. All three are monotheistic “religions of the book.” They claim access to an omnipotent divine power through a sacred text.15 How they use (or abuse) that text is, therefore, the key to the impact they have on the societies in which they function.

  A strength is a source of power, and power brings temptation. The strength of the Abrahamic tradition is monotheism, and monotheism’s temptation is intolerance.16 Polytheism, by contrast, is inclined to be inclusive. It holds that the more gods we honor, the better our chances of covering all supernal bases. If, however, there is only one god, that fact is vitally important to uphold. Tolerance of other faiths implicitly accords legitimacy to their error. It betrays God by casting doubt on His existence and betrays one’s fellows by allowing them to persist in sins for which they will suffer tragic, eternal consequences. Many Christian societies in many ages have judged infidelity to their concept of God a capital offense.

  A monotheistic faith’s inclination to intolerance is greatly increased when literal interpretation is mandated for its holy book, for literalism infects the faithful with a fearfully presumptive arrogance. It leads them to lay claim to powers that belong to God alone. Whether they admit it or not, individuals who believe that they possess God’s very words are claiming the right to exercise God’s authority. If they can quote God’s words, they can speak for God. When they speak for God, they act as God.

  Not only does literalism bestow unwarranted power on the Bible’s readers, it also frees them from responsibility for what they do. The more compassionate among them might say that they wish that things were different, but their condemnation of others is not a matter of choice. They have no option. God has spoken, and faith requires them to do as God commands, no matter the consequences. There is no compromising what God has decreed in Scripture. God’s will is plain, and it is law. God, therefore, is responsible for what happens when His faithful servants obey.

  This offers an open invitation for “good Christians” to do bad things. If it were up to them, some might wish to be tolerant, but God has left them no choice. God has, for instance, condemned homosexual acts, so homosexuality must be a sinful choice, not a natural orientation. God has condemned extramarital sex, so the unwed mother is a sinner. A given homosexual, an unwed mother, or a fornicator might be a sympathetic individual, but that is irrelevant. The best that “good Christians” can do, given God’s laws, is “to hate the sin while loving the sinner.” There is more self-justification than charity in such a stance. Anyone who has been on the receiving end of this specious simulacrum of compassion will testify that it is indistinguishable from condemnation, discrimination, and persecution.

  Over a century ago Susan B. Anthony lamented that religious people so often lay the responsibility for their acts of prejudice and persecution at the feet of God. She said, “I distrust those people who know so well what God wants them to do, because I notice it always coincides with their own desires.”17 Anthony’s “distrust” should strike all who have witnessed the rise of religiously motivated terrorism in the 21st century as too mild a verb.18

  The overt fundamentalism that motivates terrorists and religious extremists is not the only form of literalist abuse to which the Bible is subjected. A casual or “soft” literalism infects many Christians, particularly in America. Dedicated fundamentalists approach the Bible with preconceptions that predetermine what they find in it, but they do read it. The casual Christian “literalists,” on the other hand, prefer to “worship” the Bible rather than read it. They assume that it says things that it does not say and take it for granted that it blesses their opinions and prejudices. When the Bible, rather than the God to whom it points, becomes an object of veneration, it serves as the sort of idol it condemns. Like an idol, it is sometimes assumed to have magical powers. It may invite superstitious uses (e.g. , random searches for oracular hints in its verses), or it may discourage serious thought about the text (on the assumption that objective analysis is blasphemy).

  The tendency to look on the Bible as a sacred object may help to explain one of the puzzles of American religious behavior. As noted above, huge numbers of Americans claim to be biblical literalists. That is, they tell pollsters that they believe that the Bible records the words of God, but they also admit to those pollsters that they do not read it. It seems odd that people who think that they have at hand a communiqué from God would not bother to open their divine mail. What could be more important than finding out what God says?

  Many American Christians believe that they know what God says without having to read the Bible. After all, they live in a “Christian” country. So long as they respect the Bible, affirm its sacred origin, do their duty as citizens, and generally try to “be good,” they must be living according to Biblical principles. Conversely, anyone who departs significantly from middle-class morality and the American way of life must be a sinner.

  Of course America is not formally a Christian nation, but religion sometimes plays a larger part in American politics than in the politics of countries that have religious establishments. The role that Christianity has played in shaping American identity, American institutions, and American policies means that anyone who hopes to understand the country needs to consider its religious history — and that history’s persistent flirtation with emotional, authoritarian expressions of faith.

  America’s myth of national origin draws heavily on biblical imagery. America is said to be God’s special land, a “city upon a hill,”19 and “the last, best hope of earth.”20 The National Hymn, which was written for the centennial of the Constitution of the United States and which is sung in many churches on patriotic holidays, speaks of God as “our ruler” and prays for “Thy Word [to be] our law.” Americans see themselves as God’s final chosen people, commissioned to save the world and to set an example of freedom for all nations. They take it for granted that, as God’s special servants, they are entitled to prosper and dominate.

  The religious cast of American culture is a legacy from its foundation. Many of the European immigrants who settled the American colonies saw themselves as religious refugees who had fled to “the wilderness” to find the freedom to worship God as the Bible commands. They identified with the ancient Hebrews, and even justified driving the native Americans from their land by recalling how God ordered the Hebrews to dispossess the Canaanites. Their divine mission was to clear a field on which to establish the “American way of life,” which eventually came to be understood as the customs of the white, middle-class, Bible-believing (Protestant) family.

  Therefore, despite a Constitution that prohibits mandating any religious test for political office, candidates have learned to advertise the fact that they are people of faith. At political rallies they conclude their speeches by invoking God’s blessing. They campaign at “prayer breakfasts,” and they lard their addresses with biblical references. President-elects have voluntarily added the phrase “so help me God” to the oath of office mandated by the Constitution, and most have taken that oath with their hands on a Bible, claiming the Bible’s God as their witness.21 In American political life, the Bible serves as the sacred object that validates the nation, its mission, and its values. The Bible is less a source of guidance22 than a holy icon that reassure’s the nation that it has God’s backing.

  In recent years fears have been mounting in some religious circles that the God-ordained American way of life is being undermined by ethnic diversity23 and rampant secularism. The result has been an increasing call for the public display (i.e., ritual veneration) of the Bible and acknowledgment of its role as the guarantor of essential American values.

  The fear of those who sense a threat to the country’s religious underpinnings has a basis in a situation that is changing. Although America has always been home to a variety of Christian groups, for much of the country’s history most of these have been variations on a common (Calvinist) type. The result was a general consensus of opinion on the Bible’s importance and its general message. No one used to object, therefore, if textbooks in public schools drew their lessons from the Bible and the school day began with readings from the Scriptures and prayers “in the name of Jesus”. Students recited the pledge of allegiance to the American flag along with the Lord’s Prayer. Patriotism and Protestant piety throve in a symbiotic relationship that few once thought to question.

  This age of innocence ended in the 1960s, when increasing numbers of groups and individuals began to insist on rigorous enforcement of the Constitutional prohibition of state-mandated religion. Prayer and Bible reading disappeared from the public schools, and the stage was set for a major struggle over the role that the Christian faith should play in American society. As in the 1920s when the Darwinian theory of evolution set religious conservatives and liberals to battling over the nation’s soul, advocates for opposing positions on the role of religion in American public life forced test cases into the courts.

  Some of the more ingenious of the test cases involve the right to display copies of the Ten Commandments in government buildings. What makes this a contentious issue is the difficulty of characterizing the commandments. They certainly derive from a religious text, the Hebrew Bible,24 and a few of them demand acknowledgment of God. However, they articulate principles of justice that are fundamental to many secular legal and moral codes. It might be argued that it makes sense to post a commandment prohibiting murder in a courthouse where murderers are tried, convicted, and punished. But parties that object to displaying the commandments argue that the true intent of their opponents is to associate the Bible with the country’s foundational legal documents and thereby inch America closer to declaring itself a Christian nation. Moses’ tablets could become the proverbial camel’s nose poking under the Constitution’s tent.

  When cases involving the right to display the Ten Commandments are appealed to the Supreme Court, they are, ironically, decided in a building whose eastern pediment features a statue of Moses with his tablets. Despite this architectural legacy, the Supreme Court has thus far leaned in the direction of prohibiting similar displays in other government buildings. In 1980, for example, it struck down a state law that required Kentucky’s public schools to post copies of the commandments. This, however, did not definitively decide the issue, for being required to do something and being permitted to do it are quite different things. Therefore, new cases were launched to discover the limits of the permissible. In June of 2005 the Supreme Court ruled against posting copies of the commandments — this time in Kentucky’s courthouses — even when these were accompanied by other historically influential legal documents (e.g. , the Magna Carta).

  This raised the issue of what to do about some quite substantial displays that had been in place at some courthouses for a long time. In 1956, Cecil B. de Mille released an epic film version of Moses’ story called The Ten Commandments. His studio’s promoters and some private individuals who were inspired by the film raised money for public monuments depicting Moses’ tablets. In 1961, the Fraternal Order of Eagles erected a six-foot tall granite replica on the grounds of the Texas state capitol. The courts decided that because its presence there had gone unchallenged for over 40 years, it could remain. Time had blunted its religious significance by integrating it into the historical context of the capitol’s grounds. Its role as an artifact documenting a period in American history overwhelmed its status as a religious text.

  Such was not the case for a newer monument. In 2001, Roy Moore, an Alabama judge, installed a 5,300 pound granite model of the Ten Commandments in his state’s supreme court building. In 2003, when federal officials ordered him to remove it, he refused — with the result that he was removed from office, taking his “rock” with him. This made him something of a martyred hero to the religious right and encouraged his ambition to run for the office of governor. The weighty object that was the bone of contention was then placed on a flatbed truck and dispatched on a tour of America to rally support for his cause.

  No one involved in Judge Moore’s project seemed to have noticed the theological contradiction involved in inviting the public to turn out to venerate Moses’ mobile stone tablets. If they had read what was written on those tablets, they might have noticed that high on the list of the divine mandates is a prohibition against making “for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exodus 20:4). Although this was surely not what they intended, it was what they did — as ancient pagans would instantly have recognized. Pharaoh’s Egyptians, who gathered to venerate the image of Amon-Ra as it was carried through the streets of Thebes, would have spotted a kinship with the Christians who paid their respects to Alabama’s granite tablets as they passed by on their flatbed truck.

  This whole episode might be dismissed as a farcical example of the law of unintended consequences — a result of excess zeal undermining its own principles. After all, any readers of the Bible should be able instantly to spot a graven image — particularly if they were focusing their attention on the story of Moses. Moses’ displeasure with idolatry even led him to grind a graven image to powder, mix it with water, and force his people literally to consume the object of their misdirected faith (Exodus 32:20). Were Moses still around, Judge Moore’s supporters might have been condemned to a massive dose of “salts.”

  Idolatry is a perennial threat to biblical religion, for the kind of God the Bible describes is difficult to conceptualize. People find worship easier when they have a tangible anchor for their faith. Ancient pagans sculpted images of gods in human and animal form. Jews, despite being acutely mindful of the Torah’s prohibition of idolatry, still dress Torah scrolls in velvet robes and silver ornaments and carry them about in ritual procession. Orthodox Christians kneel before icons. Catholics venerate images of saints, relics of martyrs, and the consecrated host enshrined in a golden monstrance.

  Protestants share this human appetite for something that brings God down to earth and projects Him into our realm, but the Reformation stripped them of every sacred object but the Bible. By default therefore, the Bible literally became the center of worship in many Protestant churches. In the ancient Middle East gods were pictured standing on pedestals or mounted on animals. The virility of Canaanite deities was symbolized by imagining them mounted invisibly on the backs of bulls (the Bible’s much maligned golden calves). The Ark of the Covenant served as the throne for an invisible divine presence the Hebrews called Yahweh. Protestants give central place in their sanctuaries to pulpits or tables on which huge Bibles lie permanently splayed. The Protestant faithful are terribly tempted to think of God as somehow captured between the covers of the book. Ensuring the appropriate use for that book is, therefore, a matter of great importance not just for the private lives of America’s Protestants and other Christians. Given the influence the book has on validating American policies, how it is understood may be of global significance.

  A Bible conceived as the Word of God is far less vulnerable to abuse than a Bible that is literally thought to be the words of God. The former sheds the light of revelation only when inspired by God’s grace, but the latter is totally under human control and subject to human manipulation. Anyone who claims to be able to speak God’s words — no matter how worshipfully and respectfully — usurps God’s place. A faith that is guided by a relationship with a living God produces fruit quite different from that of a religion governed by a dead text — by a collection of some 700,000 words credited to a deity who last spoke 2,000 years ago.

  A faith that is a living relationship is not likely to produce a believer who claims absolute knowledge of God’s will. Even a human spouse, if wise, learns never to presume to speak for his or her mate, and good friends always honor the right of their companions to represent themselves. People who believe that they can speak for God by quoting Scripture all too easily abrogate to themselves the authority to enforce God’s will. The striving for heaven that begins by quoting God’s “words” ends in the hellish journey of the suicide bomber.

  It takes humility, patience, and hope to discern God’s Word in a Bible that is read as the product of the prayers, meditations, and insights of untold generations of ardent searchers for meaning and purpose. If Christians are to avoid the temptation to commit the kinds of horrendous acts that have so often brought faith into disrepute, they need to resign themselves to living within their human limitations. God is not held captive in a book and cannot be compelled to speak by quoting the words of a book. With the Spirit’s guidance God’s Word shines through those words, but it should never be forgotten that those words are the words of people who have struggled (sometimes magnificently but always imperfectly) to hear God’s “still, small voice” (I Kings 19:12).

  
    NOTES

    
      	Unless otherwise indicated, the Bible is quote in the New Revised Standard Version (Zondervan, 1989).

      	Augustine, Confessions, translated by R. S. Pine-Coffin (NY: Penguin Books, 1961), p. 96.

      	Quoted in: Randall Balmer, God in the White House: A History (NY: HarperCollins e-Books), p. 147.

      	Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, “U.S. Religious Life Survey” (June 23, 2008), http://pewforum.org;category Index.aspx?id=80&pages8 (accessed 19 July 2010).

      	Andrew Sullivan, “My Problem with Christianism: A Believer Spells Out the Difference Between Faith and a Political Agenda,” Time (May 15, 2006), p. 74.

      	Letter to the Editor signed by Martyn Whittaker, Time (June 5, 2006), p. 12.

      	Financial Times/Harris Poll (December 20, 2006), “Religious Views and Beliefs Vary Greatly by Country.” http://www.harrisinteractive.com/news/allnewbydate.asp?n ewsID=1131 (accessed 19 July 2010).

      	Ruth Gledhill, “Churchgoing on Its Knees as Christianity Falls Out of Favour,” The Sunday Times (May 8, 2008), timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith’article3890080.ece.

      	Religion has been receiving so much bad press that some scholars have felt called to defend not a specific faith, but the concept of faith itself: Huston Smith, Why Religion Matters: The Fate of the Human Spirit in an Age of Disbelief (NY: HarperCollins, 2000); John F. Haught, God and the New Atheism: A Critical Response to Dawkins, Harris, and Hitchens (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2008).

      	The verses from Exodus 20 quoted at the head of this chapter

      	Prominent Americans, such as Thomas Jefferson and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, have been moved to edit the Bible so as to cut out the “chaff” and reduce it to its “core” elements.

      	This may explain why as many as 45% of Americans claim to believe in Creationism. See: A. J. Jacobs, The Year of Living Biblically (NY: Simon and Schuster, 2007), p. 57.

      	The Creation stories and the Book of Genesis are dealt with in greater detail in chapter 6.

      	Discussion of this passage and its rabbinic interpretation is found in: A. J. Jacobs, The Year of Living Biblically, pp. 111-112.

      	“Perhaps the strangest claim ever made for any written document in history is that its words are or somehow contain the ‘Word of God.’ Such an assertion assumes that God is a very human-like being.” John Shelby Spong, The Sins of Scripture: Exposing the Bible’s Texts of Hate to Reveal the God of Love (Harper San Francisco, 2005), p. 142.

      	See: Jonathan Kirsch, God Against the Gods: The History of the War Between Monotheism and Polytheism (NY: Penguin Group, 2004).

      	Susan B. Anthony, speech to the National American Women’s Suffrage Association in 1896 during a debate over Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Women’s Bible. See: Jack Humberman, The Quotable Atheist (NY: Nation Books, 2007), p. 13.

      	See: Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2000).

      	John Winthrop, the image is drawn from a sermon (“A Model for Christian Charity”) he preached in 1630 on Matthew 5:14,“You are the light of the world. A city built on a hill cannot be hid.” Alan Heimert and Andrew Debaco, eds., The Puritans in America: A Narrative Anthology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), pp. 8992.

      	Abraham Lincoln, message to Congress, December 1, 1862.

      	Protests were raised when a Muslim congressman recently took the oath of office with his hand on the Qu’ran.

      	Many people have wondered how Americans reconcile their passionate devotion to individualistic capitalism and their professed Christian values. The former would seem to encourage selfishness and the latter self-sacrifice. Some religious leaders have prospered simply by insisting (against the evidence) that Christianity is capitalism and that its practice leads to wealth and success. What has recently been characterized as the “Prosperity Gospel” is only a new name for an old heresy that has enjoyed surges of popularity throughout American history.

      	It was once unthinkable that a Catholic could be elected to the American presidency. That barrier fell in 1961 with the election of John F. Kennedy, but it is still the case that one must be at least a nominal Christian to make a serious bid for the White House. The false claim that Barach Obama is a Muslim was cited by many American voters as a reason for opposing his run for the presidency.

      	The Bible records them in two slightly different versions in Exodus 20:1-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21. Most of the principles they endorse are not unique to the Bible.

    

  


  
2

  

  A Polarized Faith

  Should mainline churches choose to remain as they are . . . their survival in the long run seems extremely doubtful. They could sputter on for decades without orthodox Christianity, of course, appealing to an assortment of professors, radical feminists, and vegetarians. But their appeal would be increasingly minimal.1

  — Thomas C. Reeves

  Whether true or not, men have always believed in “unscientific concepts,” and these beliefs often are the real “facts” which shape their destiny.2

  — Max I. Dimont

  The Gathering Storm

  American society entered an era of accelerating change during the second half of the 20th century. Immigration and differing birth rates among ethnic groups increased the diversity of the country’s population, and successful civil rights movements had implications for the nation’s balance of political power. White and Protestant Christian majorities, whose dominance had never previously been challenged, awakened to the realization that they were headed for minority status. Some Americans were alarmed, for they saw this as a threat not only to their self-interests, but to what they regarded as their nation’s authentic identity.

  The changing demographics prompted debates about the characteristics of a “true American,” and this raised the issue of the role that religion has played (and should or should not play) in shaping American values. The country that the Founders knew when they drafted the Constitution had a fairly homogenous culture. It was dominated by people with British and north European backgrounds, most of whom professed some form of Protestantism. Therefore, it is reasonable to wonder if the Founders, who enshrined freedom of religion in the Constitution, ever imagined that this situation might change — that Americans might not always share a common set of “Christian values.” Given the European example, they understood how contentious and divisive religious differences can be, but did they (under the influence of 18th-century rationalism) believe that Americans would outgrow the kind of religion that had kept Europeans fighting among themselves for two centuries? Did they naively trust that all “true” religions would ultimately converge? If this was their assumption, did the Constitution they wrote unwittingly commit their homeland to a dangerous course by stripping its government of the power of “prohibiting the free exercise” of religion?

  In reality, American courts have seldom hesitated to intervene whenever judges conclude that the religious practices of a minority (e.g. , polygamy, animal sacrifice, etc. ) are at odds with generally accepted standards of behavior.3 Whenever the constitutionality of their rulings has been challenged, the state’s power has usually been upheld. But afterward, little may be done to enforce the court’s interpretation of the law. A spirit of “live-and-let-live” prevails unless a group pushes the limits. Polygamy, for instance, has been tolerated if it does not involve suspicion of sexual exploitation of minors.

  Some Americans, however, who would favor taking a stronger and more rigorously consistent stand. Rather than confine religious regulation to the extreme behavior of peripheral groups, they would have the United States openly embrace a Christian identity and alter its Constitution to mandate their understanding of Christian principles. Such a step would lift the lid from a veritable barrel of irascible worms, for it would force Americans to agree on an answer to a question that has threatened to divide them since the nation’s founding: What kind of Christianity is American?4

  The rigorous moralism and intellectualism of colonial New England’s Puritans did not spread to other regions of the country, and the Enlightenment rationalism of the Virginian Deists who played major roles in the revolutionary government never held much appeal for the American masses. At significant periods in the country’s history, large numbers of Protestant Americans have considered the Christianity of Roman Catholics (a papal monarchy) to be incompatible with the principles of American democracy. The various Orthodox Christian communities also cherish ethnic roots (Greek, Russian, Serbian, Armenian, etc. ) that suggest that being something more than generically American is essential to their faith.

  The most powerful religious influence on the formation of early American identity was a species of Protestant evangelicalism. Camp meetings proliferated during the Federal Period, and the denominations that enthusiastically adopted the camp meeting style (e.g. , the Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians) were most successful in spreading institutionalized religion to what had previously been a largely unchurched nation. Evangelical piety flourished during the 19th century, for it suited the sentimentality of the Victorian era and was congruent with the middle-class values of an increasingly prosperous and upwardly mobile Protestant, if multi-denominational and unofficial, establishment. Evangelicals dominated leadership of the major religious associations, and their faith inspired mass movements backing major social reforms (e.g. , abolition of slavery, temperance, and compulsory public education) that transformed American society.

  Not all evangelicals were cast in the same mold. Distinctions emerged, and toward the end of the 19th century, a form of “liberal Christianity” began to attract a following. It favored a more formal, less emotional style of worship than was favored by many evangelicals, and it advocated a different approach to working for the Kingdom of God. Generally speaking, evangelicals hoped to reform society by saving people one at a time — by persuading individual sinners to make decisions for Christ that would transform their behavior. Liberals, on the other hand, approached the salvation of individuals through the restructuring of society — by attacking the institutions, traditions, and prejudices that they believed fostered self-destructive behaviors. Liberal Christians fought corporations and political machines, supported labor unions, and tried to legislate and enforce what they understood to be responsible codes of conduct.

  The early 20th century saw the rise of the Social Gospel, a liberal theology centered on the Old Testament prophets’ call for social justice and Jesus’ assertion that the poor and defenseless are closest to God’s heart. The Social Gospel placed the struggle to improve this world ahead of preparing for a world-to-come. It sometimes implied that the path to heaven was a perfected American way of life. When the confident optimism that characterizes the American spirit led liberal Christians to overplay their hands, they cultivated utopian dreams and ignored the Bible’s darker warnings about the pervasive nature of sin. Progress in science, technology, and education encouraged their assumption that humanity could be perfected and that heaven could be brought down to Earth. All that was needed was hard work, self-discipline, and good strategic plans for government and social service agencies.

  Eventually, however, it became clear that when Christianity’s ethical ideals are detached from its message of sin, grace, and redemption, the faith degenerates into shallow socialism. Although Marxism and 20th-century communism were ardently anti-religious, some liberal Christians found much in them to admire. As a result, many of their fellow Americans began to have serious reservations about liberal Christianity. The carnage of the world wars raised up a generation of “neo-orthodox” theologians who corrected the excessive optimism of the Social Gospel by renewing an emphasis on the cross and the costliness of grace.

  While all this was going on, American evangelicals also began to sing from a new hymn book. Throughout most of the 19th century they had been confident that religion, science, and democracy were working together for the good of humanity.5 But as liberals began to challenge the evangelicals’ long-standing dominance of American religion, evangelicals’ outlook darkened. In particular, they feared that ideas that liberals embraced — namely, Darwin’s theory of evolution and new critical techniques for interpreting the Bible’s texts — were undermining the foundations of faith. It seemed that science, which some had assumed would assist faith in bringing in the Kingdom of God, had suddenly turned on them. Science had declared war on religion, and they, therefore, were obliged to make a choice (rather than seek a compromise) between faith and reason.6

  American Christianity had always had “conservative right” and “liberal left” wings. Tension between their partisans had divided some denominations (e.g. , most notably, the Presbyterians) and spawned a few heresy trials of prominent clergy, but the two opposing camps usually managed to coexist without much difficulty. With the start of the new century, however, things escalated toward a showdown. Distinctions between liberals and conservatives grew sharper as they began to compete for control of America’s de facto Protestant establishment.

  Between 1910 and 1913 a series of privately funded pamphlets, The Fundamentals, was published for free distribution “to every pastor, evangelist, minister, theological professor, theological student, Sunday school superintendent, YMCA and YWCA secretary in the English-speaking world.”7 The authors of The Fundamentals claimed that in order legitimately to claim to be a Christian one had to affirm five ideas that, they alleged, were indispensable to the faith tradition: 1) that literal reading of the Bible yielded inerrant information, 2) that Jesus was born of a virgin, 3) that God required Jesus’ death as payment for sin, 4) that Jesus’ body was physically resurrected, and 5) that all of his miracles were historical events. Curiously absent from the list of “fundamentals” was any reference to what Jesus himself said was fundamental to faith:

  
    You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And the second is like it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the law and the prophets (Matthew 22:37-40)

  

  The five fundamentals were inspired less by a desire to summarize the Christian faith than to challenge the willingness of religious liberals to tailor their theology to accommodate the new sciences. The fundamentals were all ideas that liberal scholarship had called into question as incompatible with reason and modern points of view.

  The Fundamentals found an enthusiastic readership, and the pamphlets launched a “fundamentalist” movement that leapt across denominational lines. Fundamentalism could be easily conjoined with a type of evangelicalism that valued experiential religion more highly than theological understanding, and its appeal owed much to the anti-intellectualism and suspicion of scholarly elites that is a persistent feature of American popular culture. Fundamentalism and evangelical Protestantism have had great success (even in some well-educated circles) recruiting followers with the promise that the simple faith of humble folk can banish doubt and chart a clear path through the complexities and disorienting relativism of life in the “post-modern” era.

  Americans tend to denigrate intellectuals (e.g., “egg heads” and “policy wonks”) and admire plain speakers, but they do not respect fools. In the first half of the 20th century, fundamentalists blundered into a situation that exposed them and their conservative Christian allies to widespread ridicule. In 1925 a law prohibiting the teaching of the theory of evolution in Tennessee’s public schools was tested in the infamous “Scopes Monkey Trial.” The courtroom hosted a media circus, and the nation followed with glee as Clarence Darrow made a laughingstock out of the fundamentalists’ champion, William Jennings Bryan.

  The humiliation was so great that fundamentalists retreated from public view for decades. They abandoned the struggle for control of the major Protestant denominations and withdrew into a world of their own — a bastion of Bible colleges and independent churches. A new (to the modern, if not to the medieval, era) doctrine spread through their ranks. The confident evangelicals of the 19th century had embraced a postmillennialism, a doctrine that anticipated the world’s redemption and transformation. A darker pre-millennial vision held more appeal for the 20th century’s marginalized fundamentalists. It predicted a long era of painful struggle as history drew to a violent end and confirmed the fundamentalists’ suspicion that the hostile, corrupt world that mocked their faith was beyond saving. The task of the true believer, they concluded, was to hunker down and avoid contamination from the world while waiting for an angry, vengeful God to fulfill the Bible’s apocalyptic prophecies. The pre-millenialists pined for “the Rapture,” a scenario for the last days created by piecing together texts from different parts of the Bible. They believed that God’s faithful remnant was to be lifted (“raptured”) into the sky to escape the suffering that was to be justly inflicted on Earth’s sinful hordes.

  Disaffected conservative Christians were content to sit on the sidelines of American public life until the 1960s, when a convergence of events and movements spurred them to action. They suddenly reversed course, left the safe confines of their independent churches, entered the realm of politics, and openly declared their intention to rescue America from the forces of “secular humanism” and scientific modernism. Christian fundamentalism asserted itself in the West just as Islamic fundamentalism began to make its power known elsewhere in the world.

  America’s religious right was roused to action by developments that it perceived as threatening the very survival of Christianity in America and, therefore, of the role that America was to play as God’s chosen instrument in the drama of salvation. By the 1960s the surging power of popular culture — of television, films, and new genres of music — had begun to breach the defenses of conservative enclaves and nudge the country in directions that were anathema to the right. Free love movements, drug cultures, rock-and-roll sensuality, and paeans to self-indulgent excess of all kinds undermined values that many conservative Christians assumed were essential to the pursuit of personal salvation and the preservation of the divine mandate that made America “the last, best hope of earth.”8 A surging youth movement contributed to the anxiety of religious conservatives by encouraging challenges to parental authority. An antiwar movement offended their sense of patriotic duty and love of country. Southern states (where the largest number of evangelical and fundamentalist groups was to be found) were particularly agitated by a civil rights movement that indicted the morality of what many cherished as their traditional way of life. A feminist movement seemed set on subverting what they believed to be the Christian concept of the family and gender relations — as did a gay-rights movement that religious conservatives feared was designed to make converts to a “lifestyle” that the Scriptures, they claimed, explicitly condemned.

  The catalyst that may have done most to galvanize action by Christian conservatives was the Supreme Court’s decision in 1962 to ban prayer in the public schools. A series of additional cases soon followed further limiting religious activities, displays, and instruction. And the Roe vs. Wade decision in 1973, which affirmed abortion rights, only confirmed conservative Christians in their belief that Satanic powers were assaulting God’s chosen country.

  The North’s victory in the Civil War had established the Democratic Party’s dominance over the South, the evangelical heartland. The Republican Party, heir to the hated Lincoln’s legacy, was slow to make inroads into the South. It drew leaders from a northern elite and support from the prosperous folk who affiliated with the mainline Protestant denominations. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 altered these long-standing affiliations. When five Southern states, which had not been in the Republican column since the Civil War, switched sides in that year’s presidential election, an alliance between right-wing politics and right-wing religion was born. This was arguably the most significant development in late 20th-century American politics.

  The rise of an assertive religious right in the late 20th century, like the emergence of fundamentalism in the early years of that century, increased both the political and religious polarization of American society. The news media have accustomed Americans to think of their country as divided between blue (liberal Democratic) and red (conservative Republican) states — although shifting allegiances in the 2008 presidential election rearranged colored maps and prompted some regions to be described as “purple”. Spokespersons for the right fulminate against the machinations of a “liberal establishment” that frustrates the will of a silent, but allegedly conservative, majority. Advocates for the left warn that “a vast right-wing conspiracy” poses a growing threat to American liberties.

  Political allegiances have become so closely associated with religious positions that whether a church’s congregation is perceived as leaning right or leaning left may now be the most important factor in determining an individual’s decision to affiliate with it. Duane Murray Oldfield notes:

  
    A strong case can be made that denominational differences are losing their import and that cross denominational splits between religious liberals and conservatives are coming to replace them as the fundamental cleavages in American religious life . . . . Americans, it is argued, are dividing into more distinct conservative and liberal camps; the religious center is not holding.9

  

  When a society’s center weakens, willingness to cooperate diminishes, compromise becomes difficult, leadership stalemates, and hostility intensifies. Religious divisions are particularly troubling when they enter the political realm, for principles of faith absolutize conflict. Religion turns what is essentially a fight for the advantage of one group over another into a struggle to destroy all impediments to God’s will. The stakes in such campaigns rise so high and the consciences of those who fight them remain so clear, that no price can seem too great to pay and no strategy too extreme to adopt in pursuit of victory. History is filled with examples of individuals and nations driven to madness and self-destruction by the presumption that they were empowered to act for God.

  The Strength of the Right: Cloaked Accommodation

  The division between right and left in America is not trending toward an equal split of the population. Although the American “middle” is quite large, conservatives are far more confident of their appeal to the masses than are liberals. While many politicians and less exalted citizens proudly embrace the conservative label, the partisans of the left often avoid using the term liberal. Progressive has become the adjective of choice for the left and its causes. Conservative politicians and religious leaders brand liberals as elitists and claim that the majority of ordinary Americans favors their agenda. Questions seldom arise about the patriotism of conservatives, but liberals find themselves on the defensive — accused of hostility to the “real America.”

  Despite the right’s claim that the media is controlled by liberals, conservatives dominate politically oriented talk-shows on radio, and virtually all religiously themed television caters to conservatives. Evangelical and fundamentalist groups are also much more successful than liberals at blurring the line between church and state. They publish so-called “voters’ guides” to marshal support for right-wing politicians and programs and then distribute them through church networks. Religious groups (e.g., Focus on the Family) function as unofficial adjuncts to right-wing political campaigns, and conservative politicians, who solicit support from the religious right, have cavalierly skirted laws governing church-state relations. When Ronald Reagan first ran for the presidency in August of 1980, he journeyed to Texas to address the Religious Roundtable, a large body of conservative Christian leaders. After being introduced by a Baptist minister as “God’s man,” he told the assembly, “I know you can’t endorse me, but I want you to know that I endorse you and what you are doing.”10 Reverend Jerry Falwell, pastor of the hyper-conservative Thomas Road Baptist Church of Lynchburg, Virginia, then reminded those in attendance that although their organization could not endorse a candidate without losing its tax exempt status, he hoped that they would vote for the “Reagan of their choice.”11

  It is instructive to compare this cynical flaunting of the intent of the law — an act that passed without legal consequences for Falwell and others — with the response to a sermon preached by Rev. J. Edwin Bacon at All Saints Episcopal Church, Pasadena, California, on October 31, 2004. On the eve of another presidential election, Rev. Bacon’s meditation imagined a conversation involving Jesus Christ, George W. Bush, and John Kerry. He did not endorse a candidate. He acknowledged that thoughtful people could take opposing points of view, and he encouraged his hearers to vote according to their best lights. A few months later, however, the Internal Revenue Service informed the church in which he had preached that it was suspected of having forfeited its tax-exempt status by engaging in political advocacy and that an inquiry was being initiated. The process dragged on for two years and cost the congregation $200,000 in legal fees. In the end the church retained its tax-exemption, but the case only confused guidelines governing freedom of speech from pulpits.12

  It may not be irrelevant to note that All Saints Episcopal, Pasadena, is one of California’s major, overtly liberal congregations. Its reputation is apparently what drew the ire of a conservative administration, for the IRS did not act against the First Baptist Church of Springdale, Arkansas, where, on July 4, 2004, the Rev. Ronnie Floyd, the megachurch’s pastor, had preached an overtly partisan sermon. Rev. Floyd (who later sought the presidency of the Southern Baptist Convention) specifically lauded the policies of the Bush administration, criticized John Kerry, and used the church’s audio-visual equipment to highlight his message’s patent enthusiasm for George W. Bush.13

  The clergy who serve liberal mainline congregations might be excused if they sometimes seem dispirited and unsure. Many of them must view their preaching as a “still, small voice” that struggles to compete with a thunderous cacophony of opposing religious messages from conservative sources. None of the liberal clergy is to be found thriving at the head of a wealthy television ministry. None has received an invitation to the White House to serve as personal chaplain to the nation’s leader. Few are solicited for endorsements by political candidates.14

  The fact that liberal clergy are given scant attention by politicians may not be unrelated to the decades of declining membership reported by their denominations. Many commentators have blamed the pastors themselves for the fading popularity of the traditions they represent. In their defense, clergy find it hard to argue that they are hapless victims of a rising tide of unbelief in American society. The fading stars of their mainline denominations dim in the powerful light cast by the rising sun of the independent, conservative megachurch phenomenon. Religious institutions featuring campuses, lavish facilities, thousands of members, and multifaceted programs run by large professional staffs are springing up in every part of the country.

  Thomas C. Reeves has argued the case for those who believe that the mainline denominations are declining because their leaders are out of step with the majority of Americans. The traditionally dominant (and allegedly liberal) denominations are losing ground, he insists, because a gap has opened between their laity and their clergy.15 He believes that the latter are stuck in the outdated trendy movements of the 1960s and have no firm convictions and no commitment to the core doctrines of the Christian faith. He writes:

  
    Here we are at the root of things: the submission of liberal Protestantism to a secular gospel rests upon a failure to accept the essentials of the Christian faith. . . . [T]he first and most critical step in halting the slide of the mainline churches is the restoration of their commitment to orthodox theology. Everything else depends upon that . . . [and] orthodoxy requires faith in an all-powerful God who was and is capable of the miraculous. Christianity without miracles is dead, and its founder and the apostles madmen.16
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