The Meaning of Christian Culture:
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In the view of the Donatists, because men are free to choose,
‘“a policy which forced this choice was plainly irreligious.””!
For Augustine, like Newman in the Grammar of Assent after
him, such a view was one of those terrible simplifications —
the kind which John Stuart Mill could hardly write a sentence
without committing — which befuddle human discourse. In
Peter Brown’s description: ‘“The final, individual act of choice
must be spontaneous; but this act of choice could be prepared
by a long process, which men did not necessarily choose for
themselves, but which was often imposed on them, against
their will, by God.’’2 Augustine has a growing sense that man
does not stand undetermined in his choices: environment has
a great role to play. Without denying that man does have a
free will, Augustine wished to underline the myriad ways in
which what we choose is determined by factors outside us,
in his case — and that of Newman — for instance, his moth-
er. We are predisposed to the choices we make by many fac-
tors, some of which we are conscious of and some of which
we are not, but in no case do we make an ‘‘absolutely free’’
choice, if by that we mean a choice that can be freed from
our own history and context. One of the great difficulties a
modern has in appreciating Augustine here is that so many
of us habitually think of freedom as absolute.

Beginning with an idea of freedom not very different from
earlier writers, Augustine came to appreciate the way in which
Judaism already had dealt with the problem of ‘‘Jewish cul-
ture.”’ The Law of Moses had never been followed by more
than a minority, who had imposed the Law on the majority
by force, thus more or less saving the majority from their own
worst inclinations, polytheism for instance. While earlier Au-
gustine had been inclined to see Christianity as a ‘‘spiritual’
religion which did not need physical sanctions, a view that
neatly flowed from a Neoplatonism which saw man as essen-
tially the soul, as in a hundred ways in his maturity he came
to reassess the place of corpus, matter, and time in human
life, and haltingly to see that man is a soul united to a body,
he also came to doubt that religion was essentially spiritual.?
Man becomes what he becomes not just through argument,
but through his bodily experience, and any religion which could
not see this was not really speaking to man but to souls.

A Replatonizing Age

It seems clear to me that we are again living in a profound-
ly Platonic age: the devastation of the liturgy and the materi-
al in religion in the past twenty years, of those things which
try to make the holy palpable, and the attack by moral the-

ologians on traditional notions of what sexually one does with
one’s body, should be viewed in the setting of a re-Platonizing
age in which man is conceived as essentially soul, rather than
as soul expressed in body. John Paul II's lifework almost might
be seen as an attack on this tendency in the name of an em-
bodied Christianity.* Augustine for his part never fully relin-
quished his notion of spiritual religion, but he came more and
more to believe that the spiritual few had responsibility for
the indifferent many, and that there were cases in which the
boundaries for all had.to be drawn by force. Implicit in such
an idea was the conviction that Origen’s earlier suggestion
that man might advance indefinitely by reason was wrong:
history was likely to remain forever not a place of continuing
progress, but of education and testing in which the ground
base of a universally shared sin set a limit on how far man
in society could advance. Likely the intellectually and moral-
ly indifferent would always dominate numerically, and law
and force would be needed both to set tolerable limits and to
encourage the many in the personal progress of which they
were capable.

Such a view of what man is goes against most of our deepest
instincts, but does have the merit of being honest. Augustine’s
argument in Letter 185 is that the conversion of the emperor
and.then of the state to Christianity presented a new situation
in which a Christian emperor now enacted laws against ‘‘wick-
ed deeds’’ and “‘irreligion.’’s Most of us, while granting the
right of the state and of law to work against the first form
of impiety, would not want to allow the state to legislate on
matters which are only seen as impious by the light of revela-
tion, but Augustine could not see it this way because he —
in spite of the vague location by Roman law of sovereignty
in ‘‘the people’’ — had no democratic notion that political
authority derives ‘‘from below."”’

Here we come to a most difficult, perhaps inexplicable, prob-
lem. Augustine, like a good Roman, saw social life, the pub-
lic and the private, as one, and assumed that the emperor had
the right to legislate on all matters regarding truth and jus-
tice, whether the principles used derived from what we would
call grace or nature. Because most of us assume that authori-
ty derives from the people, we tend to assume that what at
least the majority of the people cannot see as true ought not
be legislated for all. The perspective of faith ought not be im-
posed on those lacking faith. Both views about the sources
of authority, that of the Romans and that of the democrats,
seem to me mythological, and I take it that this is one of the
reasons why a long line of popes from Leo XIII to at least
Pius XII refused, whatever their personal views, to place the
Church on any side in the classic debate over the best form
of government.® Some, arguably themselves sympathetic to
monarchy, like Leo XIII himself, while pointing out that
democratic theory was clearly flawed in deriving political
authority from the people rather than God, nevertheless were
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content — rightly I think — to say that the Church and Chris-
tians could live and work within any system, as long as that
system did not make freedom to do the will of God impossi-
ble for those who believed. But the question of mythology
remained. While personally I think the classical arguments
for monarchy — prudential judgments of time and place aside
for the moment — are decisive, the proposal of romantic
Catholicism that the most natural kind of authority is that which
was already there when the royal family emerged out of the
prehistorical mist, does not seem convincing.”

I cannot linger here, but I do not see that much more can
be said than that every form of political life in part rests on
assent from those governed, and in part on force imposed from
the top.

This said, one can be more sympathetic toward Augustine’s
acceptance of an emperor who did acknowledge that his
authority came from God. Although of course with time
sophistication grew, I do not see that his situation was essen-
tially different from those in much later states of Christian
culture. His position does speak to the problem of whether,
for any reason, the state may impose a point of view at least
partly derived from revelation, for he sees that the notion of
legitimate authority is always in part going to be what a soci-
ety defines it as. Because the first obligation of a state cannot
be the enhancement of an absolute notion of the freedom of
the individual — a definition of freedom in such a way is it-
self mythical, as we have seen — but is rather the guiding
of its people to as much of the truth, from whatever source
this truth derives, as it reasonably is capable of, there is no
more against a public order founded on the truths of reason
and revelation that one founded purely on the natural. As the
medieval historian R. W. Southern notes in an extraordinar-
ly perceptive discussion on the rights of the medieval state
to foster Christianity, any constitutional order has a bound-
ary beyond which it refuses to tolerate action, and an enshrined
truth.®

A Deep Resistance

Such a view, even if it can maintain itself against the more
optimistic anthropology underlying Aquinas’s fragmented po-
litical views, is certainly headed for deep resistance as we ap-
proach the American experience, where a writer like John
Courtney Murray can be lionized by Left and sometimes Right
together for the touching view that civic life is analogous to
that of a great debating society.? In America, a country in which
already in the seventeenth century a minuscule Catholic popu-
lation prided itself in its ability to reverse traditional under-
standings of the relation of the state to individual conscience,
what chance is there for an honesty that asks how long we
will have to wait for the truth to emerge by free debate, and
notices that the freer the debate the less anyone agrees on any-
thing, that in fact the very existence of truth itself falls under
question?'® What hope is there for intelligent discussion of
the problem of Christian culture in a country where virtually
all right-thinking Catholics support some reading of the First
Amendment, not, as I do, as a matter of prudence, but as
genuinely an improvement over earlier attempts to find the
proper place for revealed religion in society?

Let me elaborate on this last point as a way of sketching
in conclusion a theory of the relation of nature, grace, and
culture. My position flows from de Lubac’s reconsideration
of the relation of nature to grace. He, in attacking the manual
tradition on this question, showed that Aquinas, ‘‘whenever
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he speaks of the nature of created spirit, never ascribes to it

any other finality than a supernatural one.”’!' We were made

for God. i ultural application of this id

by arguing that man is already by nature religious.!? If we

had not become such secularized Calvinists — that, after all,

is what a great slice of American history is all about — we

could see that, without revelation at all, man is already by
nature a creature who prays, worships, and acknowledges his

dependence on some Other. In the order of nature therefore

a good government has the responsibility not to remain in-
different on the question of religion but to foster this along
with man’s other natural orientations, to knowledge. beauty.
and virtue, above all. It is as much — more — an obligation

of a good state, all questions of revelation aside, to foster re-
ligion as it is to educate its people. We stand late in a process
in which the function of the state has been largely reconceived
as the pursuit of freedom rather than the pursuit of good —

this of course was inevitable when we no longer could agree

on the good — and thus we can hardly psychologically take
seriously such a view. Pluralism in this sense makes the full-
ness of human life impossible, and none of us, myself included,
can see this condition of life as likely to disappear.

Declaration on Religious Freedom

Perhaps, to anticipate objections, a few words are in order
about Dignitatis Humanae, the ‘‘Declaration on Religious.
Freedom’’ of Vatican II. It is clear, whatever those like Arch-
bishop Lefebvre have said about this document’s teaching new
and erroneous things, that its explicit intention is to bring *“forth
new things that are in harmony with the things that are old
(1).”’'3 The primary new thing is *‘that in the course of time
men have come more widely to recognize their dignity as per-
sons, and the conviction has grown stronger that the person
in society is to be kept free from all manner of coercion in
matters religious (12).”" Yet the document insists on balanc-
ing a number of competing interests, above all the freedom
of the Church, the religious freedom of the individual, and
the need of civil society for order and civility.!* I think it fair
to say that none of these rights are understood as absolute:
each must be pursued in a manner that does not undermine
the others. The qualifying phrase is common: ‘‘No one is to
be forced to act in a manner contrary to his own beliefs, wheth-
er privately or publicly, whether alone or in association with
others, within due limits (2).”” Again: ““Injury . . . is done
to the human person . . . if the free exercise of religion is
denied when the just requirements of public order do not so
require (3).”” Because of this — that is, because the articula-
tion of religious freedom involves prudential judgments about
the relation between various kinds of right — Dignitatis Hu-
manae is necessarily vague about most matters going beyond
questions of principle. Nevertheless, at several points it ar-
ticulates certain limiting ideas, and I would argue that every-
thing proposed in the present essay is both within the bound-
aries thus set down, and an expression of the document’s ma-
jor thrust.

First, from the beginning the document declares *‘that this -
one true religion subsists in the Catholic and Apostolic Church,
to which the Lord Jesus committed the duty of spreading it
abroad among all men (1),”* and frequently Dignitatis' H-uman-
ae returns to the obligation of Christians to the missionary
enterprise, while insisting that this must not be a coercive proc-
ess. Lest anyone doubt, the document declares that *‘it leaves
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untouched traditional Catholic doctrine on the moral duty of
men and societies toward the true religion and toward the one
Church of Christ (1).”” More directly related to the question
of Christian culure are declarations such as that men “‘are
bound to adhere to the truth, once it is known, and to order
their whole lives in accord with the demands of truth 2).”
Since the document repeatedly insists on the social nature of
man, it seems fair to conclude that public ordering of the be-
lievers’ lives is intended: ‘‘The social nature of man . . . re-
quires that he should give external expression to his internal
acts of religion: that he should share with others in matters
religious; that he should profess his religion in community
(3).”” Undoubtedly what is primarily intended here is the right
to public worship and practice of one’s religion, but, and I
would stress this, the document is explicitly opposed to the
neutrality of government in religious matters. ‘‘Government
therefore ought . . . to take account of the religious life of
the citizenry and show it favor, since the function of govern-
ment is to make provision for the common welfare (3).”” Even
more explicitly: *‘Government is . . . to help create condi-
tions favorable to the fostering of religious life . . . (6).”’

Finally, and I need for my purposes go no further than this:
*“If in view of peculiar circumstances obtaining among peo-
ples, special civil recognition is given to one religious com-
munity in the constitutional order of society, it is at the same
time imperative that the right of all citizens and religious com-
munities to religious freedom should be recognized . . . (6).”
That is, contrary to the claims of many American interpreters
of this document, it not only is against a religiously neutral
government, it allows the possibility of a confessional state.
Because my hopes for the present age are generally much more
modest than the latter, by definition everything I have pro-
posed is not only within the bounds of what Dignitatis Hu-
manae understands as possible constitutional arrangements un-
der which an acceptable religious freedom may be found, but
more importantly are in the spirit of the positive relation be-
tween government and religion envisioned by that document.

My point, to return to the larger argument, is that it is one

thing to accept the seeming inevitability of the disappearance

of Christendom, to understand the compelling reasons why

the First Amendment was necessary, to see what some Rave

called ““civil religion™ as the political bottom line to which

to seeing genuine evils as evil. It is perhaps unfair and cal-
lous for me, an adult convert, to dwell on the disaster of the
Americanization of the Catholic ethnic groups, and of course
this is a story by no means unique to our century or country.

I do not see how it could have been avoided, this selling of ./

one’s inheritance for a mess of pottage. But is it not quite an-
other matter so to assimilate as to embrace opinions which
make an embodied faith impossible? It seems to me that, as
much as for any earlier generation, the realization of our full
humanity lies in the embodiment of our beliefs in cultural
forms, not of course as the end of Catholic life, but as one
of its expressions. America is no more a democracy than a
monarchy. It is a potpourri that cannot be characterized by
any classical label. Plutarch said that Rome had a mixed form
of government; this is no less true of us. While we can see
that we are not a monarchy, we have trouble seeing that we
are also not a democracy. The word, rather, operates for us
in a normative way, not describing what we are but the ideals
to which we commit ourselves. My suggestion is that the no-
tion of an embodied Christianity should play for Catholics the
role that ‘‘democracy’’ has come to mean for most Ameri-
cans.'¢ That is, as most Americans in their sober moments
recognize that we are not democratically governed, yet con-
tinue to make concrete decisions they believe will make them
““‘more democratic’’; I would like Catholics to see that the First
Amendment is at once, granted the fateful decision that a shared
political experience is more important than a shared religion,
historically necessary, protective of minorities, and humanly
damaging.

First Amendment as Anti-Religious

I would like to see them gain some critical distance from those
Americanist ideals after which they have so longed, with the
longing of the poor immigrant to be accepted, so that they
can see the First Amendment not as religiously neutral, but

as the establishment of a Protestant notion of society, that is,
of a society in which religion is privatized. I would like them
to see that the First Amendment is antireligious and anti-
Catholic, that it wounds any person who wishes to live a full
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life in which the private and public are integrated. I have no

expectation of reviving anything like a traditional, vaguely

unitary Catholic culture, but what of the venerable categor-

religion in America must adjust, and to note the continuing

privatization of religion and secularization of life; it is quite

another thing to see this as a progress, and to become apolo-

gists for the process. Here one must admire a kind of half-
seeing immigrant stance that at once used the First Amend-
ment for self-protection, yet understood that the status of Other
was inevitable as long as Catholics retained a more integrat-
ed and public form of Christianity than they found in this Prot-
estant land. By resisting the political bottom line of the First
Amendment, that in America all in religion that is incompati-
ble with a shared political life must be jettisoned or priva-
tized, a kind of Catholic subculture was maintained. John F.
Kennedy is as good a symbol as any of the abandonment of
this attempt to maintain a tail-end Catholic subculture. !5

Embodiment in Cultural Forms

I'have no illusion that any of these processes can be reversed,
and know that we must go forward from the present moment,

to capture what good we can in what is to come. Yet there J

is some merit to — as they say — having our heads on straight,

ies of Exile and Pilgrimage? Should we not see ourselves as

)
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ill at ease in this culture that toleration has made necessary?

Can we not capitalize on the emphasis of Vatican II on the
People of God always on the one hand hoping for some pub-
licly shared life and some influence on the larger society, but
also knowing that all cultural arrangements are temporary,
and that our first obligation is to embody the truth as best we
can, in ourselves and in social groupings less than the whole?
It would be a real advance to see America not as the Promised

Land, except insofar as it was and is a haven for the oppressed'\/

elsewhere; not as the achievement of the finest political ar-
rangement that man has discovered; but as a culture like all
others understandable in and in great measure dictated by
historical context. In this time and place we must continue
the one thing necessary to embody Christ in our own lives.
The culture of one life is already a culture, the culture of one
Catholic family is a more public culture, the culture of a com-
mitted group of Christians, perhaps Communione e Liberazi-
one, is again more public, and who can know where it will
end? As Augustine said, ‘*We are the times: such as we are,
such are the times."'!7 \/
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of the world. One may begin with the popular essay of Paul Johnson, Pope
John Paul Il and the Catholic Restoration (London, 1982). For introduc-
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ture, see Andrew N. Woznicki, The Dignity of Man as a Person: Essays
on the Christian Humanism of His Holiness John Paul II (San Francisco,
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of Popular Sovereignty in England and America (New York, 1988), is very
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P. 29, argues *‘that [American] civil religion also illustrates a basic Protes-
tant tendency, which is the cumulative character of a legitimation whatever
the logical contradictions of the component parts.”’
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ry is Philip Gleason, Keeping the Faith: American Catholicism, Past and
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“*Catholics in Protestant societies have allied themselves to the political left
[even if militantly secularist, for protecting oneself as a minority is of the
first importance], except of course that Protestant societies do not breed mili-
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Balthasar, **Achievement of Henri de Lubac,™ p. 25.

ed., The Church and Culture Since Vatican II: The Experiences of North
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of recent approaches, and in Pt. I recent *‘Documents of the Church on
Culture.”" For the idea of “‘evangelizing culture’” developed at the Third
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lowing month, esp. Horacio Vignolo. **For Us ‘Evangelizing Culture’ is
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The Mystery of the Supernatural, tr. Rosemary Sheed (New York, 1967);
Hans Urs von Balthasar's lifework is in many ways an embodiment of his ~
ideas on grace, but see especially The Theology of Karl Barth, tr. John Dru-
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