REFLECTIONS ON RELIGION AND MORALITY
 

By William E. McMahon 
A key factor in the loss of the last election was the “morality factor.” Liberals have been labeled as anti-religion and pro-abortion, and that costs us enough votes to lose. Of course it isn’t true, but that’s beside the point. The point is that we need to reformulate our positions so as to undercut that image.

Here I would like to show how a progressive stance on the separation of church and state is not only compatible with religious values, but how it actually furthers the ideals of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. Let me begin with a historical/philosophical treatment of the issue.

THE HISTORY OF HUMAN DIGNITY
The idea of the dignity of the person has its roots in both the Old and New Testaments and Greek philosophy. There are many biblical allusions to the need for justice amid oppression, from the psalms and prophets to the beatitudes. Greek philosophy begins to explore the institutional structures required for just societies. However, reactionary institutions dominated human society until the 18th century—the Age of Enlightenment. For various reasons, e.g., the alignment of the Church with hereditary nobility, the extant theories of human dignity could not be realized in practice. 

But the principle thinkers of the Enlightenment were fed up with the arbitrary governments of hereditary monarchs and finally were able to do something about it, hence the populist revolutions. Even more importantly, constitutions which codified the notion of human rights were written. Because religious authorities, acting with dubious morality in secular matters, had been a primary cause of the difficulties (culminating in wars by competing religious groups), the separation of church and state became one of the key principles of the Enlightenment. Even then it was realized that the United States was a pluralistic society. This meant for the Founding Fathers not that the government need be officially anti-religious, but it could not favor one religious group over the others (and by extension this readily includes those who choose to be non-religious).

Elsewhere in the world the Enlightenment ideas were undercut by the failure of the French Revolution, as reactionaries could claim that it only resulted in worse tyranny. However, the conceptual basis was laid, needing to be extended in two main ways: (1) The concept of personhood needed to be extended to more than adult white males. Originally full rights, as in the Greek polis, belonged to relatively few. (2) The idea of negative freedom needed to be augmented by a more positive sense. In other words, negative freedom is freedom from, from arbitrary oppression by government, from the theft of property by my neighbor. We needed also the conceptual apparatus and institutions for freedom to, to live a decent life, with the necessities to flourish as a person—food, clothing, shelter, even health care and education (these of course could not be provided without some technological advancements ).

For much of the 19th century we regressed from Enlightenment ideals. As noted, the excesses of the French Revolution spawned a reaction in favor of absolute monarchism. Slavery persisted, and the new nation states subjected the Third World to colonialism. The rise of industry produced a new urban serfdom. Women still were not accorded full personhood. The Catholic church was still aligned with the aristocracy, condemning progressive movements. But the ideals were just under the surface, emerging more and more as time went on. “Progressivism” was the next great social movement, and the Progressive movement lasted from the late 19th century to the New Deal, or even the 1960’s. But, as Gary Wills claimed recently, we may have come to the end of the era of Enlightenment; if so, one could say that started about 25 years ago with the “Reagan revolution.” But prior to that what happened was the extension of personhood to all humans, and the incorporation of the right to flourish as an integral component of our notion of human dignity. 

RELIGION AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
There are of course many facets to this, but the one I want to focus on is religion and its conception of morality, i.e, how does it square with Enlightenment values? On the one hand, the Enlightenment values originate in our religious traditions; on the other, organized religion has often fought progressive reforms. It has been argued that in the 19th century all the reform movements were led by atheists or agnostics, which is why people like Bertrand Russell regarded religion as a force for evil. “Secular humanism” arose at that time, largely because it was thought that the churches were unable or unwilling to do the right things.1 This points to a dichotomy in religious thinking that has been with us since the Middle Ages—between the Platonic/Augustinian and Aristotelian/Thomistic points of view. The former is other-worldly in orientation, taking its cue from the view that life is but a transitory state in this “veil of tears.” A rigid dichotomy is made between “trust in God” and “trust in man,” and the latter is regarded as dangerously secularistic. Hence to focus on reforming this world is to be too worldly (secular), which distracts us from the ultimate goal of living for the afterlife. This approach commends acts of private charity but is inherently suspicious of movements aimed at overall institutional reform. I think, e.g., that the policies of the late pope can be explained by an adherence to this point of view 2 , and evangelical Christians seem quite Augustinian in outlook. One defense of the approach is that until about 200 years ago the Hobbesian claim that “life is …nasty, brutish, and short“ seemed to be largely true. Without advancements in medicine and food production, international cooperation for the prevention of war, etc., the idea that most anybody could lead a decent life on earth was hopelessly utopian. Thus belief that our reward would come in the afterlife was a useful “opiate.”

Another religious approach emerged in the Middle Ages, illustrated by the challenges to church officialdom from such as Abelard , Thomas Aquinas, Wycliffe, Hus, and Luther. This approach maintained that instead of blind faith one should have a faith tempered by reason. If God made this world and gave us reason, those things are good and should be used wisely. 3 It is right to make the world a place which nourishes personal dignity, and in fact promoting this is morally obligatory. So the paternalistic theories favoring ecclesiastical/political authority begin to be replaced by a “personalistic” outlook. Dignity resides in the individual human person, and when he/she is allowed to flourish, institutions promoting the common good are the result. One of the best formulations of this is Kant’s notion of “the kingdom of ends.” By treating each person as an end and not a means (slave or tool), we encourage that individual to use his autonomy to act responsibly as a member of a moral community (kingdom of ends). The result is a good society noted for its openness. To achieve this we must rid ourselves of institutions which thwart autonomy. Personalism is not egoism, as self-realization can only be achieved by community-oriented moral behavior.

These two religious viewpoints closely resemble the orientations which George Lakoff sees as differentiating liberals from conservatives. Conservatives, he says, take their cue from a “strict father” orientation. The father is the source of familial authority, entrusted with the duty of protecting his family from a dangerous world. The mother’s role is to be helpful and obedient; the children are to be taught (with the stick, if necessary) the right values until they are mature enough to do the right thing and fend for themselves. This approach favors, e.g., hierarchical authority, a polarized view of good and evil, and self-reliance, which readily translates into rugged individualism. This of course squares with “the Calvinist” ethic, the idea that the less fortunate are such because they lack merit, and hence it is wrong to take from deserving people to help them.

The liberal paradigm is that of the “nurturing family.” From this point of view the world can be made good through co-operative effort. “Family values” and community values are essentially the same, as the parents have the role of developing good citizens. Hence the family is not pitted against society, but rather is engaged in maximizing the qualities which make for a good society. Society becomes one large family, with resources devoted to producing those goods which are necessary for full personhood—food, clothing , shelter, education, health care, etc. And like a family society shares those goods among its members, i.e., it is unseemly for some to have much while others have little. The preferred government style is participatory rather than one which defers to authority. In caring about others, we are essentially sensitive to the less fortunate, as presumably they lacked certain advantages others had. Nor do we differentiate people on the basis of gender, race, religion, ethnic origin, or even sexual orientation. These are all ”God’s children”, sharing equally in the community of ends. Children would of course have lesser authority in decision-making, not because they are inferior per se, but because they lack the capacity for mature judgment.

Religion must then be seen not as justification for ecclesiastical autocracy, but as promoting personal dignity, and here one may simply appeal to the Gospels. As persons kings and bishops are on the same level as anyone else. The authority given them is a trust to be used wisely; if they fail to do this, they are accountable, not only to God, but also to their fellow citizens. It follows of course that stewardship must be periodically reviewed, and there must be checks and balances on the use of power.4

In part the Reformation served to democratize religion, undercutting the oppressive power elites. The bad side was that the proliferation of denominations promoted exclusivism, splintering the church into factions, each believing it had an exclusive channel to God, allowing for the oppression of “infidels” who thought differently. More than 100 years of religious conflict followed, leading to the point at which the Enlightenment leaders had had enough. That provided a secular impetus for pursuing justice, and as noted, it took a while for the churches to catch up. The progressive movement of the late 19th century, the recent source for the development of social justice, is probably primarily secular in origin, but religious values lie under the surface. They were certainly prominent, e.g., in the anti-slavery and women’s suffrage campaigns. Let us look then at the religious basis for a “Judaeo-Christian humanism.”

A just society is one in which every person is treated “as an end, not as a means.” This squares with the idea that God wants us “to love our neighbor as ourself”, so it is wrong to act maliciously toward others, to use them for our own gratification. This seems obvious, as do many applications of the principle. I.e., racism, exploitation of workers, polluting the environment so as to harm people’s health, cannot be morally justified. So how can the churches stand in the way of needed reforms? Sometimes it is a matter of institutional concerns taking precedence over common humanity. 5 This happens in highly structured organizations like the Roman Catholic Church, where protecting the organization (or the authority of those in power) can become an end in itself. Thus we can have the institution more concerned about protecting its status and property than in combating the evils of Nazi Germany. Sometimes it follows from an overly legalistic approach to religion, where following prescribed rules as such obscures the original point of the rules. 6 The conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees not only illustrates the problem, but also points to the solution. 7 Sometimes it follows from a perceived conflict in values, making it difficult to decide which should govern specific situations. It is here where the abortion issue comes up, so it is convenient to address that now.

ABORTION
First, let me just note that all the churches have a stake in social justice; this is not a blue/red, Catholic/Protestant, or high church/low church issue. For example, some Catholics may view the practice of religion as simply following the dictates of the hierarchy. But theologians are agreed that this is a childish response to Christianity; one cannot really avoid the responsibility for thinking about life and making moral choices. Furthermore, America is not a society with a monolithic state church; it is a pluralistic society in which Catholics are a minority. As the noted Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain pointed out 60-70 years ago, respect for persons takes precedence over narrow denominational concerns, entailing that one should not use the body politic to promote his particular moral agenda. In other words, if Catholics disagree with other Americans on a moral issue such as abortion, trying to ban it through legislation may well be the wrong way to go.

At the other end of the religious spectrum it should be noted that fundamentalists/evangelicals also have a stake in promoting social justice, as they tend to come from the less affluent segment of society. Historically, white evangelicals have belonged to the working class, and they have incurred economic oppression in the mines and on the farms. One of their heroes is William Jennings Bryan, the father of midwestern populism. And as African-Americans are mostly associated with evangelical confessions; their interest in social justice goes without saying. So the overall problem for practical politics is to frame social justice issues in ways that these religious people can identify with and espouse them.

As for abortion, a truly serious treatment of this subject involves consideration of such matters as developmental stages and extenuating circumstances, but here I shall gloss over those to deal with the practical political issue. The problem is that we are dealing with something that many people see as the destruction of human life (or potential human life, etc.). Thus a personalistic approach may regard it as obligatory to protect this life. It won’t do simply to say the pregnant woman should simply have the choice to have the baby or not, and that’s that. That’s like saying, to cite a recent Akron case, that the mother who wanted to throw her six-year-old off a bridge may do whatever she chooses. We want to, indeed we have to, argue that pro-choice does not mean pro-abortion. In fact the whole abortion issue is much more complex than is represented by simplistic versions of the pro-life and pro-choice positions. I think the real practical issue is, who is to decide whether a woman may have an abortion? The conservative viewpoint ascribes this role to government, with the implicit proviso that the appropriate legislation will be designed by religious groups who oppose any forms of abortion whatever. That is both paternalistic and contrary to pluralism. A viewpoint which treats people as responsible decision-makers encourages debate and the education of persons so that they may make their own intelligent choices. Anti-abortion groups have an important role in this debate; in fact I’ve often wondered why they don’t wage a media campaign like that against smoking. It works, without polarizing our society. Hardly anybody believes in destroying a fully-formed , viable fetus. The Blackmun rule in Roe vs. Wade holds that third-trimester abortions may only be performed for the gravest reasons, such as the mother’s health. Hence there might be some non-polarizing legislation that can be worked out there. Progressives might rethink the stance of opposing all restrictions on abortion (for fear of a slippery slope?); in fact people like Hillary Clinton and Ted Kennedy appear to be doing so. 

But what we really want to do is remove government from the decision-making role here. What we want to do is treat the decision as a serious one which takes into account all the interested parties—both parents, and perhaps their families and physicians. It won’t do either to assume the simplistic version of the “liberal” position—that it is totally the choice of the pregnant woman. Not only is this essentially an egoistic position, but it leads to the repugnant circumstances—gratuitous late-term abortions, using abortion as a method of birth control, eugenic elimination of “flawed” babies, etc. The community has a stake in this, not via legislation, but in providing the knowledge and means for preventing unwanted pregnancies (for no matter what one’s religious views on birth control are, preventing the pregnancy in the first place is preferable to terminating it later) and ensuring that the children which are born are cared for.

So “pro choice” does not entail “pro abortion”, as progressives want to say they are just as “pro life” as anyone else. Life beyond the womb takes precedence, as it is unquestionably human. We are right in regarding those who oppose abortion without being for social justice as hypocritical. The main social effort should go into addressing the causes of abortion, those circumstances which render abortion the apparently preferable option. A recent column noted that young Dutch women are one-seventh as likely to have abortions as young American women. No doubt that is due to factors like sex education and the availability of birth control. It also has been noted that abortions were going down under Clinton, and the rate is rising under Bush. Preaching abstinence isn’t a bad idea, but expecting that to work in today’s society evokes the image of Holden Caulfield trying to erase all the obscene grafitti in the world (this is from The Catcher in the Rye; some may prefer the Sisyphus analogy). 

So what do we do about abortion? First, we must reject all simplistic solutions. Even the most ardent opponents of abortion can sympathize with women who are the victims of rape and incest. Also women whose health would be threatened by giving birth are another special case. A pluralistic approach starts with cases like those, perhaps adding the termination of unwanted pregnancies very early (despite the fact that many won’t like that). At the other end, progressives could concede that abortion on demand should not be recommended, and late-term abortions are highly undesirable. People dispute whether “partial birth abortions” really occur or not, but one could agree that the idea is repugnant. Again, our reverence for life requires us to try to enrich the lives of as many as possible. Thus we would first try to find alternatives to terminating pregnancies, and provide a support system for women who choose to carry them out. On the other hand, politically speaking, regardless of our moral views we can not rule out all such terminations a priori. We can and should persuade people to make conscientious moral choices and try to ensure that they lead to the common good.

NOTES
1. “I shall use the word ‘secularism’ for that characteristic of our world according to which life is organized apart from God, as though God did not exist…Unethical religion is a far greater danger to true religion than secularism. It is possible to be closer to God in seeking what god wills while denying his existence than in defending an unjust order of things while praising him.”

John C. Bennett, “Christianity and Secularism, “ Contemporary Thinking about Jesus, ed. by Thomas S. Kepler, New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1944, p. 314. Reprinted from Christianity—and Our World, New York: Association Press, 1936.

2.Pope John Paul II has just died, and it might seem churlish to speak ill of him. However, as saintly as he may seem, and progressive in some of his policies, the church under him tended toward conservative stances, e.g., in Latin America, and the “whitewashing” of Cardinal Law. A plausible theory about his otherworldliness is that it derives from his experiences under Nazism and communism. He apparently saw political philosophies which focus on this world as productive of great evils, and he may well have identified secular humanism with communism, which professes to be utopian but is obviously not so in practice.

3. To those who argue that it is sinful pride to use reason on faith, the philosopher Edgar S. Brightman has a nice response:

“There is no doubt that there is such a vice as dogmatic pride of opinion; yet it is an aberration to connect it with reason…The true spirit of reason is essentially the spirit of Christian humility engaged in the search for truth. Reason is not proud; it is open to correction, submissive to experience, eager for light, conscious of incompleteness. If reasoners have been proud, so have Christian believers; but pride is equally unreasonable and unchristian…Humility may be said to be in a sense the most rational of the Christian virtues. Love of God and love of truth are at bottom indistinguishable; at least, the follower of Jesus will hope and believe that they are indistinguishable. If he distrusts rational love of truth, it will not be because of his Christian humility, but because of a proudly human distrust of God’s ability to protect himself from free investigation, which amounts to a paternalistic protectorate over deity. Yet even where this unchristian and irrational vice exists, the virtue of humility is still honored in the breach as well as in the observance.”

“The Essence of Christianity,” in Kepler, pp. 374-375. Reprinted from the Crozier Quarterly, April, 1941.

4. “ The whole course of history was altered by Christianity. All the teaching of European humanism about the dignity of man, the value of every individual human personality, and man’s endless prerogatives, was of Christian origin. Christianity transformed the very depths of the human soul. Without this inner transformation of human nature by Christianity, slavery never would have been overcome; the equality of man—above all in the sight of God—never admitted. The high ideal of freedom of human consciousness and its independence from the state could never have developed without this intervention of Christianity.

Not that Christian authorities and Christian hierarchs have always admitted human freedom, man’s liberty of conscience. How often have they rejected and crushed it! Men have been tortured to death to death for their religious convictions. Though the Gospels did not, the church often denied the dignity of man. But this does not affect what God revealed to man through his Son, that is, the true essence of Christianity, rather than the human conception of it. It was Christianity which introduced into history true freedom of conscience. Christianity first established man’s spiritual independence from nature and from the state. Christianity placed man face to face with God and denied the right of the state or of society to judge man’s relations with his Lord.

It may be objected that historical Christianity often subjected itself to the state, became its obedient servant, even used the power of the state for its own interests; that it burnt heretics at the stake. But all these accidents were but the remnants of heathendom in the midst of Christian humanity; they were a human perversion of Christian truth. Thus when we speak of the part played by Christianity in history we must always keep in mind not the actions of separate historical Christians who have often shown themselves unworthy of Christianity, but the inner influence of the Christian conscience on the human soul.

Nicholas A. Berdyaev, “Christian Optimism and Pessimism,”in Kepler, p.210. Reprinted from Christendom, 1936.

5. “The revolutionary criticism of society which is implicit in Christianity has generally been soft-pedaled.” John C. Bennett, in Kepler, p. 315.


6.“ The heart of the Johannine gospel is that ‘God is love.’ The heart of the Pauline gospel is that God is not a taskmaster who rewards us in strict proportion as we obey his rules, but a Father who, while we are still disobedient to His rules, seeks us out in love and accepts us into His fellowship of His own free grace…it is not difficult to show that this great and emancipating conception of Deity not only had its ultimate source in that enhanced conception of brotherly love and forgiveness which Jesus preached and practiced as regards our man-to-man relations, but also had its proximate source in Jesus’ own application of this new ethical insight to the thought of God the Father.”

John Baillie, “Was He Really the Founder?,” in Kepler, p. 38. Reprinted from The Place of Jesus Christ in Modern Christianity, New York: Scribner’s, 1929.

7.“It was Jesus, not Paul, who first clearly declared what the prophets and psalmists of Israel had long ago begun to understand—that justice and law are not God’s last words in his dealings with men. It was Jesus, not Paul, who first told us that God is not a taskmaster who loves only righteous men and rewards them in proportion as they have succeeded in keeping his rules, but is rather a Lover who seeks us out while we are yet sinners and bestows His gifts of his own free grace…no historical perception…is more necessary to the proper understanding of the New Testament than the perception that the characteristic outlook of Paulinism has its roots firmly planted in this distinction on which Jesus was always insisting between two ways of facing life and approaching the Divine—the way of the Pharisee and the way of the publican in the parable. The distinction finds its first clear expression in the Beatitudes, where blessedness is promised only to those who are ‘poor in spirit’ and ‘meek’ and who ‘hunger and thirst after righteousness.’ It reaches its height in the selection of the little child as furnishing a type for the attitude of mind necessary for entrance into the privileges of the divine fellowship.”

Baillie, pp.39-40. 

SOME ADDITIONAL THOUGHTS ABOUT ETHICS
The commentaries on the new pope have frequently alluded to the idea that a “dangerous relativism” pervades the thinking in America and Europe. This is an odd contention because it seems to be so naïve philosophically. A philosophy professor from the University of Utah made the correct point in a letter to the New York Times: To acknowledge and tolerate different points of view is not relativism. That is indeed what is expected in pluralistic societies, and if people in the Third World are more “pure’ in thought, it is largely due to autocratic governments which do not permit freedom of expression. 8 Relativism is maintaining that of opposing points of view, neither is more right than the other. Most of us are not then relativists. We believe we are right, but we deem it enlightened not to persecute those who disagree with us. 9

Here of course we are talking about value judgments, and the interesting disagreement would be where people differ in moral values. There are thus two things to consider here: (1) the nature of moral value judgements, and (2) what is the moral way (for Christians) to treat those who disagree morally with them.”

(1) There is an inherent relativism in statements of principle, such as moral value judgments. That is, they are by nature general and receive content by being applied to cases. A paradigm example would be “Thou shalt not kill.” Under it there would fall principles governing such things as murder, self-defense, suicide, euthanasia, capital punishment, abortion, and even contraception or the slaughter of animals for food. Virtually no one (except perhaps a Hindu) would derive “Thou shalt not swat a mosquito” from the most general principle, and in many cases there is debate about what the best prudential decision would be (e.g., whether to have a sniper shoot someone who is holding hostages). The point here is that a 7th grade approach to morality—x is a sin, y is not—won’t work in a real world of conscientious decision makers, and all the great Christian moral thinkers were well aware of that. We cannot shirk our responsibility for making serious moral decisions by appealing to simplistic principles, formulaic applications, or religious “authorities.” The Schiavo case was a difficult one, and the one good outcome from it was that it led people to think about such matters.

Sometimes there are cases which appear to be exceptions to the rule. When I was in college 50 years ago, one of the most popular authors was Graham Greene, whose novels were built around such cases, questioning whether a man who commits suicide could be saved, or whether a promiscuous woman could be a saint. He was of course taking motives into account, having in mind the condemnation of Pharisees who act “rightly” for the wrong motives, and the maxim that we can never really judge people because we can’t get inside their minds. On the other hand, those who use casuistry to justify anything they want to do are obviously acting from impure motives. Jesus saw through both pharisaic hypocrisy and gratuitous self-justification.

But are there then any rights and wrongs? Sure. Again, the principles like “thou shalt not kill” are absolutely right—but they carry with them ceteris paribus clauses. All other things being equal, that is a “true” moral principle. But that doesn’t give us much help on how to apply it. I think the case for Christian moral absolutism can be made this way: Let’s consider sexual morality, realizing it is far from the whole of morality. It is , however, the ground on which religious conservatives choose to stand. One may maintain that there is an ideal sexual relationship, between two people of opposite sexes, in a stable relationship (marriage), and their expression of love would ordinarily produce a family, the nurturing of which is both a personal and social good. However, not everyone can have that; some people are biologically incapable of having children; others probably shouldn’t. If it can be empirically demonstrated that some are innately gay, then the loving relationship there would be different from the “norm”. So we can state our ideals while realizing that in certain circumstances the best outcome differs from (is a qualification of) them. This is perhaps the best illustration of the Christian meta-moral principle, “Love and do as you will.” If, as theologians10 claim, “God is absolute love” and in his house there are many dwellings11, the texture of Christian morality is much richer than that proposed by dichotomous thinkers. 

However, there are still wrong principles and attitudes, and one supposes both religious liberals and conservatives are against them. One is egoism; selfishness is generally considered the antithesis of morality (Ayn Rand notwithstanding). I would propose that another is that form of utilitarianism which enables a majority to ignore the rights and freedoms of the few; this could be regarded as group selfishness. In Christianity all people have intrinsic worth, so a cost/benefit approach which discards some should be viewed with the utmost suspicion. Perhaps that is the idea underlying the hostility of the last two popes toward secular social philosophies, i.e., that they tend toward a social Darwinism which devalues the individual. 12 I don’t think that is true of secular humanism as such, but that is beside the point here. Suffice to say that moral decision-making, at both the individual and social levels, should take into account the good of all, and Christians generally hold that no person counts more than another13. Taking as overriding(meta) principles such maxims as, “Love your neighbor as yourself,”, “Treat every person as an end, not as a means,” there are many moral conclusions one can draw in specific cases.

(2) So how should people adhering to a religious ethic treat those whose disagree with them? Obviously, this does not admit of a simple answer, considering the many possible situations for applying the principles. First, some non-religious people, e.g., the “secular humanists” alluded to above, may generally agree, especially regarding human dignity. But the important issue concerns whether to suppress the dissenting views and to persecute their adherents. It is a given that in a pluralistic society such policies should be minimized. Of course we can and do legislate morality, but that concerns matters that cause great harm to society, such as murder, theft, fraud, etc. There is a tendency to remove private sexual behavior from the domain of proscribed activities, as that is regarded as within the free space allotted to the individual.14 Perhaps we can end here where we began—with abortion. That lies within the gray area between private and public morality, and I disagree with claims that it is exclusively one or the other.15

That “reverence for life” should be a regulative principle is a good idea, so the promotion of abortion or euthanasia per se, especially where that exemplifies a desire to eliminate individuals of “lesser value,” should be discouraged. The closer the fetus to full humanity, the lesser the mitigating circumstances, the more we should be hesitant to favor abortion. Again, for some time I have favored that abortion be handled like the campaign against smoking. Criminalizing abortion doesn’t seem to work, i.e., it seems to lead to more rather than fewer abortions, not to mention increasing health risks, etc. Whereas public policy need not rule out all abortion legislation, respect for persons in a pluralistic society should allow for private decisions in this area, especially early in the pregnancy and with mitigating circumstances. And as painful as it may be for some, if we can’t persuade people to carry out their pregnancies, we may have to tolerate their termination. An open society is one in which there will be moral disagreement; it is better to permit that than to close the society around the values of a part of that society.

8. An African friend of my sister-in-law, upon seeing John Kerry after the election, remarked, “This is a great country. In Africa the loser gets dumped into Lake Victoria.”

9. E.g., liberals believe it is wrong to cut taxes for the rich and benefits for the poor.

10. In addition to note 3 above, see also Nels F. S. Ferre, “God as Agape,”in Kepler, pp. 293-300. Reprinted from Swedish Contributions to Modern Theology, Harper & Bros., 1939.

11. John 14:2.

12. The last two popes have come from non-pluralistic societies (Bavaria, the home of Cardinal Ratzinger, has two state churches, Catholic and Evangelical/Lutheran), so it should not be surprising that they do not fully appreciate this point.


13. This then calls attention to the point that social Darwinism, which underlies many “conservative” viewpoints, is fundamentally anti-Christian. The last two popes were profoundly influenced by experiences with Nazism, which can be regarded as a form of social Darwinism. Some people born into privilege profess to be meritocrats, but I rather suspect they are not genuine. It would be interesting to apply Rawls’ “veil of ignorance” test to them.


14. Personal sexual freedom does not of course extend to things like child molestation, which constitutes taking advantage of helpless innocents—treating them as means to one’s gratification.

15. On the other hand, I consider the Schiavo case to be mainly a private moral matter. The state has an important role in setting parameters concerning the parties in such cases (e.g., to protect sick people from being dispatched by those who would profit from their demise), but once those requirements are met, the situation becomes a family matter. So it was outrageous for Congress, after several years of court decisions favoring one side, to intervene to pass a law covering that one case.

