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than it can or should offer; to try to be more than just "an association of those with 

common interests." Because the modem political state is pluralistic, a loose association 

of communities with differing concepts of the good life, there will inevitably be conflict 

and tension. Most times we will work through this tension through compromise and 

voting. However, while we try to work together, complete resolution of the tension will 

never occur. As in his conception of Christian ethics, Meilaender affirms that here too 

we must learn to live through the tension. 

Another aspect of Meilaender's conception of Christian ethics that affects his 

political vision is his idea of the two-tiered ethic. While Meilaender conceives of 

Christian ethics as primarily singular, qualified and limited by the narrative of scripture 

and of Christian tradition, there is a part of Christian ethics that is general in that it seeks 

and expects to find common ground and universal elements with those who are not 

members ofthe Christian community. It is this idea that there is much common ground 

between Christians and non-Christians that makes the conversation element of 

Meilaender's political vision work. We can respectfully dialogue on topics that are 

important to human life and its fulfillment because we share many basic ideas of the good 

life in common. While we do not share everything in common and there are some 

distinctive differences that cause conflict and tension, we can use those areas we do have 

in common to keep the conversation going. 

These two aspects of Meilaender's conception of Christian ethics demonstrate that 

his political theory is intimately connected to that conception and coherently flows from 

it. 
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My second question was whether Meilaender's vision is workable? By that I 

mean, can one hold his position while maintaining respect for one's fellow citizens? The 

answer to this question depends on one's conception of respect and what it means to be 

respectful towards one's fellow citizens. Some, such as Richard Rorty, have argued that 

to raise religion in public at all is a sign of disrespect. It is in "bad taste" as it "stops the 

conversation." Others, like Reverend Longcrier above, believe it is disrespectful for 

public officials (and perhaps even ordinary citizens) to make decisions about coercive 

policies on the basis of personal religious convictions. Many injustices in the past, such 

as slavery and racism, have been justified by appeals to religion.456 Many people merely 

assume that the oft' quoted phrase, "separation of church and state," implies that religion 

should be completely excluded from all discussions of public policies. To raise it is 

offensive. Such a conception of respect is too restrictive and therefore we need a more 

reasonable conception of respect by which to evaluate Meileaender. 

To that end I offered Christopher Eberle's "ideal of conscientious engagement" as 

a standard for measuring respect as it seems reasonable and is well defended. There is no 

question that Meilaender meets that standard. However, what of the other standards 

raised, such as by Rawls and Audi? Meilaender does not meet those standards. Both of 

them argue that one may raise religious reasons, but respect for one's fellow citizens 

requires an appeal to at least one public reason accessible to all. Such views seem 

extremely problematic. A full account as to why would require another dissertation. I 

will raise three general objections and defer to Eberle's and Stout's excellent critiques for 

456 I personally do not know how much weight should be granted to such arguments. As has been noted 
elsewhere in this dissertation, there are many who have argued against slavery and racism on the basis of 
religious convictions. One rarely hears others appeal to these examples in the popular debate. 
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a more detailed assessment. First, Rawls and Audi do not take seriously the hallmark of 

freedom of religion and freedom of expression that is at the heart of the modem liberal 

democracy. They deny these freedoms to religious believers who hold as part of their 

religious beliefs their obligation to speak out and vote on the basis of those beliefs. 

Second, I agree with Meilaender's criticism that while religious believers are informed 

that they should restrain themselves from appealing to their religious beliefs, others 

regularly appeal to their own personal comprehensive doctrines with little objection. In 

fact, it is Rawls and Audi whose conceptions are unworkable. It is difficult to believe 

that most people (if any) are going to shelve their comprehensive doctrines when it comes 

to supporting or opposing coercive public policies, especially controversial ones. Third, 

withholding one's real reasons for supporting or opposing a public policy hinders rather 

than benefits the spirit of the modem liberal democracy. I honor my fellow citizens by 

sharing my reasons with them in a respectful manner, when I listen to their reasons, when 

I explain why I am or am not convinced by their arguments, and finally when we agree to 

disagree on these issues. That is what the ideal of modem democracy is about. 

Will this work? Most times yes, maybe sometimes not. There will still be 

conflict and tension. That will not disappear. Some citizens may allow their passion and 

zeal to overrule their better natures, a point which holds for both religious and non­

religious individuals. But the fact that we can recognize this speaks volumes about what 

we understand about respect. We don't all have to agree with the reasons given or the 

outcome of the vote to respect one another. 

Some might still object, "But what about all ofthese intractable moral problems? 

Will they ever be resolved?" I would be misrepresenting Meilaender if I gave the 
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impression that he has no interest or hope in resolving many of the perennial issues that 

plague public policy debates. He would not be working on the President's Council ifhe 

did not believe that real progress can be made. He is anything but completely 

pessimistic. However, he believes it is often necessary to deflate people's expectations in 

finding a "political" solution to many of these issues. The problems often go deeper than 

politics; they go to the heart of what it means to be a human being. These are moral and 

religious questions and will require moral and religious answers. Within a pluralistic 

society, it is likely we will often not come to an agreement on the answers. In the modem 

liberal democracy we usually come to a type of decision through voting, and then 

acquiescing to the majority, or find some places where we can compromise with those 

with whom we disagree. However, even after voting or compromising we are deluded if 

we think the issue is at last resolved. The discussion and debate still goes on. It would be 

unrealistic to assume, for example, ifP54 were passed and abortion were suddenly made 

illegal in Virginia except in extremely rare cases, that abortion-rights proponents would 

suddenly cease to advocate for their view. Some issues will simply not just go away, 

involving as they do fundamental conflicts of commitments. And so we will have to 

continue to live within the tension. 

In offering his political vision, Meilaender has primarily been arguing against 

justificatory liberals like Rawls and Audi who attempt to resolve the tension by simply 

removing religion from the public square (or at least marginalizing and deflating its 

influence). However, Meilaender's political vision also has something important to say to 

another group that might be considered the opposite of justificatory liberals. I am 

referring to those usually referred to as the religious right. 
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The phrase "religious right" has been used to designate a loose group of religious 

conservatives that have been politically active and growing since the early 1980s. The 

group is generally made up of Protestant fundamentalist and evangelical Christians as 

well as many conservative Catholics. Without caricaturing them, one can affirm that the 

mission of the religious right has been to return America to its "Judeo/Christian" heritage 

from which they firmly believe it has departed. They do this through aggressive political 

activity such as: speaking out on moral and political issues, campaigning against "liberal" 

policies and candidates for public office and for "conservative" alternatives, and 

promoting ballots and laws that fit with their overall mission. They have become a very 

powerful force in American politics. 

I believe Meilaender's political vision provides an important corrective to the 

excesses of the religious right. In the end, the religious right fails to grasp the concept of 

a limited politics and a politics of limited expectations. Instead they strive to achieve an 

extreme version ofthe fraternal state and closely mix politics and ethics. While 

advocating a separation of church and state on one hand, they often promote the state's .. 

enforcement of Judeo/Christian moral values on the other. The problem is not that those 

on the religious right support conservative positions on public policies. The problem is 

that they often lose sight of the fact that, as believers, they are citizens of two kingdoms 

and this world is not their ultimate destination. Some, perhaps many, of those on the 

religious right seem to believe that the main function of the church today is to save 

America and transform it into a Christian state. They have an inflated view of politics. 

Adopting Meilaender's political vision of the limited but not denuded state would correct 

much of the extreme thinking among those in the religious right. 
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Meilaender is not advocating a withdrawal from political activity. He is not un­

American or unpatriotic. To the contrary he would encourage civic duty among 

Christians and would echo those who say we love society best when we love God most. 

He harbors nothing against liberal democracy as long as one has a balanced view of its 

place. It is one sphere of our lives, but only one. Our commitments to personal bonds 

like family, friends, church and community all get priority over the state in Meilaender's 

vision. He deflates our view of the political and by doing so tempers our view of political 

activity and political expectations. He would not deny that there are many aspects of 

American life where he would like to see change and he encourages Christians to be 

involved politically in voting for and supporting public policies that correlate with their 

views as Christians. However, Christians always need to be guided by the ideal that this 

is not our ultimate home. We are pilgrims passing through. 

Both justificatory liberalism and the religious right are attempts to resolve the 

tension that Meilaender claims cannot be completely resolved. While justificatory 

liberals attempt to resolve the tension by removing religion from the public square, the 

religious right attempts to resolve the tension by saving America and morally 

transforming it into a something akin to a Christian state. 

Adopting Meilaender's political vision frees Christians from the tyranny of 

thinking it is their mission to "fix" America. That is not now, nor has ever been, the 

mission of the church. The mission of the church is to be a light on the path that leads to 

God and a love for those who need to experience the love of Christ. That mission can be 

fulfilled no matter what political state is in charge. This does not mean that we will not 
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encounter tension, but the task of the church is to be faithful to God while living through 

the tension. 
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