Sharp Christianity
92

fully, a whole lot of Christians are unhappy with it. We may

wonder if dismayed pastors and batile-weary par1sh10t1;1er;;
the “church within the church”—can find a betlter pa; te;aCh‘
there are better paths: ones which inte'gr'ate scnptuljon e
ings and liberal values, which alig'n Spi-l'lt}lal formati n
civic virtue, and which, far from being pie in the sky, ar

ishing right now.
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Thick Christianity
The Gospel of Compromise

There are many ways to reconcile Jesus with James Madison

In November 2021, an elderly man, thin and with a dignified
demeanor leavened by an impish smile, traveled from Salt Lake
- City to the University of Virginia with an urgent message.
- Wasting little time on pleasantries, he launched straight into
his theme. “T love this country, which I believe was established
- with the blessings of God. I love its Constitution, whose prin-
“ciples I believe were divinely inspired. I am, therefore, distressed
at the way we are handling the national issues that divide us”

S In expressing his distress, he was not speaking merely for
- himself. This was Dallin Oaks, first counselor in the First Pres-
dency of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Then
almost go, he had been a successful lawyer, a justice of the
Utah state supreme court, and president of Brigham Young
niversity. Called to the First Presidency in 2018, he was next
in line to succeed Russell M. Nelson, the church’s president and
prophet; and he had become the public voice of the church’s

A civic theology posits that God expects his people to act
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in certain ways, and to follow his commandments, not only in
our personal lives but in our civic lives. In that respect, it oper-
ates in the same space as Christian nationalism—though what
Oaks proposed was antithetical to Christian nationalism and
far more profound and promising. When I first read the text
of his speech, I felt a frisson. Here was something I had been
looking for in my own advocacy of religious liberty and liberal
pluralism because it elegantly linked the two.

Ouaks’s brief began where James Madison and the US.
Constitution also begin: with the inescapable reality of dis-
agreement and faction. “We have always had to work through
serious political conflicts,” Oaks said, “but today too many
approach that task as if their preferred outcome must entirely
prevail over all others, even in our pluralistic society. We need
to work for a better way—a way to resolve differences without
compromising core values.”

Liberalism is a permghnent process of public negotiation.

Oaks argued that religious communities cannot exempt them-
selves from democratic deliberation; they must participate in
it and abide by the results according to “the principle of hon- *
oring both divine and mortal laws.” In other words, religious
liberty is essential, but people of faith cannot simply enjoy it
and walk away. It comes with obligations. “Rendering to Caesar
in good faith,” said Oaks, “requires religious persons and asso-
ciations to acknowledge what their government does for them
and to be faithful in fulfilling the reciprocal responsibilities
they owe to the government and their fellow citizens.”

But what are those responsibilities, and how are they to be
carried out on occasions when God’s law and man’s law might
conflict? Oaks’s example was a clash between antidiscrimina-
tion laws requiring merchants and adoption agencies to serve
same-sex weddings and couples, on the one hand, and, on the
other hand, religious businesses and nonprofits whose faith
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com.m‘itments forbid participation in what they see as sin. §
(_Ihnstmns and their legal allies are quick to strike a conf-r 01:16
tional posture when a conflict arises—or even when a coﬁg'a-
does not arise, as when, not long ago, a website designer IC(;
suczI:essfully to refuse service to same-sex weddings dis it e
having been asked to serve one, Oaks took a different taci. f:;_ll‘;’t
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints suggests that .
can be found to reconcile divine and human law—throu iway
t}ler-lce, hegotiation, and mutual accommodation 'withog .
dicial fiat or other official coercion” ’ e
In other words, the first order of the day is not to clai
supremacy for either religious or secular law: or to decl m
emstf,?ntial clash, but to look—together—for ’ways to miztcliﬂe in
conflict. Oaks cited two examples, one a political negotiafiz X
between the church and Congress in the early twentieth )
tur?r, the second a recent compromise in Utah which [ WiIlcgn_
scribe a little later. “The right relationship between religi ’
freedom and nondiscrimination,” he said, “is best achievegzlogls
respec_ting each other enough to negotiate in good faith anzl,
l:fy caring for each other enough that the freedom and prot
tion we seek is not for ourselves alone” Like Madison hep 1 ec(i
goodw'faith negotiation at the very center of the Cor;stitit?(fe’
meaning, quoting another church official who said “When Vts
use our religious freedom to bring people together i,n unity a ;
love, we are defending and preserving religious liberty al?t; tl[i
Constitution in a most profound way” :
. Significantly, Oaks argued that seeking unity through pa-
tience, negotiation, and mutual accommodation is not lie:al
a stratagem for getting along with others; it is a charge fronz‘

- God. In remarks to the faithful earlier that year at the churcly’

igen.eral conference (a semi-annual global gathering), he saidS
: Being subject to presidents or rulers of course poses 1,10 obsta ’
: cle to our opposing individual laws or policies. It does requirg
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that we exercise our influence civilly and peacefully within the
framework of our constitutions and applicable laws. On con-
tested issues, we should seek to moderate and unify”

In Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints scripture,
the U.S. Constitution is specifically named as divinely inspired;
and in church doctrine, the Constitution’s underlying princi-
ples were decreed by God not only for Americans but for all
God’s children. “I see divine inspiration in the vital purpose of
the entire Constitution,” Oaks told the general conference. “We
are to be governed by law and not by individuals, and our loy-
alty is to the Constitution and its principles and processes, not
to any office holder. In this way, all persons are to be equal be-
fore the law?” (Italics are in the original.)

'This doctrine places the church under certain obliga-
tions. In a speech in Rome in 2022, Oaks said, “Speaking from
areligious perspective, [ maiintain that followers of Jesus Christ
have a duty to seek harmohy and peace” This duty pertains
not just to seeking harmony and peace in one’s own church
and family and local community; it is a civic commandment, a
requirement to approach politics and public debate in a par-
ticular way. As Oaks wrote in an article in the scholarly journal
Judicature in 2023, “We should not expect or seek total domi-

nance for our own positions.”
Here the italics are mine, because this is more than a tac-

tical injunction to obey the law in order to stay out of jail, and

- vision of a distinctively scriptural pluralis
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. hVYhy i.s it God’s I::lan? In 2 moment, T will explore the
o ch’s c1v1c.theology In more detail, en route to arguing that
. :s son.lethmg to teach both Christianity and liberalism But
st quick recap of how we arrived in the realm of Latt -
Saint theology. ey
" ain the prev%c)‘us chapters, I argued that neither secular
° elc'1 ism nor reIIglon can independently deliver all the mora]
é ho. s lpe(.)ple requlr_e; but American liberalism and American
tire;;;tl;:lty are Il)Cullmg apart, largely (though of course not en-
cause of tragically misguided choic
white evangelicals. The result i isi ot ot
. t istiani
ind domoeire Is a crisis for both Christianity
- ":fhis ;i.lal;l)t: considers pathways toward a positive realign-
m which the Christian and secular wr
. orlds become mo
n'u%tual‘ly supportive, helping each other uphold the Founde:s?
;1;1?;1 1nsteadf0f c}ilrifting apart into mutual incomprehension
reason for hope. Influential religious fi is-
covered the hole where a bibli & pro-domonrmr
cally based, pro-democratic civi
3 CI
theolog‘y should be and are striving to fill it. Some of them :::
evangelicals, others not; most are Christian, but one could take

i * . .

: i::gl;‘aﬂOI"l fron? a rabbi I know who has integrated core Amer-

o exts into his congregation’s Torah study (a concept he and
Synagogue are bringing to other congregations). But for

today’s most intellectually complete and pragmatically proven

m, we should travel

more than “render unto Caesar” boilerplate. Oaks argues for - to Utah,
an alignment between God’s moral constitution and Madison’s
political one. Speaking for the church, he sees patience, nego-
liation, and compromise not as means to some end, to be jetti-
soned if the results are unsatisfying, but as social and spiritual
ends unto themselves. At the risk of exaggerating or oversimpli-
fying (but only a little), one could put what he is saying this way:
Never dominate, always negotiate—because that is God's plan.

Countercultural Compromises

::;\/Iﬂ,); a\fz:a}fe_ness of something interesting afoot in the Church of
.:_ fest :H d;xst of Latter-day Saints (as the church now prefers to
ea} came in March 2015, with the

: ) | ! ) announcement of what
_seemed like a miracle in Utah. Seemingly out of nowhere, at a
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press conference in Salt Lake City, conservative state legisla-
tors, leaders of the state’s LGBT rights community, and senior
representatives of the church announced agreement on legisla-
tion extending nondiscrimination protections to LGBT Utahns
while also providing targeted exemptions for religious orga-
nizations. The bill, SB 296, passed the conservative legislature
with overwhelming support.

Madison put compromise at the heart of the Constitu-

tion because he correctly understood compromise to be more
than a mechanical, difference-splitting approach to managing
conflict. While it can sometimes be mere difference-splitting,
compromise is more often a creative, generative, pro-social en-
deavor in its own right. If the parties in a disagreement dead-
lock, they gather more information, bring in new factions and
voices, imagine innovations and workarounds. The result is
often better than what anygne started with. And the legislative
outcome is not the only product; just as important are the re-
lationships built during negotiations, the habits of collabora-
tion formed, and the feelings of goodwill and fellowship which
arise among previously antagonistic groups. Simply by having
to interact and do business, the parties to a negotiation de-
velop the civic habits of peaceful coexistence and unlearn the
habits of domination and distrust.

That happened in Utah. “To me the process here may
be even more important than the legislation,” Troy Williams,
the executive director of Equality Utah, the state’s main LGBT
group, told me. “When I sit down with folks, I'll never see them
as an enemy or opponent. ['ll see them as future ally, even if
were not there yet” When I asked him to name the downsides
of SB 296 from the point of view of Utah’s LGBT community,
he couldn't think of a single one. “The culture has changed here
in Utah” he said. “In every possible way, Utah is now a safer

and more welcoming state for the LGBTQ community” When .

e
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I .
! ;;k;;i if tli?e dsarn}e1 change would have happened without SB
> fie replied with a firm no. “Tt chan
. : . ed the dynamic fi
in the legislature. I've wa . ators open
: tched so many legi
ot ature, ; y legislators open u
Cof;;leafts in this process™ Capitalizing on the chanfjle'ls oI;
con anl;n;:catlcip agd trust they had built, conservative legisla
quality Utah were able to collab ;
_ ‘ orate on subse
hot b;l_flton 1ssues such as gay conversion therapy, et
s the c;mp;ognse of 2015 did not come out of nowhere. In
» the church had gone all-in to back California: .
20 : ifornia’s Proposi-
e II:S téi:[ l::hiclz aci{ded a ban on same-sex marriage to the sIt)ate’s
ion (ending a brief period in which
: same-sex marriage
i}:lclleseen legalized by the state’s supreme court). The churfh
upon its members in California i
: : to contribute and can-
vasts m support of the initiative; it even had local leaders read
;sijitement over every Latter-day Saint pulpit in California
e igo ?e;mbers ;i)n do all you can to support the proposed con :
al amendment by donating of :
ment your means and time to
Ei:;:e that marriage in California is legally defined as being
een a man and a woman.” Althou iti
. gh Proposition 8 won at
Itllll: b;llot box, the .church’s heavy-handed involvement—which
m gr ;Ve beelz1 decisive—caused an uproar whose fury shocked
chastened the church’s leadershi i
. ship. Quietly, the church
?Pi?ef] lines of communication with the LGB; communriiy
m Utah. Eyebrows went up i
p in 2009 when the church threw i
support behind Salt Lake City’ i,
. ty’s ban on anti-gay discrimi
g . gay discrimina-
uie;r? housing and employment. That led to several years of
2 , mtfans? c-onversations between the church and the LGBT
_i 1?;rnmumty,bm1t1::111y aimed at listening and learning, then turn
more substantive. SB 296 was onl isible tip _
y the visibl
mostly submerged negotiation. "Hpefslarges

*Jonathan Rauch, “Meeting i i
. , in th igl
Rightsr Dot o M 521- e Middle on Religious and LGBTQ
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I was (and still am) a devoted advocate of both LGBT
equality, especially marriage, and religious liberty. I believed
there was room and need to negotiate pathways around con-
flicts. For me, SB 206 was inspirational. And indeed, it inspired
similar efforts in other states, as well as negotiations between a
center-right LGBT group called the American Unity Fund and
a coalition of religious groups (including the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints) leading to a proposed federal com-
promise called the Fairness for All Act. None of those efforts
bore fruit—until, unexpectedly, they did.

Tn 2022, concurring with the Supreme Court's Dobbs de-
cision overturning the Roe v. Wade abortion ruling, Justice
Clarence Thomas included language suggesting that same-sex
marriage, legalized by the court in 2015, might be next on the
chopping block. In Congress, House Democrats responded
with the Respect for Marriage Act, a bill establishing same-sex
marriage in federal law. Seeing an opportunity, the Fairness
for All coalition in the Senate added some significant religious
liberty protections. By strongly stating that the federal gov-
ernment will not treat opposition to same-sex marriage as the*
equivalent of racism, and that the government will not use
federal instruments like contracts and tax breaks to coerce
acceptance of same-sex marriage, the bill squarely addressed
the religious community’s two biggest fears. It passed with bi-
partisan support—and with the support of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, which did not endorse the same-
sex marriage provisions but worked to get the bill enacted and
praised its religious liberty provisions as “historic and com-
mendable”

One needs to step back and appreciate why all this mat-
ters. Socially, the teachings of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints are conservative. Marriage 1 between one
man and one woman; homosexuality is a sin, and a person who
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practices it unrepentantly cannot be a church member. For the
mf)st .part, conservative Protestants and Catholics wl;o share
this view have assumed that America’s laws should reflect God’s
laws. Reflect does not mean copy or embody. But because, for
example, the Bible (purportedly) says that homosexualit’“y is
an al?omination, conservative Christians have supported laws
criminalizing consensual homosexual intimacy (“sodomy”)
To su.ch conservatives, it makes no sense to oppose same—);ejé
marriage as sinful and unbiblical while supporting a law en-
shrining that very thing.

One Church of Jesus Christ of Lafter—day Saints officer
recalled to me a conversation he had with a Roman Catholi
archbishop who was perplexed by the church's willingness tls
colmpromise on LGBT issues. In its 2019 guide Forming Con-
sciences for Faithful Citizenship, the U.S. Conference of Catho-
lx.c ]?’ishops calls participation in political life “2 moral obliga-
tion” and emphasizes a long list of policy positions Cathol%cs
.shouId support. Compromise is mentioned only three times in
Its 53 pages, and always in a negative context (as in, “We cannot
compromise basic principles or moral teaching”). “We shouid
work with others to advance our moral principles,” the bishops
say, but that injunction is instrumental, a means t,o anend nI())t
an end in itself. One Catholic commentator told me, “I t’;1ink
that Catholic teaching recognizes that compromise’is legiti-
;I.la;e on the .application of principles to legislation, butgthe
; rzrsw;)afﬁ ie::; ;Tply not interested in compromising on these
_ It was no surprise, then, that the bishops stridently op-
| posed the Respect for Marriage Act, saying that the church “Wfi)ll

always uphold the unique meaning of marriage as a lifelon
-exclusive union of one man and one woman” Similarl Arig-’
: drfew Walker of the Southern Baptist Theological Senir)inar
.voiced the prevalent view among evangelicals when he wrote or};
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‘Twitter: “Even if the Respect for Marriage Act had incredible
religious liberty protections (it doesn't), it still violates a basic
principle of moral construction related to public policy: Law
should always reflect truth. It is thus wrong to tell a lie about
what marriage is”” In other words, the only morally acceptable
compromise involving same-sex marriage is no compromise.
So why was the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints defending my legal right to marry a man and, beyond
that, endorsing compromise as a good in and of itself? When 1
asked Dallin Oaks, he acknowledged tactical considerations.
“We're doctrinally against it,” he told me, meaning same-sex
marriage, “but we believe in living under the Constitution and
laws of the United States, So we don’t think we give up very
much by having Congress enact something that's already the
law under the Supreme Court, and what we gain in the Respect
for Marriage Act as amended is important enough. What we
Jose by codifying something that already exists is insignificant.”

Okay, fair enough. But there had to be more to it than
shrewd maneuvering. The church could have sat on the side-
lines, saying and doing nothing to help the bill pass, or it could
have joined with many other conservative religious groups in
demanding protection for religious liberty without protection
for marriage equality—a purist posture which would have been
cost-free. Yet here was the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints actively supporting a compromise contravening a core
doctrine, when doing so was not cost-free.

Oaks, when we spoke about it, was well aware that the
churchis conciliatory approach is conspicuously countercultural
in the conservative religious world. The search for a way in the
middle “means we've left some evangelicals behind and we don't

have the Catholic support that we usually have, and our posi-

tion does not track well with conservative Republicans. So
there are quite a few points of strain on that” He professed not
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about what [ said being right”
g right”), and he seemed quit
about coloring outside the lines. He told me ate checrtul

I'have a professional lifetime interest in the Constituti
of the United States, and how it could never have beon
ac.iopted without compromise among groups that f: I}
dlﬁe.rently on powerful issues but found a way to realizee
that if they would give up on things that were less impo,
tant they could achieve a common goal that's mostl; N
portant of all. I think that’s an approach that has beco me
less and less feasible during my lifetime. A different :’ )
proaf:h seems to be dominant in government and muf};
pub?lc thinking, including among many religious peopl
of different denominations. As I've prayerfully poxfdeig
and tried to see what God would have us do and what

is good Ifor our nation, I came to the position that I ex-
pressed in the lecture in Virginia,

- V‘ghy mlight God require the Church of Jesus Christ of
: er-day Safmts to t.ake an approach which is, by the standards
O conservative Christianity, distinctly countercultural, not to

mention unpopular and, in the view of s
answer goes deep, ot many, unbiblical? The

A Thick and Strong Church

Be.fore approaching that answer, I need to make five prefat
points. The first is that, for all the admiration I will ep res o
the paragraphs which follow; T am by no means a fan :}D all Sim
ments of the church and its theology. I find its teachings abz e‘;
hom(?sexuality, in particular, repugnant and harmfulgand I‘s
teachings about gender roles discriminatory and arch’aic BIu:

103




Thick Christianity

104

the depth of our differences is pr;(;isely what makes the church’s
i alism so compelling. ‘
e ;zzlzteifd point is that the Church of Iesxlls Chrli‘lci :}f
Latter-day Saints takes conservative vive; on social issues :\rrl o
resemble those of conservative evanglehc.:als. Moreo‘veil‘:l n the
United States the two traditions ha\Te similar dem;))lg_rap i Tgose
files: largely white and disproportlopately Repuhlcg?l.u Those
similarities make it all the more sigmﬂcant‘ that t }el chof
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has c.onscml%sly C osez ore
ject the Church of Fear. Demographics and 1deolog)lr,1 i e
out, do not dictate theology. We learn _from the Churcho. o
Christ of Latter-day Saints that Christmn? can choose t f];ll’ e
posture. They are not merely buffeted hither and yon t I)lfeces_
side cultural winds and secular pressures. The).r areln(i eces
sarily forced into an oppositional, confrontational sta v
i ive views.
thet f?;iirc;z;sewation: the Church of Jesus Christ of Lattte;—
day Saints is not a “thin” religion. It. has no‘f blend:d 1}1111201: thz
cultural zeitgeist or watered down its requirements. st the
opposite; it is one of America’s most p.romment :x;:;lp ot
thick faith, one which is both dema%ndlr_lg and enfo l?i’mms
bining high personal inve;tment }jvslthil}llgitl ;;:;!Iilig: founder.
“ re observe,” said Joseph Smith, : der,
“Itif;tf f:zigion that does not require the sac.rlﬁce of allrthlir;%;
never has power sufficient to produce the faith necessary 1
i ion. '
. anlf ?:lzrz;ructive to dilate for a moment‘ on just Em«{
“thick”—how demanding—the church is. In their high-sc ozf
years, church members are expected to. attend a-wgnl;ograuel:.1 A
weekday religious instruction cal%ed Seminary. (’1'hlst ;Z?ulacez
happens before school, although in Utah aI".ld sor‘r‘lsf 0 " i e
it can be accomplished through released time.) “Young peop

in the church make a tremendous sacrifice for that,” Clark Gil- :
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bert, the church’s education commissioner, told me, recalling
how he used to wake up at 6 2.m. every day. High schoolers are
also expected to attend at least one session of a one-week sum-
mer camp, which, Gilbert said, focuses in large part on “how
do you hang on to your faith in a world that imposes a differ-
ent perspective on you?” There is also a weekly evening youth
program, plus an hour of Sunday school weekly at church, Plus
the church encourages nightly scripture study with family.

“We're not going to just have the church teach our kids,” Gil-
bert said. “Part of the way adults stay

to teach ourselves and teach at home.”

Not every church member does all those things, of course
(are there enough hours in the day?), but they do a lot. Refer-
ring to the 10,000 hours of training supposedly required for
proficiency in a skill or sport, Gilbert said, “We hit the 10,000
hours by the time we graduate high school?”

After high school, in university, many go on to additional
studies, called Institute, for several hours a week. As they leave
their teens, about 40 percent take two years for missionary
work, an experience which, in my interviews with them, for-
mer missionaries uniformly described as life-changing. Thus
prepared, when church members reach the world of work they
are called to all kinds of volunteer assignments, ranging from
teaching Sunday school to organizing charitable programs. The
church relies on lay members to serve as clergy (called bish-
ops), usually for five-year terms. One bishop—a professional
with a demanding day job—estimated putting in 15 hours a
-week at the church, unpaid. Those without a specific calling
-are expected to volunteer several hours a week, for example by
teaching in youth programs or distributing food to the needy.

' If I were to single out one aspect as characteristic of the
church’s “thickness”—its wraparound, high-touch social tech-
nology for keeping members committed and connected—I

strong is we're expected
8 P
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would choose a program the church refers to as ministering
er-
brothers and sisters. Most church members, perhaips lzo fir -
cent, are assigned responsibility, with a part.ner, to 00 : aa e
i hose members, in turn, wi
family—one or more of W : vill act
minis};ering brother or sister to another family. l\/{u?lsterf;li
i i al times
i t specifically, but in norm
duties are not spelled ou _ : ! he
ministering pair would check in with their family once a 1.11011n
¢ s, en-
i n update. If there’s a crisis,
or so for a scripture lesson or a . o eriss en-
intense. Gilbert recalls tha
agement becomes more in - Gilbert )
iif house burned down, the ministering sister show.ed up 1a
10 p.m. to help. “In our church,” he told me, only half-jokingly,
“we assign friends.” N
I rgcount all of that by way of giving a feel for t'he strtzng
demands the church makes, and the strong bonds .1t cresil ;s.
Which leads me to a fourth observation: the church is ht;a tt Y.
., . . s,
Vibrant, in fact. Worldwidag, it is growing. In the l‘hziltchl ) zab e
i have leveled off after a perio
its growth seems to criod oo
i ts are hard to come by
expansion. Accurate coun ; .
aBEichose listed as members on church rolls are active, but 111 a
2019 study the church demographer Stephen Cr;nney es (:r
ition in the United States to be more
mated the rate of attrition in ted nore of
ersion.* This makes a
less offset by the rate of conv Thi o
contrast with the shrinkage of the mainline and evangelic

&

denominations. . "
Finally, despite its misstep in 2008, the church has m.

. . " £

a conscious choice not to dabble in partisan pol;tu;s. It ;})e}cll :
' i ership ha
i i itical preaching. The church lea :
ically forbids politica ! < leadership has
j inside and outside, to involve

rejected pleas, from insi . iy
suges like immigration and the environment. Some membé >
was told, itch to see the church wade into the culture wars;

*Stephen Cranney, “Who Is Leaving the Church?” BYU Studies Quar-
terly 58, No. 1 (2019).

ED
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church officials I spoke with, including not only higher-ups in
Salt Lake City but also ordinary bishops (i.e., local lay pastors),
said that if a bishop or other ecclesiastical authority ventured
into partisan politics, he would be promptly counseled and
corrected. Sunday school and Seminary instruction, which [
observed, stick to exposition of the church’s four sacred texts,
taught on the same weekly schedule around the world, so that
a student could move from Maryland to Manila without miss-
ing a verse. In the worship services and educatiorial sessions |
observed, I saw no hint of politics, even by implication,

Taking those observations together, we may pause to note
something meaningful. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints achieved all of what [ Just mentioned without secu-
larizing; without blending into the surrounding culture; with-
out relinquishing its exacting requirements; and without yielding
to demands that it embrace partisan politics and preach the
culture wars. True, it has adapted in a variety of ways: obvious
examples include banning polygamy and accepting African

Americans inio the priesthood. (Hope springs eternal for reve-

lations about homosexuality and women.) But no one who even

dips a toe in its waters thinks the church has lost its cultural
distinctiveness or its theological moorings. To the contrary, the

- Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints stands as one of our

- country’s most prominent examples of a thick church—one

which demands much of its adherents and offers much back to

. them.

' All of this, taken together, poses quite a problem for “post-

liberal” critics of the classical liberal tradition. According to

 them, it should not be possible for a traditionalist, conserva-

- tive church to embrace negotiation and mutual accommoda-

tion amid today’s consumeristic, individualistic, homogenizing

culture while also preserving its values and its distinctiveness.

If the post-liberal critique were true, the Church of Jesus Christ




108 Thick Christianity

of Latter-day Saints should have been assimilated long ago by
the relentlessly liberal Borg. Its members should be clamoring
for a low-maintenance, unchallenging experience, and its lead-
ers should be yielding to the pressures of social media and the
sexual revolution. Resistance is futile, right?

In fact, the church helps us understand why aligning with
liberal pluralism is not part of the problem for American Chris-
tianity; it is part of the solution.

“Nits Will Make Lice”

Latter-day Saints’ attitudes toward pluralism, law, and religious
freedom date back to the founding of the church. From the
beginning, the church was persecuted, often savagely. Like the
Jews, the Saints were driven from one place to the next by po-
grom and government persecution. Missouri’s governor ordered
them expelled from the state gbr, if need be, “exterminated”
(An original copy of the governor’s extermination order is on
display at the church history museum in Salt Lake City. It
makes for a chilling read.) Joseph Smith, the church’s founder,
was martyred along with his brother. Many others were killed,
uprooted, and otherwise ethnically cleansed. In the Haun's Mill
massacre, as the University of Utah historian Paul Reeve told
me, three boys attempting to hide were murdered by attackers
who said, in justification, “Nits will make lice.”

That history is not ancient: its scars remain. Reeve star-

- popular in the United States,
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but Smith followed his word with

tled me by mentioning that one of those three murdered boys
was his relative. Dallin Oaks told me that his great aunt, whom
he knew as a boy, was jailed for contempt of court in a polyg-
amy case. Perhaps the most obvious and frequently made point
about the modern church’s attitude toward democracy is that
the memory of persecution has bred sensitivity to the impor-
tance of religious freedom and pluralism—as well as a com-

ity of Nauvoo, that the Catholics,
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a Jew, I grew up immersed in a narrative of persecution, flight,
exile, vulnerability, and vigilance, The Latter-day Saints have
their own story of flight and exile: according to Smith's revela-
tion, the church’s earthly Zion is Jackson County, Missouri, not
Salt Lake City. Like the Jews, the Latter-day Saints were driven
out of their promised land and their plan for a great temple
there is today unfulfilled. I fee] ap immense pride in America’s
pluralism and tolerance while remaining conscious—as a Jew
and also as a homosexual—of my status as 2 minority and an
outsider. I experience the United States as my own country;
yet more (I suspect) than my white Protestant friends, 1 fee]
that my sense of belonging to America does not translate into
a sense that America belongs to me. I understand exactly what
a Latter-day Saint who works in a church education program
meant when he said, matter-of-factly, “We get persecuted, but
s0 what?” Religious bigotry remains a fact of life for his church
and perhaps always will, but he refuses to be defined by it.

(That's how I feel about antisemitism and homophobia.) When
he emphasized the importance of looking forward and doing
-good in the world rather than nursing grievance, I saw a stark
contrast with the Church of Fear, which is livid with aggrieve-
ent. The Latter-day Saint attitude, like the Jewish attitude, is

a, but we can never feel entitled to them. We cannot “lose our
ountry” because it is not ours to lose; rather, we are here to
share it.

When I asked Dallin Oaks about the influence of the
church’s history as a persecuted minority, he gave a compli-
cated answer. “That can never escape the consciousness of any-
one who knows the church’s history of persecution, and most
of the church leadership has that in their pedigree charts. You
can't escape those memories” But, he added, “to say they mo-
ate the church’s position [today] I think is wrong.” He said
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For example, when I asked Rusty Bowers, a former speaker o
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the Arizona state House of Representatives and a member of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, why he had cham-
pioned a version of the Utah compromise in Arizona, despite
knowing it lacked the votes to pass, he wen( straight to agency,
Church scripture, he told me, “strongly speaks about the abso-
lute necessity of the expression of free conscience. If we believe
that, why don’t we allow that?” He elaborated that “as children
of God we cannot be forced to follow him. Tt has to be a willful
offering of the heart”

What is agency, and what does it have to do with legisla-
tive politics about LGBT rights in Arizona? Well . . it begins
in the Garden of Eden.

Following the teaching of Saint Augustine and many sub-
sequent saints and sages, most Christians believe that Eve and
Adam sinned by defying God's command not to eat the fruit of
knowledge, and that the punishment was their expulsion from
paradise and humanity’s eternal burdens of mortality and orig-
inal sin. In my Jewish education, I was taught a similar story
of Edenic disobedience and punishment, though without the
doctrine of original sin. I will confess that, from the time I first
heard that interpretation, it has puzzled me. If God had not

wanted Eve to eat the fruit, why did he make it available? Why
did he also put a tempter in her path? Most fundamentally,
I thought, Eve and Adam had made a praiseworthy choice.

- Humans before the Fall were cattle, nourished and fed but also
- naked and naive, without knowledge of good and evil and thus
- lacking moral sense, humanity’s defining trait. How can it be
- right to choose to be like sheep and cows? Isn’t our capacity for
- moral reasoning a gift, not a curse?

Taking those questions on board, Latter-day Saint theol-

08y breaks with the doctrine of original sin. God warned that
 eating the fruit of knowledge would have grave consequernces

but deliberately provided the option. Eve’s choice to accept




Thick Christianity
114
g fore not
those consequences was part of God’s plan aarll(d therte n':) o
i in >
i ous. As Dallin Oaks wrote
inful or wicked, but courage ! o>
ig:)me Christians condemn Eve for her act, conciudmhg tl;ai o
. atter-
and her daughters are somehow flawed by it. Noé t ’eact e
day Saints! Informed by revelation, we celebrate dve sa11 e
. i t episode caiie
i urage in the grea
honor her wisdom and cou : isode caled e
” the capacity for mora s an
117 God gave humans for : !
1czlioice an§ in seizing the opportunity 1nsteeclldGof ;e]ectlzx}%are
’ “ i now
i d. “Humankind and Go
e became more like Go _ o share
Wcommon moral awareness, a common capacity t{) }uc)i’gwrite
a .
tween right and wrong, a common capacity for love, e
i i S:
Terryl Givens and Fiona Givens in The God W;:o ‘i/\/'etlei tHow
Mormonism Makes Sense of Life. “Instead o‘f eplori fse o
and Adam’s transgression, one might find in it a ca
joicing” S "
* Frim the idea that the first couple’s decision was l1;10’: sans
ful, it follows that there is no briginal sin. O.f coursed, humans
ha‘:re a propensity to sin; life is full of temptatl’ons and i on
tures tempt and mislead us. But we do not inherit sm1 t(;
. i T
) e are born innocent. As our lives unfold, we draw ¢ c;(se o
G i e.
God or farther from God through the f:hOlces \ﬁe mz .
Eve's courageous instigation,” write the Gwenses., 8 he anen_but
“opt to lose paradise, hoping to eventually regain feav o
exper.
bled by the schoolhouse o :
transformed and enno le S | one
that comprises mortality. For this kind of education, notenci
short of total immersion in a world of choice and consecc)y.l1 N
ill suffice, and sin is one of those consequences. . .. 1 nly tZ
WI ; 1 . ) * rn
hoosing the good and experiencing its fruit do we ea% 0
. vor and embrace the good” We learn goodness byhcon rc; "
Sa a . - 0
ing choices in the world and choosing well; and dm the pr
of learning goodness, we beco?e Tore hl;e Gsoai;lts, onphass
i ts, the Latter-day
Now, in some respects, : 52 hast
hoice sounds like the conventional Christian doctrine
onc

Thick Christianity 115

free will. After all, there is no virtue in doing right if we do not
also have the ability to do wrong. So is agency just free will
under a different name? Not quite. Free will entails the capac-
iy to make moral or immoral choices. But in order to learn
from life’s schooling, we must have more than just the capacity
to make moral or immoral choices; we must also have morally
consequential choices to make—and inevitably, we will make
some flawed and even wrong choices. “Moral agency is predi-
cated on a causal connection between choice and consequence”
Terryl Givens writes, in Wrestlin g the Angel: The Foundations of
Mormon Thought. “Given the freedom to choose, individuals
must be granted the fruits of thejr choices, good or ill, or such
freedom would be only a shadow of genuine agency.”

The implication, then, is that we are not born guilty, but
merely inadequate. We are not fallen but unformed. Life is not
a process of moral repair or atonement under the oppressive
curse of original sin; it is a process of moral development under
the tutelage of experience. And we cannot develop morally
unless we confront all kinds of choices, not just pre-approved
ones—thus a]lowing us to exert agency. Efforts to protect us
from bad choices by restricting agency may be well intentioned,
but they deprive us of the opportunity to learn from our errors
and inadequacies, stunting our moral development and ulti-
mately thwarting our godlike potential.

Moreover, according to the church, the doctrine of agency
applies to all persons, not only members of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints. The doctrine is universa). Everyone
- must be able to make decisions according to the dictates of
judgment and conscience. This is our human inheritance from
the time of creation, As Joseph Smith taught in a speech in 1840,
“Ibelieve that a man is a moral, responsible, free agent.”

- From here it is but a short step to Madisonian pluralism,
“First,” writes Oaks in his Judicature article, “we learn that God
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promise and the Respect for Marriage Act? Because those
measures protect the church's ability to teach and practice its
doctrines about marriage and sexuality within its own institu.
tions, while also protecting, in the larger society, people’s abil-
ity to make their own choices about marriage and sexuality.
Thus can “patience, negotiation, and mutual accommodation”
advance religious freedom and personal freedom in tandem,
increasing the net sum of agency and advancing the moral de-
velopment of individuals and society. Which is liberal doctrine
in a nutshell! .

Tam not claiming that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints always endorses libertarian public policies (Utah is
one of only two states where all forms of gambling are illegal),
or that the church is never hypocritical or domineering. Nor
am I claiming that the churchs doctrines and practices magi-
cally resolve tensions between faith groups and secular society.
I am arguing that American liberals—and, still more impor-
tant, American Christians—should pay attention to what the
church has laid before us: a civic theology which aligns scrip-
tural and constitutional values, not merely as a matter of expe-
diency but as an intrinsic element of God’s plan,

The church here provides as dramatic a contrast as you
could imagine with the civic theology of Christian nationalism
and its offshoots. It provides an account of Christian citizen-
 ship which is not defensive, fearful, or self-isolating, but which
- embraces the messy, frustrating process of negotiation as bring-

ing Americans closer to God. It renounces as unscriptural the
zero-sum, Flight 93 mentality, in which only one side can tri-
umph and everything depends on winning the next election.
- It rejects any effort to model politics on warfare, any desire to
- drink the other side’s tears. Tt also rejects the radical version
- of progressivism which would impose secular law on religious

ife, regardless of religious practices and objections. Instead,
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in America today. The post-liberals are wrong to claim that
liberalism is inherently antithetical to conservative and com-
munitarian varieties of Christianity. The Church of Fear is
wrong to insist on a divisive, oppositional attitude toward pol-
itics. You need not surrender your religious faith or identity in
order to embrace Madisors constitutional pluralism. You
need not regard compromise as defeat and opponents as ene-
mies. Betier still, tearing down the wall of separation between
personal and public Christian values strengthens both. Seek-
ing to “moderate and unify” in civic life is both pious and
public-spirited.

Second, the churchs example also demonstrates that
Christian civic pluralism is practical. You can apply it to public
policy, get actual deals done, and come out ahead. You can
obtain more of what you need through patience, negotiation,
and mutual accommodation than by rioting in the Capitol or
hollering about Flight 93 elections. While jt is true that the
fruits of the spirit should not be judged on the basis of whether
they “work,” they often do work. And not just for the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Others who participated in
the negotiations leading to the Fairness for All proposal and
the Respect for Marriage Act included the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist World Church, the National Association of Evangeli-
cals, the Council for Christian Colleges & Universities, and the
(Jewish) Orthodox Union. None of those faith groups sup-

ports same-sex marriage as a religious matter or is theologi-

cally progressive; but all saw their mission in pluralism, not
purism, :

Third, while other Christian traditions differ from the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints on theological par-
ticulars (and, it should be noted, some evangelicals do not re-
gard Latter-day Saints as Christians), a church which makes
an effort to notice and foreground the liberal elements of
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Christian teaching has plenty to work with. I dwelled on Lat~
ter-day Saint teachings about agency and moral development
not for their own sake but to demonstrate that the churchs
theology drives its approach to politics, not the other way
around. The church is not compromising or deforming its
doctrines to conform with contemporary exigencies; rather, it
is teaching and modeling core doctrines which serve God and
help us live together. And—the operative point—evangelicals
can do this, too. As ] argued in the previous chapter, core tenets
of Christianity align with Madisonian pluralism. There are
plenty of doctrinal pathways which evangelicals can take to
pluralism. In recent years, evangelical illiberalism has been
driven not by the dictates of scripture but by ignoring many of
those dictates, or applying them selectively and inconsistently.
After its Proposition 8 debacle in 2008, the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints Pas foregrounded those elements of
its faith which harmonize Wwith America’s constitutional order.
There is no reason evangelicals and other Christians could not

make the same choice on the basis of their own theology. I am
asking evangelicals to'emulate what the Church of Jesus Christ

of Latter-day Saints does, not what it believes.

Fourth, you can't beat something with nothing. The
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Church of Fear is more pagan than Christian; it wins its adher-
ents by exploiting some of the darkest elements of human psy-
chology; but it is emotionally compelling and widely present—
in politics, in conservative and Christian media, and in the
pews. Pastors, understandably bewildered by it, may prefer to
ask parishioners to turn away from social media and toward the
Bible, but the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints shows
that more is needed: an emotionally positive, doctrinally co-
herent, institutionally promoted civic theology which models

a Christlike way to do politics.
The church is not monolithic. Some Latter-day Saints
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champion in their private lives and the values they express in
politics, and they allowed themselves to be seduced by a polit-
icized and un-Christlike Church of Fear
Fourth, because core Christian principles track closely
with core liberal principles, they can be brought into alignment
in ways which strengthen both. The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints is proving right now, in the real world, that a
conservative church can embrace practical pluralism as spiri-
tually exalted and scripturally sound, without watering down
the church’s doctrine or distinctiveness, .
So where does that leave us? What is to be done?
Unfortunately, as hard as this is for a Brookings Institu-
tion policy wonk to admit, moving Christianity to a healthier
place is not in the realm of six-point policy programs. It is in
the realm of Christian revival and spiritual formation. As more
than one interviewee told me, working to change political be-
havior is important, but it only treats symptoms. Political dys-
function is a manifestation of the need for civic discipleship, the
work of aligning hearts more closely with Christ in the public
realm. That work requires at least two elements: teaching by
pastors, and a civic theology they can teach.
However diminished their authority in the age of cable
news and conflict entrepreneurs, pastors remain in every way
the point of the evangelical spear. Many are dismayed by the
direction their most politicized congregants have taken. But
they have been unsure what to do about it. For one thing, their
jobs are often insecure. They cannot afford to drive away con-
gregants or split their churches, so they need to tread carefully.
For another, they are justifiably refuctant to risk dividing their
congregations even further by addressing politics from the pul-
pit. Many hope, instead, to wait out the Church of Fear. Perhaps
 the political environment will change, certain divisive politi-
cians will pass from the scene, and radicalized congregants will
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grow weary of carrying the culture wars into church anIEdI ema;l;
bombing their pastors every Monday morning. Andrew anTiJ;: ai
the founder of the One America Movement, an evalﬁge .
i ic polarization in churches an
roup devoted to reducing toxic po hes and
focieliy told me, “There’s hope among pastors thad;1 thishnsgl:e
’ may lead the church to
mare of the last four or five years ay | . o be
dog, which is what it was w.
leaner and more of an under ’ .
:ras born, and less of an entity that's focused on holding on to
litical power.” o o
" Finglly civic theology—at least of any Madisonian stripe 1
has not figured strongly in seminary teaching a\nfdlpastorad
bout faith, grief, love, an
training. Pastors know what to say a
charitygBut what should they say about the ;om;r;lent m;;lz t;);
: “turni ther cheek has go
1d Trump, Jr., that “turning the o !
]r?c?trllzng”? Or IS)imon Kennedy’s “The church needs to face this
hard truth: the world has shifted and therefore thfeuage‘of CO.I;;
. istover. No longer will being ni
iliatory cultural engagement is'ov - No .
znd relzvant cut it”? Or Ron DeSantis’s “And on the. €1%hth d;y,
God looked down on his planned paradise and sa.1d, I neet Sz
protector. So God made a fighter”? Here the doctrine is no
feer The good news I can bring is that the crisis of jﬁhf.: Trur;;p
era has brought a widening recognition among Christians t ;t
waiting and hoping and perhaps even praying are not en;u.g.C.
They see that the wall of separation between personal anf c;:m
spiritual formation must come down, and thft the tas}( 0 ?Ir;
olition requires a new kind of discipleshlp.. You cant ’r:ay, o
a gentle person except when I'm involved in politics,” as

chael Wear, the president and founder of the new Center for

Christianity and Public Life, put it to me.

Wear has a distinguished career as an eva?gelical ';on:[
sultant, author, and adviser to politicians (including Presiden
Obama:) His new center represents something of a departure,
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an effort to address the spiritual formation crisis directly. He
described two streams of work, one providing education and
fellowships to Christian professionals and civic leaders, the
other framing arguments and ideas to spark the public imagi-
nation. Hanauer’s group, the One America Movement, educates
pastors on how to reduce toxic polarization in their churches
and connects them with each other so they will feel less isolated
or overwhelmed. It gathers pastors for workshops, retreats, and
Zoom events; explains the science and theology of polariza-
tion; and provides videos, youth-group curricula, and sermon
ideas.

Another effort, called The After Party and founded by
Curtis Chang, David French, and Russell Moore, seeks to plug
the civic-theology gap directly, by equipping pastors and con.
gregational study groups with a scripturally based alternative
to the Church of Fear. The After Party’s video curriculum,
according to its website, “does the complex—but absolutely
necessary—theological work of reframing Christian political
identity from today’s divisive partisan options, Whereas the
partisan identity defines political engagement in the ‘what’ of
ideclogies, policies, parties, and politicians, The After Party
redefines Christian politics around a biblical emphasis on the
‘how’ of virtues like mercy, humility, and justice”

There are other, similar efforts. How much influence they
will have is an open question. Yet the people driving these pro-
grams are prominent (if in some cases controversial) voices in
the evangelical world, and they reflect a need pastors expressed
to me again and again. Just ending the deer-in-the-headlights
situation for pastors—when, as Chang put it, “they just hear

. from the most extreme members of their congregations, so
: they remain silent and try to white-knuckle through political
seasons”—would constitute an Important step.

Whatever the fate of The After Party as a particolar proj-
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ect, the thinking behind it is a good example of how a construc-
tive Christian civic theology might take shape; indeed, already
is taking shape. Chang, a former pulpit pastor now affiliated
with Duke Divinity School and Fuller Theological Seminary,
took me through the logic.
Several years ago, he said, he had come to worry that the
larger culture’s hyper-individualism had seeped into the evan-
gelical world. The church had slipped “into a very utilitarian
view of institutions, that they’re meant to give us what we need
or want, and if they don't, they’re broken. T thought that was
deeply problematic for a number of reasons.” One reason made
itself evident on January 6, 2021. “I watched that on TV aghast,”
he said. He was struck not just by the rioters’ displays of Chris-
tian symbolism but by “the hyper-instrumental view that these
Christians storming the Capitol had of Congress: it wasn’t giv-
ing us what we want, so well justi throw it out like a broken
tool. T believe the Bible contains a narrative in which human
institutions are also made in the image of God; institutions are
simply humans in the collective form, mirroring the image of
God. In their own way institutions are human, in a collective
sense, and so in their own way deserve dignity, worth, and in-
trinsic value.”

On January 6, another thought occurred to him: Where
are the Christian adults to take care of our foundational institu-
tions? The nihilistic mayhem suggested they “have either been
asleep on the watch and have allowed the foundations to crack
and crumble, or they have actually wielded the wrecking ball.
I could no longer assume there were adults who were going
to take care of these big foundational issues” ‘The narrative of
care and grace which the church preaches toward individuals
“completely goes out the window” where institutions are con-
cerned. “We have no narrative that makes sense of flawed, bro-
ken, sinful institutions, so we just treat them as evil” Without
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proved and redeemed, nihilism, cynicigm

a short step away-—as January 6 made clear,
And how to cultivate an eth

are left to themselves, and they're paralyzed

no.t equipped.” The After Party seeks to fil] that

Oping and teaching a Christlike civic theology, .
The reasoning Chang follows to connect
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I need to recognize, before closing, a ‘la(?una in I?Y;rgizlint_'
Having presumptuously scolded Ch1€1st1ans for failing , haze
hold their side of the bargain with liberal den;o;:;acy; Lhave
yet to say what secular liberals need tf) do‘ toup 1clzol ou e o
the deal. The answer is: more. d(zn-t th_ml'( .se?baleszlo th}j)n :
marily responsible for Christianity’s m.ﬁrr'mtles, u Lco
it could and should be more helpful within the.a.)n n
Constitution’s commitment not to promote religion. .
As I said in the last chapter, the chax.‘ge_the?t {Xmenc :
legally or governmentally hostile to ‘Chri'stlamty 1; 11.13::;111";:_.
The current Supreme Court is the frlendhest.to re lg;:? erer
tory. It zealously protects religious prerogatwe; tﬁ 1rmthout
without interference, to receive gove.rnmer.xt ollars ot
strings, to preserve freedom of conscience 111.<:<‘)rnme§1 o
teractions, even to spend tf;]axp?ge; d(;llft[r}s; at 1;313232 s;reedom
something earlier courts balked at. lhe reedon
Restoration Act, which requires the la\y to keep we °
impositions on religious beliefand Practlce, stands,
222:1;6:;1?; thal.)n 30 years after its lnearIY.unanm;ous ﬁgsslge:
The Respect for Marriage Act, WhéCh I d;icuﬁwithia;aniirloﬁs
further landmark. In it, Congress—
I;::rrll(:i:atic support—prohibited afny use of fef;;ji i{;tlazsn ;Zlni
contracts to coerce recognition o same-:St.ex ,1_ -
into law the proposition that traditional .and religio
‘;Z\tz (I)?tr(r)larriage “zre I;xeld by reasonable ax?d sm;e:r; pec;lr)k
based on decent and honorable religious or phx-l(?soiab 1(21 EZ o
ises” In other words, the nation’s supreme political body

itively repudiated the view; held by many-secul;r p;;ﬁzs;:;e; |
that religious opposition to same-$eX Marriage s m;d e
Jike racial discrimination. Though the ResPect f(.)r arr ei e
was mostly lost in the news shuffle at the time, it repres
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historic de-escalation in the culture war, entirely in the spirit
of Madisonian accommodation. No doubt some religious con-
servatives would prefer even stronger carve-outs, But it is fair
to say that in the legal and political realms, American democ-
racy is keeping its founding promise of religious freedom at
least as well as it ever has.
In the realm of culture, however, things are less clear. Pub-
lic confidence in organized religion, as for other institutions,
has fallen sharply. Cultural institutions in media and educa-
tion, while perhaps friendlier to religious worldviews than a
generation ago, still struggle to include and understand Chris-
tians. The alliances which progressive activists and ecumenical
Christians formed in the 19508 and 1960s on issues like civil
rights and poverty have attenuated; today’s progressives, with
their often rigid and sometimes intolerant views on abortion,
sexuality, gender, and social justice, have too often let their at-
titudes toward Christianity be defined by fear of conservative
evangelicals. One Democratic presidential administration after
another has proved tone-deaf to religious concerns. In a de-
pressingly recurrent pattern, Democratic White Houses prom-
ise to cultivate faith-based constituencies but then ignore, mar-
ginalize, or sacrifice them. Christian friends of mine who have
worked inside Democratic administrations say the problem
has less to do with animus than obliviousness; most politically
active Democrats, especially younger ones, grew up in secular
families and have secular friends and secular educations. They
may mean no harm to Christianity, but they lack the vocabu-

- lary and intellectual equipment to receive religious wavelengths.

Liberal ideology, too, has drifted toward rigid church-state
separation—not just legally but culturally and attitudinally. The
major “wall of separation” decisions of the Warren and Burger
courts instilled the idea that any mixing of government and

- religion is intolerable. While the current Supreme Court has
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.ohtly, in my view) pulled back from separatist absoluEsn;, 2
s Y£ sidue of intolerance persists. As someone who na;
e cuted in the name of Jesus Christ because. of my
oo per?entation 1 understand where Americans United chr
sexual o of Chu’rch and State and the Freedom Fro.m Reli-
Sepafatlond tion are coming from; I am against religious es-

o b ta ‘The government should not officially p.re'fer- any
tabh'Slrulnenrf::li jon, or prefer religiosity over non-religiosity. I

af'ilcu 'ark a gubli:c school should open the day with a prayer
dor thtlli1 rf er is nondenominational, because I know from.
o l‘f y Phozv uncomfortable and excluded this n?.akes un-
exp‘en‘ence d minority students feel. The country is rapidly
bdlew'ng' analon religious as well as other lines, and calls by
divenl;'l?:rralfs for fhe government to throw a life preserver to
Ig;ji—stlianity are as outdated as they a\re(:1 im}fi::: olice the

secular, groups and activi
1 dch:;eeﬁ'riil?;ous inch%sions into the prliC sect;r seem
iy ally misguided and counterproductive. Too often, my
tocmufaiqfl:iegds are inclined to regard faith-based concerns as
se
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rivial,

¢ thing as homophobia and can be accompanied by good-
saim

’ itical, 1
sexuality but mean me no harm and aren't hypocinilaal _
. i ion. And al-
o to respond with persuasion, not condemnation .
. . aims,
t;};ugh 1 regard supernaturalism as no basis for moral ¢

Thick Christianity

i3

that does not entail rejecting the Bible as a source of mora]
teaching. I have heard sermons, Christian and Jewish, whose
exacting biblical exegesis left me feeling closer to truth. Too
often, secular Americans have acted as if allergic to religious
teaching. We should never, ever, pass a law because someone
thinks Jesus said to; yet our laws might be better if we more
often asked what Jesus might have said about them,

And too many secular Americans, perhaps through ig-
norance of religion and American history, see accommodating
faith as a zero-sum game in which religion’s gain is equality’s
loss. They seem unaware that religious freedom is the found-
ing principle of the United States; that the First Amendment
specifically carves out religious observance as a distinct and
privileged category, not just as one of many competing claims;
that our laws (including the landmark civil rights laws of the
1960s) have long included religious accommodations and ex-
emptions, usually without controversy. When my LGBT friends
demand that their weddings be served by every business, no
matter the enterprise’s size, location, or faith, they may see en-

forcement of customers’ civil rights, but I see doctrinaire total-
ism. If a balance can be struck allowing the large majority of
LGBT couples to obtain wedding services while exempting a
modest number of mostly small businesses, that is not a win for
one side and a loss for the other; it is a win for both, because
it de-escalates the tensions which tear the fabric of pluralism,
In that respect, the LGBT community, and secular Americans
generally, have a lot to learn from the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. In a diverse country full of morai disagree-
ment, a disposition toward “patience, negotiation, and mutual
accommodation” is a win-win proposition.

How might the country be different, I wonder, if more

students from secular backgrounds were exposed to compara-
tive religion courses which respectfully examined the Bible and
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its sources alongside other religious traditions? How much might
the culture wars be pacified if secular liberals were eager rather
than reluctant to find accommodations with faith-based com-
munities? How much more truly inclusive would workplaces
and universities be if people of faith were routinely included in
diversity and inclusion efforts, and if anti-religious bigotry were
rejected as firmly as other biases? How much better informed
might news coverage and other media products be if religious
perspectives were reliably sought out and knowledgeably cov-
ered, and if newsrooms included more reporters who were
openly devout? How much better informed might unbelievers
be if we cultivated Christian friends, approached their faith
with open-hearted curiosity, and perhaps now and then ac-
companied them to church? And how much deeper and truer
would Liberalism itself be if secular liberals more fully recog-
nized how much our demagcracy leans on faith traditions?
You, reader, are as good a judge as L. My own thought for
liberals, however, is that it is not enough to be tolerant or ac-

cepting of religion. We should be welcoming. We should even,

perhaps, cherish religion.

T am not saying we liberals should endorse a religion or
uncritically embrace its teachings. (Very few openly gay peo-
ple or atheists would say that!) [am saying there is a great deal
in faith traditions, emphatically including Christianity, which
we can admire; and when we disagree with a faith tradition,
we should do so respectfully and give it a second or even third

hearing; and when we criticize faith, we should do so in a spirit -
of humility, recognizing that the great faith traditions have .

been around a lot longer than liberalism.

And we should remember that, however transformative .
liberalism has been as an engine of economic, scientific, and
social advancement, it is not self-sufficient. We secular liberals .
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cant make it on our own. We must

religious friends help us, do what we can to help our
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2017, Mark Labberton, then the seminary’s president, explained

that Christianity is a religion of exile, not dominion. Christi-
anity is intended to be peculiar, not ordinary; countercultural,
not consumerist. “The church would be more faithful, more dis-
tinctly Christs people, if we actually understood that we don’t
live in the promised land; we live in exile”
“what seems to define a great deal of the American church i
fear. . .. What if the crisis of this moment is actually a deep
Invitation to a new way of understanding our location? Our
identity? Our living, breathing experiences of what this can
mean?” He continued: “Today may we be faithful exiles, For it’s
that that will reveal the reality of the love of God who knows
and sees people in exile, to restore and remake them to be the
light and salt that can do as exiles what only we can do”*
I'understand how challenging the exilic mindset can be,
In the 1980s, gay people watched many Christian congrega-
tions turn their backs on AIDS patients, some even saying God
sent the plague to punish us. There has never been a safer, more
welcoming country for Jews, yet even in the United States we
have seen mass murder at a $ynagogue and parades of men-
acing men chanting “Jews will not replace us!”—and then, in
street rallies and on college campuses after Hamas went to war
with Israel, chants of “From the river to the sea!” Although neo-
Nazis are thankfully fringe elements, Jews still grow up with a
sense of being outsiders looking in. We always will,

I treasure feeling like an outsider, although the exilic
mindset is admittedly an acquired taste. If you offered to let
me rerun my life‘as a heterosexual white Protestant who saw
my values reflected all around me and never needed to think
about being persecuted or stigmatized, I would reject the deal.

he said. Instead,

* Labberton's talk can be viewed at www.youtube.com/watch?v:HGUf5
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Injustice is only visible from society’s margin, and doing what
{ can to contend against it has been my life’s greatest privilege.
1 can testify that the exilic life, while sometimes frustrating or
challenging or dangerous, is a blessing, not a curse; a source
of redemption more than oppression; a call to humility and
compassion. .

Can conservative white Protestantism make its peace
with exilic life? Can it realign with Americas liberal tradition?
I think so; I hope so. I take hope from Russell Moores com-
ment, in his interview with Ward, that every Christian gets a
vote. “I don't think;” he said, “that those big, market-driven,
entrepreneurial measures, which really led us into this crisis,
are going to get us out of it. You can’t fix the movement, what-
ever that is. You car’t fix the church. You cant fix the country.
But what you can do is dissent in ways of saying, ‘T don't have
to conform myself to that” Agd when you have small groups of
people who can see and can tnodel a different way, thats how
every change happens that's meaningful”

In researching this book, 1 met many Christians who
have modeled a different, countercultural, peculiar way. One
of them is Rusty Bowers, the former Arizona House speaker.
Though he is a conservative Republican, he stood up against
MAGA effort to reverse the 2020 election in Arizona. Under
intense pressure from then-President Trump and Trump’s law-
yer and henchman Rudy Giuliani, he told them, “You are ask-
ing me to do something against my oath and I will not break
my oath” Then he testified bravely before the fanuary 6 Com-
mittee on Capitol Hill; his reward was to be censured by the
state Republican Party and defeated in a state Senate primary.

[ cannot do better than to quote the last words of my in-
terview with him. As our conversation closed, I asked how he
was keeping busy after politics. He replied that he was working
on an initiative to encourage compromise and civility, “and
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a resurgence of patriotism. I do believe there’s faith and

I do believe there’s hope. And without ho

there is rapid declin pe, there is nothing;
work” e- We choose to have hope to make faith




EPILOGUE
A Parting Message

r Mark— '
o After college, we drifted apart. You married Anne, your

college sweetheart, became one of the world’s leading scholtars
i istianity, fathered two children. I came out as

of mystical Christianity, I . e out &5
i in j i hrew myself into the

- built a career in journalism, t

(g:?;ame-sex marriage, and found a husband. We vaguely .kept

track of one another and saw each other at college reunions.

In photos, you aged not at all: still tall and broad and the pic-

turE of health. I assumed we could always catch up later, as one

es. '
do One day 1 received an email from Anne. Did I know you

d ALS?
" My heart sank to a dark place. I knew too much aﬁ)@{t
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, commonlylca]le(i Licl)u Gi i;glz
i ical ailment,

i . My father had died of a neuro ogical
:rlksljszelike);LS, rendered his body a shell and did not resporlld
to trea’tment. That such a fate would befall you, of all people,

d like an act of heavenly spite.
seemi')uring the pandemic, we connected on Zoom. thfn,
when travel reopened, I and a mutual college friend travrele ti
Chicago. Anne greeted us and showed us to the garden in bac
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of the house. Tt was a place of flowers and bees, dazzling and
colorful on a sunny autumn day, incongruously bright amid
the gloom of our mission. I confess I was afraid of what I
might encounter. But we did not find a bitter or angry or de-
pressed man,

You were wheelchair bound, unable to move your body,
drawing oxygen through a straw slung over your shoulder,
attended by a full-time aide. Thank goodness, you had been
spared, so far, the final stage of ALS, the inability to speak and
communicate, the dreaded condition of being locked in. You
were even finishing a book, thanks to dictation software and
graduate students, and had another in the pipeline.

You told us you had researched assorted diseases and
concluded that, among all of them, ALS was the one you least
wanted to have. And yet your tone was wry, not harsh. Even
in extremis, your faith seemed undiminished. I think that was
the moment when, in all my life, I most acutely felt my own
shallowness and spiritual poverty. I cannot understand why,
if there is a God, he sends such terrible scourges to affiict his
most devoted servants. But seeing your lack of anger, I tried to
shelve my own. T saw how your trust in God gave you courage
and grace amid an unbearable ordeal. That was, to me, a more
powerful witness on behalf of the Christian faith than any
words or argument could have borne,

You tired quickly; speech was a struggle; we left after an
hour so as not to wear you out. I departed fearing what would
come next, a fear you shared. You knew that ALS was coming
for your power of speech, that you would be silenced and shut
in, unable to write and communicate; you hoped nature would
take its course before that happened.

Only a few weeks later, I received word from Anne. After
lunch, you had retired to read and passed peacefully. You got
your wish, a mercy you had more than earned.
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I don’t believe in an afterlife or eternal soul. That soé:\c;
is not available to me. Still, Tim Keller once told me that ?1. '
hears the prayers of atheists. If that’s the case, I pray you

ding this.
- lnBgut Georg Solti and the Chicago Symphony brass were

overrated.

ey

Notes on Sources

A small book on a big topic necessarily stands on the shoul-
ders of giants. I could not have written this volume without
drawing upon the work of many insightfal scholars, journal-
ists, and experts. In general, T have cited key sources in the text.
Here I provide more detail on works consulted.

Liberalism and its critics. Three classic texts have framed
my understanding of the debate about modern liberalism. One
is Alasdair Maclntyre’s After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory
{Notre Dame, 1981; third edition 2007), which accuses post-
Enlightenment individualism of fostering moral disarray. A
second is George E. Will's Statecraft as Soulcraft: What Govern-
ment Does (Simon & Schuster, 1984), which argues that liberal
government necessarily molds morals and cannot coherently
claim neutrality. In response to those and other arguments,
William Galston's Liberal Purposes: Goods, Virties, and Diver-
sity in the Liberal State (Cambridge, 1991) argues compellingly
that liberalism properly understood is neither neutral nor “thin”
but value-rich and morally demanding (even if liberals them-
selves often fail to notice this).

Among today’s conservative critics of liberalism, several
prominent theorists assert that liberalism is self-undermining
and must be supplanted or at least supplemented by governance
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based on religiously grounded “common good” principles. Pat-
rick J. Deneerls case is in Why Liberalism Failed (Yale, 2018) and
Regime Change: Toward a Postliberal Future (Sentinel, 2023).
Adrian Vermeule, who, like Deneen, brings a Catholic per-
spective, argues for “common-good constitutionalism” in an
article in The Atlantic, “Beyond Originalism” (March 31, 2020).
Yoram Hazony brings a non-Christian (but pro-Christian) per-
spective on post-liberalism in Conservatism: A Rediscovery
(Regnery, 2022). For historical context on theoretical chal-
lenges to liberalism from the right, see Matthew Rose, A World
After Liberalism: Five Thinkers Who Inspired the Radical Right
(Yale, 2021). Simon McCarthy-Jones's Freethinking: Protecting
Freedom of Thought Amidst the New Battle for the Mind (One-
world, 2023) contains an astute encapsulation and analysis of
the post-liberal viewpoint.

Thoughtful rejoinders to post-liberalism defend liberal-
ism while recognizing its implerfections and considering ways
to improve it. Francis Fukuyama’s compact yet ambitious Lib-
eralism and Its Discontents (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2022)
makes a good point of entry. I draw on various articles by the
liberal theorist Peter Berkowitz, notably his five-part series
“Anti-Liberal Zealotry” in the online publication RealClear
Policy (September 14-28, 2018). Berkowitz’s review of Hazony’s
book, “Redefining Conservatism to Remake America;” in the
online Washington Free Beacon (May 29, 2022), is similarly com-
pelling. In his Substack blog The Permanent Problem, Brink
Lindsey examines the crises of liberalism, capitalism, and mo-
dernity, thinking in refreshingly creative directions. Michael
Walzer summarizes his critique of post-liberalism in his con-

versation with Yascha Mounk for the online journal Persua-
sion (“Michael Walzer on Liberalism and Its Critics,” July 8,
2023; available on YouTube), further elaborated in his article
“Notes on a Dangerous Mistake” in Liberties journal {Winter
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DZ:L)(; Da::;f;i (L_“,(;rey, in his meticulously argued review of
s Way Liberalism Failed, shows h i
‘ , ow post-liberalism:
overbroad claims undercut i i fons
ts sometimes astute observati
Verb: : tions
fl Adgalu:ist the Deformations of Liberalism,” American Affairs
n 3 -+ . ’
ated, am.encanaffaus]oumal.0rg/2018/02/against-the~d fc
mations-of-liberalism). -
. Christianity and secularism. Science has a lot to sa
g out' the de‘velopment and sociology of religion; for a pan}j
tlrai;m overview, see Robert Wright's The Evolution of God (Lit-
! ;e, I.ro.wn), 2909}. Christian Smith provides a valuable account
° re Ig;gs distinguishing characteristics and functions in Re-
t;g:on. at It Is, How It Works, and Why It Matters (Prince-
( };1, 2017). Hugh Heclo’s Christianity and American Democracy
{ s;vai\(rd, }?-02731 approaches classic status on its titular subject
OK which deserves to attain classic i '
vt status is Robert Trac
i\}lcfem{es Wle) the Fallen People: The Founders and the Fr,u‘urzer
merican Democracy (InterVarsi
_ ty, 2021), a bracing cri
) De , cri-
! ;cl%llie ;)121 Ameincas abandonment of the Founders’ Christifnity
cted realism about human nature, A %
nflect ‘ . An account of popu-
g;mls) mﬂuenc.e on American Christianity is Nathan O, }Ii)atlcjh’s
e rlizocratzzatzon of American Christianity (Yale, 1989)
brons I;zturn toward secularism within the United States and
as received much attention. Fo i
: ' - For a theorized analysi
of ﬂ"le (literal) disenchantment which has followed from s);cS
;10 arllsl‘,m, Che.irles Taylor's A Secular Age (Harvard, 2007) is a
ubcr s};[one, if anything more relevant today than when first
1%: ;s ed. Also seminal is Joseph Bottum’s An Anxious Age:
z e ostantestaftt Ethic and the Spirit of America (Random‘
es;)use., 2014}, \«\ifhlch argues that the decline of mainline Prot-
N antlem has discombobulated America’s politics and culture
dosfsu o.uthat' explores similar themes, and foretells today’s:
;s nctions, in Bad Religion: How We Became a Nation of Her-
etics (Free Press, 2012). More optimistic about the durability and
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health of Christianity, and religion in general, are Robert D.
Putnam and David E. Campbell's American Grace: How Reli-
gion Divides and Unites Us {Simon & Schuster, 2010} and John
Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge's God Is Back: How the
Global Revival of Faith Is Changing the World (Penguin, 2009).
Both are somewhat dated but still repay attention.

Religious trends and practices. For statistical profiles of
religious belief and practice, copious research published by the
Public Religion Research Institute, such as the regular Census
of American Religion, is indispensable. The same is true of
opinion research by the Pew Research Center, available online
at the center’s “religion” topic page. Ryan Burge, in his Sub-
stack blog Graphs About Religion, provides detailed statistical
analysis of trends. Among narrative analyses of the decline of
Christian observance and the rise of ex-Christians and “nones”
(Americans who are not affiliated with any organized religion)
are Robert P. Jones’s The End of White Christian America (Simon
& Schuster, 2016); Stephen Bullivant’s Nonverts: The Making of
Ex-Christian America (Oxford, 2022); and Jim Davis and Mi-

chael Graham's The Great Dechurching: Who's Leaving, Why Are
They Going, and What Will It Take to Bring Them Back? (with
Ryan P. Burge; Zondervan, 2023). Bob Smietana’s Reorganized
Religion: The Reshaping of the American Church and Why It
Matters (Worthy Books, 2022) focuses on change at the congre-
gational level, especially the downsizing of Protestant churches.
Evidence has accumulated that religious participation is
healthy for individuals and communities, and that the decline
in religious participation may have harmful effects. Useful ac-
counts are found in Tyler . VanderWeele, “Religion and Health:
A Synthesis” from M. J. Balboni and J. R. Peteet, eds., Spiritu-
ality and Religion within the Culture of Medicine: From Evidence
to Practice (Oxford, 2017); and Tyler Giles, Daniel M. Hunger-
man, and Tamar Oostrom, “Opiates of the Masses? Deaths of
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Despair and the Decline of American Religion” (National Bu-
real'l of Economxc'Research, January 2023). Challenging the
n0t101?1 that choosing a faith is a matter of convenience lik
shopp.mg, Laurence R. Jannaccone shows that stricter, mo; cll )
manding forms of religious observance provide mort’a er][se ei
and social vaiue (“Why Strict Churches Are Strong” Aliner(i)crcl;
]ourr'zal of Socu-JIc.ng;’March 1994, and “Introduction to the Eco-
nomics of Religion,” Journal of Economic Literature, Septe
ber 1998). Tara Isabella Burton’s richly reported Strc;n éPR tm *
New Religions for a Godless World {(PublicA ffairs 2020) fle on.
strates that secular pseudo-religions and persona’l-develo Ezn;
m(.)v‘ements are poor substitutes for more traditional fof 0
religious observance. et
) Wl:lite”ev.?mgelicalism in the United States. The term
ef:'angehcal .—wlndeed, the concept itself—is capacious and
often confusing. Thomas S. Kidd’s Who Is an Evangelical? Th
:sttory of @ Movement in Crisis (Yale, 2019) is a ood.b i ;
introduction to the movement from the first Great jfwaken;;e
;o the Tru.mp era. F,or a deeply reported narrative history, seg
rancras FitzGerald’s The Evangelicals: The Struggle to Sha
America (Simon & Schuster, 2017). In his 2023 book The Kir:t}m—z
:;?;1, :he Ifower, .cmd the Glory: American Evangelicals in an Age
f Extremism, Tim Alberta combines reporting with personal
history to paint a sympathetic yet worried (and worryin }a
count of contemporary white evangelicalism (Harpergoﬁins(;w
From an e.vangelical viewpoint, the Barna Group and Al ha;
gjﬁ p;r(})ewdc.a ‘insights and data in Reviving Evangelicalilzm'
- ;: Zoelzl;-tzes That Demand a New Vision for Sharing Faith
Not be%n.g Christian, much less evangelical, I lean on an-
alysts and critics of white evangelicalism who are in, or at least
of, the movement. The voluminous writings and 'mt’erviews f
Russell Moore provide essential Inspiration for this book. T ha:e
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drawn on an assortment of his articles and podcasts, as cited
in the main text, plus his book Losing Our Religion: An Altar
Call for Evangelical America (Sentinel, 2023). Moore’s criticisms
of the movement, while sometimes scorching, come from a
place of love. The same is true of columns and interviews by
David French, which have appeared in the New York Times,
The Dispatch, and other outlets—and which, like Moore’s work,
have provided indispensable guidance. In Christianitys Amer-
ican Fate: How Religion Became More Conservative and Society
More Secular (Princeton, 2022), David A. Hollinger recounts
how white evangelicalism and Republican partisanship ex-
changed their DNA. In Jesus and John Wayne: How White
Evangelicals Corrupted a Faith and Fractured a Nation (WW.
Norton, 2020), Kristin Kobes Du Mez argues that gender tra-
ditionalism and an ethos of “militant masculinity” redefined
the movement. No discussion,of evangelicalism’s evangelical
critics is complete without mehtion of Mark A. Noll's bomb-
shell 1994 book The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind {Eerdmans,
republished with new material in 2022). For more-personal ac-
counts of crisis in the white evangelical world, see Jon Ward’s
Testimony: Inside the Evangelical Movement That Failed a Gen-
eration (Brazos, 2023) and Christine Rosen’s My Fundamental-
ist Education: A Memoir of a Divine Girlhood (PublicAffairs,
20035). Both memoirs are intimate, conscientious, and some-
times anguished.

Christian nationalism. Although the phenomenon of
Christian nationalism is difficult to pin down, considerable
polling and analysis have deepened scholarly understanding.
Perhaps the most comprehensive opinion research comes from
the Public Religion Research Institute, notably its 2023 Ametr-
ican Values Survey and its report A Christian Nation? Under-
standing the Threat of Christian Nationalism to American De-
mocracy and Culture (February 8, 2023). Several books have
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.deﬁned and examined the phenomenon from both U.S. and
1ntem‘ational perspectives. In The Godless Crusade: Réh" o
Po.puhsm and Right-Wing Identity Politics in the W;zst (é’;"”’
Przdge, 2023}, Tobias Cremer observes Christian nationa]imu
in France, Germany, and the United States and finds that 1tsm
a secular, not religious, movement. Philip S. Gorski and Sa .
uel L. Perry reach the same conclusion in The Flag + the C m-
White Christian Nationalism and the Threat to American 7;;55-
mocracy (Oxford, 2022)—as does Rogers Brubaker in his ;
artlcl; “Between Nationalism and Civilizationism: The Ei?j
ean i i i : :
znd Ra(;g;l;f;tu I:é:i?; )111 Comparative Perspective” (in Ethnic
' Many analysts agree that Christian nationalism, at least in
its more potent forms, is inconsistent with libera] democrac
Paul D. Miller makes this case in The Religion of Amer:’ca)ﬁ
Grea.tness: What's Wrong with Christian Nationalism (Inten
Varsity, 2022). David P. Gushee defines and unpacks what l:_
calls “authoritarian reactionary Christianity” in Defend g
Pemochy from Its Christian Enemies (Eerdmans, 2023) 1111:5
Interview on Jon Ward’s “The Long Game” podcz;st (Fe‘t;ruar
17 2;:323), Matthew D. Taylor provides a disturbing account 0);
jthe New Apostolic Reformation” movement and its radicaliz
ing effects (available at toppodcast.com/ podcast_feeds/the-lon _
i:game/ ). The BaptisF If)int Committee for Religious Liberty, th§
ree,:do-m From Religion Foundation, and Christians Against
Chrlstza.‘n Nationalism explore links between Christian su-
ifi;['naczs.ts and far-right extremism in their report Christian
a czlog:blslrlnarc;ni fzh;]za);jmary 6, 2021, Insurrection (undated; is-
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. A val
able analysis of the church’s unique structural and soc.ial ch o
acteristics is contained in Putnam and Campbell Americzr_
Grace, cited above. On the church’s history, I draw’r upon Mir—I
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chael J. Lee and R. Jarrod Atchison, We Are Not One People:
Secession and Separatism in American Politics Since 1776 (Ox-
ford, 2022), as well as valuable articles by W. Paul Reeve: “The
Council of Fifty and the Search for Religious Liberty,” in Mat-
thew J. Grow and R, Eric Smith, eds., The Council of Fifty: What
the Records Reveal about Mormon History {Brigham Young Uni-
versity, 2017); and “The Mormon Church in Utah,” in Terryl L.
Givens and Philip L. Barlow, eds., Oxford Handbook of Mor-
monism (Oxford, 2015).
For authoritative accounts of church teaching on agency,
choice, and sin, I draw upon Terryl L. Givens's Wrestling the
Angel: The Foundations of Mormon Thought: Cosmos, God, Hu-
manity (Oxford, 2015), as well as Terryl Givens and Fiona Giv-
ens, The God Who Weeps: How Mormonism Makes Sense of Life
(Ensign Peak, 2012). The speeches and writings of Dallin Oaks
of the church’s First Presidency (cited in the text) are canonical
on the church’s understanding of pluralism and make consti-
tutional arguments which are impressive in their own right.
Civic theology. James Alison’s richly insightful interview
with Andrew Sullivan on the fundamentals of Christianity
is available at andrewsullivan.substack com/p/james-alison-on
-christianity. For a thoughtful and soulful perspective on Christ-
like political engagement, see Michael Wear’s The Spirit of Our
Politics: Spiritual Formation and the Renovation of Public Life
(Zondervan, 2024). Years after it was delivered on June 9, 2017,
Mark Labberton’s address at Fuller Theological Seminary,
“Beauty in Exile” (available on YouTube), remains relevant
and, indeed, beautiful.
My epigraph is from George Lawrence’s translation of
Alexis de Tocqueville's Democracy in America (volume 1, part 2,
chapter g; ed. J. P. Meyer, Doubleday, 1969).
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