
The Nonexistence of Christian 
Political Philosophy 
James V. Schall 

Those who lived by reason are Christians, even 
though they have been considered atheists: such as, 
among the Greeks, Socrates.. . . 

-Justin Martyr, The First Apology, ca. A.D.  150 

e live in a curious time. We are agreed w that our educational and university sys- 
tem has been increasingly dominated for the past half 
century by a pseudoscientific philosophy that doubted 
on principle the validity of moral values. Our constitu- 
tional system is implemented through courts managed 
largely by a legal profession educated in such an 
amoral environment that any explicit value or reli- 
gious criterion is practically precluded from being taught 
as true. When Western Maryland College recently 
dropped its Methodist background in order to be qual- 
ified for public aid, these conditions had to be met: 
removal of all religious symbols, including crosses; 
denial of any church-related affiliation; absolute neu- 
trality about the religious development of its students; 
no church services; secular baccalaureate services; no 
financial support for any religious organizations; 
philosophy and religion studies to be strictly “aca- 
demic” and taught by professors of diverse back- 
grounds. 

These norms, of course, sound like nothing so much 
as those in effect in the Soviet Union or other ab- 
solutist states. It is no accident that psychologically we 
cannot listen to Solzhenitsyn’s insistence that we re- 
discover soon our moral and religious heritage. Thus, 
symbolically perhaps, in its July 4 editorial attempting 
to respond to Solzhenitsyn’s appeal for a reestablish- 
ment of  moral value and religious depth the 
Washington Post could only warn about the dangers of 
moral crusades and make the avoidance of nuclear war 
the first criterion of political practice. 

On the other hand, we are irate as a people and 
highly critical of Presidents, Congressmen, corpora- 
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tions, bureaucrats, and law enforcement agents who 
violate some supposed ethical standard the moral 
worth of which we are not allowed to justify at a 
theoretical or religious level. We are, furthermore, in 
lieu of any other standards, coming to accept a sort of 
poverty ethic that, in practice, gives tacit moral justifi- 
cation only to the poor. The latter, in some unattended 
but real way, becomes the locus of moral validity for 
any economic or political enterprise, especially when 
the “poor” are extended to mean “the exploited.” 

On both these scores, it would at first sight appear 
that Christianity should find itself in an advantageous 
position, that it should be able to supply a political 
philosophy that could offer some positive whole that 
related human worth and our moral failures within 
some worldly achievement. Indeed, if we examine the 
recent papal, synodal, and episcopal documents, it 
seems clear that they are attempting rather forcefully to 
address themselves to precisely these problems of 
morality and poverty, defined as the central issues of 
our times. And as we examine further the more radical 
Christian statements proliferating from private and in- 
dividual sources, it seems that Christianity is being 
presented mainly as an ideology that concentrates on 
these two areas and by which we can overcome the 
failings of the present systems. 

Yet it can be doubted whether the rather astonishing 
corpus of Christian, especially Catholic Christian, 
thought on the social order is having its desired im- 
pact. The reason for this is of some significance, I 
think. Indeed, I would argue that increasingly Chris- 
tians are, in effect, admitting that they have no formal 
social and political doctrine and that they are free to 
take on whatever ideological or practical form they 
wish in order to achieve the goals of Christianity. 
These goals are being presented in terms classically 
formulated by Henri de Saint-Simon in his “New 
Christianity,,’ namely, “to relieve the lot of the 
poor,’’ a theme substantially found in such 
philosophers or bureaucrats as John Rawls and Robert 
McNamara. That today there are considerably more 
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Christians being converted to Marxism than Marxists 
to Christianity ought to give one pause, but the fact 
should at least be noted. 

n Huckleberry Finn the hero is washed up I onto the Grangerford property on the Ar- 
kansas shores, there to be suspected of being an 
enemy. From Buck, who has just shot off the hat of 
Harney Shepherdson, Huck Finn learns the two 
families are having a feud, something he has never 
heard of before. 

”Well,” says Buck, “a feud is this way: a man has 
a quarrel with another man, and kills him; then that 
other man’s brother kills him; then the other man’s 
brothers, on both sides, goes for one another; then 
the cousins chip in-and by and by everybody’s 
killed off, and there ain’t no more feud. But it’s 
kind of slow, and takes a long time.” 

Buck could not remember how long their particular 
feud had lasted, maybe thirty years. Anyhow, in the 
midst of the shootings, both families went to the same 
church one Sunday morning: 

The men took their guns along, so did Buck, and 
kept them between their legs or stood them handy 
against the wall. The Shepherdsons did the same. It 
was pretty ornery preaching-all about brotherly 
love, and such like tiresomeness; but everybody 
said it was a good sermon, and they all talked it 
over going home, and had such a powerful lot to say 
about faith, and good works and free grace and 
preforeordestination, and I don’t know what all, 
that it did seem to me one of the roughest Sundays I 
had run across yet. 

The following week, not unexpectedly, the Granger- 
fords and the Shepherdsons wiped each other out to 
end the feud. Huck Finn quickly slipped onto his raft 
with Jim and ordered it out of the creek as quickly as 
possible. He never wanted to see the place again. 
No one, I suppose, has formulated the popular ac- 

cusation against Christianity more quaintly and graphi- 
cally. Probably no one today reads these lines of Mark 
Twain without thinking, rightly or wrongly, of some 
place like Ireland. In any case, the essential charge 
implied is that no relation exists between the Christian 
faith and what Christians do. The fact that, as Chester- 
ton once pointed out, the Christian faith rather expects 
men to feud, among other things-we are a fallen race 
in Christian dogma-is largely ignored. But the as- 
sumption abides: If Christianity were true, feuds and 
wars and injustices ought to be removed. In other 
words, the criterion of credibility, indeed the old 
preambula fidei, is public performance. And if it be 
suggested that a more basic issue is at stake, namely, 
the real freedom to choose good and evil, we will 
discover ever more frequently that the response will be 
“Away with freedom then.” The poor, we are re- 
minded, want only bread-the ultimate heresy. 

he Christians of the early centuries were T singularly lacking in a political 
philosophy and program. They were told by Paul and 
Peter to obey the emperor rather than to set up a 
constitutional government with bills of rights or a dic- 
tatorship of the proletariat. They also seemed to have 
expected a rather early arrival of the next world, so 
that politics, which had to do primarily with this one, 
could be neglected. The distinguishing of God and 
Caesar was indeed revolutionary, as was the parousia 
when it later came to be a this-worldly project. But in 
their original forms these Christian innovations had the 
effect of legitimizing politics by removing from it es- 
sentially religious and philosophical elements and 
goals. The classical objection to Christianity is rooted in 
this origin and recurs throughout subsequent history in 
various forms. Substantially i t  is that concern for the 
next life so concerns the thought and actions of Chris- 
tians that they neglect this world and are thereby dis- 
loyal to their own political society. The Christian doc- 
trines and pieties about humility and poverty and ulti- 
mate destiny for the graced and repentant tend to den- 
igrate the public order. Without full Christian partici- 
pation the people’s energy is distracted from the task at 
hand. “My Kingdom is not of this world” becomes 
the “opium of the people.” 

I d o  not wish here to argue explicit ly the 
counterposition-that the Christian solution to the 
problem of man’s ultimate happiness has made clear 
why men could participate in the public order for its 
own sake and not as some kind of surrogate for 
beatitude. I am interested, however, in pursuing the 
question of whether Christians do have a political 
philosophy, since many recent events and theories, 
frequently originating among Christians themselves, 
would seem to argue that Christianity has no political 
philosophy of its own, nor any basis for one. This is 
particularly striking among those development theories 
that hold, more or less, that God must rejoin Caesar 
for things to improve. 

n recent years there have been a number of I essays in European Christian journals argu- 
ing that specifically Catholic social thought is dead. 
The classic encyclicals are, in  this view, regarded as 
merely balancing acts between liberal capitalism and 
socialism, a hodgepodge concealing Christianity’s own 
lack of political thought. Christian political parties are 
currently in trouble because, supposedly, they have 
nothing distinctive to offer. I recall a French professor 
in Rome laughing at the idea that Frenchmen would be 
so stupid as to have a Christian Democratic party. 
Clerical students begin their studies of the social apos- 
tolate by reading Marx or  Lenin or Mao with hardly a 
notion of how these schools are related to classic or 
Christian political tradition. 

Yet if we reread such a standard and still wise work 
as Professor Heinrich Rommen’s State in Catholic 
Thought (1945), it is clear that the theory of grace 
building on nature was central for Rommen because it 
was largely “nature” that gave Catholics any “state” 
to think about. Rommen, however, insisted that it was 
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a part of Christian order for Christianity to take its 
political and economic thought from experience and 
reason. In a sense Christianity did not need a specifi- 
cally “revealed” and therefore un ique  political 
philosophy, because men already had the essential out- 
lines of, and capacity for, discovering what they 
needed to know and put into practice in the public 
order. 

Even Aquinas, when he argued for the necessity of a 
specifically divine positive law in addition to natural 
law, left the question of man’s temporal well-being up 
to men. This implied at first sight that the sociopoliti- 
cal area was not crucial for salvation. Yet the actual 
criterion given in the Gospel of Matthew for 
salvation-a cup of water to an unknown neighbor- 
made personal and public life in  this world determina- 
tive of ultimate destiny. “Grace does not destroy na- 
ture” meant the deepening importance to those things 
that really were “of Caesar.” Aquinas and those who 
followed in his footsteps seemed to have felt that poli- 
tics ought to be left to man as a proper manifestation of 
his freedom and what he could do with it. Augustine, 
of course, had earlier held that we could not and ought 
not to expect of politics more than a holding action. 
That Augustine seems to have been the more empiri- 
cally correct in his estimates about what men would do 
has been one of the disturbing legacies from which 
Christians of a more liberal and socialist bent seek 
desperately to escape. 

This “escape,” recently, has largely slipped out of 
the bonds of Christian discourse, especially in its Marx- 
ist guise. The original Judeo-Christian thesis held that 
God created Man and gave him dpminion over the 
earth. The Fall of Man changed the original cir- 
cumstances, so that men henceforth worked by the 
sweat of their brows, coercion entered, children were 
born in sorrow. The division of property and coercive 
government became both evils and remedies for evils. 
In medieval Christianity a line of radical thinking de- 
veloped through Joachim of Flora in which property 
division and coercive government and usually family 
came to be seen as “removable” obstacles. Sin or evil 
in  the world became more tangible, rooted not in our 
will, but in property division and governmental forms. 
In the ideal state, then, there would be no property, or 
government-or logically any evil. In the present state 
of disorder, however, politics was to be used to rid us 
of, precisely, politics. 

The utopian project thus became actively political or 
economic. During the Enlightenment and with the 
theories of Progress people came to believe it possible, 
actually possible, to remove evil by a political or 
economic or technological process that eventually 
communalized property and withered the state away. 
Some schools held this must be done through violence, 
others through love, still others through votes. Rous- 
seau had taught the French Revolution that people 
were good, institutions evil. Therefore, reorganize the 
institutions, and people will be allowed to be good. 
When such strands came to be assimilated into an 
active political program to be effectuated by our efforts 
“in history,’’ we had most of the framework of our 

times. The project of ultimate happiness became polit- 
ical and historical, two things it was not in classical 
Christianity. Evil became a “corporate” thing. Even 
the theologians have come to speak of social sin. The 
older notion of “corporate guilt” associated with the 
Fall and with Original Sin has reappeared in our times 
in theories of property reform and political reconsmc- 
tion. Its connection with the older theology should not 
pass wholly unnoticed, since the current trend iden- 
tifies guilt either with a corporate group or with mem- 
bers of unreconstructed social entities. 

Several years ago, in controversy with American 
academic behaviorists, several’ radical activists argued 
that since the behaviorists had no real ethical or moral 
concern in principle, they should have no objection in 
joining radical political movements for the reform of 
mankind and society. Something of this astonishing 
attitude seems to be at work currently among Chris- 
tians. The now well-known China Edition of the 
Holy Cross Quarterly (V.7, 1-4, 1975), for example, 
seemed to maintain in many of its essays that by reor- 
ganizing China Mao was in fact a “Christian” and that 
there was nothing much Christians could add to his 
stupendous successes. Denys Turner, writing recently 
in The New Blaclfriars (June, 1975), insisted that 
there was no reason why Christians could not be M m -  
ists. Both were concerned about reorganizing the 
world-the only actual task, in Turner’s view, being to 
get rid of capitalism, the cause of all evils-and really 
i t  makes no difference what either movement believed 
about God. If, in heaven, Marxists suddenly find that 
the faith is somehow still flourishing, so what if they 
erred a bit? If there is no everlasting, well, Christians 
will at least have tossed in their little bit to history. 
This deftly follows the classic line of Marsilius of 
Padua, which granted the spiritual domain to the Chris- 
tian provided it had no effect on the world, thus was 
left free to organize itself in its own way. 

f this facility with which Christians seem to I be able to adapt themselves not merely to a 
classic Platonic or Aristotelian tradition also enables 
them to adapt themselves to more radical 
philosophies-“We need someone to do for Marx what 
Aquinas did for Aristotle” is the clichC that is as current 
as it is facile-then we will not be surprised to discover a 
growing skepticism about both Christianity and Marx- 
ism. Professor Stromberg’s comments, in his excellent 
review of the past decade, are acid: 

As Marxists grew more spiritual and individualistic, 
Christianity became more worldly and so- 
cial.. . .Christians sought to give their faith a content 
in this world; Marxists wanted to leaven their 
worldly creed with a bit of ethical transcendence. 
Together, they flattered themselves, Marxists and 
Christians can provide a total philosophy, .a real 
amalgamation of both .worlds, the mundane and the 
spiritual (Afier Everything: Western Intellectual His- 
tory Since 1965, 1975). 



Professor Stromberg’s reflections on the spectacle 
Christians often present to the world in these years are, I 
believe, mostly valid. The churches failed to make real 
contact with the spiritual yearning of the previous dec- 
ade. What happened instead? “Thus, a familiar person- 
ality of the 1960’s was the swinging young priest who set 
off to modernize the Church.. . . In the later years of the 
decade, familiar too, was the revolutionary priest who 
went wholly over to a position not easily distinguishable 
from radical or political militancy. The message of 
Christ, he assumed, was not basically different from that 
of Marx.” 

In pondering the phenomenon of priests committed to 
Marxism following uncritically the “most primitive kind 
of economics,” Professor Stromberg felt that it was 
precisely the lack of a Christian political philosophy that 
caused them to drift where they would. 

The ease with which Christianity as a social ethic or 
a political position can be absorbed by other causes 
suggests a basic weakness in its doctrine. Except in 
the vaguest terms, it lacks a social ethic .... In recent 
times, they [Christians] have moved with the crowd; 
they enthusiastically supported both world wars, 
and just as enthusiastically repented afterwards, 
vowing eternal pacifism. Biblical passages can be 
quoted on both sides of most political questions. 
The only tangible constant of the Christian social 
message is a passionate hopefulness that encourages 
expectations of utopia without supplying the means 
to attain it- and in this way, it is very akin to the 
mood of youthful revolutionism. 

These are hard words, but largely justified in ‘terms of 
public opinion. A further aspect of this is the rapidity 
with which Christian “spirituality” has come to be 
identified with revolutionary economic or political 
movements. Indeed, The Tablet recently ran a short 
reflection by a priest who felt that world development 
statistics mostly justified Patty Hearst. Much study, in 
fact, needs to be done precisely in the manner in which 
economic statistics are interpreted in theological 
analyses. 

n making Christianity ever more a this- I worldly cause, we have jeopardized the 
sacred as an autonomous reality, so that people begin 
to doubt it is any longer found in churches where they 
hear the gospel of utopian socialism preached, or, if 
they are in developing countries, of nationalism. In 
addition, religious people find themselves allied with 
those worldly ideologies leasr capable of resolving the 
actual problems they are concerned about. No one has 
really confronted the question of how much popular 
ideologies have retarded development. I maintain, 
however, that the root cause of this remains the failure 
to grasp what is unique to Christianity in relation to 
politics: grounding the absolute validity of the human 
person, who is finite and fallible, and placing ultimate 

“Bigotry is an incapacity to conceive 
seriously the alternative to a proposition. 
I t  has nothing whatever to do with belief in 
the proposition itself. A man may be sure 
enough of something to be burned for it or 
to make war on the world, and yet be no 
inch nearer to being a bigot. He is only a 
bigot if he cannot understand that his 
dogma is a dogma, even if it is true. 
Persecution may be immoral, but it is not 
necessarily irratiqrial; the persecutor may 
comprehend with his intellect the errors 
that he drives forth with his spear. I t  is not 
bigoted Cfor instance) to treat the Korart as 
supernatural. But it is bigoted to treat the 
Koran as natural; as obvious to anybody 
and common to everybody. I t  is not big- 
oted for a Christian to regard Chinamen 
as heathens. I t  is rather when he insists on 
regarding them as Christians that his 
bigotry begins.’ ’ 

4 . K .  Chesterton, Lunacy and Letters 

happiness outside of political processes. Paradoxically, 
politics cannot be politics unless we first find the an- 
swer to our destiny outside of politics. Here Karl 
Rahner’s reflections are pertinent, and not only to “the 
average European of today.” 

What does the average European of today feel about 
truth, especially religious truth, the truth of a “view 
of the world”? His attitude might perhaps be de- 
scribed as follows. Apart from the simple facts of 
direct sense experience which can be verified anew 
at any time by experiment, there are theories and 
opinions and nothing else. These opinions may be 
correct in various ways. It is possible to concede to 
one or other of them a greater or lesser likelihood of 
approximating to reality and so to what would really 
be the truth. But more than such an approximation 
is never possible. As for the new view of the world, 
it is determined by national, individual, social and 
historical factors. In any case-and this is what is 
decisive-the actual content of opinion is of no 
account for any absolute moral judgment on the 
person who holds it, even before the judgment seat 
of God if there is such a thing. For i t  is to be 
supposed that everyone forms his opinion to the best 
of his knowledge and in all conscience .... The ulti- 
mate judgment of man can never depend on the 
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precise nature of his opinion. This, it is claimed, is 
self-evident. 

Knowledge of truth, to the extent, that is, that it 
is constituted by a definite content has, therefore, 
moved from the center of human existence to its 
periphery. It belongs with things like color of the 
hair, taste, race, on which man’s absolute value 
cannot be made to depend (Inquiries, 1964). 

In an age of renewed spiritual concern and a decline of 
the liberal indifference to truth as such, this attitude 
can easily be filled by any political theory that pro- 
poses a “truth” accomplished by human beings alone, 
by their own efforts “in history.” If we repropose the 
tradition of Marsilius in a new form-that of reor- 
ganizing the world for the poor on any terms-then 
whether we have a hereafter or not makes no ultimate 
difference, since our energies are to be exhausted in 
the worldly task that has no particular Christian social 
ethics to guide it except a certain enthusiasm that it 
ought to be done. 

Just after World War I1 Richard Weaver delivered an 
address to the Newman Club at the University of 
Chicago in which he said: 

“What this [dropping the bomb] illustrates to me is 
that after all the labors of the social scientists, we 
now know less about human nature than did the men 
of Socrates’ day or the men of the Middle Ages. 
They recognized that man needs to be protected 
against himself; and they were interested in setting 
up safeguards .... The Greeks and the men of the 
Middle Ages made their failures; but they seem not 
so egregious as the failures we have made and the 
failures we may be facing, because our theory of 
human being has simply ceased to be candid. It is 
no longer candid because it will not recognize that 
man has a bad nature too. This is not our whole 
nature, but it is a part of our nature which has to be 
looked after sharply. Humanism studies man as ex- 
pressed through his whole nature, including this 
motivation; and that is why it seems to some now, 
as it seemed to Socrates that day in Athens, to have 
a prior place in the cause of inquiry (“Humanism in 
an Age of Science,” The Intercollegiate Review, 
Fall, 1970). 

The main worry today, in spite of the Washington 
Post’s effort to make this the center of our ethic, is no 
longer dropping the bomb, but rather precisely this 

moral insight into our being which believes that institu- 
tional reconstruction can resolve our problems, be- 
cause this is where the ultimate cause of our evil lies. 

Socrates, it is well to recall, was killed by the best 
state-which led Plato to wonder if it was possible for 
the good man to live in any existing state. Our con- 
temporary political mood is such that we insist that 
there can be no really good man or  woman who is not 
reforming the state, since that is where the origins of 
our evils lie. There is no longer any spiritual authenti- 
city that does not lie through a politics, usually a poli- 
tics that ex profess0 denies the validity of the divine. 
Justin Martyr believed that Socrates, though accused 
of atheism, was a saint. In the Apology Socrates 
heeded his “voice,” which opposed his taking a pub- 
lic business. Socrates knew he would have perished 
earlier if he took on public affairs-and Aristotle after 
him left Athens so there would not be two Socrates on 
its conscience. Socrates went on: 

Do not be annoyed at my telling the truth; the fact is 
that no man in the world will come off safe who 
honestly opposes you or any other multitude, and 
tries to hinder the many unjust and illegal doings in 
the state. It is necessary that one who really and 
truly fights for the right, if he is to survive even for 
a short time, shall act as a private man, not as a 
public man. 

If we reflect on the present state of Christian social 
thought, I think, we will not fail to note that the view 
of Socrates is rejected. 

Harold Laski once remarked that with the decline in 
religious faith this world will become all-important. 
Salvation now becomes a public enterprise through the 
ideologies of the world, and we are left with no specifi- 
cally religious criteria to decide their validity when 
we evaporate our social tradition. The ones who claim 
to know the proper criteria are, ironically, those who 
know about faulty systems-badly distributed prop- 
erty,  income, wrongly formed governments and 
families. It is not an accident that these criteria were 
originally seen to be the consequences of Original Sin. 
Politics thus becomes again theology. Whether it is 
therefore still “Christian” remains the brooding doubt 
of our century. The feuding, in any case, seems to go 
on, as does the sermonizing. There will undoubtedly 
be many more a rough Sunday, whether or  not we be 
preforeordestinated . 


