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RELIGION IN THE PUBLIC SQUARE A Reconsideration Richard Rorty SOME YEARS AGO I wrote a response to Stephen Carter’s book, The Culture



of Disbelief (1994). Carter had argued that it was unfair to religious believers to try to keep religious convictions out of the public square. I replied that such exclusion was part of a reasonable compromise between secular democratic governments and ecclesiastical organizations. Various forms of this traditional compromise are familiar: In the U.S. the government offers toleration, and various special privileges, for almost anything that chooses to call itself a religion. In exchange, the churches are supposed not to use the pulpit, or church funds, to support political candidates and proposals—or at least not to do so in so blatant a way as to lose their tax exemptions. The terms of this compromise are open to continual renegotiation. In my reply to Carter I urged that democratic societies should, in the manner of Jefferson, think of themselves as having exchanged toleration for an assurance that believers would leave their religion at home when discussing political questions in public. However, reading Nicholas Wolterstorff ’s writings on this subject, notably an essay called “Why We Should Reject What Liberalism Tells Us about Speaking and Acting for Religious Reasons” (1997a), has convinced me that my response to Carter was hasty and insufficiently thoughtful. I have been impressed by Wolterstorff ’s arguments, and also by some of Jeffrey Stout’s criticisms (in a forthcoming book) of my response to Carter. So I shall offer a chastened, and more cautious, restatement of my anti-clerical views. I want to start back-pedaling by making a distinction between congregations of religious believers ministered to by pastors and what I shall be calling “ecclesiastical organizations”—organizations that accredit pastors and claim to offer authoritative guidance to believers. Only the latter are the target of secularists like myself. Our anti-clericalism is aimed at the Catholic bishops, the Mormon General Authorities, the televangelists, and all the other religious professionals who devote themselves not to pastoral care but to promulgating orthodoxy and acquiring economic and political clout. We think that it is mostly religion above the parish level that does the damage. For ecclesiastical organizations
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typically maintain their existence by deliberately creating ill-will toward people who belong to other such organizations, and toward people whose behavior they presume to call immoral. They thereby create unnecessary human misery. Secularists of my sort hope that ecclesiastical organizations will eventually wither away. We share Dewey’s feeling that militant atheism is as unattractive as militant religious proselytizing, but we want to distinguish between atheism and anti-clericalism. We recognize that the disappearance of ecclesiastical institutions would leave a gap in the lives of religious believers, for they will no longer have a sense of being part of a great and powerful worldly institution. But that gap will be filled, we like to think, by a increased sense of participation in the advance of humanity—theists and atheists together, shoulder to shoulder—toward the fulfillment of social ideals. As social justice increases, we hope there will be less temptation for the poor to murder the rich, and consequently less need for religion as a device for diminishing social unrest, and less temptation to hope for pie in the sky. So the only role left for religious belief will be to help individuals find meaning in their lives, and to serve as a help to individuals in their times of trouble. Religion will, in this secularist utopia, be pruned back to the parish level. The social ideals we secular humanists champion are often cast in religious terms. But we hope that they will eventually cease to be so stated. This is not because we think that there is something intrinsically wrong with religious language. Religious belief, according to the “ethics of belief” that I share with William James, is not irrational, or intrinsically wrong-headed. But, in the first place, putting political convictions in religious terms gives aid and comfort to ecclesiastical organizations, and thus to religious exclusivism, contempt for people who should be accorded the same respect as the rest of their fellow-citizens. In the second place, leftist politics—the sort whose sacred texts are On Liberty and Utiliarianism—is strengthened just insofar as belief in a providential deity who will provide pie in the sky is weakened. So we secularists have come to think that the best society would be one in which political action conducted in the name of religious belief is treated as a ladder up which our ancestors climbed, but one that now should be thrown away. We grant that ecclesiastical organizations have sometimes been on the right side, but we think that the occasional Gustavo Guttierez or Martin Luther King does not compensate for the ubiquitous Joseph Ratzingers and Jerry Falwells. History suggests to us that such organizations will always, on balance, do more harm than good. I turn now to Wolterstorff’s essays on the relation between religion and contemporary liberalism. He has convinced me that he is right to insist that both law and custom should leave him free to say, in the
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public square, that his endorsement of redistributionist social legislation is a result of his belief that God, in such passages as Psalm 72, has commanded that the cause of the poor should be defended. For I can think of no law or custom that would hinder him from doing so that would not hinder me from citing passages in John Stuart Mill in justification of the same legislation. The fact that Psalm 72 belongs to a set of Scriptures claimed by various ecclesiastical organizations which I regard as politically dangerous is not a good reason to hinder Wolterstorff from citing this Psalm, any more than the fact that many people regard Mill’s utilitarianism as morally dangerous is a good reason to stop me citing On Liberty. Neither law nor custom should stop either of us from bringing our favorite texts with us into the public square. Suppose, however, that someone says that his reason for opposing legislation that permits same-sex marriage, or that repeals the anti-sodomy laws, is his commitment to the belief that Scripture, and in particular, the familiar homophobic passages in Leviticus and in Paul, trump all the arguments in favor of such legislation. Here I cannot help feeling that, though the law should not forbid someone from citing such texts in support of a political position, custom should forbid it. Citing such passages should be deemed not just in bad taste, but as heartlessly cruel, as reckless persecution, as incitement to violence. Religious people who claim a right to express their homophobia in public because it is a result of their religious convictions should, I think, be ashamed of themselves, and should be made to feel ashamed. Such citation should count as hate speech, and be treated as such. I agree with the ACLU that most hate speech laws are probably impossible to reconcile with the First Amendment. But the absence of such laws should not prevent us from responding to the claim that homosexual sodomy is an abomination with “How dare you make your religious convictions an excuse for inflicting this kind of suffering on your fellow-citizens!” People who quote Leviticus 18:22 with approval should be shunned and despised. Our attitude to them should be the same as that toward people who remark that, though of course Hitler was a bad thing, it cannot be denied that the Jews did kill Christ—or, to vary the example, people who urge that, although the lynch mobs went too far, it is a truly terrible thing for a white women to have sex with a black man. This response would come pretty close to doing what Carter and Wolterstorff think should not be done: excluding certain appeals to religious conviction from the public square. So it would be nice if I could appeal to a principle which differentiated between citing Psalm 72 in favor of government-financed health insurance and citing Leviticus 18:22 in opposition to changes in the law that would make life in the U.S. more bearable for gays and lesbians. But I do not have one. I wholeheartedly
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believe that religious people should trim their utterances to suit my utilitarian views, and that in citing Leviticus they are, whether they know it or not, finding a vent for their own sadistic impulses. But I do not know how to make either of these propositions plausible to them. I do not think that it is helpful to say that the homophobes are being “irrational.” The efforts of moral philosophers to show that sexual orientation is “morally irrelevant” seem to me to beg all the questions against their opponents. So I view the struggle between utilitarians and homophobic Christian fundamentalists as no more a struggle between reason and unreason than is the Catholic-Protestant struggle in Northern Ireland. There is nothing called “reason” that stands above such struggles. On the subject of the vacuity of epistemological foundationalism, Wolterstorff and I are as one. We agree that there is no particular ground for believing that all reasonable and rational people will eventually come to agree on Rawls’ principles of justice, or on any “comprehensive philosophical or religious doctrine” (see Wolterstorff 1997a). We also agree that Robert Audi is wrong in deducing from “the concept of a liberal democracy” that it is incumbent on the citizens of such a democracy to “have an epistemologically adequate and motivationally sufficient basis for their political discussion, decisions and actions that is independent of each and every religion present in society” (1997b, 147). Like Wolterstorff, I have doubts about the utility of the notions of “epistemological adequacy” and “motivational sufficiency.” I am not sure that we have criteria for measuring either. But even if such criteria could be supplied, I doubt that there is at present a consensus that good citizenship requires us to have non-religious bases for our political views. I should be delighted if there were such a consensus, because I should be delighted if the U.S. became a society which was self-consciously and openly utilitarian in its understanding of the purpose of legislation and public policy. If we secular humanists have our way, the liberal democracies will eventually mutate into societies whose most sacred texts were written by John Stuart Mill. But there is a long way to go before that ideal is reached. The extent of my agreement with Wolterstorff on philosophical questions leads me to think that my deepest disagreement with him is on empirical matters. We disagree about how much harm is being done in our own day by ecclesiastical organizations. We have different attitudes toward the following proposition, one that he puts in the mouth of his liberal opponents: “It’s just too dangerous to let religious people debate political issues outside their own confessional circles . . . the only way to forestall religious wars is to get people to stop invoking God and to stop invoking canonical scriptures when arguing and determining politics” (1997a, 167). Wolterstorff says that he finds no cogency in the reasoning that leads to this conclusion.
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He adds, however, “I think that if I had been living in the seventeenth century I would have found it cogent.” Wolterstorff thinks that the twentieth century is very different in the relevant respects from the seventeenth and that “liberalism’s myopic preoccupation with religious wars is outdated.” I disagree, and not just because of what is happening in, for example, Northern Ireland and Uttar Pradesh. My main reason for disagreement is that I think it would be difficult to convince either European Jews or American homosexuals that the difference between the two centuries is all that great. Nowadays the problem within most of the countries in which Christianity is the majority religion is not the possibility of religious war, but the sort of everyday peacetime sadism that uses religion to excuse cruelty. The Protestant and Catholic churches of Western Europe did not exactly make war on the Jews during the nineteenth and early twentieth century. But they did keep up a steady barrage of contempt, combined with support for politicians running on anti-Semitic platforms, and with silence concerning the sadistic pogroms-cum-gang-rapes which provided weekend amusement for the devoutly religious peasants of Central and Eastern Europe. After the Holocaust, these churches fell all over themselves expounding the difference between their own religiously based anti-Semitism and the Nazis’ racially based anti-Semitism. But the Jews have had difficulty appreciating this distinction. They think, correctly in my opinion, that if the Christian clergy had, in the century or so before Hitler, simply ceased to mention the Jews in their sermons, the Holocaust could not have happened. There is, after all, not much basis for anti-Semitism in the Christian Scriptures. Its prominent role in the history of Christianity is the contribution of Christian ecclesiastical organizations. Those organizations would not have been unfaithful to Scripture if they had abstained from incitement to contempt and to sadistic brutality against Jews, but they would have lacked a way of bolstering the bigoted exclusivism that was one of their chief sources of money and power. The situation is the same, nowadays, for homosexuals in the United States, who find themselves confronting two main enemies: ministers of the Christian religion who cite Leviticus 18:22 and gay bashers. The former are, unfortunately, considered respectable members of the community. Indeed, they exert very considerable political influence, even at the national level. These ministers sometimes try to distinguish themselves from the gay-bashers by saying that even though sodomy is an abomination, Christians must be kind and merciful even to the most disgusting and shameless sinners. The gays and lesbians, however, persist in thinking that if the churches would stop quoting Leviticus and Paul on the subject of sodomy, would stop saying that tolerance for homosexuals is a mark of moral decline, and would stop using tax-exempt funds to
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campaign for repeal of pro-gay ordinances and statutes, there would be fewer gay-bashers around. Many gays and lesbians who are themselves religious believers might well agree with Wolterstorff that the homophobes have the right to bring religious reasons into the public square in order to urge the passage of laws to ensure that homosexuals cannot get married, can be discriminated against in employment and housing, and can be arrested for having sex. But they find it strange that such a large proportion of the time, money and energy of the Christian churches in the U.S. is devoted to this purpose. They are struck by the fact that religious reasons are now pretty much the only reasons brought forward in favor of treating them with contempt. Except for the mindless gay-bashing thugs, their fellow-churchgoers are the only people who still think that sodomy is a big deal. So gays and lesbians might reasonably conclude that the reason Christian pulpits have become the principal source of homophobia is the same as the reason that they were the principal source of European anti-Semitism—namely, that encouraging exclusivist bigotry brings money and power to ecclesiastical organizations. A hundred years ago Polish and Russian Jews suspected that the joyous enthusiasm of the Christians who gang-raped Jewish girls during the pogroms did not really have much to do with the refusal of the Jews to acknowledge the divinity of Christ, or with their role in bringing him to trial before Pilate. The presence of Jews in a village down the road was, it seemed to them, just a good excuse for the local Christians to get their rocks off. The Orthodox and Catholic clergy recognized that pogroms played this role, and they did not want to be party-poopers. They found that they could become popular with their congregations by tacitly suggesting that such parties were held, so to speak, under divine auspices. It strikes many American homosexuals that the relation between the Christian clergy and the gay-bashers is much the same. There is nothing like a sense of banding together against a group that one has heard described as an object of divine disapproval and of justified disgust to encourage and excuse sadistic violence. As I see it, we in America presently have a standoff between a sizable body of opinion that treats gays and lesbians as contemptible and despicable and another body of opinion that treats those who quote Leviticus 18:22 as contemptible and despicable. The former say that the latter are offensive to religious sensibilities. The latter say that the former are merely hiding sadistic grins behind sanctimonious masks. They are two sides of a Kulturkampf . Philosophers such as John Rawls, Thomas Scanlon, and Robert Audi have attempted to draw up rules of engagement for the Kulturkampf . I agree with Jeffrey Stout that attempts to find rules that are neutral between the two sides are pretty hopeless.
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So is the attempt to say that one or another contribution to political discourse is illegitimate. I am torn, however, between agreement with Wolterstorff ’s defense of his right to cite Psalm 72 and the feeling that religious believers should not justify their support of or opposition to legislation simply by saying “Scripture says” or “Rome has spoken; the matter is closed” or “My church teaches. . . . ” It is one thing to explain how a given political stance is bound up with one’s religious belief, and another to think that it is enough, when defending a political view, simply to cite authority, scriptural or otherwise. It is OK for Christian believers to have Christian reasons for supporting redistribution of wealth or opposing same-sex marriage, but I am not sure it counts as having such reasons if the person who finds such marriage inconceivable is unwilling or unable even to discuss, for example, the seeming tension between Leviticus 22:18 and I Corinthians 13. The believer’s fellow citizens should not take her as offering a reason unless she can say a lot more than that a certain ecclesiastical institution holds a certain view, or that such an institution insists that a given Scriptural passage be taken seriously, and at face value. I would not consider myself to be seriously discussing politics with my fellow-citizens if I simply quoted passages from Mill at them, as opposed to using those passages to help me articulate my views. I cannot think of myself as engaged in such discussion if my opponent simply quotes the Bible, or a papal encyclical, at me. So I think that Audi is not entirely wrong when he says that “the concept of a liberal democracy” forbids certain moves being made in the course of political discussion. What should be discouraged is mere appeal to authority. Protestantism has often, and rightly, been thought to be more congenial to liberal democracy than Catholicism. This is because the idea of “the priesthood of all believers” encourages the believer to interpret Scripture, theology and devotional literature on his own, rather than simply waiting to be informed by church officials about what is required to be a member in good standing of a given denomination. The latter attitude does seem to be the sort of thing democratic societies have a right to discourage. Obviously they cannot do so by passing laws that tell congregants not to take ecclesiastical institutions as seriously as Catholics are asked to take papal authority. But there is nothing wrong, I think, with insisting that candidates for office do what John F. Kennedy did: namely, to make very clear indeed that they have no intention of taking ecclesiastical authority seriously when exercising the functions of the office to which they aspire. Kennedy did not say that he would cease to take the Catholic faith seriously. Nobody would have asked him to, and nobody would have believed him if he had done so. But there is a difference between the faith
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and the institution, and it has been an important feature of American democracy that that difference has become more and more salient in our political life. I see this increasing salience as part of a welcome trend toward thinking that religion should be pruned back to the parish level. We should continue to view with alarm every attempt by ecclesiastical authorities to tell individual parishes or individual believers how to conduct themselves, or to limit the freedom of congregations to agree among themselves on the form of worship to be conducted. This amounts to saying that I see liberal Protestantism as the form of Christian religious life most congenial to a liberal democracy. When I read that Stanley Hauerwas thinks that Rauschenbusch and Niebuhr were complicit in “the exclusion from the politics of democracy of any religious convictions that are not ‘humble,’ ” I am inclined to respond that these two theologians didn’t want humble convictions, but rather humbler ecclesiastical institutions—institutions that were more concerned with social justice and less with sustaining their own authority and political clout. When I am told by Stout that opponents of humility such as Hauerwas, MacIntyre and Milbank are now favored over Rauschenbusch and Niebuhr by students in Protestant seminaries, I fear for the republic. This bad news leads me to return to the Kulturkampf with redoubled vigor. As an atheist, I may seem to have no business taking sides in matters that divide Christians from one another. But as a citizen I have every right to do so. If I think liberal democratic institutions are in danger from tax-exempt ecclesiastical institutions, I shall do well to warn my fellow-citizens against their insidious influence, just as I do when they are endangered by greedy corporations. I have as much right to urge the social ostracism of homophobic preachers as they do to abuse gays and lesbians. My response to Steven Carter’s book was titled “Religion as a Conversation-Stopper.” Stout rightly rejoined, on Carter’s behalf, that it is false that religion is “essentially” a conversation-stopper, because it is not “essentially” anything. But, Stout continued, it is true that one variety of expressions of religious belief does indeed stop the conversation, as when somebody says, “Don’t ask me for reasons. I don’t have any. It is a matter of faith.” As Stout properly reminds us, this kind of reply is not confined to the religious. It is the one I should have to make if I were asked why I believe that the aim of political life should be the greatest happiness of the greatest number. So, instead of saying that religion was a conversationstopper, I should have simply said that citizens of a democracy should try to put off invoking conversation-stoppers as long as possible. We should do our best to keep the conversation going without citing unarguable first
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principles, either philosophical or religious. If we are sometimes driven to such citation, we should see ourselves as having failed, not as having triumphed.



REFERENCES Rorty, Richard 1994 “Religion as Conversation-Stopper.” Common Knowledge 3:1 (Spring), 1–6. 1999 Philosophy and Social Hope. London: Penguin Books. Wolterstorff, Nicholas 1997a “Why We Should Reject What Liberalism Tells Us about Speaking and Acting for Religious Reasons.” In Religion and Contemporary Liberalism, ed. Paul J. Weithman. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 162–181. 1997b “Audi on Religion, Politics and Liberal Democracy.” In Religion in the Public Square, by Robert Audi and Nicholas Wolterstorff. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.
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