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What Shall It
Profit a Man?
B y  R i c h a r d  G a m b l e

SOCIOLOGIST James Davison Hunter
made his reputation as a public intellec-
tual with a landmark interpretation of
the “culture wars” in the early 1990s.
Now he takes up the question of what
Christian faithfulness ought to look like
in 21st-century America. To Change the

World asks Christians of every variety
to reconsider the framework of power
and transformation that has shaped
their efforts to remake society. He offers
nothing less than “a new paradigm of
being the church in the late modern
world.”

Along the way, Hunter challenges the
American church’s assumption that it
can redeem the culture from the ground
up, one person at a time, with the power
of ideas wedded to political activism.
Flawed and ineffective, this “hearts and
minds” approach—dear to so many
celebrity pastors, authors, and “world-
view” institutes—misunderstands the
way sustainable change happens in soci-
ety and will never achieve its noble pur-
poses. He lauds contemporary Ameri-
can Christianity’s impulse to fulfill the
“creation mandate” by obeying God’s
directive to Adam in Eden to subdue the
earth and wield dominion over it.
Indeed, “to be a Christian,” he writes, “is
to be obliged to engage the world, pursu-
ing God’s restorative purposes over all
of life, individual and corporate, public
and private.” But that divine mandate
needs to be combined with a strategy
that will actually work.

Hunter’s alternative model of social
change foregrounds the role played by
institutions, top-down leadership, and

well-financed networks of elites operat-
ing at the centers of “cultural produc-
tion.” He rapidly surveys early Christian-
ity, the conversion of the barbarians, the
Carolingian Renaissance, the Protestant
Reformation and its “successor move-
ments” of revivalism and social reform in
America; these are historical instances of
deep social change driven by the con-
scious effort to create alternative struc-
tures, not just by a shift in ideals. Hunter
summons Christians to a more compre-
hensive application of the Great Commis-
sion that, while still carrying them into
“all the world,” will reach beyond geogra-
phy to include every institution: the arts,
sciences, media, politics, education,
entertainment, social welfare, and more.
He envisions a culturally engaged
church, active in every part of life, bear-
ing witness through its “faithful pres-
ence,” and “enacting the shalom of God”
to bring wholeness to a broken world.

Someone unfamiliar with this eso-
teric language about the creation man-
date, faithful presence, and the peace of
God will have a hard time wrapping his
mind around just what kind of church
Hunter longs to see. At times, he seems
merely to dress up an old-fashioned
social gospel and anemic ecumenism in
trendy language. It is hard to grasp what
his recommendations would amount to

if he explained them in ordinary words.
But Hunter is an astute observer of
American culture and worth listening to.
He writes from within the American
“we” and addresses himself to an audi-
ence of his countrymen in the hopes of
moving Christians past allegedly obso-
lete doctrinal battles and “functionally
irrelevant” divisions in Christ’s body. In
his view, Christians must make common
cause among themselves, with followers
of other religions, and with nonbelievers
for the sake of a more just society. 

Hunter is at his best in cutting across
superficial distinctions among the evan-

gelical right and left and the neo-Anabap-
tists, uncovering the bad habits they
have in common. American Protestants
as a group, and even Catholics, have
adopted, among other dubious proposi-
tions, a naïve transformationalism, a
mythic civil religion that commonly fails
to distinguish between Israel and Amer-
ica, a negative posture toward the world
that emphasizes what Christianity
opposes rather than the gift of grace it
offers, and a politicized and power-
driven strategy to defeat the enemy,
whether that enemy takes the form of
secularism, injustice, or the world and its
ways. He rightly criticizes Christians for
cultivating a “proprietarian” attitude
toward the American narrative and cul-
ture, as if the nation personally belonged
to any branch of Christianity or even to
Christians in general. 

Hunter offers constructive reminders
about the shared public space that
belongs to all Americans regardless of
their faith. This is the kind of “common
life” that St. Augustine wrote about in
the City of God, the secular realm inhab-
ited by Christian and non-Christian
alike, united by their common stake in
promoting this world’s temporal peace,
safety, and prosperity—or “human flour-
ishing,” to use Hunter’s preferred
description. Ordinary life in all its vari-

ety is a legitimate sphere of activity for
the Christian to practice his God-given
vocation. And the public realm, Hunter
cautions, is not the same as politics. Our
conception of public life, radically nar-
rowed in recent decades, ought once
again to be widened and enriched to
include the whole range of intermediary
institutions between the individual and
the state. Faith in the omnicompetent
state is one of the “illusions” of Hunter’s
subtitle that he tries to unmask. Indeed,
he warns, “the state cannot . . . provide
fully satisfying solutions to the problem
of values in our society.”  
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Much of Hunter’s justification for
Christian engagement in the world
hinges on his belief that Christianity
offers unique solutions to these prob-
lems. He doesn’t picture Christians
entering the public sphere simply as
human beings and as American citizens,
but rather as agents of the creation man-
date helping “to make a profound differ-
ence in every sphere of life.” Although
that vision sounds pretty ambitious, he
insists more than once that the goal of
Christian activism ought not to be to
transform the world. Yet underneath the
whole book pulses Hunter’s unmistak-
able desire for the church to be busy in
worldly affairs, to move beyond Word
and Sacrament for the sake of Word and
Deed. He insists that a “faithful pres-
ence” is the Christian’s calling “irrespec-

tive of influence” (his italics). But by
mobilizing the gospel to penetrate into
“all realms of life,” his goal still seems to
be to change the world. 

In his enthusiasm for Christianity’s
ameliorative influence in the world,
Hunter forgets what we might call the
“dark side” of the gospel. Jesus rebuked
his disciples for thinking he had come to
bring peace—an odd claim on the face
of it since the angels had announced
peace on earth at his birth. He told his
followers that he had come not to bring
peace but a sword, one that would
divide family members from each other.
A robust “theology of the cross”—to
borrow the vocabulary of Lutherans,
who, along with other confessional,
creedal Christians are nearly absent
from this book—knows that the gospel
reconciles God to man but that it doesn’t
necessarily reconcile man to man.
Fidelity to Christ can set brother against
brother, husband against wife, neighbor
against neighbor, and citizen against the
state. To be sure, a divided world isn’t
proof of a godly church, but neither is a
world that has somehow been made
“whole.” Rather than solving the world’s
problems, the faithful church might
appear to make things worse from a
human perspective.

Hunter seems frustrated by the
degree of alienation between the church

and the world, or at least by the pres-
ence of needless alienation between
these kingdoms. Certainly, no Christian
ought to provoke alienation for its own
sake or wear that feeling as a badge of
honor, as if it were a guarantee of piety.
But Christianity entered the world as a
scandal and a stumbling block, and it
remains such to this day. Christians have
it on good authority that it is hard to take
up their cross and follow Jesus and bear
his shame. But Hunter argues that
thanks to radical pluralism and nihilism
it is especially hard today for Christians
to bear witness to the faith. “The gram-
mar of Christian faith”—or “God-talk”—
“has become more strange and arcane,
less natural and more foreign, spoken
awkwardly if at all.” To the outsider “it
has little or no resonance at all.” 

Perhaps generic “faith” has become
harder to arrive at in modern America—
perhaps—but the Christian gospel has
never expected to find “resonance” with
the world. It did not resonate with the
culture of 1st century Rome. Christian-
ity exploded into the world as some-
thing hardly “plausible” or “persuasive”
to human eyes. Yet pagans converted by
the thousands and the Church flour-
ished. Just why contemporary “social
conditions … make faithfulness difficult
and faithlessness almost natural” is not
obvious, nor is it clear why Christians
today should find that challenge more
daunting than the 1st-century martyrs
did.

Christians who have a higher alle-
giance to the church than to American
society will not take encouragement
from Hunter’s recommendations for
“faithful presence.” Social benefits from
such a reconfigured orientation to the
world may be real, but Christians ought
to have their eyes open to the costs
involved. A church that trades less effec-

tive techniques for more might lose its
integrity, the very essence of what
defines it as an institution unlike any
other, and the unique message it brings
to the world. Anyone who spends much
time with young Christians these days
knows that a generation has been raised
by spiritually nomadic church-hopping
parents—or even by radically de-institu-
tionalized “home church” families—
who have not bothered to initiate their
sons and daughters into the life of the
church. They have sent their children to
the right schools and to worldview boot
camp, but they have left them unbap-
tized, uncatechized, unaccountable, and
unhabituated to regular public worship.
This trend is becoming increasingly
noticeable even among the offspring of
conservative homes. A higher and more

urgent calling than engaging the world
might just be engaging the church.

Hunter agrees that the church in
America is unhealthy. Indeed, it is the
premise of his book. But for him the evi-
dence of good health is a church that
“exercises itself in all realms of life, not
just a few.” Hunter’s call to that compre-
hensive outworking of the gospel offers
both diagnosis and prescription for the
“post-political,” “post-Constantinian”
church as it faces an increasingly alien
“post-Christian” culture. His book will
perhaps redirect the strategy, funding,
and vocabulary of transformationalists
aspiring to be among the cultural elite,
but it will not challenge their most cher-
ished presupposition, that the church’s
faithfulness ought to be measured by the
degree to which it changes the world.

Richard Gamble, professor of history at

Hillsdale College, is the author of The
War for Righteousness: Progressive
Christianity, the Great War, and the Rise
of the Messianic Nation.
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Breaking Up
Isn’t Hard to Do
B y  T h o m a s  D e P i e t r o

MOST CONSERVATIVES want big gov-
ernment in all its bureaucratic remote-
ness to be shrunk. But few entertain the
obvious solution: reduce the number of
citizens and the dimension of the places
governed. Ridiculously simple? Hope-
lessly utopian? Bill Kauffman doesn’t
think so. And this, his latest work of
spirited social criticism, brings to bear
all his talents—his historical smarts, his
journalistic acumen, his muscular
prose—upon his bracing argument for a
perennial idea: secession. Let’s break up
gigantic states, he says, and let some
simply leave the Union. It’s a notion as
old as the country itself and as fresh as
the recent champions of the Second Ver-
mont Republic, independent New Eng-
landers who hope to bring government
back to human scale.

Kauffman has made an admirable
career of celebrating unsung heroes and
lost causes. His books include melan-
choly reflections on the disappearance of
small-town life (Dispatches From the

Muckdog Gazette); a profound study of
America’s localist writers, artists, and
thinkers (Look Homeward, America);
brilliant accounts of American non-inter-
ventionism and antiwar conservatism
(America First! and Ain’t My America);
and a wonderfully eccentric biography of
Luther Martin, the cantankerous anti-Fed-
eralist (Forgotten Founder, Drunken

Prophet). The last makes clear that Kauff-
man knows his Founders as well as any
scholar of the subject.

By his own admission, Kauffman’s
politics are an unusual amalgam of

views. A self-described “reactionary rad-
ical,” he elsewhere elaborates: “I am an
American rebel, a Main Street
bohemian, a rural Christian pacifist,”
with “strong libertarian and traditional
conservative streaks.” His decentralist
views give rise to his isolationist sympa-
thies and engender a pantheon of heroes
ranging from Dorothy Day and Robert
Taft to Gore Vidal and Pat Buchanan. In
short, I’ve always thought of him as a
party of one. (Or two, since I agree with
him on almost everything.)

But Kauffman’s latest book convinces
me that he’s not alone in his “front-porch
anarchism,” that all over the country
movements for smaller, more local gov-
ernment have sprouted and enlisted
supporters from across the political
spectrum. More often than not, these
secessionist groups transcend the tired
categories of Right and Left. Yes, Kauff-
man’s a “beyonder,” as the smug pundits
of the Weekly Standard once dismissed
those who long for a way out of the con-
ventions of current power politics. But if
“beyonder” ideas promise little in the
corridors of Washington, D.C., these
simple views provide great hope for
democratic renewal in the more familiar
corners where you live.

History, in Kauffman’s deft retelling,
often reminds us of things we too easily
forget. In this case, he turns to the ques-
tion that troubled American politicians
almost from the start: “Did the states
precede and create the United States
without forfeiting their own sovereignty,
or, by ratification of the Constitution, did
the states subordinate themselves for all
time to an indissoluble union of which
they are constituent but not independ-
ent pieces?” The issue engaged the best
minds of the day and soon devolved into
the nullification debate of the 1830s—
could a given state disregard a federal

law, declaring it “null and void?” Kauff-
man documents the eloquence on both
sides, but the real kicker in his account
is this little-remarked fact: the first vehe-
ment secessionists were not Southern-
ers bent on preserving their right to own
human beings. No, the loudest calls for
disunion came from the Northern aboli-
tionists, and rightly so. They saw no
reason why they should respect the bar-
barism of slavery. When a slave escaped
to their states, they felt no obligation to
return him, despite federal laws.

The debate of course turned topsy-
turvy with the onset of civil war. South-
erners fought for their right to secede
(and—let’s not pretend—to preserve
slavery) where just a few years earlier the
American Anti-Slavery Society in the
North had proclaimed “that secession
from the United States Government is the
duty of every Abolitionist.” Neither pre-
vailed, and Union, which began, in Kauff-
man’s words, as “a strategic imperative”
became in Abraham Lincoln’s “seraphic
design” the gospel of the Republic. So
much so that even a sophisticated jurist
such as Antonin Scalia has argued that
the matter of secession was clearly set-
tled once and for all by the Civil War.
Might, as it so often does, made right.

Maybe Justice Scalia is correct.
Secession may have been a hot topic
before the Civil War, as Kauffman’s
impressive array of distinguished com-
mentary from the best minds of the
time attests. But today, seceding from
the United States is surely a pipe
dream, entertained only by hippy tree-
huggers, gun-toting militiamen, and
racist neo-confederates. To be fair,
Kauffman does indeed encounter some
sketchy characters in his travels
among the various groups who cham-
pion the decentralist cause. But the
majority are nothing like the carica-
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