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            The purpose of a small magazine is to imagine and articulate a world that they hope to help bring about through their work. The document that follows is an account of the ecclesial and political projects that guide our work at Mere Orthodoxy. It is meant to name the sort of world we hope our work can bring about.


            Because we are Christians, the project necessarily has a concern with both the life of the church and the life of the culture.


            Why do we address both?


            First, because we do not believe in a church that is withdrawn and insular. So the document addresses not only the life of the church, but also the life of the culture, which we share in a realm that older Christians referred to as “the commonwealth.”


            Second, we also do not believe political projects can be defined or sustained without a firm grounding in truth. So the document addresses not only the culture, but also the church.


            Rightly understood, these two spaces are inextricably bound up with each other. This is why the Mere Orthodoxy project is best summed up as, “forming Christians in the Church to participate in culture for the common good.” What follows is a fuller explanation of what kind of churches we hope to encourage and support and what we believe Christian participation in culture ought to look like.


          

  
    The State of the Church and Common Life in America

    
    
  
  
            

            The Church in America


            So far, the story of American Christianity after World War II has consisted of two acts.


            Act One: Post-War Ecumenical Health


            First was the era spanning from the end of World War II through the 1970s. It was marked by high church attendance, a soft Protestant establishmentarianism, a variety of vital Christian movements, and a kind of presuppositionally Christian public space, such that arguments about public life often traded quite explicitly on Christian commitments.


            Significantly, all four streams of the church in American history were strong during this era. The Protestant Mainline was at the peak of its power and influence. Reinhold Niebuhr, the preeminent Mainline theologian, enjoyed a status as a public intellectual that no theologian has even approached in the years since his death. Evangelicalism, led by Billy Graham and financed by J. Howard Pew, was entrepreneurial and grew rapidly, particularly across the midwest and sun belt regions. The Black church, symbolically led by Martin Luther King Jr., was a force for civil reform and was an anchor to communal life amongst Afro-Americans, particularly in the south. Finally, Roman Catholicism was also thriving, enjoying a new-found mainstream acceptability in American life thanks to the accessible broadcasts of Bishop Fulton Sheen as well as the popularity of the Massachusetts politician and Catholic John F. Kennedy.


            However, by the late 1960s this particular iteration of American Christianity was obviously weakening. Virtually all of Niebuhr’s major works had come and gone by then and the lion of the mainline himself would die in 1971. The Mainline itself also slid deeper into theological revisionism as this era continued and began a demographic collapse that, 50 years later, they still haven’t pulled out of. King’s place in American life had become contested and diminished in the aftermath of the Civil Rights Acts and Voting Rights Act. His access to political power had become limited due to his falling out with President Johnson over the Vietnam War. And the emergence of a more radical and secular bloc within the Civil Rights Movement had also eaten into King’s movement. Sheen retired in 1969 and the fallout of Vatican II left American Catholicism in a state of chaos for a time—a time which also coincided with the most extreme period during the Catholic clerical abuse scandal. Evangelicalism was comparatively more resilient, but was not unchallenged by these shifts: The ecosystem of American religion that nourished Graham was not pervasively evangelical, of course, but it did create conditions on which Graham’s evangelicalism was dependent.


            As a result, by the 1970s there was a great deal of uncertainty and anxiety permeating evangelical Christianity due to declining church engagement, diminished political power, and a more assertive bloc of secularists now announcing their presence in America’s public life. This led to the Second Act in our story and the emergence of two groups that would define that era in American church history.


            Act Two: The Ascent of Seeker Sensitive Ecclesiology and the Religious Right


            By the mid 1970s, the men who would define the next chapter in America’s Christian history were beginning their work. In the ecclesial space, Rick Warren was in seminary at Southwestern Baptist in Fort Worth. He would go on to launch Saddleback Church in southern California in 1980.


            Bill Hybels, meanwhile, was a successful youth minister who would launch Willow Creek Church in 1975 after their ministry essentially outgrew the work he did with youth in another area church. Hybels’s ministry in particular was built on marketing research he did in response to diminished engagement in the church amongst suburbanites in the Chicago area. Specifically, Hybels surveyed people living in the area to find out if they were attending a church or, if they were not, what kept them from going. The answers were a mixture of pragmatic complaints and moral accusations. Some thought that Christians were hypocritical or always asking for money. Others simply felt that church was boring or irrelevant, that what happened on Sunday morning made no impact on their life the rest of the week.


            Armed with this information, Hybels essentially reverse engineered a church experience to address each of these concerns. Sermons aimed at practical application and services were designed to be maximally engaging to the congregation. All of this marked a subtle yet significant liturgical shift in the church. Decisions about the service were still ostensibly bound by Scripture, but they were not necessarily guided by Scripture. Rather, the service was built to be relevant, accessible, and engaging and then checked against Scripture, as it were. If there wasn’t anything in Scripture that forbade what they were doing, it was assumed that what they planned was acceptable. The church was designed, therefore, with the pragmatic goal of getting butts into pews (or theatre seating, eventually).


            This placed the task of attracting an audience at the forefront of how many evangelicals thought about church life. It also backgrounded many of the questions that traditionally defined church—questions of spiritual formation and discipleship, of close attention to Scripture, and of the church’s sacramental life. All of these things were now reinterpreted and reframed as part of the task of attracting people to church and then giving them an engaging, memorable, and relevant experience. Indeed, this revolution in ecclesiology actually reimagined the nature of church belonging: Traditionally speaking the terms used for people attending services on Sunday were terms like “laity” or “parishioners,” which conveyed that they were members in a “parish” which was itself a member of a larger church body. The belonging a church member possessed, then, was grounded in a shared way of life and shared beliefs. But under the attractional framing, the people attending church on Sunday mornings were now the audience—a passive term that did not indicate any broader sense of belonging. We do not imagine the people in the audience for a movie as belonging to some kind of broader community, after all. The pragmatic framework Hybels adopted, therefore, actually represented a revolution in the life of the American church.


            Meanwhile, by the late 1970s American evangelicals were also feeling deeply anxious and alarmed by the state of the American nation. The removal of prayer from public schools due to the 1962 court case Engel v Vitale had provoked strong reactions amongst American Christians and created anxiety about our nation’s schools. Some within the movement also were worried about school integration in the aftermath of Brown v Board. While the soft Protestant establishment of the post-war years was not a product of American evangelicalism, it was a system that evangelicals benefited from and created a sense of security for them. As that system was dismantled due to the failure of the Mainline and the lack of a successor institution to replace it, the highly entrepreneurial and anti-institutional evangelicals engaged more in American political life. But their mode of engagement was not as insiders who were entrusted with the stewardship of the public square, as with the Mainline, but rather as outsiders who felt threatened by it and needed to bring public life to heel. The project was fundamentally adversarial, framed as an existential struggle for the soul of America.


            This also represented a fundamental shift from how Christians had often imagined politics in the past. Both Roman Catholic and Protestant Christians generally had a positive vision for political life in which Christians worked within various political institutions to serve and build up the nation. This could mean serving in political office, but also it often meant creating institutions that were active in public life and intended to serve all comers. In the 19th century, the Salvation Army and the YMCA (and YWCA) were, in different ways, all examples of this work. More recently, projects like World Relief, Compassion International, and World Vision would all exemplify this same public spirit.


            The underlying theory behind this was something that can be deeply sourced in Christian social thought across the ages: Achieving a utopian political state is not possible today due to the presence of sin. However, it is also impossible for anyone to live entirely autonomously simply by nature of a person’s tangible, physical needs for housing, food, clothing, and so on. Providing for those needs inherently means partnering in some way with other people. So, Christianity said, our political lives exist in order to insure that those necessary relationships are mutually delightful and beneficial rather than being exploitative or parasitic.


            As politics became more adversarial, this underlying vision was lost. It was replaced with a more militaristic imagining of public life which was defined chiefly by who held power and how they used it to reward friends and punish enemies. As the Religious Right became a more dominant presence in American life and as this new conflictual frame became dominant in the church, it created a political project for American evangelicalism that was less and less interested in broad civic projects aimed at mutual flourishing and became instead more insular and committed to a zero-sum vision of politics in which the only way that American Christians could prosper politically is if other groups that they differed from on major political questions suffered.


            To be sure this change did not happen all at once—you can still detect the more altruistic and outreach oriented posture in groups like Samaritan’s Purse, which Franklin Graham, the son of Billy Graham, took over in 1979.


            That being said, as the shift has become more advanced, we have simultaneously seen a far sharper focus on electoral politics, to the exclusion of other sorts of political engagement, and we have seen in places a heightened sense of hostility to some of these older organizations, such as World Relief and World Vision.


            The outcome of both these transformations in the Second Act is that in our church life evangelicals have tended to focus more on audience acquisition, with an increasingly passive laity, and have had less concern with close attention to Scripture, the sacraments, and Christian formation. These trends help explain the appeal of protest figures who have sought to push against these trends, but never with the same power or force or influence as the mainstream attractional figures. Attractional preaching helped produce the backlash that led to the success of figures like John MacArthur and John Piper, both famous for longer, expository preaching. It also produced, briefly, a heightened interest in “liturgy” via the work of James K. A. Smith, and today it is producing a heightened interest in spiritual formation via John Mark Comer, who himself is a former megachurch pastor who has been mentored or influenced by a major sunbelt evangelical figure (Dallas Willard) and an ex-attractional pastor from the Willow Creek ecosystem (John Ortberg).


            While all of these movements are notable, none so far have been able to move from a protest movement into the mainstream such that those figures genuinely enjoyed the same sort of reach, influence, and access to power that defined figures like Hybels, whose Global Leadership Summit has hosted heads of state and major figures in global business, or Warren, who offered a prayer at a presidential inauguration and hosted discussions between presidential candidates in his church.


            And yet the protest movements are indicative of the weaknesses of these second act trends.


            The Failure of the Attractional Church


            A purely attractional mode of church life leaves behind enormous spiritual vacuums that must be filled by something. It also leads to a deep ignorance of Scripture and church history, which leaves many churchgoers highly vulnerable to trends and fads that subtly draw them away from a life of Christian discipleship. Most notably, surveys on the theological beliefs of American evangelicals have exposed a number of deeply concerning trends amongst self-described evangelicals: a 2022 survey reported that roughly half of evangelicals are Arians—meaning they believe Jesus to be a created being rather than “very God of very God.” The follow-up survey in 2025 found that nearly ⅔ of self-described evangelicals do not believe in original sin and over half reject the orthodox belief that the Holy Spirit is a “person” rather than a “force.” These findings are supported by other, older surveys, such as a 2006 survey by Barna in which they found that while 38% of the US population at that time identified as “evangelical” only about 8% actually affirmed all nine statements Barna defined as being essential to evangelical identity. These are the nine statements Barna asked people to affirm in order to be defined as a theologically committed evangelical:


            
              	They had made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important to their life.

              	They believed they would go to Heaven when they die because they confessed their sins and accepted Jesus as their savior.

              	They said faith is very important in their life.

              	They believed that they had a personal responsibility to share their beliefs about Jesus with non-Christians.

              	They believed that Satan exists.

              	They said that eternal salvation is only possible through grace, not works.

              	They believed that Jesus lived a sinless life on earth.

              	They said the Bible is accurate in all it teaches.

              	They described God as the all-knowing, all-powerful perfect deity who created the universe and rules it today.

            


            To review: Only about ⅕ of people who identified as “evangelical” when surveyed affirmed all nine of these statements.


            These data points indicate that while the seeker-sensitive movement did for a time lead to a growth in church attendance, it did not produce people who affirm or understand basic Christian claims about God and humanity.


            The Failure of Adversarial Politics


            The adversarial political posture also leaves much to be desired, as the good works that the more collaborative era of evangelical engagement fostered are now being abandoned with no one to replace them in those necessary endeavors. Additionally, an adversarial style has also led evangelicals to soften their commitment to even the baseline Christian commitments of the Religious Right: During the Religious Right’s most powerful moment, they were still able to act as an influential bloc in defining policy for the American right, such that the Republican party platform always included language about a ban on abortion as well as commitments to natural marriage. There even were latent commitments to the more collaborative political projects of earlier eras, as seen in one of the Bush administration’s greatest successes: the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). As we write in 2026, the Republican party platform has been stripped of all language regarding a limitation on abortion access, the sitting Republican president is the most supportive national Republican in their history on gay marriage issues (as well as related issues concerning reproductive technologies, such as IVF), and PEPFAR has been dismantled by a populist GOP that is frequently hostile to the aid projects supported by older generations of evangelicals.


            What next?


            As we now enter a new era in the story of American Christianity, it will be necessary to address the gaps created by the failures of attractional ecclesiology and adversarial politics.


            Most of this report will be focused on defining the two movements we are suggesting as an answer to the failures of attractional church life and adversarial political life. But before getting to what those two movements are, we need to explain why we need two movements—one of ecclesial renewal and one of cultural renewal—and not just a single movement.


            Evangelicals are people fairly comfortable with the idea of ecclesial renewal. We find it easy to understand why evangelism, discipleship, missions, prayer, and personal Bible study are all immensely important. And when we see a problem, we are very comfortable prescribing those things as how we fix the problem.


            On one level, that is precisely correct, of course. Ultimately, people need to know Jesus. They need to hear the Gospel, they need to be disciplined in their faith, they need to evangelize others, and they need to be devoted to Bible study and prayer and church life. All of that is entirely true. And so one part of our proposal is all about how American Christians can regain the spiritual rootedness that has too often evaded us in the digital era.


            That said, there is a second layer of concern here as well: We also need a healthy, liberal society in the west for many reasons. (“Liberal” here simply means traditional western liberalism with an emphasis on core liberal rights, like free speech, freedom of religion, freedom of assembly, and so on—we are calling for the liberalism of the Founders and of Lincoln, not the political ideology of the American left or the Democratic party.)


            On a basic pragmatic level, it is better for conservative Christians in the western world—who hold many beliefs that are unpopular and not widely shared within American life—if we live in a liberal society because if we do not it is not unlikely that whatever illiberal authorities exist will be used to target certain Christian ideas and practices, as already happens in many other parts of the world that are not liberal. Indeed, recent events in Canada and the UK targeting religious liberty suggest what could happen in America as well were it not for the First Amendment in the US Constitution, that arch-liberal document.


            But there are other reasons we should desire to have a liberal public square in America.


            One of those reasons is that liberal public squares preserve space for reason, debate, and persuasion. They encourage postures and even virtues that are beneficial for everyone, not just for Christians. It is better for all of us if the average American values free speech, is able to respectfully disagree with their neighbor, and is able to make and listen to arguments without becoming triggered, aggressive, or belligerent.


            Another reason is that liberal public spaces allow for social change to happen organically and with minimal violence. Liberals are not revolutionaries who think that if you can’t get the political system you want you should just start engaging in acts of lawless violence in order to get your way. Liberals do not believe in threats, intimidation, or bullying. Rather, they believe in reason and persuasion. And when reason and persuasion are preeminent, it is possible for people to change their minds, even to change their minds en masse and then to make significant changes to how a society functions. Sometimes those changes don’t work out and sometimes they do. But either way, social reform under a liberal society is generally less violent than the alternatives and that is a good thing.


            Traditionally American liberalism was built on and secured by many Christian ideas and concepts. But the institutional bulwarks that maintained and encouraged those ideas and concepts were not evangelical Christians. They were, mostly, the Protestant Mainline. What has happened in recent years, however, is that the Protestant Mainline has lost virtually all of its power and influence and, as a result, liberalism has limped along in American life, but it has become weaker and also less capable of making arguments for itself or of opposing alternative political visions that are less concerned with free speech, civic disagreement, and persuasion.


            We now live in a world in which a major presidential candidate has said that religious beliefs that support the cause for life will “have to be changed” if women’s rights are to be protected. How Secretary Clinton planned on doing that is not entirely clear, but given the legal attacks made by the Obama administration on many traditional Christian believers, one can imagine what Clinton might have had in mind. Yet we also live in a world in which major political figures from the other dominant party have indulged all sorts of illiberal beliefs that reduce politics to simply acquiring power and then using power to punish your enemies and reward your friends. “For my friends, everything. For my enemies, the law,” has become a common saying in certain parts of the political right.


            The outcome of all this is that civic society isn’t really working the way it ought to in the United States, at least not if America’s grand political experiment is to continue. The challenge here is that those liberal values and convictions that made America what it was are largely the fruit of Christianity—as Tom Holland and Glen Scrivener have both been arguing for some time now. But the Christian institutional vehicles used to advance those specific ideas, practices, and norms are now too weak and ineffective to do the job. We need the old ideas of the founding and of Lincoln, but we need new Christian vehicles for advancing them.


            This is why Mere Orthodoxy has a proposal for civic renewal alongside our proposal for ecclesial renewal. We believe that the outworking of the Christian Gospel across a society does not simply manifest in the multiplying of churches or the filling of those churches with eager Christian believers devoted to prayer, Scripture, and the sacraments. It does include that, of course. But it includes more: It includes the spread of Christian society, which is a society defined not by dominance and power and control, but by liberality, by a desire to lift up the weak, and by the normalization of mercy and tolerance, which enable us to forebear with our neighbors over time, forgiving where we must forgive, seeking forgiveness where we must seek forgiveness, and making and hearing claims and counter-claims about the kind of society we wish to be.


            All of this is done both in order to help grow and promote new good things, but also to preserve the good things we already have as inheritors of an intellectual tradition and political system left to us by our ancestors. So there are genuinely new things that we hope will come about through the cultivation of liberality, through lifting up the weak, and through normalizing mercy and tolerance. But we also hope that these same practices and ideas will also help to preserve things like freedom of religion, the right to life, the integrity of the family, freedom of speech, and so on.


            We want healthy churches. We also want a healthy society, indeed we want what Christian thinkers once referred to as a “commonwealth,” a society in which the individuals are all united together in a limited but shared political project marked by the love of neighbor, care for the weak, and pursuit of the common good. We care about both the church and the commonwealth and so our proposals in this document are meant to lift up both.

          

  
    Protestant Catholicity

    
    
  
  
            

            Protestant Catholicity is a vision for the renewal of local churches rooted in a commitment to our fathers and mothers in the faith as well as our global brothers and sisters and founded on a commitment to returning to the sources of Christian thought—Scripture above all, but then secondarily to the wisdom and practices of the historic church.


            To identify practical points of departure, we can use a few basic questions and then compare how an attractional view would respond and then contrast it with the Protestant Catholic response.


            Why “Protestant Catholic”?


            Scripture is clear that there is ultimately only one people of God, only one church. It exists across time and space, not bound by the years or miles that divide her members. Traditionally the way the church has spoken of this unity and universality is with the word “catholic.” So a commitment to catholicity is a non-negotiable for this project simply because it is bound by Scripture and this is the way Scripture speaks.


            However, in recent decades the term “catholic” has tended to be most closely associated with the Roman Catholic Church as it exists under the Bishop of Rome. For those of us who believe that church to be in error on many issues and who believe the Bishop of Rome does not have the authority that the Roman church claims he does, it is important to explain that we are both catholic and also not Roman.


            The simplest way of doing this is with the term “Protestant Catholic.”


            What is the Church’s Purpose?


            A seeker-sensitive approach to this question would say that the church exists to provide people with engaging experiences and relevant content that help them grow in their personal faith journey.


            In some cases, they would also include something about how that personal spiritual growth should also show up in some specific ways in their home with family, at work with coworkers, or out in the neighborhood or city as they live amongst their neighbors.


            But the answer will tend to be highly individualistic and will emphasize the “experience” of a worship service and will tend to judge what happens on Sunday mornings based on how relevant it is to the audience.


            In contrast, a Protestant Catholic approach would say that the church exists to preach God’s Word, practice the sacraments, and support each other in living a life of Christian discipleship.


            The key difference, then, is that the attractional model tends to judge itself by what kind of subjective experience it delivers to people in church whereas a Protestant Catholic approach largely judges itself by whether or not it is doing specific tasks.


            This means that while the attractional model tends to be highly reactive and pragmatic, the Protestant Catholic model is constructive and rooted. For Protestant Catholic churches, the practices of the church are fixed: They will preach God’s Word. They will baptize and serve the Lord’s Supper. They will aid and equip for a life of Christian discipleship. The questions and work they will do, therefore, is relatively fixed and is largely focused on how to do better the things they are already doing: How can we grow in the ways we preach the Bible? How can we help our people more completely understand and participate in the sacraments? How do we help people live more faithfully the Christian life as defined in Scripture?


            How Does the Church Accomplish Its Purpose?


            For attractional churches, the church can only accomplish its purpose with a kind of endless iteration of itself based on ongoing market research. As culture shifts and attitudes toward church change, the church changes with it, constantly adapting and adjusting to the needs and demands of the moment.


            While some of this can be helpful in as much as it is simply basic missiological study, this approach does also create a great deal of anxiety and undermines stability in the church because there will always be new ways to create memorable experiences, new ideas to innovate in the Sunday service, and so on.


            Significantly, this approach also tends to be highly volunteer intensive and can be professionalized in ways that minimize the importance of Christian maturity.


            Because the Sunday morning service is designed for memorability and, crassly put, entertainment value, a great deal of people are needed to produce it: sound technicians, musicians, greeters, ushers, security, and the pastor. The demands of such a service have in recent years regularly led to megachurches canceling Sunday gatherings around holiday weekends due at least in part to the lack of volunteers to help run the service.


            Likewise, when one finds a person of sufficient talent to carry out this work, it is easy for churches to become built around that person’s talent in ways that make actual Christian maturity far less important. It should not surprise us that so many megachurch pastors have, in recent years, been exposed in various sorts of abuse scandals. The attractional model of church life makes this far more likely to happen because the model demands high-talent individuals and tends to reward them based not on their maturity or character but rather on their performance of the role they have within the church’s programming and events. This is also why many megachurches struggle immensely to have successful transitions in church leadership. The church over time grows around the personality and talent of the leader at its center in such a way that it is basically impossible for the church to function without that leader’s unique skills. All of this, of course, is also highly corrosive to the ordinary practices of Christian piety, which can and often will present obstacles to this model of church life because the values of a slow life of discipleship and the values of a successful event-driven model of church life are often opposites.


            In contrast, this question is far simpler for a Protestant Catholic church: If the church exists to preach the Gospel, perform the Sacraments, and aid people in lives of Christian discipleship, then it accomplishes that purpose simply by doing those things. In practice it isn’t quite that easy or simple because actually doing all of those things is immensely difficult. But also the difficulty should be seen not as proof that something isn’t working and needs to be changed, but rather as being itself part of the means that God uses to call people to himself. When Protestant Catholic churches find that it is difficult to do those things, it should drive them to prayer and greater dependence on God, which will over time both help grow that church in its devotion to scripture and the sacraments and mature it in its life of Christian discipleship.


            To use a potentially crass illustration, the attractional model largely terminates on the maxim that “the customer is always right.” This is why the attractional model has the problems that it does: The demands of the customer are hard to know, constantly changing, and hard to fulfill. In contrast, the Protestant Catholic model says that we are not dealing with “customers” at all, but rather with human beings who need to know Jesus and our only task is to call them to Jesus using the means Jesus gave us for doing that—which are preaching, the sacraments, and the formed life of a Christian community bound together in love and care for one another.


            This means that whereas the attractional model is inherently reactive, the Protestant Catholic approach is active and can be defined on its own terms.


            What is the Role of Non-Ordained or Non-Staff People in the Church on Sundays?


            In an attractional model, the participants in a Sunday service are the volunteers and staff producing the service. Everyone else present at the service is part of the audience.


            In contrast, a Protestant Catholic Sunday gathering presupposes that everyone there is an active part of what is happening because everyone present has the same needs that, ultimately, have the same solution. There are differences in roles or responsibilities, to be sure, but what matters most is not the experience that staff and volunteers produce for the audience but, instead, how everyone in the service is called to repent, believe the Gospel, and follow Jesus.


            What Practices are Part of a Church Service?


            For attractional churches, the Sunday morning gathering retains singing and preaching from more traditional liturgies, but both are refashioned in order to achieve the experiential and relevance goals they set for themselves. Other aspects of the liturgy are set aside, either due to concerns with the length of the service, which they seek to keep relatively short, or because they are not easily fit into the dominant paradigm. So the Lord’s Supper is a less frequent practice and other practices, such as a corporate confession of sin or a benediction, are almost entirely absent.


            In contrast, Protestant Catholic churches view the liturgy itself as being formational for the community, as a tool to help guide people toward Christ through making the ordinary means of grace more accessible and sensible. So the service begins with a Call to Worship as a way to help everyone remember what is happening and why and to call the entire community together for a shared action. The service will also include readings from Scripture, a corporate confession of sin and either assurance of pardon or absolution, depending on the specific theological commitments of the congregation, regular practice of the Lord’s Supper, and a departing benediction, which completes the act begun in the Call to Worship. What all of this does is it helps people hear God’s Word in a variety of ways, to actively participate in the service as they respond to the Call to Worship, kneel during the confession, receive the Eucharistic elements, and receive the benediction as the service ends, sending them out into the world as followers of Jesus bound to different patterns of life than the world around them, which they have been equipped to follow through all that happens in the service.


            Put another way, the Protestant Catholic approach simply takes for granted the fact that God is at work. They do not need specific methods or techniques to draw people to church, but simply need to trust God to do what he will through the means he has given us—and it is simply our job to avail ourselves of those means and make his Word accessible to everyone.


            This is not a passive approach to church life because it still places a great deal of weight on the clarity of the Word, particularly through the sermon and the songs that are sung, and it requires ministers to walk congregations through these shared practices. But also this means that the shape of the church’s life is not contingent on the unique talent of a single person, nor is it existing in a constant state of reacting to new market research or consumer demand.

          Core Values

            
            

            Another way of defining Protestant Catholicity is to talk about core values of Protestant Catholicity set against the core values of an attractional model.


            Retrieval > Innovation


            Protestant Catholics have a bias toward retrieving the riches left to us by our fathers and mothers in the faith. This is not because they regard the past as sacrosanct or because they think needs or challenges never change nor is it because they think one can simply repristinate the past, as if one retrieves a healthier past moment by taking a box off a shelf and opening it and experiencing an ideal form of church life. Times and cultures change and that does present new challenges to God’s people.


            However, the assumption that Protestant Catholics work from is that God’s Word does not change, the ordinary means of grace do not change, and so ultimately all missiological challenges are met with these tools. The theological convictions that define the movement are fixed. What can change are certain methodological approaches: Protestant Catholic churches might use a praise band or a choir for worship. The pastor might preach in some kind of clerical vestment or in something less formal. The Lord’s Supper might be served via passing a tray or the congregants might walk toward a table to receive. Churches might adopt any number of approaches to supporting one another in Christian discipleship. Methods can flex, but the core theological commitments remain fixed. Protestant Catholics, in the words of Kevin Vanhoozer, seek to retrieve the riches of the church’s past creatively in order to live forward faithfully.


            All of this is a contrast to attractional models, which tend to favor innovation and creativity and often have an indifferent or even hostile relationship to past practices of the church.


            Meditation > Entertainment


            Protestant Catholics value the formation that comes through sustained meditation, privately and corporately, on the truths of Scripture, aided by the preached Word, congregational singing, and private and corporate prayer together. The Sunday morning service is pervasively participational rather than being largely passive as for the congregation attending Sunday services in a more attractional congregation.


            Additionally, part of the service that the community participates in together are moments of silence, prayer, and reflection—a shared corporate confession of sin, including a time of silent confession before God, times of prayer and listening to the words of Scripture throughout the service, and even something as simple as a pause at the beginning of the service not in order to make announcements or catch people’s attention somehow, but to call people collectively to attend to God, to enter into the truth of shared Christian worship in the church, which is a conversation between God and his people. When services presuppose that people will only engage with truth if it is presented to them in a sufficiently loud, sweetened, or “relevant” package, it becomes easy for anything meditative to be eliminated from worship because it is too demanding. And so things like the confession of sin, longer scripture readings, and a more pensive call to worship are all brushed aside in favor of “market-tested” practices that sacrifice depth for momentary and passing attention.


            We want to oppose the liturgical trends that trivialize and diminish Christian worship and, instead, call churches back to a genuine encounter with the holy God, the sort of encounter that is inherently defined by a certain posture that is not the posture of a consumer.


            Discipleship > Programs


            Finally, while attractional models for church tend to emphasize programming and events—usually aimed at specific demographic groups within the church—a Protestant Catholic congregation seeks to pursue lives of Christian discipleship collectively through common practices that unite the entire congregation rather than programming that divides them. They presuppose that what unites all people—our need to repent of our sins, believe the Gospel, and follow Christ each day as he calls us to in Scripture—is of greater importance than the various things that divide us and separate us.


            There is also a deeper application here as well: Program-driven churches tend to treat communal life as a thing that gets scheduled alongside other obligations and responsibilities. So the church’s practice of “community” is achieved through youth group events, small groups, etc. Sometimes such programs are necessary, of course, as a starting point for helping people become friends and establishing patterns of conversation and care that undergird any healthy common life. But if the communal life of a church never moves beyond that, something has failed. The shared life of Christian discipleship that ought to exist within churches is not a thing that can be reduced to items one sends a Calendar invitation for. It consists, rather, in practices of personal expressions of care. It means doing things like sending a text message to someone to ask how they are doing because you know their child was sick or a loved one recently died or offering to watch someone’s children for the evening so they can get out of the house with their spouse for unhurried time together.


            So many of the underlying problems we face today are that we live lives governed by schedules and calendars and bulleted lists and amidst such a life there is little room for depth of any kind or the forming of bonds of friendship and fellowship amongst people. We skip from event to event, obligation to obligation. If churches offer nothing more than their own version of this life—small groups and youth group outings existing alongside work meetings, youth sports events, and so on, then it is probably going to be difficult for deep discipleship and formation to happen, simply because our spiritual lives will have the same surface-level quality as everything else we do. Churches seeking to practice Protestant Catholicity will find ways to pursue depth rather than program-driven busyness.
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            Solidarity conservatism begins with two presuppositions:


            First, no human being can live entirely on their own.


            Second, these relationships are healthiest and work best when they exist in communities governed not by partiality and personal preference, but by a fixed and shared rule of law that ensures that everyone is bound by the same standard. Ultimately, this means submission to God’s law, but in practice what this will often mean is submission to civil laws and the laws of nature.


            The enemies of solidarity conservatism are individualism and arbitrary power.

          The Purpose of Politics

            

            All of us are defined by a variety of needs that we are unable to fulfill entirely on our own.


            We cannot but live in some form of community simply because we are human creatures who need to eat, who need water, who need shelter, who need clothing, and who need some form of livelihood. All of these realities push us toward community of some kind. The purpose of politics is to shape these unavoidable and necessary relationships in ways that make them mutually beneficial and delightful for everyone involved.


            This means that solidarity conservatives do not see weakness, contingency, and vulnerability as abnormal or as a sign of failure. All of us live our whole lives with certain degrees of dependence. Additionally, all of us will experience at least one period of acute dependence and virtually all of us will experience two such periods: the beginning and end of our lives. Everyone enters adulthood only after many years of living entirely dependent on one’s parents or caregivers. Everyone who dies of natural causes is highly likely to pass through another period of high dependence as their health declines and fails. Dependence is a normal part of the human experience.


            Any political vision that views such vulnerability as abnormal or as a problem to be “solved” is, in this respect, inhumane and even cruel.


            Significantly, this means that solidarity conservatism is deliberately under-determined on matters of policy. This is not a policy program to advance specific legislative proposals or laws. It is, rather, an overall philosophy of common life aimed at producing a stable and lawful social order in which all human beings can flourish and thrive, regardless of individual capacities. Specifically, there are three doctrinal commitments that define the solidarity conservative philosophy. Those commitments are “solidarity,” “subsidiarity,” and “sphere sovereignty.”


            Solidarity


            Solidarity refers to a conscientious awareness of our mutual interdependence on one another, and acting for the good of our neighbor in light of the fact that we are both mutually needy and dependent. It is founded on the belief that each human being is a person, made in the divine image and therefore possessing qualities and capacities that demand certain responses from us as their neighbors.


            Viewed from above, solidarity teaches us that my neighbor is not a kind of worker drone or raw material that I can use and exploit for my own purposes. Rather, he is a human person who calls forth from me a response of care and support as he seeks to live a worthy life in the world. Viewed from below, solidarity reminds us that each person possesses agency and is not made for a life of passivity, but is instead made to serve and love neighbor, according to whatever capacities God has given them.


            Solidarity, in other words, is an active laboring for the common good founded on the principle that interdependence is the ordinary human condition and the mutual recognition and addressing of one another’s needs best fits us to love and serve our neighbor. Pope St. John Paul II explained the concept and significance well when he wrote that,


            
              In a world divided and beset by every type of conflict, the conviction is growing of a radical interdependence and consequently of the need for a solidarity which will take up interdependence and transfer it to the moral plane. Today perhaps more than in the past, people are realizing that they are linked together by a common destiny, which is to be constructed together, if catastrophe for all is to be avoided. From the depth of anguish, fear and escapist phenomena like drugs, typical of the contemporary world, the idea is slowly emerging that the good to which we are all called and the happiness to which we aspire cannot be obtained without an effort and commitment on the part of all, nobody excluded, and the consequent renouncing of personal selfishness.

            


            Solidarity also flows from the idea that the goods we enjoy in this world are not intended only for some people to enjoy, but are actually intended for all people to enjoy. It follows from this that all human beings have a right to necessary human goods like food and shelter. In this way, solidarity not only names a relational reality, that my neighbor and I are linked through mutually shared needs and dependencies, but it also provides guidance in an existential way as I seek to follow God in the world. Since it is true that I am bound to my neighbor through relationships of mutual need and dependence, it follows that I will treat my neighbor in this way rather than that way.


            In this respect, we can say that any political theology which fails to recognize the solidarity of all peoples and the universal destination of goods, which means that everything God made in the world is meant for the sustenance of all people, is not an authentically Christian political theology, regardless of whatever claims or protestations it might make otherwise. The greatest commandment is to love the Lord with all our heart, soul, and mind and the second is like it: to love our neighbor as ourselves. Any political theology that does not recognize the intrinsic connections we have to our neighbors on this basis fails to uphold Christianity’s greatest commandments.


            That being said, the point of solidarity is not to dissolve all human persons, in all their particularity and rootedness relationally and culturally, into a single impersonal mass. Solidarity names the basic human condition. But we need more than solidarity alone to comprehend our political lives and the responsibilities we owe to our neighbors.


            Subsidiarity


            The second key principle of solidarity conservatism is subsidiarity. It is the idea that any social or political problem should be solved by the smallest and most local body able to address it. Crucially, subsidiarity is not equivalent to localism, which is the belief that politics should be ordered purely toward the small and local and that large scale, national endeavors are inherently problematic. Subsidiarity, in contrast, recognizes that some things—large-scale infrastructure and national security are two obvious examples—cannot be adequately managed by a neighborhood board or city council. Subsidiarity recognizes a licit role for national government. It simply seeks to ensure that larger, national authorities are not doing tasks best left to smaller, more local groups.


            The reasons that the principle of subsidiarity is so important are numerous and mostly unsurprising. A large part of solving any problem is possessing the adequate knowledge, context, and connection to the problem to understand how it is best solved. Typically, the people or groups possessing that knowledge will be smaller and closer to the problem. So subsidiarity matters simply in terms of having actually competent good governance because it helps us identify the people most competent to address a problem.


            Subsidiarity also matters because it creates a sense of agency in individuals and small communities. It is easy in a world dominated and defined by large tech firms to assume that many of us lack any genuine agency or ability to create positive change within a community or place. Subsidiarity helps us recognize that that is not actually true. We can and should act in specific ways where we can in order to advance the good of our neighbor and serve the common good. Often this can be through quite simple and ordinary means, like involving yourself in your neighborhood association or a faith-based outreach program or simply volunteering in a neighborhood school. Subsidiarity presupposes that we need healthy, small, hyper-local communities, but too often those are the forms of common life most neglected. Christians can and should lead the way here in modeling healthy local community involvement.


            Sphere Sovereignty


            A principle that is in many ways parallel to subsidiarity while remaining distinct is that of ‘sphere sovereignty.’ Whereas subsidiarity is a principle most closely associated with Catholic Social Teaching, sphere sovereignty comes down to us from the Dutch Calvinists of the late 19th and early 20th century.


            Whereas subsidiarity conceives of society in a more hierarchical way, sphere sovereignty imagines it more as a web inter-connected “spheres,” each of which has its own domain over which it is sovereign. So while subsidiarity tends to think in terms of place and proximity, sphere sovereignty is centered more on essences, one might say: It recognizes there are social tasks proper to families which are distinct from those tasks proper to the government or those proper to the church or those proper to the market or organized labor.


            While these two principles are often treated as belonging to separate social doctrines, it is better to see them as approaching the social problem from different angles. Subsidiarity, coming out of the Roman tradition, is more comfortable thinking in hierarchical terms, beginning with the smallest and most local and working upward. There are many benefits that come from analyzing social problems in these terms, particularly in a democratic republic which depends on healthy citizens and local communities to function well. That said, locality is not the only relevant question when assessing how a particular social problem should be best addressed. This is why sphere sovereignty is also helpful. It helps us by reminding us that we not only need to think in terms of scale, but in terms of domains—work proper to a local church is distinct from work proper to a family, and for reasons that are not really about scale or size, but due to the nature of those communities.


            Most of all, if you can draw together both subsidiarity and sphere sovereignty, you have a robust protection against totalitarianism that still preserves genuine connection and common endeavors.


            Conclusion


            When stacked together, what these three principles do is provide us with a framework for understanding our political lives. At the bottom of everything is the principle of solidarity, which reminds us of our common humanity, our shared experiences of dependency and contingency, and our shared need for both law and mercy.


            With that foundation in place, subsidiarity and sphere sovereignty equip us with tools to analyze specific social problems we confront, allowing us to make distinctions and identify the various and distinct responsibilities that different communities have for different social challenges.


            In what follows, we want to develop the commitments that this political vision requires of us in order to endure.

          How Politics Work Best

            

            Presence


            One of the temptations we all face in our political lives, and which is especially strong in a moment of low trust and low connection, is to withdraw from common political life. The difficulty this creates is that one cannot really live one’s way out of dependency.


            We can’t live without having relationships to others—we eat food we did not grow, wear clothes we did not make, work on machines we did not assemble made from materials we did not mine. You can’t ultimately withdraw yourself completely from your neighbors because you need them.


            So a key commitment of solidarity conservatism is a commitment to sustained presence in public life wherever God calls us—whether that’s in professional associations related to one’s job, to local government, or simply being a committed patron of neighborhood shops and having relationships with local business owners. Obviously for Christians this commitment requires engagement in local churches as well.


            What this means is that solidarity conservatives will have a strong bias toward maintaining strong social bonds to their fellow members of whatever civic projects they belong to—be that a business, a neighborhood, a city, or, ultimately, a republic.


            Doing this well is a challenge, of course, because it is immensely easy to so value presence that you lose your distinctiveness as a Christian. But the biblical pattern, which we see in Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles in Jeremiah 29, and continue to see over and over in the New Testament, is that God calls his people to be present without conforming. The late Tim Keller spoke on this at length in his final public message, calling it “living on the razor’s edge.” Here is how he described it:


            
              The Babylonians took the Jews to Babylon in order to destroy their culture to destroy their faith. They assumed that if they moved into the city they would assimilate and their children or certainly their grandchildren would worship the Babylonian Gods and just lose their identity as Israel, as the people of God. There were people (in Israel) who said, “okay we don’t want that to happen so when we get to Babylon because we’ve been taken there by force let’s stay outside so we can keep our identity.” And the Lord says to them, “I want you to move into the city but I want you to keep your identity. I want you to increase your numbers and keep your faith. But at the same time I want you to engage. I want you to seek (Babylon’s) peace and prosperity I want you to pray to the Lord for it. I want you to love it. That’s the razor’s edge. Engage, and at the same time, be different. Don’t assimilate and just pick up all the views of the culture, but don’t stay out, (try to) keep your skirts clean, and denounce everybody. No. Live on the razor’s edge.

            


            The fact that God has to tell his people that in Jeremiah and that the issue pops up again multiple times in the New Testament should tell us something. Specifically, it should tell us that this is hard to do and that we will be tempted, like our fathers and mothers before us, to either withdraw or to conform in sinful ways. But the call that God gives us in Scripture is to both engage and be holy. And what God commands he also enables us to do. So as we avail ourselves of the Holy Spirit, the Church, Scripture, the Sacraments, Prayer, and all the rest, we are equipped to both remain distinct and to be robustly present in the lives of our communities, including but not limited to the local church.


            Persuasion


            Related to the work of presence is the work of persuasion.


            To begin, when we talk about “persuasion” we do not actually mean some kind of embrace of some form of “public reason” in the more recent liberal use of the term. In that understanding of “persuasion” anyone engaged in public persuasion is required to make their arguments using only presuppositions that are shared by everyone in the community. This is the way that the great liberal theorist John Rawls defined “public reason” and it has shaped the way many of us think about public life.


            The problem with this frame is that it essentially forces all the members of a society to search for a lowest common denominator in order to ground their life together. And this does two things that are destructive of our political lives: First, it makes our politics more brittle because in deeply pluralistic societies it is quite difficult to find shared presuppositions that unify everyone and whatever those presuppositions are they tend to be radically under-determined, such that it is very hard for us to actually act in a unified way on the basis of that presupposition. For example, you could easily get the vast majority of people in America to agree that we should treat children well because children are valuable. But that presupposition in itself offers very little help in moving forward as a common political society. We need something more defined and focused, otherwise we either end up doing virtually nothing because that’s all we can agree on or we end up locked into power struggles to establish whose policy proposals built off that lowest common denominator will actually get implemented.


            There is a second problem too: most of the things we believe in most deeply and care about most are built on presuppositions that I may not share with some or even many of my neighbors. And if I am not allowed to bring those beliefs or values into public life because they cannot pass the “public reason” test, then it also makes political life alienating for most of us because it feels like a domain where we must somehow be less human than we really are, where our most treasured beliefs are not allowed. This is especially alienating for religious people, whose entire belief systems about the good life are likely to be bound up with their religious faith. So to tell them in particular they aren’t allowed to make public arguments based on those beliefs is essentially to tell them that they live in a political system that does not have room for their deeply held beliefs. This has had predictable consequences for our politics, as many religious people have come to believe that liberal democracy is intolerant of their religion, which encourages them to either withdraw from democratic life or to seek to destroy it.


            Instead, what we mean by persuasion is simply this: Each of us is free to make public arguments and claims on the basis of our genuine and deeply held beliefs and we all agree to grant one another the dignity of a fair hearing and argument over their claims. But we also will seek to make compromises for the sake of our life together and will agree to not dominate one another.


            This work is difficult, of course, but it is not hard to wonder how the past 20 years of our politics might look different if both parties adopted minimal commitments of anti-domination and sincere attempts at persuasion and a willingness to maintain political society through compromise amidst deep differences.


            There is one other vital part of persuasion as a public practice. Persuasion begins with the assumption that we share common sources of authority and common desires that both of us can make an appeal to amidst disagreement and which can offer something like an impartial judge to help resolve our conflict. For conservatives, this “something” is the rule of law.


            Thus solidarity conservatism at its heart is deeply hostile and opposed to arbitrary power. The reasons why are many: In the first place, arbitrary power is not only frequently unjust, but it is also unaccountable, which makes it virtually impossible to resolve the conflicts that arbitrary power generates, save through the application of more and different arbitrary power. The preservation of trust between neighbors as well as the preservation of liberal democratic society requires that we have a shared commitment to the rule of law, that constrains all parties and commits us to a shared way of life as citizens bound together under the rule of law within a democratic civic project aiming at the good of all its members.


            Preservation


            Finally, solidarity conservatism is built on the idea that it is easier to tear down than to build up. Solidarity conservatism is a movement that seeks first and foremost to preserve what is good and to ensure that what we have which is currently good can continue on in that course. Conservatism, for solidarity conservatives, is not about being committed to certain political policies, but rather to certain political principles and postures.


            An illustration might be helpful: Years ago I (Jake) spoke to a seminary professor friend about his work as a professor. I had observed that his institution seemed to be thriving and healthy and asked him how it had become so. One of the first things he said to me is “we have a zero tolerance policy for caricatures.”


            What he meant is that he and his colleagues at the institution did not believe their job was simply to download the right answers to a hypothetical theology quiz into the heads of their students. Certainly, they wanted their students to affirm certain theological doctrines. But how they arrived at that affirmation was in many ways just as important as the affirmation itself. One can, after all, reach the “correct” conclusion in any number of ways—many of which are not actually good in a pastor. Having a sustainable and healthy process for reasoning theologically was far more valuable than simply learning to recite the “correct” answers.


            “If we have a student turn in a paper that endorses all the right positions but they get there by caricaturing the people they are reading or through bad reasoning, we’ll fail them,” he told me.


            A similar principle binds the work of solidarity conservatives. Solidarity conservatives are not content to simply achieve the right end; they want to get there via the correct means as well. They do this because they know that principled, fixed means are a sure guide to healthy ends, but an approach that is indifferent to means can lead one to quite dark places over time. So solidarity conservatives seek not only to advance the good, but to preserve what already is good.


            What is meant here by “the good”? Obviously our ultimate good is to know and love God and be united to him through Christ. But we can also speak of subservient goods of various sorts that relate to our temporal existence in the world today: the good of family, of meaningful work, of a home, of friendship, and so on. A healthy society is one in which people are enabled and encouraged to pursue these various temporal goods.


            In her book The Need for Roots, Simone Weil argues that the most basic human need is order, and by order she means a structure of life in which our various obligations are mutually reinforcing and serve one another, rather than being in competition with one another. “Order,” understood this way means that my ability to fulfill my obligations to my spouse or children is not undermined by my obligation to work, my obligation to my parents or my friends, and so on. When the good and natural obligations proper to any human are pitted against each other, such that one cannot be fulfilled without doing harm to the other, the human in that position suffers. Regarded this way, one could say that solidarity conservatives work for “order,” so that all of us can fulfill our many obligations in ways that serve and build up our neighbors rather than placing us in competition with our neighbors.


            What does this mean practically? Well, it presupposes the other practices already described: Solidarity conservatives can persist in the works of presence, persuasion, and patient endurance because their commitment to preservation undergirds the entire project.


            Patient Endurance


            A final commitment of solidarity conservatism follows from the first: Solidarity conservatism values patient endurance of difference. This is because solidarity conservatism recognizes that we live amongst human creatures who are slow to change and that we ourselves are fallible, finite, and thus prone to error. These insights compel us toward mercy, toward the withholding of certain judgments or punishments because we recognize that in every public dispute the options before us are not simply that one side or another wins, but that both sides seek together to find a way of patiently enduring together amidst difference. This is because sometimes patient endurance is actually the best course because the problem presenting itself to us is, at least in the moment, deeply complex. The work of “solving” that problem would, therefore, likely cause greater harm than the problem itself is already causing. Put another way, solidarity conservatism is built on the recognition that all of us live by what Wendell Berry calls “the way of ignorance” and for this reason it is sometimes wisest and best not to act to “fix” a problem, but instead to patiently endure that problem as we seek greater understanding of it and clearer wisdom in how best to respond to it.


            Conclusion


            As Christians (and as Augustinians!) we recognize that all utopian projects are inherently doomed. There are two reasons for this.


            First, we recognize that our attempts to create perfection often do greater harm than is done through the slower, more patient work of advancing justice through persuasion and patient endurance amidst the struggles of common civil life. Second, we recognize that ultimately we cannot lay hold of our greatest goods and desires in this life. Because we are made to know God and our deepest desire and need is to know him, our deepest goods cannot be obtained through political means or even obtained in this temporal life. They can only be realized in the world to come, when we shall see God as he is.


            That being said, this reality is not a call to quietism or to withdrawal or to civic indifference. Rather, it is a frame that should guide us as we pursue the forms of life that Christianity teaches us are best—toward the life of families, toward justice for the poor and the widow and the orphan and the sojourner, toward neighborly love and affection, and toward the flourishing of neighborhoods and churches and the advancing of good work.


            The goal of solidarity conservatism, then, is not the creation of utopia, but the cultivation of civic society in which it is easier to be good, in which the commands of God are heard and obeyed, and the nature of the human person is understood, received, and honored.

          
