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'When tenderness is detached from the source of tenderness, its logical outcome 
is terror. It ends in forced labor camps and in the fumes of the gas chamber." 

—Flannery O'Connor 
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In response to the charge of obsession 
with a "single issue," pro-life activists 

contend that the abortion debate is 
really paradigmatic. As Joseph Sobran 
suggested several years ago, "The debate 
about abortion is really the kind of de­
bate America shies away from: a debate 
about what man is, and what society 
should be." That is, abortion is a surro­
gate for the larger, and more abstract, 
question of the nature and purpose of 
human existence. W h e n pro-life and 
pro-abortion advocates scream at one 
another, they use the image of abortion, 
but they are really arguing about a whole 
host of issues, such as marriage, sexual­
ity, euthanasia, religious commitment, 
freedom, and "rights." As it turns out, 
one's stance on abortion is a highly reli­
able indicator of where one stands on 
these and on other moral, cultural, and 
political problems. 

But the abortion argument is paradig­
matic of another, more serious problem: 
the incommensurabilitv of the moral 
schemes and paradigms each side in­
vokes. Words like "freedom," "choice," 
"life," "human," "justice," even "male" 
and "female," when used by the two 
sides, are barely more than alphabetical 
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accidents. The content each side as­
cribes to these words renders them dif­
ferent symbols, pointing to different and 
mutually exclusive moral "realities." 
Thus, the fundanrental c]uestion at issue 
is not "what value docs one ascribe to 
human life?" but "to which moral-
linguistic community do you belong?" 

But the problem gets e\en stickier for 
those on the pro-life side. For while they 
certainly do not intend to invest their 
words with the same meanings as the 
pro-abortionist dietoric has, in large part 
the pro-lifers have lost the game by con­
ceding the legitimacy of that language 
in the first place. Or, more precisely, 
the pro-life side has allowed itself to be 
seduced by a rationality detrimental to 
its ease. W h e n it adopts this rationali­
ty, but still tries to cling to moral notions 
foreign to it, it makes coherence literal­
ly impossible—with the result that the 
shouting gets louder and the shooting 

more common. 
This double jeopardy is best illustrat­

ed by the phrase "right to life," so often 
used by the antiabortion side. The pro-
abortion argument is that the fetus can 
legitimately be considered an intruder 
on the rights of the woman who must 
carry it to term. If she so decides, this 
violation of her rights can be seen as 
qualitatively similar to a physician de­
liberately injecting a virus or bacterium 
that causes prolonged, chronic disabili­
ty. No one would deny that she has the 
"right" to rid herself of this virus by any 
medical means at her disposal. So too 
the fetus, as an intruder upon a woman's 
personal autonomy, is subject to her 
right not to be so burdened. The pro-
life side thinks it can trump this argu­
ment by defending the "rights" of the 

^. unborn child. The rights of the moth-
I er—so the argument goes—end when 
J" their exercise results in the death of an-
^ other "rights-bearing" individual. But 

by granting the legitimacy of a rational­
istic scheme based upon the recognition 
of "rights," they have rendered their ar­
gument meohcrcnt and lost the battle. 

The argument from "right" implies 
that the fetus and mother are au­
tonomous individuals with moral claims 
against one another. W h e n pro-lifers 
argue that the fetus has a right to life, 
they simply cannot avoid the implica­
tion that this right is exercised as an in­
trusive claim against another person, a 
claim the other person has the greater 
right to deny. For the fetus to "claim" its 
right, it must positively transgress the 
woman's rights of autonomy and self-
expression. But since in any rights-based 
argument the strong presumption of jus­
tice is always against the active trans-
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gressor and for the passive victim, the 
woman has the greater right to rid her­
self of the transgressor by whatever 
nreans are necessary. 

The grand and vicious irony is that 
when the pro-hfe side rails against Roe v. 
Wade, it accepts the moral rationality 
that necessarily leads to the conclusion 
of Roe and its companion decision Doe 
V. Bolton: that a woman has the right to 
terminate a pregnancy for any reason she 
deems sufficient, up to the moment of 
birth. The pro-life side cannot win the 
debate by framing its argument against 
Roe in this way, since this moral ratio­
nality was designed specifically for the 
conclusions to which it leads. 

The problem is that the pro-life side 
wants to communicate its opposition to 
abortion in terms that the pro-abortion 
side will accept. (This desire is decid­
edly not reciprocal; pro-abortionists have 
no desire to convince anyone of any­
thing, which is, ironically, another rea­
son why they arc winning the war. As 
the bumper sticker says, "Abortion: On 
Demand, Without Apology.") But in 
their attempt to make themselves intel­
ligible, they must adopt the moral-
linguistic scheme that ineluctably leads 
to radical pro-abortion conclusions. 
That is, in their pursuit of a universalist, 
inclusionist rationality accessible and 
reasonable to everyone, the pro-life side 
succumbs to the highly particular, ex-
clusionist rationality of secular Enlight­
enment liberalism. 

Thus, Elizabeth Mensch and Alan 
Freeman's The Politics of Virtue: Is Abor­
tion Debatable? is less an exploration of 
the subtitled question than an intelli­
gent and convincing explanation of its 
negation. The problem is not the diffi­
culty of getting the two sides to talk dis­
passionately to one another, but rather 
the lack of the sine qua non of real de­
bate: a shared moral rationality and lan­
guage. "Our goal is not to advance one 
side or the other in the abortion debate," 
Mensch and Freeman explain at the out­
set, "but rather to explore whether we 
are necessarily stuck with the grim and 
destructive fact of moral incommensu­
rability." The authors hope their book 
will be seen "in the service of replacing 
stark incommensurability with some­
thing closer to mutually respectful 
dialogue." But try as they might, and as 
loath as they are to admit it, their book 
is testament to the fact that, indeed, 
abortion is the supreme symbol of mu-
tuall\ intolerant modes of moral and po­

litical discourse in America today. 
If this is ever to be overcome—espe­

cially from the antiabortion side—it will 
not be in the current terms of the "de­
bate," nor will it be in service to a uni-
versalistie morality. The only way for 
the antiabortion side to "win" is for it to 
abandon all hope of convincing the pro-
abortionists on their own terms, and to 
reaffirm a better moral rationality, which 
would never accept abortion as a viable 
means of birth control or as a legitimate 
expression of a woman's moral being. It 
must give up on the supposed moral 
universalism that has, ironically, led to 
the highly fractious and subjective indi­
vidualism of current American moral 
and political debate. 

Mensch and Freeman do an excellent 
job of accounting for this irony in their 
discussion of "natural law" in 20th cen­
tury political discourse. Often mistaking 
a Kantian epistemology for a truly 
Thomistie one, many Catholic scholars 
have aggravated the situation by appeal­
ing not to a Thomistie dialectic of 
natural law and revelation, but rather 
to a lowest-common-denominator-—or 
universal—rationalist moral system to 
which every human could subscribe, re­
gardless of the moral or cultural com­
munity he represented. The problem is 
that this appeal to universalism ends up 
by divorcing morality from the authori­
ty of tradition, which finally leads to 
rampant individualist subjectivism and 
relativism. If sheer reason, unaided and 
untutored, is the basis of ethics, then ev­

ery individual is his own moral universe. 
The appeal to particular, normative 
moral traditions, embedded in authori­
tative rational communities, is a viola­
tion of universalism and thus of individ­
ualism as well. 

There have been many contemporary 
attempts to make the Roman Catholic 
Church relevant to the prevailing polit­
ical and moral ideologies. For in order to 
speak in supposed "universalist" terms to 
the prevailing moral and political cul­
ture. Christian theologians have been all 
too eager to embrace foreign moral lan­
guages in place of their own—a subject 
which brings us back to the contradicto­
ry aspect of "right to life" arguments. 
Alleged appeals to natural law or (more 
commonly) to "natural rights" are, in ef­
fect, appeals to particularistic moral lan­
guages which have been highly success­
ful in selling a very seductive bill of 
goods. When theologians attempt to 
"translate" the language of Christianity 
into the language of prevailing rights ar­
guments, they effectively abandon any 
standing to criticize the ideologies that 
spring from these concepts. As Mensch 
and Freeman note, many denominations 
and theologians offer "no explanation 
for their actions except an increasingly 
secular political vocabulary of social jus­
tice." The "increasingly secular vocab­
ulary of clergy, while not necessarily of­
fensive, hardly differentiated the church 
from liberal secular culture generally." 
Theology thus is rendered incapable of 
saying "more than what atheists already 
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know." "This problem of translation re­
veals the extent to whieh the 
church/state dilemma . . . is a problem 
of epistemology itself." the authors ex­
plain. 

Thinkers engaged in reasserting the 
fact of religion as a legitimate 

souree of moral knowledge in the pub-
lie arena insist that it find some eoncep-
tually neutral language in which to 
express this knowledge. Mensch and 
Freeman cite Richard John Ncuhaus, 
who wants the believer and nonbelie\er 
to "engage one another in a shared 
wodd of discourse." But there are at 
least two problems with Neuhaus's 
solution. First, it would gi\e the non-
believer absolutely no stake in trying to 
find a "moral Esperanto" (to borrow a 
phrase from Princeton philosoj^her Jef­
frey Stout). Why should he abandon 
the secular political and moral discourse 
that works just fine, thank vou, in 
achieving his political and moral goals? 
Second, and more importantly, such at­
tempts at "translation" as Neuhaus and 
others advocate alwavs fail because thc\' 
allow the secular moral culture to be the 
judge of what is "rational" and what is 
not. The reason why secularists and 
Christians do not communicate is pre­
cisely because they do live in different 
"worlds of discourse." W h e n it comes 
to the c[ucstion of whose rationality will 
prevail, the theologians alwavs blink. 

They blink because their nerve fails; 

LIBERAL ARTS 

TRANSGENDERISM 

According to the San Francisco 
Chronicle, the city's Board of Super­
visors voted in December to make it 
illegal for employers, landlords, and 
public officials to discriminate against 
members of the "transgender com­
munity." An editorial in the newspa­
per complained that San Francisco 
had waited too long to join Santa 
Cruz, Seattle, and Minneapolis, 
which already accord special legal 
protection to "transsexuals." The ed­
itorial concluded by quoted Terence 
Hallinan, the chief proponent of the 
measure: "We are creating a civil right 
and it will affect attitudes all over 
America." 

not to grant secular moral and political 
culture its role as the arbiter of rational­
ity is to risk sounding sectarian, and thus 
becoming irrele\'ant to public discourse. 
The result, of course, is that the church 
thereby "relevanti/.es" itself into irrele­
vance; and Fullness of Faith is an exam­
ple of just such a failure of nerve. On its 
surface, the book looks like a studied 
attempt to avoid this tendency. The au­
thors, Michael J. Himes and Kenneth R. 
Himes, O.F.M., want to show how such 
distinctly Christian doctrines as Original 
Sin, the Holy Trinity, and the Incarna­
tion of Cod in Christ can take publicly 
significant forms in American political 
discourse. But only after they are trans­
lated into terms that a secular liberal 
democratic polity can accept. Or, to be 
more exact, only by showing how these 
doctrines arc easily metamorphosed in­
to good Democratic political theory. 

In a classic case of the political tail 
wagging the theological dog, I limes and 
Himes want to join in the "ques t . . . for 
a Catholic social theorv which can sup­
port and enrich liberal democracy yet 
oppose the individualism and myth of 
self-interest whieh historically has un-
dergirded liberal institutions." Thus, 
they go to great pains to show that the 
Trinity calls us away from the radical in­
dividualism of Ilobbes and Locke. But 
they spin away from those philosophers 
onlv to go reeling into the arms of 
Rousseau, the champion of positive 
rights. 

The authors' goal is not to suggest 
distinetlv Christian critiques of existing 
political and social realities, but rather to 
show how the realities of which they 
approve can be undergirded bv certain 
understandings of Christian doctrine, an 
agendum that turns theological method 
on its head. Thev begin by uivestigating 
the social and political policies which 
thev like, and then show how God likes 
them, too. For example, the authors 
wish to command a certain brand of 
"communitarianism," as opposed to in­
dividualism. But in so doing, they ig­
nore two important things. The first is 
that communitarianism is a \ariety of 
liberalism, beginning with the same ba­
sic anthropological presuppositions: lib­
eralism with a smiling face. But, more 
importantly, the authors' need to trans­
late Christianity into political terms is 
the result of their failure to take serious­
ly the fact that the Church is its own po­
litical system, with its own grammar, 
rationality, and language. Their method 

is to show not what a politics of, say, the 
Incarnation should look like, but rather 
whv the Incarnation undergirds the le-
gitimac\ of political patriotism. Rather 
than spell out the distinct eeelesial pol­
itics of the Trinity, the authors tell us 
how the Trinitv is really a metaphor for 
universal human rights. 

The authors' purpose is a noble and 
important one. They want to show that 
"the Catholic theological tradition and 
its consequent social teaching offer a 
distinctive vision of human life, human 
community, the goals of a just society." 
But they do not adequately consider the 
possibilitv that the Church does not 
merelv offer a \ision of these things, but 
rather is a unique instantiation of a par­
ticular wav of human living; instead, 
thev offer distinctly theological words 
and phrases as a means of substantiating 
another political reality, and, in so doing, 
they allow this other reality to transform 
theological language into a "universal" 
political language that any "rational" 
person can accept. But what, then, is 
the point? Secular politics is not inter­
ested in any theological justification 
of its existence. And if theology merelv 
serves to show how secular polities has 
been right all along, why do we need 
theology? Obxersely, public theology, 
rather than presenting the church as a 
distinct political society which calls all 
other politics into question, teaches 
Americans to be good (communitarian) 
liberals. 

W h e n such a transformation occurs, 
theology quickly loses its ability to stand 
as a prophetic voice against all other pol­
itics but its own. It forgets how to sa\ 
"No!" When theology sees itself as serv­
ing a broader public good—noble as 
that might sound—it must render this 
service in wa\'s that the broader public 
will find acceptable. That is to say, it 
must sacrifice itself to seeularity for tlie 
purpose of universality. For instance, it 
reminds us that we ought to be self-giv­
ing and compassionate, yet we soon for­
get why. It tell us to be loving, but fails 
to explain the boundaries or parameters 
of that love. It tells us to be tender, but 
when tenderness is changed into some 
mythical uni\ersalist ethie, cut away 
from the source of tenderness, we soon 
learn that it allows us to kill rather than 
to suffer (or to suffer suffering). It is no 
small irony that law professors Mensch 
and Freeman appear to recognize this 
truth more clearly than theologians 
Himes and Himes. <-' 
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T he Scandal of the Evangelical Mind 
is that, as Mark Noll puts it, "there 

is not much of an evangelical mind"; 
that , despite all their other virtues, 
"American evangelicals arc not exein-
plar\ for their thinking, and thev have 
not been for several generations"; and 
that, at a popular level, "modern Amer­
ican c\'angelicals ha\'e failed notablv in 
sustaining serious intellectual life." 
Writing as "a wounded lo\'cr," he adds: 
" rhe general impact of Christian think­
ing on the evangelicals of North Amer­
ica, much less on learned culture as a 
whole, has been slight. . . there is a long, 
long \\'a\ to go." 

i'his is, alas, true. But the problem 
Professor Noll identifies is far worse tlian 
a scandal: it is a sin. When our L ôrd was 
asked what was the great command­
ment in the law, l ie replied, quoting 
Deuteronomv 6:5: "Thou shalt love 
the Lord thv God with all thv heart, 
and with all thv soul, and with all th\ 
mind" (Matthew 22:36-^7). And in 11 
Corinthians 10:5, Paul commands 
Christians to bring "into captivit\ cvcrv 
thought to the obedience of Christ." 
Thus, the widespread failure of Chris­
tians to think ChristianK—according 
to what the Scripture sa\"s—is a violation 
of God's Law, which is sin. And we see 
this sinful failure all around us virtually 
e\'erv time a prominent Christian speaks 
out about anything. In an address last 
September in Washington, D.C., to the 
"Christian Coalition" he founded, Pat 
Robertson told his audience (to a re­
ported standing ovation) that all his 
group wants to see is "the kind of gov­
ernment and values we had during the 
Eisenhower administration of the 
1950's." Really? The I .ord Jesus Christ 
died a hideous, painful death on the 

Cross, and millions of Christian martyrs 
have been subsequently murdered, for 
the purpose of reestablishing the great 
Christian Republic of Ike?—the Kisen-
hower who, as President, on December 
22, 1952, remarked: "Our form of gov-
ermnent makes no sense unless it is 
founded in a deeply religious faith, and 
I don't care what it is." (k'.mphasis mine). 

Professor Noll says that bv an evan­
gelical "life of the mind" he means "the 
effort to think like a Christian—to think 
within specifically a Christian frame­
work—across a whole spectrum of mod­
ern learning, including economics and 
political science, literary criticism and 
imaginative writing, historical inquirv 
and philosophical studies, linguistics 
and the history of science, social theory 
and the fine arts." He adds: "The scan­
dal of the evangelical mind is a scandal 
from whichever direction it is viewed. It 
is a scandal arising from the historical 
experience of an entire culture. It is a 
scandal to which the shape of evangeli­
cal institutions has contributed. Most 
of all, it is a scandal because it scorns 
the gifts of a loving God." Indeed. And 
I have seen such scorn exhibited—as 
Howard Coscll used to say—up close 
and personal. At a Heritage Foundation 
conference in 1990, at which Fred 
Barnes of the New Republic defended 
"Big Government conservatism" as a vi­
able new strategy for the right, I asked 
Barnes (an evangelical Christian) two 
simple questions: Wha t , specifically, 
does your faith have to do with your 
views regarding civil government? And: 
F'rom your Christian perspective, are 
there specific things the federal govern­
ment is demanding that ought not to be 
rendered to Caesar? Here is Barnes's an­
swer in its entirety: "Well, let's see. I 
was a conservative before I was a Chris­
tian and my views haven't changed since 
becoming a Christian. So, uhh, uhh, 
arc there things the government does 
now that, well, uhh, uhh, I certainly 
don't favor some of the grants by the 
NFA—which if Bush has his way will 
continue. 1 hat's one example. But, no. 
Do I, in thinking about politics, and 
what I'm for or against, get out the Bible 
and read it? No." 

Some answer from a Christian. 

Barnes's reply was delivered with an 
expression of utter disgust. I remember 
wondering as I left this gathering: 
if Barnes, a Christian, doesn't read the 
Bible, God's Word, to learn what he's 
for and against in politics, what does he 
read? The New Republic, I suppose. 

But things were not always thus. Pro­
fessor Noll contrasts the modern, mind­
less evangelical Christian with the views 
of a true Christian thinker, John Calvin, 
who, he says, in combining a high view 
of God's sovereignty with an earnest 
appreciation of the human intellect, 
sought "to bring every aspect of life un­
der the general guidance of Christian 
thinking, to have each question in life 
answered by a response from a Christian 
perspective." As a consequence of 
Calvin's influence, "Protestants were en­
couraged to labor as scientists so that 
their scientific work could rise to the 
praise of God," each exploration "show­
ing forth His glory." And "at least some 
statesmen and theologians among the 
early Protestants carried on the same 
sort of enterprise with respect to gov­
ernment, rhcv not only worked to make 
political and social organizations reflect 
the norms of justice thcv found in Scrip­
ture but also examined the contrasting 
rights of individuals, kings, and parlia­
ments, and contributed to theories 
about democracy and the existence of 
republics. In general, they did what 
they could to make life in society reflect 
the goodness of God." And there are, 
by God's grace, such men today who 
"stand in the gap" (Ezekiel 22:30) and 
continue John Calvin's legacy, men who 
are attempting to develop a Christian 
mind and apply God's Word to every 
area of thought and life. But they fail to 
receive the credit they deserve from Pro­
fessor Noll. For example, he only says of 
Dr. R.J. Rushdoonv—head of the Chal-
cedon Foundation with which I am 
associated—and of the late Cornelius 
Van Til, a professor of apologetics at the 
Westminster Theological Semmary, 
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