above doctrinal truth, the second stage
with the denial of doctrinal truth alto-
gether for achicving political goals.

Richard John Neuhaus provided us
with a classic example last year. His mag-
azine First Things printed a long mani-
festo signed by prominent Protestants
and Catholics. In page after page, it
chronicled our troubles with family
breakup, crime, declining respect for au-
thority, growing permissiveness toward
sexual deviance, the public schools, etc.
There was truth in much of it. But then
there was a surprise ending, and some of
the signers claim to have missed it. The
signers pledged themselves not to en-
gage in “shecp stealing,” that is, prosely-
tization.

Yet there are real differences between
Catholics and Protestants, and they are
larger than mere subjective preference.
No social crisis should be allowed to
drive either side to promise, for example,
not to bring up the nature of the Eu-
charist. If we do put aside essential be-
liefs to improve, it is said, the social os-
der, where do we draw the line? Should
we agree with “socially conservative”
Muslims not to discuss the divinity of
Christ?

Politicization has had an especially
pernicious effect on the Catholic faith.
In our times, the problems began with
Vatican II. Its documents were highly
political, and they precipitated three
decades of liturgical and theological dis-
aster. Why didn’t conservatives protest?
Some did. But many more did not, on
grounds that they wanted to support Hu-
manae Vitae, Paul VI's letter on abortion
and birth control. Conservatives hung
onto this document for dear life. Even-
tually, the Catholic right came to focus
on the single issue of abortion, and de-
veloped an enormous industry to do it.

During the welfare debate, Republi-
cans faced some fierce opposition to the
idea of cutting off subsidies to women
who have children out of wedlock. Ini-
tially, the opposition came from the left.
But it was National Right to Life, in con-
junction with the bishops, that defeated
the idea. The reasoning was that the
women might abort their children if they
were not paid to have them.

The Family Research Council desper-
ately tried to explain that cutting off sub-
sidies was an essential precursor to
changing the lewd culture that governs
the inner city. But National Right to Life
mercly expressed shock that any pro-lifer
would disagrec on welfare for single

mothers. With that, it became clear that
the pro-life establishment had joined the
forces of socialism.

One wonders how far they will take
this. Suppose someone introduced legis-
lation to have the federal government
pay $100,000 for every live birth. Would
pro-lifers support that too? Thirty years
ago, no. They would have understood
there were other principles at stake. But
today, they arc afflicted with such my-
opia that they would surely say yes.

The Catholic bishops, too, mix their
pro-life agenda with leftism, speaking,
for example, of their duty to defend the
“unborn and the undocumented.” In
their recent “statement on Political Re-
sponsibility,” the bishops pledged them-
selves to the “continued defense of hu-
man life as the ‘preeminent human
rights issue of our day,” strongly opposing
abortion and euthanasia.” They went on
to call for a ban on “anti-personncl land-
mines,” an end to the death penalty,
more affirmative action, more govern-
ment jobs, more environmentalism,
more Food Stamps, and more socialized
medicine that “respects life.” They also
oppose “anti-immigrant sentiment,”
“isolationism,” abortion, and handguns.

In his recent address to the United Na-
tions, John Paul Il called on the organiza-
tion to “become a moral center where all
the nations of the world feel at home and
develop a shared awareness of being.”
But didn’t Christians once believe that
the moral center of nations, and the
shared awareness among all people, was
the Church itself?

In her speech before the United Na-
tions, Mother Teresa took a different
route. She related how often people ask
her how they can do what she does. She
tells them: Don’t do what I do. Do what
you are supposcd to do. Be a good father
and worker. Be a good mother to your
own children. Be responsible for those in
your care.

That is advice the Church needs as
well. Christians do not need to leave po-
litical activism, although some leaders of
the prominent groups represent as great
a danger as any secular opponents. But
Christians should not proclaim them-
sclves as religious people tired of sitting
in the back of the bus, and follow Rosa
Parks in demanding their rights as a spe-
cial-intcrest group.

Already, our religious leadership
seems more interested in press confer-
ences than defending the faith. Conser-
vatives, at least, necd to recognize that

the essence of their faith cannot be
found in the public square, for it is not
the source of good families, good theolo-
gy, authentic liturgy, and loving neigh-
bors, not to speak of eternal life. Conser-
vatives must not pretend to establish a
Christian-friendly official culture in
Washington, or get government to start
subsidizing religious schools as opposed
to public schools. Nor can Christians
hope to impress the governing elites with
the fruits of their religion, cxcept to the
extent that they fulfill the designs of that
clite. Neither can they hope to gain
greater tolerance for the expression of
Christian values from a regime that is
implacably hostile.

Instead, Christians should hoe their
own spiritual row, avoid the temptation
to become part of the Leviathan state,
and refuse to follow those who would use
the faith to curry favor with the central
government and the official culture.
It Christians have a special interest, it is
not prime-time news coverage, but
salvation.

Llewellyn H. Rockwell, Jr., is editor of the
Rothbard-Rockwell Report in
Burlingame, California.

Evangelicals on the

Durham Trail

by D. G. Hart

hat do Billy Craham and Stanley

Fish have in common? Accord-
ing to most assessments of the ongoing
culture wars, the answer is an emphatic
“not much!” With the exception of a
few inconsequential details—both are
older white men living in North Caroli-
na—little seems to unite these two fig-
ures or the movements for which they
have become figurcheads. Graham is, of
course, the patron saint of American
evangelicalism, the one who as an object
of admiration or scorn determines what
it means to be an evangelical. And Fish,
professor of English at Duke University
of deconstructionist, postmodernist
fame, has become one of the principal
cheerlcaders for efforts within the acade-
my to make the literary canon specifical-
ly, and the humanities more generally,
more inclusive and less oppressive. Iden-
tificd in this way, the constituencies to
which Graham and Fish speak would ap-
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pear to be about as far apart as Newt
Gingrich and Hillary Clinton.

James Davison Hunter, for instance,
argues that evangelicals are a large part of
the orthodox constituency which de-
fends the traditional family, opposes po-
litical correctness and multiculturalism
in the academy, and supports cfforts to
cut federal funding for objectionable art.
This explains why they have lined up in
bookstores across the land to buy and
read to their children William Bennett’s
Book of Virtues. Thus, evangelicalism, at
least in the common configuration of
the ongoing culture wars, is the antithe-
sis of the cultural left.

Why is it, then, that when evangeli-
cals retreat from the public square into
their houses of worship they manifest the
same hostility to tradition, intellectual
standards, and good taste they find so
deplorable in their opponents in the cul-
ture wars? Anyone familiar with the so-
called “Praise & Worship” phenomenon
(so named, supposedly, to remind par-
ticipants of what they are doing) would
be hard pressed to identify these believ-
ers as the party of memory or the de-
fenders of cultural conservatism. P&W
has become the dominant mode of ex-
pression within evangelical churches,
trom conservative Presbyterian denomi-
nations to low church independent
congregations. What characterizes this
“style” of worship 1s the praise song
(“four words, three notes and two
hours”) with its mantra-like repetition of
phrases from Scripture, displayed on an
overhead projector or video monitors
(for those churches with bigger bud-
gets), and accompanied by the standard
pieces in a rock band.

Gone are the hymmnals which keep the
faithful in touch with previous genera-
tions of saints. They have been aban-
doned, in many cases, because they are
filled with music and texts considered
too boring, too doctrinal, and too re-
strained. What boomers and busters
need instead, according to the liturgy of
P&W, are a steady diet of religious bal-
lads, most of which date from the 1970’s,
the decade of disco, leisure suits, and
long hair. Gone too are the traditional el-
ements of Protestant worship, the invo-
cation, confession of sins, the creed, the
Lord’s Prayer, the doxology, and the
Gloria Patri. Again, these elements are
not sufficiently celebrative or “dynam-
ic,” the favorite word used to describe
the new worship. And while P&W has
retained the talking head in the sermon,
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probably the most boring element of
Protestant worship, the substance of
much preaching turns out to be more
therapeutic than theological.

Of course, evangelicals are not the
only ones guilty of abandoning the trea-
sures of historic Protestant worship. Var-
ious churches in the Evangelical Luther-
an Church in America and Missouri
Synod have begun to experiment with
contemporary worship. The traditional-
ists in Reformed circles, if the periodical
Reformed Worship is any indication, have
also begun to ncorporate P&W in their
services. And Roman Catholics, one of
the genuine conservative constituencies
throughout American history, have con-
tributed to the mix with the now infa-
mous guitar and polka mass. Yet, judg-
ing on the basis of worship practices,
evangelicals look the most hypocritical.
For six days a week they trumpet tradi-
tional values and the heritage of the
West, but on Sunday they turn out to be
the most novel. Indeed, the patterns of
worship that prevail in most evangelical
congregations suggest that these Protes-
tants are no more interested in tradition
than their archencmies in the academy.

A variety of factors, many of which
stem from developments in post-1960s
American popular culture, unite evan-
gelicalism and the cultural left. In both
movements, we see a form of anti-elitism
that questions any distinction between
good and bad (or even not so good), or
between what 1s appropriate and inap-
propriate. Professors of literature have
long been saying that the traditional lit-
erary canon was the product, or better,
the social construction, of a particular
period in intellectual life that preserved
the hegemony of white men, but which
had no intrinsic merit. In other words,
because aesthetic standards turn out to
be means of sustaining power, there is no
legitimate criteria for including some
works and excluding others.

The same sort of logic can be found
across the country at weeknight worship
planning committee meetings. It is vir-
tually impossible to make the case—
without having your hearers go glassy-
eyed—that “Of the Father’s Love
Begotten” is a better text and tune than
“Shine, Jesus, Shine,” and, therefore,
that the former is fitting for corporate
worship while the latter should remain
confined to Christian radio. In the case
of evangelicals, the inability to make dis-
tinctions between good and bad poetry
and music does not stem so much from

political ideology (though it ends up
abetting the cause) as from the deeply
ingrained instinct that worship is simply
a matter of evangelism. Thus, in order to
reach the unchurched, the churched
have to use the former’s idiom and style.
What is wrong with this picture?

The traditionalists are of no help here.
Rather than trying to hold the line on
what is appropriate and good in worship,
most of those who are devoted full-time
to thinking about liturgy and worship,
the door-keepers of the sanctuary as it
were, have generally adopted a “united-
colors-of-Benetton” approach to the
challenge of contemporary worship. For
instance, a recent editorial in a Re-
formed publication says that the old
ways—the patterns which used Buxte-
hude rather than Bill Gaither, “Immor-
tal, Invisible” rather than “Do Lord,” a
Genevan gown instead of a Polo shirt—
have turned out to be too restrictive.
Churches need to expand their worship
“repertoire.” The older predilection was
“white, Furopean, adult, classical, with a
strong resonance from the traditional
concert hall.” But this was merely a pref-
erence and reflection of a specific “edu-
cation, soclo-economic status, ethnic
background, and personality.” Heaven
forbid that anyone should appear to be
so elitist. For the traditional “worship id-
iom” can become “too refined, cultured,
and bloodless . . . too arrogant.” Instead,
we need to encourage the rainbow coali-
tion—"“of old and young, men and wom-
en, red and yellow, black and white,
classical and contemporary.” And the
reason for this need of diversity? It is
simply because worship is the reflection
of socioeconomic status and culture.
Gone is any conviction that one liturgy is
better than another because it conforms
to revealed truth and the order of cre-
ation, or that one order of worship is
more appropriate than another for the
theology which a congregation or de-
nomination confesses. Worship, like
food or clothes, 1s merely a matter of
taste. Thus the logic of multiculturalism
has infected even those concerned to
preserve traditional liturgy.

Yet when one looks for genuine diver-
sity in worship, multiculturalism—again,
the great leveler of tradition and cultural
standards—offers up a very thin band of
liturgical expression. Advocates of diver-
sity do not seem to be very interested in
the way “the people” have worshiped in
the past. Is there, for instance, any real
etfort among the various experiments



in worship to recover the Psalm singing
of the Puritans, the simple and spon-
taneous meetings of Quakers, the
hymnody of German pietism, the folk
traditions of the Amish, the revival songs
of Ira Sankey and Dwight L. Moody,
or the spirituals of African-American
Protestants? The answer, of course, 1s no.
For these expressions of Protestant piety,
even though originating from some
groups which would hardly qualify as
elites, are no better than the liturgies
from the Lutheran, Anglican, and Re-
formed establishments. What the P&W
crowd really wants is a very narrow range
of musical and lyrical expression, one
which conforms to its admittedly limited
worship “repertoire.”

Indeed, contemporary worship—and
church life—depends increasingly on the
products of popular culture, from its mu-
sical mode of expression, the liturgical
skits which ape TV sitcoms, and the in-
formal style of ministers which follows
the antics of late-night TV talk show
hosts. Thus, just as the academic left ad-
vocates including Madonna and Leave It
to Beaver in the canon, so the evangelical
champions of contemporary worship
turn to popular culture—primarily con-
temporary music and television pro-
gramming—for the content and order of
worship. This is remarkable for a Chiis-
tian tradition that once found its identi-
ty in avoiding all forms of worldliness
and that continues to rail against the
products of Hollywood and the excesses
of the music industry. Yet, as in the case
of the cultural left, we are secing a gener-
ation that grew up on TV and top-40 ra-
dio stations now assuming positions of
leadership in the churches. And what
they want to surround themselves with
in worship, as in the classroom, is what
is familiar and easily accessible. Rather
than growing up and adopting the
broader range of experience that charac-
terizes adulthood, evangelicals and the
academic left want to recover and per-
petuate the experiences of adolescence.

In fact, what stands out about P&W
is the aura of teenage piety. Anyone who
has endured a week at one of the evan-
gelical summer youth camps that dot the
landscape will be struck by the similarity
between P&W and the services in which
adolescents participate while out of their
parents” hair. The parallels are so close
that one is tempted to call P&W the
liturgy of the youth rally. For in the
meetings of Young Life, Campus Cru-
sade for Christ, or Bible camp are all the

elements of P&W: the evangelical cho-
ruses, the skit, and the long talk by the
vouthful speaker calling for dedication
and commitment to Christ. While
these youth ministries are effective in
evoking the mountain-top or camptire-
side experience, they rarely provide the
sustenance upon which a life of sacrifice
and discipline depends. Yet, P&W is at-
tractive precisely because it appears to
offer weekly the spiritual recharge that
before came only once a year. Conse-
quently, many megachurches that follow
the P&W format thrive because they
help many people recover or sustain the
religious experience of youth.

Some may wonder what is wrong with
assisting adults to perpetuate the emo-
tions and memories that sustain religious
devotion. The problem is that such ex-
periences and the worship from which
they spring is concerned primarily with
affect. One searches in vain through the
praise songs, the liturgical dramas, or the
sermon/inspirational talk for an ade-
quate expression of the historic truths of
the faith. It is as if the content of worship
or the object which elicits the religious
experience does not really matter. As
long as people are lifting up and swaying
their arms, tilting back their heads and

closing their eyes, then the Spirit must
be present and the worship genuine.

What is ironic about contemporary
worship is that its form is almost always
the same even while claiming that older
worship is too repetitive. Another stan-
dard complaint about “traditional” wor-
ship is that it is too formal. Evangelicals
believe that God is never limited by out-
ward means. Believers who rely upon set
liturgies or who repeat written prayers,
some charge, are merely “going through
the motions.” Real faith and worship
cannot be prescribed. Yet, for all of the
attempts by the practitioners of P&W to
avoid routine and habit, hence boredom,
contemporary worship never seems to es-
cape its own pop culture formula. Again,
the songs are basically the same in musi-
cal structure and lyrical composition, the
order of the service—while much less
formal—rarely changes, and the way in
which people express their experience
demonstrates remarkable unity (e.g., the
arms, the head, the eyes). This hostility
to form and the inability to think about
the ways in which certain habits of ex-
pression are more or less appropriate for
specific settings or purposes is what
finally puts cvangelicalism and the
academic left on the same side in the

culture war. For the idea that the au-
tonomous individual must find his own
meaning or experience of reality for him-
self ends up making such individuals un-
willing to follow and submit to the
forms, habits, and standards that have
guided a community or culture. Besides
the fact that the radical individualism
of modern culture has bred as much
conformity as human history has ever
known, evangelicals and the academic
left continue to buck tradition in the
hope of finding the true self capable of
experiencing religion or life at its most
genuine or authentic.

What evangelicals who prefer P&W
to older liturgies share with academics
who teach Louis L’Amour instead of
Shakespeare is an inability to see the val-
ue of restraint, habit, and form. Evangel-
icals and the academic left believe that
we need to be liberated from the past,
from formalism, and from existing struc-
tures in order to come into a more inti-
mate relationship with life or the divine.
This is really quite astounding in the case
of evangelicals whose public reputation
depends upon defending traditional
morality. Yet, the effort to remove all
barriers to the expression and experience
of the individual self is unmistakably
present in the efforts to make worship
more expressive and spontaneous. This
impulse in evangelical worship repudi-
ates the wisdom of various Christian tra-
ditions which, rather than trying to liber-
ate the self in order to experience greater
intimacy with God, hold that individu-
als, because of a tendency to sin and
commit idolatry, need to conform to re-
vealed and ordered patterns of faith and
practice. The traditions which Presbyte-
rians follow, for instance, are not done to
throttle religious experience but rather as
the prescribed means of communing
with God and his people. These means
were not arbitrarily chosen by John
Calvin and John Knox. Rather Presbyte-
rians have conducted public and family
worship in specific ways because they be-
lieve worship should conform to God’s
revealed truth. But just as the academic
left has abandoned the great works of
Western civilization because of a desire
for relevance in higher education, so
evangelicals have rejected the various el-
ements and forms which have historical-
ly informed Protestant worship, again,
because they are boring to today’s youth.

Antiformalism also explains the stress
upon novelty and freshness so often

found in P&W. The leader of worship

APRIL 1996/41



planning at one of the dominant mega-
churches says, for instance, on a video
documenting a P&W service, that she
is always looking for new ways to order
the midweek believer’s service so that
church members will not fall into a rut.
She goes on to say that people are often
tired, having worked all day (an argu-
ment for worshiping on Sunday) and
need something that will arrest their at-
tention and put them in a proper frame
of mind. This perspective, however, fun-
damentally misunderstands the relation-
ship between form and worship. C. S.
Lewis had it right when he said that
a worship service ““works’ best when,
through long familiarity, we don’t have
to think about it.” “The perfect church
service,” he added, “would be the one we
were almost unaware of; our attention
would have been on God. But every nov-
elty prevents this. It fixes our attention
on the service itself; and thinking about
worship is a different thing from wor-
shipping. . . . "Tis mad idolatry that
makes the service greater than the god’
A still worse thing may happen. Novelty
may fix our attention not even on the
service but on the celebrant.” But this is
precisely what has happened in P&W,
where the service and elements are de-
signed to attract attention themselves
rather than functioning as vehicles
for expressing adoration to God. Lewis
knew that repetition and habit were bet-
ter guides to the character of worship
than novelty and manipulation. In fact,
one does not need to be a professor of
liturgics to sense that the idiom of Valley
Girls is far less fitting for a believer to ex-
press love for God than the language of
the Book of Common Prayer. Such an in-
stinct only confirms the wise comment
of the Reformed theologian Cornelius
Van Til, who while preferring Presbyteri-
an liturgy still remarked that “at least in
an Episcopalian service no one says any-
thing silly.”

But even to criticize contemporary
worship, to accuse it of bad taste or trivi-
ality, is almost as wicked as smoking
in public. Arguments against P&W are
usually taken personally, becoming an
affront to the feelings of contemporary
worshipers. Which is to say that the tri-
umph of P&W, like the ascendancy of
the cultural left in the academy, is firmly
rooted in our therapeutic culture. The
most widely used reason for contempo-
rary worship is that it is what the people
want and what makes them feel good.
Again, just as there are no intellectual
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standards for expanding the literary
canon to include romance novels, so
there are no theological criteria for prac-
ticing P&W. But there are plenty of
examples that show that if we give peo-
ple what they are familiar with, whether
sitcoms in the classroom or soft rock
in church, they will feel comfortable
and come back for more. As David Rieff
has noted, the connections between
the therapeutic and the market are
formidable. So if we can expand our
worship or academic repertoire to in-
clude the diversity of the culture we will
no doubt increase our audience.

This is why P&W services are also
called “seeker-sensitive.” They are part
of a self-conscious effort to attract a larg-
er market for the church. Yet, while
evangelicalism may have a large market
share, its consumer satisfaction may also
be low, especially if it deceives people in-
to thinking they have really worshiped
God when they have actually been wor-
shiping their emotions. Thus, once
again, evangelical worship turns out to be
as deceptive as the academic left which
tells students that the study of Batman
comnics is Just as valuable as the study of
Henry James.

Of course, anyone who knows the his-
tory of American evangelicalism should
not be surprised by P&W. In fact, Billy
Graham’s recent mclusion of Christian
Hip Hop and Rap bands in his crusades
is of a piece with evangelical history
more generally. (It also differs little from
his efforts in the 1970’s, seldom remem-
bered, to appeal to the Jesus People.
With lengthy locks, an inch over the
shirt collar, and long sideburns, Graham
said, playing off Timothy Leary’s famous
psychedelic slogan, “Tune in to God,
then turn on . . . drop out—of the mate-
rialistic world. The experience of Jesus
Christ is the greatest trip you can take.”)
As R. Laurence Moore argues in Selling
God, since the arrival of Boy George in
the American colonies, George W hite-
field that is, evangelicals have been un-
usually adept at packaging and market-
ing Christianity in the forms of popular
culture. The intention of Protestant
revivalism was “to save souls, but in a
brassy way that threw religion into a free-
for-all competition for people’s atten-
tion.” Revivalism, in fact, according to
Moore, “shoved American religion into
the marketplace of culture” and became
“entangled in controversies over com-
mercial entertainments which they both
imitated and influenced.”

Seldom have evangelicals recognized
that this commitment to making the
gospel accessible deforms and trivializes
Christianity, making it no better than
any other commodity exchanged on the
market. As H. L. Mencken pointed out
about Billy Sunday, evangelicalism
“quickly disarms the old suspicion of the
holy clerk and gets the discussion going
on the familiar and easy terms of the bar-
room.” Mencken went on to say that
evangelicalism is marked “by a contemp-
tuous disregard of the theoretical and
mystifying” and reduces “all the abstrusi-
ties of Christian theology to a few and
simple and (to the ingenious) self-evi-
dent propositions,” making of religion “a
practical, an imminent, an everyday con-
cern.” Thus, the pattern of evangelical
practice shows a long history of being
hostile to the more profound liturgies,
prayers, and hymns which God’s people
have expressed throughout the ages.

The reason for this hostility, of course,
is that these traditional forms of express-
ing devotion to God are not sufficiently
intelligible to outsiders. But in an effort
to reach the unchurched, just as the uni-
versity has abandoned its mission in or-
der to reach the uneducated, evangeli-
cals have reversed the relationship
between the church and the world.
Rather than educating outsiders or seek-
ers so they may join God’s people in wor-
ship, or rather than educating the illiter-
ate so they may join the conversation of
the West, we now have the church and
the academy employing as its language
the idiom of the unchurched and under-
educated. In effect, P&W is dumbing
down the church at the same time that
multiculturalism is dumbing down
the university. In the case of P&W the
church, by embracing the elements and
logic of conternporary worship, has aban-
doned its task of catechesis. Rather than
converting and discipling the seeker, the
church now uses the very language and
methods of the world. So rather than ed-
ucating the unbaptized in the language
of the household of faith, the church
now teaches communicants the lan-
guage of the world.

Hughes Oliphant Old, in his fine
study of worship, concludes with a reflec-
tion about mainline Presbyterian
worship that applies well to what has
transpired in contemporary evangelical
churches. “In our evangelistic zeal,” he
writes, “we are looking for programs that
will attract people. We think we have to
put honey on the lip of the bitter cup of



salvation. It is the story of the wedding
of Cana all over again but with this dif-
ference. At the crucial moment when
the wine failed, we took matters into our
own hands and used those five stone jars
to mix up a batch of Kool-Aid instead.”
Such is the state of affairs in contempo-
rary evangelical worship. The thin and
artificial juice of popular culture has re-
placed the finely aged and well-crafted
drink of the church through the ages.
Aside from the merits of the instant
drink, it is hardly what you would expect
defenders of tradition and the family to
choose to serve at a wedding, or at the
banquet supper of our Lord. And yet,
just as evangelicals in the 19th century
substituted Welches for red wine, so a
century later they have exchanged the
superficial and trivial for the rich forms
of historic Protestant worship.

D.G. Hart is a librarian and an
associate professor of church history at
Westminster Theological Seminary in
Philadelphia. A similar version of this
piece ran in the Calvin Theological
Journal.

Does God Believe in

Gun Control?
by David B. Kopel

¢¢\/ou are doing God’s work,” Brady

Bill sponsor Charles Schumer re-
marked to Sarah Brady at a congressional
hearing. And perhaps one could argue
that if it took God seven days to make
the world, people should not be able to
buy a handgun in any less time. But did
God really support the Brady Bill? One
would certainly think so, given the huge
number of Protestant, Catholic, and Jew-
ish religious organizations that endorsed
the Brady Bill, and which endorse virtu-
ally every other gun control proposal.

God’s antigun army is prominent not
just in Washington, but also in the state
legislatures. This year, for example, as
legislatures have debated laws allowing li-
censed, trained citizens to obtain a per-
mit to carry a handgun for protection,
some of the most vocal opponents have
been religious groups. The state chapter
of the National Council of Churches
does not show up at legislative hearings
armed with criminological data. Instead,

persons claiming to testify on behalf of
“the religious community” come to ex-
press their “moral” opposition to the use
of deadly force against criminal attack.

This same worldview is at the heart of
the federal ban on so-called “assault
weapons, which attempts to distinguish
good * sportmg ’* firearms from bad “an-
tipersonnel” weapons. It likewise moti-
vates the publicly announced long-term
agenda of Sarah Brady’s organization
Handgun Control, Inc.: to outlaw posses-
sion of firearms for self-defense.

Within the gun control movement,
one does not have to dig very far to find
the sanctimonious belief that the NRA
and its ilk are moral cretins because they
believe in answering violence with vio-
lence. But is hostility to the lawful use of
force for defense the only morally legiti-
mate position? The moral authorities
relied on by most Americans suggest
otherwise.

The Book of Exodus specifically ab-
solves a homeowner who kills a burglar.
(Exodus 22:2, “If a thief be found break-
ing up, and be smitten that he die, there
shall no blood be shed for him.”) The
Sixth Commandment “Thou shalt not
kill” refers to murder only, and does not
prohibit the taking of life under any cir-
cumstances; notably, the law of Sinai
specifically requires capital punishment
for a large number of offenses.

A bit earlier in the Bible, Abram, the
father of the Hebrew nation, learns that
his nephew Lot has been taken captive.
Abram (later to be renamed “Abraham”
by God) immediately calls out his
trained servants, set out on a rescue mis-
sion, finds his nephew’s captors, attacks,
and routs them, thereby rescuing Lot
(Genesis 14:14, “And when Abram
heard that his brother was taken captive,
he armed his trained servants, born in his
own house, three hundred and eighteen,
and pursued them unto Dan”). The re-
sort to violence to rescue an innocent
captive is presented as the morally appro-
priate choice.

Most gun prohibitionists who look to
the Bible for support do not cite specific
interdictions of weapons (there are
none) but instead point to the general
passages about peace and love, such as
“That ye resist not evil: but whosoever
shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn
to him the other also” (Matthew 5:39);
“Love your enemies, bless them that
curse you” (Matthew 5:44); and “Rec-
ompense to no man evil for evil”

{(Romans 12:17).

None of these exhortations take place
in the context of an imminent threat to
life. A slap on the cheek is a blow to
pride, but not a threat to life. Reverend
Anthony Winfield, author of Self-De-
fense and the Bible, suggests that these
verses command the faithful not to seek
revenge for evil acts, and not to bear
grudges against persons who have done
them wrong. He points to the passage
“If it be possible, as much as lieth in you,
live peaceably with all men” (Romans
12:18), as showing an awareness that in
extreme situations, it might not be possi-
ble to live in peace.

Further evidence that the New Testa-
ment does not command universal paci-
fism is found in the missions of John
the Baptist and Peter, both of whom
preached to soldiers who converted.
Neither John nor Peter demanded that
the soldiers lay down their arms, or find
another job (Luke 3:14; Acts 10:22-48).

John told the soldiers “not to extort
money and accuse people falsely, just as
he told tax collectors not to collect any
more than they are required to collect.”
The plain implication 1s that being a sol-
dier (or a tax collector) is not itself
wrong, so long as the inherent power is
not used for selfish purposes.

Of course most gun prohibitionists
do not see anything wrong with soldiers
carrying weapons and killing people if
necessary. But if—as the New Testa-
ment strongly implies—it is possible to
be a good soldier and a good Christian,
then it is impossible to claim that the
Gospel always forbids the use of vio-
lence, no matter what the purpose. The
stories of the soldiers support Winfield’s
thesis that the general “peace and love”
passages are not blanket prohibitions on
the use of force in all circumstances.

Is an approving attitude toward the
bearing of arms confined to professional
soldiers? Not at all. At the Last Supper,
Jesus’ final instructions to the Apostles
begin: “When I sent you without purse,
and script, and shoes, lacked ye any-
thing?”

“Nothing,” the Apostles answer.

Jesus continues: “But now, he that
hath a purse, let him take it, and likewise
his script and he that hath no sword, let
him sell his garment, and buy one.” He
ends by observing, “This that is written
must yet be accomplished.” The Apos-
tles then announce, “Lord, behold, here
are two swords,” and Jesus cuts them off:
“It is enough” (Luke 22:35-38). Even if
the passage is read with absolute literal-
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