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Science and Its
Discontents

   A favorite episode of the “Simpsons”
begins with a 1950s black-and-white
instructional film about science that
Bart and his classmates are yawning
through at Springfield Elementary.  It
features a character named Jimmy who
wants to live in a world without zinc. 
Jimmy goes to his car and finds that it
won't start.  The trouble, as his pipe-
smoking, cardigan-wearing father
reminds him, is that car batteries are
made of zinc, hence Jimmy's auto
problem.  Then when Jimmy goes to
the phone to call a mechanic he
discovers the telephone won't work
either.  “Without zinc for the rotary
mechanism,” Jimmy's dad chuckles,
“there are no telephones.”  Jimmy
responds, “Oh, no!  What have I
done?”  Really desperate now, Jimmy
heads for the desk and pulls out a
handgun from the top drawer.  He
points the revolver at his head and pulls
the trigger.  But again, Jimmy
discovers, thanks to his father who
knows best, that he has once again been
foiled by the absence of zinc.  “You

see, the firing pin in your gun was
made of -- yup -- zinc,” Jimmy's dad
says.  At wits end, Jimmy has only one
response, “Come back zinc, come
baaaack!”  The film concludes with
Jimmy waking up.  His day without
zinc, nightmarish though it was, was
only a dream.

   Could it be that the current hostility
to evolution among conservative
Calvinists bears important similarities
to Jimmy's naive desire to live without
zinc?  Just last year the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church ruled that the
views of one of its elders regarding
theistic evolution was beyond the
confessional pale.  Though that
decision was not without its defects,
even more alarming has been the steady
stream of letters to the denomination's
magazine that oppose science
altogether.  One correspondent says
that it is not anti-intellectual to take the
word of God literally, especially
regarding the length of the days in
Genesis 1, but it is “very anti-
intellectual and anti-biblical to
reinterpret the Scriptures (absolute
truth) in accordance with modern-day
scientific theories.”  Another writer to
New Horizons says almost the opposite,
but to the same effect.  Modern science
confirms, according to this Orthodox
Presbyterian, “that the Earth is young
and that these days were twenty-four
hours long, just like our days today.”  

THE OPC IS NOT THE ONLY
communion, however, to be
experiencing discontent over science. 
The “Truly Reformed” wing of the
Presbyterian Church in America just
devoted a whole issue of its magazine,
Concerned Presbyterian, to broadsides
against evolution, complete with
cartoons mocking the alleged monkey
ancestry of man.  The clinching
argument was a sentimental appeal on
behalf of protecting the kids.  (Why is

it bad when Hilary invokes children for
her utopian schemes but ok when
conservatives argue the same way?) 
The editors conclude the issue with the
witness of two covenant children, the
first, who loves to observe nature but
can’t believe how any “Bible believing
Christian” would want to deny God’s
creation and his complete control of it. 
The second comes from the threat
evolution poses to the little five-year old
who learns in the children’s catechism
that God created the heavens and the
earth and that we know this because the
Bible tells us so.  
   One further piece of anti-evolutionary
thinking in Presbyterian and Reformed
circles comes from the Reformed
Herald, the magazine of the Reformed
Church, U.S. (former Eureka Classis). 
The lead editorial of the latest issue is a
reprint of a piece that first appeared in
the 1960s by John C. Whitcomb, Jr., the
father of the twentieth-century creation
science movement (on the origins of
creation science, readers would do well
to consult Ronald L. Numbers, The
Creationists [1992]).  What is striking
here is not so much Whitcomb’s logic,
strained though it may be in connecting
the acceptance of evolution with the
denial of the atonement.  Rather, it is
that a Reformed communion would
have to go so far afield -- to a
dispensationalist Arminian -- for
ammunition against science.  Surely
Calvinists can do better than that!

   Yet, more puzzling is the way
conservative Calvinists inconsistently
denounce science even while depending
mightily upon it.  The issue 
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of the OPC’s New Horizons mentioned
above is instructive here.  While
Orthodox Presbyterians blasted away at
the unbelief of science displayed by
evolution, they also read about the
wonders of surgery performed at the
Mayo Clinic in the removal of a
cancerous and life-threatening tumor,
and were encouraged to set up trusts
and estates as part of good stewardship. 
We do not want to give the impression
that we believe economics is a science. 
Nor is our intent to define science so
narrowly that only the natural sciences
or laboratory observation emerge as the
only authoritative knowledge.  Still, it
is interesting, at least, to see how
selective conservative Calvinists can be
when it comes to the unbelief of
science.  Never mind that modern
economics, including interest bearing
trust funds, appears to conflict with the
Bible’s prohibitions against usury or
with the early church’s financial
practices.  Nor does it seem to dawn on
some folks that unbelief -- downright
greediness in some cases -- might be a
factor in the counsel that
denominational officials receive from
economists, tax lawyers and
accountants which they in turn peddle
to church members for the greater

financial stability of the
denomination, thus making the
science of economics as
questionable as that of human
origins.  Even more amazing is
how conservative Calvinists can
reap the benefits of modern
science -- that is the study of cells
on which modern medicine
depends, and the study of
chemicals that pharmaceutical
companies use to produce
therapeutic drugs -- but also
denounce science because of its
wanton atheistic outlook.  

NOT THAT WE KNOW ALL
THAT  much about the natural
sciences, but it would seem that
the methods used to date the
chemical compounds of the earth
are not all that different from the
chemistry used in radiation and
chemotherapy.  And can the study

of the human anatomy be all that
different from research into the
physical characteristics of other
species?  So when critics of evolution
intone against the atheism of the
scientific establishment, is that an
indication that they have forsaken
modern technology and are packing to
move in with the Amish?  In other
words, how can we continue to rely
upon electricity, fossil fuels, all sorts of
machines, the fruits, vegetables and
meats of agribusiness, medicine and
legal drugs -- and do so uncritically, all
the while denouncing science as God-
denying?

   Which brings us back to the
“Simpsons” episode mentioned at the
outset: if creationists actually had their
way in eliminating science, they might,
once they realized their dependence,
wail like Jimmy in the world with out
zinc, “Come back science, come
baaaack!”  

THIS IS NOT TO DENY THAT 
science should be criticized.  Among
the many ways that modern science
may be assessed, Wendell Berry’s
agrarian perspective is one of the most
provocative if not equally depressing. 

“Once, the place of humans was thought
to be above the animals and below the
angels -- between the natural and the
divine,” he writes.  “Then, by
understanding and accepting that human
place in the order of things, people
could see that their privileges were
limited and safeguarded certain
responsibilities.”  But the triumph of
science, specialized knowledge,
expertise and the application of science
in technology, Berry argues, has
destroyed this old sense of universal
order.  Science redefined humanity and
allowed it “to claim, not the sovereignty
of its place, neither godly nor beastly, in
the order of things, but rather an
absolute sovereignty, placing the human
will in charge of itself and of the
universe.”  Berry concludes that
“having thus usurped the whole Chain
of Being, conceiving itself, in effect,
both creature and creator, humanity set
itself a goal that in those circumstances
was fairly predictable: it would make an
Earthly Paradise.”  If all of the
mechanisms used by modern medicine,
both in the womb and on the death bed,
to play God with human life did not
demonstrate the Tower-of-Babel-like
pretensions of modern science, the
recent cloning of sheep should convince
the remaining skeptics.  

NOR IS THE POINT HERE THAT
evolution offers a plausible account for
human origins.  The recent critiques of
Darwinism by Philip Johnson
(Darwinism on Trial [1991]), Michael
Behe (Darwin’s Black Box [1996]), and
David Berlinski (“The Deniable
Darwin,” Commentary [June 1996])
have subjected Darwinism to a fairly
devastating critique.  As Berlinski
writes, even though prominent
biologists “shake their heads at the
obduracy” of those who fail to believe
the “incontrovertible” facts of
evolutionary theory, these facts “have
been rather less forthcoming than
evolutionary biologists might have
hoped.”  The point, then, is that if we
are going to denounce evolution we
should do so intelligently, or at least in
a way consistent with our dependence
on science in practically all other areas
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of life.  

THE PROBLEM COMES WHEN WE
try to make Genesis fit science.  Here
our complaint extends as much to
theistic evolution as it does to
creationism.  We are of the opinion that
the first three chapters of Genesis are
not trying to teach the origins of
humankind and the cosmos as science,
whether the nineteenth or twentieth-
century varieties, would put it.  To foist
the divine fiat creation of species on the
Genesis narrative is just as bad as
imposing natural selection.  We believe
that the Bible is not describing the
mechanics of how God created the
world or man and woman.  He could
have used a variety of methods, such as
instantaneous supernatural activity that
occurred in as much time as the NHL
allows between rounds of its playoffs. 
But he also could have employed
gradual means, not unlike the
gradualism repeatedly on display in the
history of redemption, such as the long
and arduous process between the
promise of the Messiah in Gen 3:15
and our Lord’s advent in the gospels. 
Whatever means God employed to
create the world and man, careful
exegesis of the Hebrew in Genesis will
not settle what those means included as
modern science accounts for things. 
And where the Bible is silent, the
church must also be silent.  In the case
of the mechanics of creation we hold
that the Bible is silent.

   To make our case even more
plausible we would like to appeal to the
same kind of hermeneutics that many
conservative Calvinists employ who are
amillennialists.  Just as many of us
confess that we do not know the how or
when of our Lord’s second coming or
what the new heavens and new earth
will look like (e.g. it is possible that the
streets will not actually be paved with
gold), so we would argue for
responsible flexibility and restraint in
the way we handle the Genesis creation
narrative.  Therefore, in the same way
that conservative Calvinists have
embraced amillennialism despite the
objections of evangelicals who have

been overwhelmingly dispensationalist
and have read newspaper headlines
looking for signs of the Lord’s return,
so we would argue for acreationism as
a permissible position within the
confessional standards of Reformed
and Presbyterian churches.  As long as
an officer affirms what is germane in
the first three chapters of Genesis --
namely, a good heaven and earth
created by a good and omnipotent God,
a historical Adam and Eve created in
God’s image without sin and with
dominion over the creatures, a real,
historical fall that brought all of
Adam’s descendants “by means of
ordinary generation” into an estate of
sin and misery, and the promise of the
only redeemer of God’s elect -- if
someone can affirm these truths as
taught in the first chapters of the Bible,
then his views are permissible in the
church. 

OUR APPEAL TO ACREATIONISM
rests not simply on the hermeneutical
flexibility already applied to biblical
teaching about the end times, but also
on the example of conservative
Calvinists who have gone before us. 
Here we have in mind the example of
Edward J. Young, longtime professor
of Old Testament at Westminster
Seminary, a biblical scholar as
conservative as they have come -- after
all, his book, Thy Word is Truth, was
arguably the best twentieth-century
expression of the doctrine of biblical
inerrancy.  Yet, Young, who defended
the Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch, the unity of Isaiah, and an
early date for Daniel was hesitant to
say what the first three chapters of
Genesis taught “scientifically.”  In fact,
in a letter he wrote to the creationist,
John C. Whitcomb, Jr.,Young
articulated precisely the kind of
agnosticism about the specifics of
creation for which we are arguing.  On
the effects of the flood on the earth’s
geology Young wrote that he “rather
doubt[ed] whether the Bible intends us
to understand that the flood left
permanent changes in the climate and
topography of the earth.”  As to dating
the age of the earth by the biblical

genealogies, again Young pleaded
ignorance: “I do not think it is possible
for us today to give a date, or even an
approximate date, for the Biblical
flood.”  As to the age of the human race
Young was equally ambivalent: “I do
not think that we can date the age of
man.”  As to whether the days of
Genesis 1 were of the twenty-four hour
variety, Young believed that was
possible, though the first three days
could not have been solar days.  In the
end he did not think the Bible “permits
us in a dogmatic fashion” to insist upon
a specific length of the individual days. 
As to the instantaneous creation of the
solar system Young again did not think
Genesis was clear.  Finally, as to
whether death occurred before the fall
Young was once again uncertain.  “I
think it is possible that animals died,
using the word in the popular sense,
even before the introduction of sin into
the world.”  But, he added, in
characteristic acreationist fashion, “we
cannot speak positively about that.”

RATHER THAN CREATIONISM
flowing from a proper understanding of
Scripture, we are convinced that it has
become a ready and useful weapon in
the culture wars by allowing an easy
way of identifying the enemy.  The late
Carl Sagan, Jay Gould and officials of
the National Education Association can
be readily spotted as denying God and
fomenting immorality since they believe
in evolution.  We do not hesitate in
agreeing that the scientific and
educational establishment of America is
a threat to the well-being of our
families, churches, neighborhoods and
schools.  But we would also argue that
the threats in this culture are far more
subtle and pervasive than whether
someone chooses Charles Darwin over
God.  So while we are not asking for a
cease-fire along the creation front of the
culture wars, we do request that the
Bible not be misused in that particular
battle.  To be sure, it is a sharp sword
that cuts to the heart.  But it is two-
edged, cutting both ways, against those
who disbelieve its message of life and
against those who make it conform to
the scientific (either creationist or
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evolutionist) reasoning of sinful men
and women.  SC88
_______

Of Boycotts and
Celebrations
Bashing its community’s biggest
employer has become a popular
Christian cottage industry in Orlando
for the past several years.  Typically,
this movement crescendos in the spring
when Walt Disney World sponsors an
annual Gay and Lesbian Day at its
theme parks, which it has now done for
seven years.  An estimated 60,000 gays
visited the Disney parks and night clubs
this year, dropping millions of dollars
while watching Donald and Mickey
hold hands.  Evangelical Christians are
horrified.  “This ‘coming out’ party is
really shocking a lot of people and
hurting a lot of people,” complained
David Clayton, president of the Florida
Family Association.

   Lately, the anti-Disney crusade has
gone national.  Donald Wildmon’s
American Family Association recently
warned its mailing list that “The NEW
Walt Disney Company has betrayed
American families.”  The headline in
the May 1997 edition of Jerry Falwell’s
National Liberty Journal decries “The
Moral Collapse at Disney.”  Most of
the organized anger is directed at a
number of anti-Christian policies by the
Disney empire under the leadership of
CEO Michael Eisner.  The list of
grievances includes subliminal sexual
messages allegedly inserted in Disney’s
hit children’s movies, the new age
revision of the story of Pocohantas, and
R-rated productions of Touchstone
Pictures and Miramax Films, both
Disney subsidiaries.  All of this,
however, pales in comparison to
Disney’s support of the homosexual
movement.  In addition to Gay Day at
Disney, the company has been a
pioneer in offering family health
benefits to homosexual couples.  As
many as 40% of the company’s

massive work force is gay, according to
Rev. Falwell.  And above all, Disney
owns ABC television, which recently
brought “Ellen” out of the closet.

WILDMON AND FALWELL BOTH
claim that these developments mark a
sharp break from the wholesome, pro-
family empire built by Walt Disney
himself.  Another Falwell headline
screams that “Walt Disney Would be
Ashamed.”  So Christians are being
asked to honor Walt’s memory and to
bring the wicked conglomerate to its
knees by boycotting the many
companies owned by Disney.  These
include Capital Cities/ABC, ESPN,
several book publishers, and the
Anaheim Mighty Ducks hockey team. 
Wildmon urges readers to “inform your
church and pastor about Disney and
encourage him to address the boycott
from the pulpit,” and he applauds
churches that have already taken a
strong stand, such as the Southern
Baptist Convention, the Assemblies of
God, and the Presbyterian Church in
America.

   While boycotting the Magic
Kingdom and yearning for the simpler
days of family-friendly founder Walt
Disney, Christians may be tempted to
find refuge five miles south of
Orlando’s Magic Kingdom, in a new
development called “Celebration.”  Not
on any pre-1990 map of Florida,
Celebration is a booming 5,000 acre
planned community presently under
construction.  It advertises that it will
provide all the essentials for
community life: shopping, restaurants,
a town hall, banks, a post office,
cinemas, and, of course, a golf course. 
There will be a hospital, but it will be
called a “Health Care Campus,” and
will look like a resort.  Thus the dead
and dying will be carefully hidden. 
Celebration schools will offer the latest
in progressive pedagogy, where kids
will presumably go to the principal for
gum-chewing, not drug possession. 
Their mission statement reads,
“electrifying, challenging, and
productive learning through . . .
innovation and quality.”

   In evoking the passions of small-town
American life, the marketing of
Celebration is a careful substitution of
the same nostalgia for memory that
afflicts evangelicals.  Reads one
promotional brochure: “imagine how
great it would have been . . .to live fifty
years ago with all the neat gear you
have today.”  Staggering levels of state-
of-the-art technology will run beneath
the wide sidewalks and front porches,
linking neighbors with online
interactivity.  (So neighbors will be
visible but not intrusive.  Barney won’t
need to go through Sarah the operator to
phone Thelma Lou.)   All of this will
not be inexpensive: the developer is
charging 30% more for its homes than
those in surrounding subdivisions. 

BUT THERE IS A PROBLEM FOR
Christians who are tempted to
homestead in Celebration.  This
experiment in commodified nostalgia is
being built by Disney on Disney
property.  And behind the warm small-
town facade lies the hidden mechanism
of social control.  So careful is Disney
in cultivating the Rockwellian image of
Celebration that it has even hired people
to walk dogs along its sidewalks.

   Christians ought to recognize all of
this as a crass exercise in social
engineering, a brilliant maneuver on
Disney’s part to transcend its
“attractions.”  By subtly conflating
1950s-style wholesomeness with
Christian virtue, it is luring white,
middle-class, pro-family values citizens
to live in a theme park.  No longer is
Disney content to get them for a week a
year.  It wants to buy their whole souls. 
(Oh, yes, there will be churches in
Celebration.  The first to go up will be a
Presbyterian (USA) Church.  But when
will the first Southern Baptist church be
built?  And what happens when from
the pulpit its pastor urges a Disney
boycott?)

IN A CONVERSATION ON THE
Disney boycott, one Reformed pastor
opined to us that while he thought the
use of carnal weapons by the church
was wrong (a violation of the
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spirituality of the church), the Southern
Baptists and others were at least to be
commended for their willingness to
take a stand, to be unpopular, and to go
against the flow of our culture.  But this
is what we find most objectionable
about the boycott.  In coming out for
such a “politically incorrect” cause,
conservative Christians are at the same
time demarcating a domesticated form
of evangelical correctness that is all too
willing to go with the flow of our
culture's nostalgia for the 1950s family. 
By condemning the new Disney,
evangelicals are creating a myth about
the old Disney, thus, committing the
liberal Protestant error of mistaking
uplifting moralism for Christianity, of
substituting wholesome middle-class
existence for a religion of sin and
grace.  This is the logic that will
contribute to the rapid sale of homes in
Celebration.  (And while we're at it,
let’s be clear about both the
postmodern nostalgia of Celebration
and the progressive ideology of
“Ellen.”  In neither case would dear old
Walt be ashamed.  The quick selling
neo-Victorian homes and skyrocketing
television ratings are both serving one
of Mr. Disney’s chief interests, namely,
the corporate bottom line.)

WE BELIEVE IT WAS IRVING
Kristol who warned the post-holocaust
American Jewish community that it
should stop worrying about Christians
who want to kill their children and start
worrying about Christians who want to
marry them.  Christians sensing the
onslaught of persecution in post-
Christian America ought to heed
Kristol’s words.  In the imagery of  the
Apocalypse, the seductions of the
harlot are no less serious than the
attacks of the beast.  But either way, the
devil looks silly when he is wearing
mouse ears.  SC88
______

From Our
Readers
To the editors:

   Any publication that “will likely be
published four times a year” has my
vote. . . . I must admit that the
newsletter’s appearance on my desk re-
ignited (pun semi-intended) my longing
for the day when I can shake myself
free from the oath to Yankee
evangelical PURITAN-inspired
moralism here at a certain Midwestern
institution and take up the pipe I’ve
wanted all these many years.

WHILE I AM DELIGHTED TO SUP
and (at this point) vicariously puff
along with my Presbyterian friends. . . I
am nonetheless, hugely skeptical of one
statement in your first issue (leaving
aside for the time being the interesting
Presbyterian read on psalm-singing):
“This is not a Reformed version of
Cigar Aficionado.  We are not a hobby
magazine, and these pages will not be
devoted to cultivating yuppie
trappings.”  We shall see if this is really
true.  Unfortunately, I just can’t shake
the notion that class status/envy,
economics, and educational capital
have a lot to do with this whole self-
consciously Reformed thing.  Maybe if
I could see just a few instances that
broke the predictable class mold -- you
know, an Old School outing to a
Monster Truck rally, or a black guy
walking down the street with “Machen
‘n the Hood” emblazoned on his shirt,
or an OPC elder admitting over
appetizers that “I think ABBA’s
‘Fernando’ beats the %#$^@! out of
Brahms and I don’t care who knows it,”
or see some erstwhile Presbyterian
munching on a Moon Pie in front of his
trailer while proclaiming his
enthusiasm at the opening of dove
season -- I could buy it.  But somehow,
I’ll bet that the suggestions for “what
Old School Presbyterians should serve
at a party” will more likely include a
good recipe for stuffed porta bello
mushroom caps than Homer Simpson’s
favorite, the little weenies with the red
sauce.  While Old School Presbyterians
may sit around and congratulate
themselves on a “good English pub
beer” and a cigar for staying away from
the mass, market-produced mayhem of
modern-day America and popular

culture, so do most North Shore
Suburbanites.  In short, I’d say that you
can take just about every argument and
criticism ever made against the
chameleon-like proclivities of
mainstream evangelicalism, hang a
higher price tag on it and make it stick
to the Reformed crew.  Here’s hopin’
you can prove me wrong and that the
recipe for confessional Presbyterianism
amounts to more than white, urban,
upper middle class values and
enthusiasms, some Calvin, quiet
Sundays, and a pinch of psalms to taste
and stir.

Your Stinkin’ Baptist Pal,
L. Eskridge
Wheaton, IL

The Editors respond: We are very
sympathetic to the concerns of Mr.
Eskridge and want to go on record lest
we be mistaken for yuppie snobs who
are using theological convictions simply
to sacralize their preference for Vivaldi
over Bon Jovi.  

WE NEED TO MAKE CLEAR 
that we do not pretend to represent the
sensibilities of the Orthodox
Presbyterian Church.  Undoubtedly,
there is more Cheese Whiz and
Mountain Dew consumed at church
suppers in the OPC than Brie and
Chablis.  On the one hand, we applaud
the simpler tastes of the former but, on
the other hand, admit that our tastebuds
enjoy the latter.  Our admission is
tinged with a bit of ambivalence since
we recognize that the Reformed faith, as
in the so-called “Reformed-world-and-
life view” is being used to justify all the
trappings of upward mobility American
style.

   But our problem is with Mr.
Eskridge’s underlying assumption that
Moon Pies -- “mmmmmm, moon pies” -
- are better than Pepperidge Farm
cookies.  Both unfortunately are mass-
produced and mass-marketed, which is
one of the reasons why, for instance, we
prefer Dock Street Beer (a local product
made in Philadelphia) to Budweiser and
Miller.  Not only do the micro-



6 Nicotine Theological Journal July 1997

breweries make better beer (when you
drink the suds produced by the multi-
national companies your reaction
invariably is, “did I miss my mouth?”),
but they also keep money and therefore
some power out of the hands of the
Busch and Coors family dynasties. 
And this, we believe, is the real
predicament of our times.  Increasingly,
the products bought by the upper-
middle-class and the lower-middle-
class are made and distributed by
people in far away places.  As things
stand, local companies make products
of better quality that also cost more.  To
purchase these better goods requires
living at a higher standard of living. 
But just because something is less
expensive doesn’t mean it is “of the
people.”  Chances are if something is
cheaper it is because a large company
has more capital to invest, can buy its
goods in greater quantities, and pay its
workers lower wages.  Trailer park
residents, then, are just as implicated by
the industrial economy as are those
who live in gated communities and
think that by driving BMW’s and
drinking Perrier they have avoided the
tacky world of K-Mart and J. C.
Penney. 

STILL, WE DO THINK MR.
Eskridge’s point stands.  And so, to
make good on our original promise to
offer suggestions about what food to
serve at family gatherings, and to prove
that the editors do not simply buy and
consume high end goods for the status
they provide, we offer the following, a
wonderful recipe for Nelson’s
Chocolate Chip Cake, a simple and
delicious dessert, suitable for snacks as
well.

Cream
   one-half cup butter or margarine
   one cup sugar
Add
   two eggs
   two cups flour
   one cup sour cream
   one teaspoon baking powder
   one teaspoon baking soda
   one-quarter teaspoon salt
   one teaspoon vanilla

Beat for a few minutes, add 12 ounce
bag of chocolate chips.  Bake in
greased and floured tube pan at 350
degrees for 45 minutes. SC88
______

39 Alexander
Hall
When Did Democracy End?

A great fuss has attended the
symposium sponsored by the editors of
First Things about recent rulings of the
Supreme Court.  The Weekly Standard,
the New Republic and other journals
have followed the fall out with some
relish.  What was especially
objectionable to some was the
suggestion that “we have reached or are
reaching the point where conscientious
citizens can no longer give moral assent
to the existing regime.”  Peter Berger
and Gertrude Himmelfarb, longtime
members of the editorial board severed
their ties to First Things.  

   In a follow up discussion (Jan. 1997)
Mary Ann Glendon has this to say. 
“Americans are highly dependent on
big business and government: about a
fifth of the labor force are public
employees; a third work for the central
core of large corporations (many under
government contract of subsidy); the
pensions of retirees are invested in the
same corporations; recipients of
governmental largesse include not only
welfare clients, but a substantial
fraction of the middle class (through
government-insured loans, medicare,
and retirement income funded with
general tax revenues). . . . On this neo-
feudal landscape, we find precious little
politics in Aristotle's sense of the
ordering our lives together.”  These
words suggest that the situation in
which we find ourselves is far graver
than simply an activist judiciary.  As
the poster in the 1992 Clinton
Campaign read, “It's the economy,
stupid!”  And our economy as Glendon,
a professor of law at Harvard,
indicates, is not one that makes for the

kind of virtuous citizenry or civic
responsibility that the founding fathers
believed necessary for the American
experiment.  

BUT THE MOST POIGNANT moment
in the whole debate came not in one of
the solicited contributions but rather in a
letter responding to an entirely different
matter.  Reacting to a piece about the
impropriety of showing the Confederate
Flag on an evangelical college campus,
David Bovenizer reminded readers that
the South was about far more than grits
and slavery.  The South also stood for
“our founding principles of self-
government.”  Then this gem: “If First
Things finds itself compelled (wisely
and courageously) to ponder 'the End of
Democracy?' a Southerner might be
forgiven for suggesting that it
manifestly is not 'democracy' that is
imperiled today -- would that it were so. 
Rather, the peril is for those remnants of
republican institutions (including the
Constitution) that were either damaged,
destroyed, or destined for dismantling
by the politicians of the 1860s. . . . The
long list of Supreme Court usurpations .
. . is the inevitable consequence of the
purposes and the policies of the victors
and the ideological heirs of the victors
of Appomattox.  Which is not at all, one
must hasten to add, to diminish, let
alone to condone, the admitted
imperfections of the Southern past. 
Rather, it is to remark and to lament the
gold that has been so carelessly and
disastrously discarded with the dross,
and also to suggest that the lead foot of
a national (as distinct from a federal)
tyranny, and especially of a national
judicial tyranny, was made inevitable
when Thadddeus Stevens and his
cynical cohorts won and the
Confederates were conquered.”  

______

Then This From Crisis 

A recent editorial from the neo-
conservative Roman Catholic
publication, Crisis, appears to confirm
the rule that the more a religious
tradition identifies its fortunes with the



7 Nicotine Theological Journal July 1997

nation-state, the more likely it is to
misread history.  Deal Hudson, Crisis's
editor, recently wrote that his readers
“are fighting for the Church and
fighting for America.”  He goes on to
praise Abraham Lincoln for not only
freeing the slaves but also freeing
America “from the belief in slavery.”  

THE PROBLEM IS THAT THIS
perspective on the meaning of the Civil
War does not exactly square with Mr.
Bovenizer's above, a man -- it should
be noted -- who recently converted
from the Southern Baptist Convention
to the Holy Roman Catholic Church in
part because he saw Rome as a way out
of the civil religion that has plagued
American Protestantism, both North
and South.  In other words, if
Bovenhizer is right, Lincoln's laudable
aims resulted in pernicious
consequences, as do most efforts to
establish the kingdom of God anywhere
but in the church.  But, we are told,
America is supposed to be special. 
There goes yet another religious
communion after the promise of the
"righteous" empire.
   
______

A Gay Machen?

An amusing phenomenon that faithfully
recurs whenever we assign the reading
of J. Gresham Machen’s Christianity
and Liberalism in our classes is the
inevitable shock of students
discovering the book to be so
“relevant.”  After all, it is more than
seventy years old.  But an even greater
indication of the endurance of this little
book is the corroboration it finds in the
strangest places.  In an op-ed essay in
the April 5, 1997, New York Times,
Bruce Bawer explores the great divide
in contemporary Protestantism.  Bawer,
author of A Place at the Table and
editor of Beyond Queer, is a
homosexual.  He also happens to be an
Episcopalian, although the focus of his
analysis falls on the Presbyterian
Church (USA).  According to Bawer,
the PCUSA’s decision to bar from the
clergy anyone who is sexually active

outside of marriage is a victory of the
“Church of Law” over the “Church of
Love.”  The former, located mainly in
the South, consists of theological
conservatives.  They believe in an
infallible Bible, and they read the Bible
literally, deriving from it propositional
truth to guide their lives.  The latter,
found generally in the North, read the
Bible metaphorically and interpret its
authority according to contemporary
cultural  contexts. 

WE TAKE EXCEPTION TO THE
labels, “Church of Love” and “Church
of Law,” for there can be no separation
of law and love.  In “The Parting of the
Ways,” Machen wrote that “love
demands the plain speaking of the
truth.”  Further, Bawer’s geographical
theory is simply ludicrous.  Martin
Marty subjected this notion to the
ridicule it deserved when he pondered
its consequences: “Is there something
about air conditioning that leads people
to the shivers of Law, and about
furnaces that leads others to the glow of
Love?  Does Law increasingly prevail
as one goes farther south?  Thus, is
South Carolina more Loveless and
North Carolina more Lawless?  Is
North Dakota  more Lovely and South
Dakota more Lawful?”

   And yet, Bawer deserves a measure
of credit for his intellectual honesty. 
Although he exhibits little of  Machen’s
public eloquence, he shares the
conviction that there is no Fosdicking
way that conservatives and liberals can
co-exist in the same church.  Consider
these Machen-sounding expressions:
“These two religions . . . differ on
almost every big theological point. . .
.The battle within Presbyterianism over
gay ordination, then, is simply one
more conflict over the most
fundamental question of all: What is
Christianity? 
. . . The differences [between
conservatives and liberals] . . . are so
monumental that any rapprochement
seems, at present, unimaginable. 
Indeed, it seems likely that if one side
does not decisively triumph, the next
generation will see a realignment in

which historical denominations give
way to new institutions that more truly
reflect the split in American
Protestantism.”

   We would humbly reply to Mr. Bawer
that the alignment already happened
about seventy years ago. He can read
about it Christianity and Liberalism and
will no doubt be amazed at how
relevant it sounds.

______

Another Gay Machen?

Bruce Bawer is not the first homosexual
to wax Machenesque on the state of the
Presbyterian Church.  In her brilliant
denunciation of the 1991 pro-
homosexual document, Keeping Body
and Soul Together, hyperfeminist
Camille Paglia drew this conclusion: 
“The [Presbyterian] report is so eager to
argue away the inconvenient facts of
Christian morality about sex that one
has to ask the committee members, Why
remain Christian at all?  Why not leave
Judeo-Christianity for our other great
Western tradition, the Greco-Roman in
which philosophic discourse about
ethics is possible without reference to a
transcendent deity?  As a lapsed
Catholic of wavering sexual orientation,
I have never understood the pressure for
ordination of gay clergy or even the
creation of gay Catholic groups.  They
seem to me to indicate a need for
parental approval, an inability to take
personal responsibility for one’s own
identity.  The institutional religions,
Catholic and Protestant, carry with them
the majesty of history.  Their theology
is impressive and coherent.  Efforts to
revise or dilute that theology for present
convenience seem to me misguided. 
My generation left its own society and
religion behind in its quest for expanded
consciousness.  This self-reliant lesson
of the 1960s has not been fully
absorbed.”

MS. PAGLIA'S REVIEW FIRST
appeared under the title, “The Joy of
Presbyterian Sex,” in the December 2,
1991 edition of The New Republic, and
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was reprinted, along with several other
refreshingly unpredictable essays, in
her Sex, Art, and American Culture
(1992).

______

P&W and God's Impending
Judgment

We are not given to providential
readings of United States' history.  Our
editorial policy vehemently rejects the
notion that America has a special place
in God's plan, or even that it was and
should be a Christian nation.  From our
reading of the Bible only one nation
ever existed as God's chosen one, and
that was Israel, the Old Testament
church.  

NOR DO WE THINK IT POSSIBLE
to tell what God is up to in human
history.  We know the broad outlines of
the story, which is the movement from
creation, the fall, and redemption
(where we now are) to consummation. 
But how we get there apart from some
special revelation to instruct us is
anybody’s guess.

   Having said all that, if we were to
conclude that God was judging the
United States through abortion, the
AIDS epidemic and general
lawlessness, we wondered if the cause
of such punishment was the American
church's use of praise songs, overheads,
hand held mikes and electric guitars in
worship.  After all, almost every time
God punished Israel it was because
God's people had fallen for some other
god.  So why is it that the Christians
most prone to providential readings of
current affairs are also the ones who
promote rock 'n roll in public worship?  

AS THE PUNCH LINE HAS IT TO  a
joke observing that there are twenty-
four hours in a day and twenty-four
bottles in a case of beer: any
connection?

______

The NTJ and Family Values

The editors of the NTJ are true blue
family men and would not want to
encourage in any way the animosities
that sometimes surface between
husbands and wives, or parents and
children.  But we couldn't help take a
certain delight in the story one of our
subscribers told us about a spat he had
with his wife.  It involved a book on
child rearing that his wife was reading. 
He thought the volume silly and so
promptly threw it out -- a move we
would not consider wise or marriage-
affirming.  This subscriber’s wife
upped the ante when she retaliated by
disposing of his copy of the NTJ -- the
premier issue no less!  

   While we were sad to hear about this
family fight, and even sadder to hear
about the loss of an issue of this fine
journal, we were mightily flattered that
one of our readers would value the NTJ
so much that the discarding of it could
inflict so much pain.  Talk about hitting
a guy where it hurts.  SC88
______

Second-Hand
Smoke
(The following comes from a letter J.
Gresham Machen wrote to his mother
during his last semester as an
undergraduate at Princeton Seminary.)

The fellows are in my room now on the
last Sunday night, smoking the cigars
and eating the oranges which it has
been the greatest delight I ever had to
provide whenever possible.  My idea of
delight is a Princeton room full of
fellows smoking.  When I think what a
wonderful aid tobacco is to friendship
and Christian patience I have
sometimes regretted that I never began
to smoke. To think that in a few days
old 39 will be empty and the old 39
crowd scattered to the four winds
almost makes me wonder whether life
is worth living. SC88


