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“WHERE THE SPIRIT OF THE LORD IS, THERE IS LIBERTY”
(2 Corinthians 3:17) '




“Mr. Hart has written a much-needed corrective to current
dogma. He demonstrates that our freedoms, and the morality that
sustains them, grew out of religious faith, and makes a strong case for
the proposition that democracy without religion is not enough to
guarantee liberty. I found Faith and Freedom a powerful and
thought-provoking book.”

ROBERT H. BORK

John M. Olin Scholar in Legal Studies,
American Enterprise Institute

“Ben Hart has written a rich book, systematically argued in a
way that is sustained to the final page. Faith and Freedom makes an
irrefutable case that the American political order cannot be explained
apart from our original religious commitment as a people.”

M.E. BRADFORD

Professor of American Studies, University of Dallas
Author, A Better Guide Than Reason and A Worthy Company

“Religious freedom is, in largest part, a religious achievement.
Mr. Hart underscores that truth with lively narrative and forceful
argument. In recent decades many Americans have been miseducated
to believe that religious freedom, and most other freedoms, were
historically secured against the forces of religion. Hart does not merely
right the balance, he puts things back into their proper order,
reminding us that, without “‘unalienable rights’ bestowed prior to the
State, all rights are imperiled by the State.”

RICHARD JOHN NEUHAUS
Director, The Center on Religion and Society
Author, The Naked Public Square
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CHAPTER ONE

WE HOLD THESE
TRUTHS . . .

When George Washington announced in the autumn of
1796 that he was stepping down as President, all of America was
stunned. “How can you retreat?” an alarmed Alexander Hamil-
ton asked the grey-haired legend. “How will our new nation sur-
vive without its leader?” cried editorials in newspapers across
the countryside. Americans looked to the future with fear and
trembling. The young nation was traveling into uncharted
waters now. All were aware that the free and democratic society
they had created was unique in world history.

Washington achieved legendary status early in life with
his heroic exploits during the French and Indian War. He never
sought fame however; in fact he spent all his adult years trying
to shun the public life. But destiny always seemed to demand
that he serve his country one more time. He had no desire to
lead the Continental forces against the British in America’s War
of Independence, but Congress pleaded with him, saying there
was no one else. So Washington sacrificed the private life he so
cherished and accepted the daunting task —for which he refused
financial compensation. He endured with his troops the winter
at Valley Forge. After seven years of war, and with the aid of the
French fleet, he finally forced the surrender of the British
General Edward Cornwallis at the Battle of Yorktown. Again,
Washington hoped to retire; and again Congress informed him
that only he could raise this new nation from its infancy.

 Washington was the Electoral College’s unanimous
choice for President of the United States. He expected to serve

11




12 FAITH & FREEDOM

only one term, but was told that if he did not serve a second this
new republic would likely collapse. After eight years as Presi-
dent, Washington decided to retire for good, and no one could
persuade him otherwise. For almost 40 years this American
legend had been trying to return to the peace and privacy of
Mount Vernon and his wife Martha. At age 64 he was getting
old. His bones were weary. He may have sensed that he had only
three more years remaining in this life. America would either
have to stand on its own, or perish. He knew the pitfalls that
awaited a nation without a strong leader. But he saw an even
greater threat in a people becoming dependent on one man, a de-
pendency that would tend to undermine the very principles of
liberty for which they had struggled so long.

If this experiment in constitutional democracy were to
succeed, Washington concluded, it would have to succeed
without him. To run for a third term would be to turn the clock
back and re-establish over the American nation a de facto
monarchy, a prospect no one loathed more than Washington. He
always placed principle above personal aggrandizement, which is
a rarity in the annals of man. Because of this, the legacy he
would leave would not be the usual one of tyranny and human
misery —but one of political, economic, and religious liberty. ‘

The United States of America is the freest, strongest, and
most prosperous nation in human history. We owe this
miraculous development in large part to the life of one man-—his
bravery in battle, his perseverance through hardships, his
patience with those who opposed him, his wisdom while in
power. What was astonishing about this gallant Virginian, who
rode a white horse, was that he actually lived by the ideals of
which he spoke. There were not many dry eyes in America when
George Washington on September 17, 1796, announced his final
farewell from public life. From this moment on, he said, the sur-
vival of freedom on American soil would have nothing to do with
him, and everything to do with the character of its people and
the government they would elect:

“Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political
prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports,” he
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said. “In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism
who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happi-
ness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens. The
mere politician, equally with pious man, ought to respect and
cherish them. A volume could not trace all the connections with
private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked where is the
security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of
religious obligation desert the oathes, which are the instruments
of investigation in Courts of Justice? And let us with caution in-
dulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without
religion. Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined
education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience
both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in ex-
clusion of religious principle.” Washington knew well that a
nation’s laws spring from its morals and that its morals spring
from its religion. And the religion of which Washington spoke
was clear to all who knew him: “It is impossible to govern rightly
without God and the Bible,” he said.

% % %k

In his essay “What I Saw in America,” the great English
writer G. K. Chesterton observed that “America is the only na-
tion in the world that is founded on a creed. That creed is set
forth with dogmatic and even theological lucidity in the Declara-
tion of Independence.” Chesterton was referring to the second
paragraph of America’s founding document which states: “We
hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain un-
alienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and the pur-
suit of happiness” (emphasis added). The starting point of the
Declaration’s argument was faith in man’s “Creator,” and is
very similar to the Apostle Paul’s initial proposition in his letter
to the Romans: “Because that which is known about God is evi-
dent within them; for God made it evident to them. For since the
creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power
and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood
through what has been made, so that they are without excuse”
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(Romans 1:19-20).

Thomas Jefferson was the primary author of the Declara-
tion, and believed it was sufficient to assert certain transcendent
truths as self-evident. To him God’s existence was manifest in
creation. Jefferson was not here talking about the God of Islam,
faith in whom laid the foundation for a different kind of social
order altogether. He meant the God of the New Testament.
Whether Jefferson was himself a Christian is in dispute. But he
understood the society in which he lived and who his audience
was when he made the case for severing ties with Britain on the
grounds that England had “violated the laws of nature and of
nature’s God.”

There were no Moslems, Buddhists, Confucianists, or
Hindus present at either the signing of the Declaration, or 11
years hence at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia.
Jefferson was addressing Christians. His entire argument about
people having “unalienable rights” is contingent on the existence
of God, and One who cares deeply about each and every in-
dividual. As Jefferson asked rhetorically on another occasion:
“Can the liberties of a nation be thought secure when we have
removed their only firm basis, a conviction in the minds of the
people that their liberties are the gift of God?”

With no higher lawgiver, the state becomes the highest
moral authority, in which case rights are no longer “un-
alienable,” but become subject to the whim of the monarch, dic-
tator, assembly, or the vicissitudes of human fashion. Therefore,
warns Paul in his letter to the Romans: “Let every person be in
subjection to the governing authorities. For there is no authority
except from God . . . ” (Romans 13:1). “Unalienable” is another
word for eternal, not subject to change under any circumstance.
It implies that there are moral absolutes.

If the life of an individual amounts to no more than a
brief flicker in history, then the perpetuation of the state,
society, or empire becomes the overriding political concern. This
was Hitler’s philosophy, and it is the driving ideological force be-
hind communism. Inherent in collectivist political systems is the
idea that the interests of the individual must be subordinate to
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the supposed (and I stress the word “supposed”) interests of the
whole. We begin to hear phrases like “national purpose,” “world
government,” and “social theory” —ideas completely at odds with
what America’s founding fathers had in mind.

But if, on the other hand, the span of civilizations
amounts to less than a blink of an eye in comparison to the eter-
nal life of a person, then the protection of God’s most valued
creation, the individual, becomes the primary function of govern-
ment. Indeed, this was the fervent belief not only of Jefferson
(who is often portrayed by historians, erroneously, as an agnos-
tic) but also of all the major figures involved in the creation of
the American Republic. George Washington was so eager to
leave public life precisely because he did not believe in the final
claim of the state. He believed in freedom. He had a Christian
view of the sanctity of man and the immortality of the soul.
Under the American political system, soul, mind, and body are to
be free from human constraints to fulfill their destinies in this
life and the next.

Even if one does not accept the truth of the Christian
faith, prudence argues for the promulgation of its moral code in
every area of public life, because history has demonstrated that
Christian morality is indispensable to the preservation of a free
society. Alexis de Tocqueville in the early part of the 19th cen-
tury was commissioned by the French government to travel
throughout the United States in order to discover the secret of
the astounding success of this experiment in democracy. The
French were puzzled at the conditions of unparalleled freedom
and social tranquility that prevailed in America. Previously, it
was thought that where there was liberty, anarchy would in-
evitably follow because of the inability of people to govern them-
selves. But in America people were free—and also well-behaved.
In fact, nowhere on earth was there so little social discord. How
could this be? This is what Tocqueville reported:

“I do not know whether all Americans have a sincere
faith in their religion —for who can know the human heart? —but
I am certain that they hold it to be indispensable for the main-
tenance of republican institutions. This opinion is not peculiar to
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a class of citizens or to a party, but it belongs to the whole rank
of society.” America, Tocqueville added, is “the place where the
Christian religion has kept the greatest power over men’s souls;
and nothing better demonstrates how useful and natural it is to
man, since the country where it now has the widest sway is both
the most enlightened and the freest.” John Quincy Adams,
America’s sixth President, acknowledged that from the begin-
ning Americans “connected in one indissoluble band the prin-
ciples of civil government with the principles of Christianity.”

Unless law is anchored in moral absolutes, Supreme
Court Justice John Marshall’s statement that the government of
the United States is a “government of laws and not men” makes
no sense. If there is no consensus as to what constitutes the law,
often called the “Higher Law,” and where it can be found, then
we are governed by men and not laws. The colonists believed
that this “Higher Law” was a definite thing and could be found
in a particular place, namely the Bible, under whose command-
ments all would be equally subjected: “The right of freedom
being a gift of God Almighty, . . . the rights of the colonists as
Christians . . . may be best understood by reading and carefully
studying the institutes of the Great Law Giver . . . which are to
be found clearly written and promulgated in the New Testa-
ment,” wrote Samuel Adams, the great revolutionary organizer,
in his 1772 classic of political history, The Rights of the
Colonists.

The notion of the “Higher Law” goes all the way back to
Moses, when Yahweh! handed down his commandments to the
people of Israel for their protection. God, through Moses, taught
the Israelites how to live with each other, how to order their
moral lives and their community, and how to please Him. Mosaic
Law taught restraint, and conveyed Yahweh’s wishes on how His
children were to treat their fellow human beings, whether in
person or through the instrument of the state. Jesus broadened
the covenant to include Gentiles as well. The new covenant is
spelled out in very clear terms in the New Testament. The word

1. The Hebrew name for God in the Old Testament.
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“covenant” refers, in the Bible, to an unbreakable contract be-
tween God and man; it is an eternal and cosmic constitution that
governs our relationship with the Creator.

As writer and constitutional scholar John Whitehead
points out, the idea of the “Higher Law” is closely connected to
“common law,” a legal term referring to Christian principles
adapted to the legal structure of civil life. The phrase first
entered the vocabulary of English lawyers of the 12th century,
after King John at Runnymede was forced by Pope Innocent III,
English landowners, and the “Army of God” to sign England’s
first written constitution, designed mainly to protect property
rights. Magna Carta, or the Great Charter, is filled with such
phrases as: “The King himself ought not to be under a man but
under God and under the law, because the law makes the king
. . . for there is no king where will governs and not law.” And:
“Know ye that we, in the presence of God, and for the salvation
of our souls, and the souls of all our ancestors and heirs, and
unto the honor of God and the advancement of Holy Church . ..
have in the first place granted to God, and by this our present
charter confirmed for us and our heirs forever.”

The Continental Congress of the United States on Oc-
tober 14, 1774, issued its Declaration of Rights stating that the
colonists of the several states were entitled to the protections of
the common law of England. Everyone understood this as a
reference to a legal tradition beginning five centuries earlier
with Magna Carta, whose moral authority was firmly grounded
in Christianity. Whitehead points out in The Second American
Revolution that the phrase “common law” comes from jus com-
mune, which was the canon law of the Catholic Church. “The
usages of God’s people and the institutes of our forefathers are
to be held for the law,” wrote Augustine (354-430); and William
Blackstone, the great English legal theorist, rephrased the idea
in 1765: “Upon these two foundations, the law of nature and the
law of Revelation,2 depend all human laws,” he wrote, articulat-
ing the common law principle, which has been with us since

2. The Bible.
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Moses brought the tablets down from Mount Sinai. Judges
throughout English and American history, following the com-
mon law tradition, have often handed down decisions with ex-
plicit references to the Ten Commandments. James Madison,
known as the father of the U.S. Constitution, put it this way:
“We have staked the whole future of the American civilization,
not upon the power of government, far from it. We have staked
the future . . . upon the capacity of each and all of us to govern
ourselves, to control ourselves, to sustain ourselves according to
the Ten Commandments of God.”

Perhaps with some of this history in mind, the Kentucky
Legislature in 1978 thought it important that students under-
stand the source of America’s common law tradition and to make
the point that the preservation of freedom is a direct conse-
quence of our adherence to the “institutes of the Great Law
Giver,” as Samuel Adams had said. Thus Kentucky required that
the Ten Commandments be posted in the public schools along
with the following statement: “The secular application of the
Ten Commandments is clearly seen in its adoption as the fun-
damental legal code of Western civilization and the common law
of the United States.”

But in 1980, the Supreme Court ruled that Kentucky’s
decision to post the Ten Commandments in the public schools
was a violation of the First Amendment’s clause forbidding the
establishment of religion. Thus, for public schools to teach the
true origin of America’s common law heritage, which undergirds
the U.S. Constitution and which is specifically referred to in the
Seventh Amendment, is now deemed “unconstitutional.” This
ruling followed the equally astounding decision in 1962 banning
all religious expression from the public schools. Already, many
public schools, in order to follow the spirit of recent Supreme
Court rulings, have replaced traditional Christmas programs
with “Winter” festivals, and have stopped the singing of such
traditional Christmas songs as “Silent Night” and “Joy to the
World.” This state of affairs bears no resemblance to what James
Madison and Fisher Ames had in mind when they introduced the
First Amendment, which was intended to guarantee “the free




We Hold These Truths 19

exercise” of religion, not obliterate religion.

The history of America’s laws, its constitutional system,
the reason for the American Revolution, or the basis of its guid-
ing political philosophy cannot accurately be discussed without
reference to its biblical roots. Every President, from George
Washington to Ronald Reagan, has placed his hand on a Bible
and asked for the protection of God upon taking the oath of of-
fice. Both Houses of Congress open each daily session with a
prayer. The phrase “In God We Trust” is emblazoned on all U.S.
currency. Witnesses are expected to swear on a Bible before tes-
tifying in a court of law. The Christian Sabbath is a national day
of rest; many states restrict the sale of liquor and the operation
of restaurants on the Lord’s Day in order to encourage religious
worship and time spent at home. A government official opens
each day’s session of the Supreme Court with the plea, “God
save the United States and the Honorable Court.” The Ten Com-
mandments appear on the wall above the head of the Chief Jus-
tice in the Supreme Court; which is ironic when one considers
that it is this very judicial body that declared it unconstitutional
for states to do the same in the public schools. These laws and
customs all have their origins in America’s Christian past and
provide a clue as to the assumptions guiding the creation of
America’s form of government, assumptions the founding
fathers had about man’s nature, his place in eternity, and the
character of the God to whom he is accountable. It is these ul-
timate concerns that determine the shape of society.

Man can never escape his religious nature. Everyone
holds a certain world-view. Atheists, such as Madalyn Murray
O’Hair and Bertrand Russell, are every bit as religious as Fran-
cis of Assisi, John Wesley, and Mother Teresa of Calcutta. The
atheist believes passionately, and hopes dearly, that God does
not exist, that there is no life on the other side of the grave. The
theist, specifically the Christian, believes with equal passion that
God does exist and that one’s choices here on earth have a bear-
ing on one’s eternal destiny. Neither faith can be proven defini-
tively in the sense that a mathematical equation can be proven.
But it is clear to anyone who has met Madalyn Murray O’Hair




20 ‘ FAITH & FREEDOM

and Mother Teresa of Calcutta (I have met both of them) that
their religious faiths have a direct effect on their behavior, their
views of their fellow man, and their attitude toward life.
Moreover, I would venture to guess that a government estab-
lished under the direction of Mother Teresa would be far more
pleasant and humane than one set up according to the prescrip-
tions of Madalyn Murray O’Hair, and that even the atheist
would prefer to live in a society governed by Mother Teresa.

Agnosticism is no less of a faith than Christianity or
atheism. The agnostic does not know if God exists, but he is
firmly convinced that if God exists, it makes no difference in his
life. The agnostic’s world-view is every bit as self-contained and
closed as that of any other religion or ideology, and has a direct
impact on the way he chooses to live and the kind of society he
would establish.

In the minds of many Americans, to say that one is an
agnostic is to suggest that one is tolerant, a moral relativist.
Agnostics generally like to present themselves as relaxed and
easygoing. America has become politically and culturally agnos-
tic, and the Christian faith in the minds of many has come to
represent intolerance. Cited as evidence is the Christian convic-
tion that there are moral absolutes—a notion that sounds
authoritarian and dogmatic, even to some Christians. The prin-
ciple we are offered as a substitute is a fuzzy agnostic
“pluralism.”

Now pluralism in theory sounds appealing to almost
anyone. The word connotes a non-confrontational, humane, live-
and-let-live attitude. But under the agnostic pluralistic regime in
practice we have seen quite the opposite. The Supreme Court’s
abortion ruling, for example, with a stroke of the pen overturned
laws in all 50 states and millions of unborn babies have since
gone to the slaughter. The decision states explicitly that
religious belief can have no bearing on how we determine when
human life begins. But, in the name of pluralism and tolerance,
why not? Even William O. Douglas, one of the most liberal
Supreme Court justices in history, admitted that “we are a
religious people whose institutions presuppose a supreme
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being.” Since man, left to his own devices, has not provided a
satisfactory refutation of the biblical position that life begins at
conception,3 why shouldn’t our laws also adopt that position
rather than run the risk that as a society we are condoning mass
murder? Should we not err on the side of caution and protect life
until it is proven definitively that there is no life in the womb?

The answer is that agnostic pluralism logically excludes
moral absolutes. Such assertions as “thou shalt not steal,” “thou
shalt not commit adultery,” and even “thou shalt not murder”
are open to debate and are adjusted to suit the “needs of the
times.” Agnostic pluralism releases man from the constraints
placed on him by God, and absolutizes “man as the measure of
all things,” as Protagoras put it. Thus, it becomes up to the in-
dividual or a court to determine when life begins and whether or
not it deserves protection. Proponents of so-called pluralism feel
compelled to ban religious considerations from public discourse
because they know, instinctively if not intellectually, that their
faith is in direct conflict with the God of the Bible, and that in
the end the two positions are irreconcilable.

All gods require submission: either we will submit to the
God of Scripture, immutable and unchanging, or we will submit
to the ever-shifting god of human convenience. Agnostic
pluralism, too, is a jealous god. It is a militant philosophy, a
closed system that in the end cannot tolerate other creeds. Thus,
when a minister or a clergyman takes seriously unfashionable
Christian doctrines which condemn sex outside marriage,
homosexuality, abortion, and feminism, and injects his views
into the political debate, he is immediately denounced as a “reac-
tionary.” Indeed, he can count on being the victim of a character
smear campaign by Planned Parenthood, the American Civil
Liberties Union, People for the American Way, and various abor-
tion rights and gay groups, whose complaints are given ample air
time in the national media. Their attacks on religion are often

3. “For Thou didst form my inward parts; Thou didst weave me in
my mother’s womb” (Psalm 139:13). No distinction is made in
Scripture between babies in the womb and those already born.
See Luke 1:41,44 and Luke 18:15-17 for comparison.
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hysterical, and their approach bears no resemblance to the
tolerant, pluralistic society they purport to promote.

The problem with the word pluralism is that it is mis-
leading. There really is no such thing. Our society, for example,
does not accept polygamy as a legitimate way to live because it is
anti-biblical and, therefore, counter to the American tradition.?
Moreover, there are many things our culture tolerates, but does
not condone. We tolerate homosexuality, but do not condone it.
We don’t live that way here, and the fact that we don’t is a
reflection of our understanding of right and wrong. We tolerate
promiscuous lifestyles, but don’t condone them. There are those
crusading under the banner of pluralism, however, who are not
satisfied that we put up with adultery; we must endorse it,
promote it as liberating. And not only is abortion a constitution-
al right, but it must also be financed by the taxpayers, even by
taxpayers who believe doctors who perform abortions are the
moral equivalent of Joseph Mengele. Georgetown University, a
Catholic school, lost a lawsuit to a group of homosexual militants
because it refused to subsidize a gay student organization. Thus
we get the feeling that something more than “pluralism” is being
foisted upon us.

Pluralism is a loaded word, intended to tip the scales
against a certain kind of absolute it does not like, specifically
that embodied in the Judeo-Christian moral code. In place of the
old morality, we will get the new morality—one that’s more
relevant—namely that “nothing is real except our world of
desires and passions,” as Friedrich Nietzsche phrased it in his
book Beyond Good and Evil. Formally, this philosophy is not
called pluralism, but secular humanism. The problem Christians
have with secular humanism is not that it is truly pluralistic, but
that it subjects man to the sentimentality and enthusiasms of
the moment. Indeed, history has shown that secular
humanism —the view that man is the sole judge of the world, in-
cluding morality, the shape of society, and the value of the in-
dividual —is very bad for humanity.

4. Though laws against polygamy are largely unenforced today.
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In the American context, the secular humanist
philosophy was illustrated well in statements by two senior
Supreme Court justices, Thurgood Marshall and William Bren-
nan. “A too literal quest for the advice of the founding fathers
seems to me futile and misdirected,” said Brennan in 1963. “I do
not believe that the meaning of the Constitution was forever
fixed at the Philadelphia convention,” added Marshall in May
1987. “Nor do I find the wisdom, foresight and sense of justice
exhibited by the framers particularly profound. To the contrary,
the government they devised was defective from the start.” As a
consequence of this judicial philosophy, a Supreme Court ruling
in recent decades has become like a lottery. Says Justice Antonin
Scalia, the Court is “in a state of utter chaos and confusion.”

Under the Marshall and Brennan view of the law, politi-
cal power rather than “nature’s God” (Jefferson’s phrase) be-
comes the sole arbiter of the law of the land, and this conforms
precisely to the framers’ definition of tyranny. The First Amend-
ment, established for the purpose of protecting free expression
and the free exercise of religion, can be turned on its head to
make the utterance of a prayer and the posting of the Ten Com-
mandments in a public school a criminal offense. What at
another time would be thought unthinkable can quickly become
the governing philosophy of a nation. The progressive income
tax, for example, now taken for granted, would have been con-
sidered in George Washington’s day an egregious violation of the
constitutional guarantee of “equal protection under the laws.”
What was once illegal can in an instant become a constitutional
right, which can in turn be reversed overnight. Under such a
regime, political disputes rapidly become more violent, as we saw
in the ferocious and dishonest attacks launched by Senator Ed-
ward Kennedy against conservative Supreme Court nominee

' Robert Bork. Secular humanism at its core is materialistic, situa-
tional, and a matter of individual and social convenience. The
law under the secular humanist approach becomes pliable, like
“Silly Putty,” to be molded by the impulses of those in power,
whether this power happens to be a dictator in the mold of
Joseph Stalin, or the nine people in black robes who preside over
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America’s highest court.

At present, secular humanism in America is still held in
check by a Christian tradition, though much faded. We have
heard often the assertion that Jesus was a good moral teacher,
but nothing more. (How reliable a moral teacher can He be if He
lied about who He was?)® Even the most trendy secular
humanist in America wants to preserve some aspects of the
moral code handed down from Mount Sinai and the Sermon on
the Mount. But as the string connecting public policy with
America’s Christian past becomes longer and longer, and even-
tually snaps altogether, the New Testament God will not be
replaced by nothing. Man is a spiritual being; when one faith is
eliminated, a new god will rush in to fill the spiritual void.
Throughout history, this has been a man-made god called the
state.

In just a few short years the public sector has ballooned
so that it now consumes about one-third of the entire U.S.
economy —and most of this has occurred since the ban on prayer
in public schools in 1962. It’s not surprising that a people who
would permit the government to outlaw God from a major part
of life would simultaneously acquiesce in the submerging of
other rights, once thought “unalienable.” For if God becomes ir-
relevant to the public life of a nation, then no freedoms are truly
sacred. “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty,” the
Apostle Paul says in his second letter to the Corinthians (3:17).
“We must obey God rather than men!” the Apostle Peter warns
emphatically in the Book of Acts (5:29).

Alexis de Tocqueville foresaw the likely consequences of
permitting the erosion of America’s moral foundations, and
predicted that if this occurred, we would see the rise of a new
form of despotism, unique to democratic societies; over its
people, he wrote, will stand “an immense, protective power
which is alone responsible for securing their enjoyment and
watching over their fate . . . it gladly works for their happiness
but wants to be the sole agent and judge of it. It provides for

5. Jesus claims to be God: John 8:58; 10:27-30; 14:9.
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their security, foresees and supplies their necessities, facilitates
their pleasures, manages their principal concerns, directs their
industry, makes rules for their testaments, and divides their in-
heritances . . . Thus it daily makes the exercise of free choice less
useful and more rare, restricts the activity of free will within a
more narrow compass, and little by little robs each citizen of the
proper use of his own faculties.”

Responsibility for one’s actions and the ability to choose
one’s destiny is an essential component of both the American
dream and the Christian faith. There is no virtue in being forced
by other men, who are all equal in God’s eyes, to make sacrifices.
The virtue is in freely choosing the right course of action. But as
Americans increasingly permit the state to make decisions on
their behalf—to be the sole judge of “compassion” (a buzz word
for a new government program)-—it is not surprising that
Americans also begin to lose their moral bearings, culminating
in complete confusion over what constitutes right and wrong.

There is a myth aggressively promoted in modern
American society that to be released from “the chains of
religious obligation” is to achieve liberation for the individual,
sometimes called “self-realization” or “self-fulfillment.” As
writer Joseph Sobran notes, we are continuously reminded in
history classes of the sins of Christianity—the Crusades, the
Spanish Inquisition, the Salem witch trials—as if these episodes
represent the essence of Christianity. In fact, they only prove the
reality of original sin and the corruption of human nature, which
is a central doctrine of both the Old and New Testaments. The.
lesson we are supposed to learn from focusing on the worst mo-
ments in Christian history is that as faith faded more and more
into the background, man was able to free himself from bondage.
But the opposite is, in fact, the case. As a substitute for religious
obligation, we have found our fates increasingly sealed by the
decisions of faceless bureaucrats, Internal Revenue Service tax
auditors, and unelected Supreme Court justices. Government
has crept its way into almost every aspect of human existence,
making decisions for individuals and consuming resources in
ways not at all envisioned by the framers of our constitution.
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Tocqueville warned of the threat to liberty posed by this
ever-expanding paternalistic power, covering “the whole range of
social life with a network of petty, complicated rules . . . through
which even men of the greatest originality and most vigorous
temperament cannot force their heads above the crowd. It does
not break man’s will, but softens, bends and guides it; it seldom
enjoins, but often inhibits action; it does not destroy anything,
but prevents much from being born.”

If unchecked, the state will inexorably set itself up as the
absolute authority in all areas of life, beyond which there can be
no appeal. The law becomes whatever suits those who hold the
levers of power, who proceed unrestricted even by their own
consciences. Expedience becomes the final standard by which all
is judged. If we continue down this path, we will have only
ourselves to blame. By behaving like goats, we have started
thinking like goats; and by abdicating responsibilities,
Americans have gone a long way towards surrendering their
freedoms. “No private rights are of such little importance,”
warned Tocqueville, “that they can safely be left subject to
arbitrary decisions.” The erosion of our constitutional
protections, he wrote, “deeply corrupts the mores of a nation and
puts the whole society in danger, because the very idea of right
tends constantly among us to become impaired and lost.”

America’s founding fathers understood very well the
principle that faith and freedom go together, and that one can-
not survive long without the other. Daniel Webster, the great
statesman, lawyer, and orator of the early days of the Republic,
in a speech delivered on December 22, 1820, at Plymouth, Mas-
sachusetts, in celebration of the Pilgrim landing at Plymouth
Rock, underscored this point: “Finally, let us not forget the
religious character of our origin,” said Webster. “Our fathers
were brought hither by their high veneration for the Christian
religion. They journeyed by its light and labored in its hope.
They sought to incorporate its principles with the elements of
their society and to diffuse its influence through all their institu-
tions, civil, political, or literary. Let us cherish these sentiments,
and extend this influence still more widely, in the full conviction
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that that is the happiest society which partakes in the highest
degree of the mild and peaceful spirit of Christianity.”

It is not surprising, therefore, that the enemies of liberty
very often first attack the religious institutions of a nation. The
Romans brutally persecuted the early Christians because they
were seen as a political threat. It being counter to Christian
teaching to worship false gods, Christians refused to acknow-
ledge Caesar as god-man, and proclaimed instead Christ to be
the God-Man who ruled even Caesar. When the Pharisees at-
tempted to trap Jesus into denying Caesar’s authority, Jesus
answered: “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s;
and to God the things that are God’s” (Matt. 22:21). What Jesus
meant here was that Caesar’s authority was negligible when
measured against God’s. He was de-sanctifying the state, a point
that was certainly not lost on Caesar. ‘

In communist countries today, Christians and Jews are
the first to feel the wrath of the state. The Bible is viewed as
subversive and, therefore, outlawed reading by the Marxist god
of dialectical materialism. Priests, ministers, and rabbis are
routinely jailed as inherently threatening to the underlying
premise of the totalitarian state. Secular ideologies take many
forms: Marxism, Nazism, Socialism, and various forms of collec-
tivism. All are incompatible with the God of the Bible because all
end in the rule of man over man, with the aid of an enormous
governing apparatus attempting to squeeze human nature into
unnatural shapes. That those in America who are always
promoting a larger state role in the lives of the people tend to be
the same ones who shriek about Christian involvement in
politics is no accident; for they have placed their faith in a dif-

ferent god.
' Liberty is under attack in all quarters of existence; in
brutal fashion by totalitarian powers abroad, and in more subtle
ways by an ever-expanding bureaucratic welfare state here at
home. Our situation, in fact, is similar to that of the colonists
when they decided to stand firm on first principles and declare
their independence from British rule. What is needed today is
less of a revolution than a reformation in American thinking, a
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sweeping away of the intellectual debris that now hides
America’s past.

There has been a concentrated attempt in American
academic circles to recast the Christian-based American Revolu-
tion in the image of the virulently anti-Christian French Revolu-
tion, which predictably ended in tyranny. Liberation of the
individual was not an idea of the philosophes; it was a Christian
idea, and specifically a Reformation idea, as America was settled
overwhelmingly by fundamentalist Protestants. The Mayflower
Compact, signed by the Pilgrims in 1620, is proof that the “social
compact” was a blueprint for government enacted by Christians
long before thinkers of the Enlightenment claimed to have ar-
rived at the notion through human “reason.” Separation of
church and state was not a reaction against religion, but a reac-
tion against the state; and it was not introduced by skeptics, but
by Protestants largely for religious reasons. The revisionist pens
of such 20th-century historians as Charles Beard, Henry Steele
Commager, Gary Wills, and the standard textbook writers have
gone a long way toward altering America’s heritage to conform
to an agnostic, secular humanist creed. “To destroy a people you
must first sever their roots,” wrote Alexander Solzhenitsyn. The
plan of this book is to correct the many popular misconceptions
about America’s past, repair the damage inflicted on our nation’s
heritage by the liberal history lesson, and to tell the true story of
the unfolding of an idea we often take for granted—the idea of
liberty. Our mission as citizens is to rediscover exactly how it is
we came to be Americans so that we will understand exactly
what is required to remain Americans.




CHAPTER TWO

STATECRAFT IS NOT
SOULCRAFT

For Christians to ever hope for the establishment of
Christianity as the official state religion is a very serious mis-
take. Men like Thomas Jefferson and James Madison understood
this point well, which is why they worked so hard for the dises-
tablishment of the Anglican Church in Virginia. Christians
should not look back with nostalgia on the age of Christendom,
when church and state were a unified whole. I would strongly
disagree with the thesis of George Will; statecraft is not
“soulcraft.” The role of the state, in essence, is to curb violent
behavior, not pry into people’s hearts. In one’s zeal to convert,
one is sometimes tempted to use the coercive arm of government
to compel the unconvinced. This is easier than painstakingly
taking a skeptic through the Scriptures and arguments. But
Jesus and the Apostles sought converts through persuasion, not
- force. Indeed, history has demonstrated repeatedly that when-
ever the state involves itself in church business and, conversely,
whenever the church has behaved as an arm of government,
Christianity—or “soulcraft” —has suffered grievously.

To correctly put in perspective the contribution of Chris-
tianity to the emergence of free and democratic institutions in
America, we must look briefly at the classical world. In impor-
tant respects, America’s federalist political order was patterned
after the loose confederation of self-governing local churches of
the first century. Indeed, apostolic Christianity planted the seeds
of separation of church and state, so essential to a free society.
But the conversion of the emperor Constantine, with his mar-
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riage of church and state, began very early the corruption of the
original Christian spirit. When the Pilgrims landed on Plymouth
Rock in 1620, their primary mission was to escape Constantine’s
legacy (as it played itself out through the Middle Ages and
Renaissance) and return to the pristine Christianity of the Book
of Acts, free of the concerns of power politics and other worldly
mixtures. In fact, this was a major aim of the great majority of
early American colonists, especially the New England settlers,
who saw the New World as an opportunity to fulfill the aspira-
tions of the Protestant Reformation.

Christianity spread most rapidly not when it was allied
with the state, but when it was pitted against the state, indeed
when society was officially pagan. Christ and the Apostles did
not rely on human institutions to spread their message, but put
their trust in the message itself. At its beginning, Christianity
was pure gospel; voluntary, informal congregations of believers
provided its only institutional support. Affection, commonality of
purpose, and above all, the power of Christ’s message of salva-
tion —not coercion —were the forces that drew them together.

The churches of the first two centuries were distinct com-
munities of their own that existed either within or apart from
Roman society, depending on political conditions. Early Chris-
tianity was federalist in structure and was therefore flexible. It
could survive brutal persecution and it could penetrate, almost
unnoticed, every segment of society, and won converts from the
ranks of slaves on up through the ruling class and intellectual
community. During the first and second centuries we read about
“the rage of the heathen,” the severed heads of Christians dis-
played on the road sides, and the famous scenes in the Colos-
seum where Christians were torn apart by wild beasts. Historian
Paul Johnson recounts an incident in which one Christian lady,
Blandina, was “tortured from dawn till evening, till her tor-
turers were exhausted and . . . marvelled that the breath was
still in her body.” She was whipped, roasted in a frying pan, and
then thrown in with wild bulls which tore her to pieces. But
Christianity was incredibly resilient, and converted the empire,
in part by displaying courage never seen before.
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Jesus told his disciples that the meek shall inherit the
earth, and Christianity continued to spread. While it seemed to
be losing politically, it was winning hearts and minds. Indeed,
the fact that it was so institutionally loose made it impossible for
the pagan state to control. The society of believers in Christ was
a little republic within an empire—similar in many respects to
the Sons of Liberty, an underground organization that was
thriving apart from official control on the eve of the American
Revolution. The Christian influence seemed to be everywhere,
but could not be confronted by the Roman army at any par-
ticular location.

The Christianity of Scripture is decidedly anti-institu-
tional. We read in the Book of Acts, for example, that the society
of believers continued “breaking bread from house to house” and
“taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of
heart,” and that “the Lord was adding to their number day by
day those who were being saved” (Acts 2:46-47). Nowhere in the
New Testament were the Apostles called to establish the institu-
tion of the papacy—or any central church authority whatsoever.
“Pope,” which means father, was used as a term of affection in
the third century in reference to bishops of the various cities,
but was not applied exclusively to the Bishop of Rome until the
fifth century. While Jesus clearly accords Peter special sig-
nificance, and his name is at the top of lists of the Apostles
throughout the Gospels, there is no Scriptural evidence that he
was to be the sole head of the church, no indication that he was
to have papal successors, and it is certainly never suggested that
such successors were to have specially ordained spiritual powers.
After Jesus, Paul was actually the dominant figure in the New
Testament. Peter’s name fades from Luke’s Acts of the Apostles
half-way through. In his two letters, addressed “to those who
reside as aliens, scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cap-
padocia, Asia, and Bithynia,” Peter calls himself merely “an
Apostle of Jesus Christ” and “bond-servant.” In the New Testa-
ment we read about the saints of Philippi, the “seven churches
of Asia,” the Thessalonian churches, the churches of Galatia,
and what appear to be an unorganized brotherhood of believers
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in Rome. The Colossians seem to have the seeds of a church
structure, but it is not connected to any other overarching in-
stitutional authority.

We are told throughout the New Testament that Chris-
tians are to evangelize and bring the message of eternal life to
the world. The church is a place for fellowship, refuge, and com-
munion. Nowhere is it suggested that we are to organize chur-
ches under episcopates and dioceses, and nowhere is it indicated
that a bishop is to preside over the affairs of all the churches, or
even a number of them. The New Testament gives us some
guidelines, but no formula for organizing houses of religious
worship. The term “Church Militant,” seen in much medieval
literature portraying the Christian role of punishing non-
believers and compelling religious conformity, is clearly counter
- to the Christian spirit seen in Scripture. That Christ intended to
establish a formal universal church structure seems at best
doubtful; that He intended it to be a militant organization is
most definitely not the case. Obviously, Christ, as God, had the
power to compel belief if He had so desired. The fact that He
chose preaching as the means of spreading faith, and implored
His followers to do the same, suggests the nature of the church
He had in mind.

Throughout the Old Testament, God often treats the Is-
raelites, those within the covenant, with severity; the same holds
true in the New Testament, with Jesus and Paul directing some
of their most virulent language toward Christians. But we are
constantly exhorted to treat non-believers with kindness: “The
Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all,
able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting
those who are in opposition” (2 Tim. 2:24-25); “Endure
hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry”
(2 Tim. 4:5). And throughout the Old Testament, the Israelites
are commanded to take special care to recognize the freedom of
those outside God’s covenant, the unchosen. In Exodus, for ex-
ample, we are told that “the same law shall apply to the native
as to the stranger who sojourns among you” (v. 12:49). In Num-
bers, the Jews are warned: “You shall have one statute, both for
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the alien and for the native of the land” (v. 9:14). And Christ is
even more emphatic on this point: “Blessed are the merciful, for
they shall receive mercy” (Matt. 5:7).

There are many passages in the New Testament which
tell us how God wants us to treat our neighbors. The following is
a partial list of such passages which contain the phrase “one
another”:

Romans 12:10 Be devoted to one another.
Romans 13:8 Love one another.

Romans 14:13 Let us not judge one another.
Romans 15:7 Accept one another.

Ephesians 4:2 Show forbearance to one another.
Colossians 3:12 Bear with one another.

Hebrews 3:13 Encourage one another.

James 4:11 Do not speak against one another.
1 Peter 4:9 Be hospitable to one another.
1John 3:11 Love one another.

1John 3:23 Love one another.

1John 4:7 Love one another.

1John 4:11 Love one another.

1John 4:12 Love one another.

2 dohn 5 Love one another.

Christianity has been the most successful creed in human
history at fostering a sense of civility, without which a free
society cannot stand. The community suggested here is not
geographical, but is held together by a sense of Christian love
and respect for “one another,” whether or not they are part of
the faithful. Nowhere in the New Testament is it remotely sug-
gested that Christians employ the resources of the state to com-
pel belief or force religious conformity. To do so, in fact, makes
no sense, since the New Testament aims not at changing be-
havior, but at changing hearts. Jesus promises that “whoever
drinks of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst”
(John 4:14). But it is up to the individual person to drink. Jesus
compels no one to do so.




34 FAITH & FREEDOM

The Roman empire in many ways was the archetype of
the pluralistic society. It tolerated, and indeed sanctioned,
hundreds of religious cults. There were sun worshippers, and the
cult of Attis and Cybele with their eunuch priests and ritual fast-
ing and bloodletting. The Hilaria resurrection feast on March 25
of every year was very popular. All faiths were tolerated, includ-
ing those that involved idol worship and orgies. Religion, no mat-
ter how peculiar, was considered good for society in that it
provided cohesion and purpose in the lives of the people. At first,
the Romans considered Christianity just another cult. The at-
tacks on Christians were usually confined to local regions during
the first century and a half. But at the end of the second century
the persecution of Christians achieved imperial proportions. In
the year 200 AD. the great Christian apologist Tertullian
described their cruel deaths in the circus, the beheading of the
Bishop Cyprian, and the drenching of the soil with Christian
blood. Tertullian wrote with stunned amazement that Chris-
tians —who were among the most law-abiding citizens, who paid
their taxes, and who made the best soldiers—were suddenly
being treated as dangerous criminals:

We respect in the emperors the ordinance of God,
who has set them over the nations. We know that there is
that in them which God has willed; and to what God has
willed we desire all safety, and we count an oath by it a great
oath . . . On valid grounds, I might say Caesar is more
ours than yours, for our God has appointed him.

Thus, not only was Tertullian willing to live under pagan
government, he acknowledged Caesar as a legitimate ruler, even
over Christians: “We are forever making intercession for the
emperors. We pray for them a long life, a secure rule, a safe
home, brave armies, a faithful senate, an honest people, a quiet
world, and everything for which man and Caesar might pray,”
wrote Tertullian. “We know that the great force which threatens
the whole world, the end of the age itself with its menace of
hideous sufferings is delayed by the respite which the Roman
empire means for us.” What more could Caesar ask for?

A clue can be found by examining the coins during the
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time of Caesar Augustus which proclaim him divine savior and
king, and Rome as eternal. Augustus often made the assertion
that the foundations “I have laid will be permanent.” The
Roman college of priests, as part of a purification ritual, dis-
tributed incense to the people, and citizens ceremoniously made
offerings to the emperor-god. But to Tertullian, Caesar was just
a man whom Christians chose to obey. Moreover, Tertullian
wrote, “If he is but a man, it is in his interest as man to give God
His higher place. Let him think it enough to bear the name of
emperor. That, too, is a great name of God’s giving. To call him
god is to rob him of his title. If he is not a man, emperor he could
not be.”

With these kinds of statements, Christianity declared war
on the pagan idea of the state, not a war over territory but for
the soul of the empire. And by the turn of the second century it
had become clear that paganism was losing. Tertullian points
out how quickly an unarmed Christian faith was able to over-
whelm Caesar: “We are but of yesterday, and we fill everything
you have—cities, tenements, forts, towns, exchanges, yes! and
camps, tribes, palace, senate, forum. All we leave you with are
the temples!” Tertullian was saying, in effect, that we will give
Caesar his due, but not divine status.

In an environment of religious toleration, paganism was
doomed —which is why in the end it could not afford to be truly
pluralistic. Some parallels can be drawn here with modern
secular education’s hostile attitude toward Christians, who tend
to be the best students, the most orderly and well-behaved. Dis-
respectful and anti-social behavior is tolerated on school
grounds, but not prayers or religious expression, especially if the
content is Christian. The state education establishment knows
very well that to acknowledge that the Ten Commandments
have validity —that they are in fact commandments and not sug-
gestions—is to annihilate the ever-shifting foundations upon
which civil humanist society stands. Similarly, paganism saw
quite clearly that its only hope for survival was brutal repres-
sion. Under the doctrine of religious toleration, all religions were
to be absorbed into the Roman state; instead, the Roman state
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was being absorbed into Christianity. It did not matter that
Christians were law-abiding and peaceful, because they were
destroying a weak civil religion intellectually, spiritually, and
culturally with a living faith that defied human institutional
constraints. The influence of Christianity appealed first to the
poor and uneducated, but then moved up through the social clas-
ses. Often slaves converted their masters; a stream of apologetics
by the Christian theologian Origen, who wrote some 6,000
tracts, won over large segments of the intellectual community.

By the beginning of the fourth century, the last obstacle
to total Christian victory was Caesar himself. Galerius was
crowned emperor in 305. He was motivated by a straightforward
hatred of Christianity. As Paul Johnson recounts in his History
of Christianity, edicts came forward requiring the burning of all
churches and the arresting of all church leaders: priests and
deacons, along with their dependents, were condemned to prison
or death without any proof or confession. Certificates were re-
quired of all citizens proving they had paid homage to the pagan
gods, and those who refused were tortured until they did so.
Christianity, however, seemed to spread more rapidly as the per-
secution intensified. Suddenly Galerius had a change of heart.
Perhaps he had made a shrewd calculation that imperial Rome,
even with all its armies, had little hope of success against this
unarmed faith. According to the pagan convert Lactanius, in his
book On the Deaths of the Persecutors, Galerius greatly admired
the fortitude of the martyrs, many of whom went to their deaths
singing praises to God. There is evidence that suggests he may
have converted. But whatever the precise reason, Galerius
decided to call off the persecution, and permitted the Christians
to restore their churches and to worship their own God. He
asked only that they also pray for the safety and well-being of
the empire. Christianity could not be eradicated; so it was ac-
cepted—and in fact became the new civil religion.

Constantine was crowned emperor on October 28, 312
AD., and that event would change dramatically the character of
Christianity. His Edict of Milan, in 313, granted “both to Chris-
tians and to all men freedom to follow whatever religion each
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one wishes, in order that whatever divinity there is in the seat of
heaven may be appeased and made propitious towards us and
towards all who have been set under our power.” In some ways,
this was landmark for the cause of religious liberty. But the per-
vasive nature of the Roman state made true religious liberty im-
possible. The old civil religion, paganism, had proved inadequate
as a means of social control, and so the state gradually tilted in
the direction of Christianity.

Constantine made very public his conversion to Chris-
tianity, though it is unclear whether his conversion was genuine
or just pragmatic. There is little evidence, for example, that his
faith changed his behavior in any way. After his conversion he
committed several murders, including the killing of his wife and
son. He also had his sister’s son flogged to death and his sister’s
husband strangled. It seems that Constantine merely saw the
value of Christianity in achieving his chief political aim, which
was imperial unity.

Christianity, to Constantine, was a more effective social
glue than paganism. Moreover, bishops proved exceedingly valu-
able as political aides; and many bishops, enticed by the splendor
of the court, returned Constantine’s favors by lauding him as an
angel of God and a sacred being. This theme was reinforced by
embellishments, on the part of both the emperor and the church,
of Constantine’s vision of the Cross prior to his victory at the
Battle of Milvian Bridge, when, according to legend, he was com-
manded by God, “In this sign conquer.” That the God of the
New Testament would issue such a command seems remote. The
Catholic Church of today admits that the episode is probably fic-
tion. What is clear is that the story served the purposes of both
the state and the institutional church; it helped to re-divinize
the Roman emperor along Christian lines, thus enhancing the
grandeur of Constantine as well as elevating the status of the
Catholic Church. Constantine began subsidizing the Christian
churches lavishly out of the treasury and became involved in the
appointment of bishops. He was never much interested in theol-
ogy. But he presided over Church councils anyway, and agreed to
suppress any opinions the majority thought divisive.




38 FAITH & FREEDOM

Constantine is the first person on record to speak of the
clergy as a distinct class of people with special spiritual powers.
Bishops and priests also acquired secular duties, and anti-
clericalism soon became a major movement within Christianity.
The historian Arminius in 366 wrote that the bishops of Rome
had become “enriched by offerings from married women, riding
in carriages, dressing splendidly, feasting luxuriantly —their
banquets are better than imperial ones.” And a council, held at
Sardica in the Balkans, expressed alarm at how the Church, now
favored by the state, was attracting the politically ambitious
rather than men of God: “All are aflame with the fires of greed,
and are slaves of ambition,” the council lamented.

Most alarming was Constantine’s tendency to try and
mix what he thought was the best of paganism with the best of
Christianity. In the dedication of Constantinople, for example, a
ceremony that was part pagan and part Christian was used.
Coins minted by Constantine featured the Cross, but also the
pagan gods, Mars and Apollo. He continued to call on the pagan
gods to cure disease and ensure a good crop. Doctrinal purity
was less important to the emperor than having a religion that
was inclusive, accepting the widest range of religious practice
possible. The result was a perversion of the Christian teachings
of the Bible.

Many Christians saw a grave danger in Christianity
achieving official status and becoming the legally favored creed.
The Church was unrecognizable from the days prior to
Constantine’s edict, when it was impoverished —as Christians
were not protected by the law, or permitted to own property. But
at least the faith was pure. Seeing the new Church as nothing
more than a corrupt human institution of ambitious men, Chris-
tians by the thousands followed the example of Anthony and
went into the Egyptian desert to live lives of radical poverty and
chastity. A number of Christian writers denounced the new
splendor of their religious establishments: “Our walls glitter
with gold,” wrote Jerome, “and the gold gleams upon our ceil-
ings and the capitals of our pillars; yet Christ is dying at our
doors in the person of His poor, naked and hungry.” Jerome
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recognized that as the Church had become increasingly en-
meshed in the affairs of state and high society, it had lost its
moral authority. Christianity under Constantine had become
hierarchical, full of pomp, pageantry, and ritual. No longer was
the priesthood made up of “all believers”; instead the clergy had
become an elite corps, distinct from the laity, with special
spiritual powers of its own. In 380, the emperor Theodosius
repealed Constantine’s statement of religious freedom, and es-
tablished Christianity as the official church of the empire. All
who dissented, Theodosius announced, would be punished “in
accordance with the celestial will.” The martyrs had become the
Inquisitors, a development that was clearly anti-Scriptural and
which turned out to be a catastrophe for both Christianity and
progress toward civil liberty.

The church-state marriage necessarily perverted both
church and state. Man on his own is both corrupt and violent by
nature, which is why the centralization of power also compounds
the human tendency toward brutality and perversion. Lord
Acton’s dictum, “Power corrupts and absolute power corrupts
absolutely,” applies equally to church and state. Whether one
talks about a priest or a king makes little difference, since both
are equally human and subject to original sin. The corruption in-
herent in man’s nature is magnified when it is transferred to
human institutions. A man with a gang is far more dangerous
than a man without a gang. With this view of man in mind,
America’s founders sought to decentralize political authority,
through the separation of powers, states’ rights, executive veto,
judicial review of legislation, specifically enumerated
governmental responsibilities, and all the various checks and
balances that were instituted to prevent government from
dominating all of human life.

Another problem with centralization is that it creates
rigidity and institutionalizes its mistakes. For this reason, a
society administered by a central government is a weak society.
The tendency of those in authority is always to unify, simplify,
and universalize. This is what happened to Rome and, as a
result, Rome disappeared. The Roman empire was at its
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healthiest when —mostly because it did not have the resources to
manage all its territories—it permitted a certain amount of
autonomy, and ideas were able to flow relatively freely. Tribal
customs and barriers of speech were overcome, not chiefly by
force, but because Roman civilization had something attractive
to offer people; most importantly the protection of Roman laws.

Rome grew weak, however, not by allowing freedom and
local autonomy, but when it tightened administrative controls,
imposed uniform standards, and became rigid in structure.
Rome was never a representative government; it was always ad-
ministered by prefects and generals from Rome, figures such as
Pontius Pilate. But there was still a healthy local political life. As
community decisions were increasingly made from Rome, the in-
ternal strength of the empire evaporated. Despots increased
their personal authority at the expense of local leaders. The em-
pire became a hollow shell, eventually falling to pieces, collaps-
ing under its own weight. As Rome grew more tyrannical, it
became more fragile. Freedom, self-government, and local rule is
the lifeblood of civilization, as James Madison pointed out
repeatedly in The Federalist. Federalism —meaning a loose con-
federation of many small governments and communities—per-
mits civilization to extend indefinitely over territory, which is
exactly the principle behind the establishment of America’s
federalist republic.

Central authority, by contrast, can work only over a
limited area, since its power becomes diluted the farther one
travels from its source. Indeed, Mao Tse-tung once remarked
that he had little control over events more than about 20 miles
outside Peking. Although Mao was able to kill 60 million of his
own people, his influence on China’s destiny will be less than
was George Washington’s on the future of America. The same
idea holds true for the influence of Christianity. The Church,
after Constantine, adopted Roman methods of rule, and began to
see the state as an ally. Instead of proselytizing to make con-
verts, it began an attempt to force belief.




CHAPTER THREE

AUGUSTINE’S MISTAKE

Constantine laid the institutional foundation for unifying
church and state, while Augustine, Bishop of Hippo in North
Africa, provided the philosophical justification. Augustine was a
great man and a great Christian. He was the father of Christian
theology and the father of the monastic movement. His precise
and relentless intellect enabled orthodox Christianity to
withstand formidable and savage assaults by the Manichaean,
Arian, and Pelagian heresies. His classic Confessions is one of
the most moving accounts ever written of a sinner dedicating his
life to Christ.

Strangely, however, it was this great saint whose thought
paved the way for the medieval church compelling the uncon-
verted to believe. Seeing the awful destruction wrought by
dangerous heresy and heathen practices in the waning days of
the Roman empire, Augustine became obsessed with preserving
church unity. He saw the church as the last bulwark against the
savagery of the encroaching barbaric hordes. The political ap-
paratus of the state during his day was in disarray, divided, al-
most non-existent, with one despot succeeding another. The only
hope for civilization, in Augustine’s mind, as he peered over the
abyss around the year 429 into the long night of the Dark Ages,
was to bring administrative conformity to a universal church. To
survive the onslaught of the barbarians and heresy, he thought,
the church could not be defined as merely the body of believers,
but had to be a specific all-encompassing institutional structure.

At this juncture, it is worth making a brief digression
into the background of this brilliant but tortured church father
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because he is such a pivotal figure in the history of the West, and
because the story of his conversion provides insight into his
thinking on matters of church and state. As detailed in his Con-
fessions, Augustine’s youth was a tale of debauchery. His mother
Monica tried to raise him as a Christian. But Augustine, his
mental agility obvious from childhood, scoffed at the Scriptures
and took delight in pointing out apparent contradictions. He
recounts his exploits in the brothels of that infamous city of sin,
Carthage, with his friend Licentius. He took part in the orgiastic
feasts of Bacchus in which no depravity was considered too per-
verse. He took delight in the bloody spectacles of the circus. He
had mistresses and an illegitimate son named Adeodatus. His
mother Monica wept and prayed for her lost son.

But young Augustine was troubled. He found the tem-
porary pleasures of the senses unsatisfying. He longed for true
joy, but did not know where to find it. He was a consumer of
pagan philosophy, and he sought frantically to find an answer to
the problem of evil. He rejected Christianity at first because he
did not see how a good and compassionate God could preside
over a creation where there was so much obvious pain and suf-
fering. For nine years, Augustine took refuge in Manichaeism, a
philosophy of dualism.

According to the Manichaeans, the material world was
under the dominion of evil; the spiritual world, including the
soul, was under the dominion of good. The evil material world
and the good spiritual world were in constant war with each
other. Evil, according to the Manichaean view, would continue to
triumph over the material body until the soul was liberated from
the flesh by death. Manichaeism permitted Augustine to con-
tinue in his licentious ways because, according to this doctrine,
man was powerless to overcome evil so long as he was held cap-
tive by the evil body. To Augustine, it seemed to explain why he
was incapable of controlling his sexual appetites. Manichaeism
contradicted the Book of Genesis, in which God pronounces that
his creation is good.

But Augustine eventually rejected Manichaeism because
the Manichaean intellectuals could not answer Augustine’s main
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objection. To him, there appeared to be too much beauty in the
material world for it really to be inherently evil. The world
seemed good, yet tainted. He turned to the writings of Plato and
Plotinus (a neoplatonist) for answers. He thought there was
some truth in Plato’s notion that the material world is an imper-
fect representation of the true reality which is spiritual, but
which we can perceive through our minds. According to Plato,
abstract ideas are superior.to physical objects. Thus, our concep-
tion of a table is the perfect table, while the material table,
though good, is flawed; moreover, the idea, according to Plato,
actually exists in some spiritual sphere. Though these notions
would later strike Augustine as absurd, Plato induced him to
begin thinking more about the transcendent, and helped shed
light on the mysterious passage at the beginning of the Book of
John. Augustine wrote:

I read, not indeed, in these words but much the same
thought, enforced by many varied arguments, that in the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with God.
All things were made by Him, and without Him nothing was
made.

To Augustine, it became obvious that Plato was inade-
quate, that he had taken man as far as unaided human reason
could go. Meanwhile, Augustine had started taking an interest in
the preaching of the great Ambrose, Bishop of Milan. He ad-
mired Ambrose’s intellect, abandoned his bias against Chris-
tianity as a religion for the ignorant, and began studying the
Scriptures. The problem of evil, though, continued to bother
Augustine. What makes us sin? Why can’t we make ourselves
stop?

Over time, Augustine came to the conclusion that it was
not argument that prevented him from believing. It was sin. “Oh
Lord,” he once exclaimed, “make me chaste, but not yet.” He
wanted to turn his back on the pleasures of the flesh, but every
time he tried, he heard the same tyrannical voice of ephemeral
joy: “Do not cast us off” —“you cannot live without us.” For
many years he believed what those ephemeral joys continued to
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tell him.

But then one day, late in the summer of the year 386, the
troubled Augustine was strolling through a garden in Milan. As
recounted in the eighth book of the Confessions, suddenly he col-
lapsed under a fig tree, wept, and began to pray: “And you, O
Lord, how long? Will you be angry forever? Remember not our
past iniquities. How long, how long? ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow?’
Why not now? Why not this very hour an end to my unclean-
ness?”

He then heard the voice of a little girl singing wistfully in
the distance: “Tolle, lege. Tolle, lege [Take up and read. Take up
and read),” she seemed to say with her melodious voice. Augus-
tine reached for the New Testament, opened the book to Paul’s
letter to the Romans, and read the first lines upon which his
eyes fixed: “Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carous-
ing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality,
not in strife and jealousy. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and
make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts”
(Romans 13:13-14).

At that moment Augustine renounced everything—
worldly ambition, sensual delights, intellectual pride—and he
“put on the Lord Jesus Christ.” He had been born again. He
would subject his life to rigorous discipline and prayer. He threw
off his ornate African garb, and put on a black robe, a leather
belt and sandals, a uniform that for him would never change. All
his life, however, Augustine would take precautions against his
major weakness—promiscuity. He would never permit a woman
in his residence, not even his sister; when he spoke with a mem-
ber of the opposite sex, he made sure a witness was present; and,
when he went to bed at night, he always kept the door open. He
had known evil firsthand; he knew that if extreme precautions
were not taken in regulating his personal life, sin would swallow
him again.

In the light of this background, we can see the source of
Augustine’s bias in favor of compulsion. The human will was ex-
tremely weak, in his experience, and subject to all sorts of
temptation. Without external support the individual seemed al-
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most helpless in his battle against Satan. Moreover, he saw that
orthodox Christianity was on the brink of extinction. He lashed
out furiously at the Arian heresy, which said Jesus was not
divine but only an instrument of God; and the Pelagian error,
which said that we are not condemned by original sin, but that
each individual has the opportunity to live without the stain of
Adam’s fall from grace. Augustine said no, Jesus is divine, and
He came to earth to pay for our sins with His death, because “all
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23).

Meanwhile, the state had completely abdicated its
responsibility to protect the people from disorder. Christian-
hating bands of robbers, often marching under the banner of
Arius, constantly burned and pillaged farms owned by Catholics.
Christians were routinely kidnapped and tortured, and their
bodies desecrated in the most foul ways. Augustine saw priests’
eyes burned out with chalk and vinegar, married women and
nuns being violated, and blood flowing daily in the gutters of the
streets. He himself was beaten severely by a rampaging band of
fanatical heretics. At first, he believed that to force people to be-
come Catholics would only lead non-believers to lie about their
conversion. But the horrors he witnessed around him suggested
that compulsory measures on behalf of Christian ideals were
called for: “Why should not earthly kings who serve Christ,” he
wrote, “not make laws in favor of Christ?”

Alaric’s hordes sacked Rome on August 24, 410, raping,
slaying, and burning. Fortunes were lost, priceless art destroyed.
There was massacre and carnage as the Goths reveled in their
rampage. After news of this event reached Africa, Augustine sat
down at his table in Hippo and wrote at the top of a blank page
the title of his greatest book: Concerning the City of God Against
the Pagans.

Augustine would have liked nothing more than to write
in isolation and meditate on God. He envied the solitary life of
Anthony in the desert. But circumstances demanded that he be-
come an administrator, that he take a part in saving civilization.
The world, as he saw it, was in crisis, and stern measures were
called for, a view that was reinforced by the fact that he was a







