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For my wife Jennifer and our children Abigail and William. I hope the world will be a better place for you.






INTRODUCTION

In 2008, I was asked to contribute to an anthology called Dispatches From The Religious Left. I immediately set about detailing the demographic, organizational, philosophical and theological differences between the Religious Right and the Religious Left—and between the lower case elements of the religious left. I plotted out a detailed examination of these qualities, using public opinion surveys, voting data, organizational charts and religious history.

Two and a quarter pages and nine footnotes into the project, I was hopelessly bogged down.

For the record, I still believe there’s value in a thorough sociological examination of the Religious Left and what makes it unique. Mercifully, however, what needs to be said for our present purposes is simple.

What the Religious Left is doing is not working.

The Religious Left—both upper and lower case—is bedeviled by a number of problems, if you’ll excuse the phrase. What follows are several points of bedevilment—and some thoughts about a way the way out. Many if not most of these points boil down to two persistent issues. First, there is an inability or an unwillingness to speak a word of judgment in the political realm, as progressive religious folks have been schooled too well in reconciliation and engagement with leaders. Second, there is an equal inability or unwillingness to think imaginatively about faith and the public square, with too great  a willingness to accept current realities as immutable.

To a certain extent, these problems are the logical result of certain characteristics of the religious left, which is far too varied and complex a movement to speak with one voice. The religious left is made up of congregations, denominational offices from local to national levels, other religious representatives, ecumenical and interfaith organizations, social-justice and peace activists, single-issue groups, Washington insiders, Democratic Party outreach initiatives, seminaries, institutes and bloggers. None of these groups work the same way, or on precisely the same concerns. And where secular progressives have to deal with political and strategic differences, religious liberals also have to factor in theological and ecclesiastical gaps. In many ways, this diversity is also a core strength, but such diversity also requires a common, coherent, strategic vision. Currently, the religious left does not have one.

Things have improved since Faith in Public Life, an outgrowth of the Center for American Progress, arrived on the scene in 2006. But a persistent lack of organization and funding for infrastructure across the movement leads to messaging that is diffused and ineffective. More seriously, it leads to the perception that the Religious Left doesn’t believe in much of anything. It doesn’t help that for a movement based on religious values, the Religious Left has an odd tendency to lose itself in the fog of issues.

One classic example of this tendency was a press release issued by the National Council of Churches the day before the 2004 election that called on the Bush administration to repatriate Uighur prisoners held at Guantanamo Bay. Amy Sullivan’s reaction to this release in an article for the Washington Monthly the following March was caustic, but on-target: “I have no doubt that advocacy on behalf of Chinese Muslim prisoners is a worthy cause,” she wrote. “I also have no doubt that it confirms the irrelevance of the once-powerful religious left.”1

Much of the malfeasance of the Bush administration was known before the 2004 election. A relevant religious voice would have asked  about the rush to war, Abu Ghraib, or the inexcusable immorality of the Guantanamo prison itself. The NCC chose instead to target a single, narrowly-defined issue. By not “breaking the frame” of the debate, the Religious Left has often conceded morally unacceptable situations before the fight has even begun.

The Religious Left is also split between spiritual development and political action. Progressive religion has long been uncomfortable with conflating the two, unlike its conservative counterparts. This tension, coupled with long-term membership declines, has led some Protestant denominations to withdraw from the public square. Religious front groups for right-wing political and financial interests such as the Institute for Religion and Democracy have happily encouraged this tendency with well-funded campaigns to paint the leadership of progressive churches as radical leftists, and by stoking internal denominational disputes. Despite this meddling, some denominations have embraced a liberal political or public policy identity, and of course, progressive elements are active within more conservative denominations as well. But the reality is that for many reasons—cultural, numerical and theological—the Protestant mainline and the “social Catholics” are no longer as visible as they once were.

Then there is the personal element. For many faithful progressives, ambivalence is the emotion of first resort when considering politics. Because they tend to define faith over and against the dirty, judgmental business of winning elections, such people are, unsurprisingly, reluctant to jump into the partisan shark tank. Instead, they pursue “spiritual activism,” or understand “progressive” to modify theology more than politics. Others who share the same tendency have become embittered commentators on the state of a game they refuse to play. And many maintain an uneasy line between religious and political commitments without ever being able to give their hearts undivided to either side of the equation. This conflict is particularly acute for Christians raised on sermons about loving one’s enemy or being “in the world, but not of it.”

In many ways, this is a healthy, even fruitful tension. As we shall see, one of the unique strengths the Religious Left can leverage is its moral authority, an authority that is only increased by the ability to stay out of petty political bickering. But it is equally true that the Religious Left’s claim to influence on public affairs has been withered by its general failure to address the aggression of movement conservatism. As Jeff Sharlet points out, some right-wing evangelicals don’t even consider progressive believers to be Christians. No doubt this is largely influenced by the perception that religious liberals won’t stand to testify for their beliefs. What’s more, many progressive activists without deep ties to religious communities are confused by the Religious Left’s apparent powerlessness and silence before the reactionary elements of Christianity, and harshly critical of its refusal to articulate a simple, clear and effective moral critique of conservative ideas and policies. However Christ-like it may be in its ethical approaches, as a political movement, the Religious Left is in danger of being declared neither hot nor warm—and being spit out accordingly.




A PRESCRIPTION FOR THE RELIGIOUS LEFT: POLITICAL THEOLOGY 

Ignoring the political dimension of faith in favor of spirituality without context has lost mainline churches a generation of believers. For belief to be relevant, it must demonstrate that it makes a difference in this world and the next. Whining that progressives have values, too, accomplishes nothing. It keeps alive conservative frames about amoral liberals without offering a meaningful alternative. Finally, trying to make the Democratic Party more “friendly to faith” in order to draw “persuadable” social conservatives is a waste of resources. This is likely to be a controversial assertion, as many progressives want to establish as broad a coalition as possible, and see nothing wrong with being “faith friendly.” But this strategy does not provide a positive vision, only a defensive reaction to conservative criticism.

One unworkable solution deserves a bit more scrutiny: The idea that the Religious Left can show the nation a kinder, gentler way  to do politics without partisanship. On a practical level, voters have demonstrated again and again that they want Democrats to provide a meaningful alternative to Republicans’ reactionary ideology. The progressive agenda is a popular one, while conservatism represents an ever-smaller slice of the electorate. Thus, there is no political need to compromise with a radical movement that is declining in popularity. Ethically, this seemingly principled desire to accomplish something “beyond politics” while remaining engaged with the political system rests on dubious assertions, namely that there is some divine method to “take the politics out of politics.”2 There is no such transcendent way. Until the Kingdom come, those who want to create and sustain social change are stuck with morally ambiguous involvement in the world of partisan politics. Those who want to keep their hands clean should find another hobby or withdraw from the political realm altogether.

The eagerness to heal politics also involves the perverse notion that one party should be able to drag the nation through an almost infinite variety of dirty tricks, at the end of which the other party should be reconciled to them, letting bygones be bygones. However satisfactory that might be to those raised on an ethos of turning the other cheek, it does little to establish justice. Wrongs have been done in the conservative ascendancy of the past forty years. They will need to be set right. This is not a time to cry “peace, peace” when there is no peace. This is a time to articulate a political theology. By this I mean a normative politics rooted in “a view of God and his purposes, and their relation to human action in history, even though our normative thought doesn’t derive directly from any theological premises, revealed or rationally arrived at,” to borrow a quick-and-dirty definition from the philosopher and social critic Charles Taylor.3  The Religious Left needs to put forward a simple, clear and effective moral critique not just of conservatism, but of all American life. This critique must lay out clear ethical distinctions and suggest political (but not necessarily partisan) choices to be made as a result.

A workable progressive political theology should be consistent  with broadly progressive values, yet incisive enough that it is able to establish clear responsibility for living up to those values. It must offer insight into social, cultural, economic and political problems. It is not enough to say, for example, that “fighting poverty is a moral value.” Voters must understand not only what the value is, but why it is important and who they should hold accountable if it is not upheld. In short, it must lend a standard for judging the contemporary political scene, and suggest meaningful alternatives to it.




THE POLITICAL THEOLOGY OF WALTER BRUEGGEMANN 

In a 2005 Christian Century article, the Old Testament scholar and theologian Walter Brueggemann laid out a series of nineteen theses about the Bible’s countercultural witness to our society. He discerned the presence of “scripts” in our lives: dynamic, normative stories that actualize our values in patterns of behavior, often below the threshold of consciousness. The Biblical narrative of relationship with what Brueggemann termed the “elusive, irascible God” calls these scripts into question. The God of Abraham, Isaac and Ishmael is a jealous God, and will brook no divided loyalties.4

The primary script in control of our lives, according to Brueggemann, is “the script of therapeutic, technological, consumerist militarism that permeates every dimension of our common life.” By this, he means certain acculturated assumptions about the way life should work. Brueggemann writes:I use the term therapeutic to refer to the assumption that there is a product or a treatment or a process to counteract every ache and pain and discomfort and trouble, so that life may be lived without inconvenience.

 

I use the term technological, following Jacques Ellul, to refer to the assumption that everything can be fixed and made right through human ingenuity; there is no issue so complex or so remote that it cannot be solved.

 

I say consumerist, because we live in a culture that believes that the whole world and all its resources are available to us without regard to the neighbor, that assumes more is better and that “if you want it, you need it.” Thus there is now an advertisement that says: “It is not something you don’t need; it is just that you haven’t thought of it.”

 

The militarism that pervades our society exists to protect and maintain the system and to deliver and guarantee all that is needed for therapeutic technological consumerism. This militarism occupies much of the church, much of the national budget and much of the research program of universities.





This script, says Brueggemann, promises to make us “safe and happy,” and yet has failed to do either. For our health and the health of the world, we must let it go and grasp a new one. Though his aim is to strengthen the theology of the church, not assist partisan ideology, Brueggemann describes this in straightforwardly political terms:It is clear to all but the right-wing radio talk people and the sponsoring neoconservatives that the reach of the American military in global ambition has served only to destabilize and to produce new and deep threats to our society. The charade of a national security state has left us completely vulnerable to the whim of the very enemies that our security posture has itself evoked. A by-product of such attempts at security, moreover, has served in astonishing ways to evoke acrimony in the body politic that makes our democratic decisionmaking processes nearly unworkable.

 

We are not safe, and we are not happy. The script is guaranteed to produce new depths of insecurity and new waves of  unhappiness. And in response to new depths of insecurity and new waves of unhappiness, a greater resolve arises to close the deal according to the script, which produces ever new waves and new depths.





This is a more insightful analysis of the current state of the union than anything I’ve ever read in corporate journalism. Brueggemann has sussed out the framework that underlies much of our contemporary politics, and the utter faithlessness of its premises. His critique couldn’t be simpler or more clear. Though it is not shy about evaluating moral or political stances, its targets go well beyond a single ideology to attack shared, flawed assumptions. Attempting to live life without contingency or responsibility to others is wrong and unsustainable. That, it seems to me, is the central critique progressive faith can offer.




PUTTING COUNTERSCRIPTS INTO PLAY 

In a 2008 article for The Nation, Democratic New York State Senator Eric Schneiderman described the differences between what he called transactional and transformational politics. The former is the simple and pragmatic art of securing the best possible deal given today’s circumstances, while the latter is “the work we do today to ensure that the deal we can get on gun control or immigration reform in a year—or five years, or 20 years—will be better than the deal we can get today.” Schneiderman’s description of this project seems tailor-made for the Religious Left:Transformational politics requires us to challenge the way people think about issues, opening their minds to better possibilities. It requires us to root out the assumptions about politics or economics or human nature that prevent us from embracing policies that will make our lives better.5





Questioning assumptions, imagining new possibilities, keeping  an eye on the human bottom line of public policy: this is the natural work of faithful people engaged in an ongoing ethical encounter with a dynamic God. God is still speaking indeed, and still working to recreate our world. Religious progressives should be fearless in proclaiming the social and political implications of that reality. If they can do that, they will take control of the so-called Overton Window, the spectrum of “commonly held ideas, attitudes and presumptions [that] frame what is politically possible.”6 By using the moral authority traditionally accorded to religious leaders in America, the Religious Left can influence which ideas are or are not considered acceptable in political discourse.

Perhaps the finest recent example of this was Barack Obama’s response in 2008 to fierce criticism launched against the Reverend Jeremiah Wright’s analysis of the state of contemporary race relations. Even as he rejected his pastor’s ideas, Obama accepted the legitimacy of the questions Wright raised. That single-handedly restored the issue of racial justice to public discourse for the first time in forty years. To put it in Brueggemann’s frame, Obama established a counter to the conformist script that had been running more or less unchallenged in our society since the time of Martin Luther King.

Using the idea of counterscripts to foster critical discourse in this way will allow religious progressives to work across both partisan and confessional lines, an area of major concern for this renascent movement. It also enables critiques of both Democrats and Republicans, and perhaps will even allow one day for the establishment of new coalitions based on shared values. And because it relies on shared observation rather than revelation or a single theological framework, it can hold together both secular and religious progressives.

However, make no mistake about it: Brueggemann’s biblical theses are faithful—and progressive. They do not sell out or tone down for political convenience the kind of values articulated by George Lakoff ’s Rockridge Institute: strength, safety and protection, fulfillment,  fairness, freedom, opportunity, prosperity, community, cooperation, trust, honesty and openness. But they do ask in a distinctly religious voice to what end these values are upheld and whether they are ultimate or partial goals.

Establishing accountability through counterscripts is also fairly simple. No politician will ever be able to usher in the Kingdom of God, of course, even if they were able to move the nation as a whole away from destructive scripts to healthier ways of being. But as a relative matter, evaluating the extent of their cooperation with the technological, therapeutic, consumerist, conformist and militarist scripts is almost as simple as opening the Congressional Record. In order to do this, however, we will have to lose our scruple about calling things what they truly are. Prophets who are unwilling to judge present realities against a vision of God’s possibilities are by definition unnecessary. Unfortunately, standing in judgment goes against the grain of many religious progressives. Developing a righteous anger therefore may well be the most difficult change to make, but also the most necessary.




COUNTERSCRIPTS: JUDGMENT, AMBIGUITY AND NEW GROUND 

We are not safe, and we are not happy. This frank evaluation is the starting point for any meaningful conversation about the current state of our nation. If the Religious Left wants to find relevance beyond easy slogans and “me-too-ism,” it will have to find a way to help our fellow citizens understand how to reorder their commitments in light of the scripts’ failure to perform as advertised. Otherwise, the Religious Left will be remaindered as a not-particularly-effective electoral adjunct to the centrist wing of the Democratic Party.

How might we start this conversation in a way that advances the progressive cause yet honors “a view of God and his purposes”? That, of course, is the question of questions. We will hear many answers to it in the years to come. Brueggemann for his part is explicit that his statements are not utilitarian politics but theology: Liberals tend to get so engaged in the issues of the day, urgent and important as those issues are, that we forget that behind such issues is a meta-narrative that is not about our particular social passion but about the world beyond our control. The claim of that alternative script is that there is at work among us a Truth that makes us safe, that makes us free, that makes us joyous in a way that the comfort and ease of the consumer economy cannot even imagine.





It will not be easy for religious progressives to work toward the counterscripting of our present society, for a number of reasons. Scripture guides them to build an alternative society in the countercultural world of the church, not to attempt the redemption of the public square. Moreover, the God Brueggemann has in sight is not an easy boss, nor is the textual container for his good news always user-friendly. Though the tensions between secular and religious liberals are often overstated, they do exist, and they will continue for the simple reason that their experiences and overarching goals overlap but are not identical.

Perhaps most vexing of all, the judgment of the God Walter Brueggemann knows often seems to take the form of dragging us before our ambivalence and making us face it. This is a feature, not a bug. Brueggemann writes that:One of the crucial tasks of ministry is to name the deep ambiguity that besets us, and to create a venue for waiting for God’s newness among us. This work is not to put people in crisis. The work is to name the crisis that people are already in, the crisis that evokes resistance and hostility when it is brought to the surface and named.

 

God may yet lead us anew where liberals and conservatives can disrupt the shrillness long enough to admit that variously we are frightened by alternative patterns of sexuality.  We do not want to kill all gays as the book of Leviticus teaches, but we are in fact uneasy about changes that seem so large.

 

God may yet lead us anew when conservatives and liberals can interrupt our passion for consumer goods and lower taxes long enough to admit that we believe neighbors should be cared for, even with taxes. We have a passion for social programs but are nonetheless aware of being taxed excessively, and it causes us alarm.

 

God may yet lead us so that liberals and conservatives can stop the loudness to know that the divestment that costs us nothing is too easy, whether directed at Israel or the Palestinians; the core divestment to which we are first called comes closer to our own entitlements. The Spirit has always been, for the church and beyond the church, ‘a way out of no way.’





These statements will no doubt make many progressives squirm. There are good reasons for that. Brueggemann addresses here the work of the church, not the state or the society, and the work of the church is to stay together above all else. In that it is no less political than any other venue of human activity, but it is a politics directed at a certain aim—unity—that does not always map well onto larger spheres.

Then there is the less than full-throated support for a progressive agenda, particularly on questions of sexual identity, a difficulty Brueggemann himself points out. But the essential insight seems correct: there are any number of issues where honesty compels religious progressives to admit conflicted feelings. More important, there are any number of issues where honesty compels religious progressives to challenge their self-perception as morally pure agents. It is precisely at such junctures that the search for fertile new ground,  spiritually and politically, must be launced.

Take one of Brueggemann’s examples. We might say that 9/11 has left our society ambivalent about what it means to be safe in an age of terror. However, such a statement does not require us to surrender to the belief that we must undermine our democratic liberty and the rule of law in order to erect an American security state, as the Bush administration did in the years following the September 11 attacks. At the same time, we should also confess that many of us enabled the Bush administration’s lunacy by “supporting the troops” if not actually voting for Bush and Cheney. Certainly, most Americans paid their war taxes, and all of us benefitted from the militarism it funds. Once we have admitted our moral compromises before and after September 11, 2001, we can recognize an opportunity for transformation.

The attacks on New York City, Pennsylvania and Washington D.C. should have sparked a reconsideration of an already dangerously unbalanced American security policy. That rethinking is now long overdue. Until we are able to surface and address our ambiguous desires to be kept safe and free, the reconsideration will remain undone, and we will be subject to “the charade of a national security state” in one form or another because we will not have changed the crucial assumption that the force of arms alone can keep us safe. That keeps us wedded to the morality of violence and the politics of militarism and all those things entail.

Working with such deeply embedded scripts may blunt the transactional effectiveness of the Religious Left in the short run. The movement can seldom offer a promised land, as it were, only an ongoing journey with a cranky, temperamental God and a destination that is perpetually just around the corner. There’s a reason Brueggemann speaks of where “God may yet lead us.” An honest faith demands that we admit that we have no idea where exactly God is directing us. After all, we’ve never been there before.

Again, this will be distressing for those who look to progressive faith to provide an electoral counterweight to the right-wing—and  centrist—idolatry of power. They no doubt will want to know what religious believers can contribute today toward securing the immediate electoral or governmental fortunes of the progressive movement. There’s no reason they shouldn’t. Politics as it is currently worked is a short-range, bottom-line oriented business. If you can’t deliver money or votes, then you have no power. The Religious Right is able to bring both to the table; therefore they still have considerable power. But I hope that what I have been able to demonstrate is that transactional politics is not the calling of progressive religious. Instead, the main function of the Religious Left is to ask the questions, not line up behind the answers. Where the Religious Right has been the cash machine and ground troops for the conservative movement, the Religious Left can and should be the engine for transformational  progressive politics. And where religious conservatives have been the stout defenders of everything that is clear and solid and unchanging, religious liberals are the “astronauts of inner space,” relentlessly pushing through uncertainty toward newer, higher ground. Thus, it ought to be taken as a good sign when that drive “evokes resistance and hostility” and charges of judgmentalism. It means progress is being made.

It may be helpful here to recall the old joke that says the purpose of good preaching ought to be to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. I think that goes in spades for the Religious Left. The movement is, and always have been, a ragged, disputatious lot following a ragged, disputatious narrative toward an irascible, hidden God. What has worked for it hasn’t been a comfortable groove but affliction and an inborn, restless stubbornness that forever keeps it on the move. Progressive faith has been generative not in its support for established powers or settled narratives but in its eternal, persistent, damnably disruptive questioning of the seemingly self-evident way things must be. Religious liberals are meant to be gadflies in the service of the Lord, asking through political theologies difficult questions about what truly makes us safe, what truly makes us happy, and where it is that the mystery and promise of God is leading us.

So I offer the following chapters not as an agenda, but as illustrations of how counterscripts can be used to ask the necessary questions. I have borrowed the scripts Dr. Brueggemann names to scaffold my book, but really they are points of departure, not rigid definitions. As Brueggemann himself says, there are many other scripts that could and perhaps should be named. And while I have tried to understand and reflect Brueggemann’s take on each one, I cannot guarantee that our analyses are exactly in sync.

Another qualification is in order. Though I consider political and policy options, finding the optimal outcomes for each is not the ultimate goal of this book. Rather, following Brueggemann’s work in  The Prophetic Imagination (discussed in more detail with the Consumerist script), I have tried to point the way toward a critical but imaginative discourse. Readers looking for the keys to more effective, short-term transactional politics will find themselves frustrated. I cannot tell Democrats how to win midterm congressional election cycles, nor am I particularly interested in doing so.

One last thing before we summarize the chapters: in my experience, political theology tends to provoke a lot of anxiety from secular readers. They often wonder what role religious belief should play in the public square. They ask: Why should public policy require God’s blessing? How can you argue facts against dogma? Shouldn’t we do the right thing whether or not God commands it? These are all vital questions, and I share many of the concerns secular people have about the way religious authority is used to drive political ends in our society. However, they are not questions germane to the present subject. I intend this book to sharpen the ways religious people—particularly Christians, for I speak out of my own tradition—think about what their faith has to say about the common life of the nation. It is meant as an invitation to reflect upon politics and to imagine new ways of doing and being. If I seem to speak ex cathedra at some times, I beg my readers’ forgiveness, particularly the secular ones. Nothing here is meant to announce God’s commandment. I’m not qualified for that!

The normative aspects of this political theology are only so if you agree with my “view of God and his purposes.” If you do not, then I invite you to listen in and see if you might overhear something of the gospel, to paraphrase Fred Craddock. Perhaps we might imagine together a better future for our nation, even if we don’t agree on how it is we will get there.

 

The book breaks down into three uneven sections, each of which contains a current topic in politics and pairs it with one of Brueggemann’s scripts. The first part of the book looks at abortion and how it has developed as a political cause in recent years. I have tried to provide substantial background on abortion opinion in the United States., as well as how the conversation about abortion has been used—and often misused—to advance a certain vision of the Religious Left as it evolved after 2004. In particular, I look at the “common ground” strategy on abortion, the “culture war” that surrounds it, and the violence that has been used against reproductive service providers. I suggest that the abortion controversy is a proxy war for the place of women in American society, and conclude that a proper understanding of the therapeutic script challenges us to consider how our use of medical technology reflects the distribution of power in our society.

The next section concerns the collapse of the world economy that began in 2007 and has only recently begun to ease. It traces the roots of the “rigged game” that has left so many average workers feeling helpless before an oppressive economic machine, the systemic corruption in the financial sector that made the economic crisis almost inevitable and the continuing aftermath. This section considers two of Brueggemann’s scripts—the Consumerist and the Technological—to bring into view the temptations that led us into the crisis, and the temptations that will have to be avoided in order for us to be led out of it. I propose engaging a process of criticizing the economy, delegitimizing its current structures, drawing contrasts, confronting the ambivalence provoked by the economy and  lamenting the real sorrows it causes, seeking new energy and new beginnings and finally finding amazement and cause for praise in God’s new possibilities.

The final part of the book takes up American use of torture during the Global War on Terror, both against “enemy combatants” and against battlefield prisoners captured in Iraq and Afghanistan. The torture regime points to flaws in the project of American military might and its goal of establishing security through the use of force. I argue that torture ought to elicit a response from religious progressives that goes beyond human-rights sloganeering to proclaiming an alternative witness to the military machine itself, with the aim of removing the social approval of militarism. This is a daunting task that will require religious people to rework their own communities before they can hope to affect the larger society.

In the end, it is all daunting. Meaningful change will come to our nation slowly and fitfully, if it comes at all. But as I argue, religious progressives are not called to provide the answers to America’s problems. They—we—are called, rather, to ask the questions and to move into the newness we have been promised. To journey with trust in God and reciprocity for our fellow citizens is not an easy calling. But it is the faith we know, and most days, with God’s help, it will do. I would suggest that any group that purports to call itself the Religious Left start there and work its way forward, slowly, tentatively, and with one eye always set firmly on where God may yet lead us.






1. THE THERAPEUTIC SCRIPT: ABORTION

“I want to underwrite what I call the Tonto Principle of Chris- tian Ethics. The Tonto Principle is based on the Lone Ranger and Tonto finding themselves surrounded by 20,000 Sioux. The Lone Ranger turns to Tonto and says, “What do you think we ought to do, Tonto. Tonto replies, “What do you mean we, white man?” We Christians have thought that when we address the issue of abortion and when we say “we,” we are talking about anybody who is a good, decent American. But that is not who “we” Christians are. If any issue is going to help us discover that, it is going to be the issue of abortion.”

—Stanley Hauerwas1

 

Christians find themselves in an impossible situation in a liberal democracy. On one hand, they must be the church, faithful to their own standards and beliefs. But they also must be more than the church: they must be citizens, mindful of the beliefs and practices of the many, whose moral standards may be aligned outside of or even in opposition to those of the church.

Even the assumption that “the church” speaks with one voice is problematic. About three-quarters of all Americans claim some degree of Christian faith, which means there are at least 225 million possible definitions of what it means to be a follower of Christ in the United States. However, reconciling the beliefs of the ultra-conservative Church of Christ with my own mostly liberal United Church of Christ is enough to make Jesus’ prayer “that they may all  be one” ( John 17:21) seem less like operating instructions than a lament over its perpetual division.

The tension between religious commitment and public responsibility is not unique to Christianity, of course. Any thoughtful, honest participant in the public square will struggle to distinguish between their core beliefs and what is right for a nation of millions. This is as true of Judaism or neo-Paganism as it is of Christianity or atheism. More difficult is to see that our ideologies—the definitional ideas of our social networks—are equally conditional. Still, when pressed, most adults can grasp that a liberal or conservative political perspective is not identical to what the nation needs.

This differentiation between belief and policy is a particular problem for American Christians, though, precisely because their religion is socially dominant. In many parts of the nation, Christian moral reasoning is assumed to be normative, much as the Lone Ranger assumes his perspective is the norm until he is disabused of this notion by Tonto. Because Christianity is so dominant, the moral discourse is often understood in terms of Christians speaking to fellow believers. That is a problem in itself. America is not now, nor has it ever been, a Christian nation, as some ideologues hold. It was not founded to advance the religion or its specific moral principles, and it has never been the sole province of a single faith. It has always been, and continues to be, a contested land.

But the imposition of a monolithic moral conversation introduces other perversions as well. As noted, it is often assumed that Christians speak with a single voice on particular social issues. Another popular assumption is that the principle of Christian unity requires believers to paper over differences at all costs, such that any divisions that do exist are suppressed “for the good of the body.” Both of these assumptions are ideological expressions designed to bolster the power of certain parties. Neither of them should seen as morally or politically neutral.

I want to take up the subject of abortion, then, as a way of understanding how unacknowledged scripts dominate American political  life. Other issues might be chosen to bring the therapeutic script into view, but the subject of abortion is definitional for both society and the Religious Left. I hope to show that despite ambiguity in who can speak for American Christians, there is far less controversy over the practice of abortion than its opponents would like it to seem, and that such controversy as exists is perpetuated by conservatives bent on rolling back reproductive rights. Likewise, to the extent that there is a “Culture War” in America today, it is a one-sided affair, with hostility and violence originating exclusively from the right wing. Thus, calls to find “middle ground” in ideas like “abortion reduction” give disproportionate strength to conservative positions. They also betray faithful values, properly understood. A truly progressive Religious Left will need to stand its ground on abortion. A truly faithful movement will need to seek hope and freedom for women beyond medicalized regulation of their bodies. Only when we understand that women must be empowered as a principled matter of justice will we be able to break new ground on this social, political and religious dead zone.




THE ABORTION CONVERSATION 

It is important to explore public opinion on abortion in some detail in order to develop a true picture of the political dimensions of the issue. In the past thirty years, Americans’ views on the subject have been remarkably stable: A thin majority supports relatively unhindered abortion rights, a super-majority endorses it in the case of rape, incest or to preserve the mother’s life, and a small but vocal minority opposes it altogether.

The National Election Survey has tracked attitudes toward abortion since 1980. In that time, the number of Americans who believe abortion should be “a matter of personal choice” has hovered around 40%, while those who believe it “should never be permitted” has shown a modest increase, from 10% of respondents in 1980 to 15% in 2008. A “mushy middle ground” approves of legalized abortion in more or less restrictive circumstances: around 30% say “yes”  in the case of rape or incest, and about 20% agree to a needs-tested standard. Other surveys return similar results. According to the General Social Survey, 90% of Americans approve of abortion if the mother’s health is in danger, while about 80% agree that abortion is justified in the case of rape or birth defects. Lower numbers—in the mid-40’s—say the same thing if the woman is single, does not want or cannot afford more children, or for other, unspecified reasons. In 2008, only 10% of respondents thought that abortion should be illegal under any circumstances.2

The Pew Charitable Trust tracked opinion on abortion from July 1995 to August 2008, asking respondents if abortion should be always legal, mostly legal, mostly illegal, or always illegal. Their results, despite swings in either direction, ended up almost the same as when they began. In 1995, 59% believed abortion should be legal, and 40% believed it should be illegal. In 2008, the proportions were 54% to 41%.

These myriad survey results illustrate the ambiguous nature of the abortion divide. While most Americans express a desire for a “middle ground” on abortion, when push comes to shove, the majority goes with a “pro-choice” position: abortion should available with few, if any, restrictions. A super-majority endorses some exceptions. Only a tiny but persistent minority believes that abortion should be illegal altogether. That group reverses the general trend in society. According to a Pew Forum survey, 66% of Americans believe there is room for middle ground in abortion policy. However, those who want to ban the practice believe the opposite: 66% of them say there is no room for compromise.3

Despite the best, and often successful, efforts of the Religious Right to depict Christians as uniformly anti-abortion, in reality there is a considerable range of opinion on the subject even within religious traditions. White Evangelical Protestants are typically the most opposed to legalized abortion, but according to Pew, 9% of them believe it should be always legal, and 24% think it should be mostly legal. Catholics are split right down the middle: 49% say  it should be always or mostly legal, 48% not. The religiously unaffiliated are the most accepting of abortion: almost three-quarters of them approve. Mainline Protestants are not far behind at 69%. Again, the numbers seeking an outright ban are relatively small: only 15% of white Evangelicals and Catholics, and 6% of white mainline Protestants.4

So when someone says that “we Christians” believe this or that on the subject of abortion, it is important to respond: who is we? There is simply no single, authoritative voice for Christians in the United States. Nor, on most issues, is there a single position uniting the body of Christ. In the case of abortion, however, there is a rough consensus that it should be available in one form or another.

And those who disagree with that consensus are increasingly congregating in the Republican Party. A 2007 self-study of the party, confirmed by later research, found that the GOP was becoming older, more conservative, more Protestant, and increasingly concerned with social issues. Importantly, the GOP’s so-called “moralists” were the most likely to vote on a candidate’s position on issues, rather than his or her leadership qualities. They were also far more likely—by a margin of fifty points—to disagree with the following statement:The Republican Party has spent too much time focusing on moral issues such as abortion and gay marriage and should instead be spending time focusing on economic issues such as taxes and government spending.





And by thirty points, moralists declared themselves less likely to vote for a candidate who disagreed with them on abortion, even if that candidate agreed with their position on other issues. Little wonder the survey declared that the moralists had a “laser-like focus on moral issues.”5

Two surveys released in mid-2009 might lead one to believe that the moralists’ anti-abortion focus had spread into the general population. A Gallup poll headlined “More Americans ‘Pro-Life’  Than ‘Pro-Choice’ for First Time” claimed that opinion had shifted from a 50-44 pro-choice split in 2008 to a 51-42 pro-life gap in 2009.6 A Pew survey titled “Public Takes Conservative Turn on Gun Control, Abortion” returned similar results.7 A closer look at the numbers, however, reveals that the movement was almost entirely among Republicans, particularly self-described “moderates” and “conservatives.” This is not surprising, considering the pro-life invective thrown at President Obama.8

It is worth emphasizing here that despite predictions of large swings, by and large, socially conservative voters have stuck with the Republican Party. While Obama improved on John Kerry’s performance with religious voters, he only equaled Al Gore’s 2000 numbers among generic Protestants, and actually lost ground among white evangelicals relative to Gore. This backs up the common political observation that George W. Bush had a special relationship with evangelical voters. Obama did make inroads among younger evangelicals, even though they remain both overwhelmingly Republican and overwhelmingly opposed to abortion.9

The clear picture that should emerge from recent polling on abortion is a static difference of opinion, with only those firmly opposed becoming more polarized in their views. In addition, there is not a general outcry for the question to be resolved, despite survey results showing support for middle or common ground. Abortion and other “moral values” questions routinely rank near the bottom of voters’ priorities. In recent years, open-ended questionnaires about priorities often don’t even return significant results for “abortion” or “homosexual rights.” In general, then, there is no true culture war around the issue of abortion. The vast majority of Americans want it to be available, even if they disagree on the extent to which it should be restricted.




ABORTION AND THE “CULTURE WAR” 

To the extent that there is a culture war, it is one largely fomented by a radicalized Religious Right. Frederick Clarkson points out that it was the ultra-nationalist Pat Buchanan who introduced the term  “culture war” itself to American politics in an inflammatory speech at the 1992 Republican National Convention:Buchanan’s speech epitomizes the Religious Right’s general view of the “culture war”—as a “religious war” that manifests itself on many “cultural” fronts, most urgently abortion, homosexuality (especially, now, marriage equality), education privatization, and curriculum content of the public schools. So the culture war is not simply conflict over abortion or gay marriage. It is a one sided war of aggression against the civil rights advances of women and minorities and the rights of individual conscience that we generally discuss under the rubric of religious pluralism and of separation of church and state. For these political aggressors, war is not merely a metaphor or the equivalent of a sports analogy. It is far more profound and stems from the conflict of “world view,” usually described as a “Biblical World view” against everything else. It is explicitly understood by its proponents as a religious war and waged accordingly on multiple fronts, mostly in terms we have come to define as “cultural.” How the conflict plays out takes on political dimensions and sometimes physical conflict. This war is theocratic in nature, and seeks to roll back decades, and depending on the faction, centuries of democratic advances.





The “culture war” speech wasn’t Buchanan’s introduction to the politics of division. As early as 1971, he was writing memos for Richard Nixon calling on the president to “use abortion and parochial-school aid to deepen the split between Catholics and social liberals.”10 Buchanan’s advice eventually bore fruit—if not with Nixon, then with the Republican Party, and with evangelicals as well as Catholics. In  Thy Kingdom Come, Randall Balmer names what he calls “the abortion myth” that the organized Religious Right began in reaction to Roe v. Wade. He cites Religious Right architect Paul Weyrich to  the effect that the movement began as a response to a 1980 decision removing the tax-exempt status of Bob Jones University. This is apparently confirmed by the attitude of conservative strategist and evangelical elder statesman Chuck Colson, who believed that overturning Roe would not accomplish much, but that the abortion issue itself would provide a useful “wedge” for introducing conservative Christian values into the political mainstream. Like Buchanan, Colson proved prescient.11

Clarkson calls the culture war a “one sided war of aggression.” Unfortunately, that is all too often not hyperbole. According to the National Abortion Federation, between 1977 and the murder of Dr. George Tiller in May 2009, there had been seven murders of abortion service providers in the United States and Canada. There had also been 17 attempted murders, 41 bombings, 175 arsons, 96 attempted bombings or arsons, 1400 instances of vandalism, 100 “Butyric acid attacks,” 659 Anthrax threats, 179 assaults, 406 death threats, 4 kidnappings, 151 burglaries, and 525 episodes of stalking. This tally disregards trespassing incidents, clinic invasions, bomb threats and hoaxes, pickets, and other attempts to disrupt clinic services.12

Let us be very clear here: not all anti-abortion activists are violent. Only a tiny fraction of the pro-life movement even engages in direct action, much less violence. However, it is important to recognize that the national conversation about abortion takes place against a backdrop of violence and intimidation. This terror campaign has been abetted by the violent rhetoric of hard right, but mainstream, leaders seeking to achieve certain cultural and political goals. Again, there is not so much a “culture war” as a small group of hardline activists on the right dedicated to upsetting the status quo.




COMMON GROUND ON ABORTION 

In recent years, a movement to break new ground on the subject of abortion has sprung up within the Democratic Party. Initially a reaction to the perception that John Kerry lost the 2004 election because of Republican appeals to “moral values voters,” the “common  ground” argument quickly shifted to a critique of the Democratic approach to social conservatives. Since Barack Obama’s arrival at the White House, this movement has become more focused on sustaining a broad middle coalition for the party by offering an ostensibly less partisan approach to politics. The urge for common ground has resulted in an impetus to break the stalemate by building a consensus around “abortion reduction.” It has also sparked a great deal of rhetoric suggesting that both pro-life and pro-choice advocates are equally responsible for the cultural division over abortion.

The tensions of this approach are apparent in “Come, Let Us Reason Together,” a foundational 2007 paper sponsored by the centrist think tank Third Way and signed by a variety of self-described moderate evangelical leaders. The paper lauds the “Reducing the Need for Abortion and Supporting Parents Act,” commonly known as Ryan-DeLauro after its principal co-sponsors:This legislation is the first bill to join together the most effective strategies, regardless of their identification with the pro-choice or pro-life side, to minimize the need for abortions. The legislation finds common ground on reducing the number of abortions in America by both preventing unintended pregnancies and supporting pregnant women who wish to carry their pregnancies to term.

 

Among its central provisions, Ryan-DeLauro calls for sex education with an abstinence emphasis and medically accurate contraceptive information, better access to contraception for low-income women, after-school programs for kids, and help for parents on communicating their values to their teens. It also expands Medicaid coverage of pregnant women and S-CHIP coverage of children, addresses domestic violence against pregnant women, helps pregnant women and young mothers stay in school, and expands adoption assistance.13





At first glance, this seems quite reasonable, even commonsensical. But as Debra Haffner of the Religious Institute on Sexual Morality, Justice and Healing points out, it presents as new ground points that were agreed upon as commonly held by both progressive and conservative believers in 1999:• Promoting sexual responsibility
• Fostering equality and respect for women
• Strengthening parent-child communication about sexuality
• Working to reduce teenage pregnancies
• Improving prenatal and maternal care
• Supporting the choice of adoption
• [Reducing] the conditions that lead to unplanned pregnancies.14 



“Come, Let Us Reason Together” praises its evangelical supporters for being eight years behind the curve, in other words. And though Ryan-DeLauro is presented as attractive to centrist believers, some of the bill’s supporters cited a subtle but key difference with the paper’s approach:[This legislation] finds a common ground approach to protecting life and supporting families. Its strategy for reducing abortions...is effective and serious. These are very worthy goals and deserve the full support of the Christian community and pro-life organizations across the country.—Randy Brinson, M.D., Founder and Chairman, Redeem the Vote

 

[This legislation] is an important step toward preventing abortion and supporting pregnant women. For too long, too many people have been satisfied with only a contentious debate over simplified positions of “life” and “choice.” A better approach is to foster more energy for and commitment to  advancing a dialogue that aims for solutions.—Reverend Jim Wallis, Sojourners/Call to Renewal





We are told that this reflects a compromise on the part of abortion opponents. Rather than seeking an outright ban or the overturn of  Roe v. Wade, these activists will settle for the common ground of reducing the number of abortions performed each year. But closer inspection reveals that this compromise is something less than advertised. “Preventing abortions” (or “reducing abortions”) is not the same as “reducing the need for abortion,” nor is it identical to “the reduction of unwanted pregnancies.” The first is a formulation used almost exclusively by abortion opponents, while the latter two phrases are used by pro-choice advocates, with pregnancy prevention usually being the choice of activists. Despite attempts to conflate the last with the first, reduction of unwanted pregnancies is currently the official stance in the Democratic Party platform and the policy of the Obama administration.

As Frederick Clarkson has documented, the abortion reduction strategy has its roots in the pro-life movement, which indeed settled upon it as a compromise to legal bans on abortion, a goal the movement had decided was unattainable. Examining a 1996 paper published in the conservative Catholic journal First Things, Clarkson noted that the idea has more to do with erecting barriers to abortion than changing the circumstances of women seeking abortions:While the signers agreed that the regulations upheld in the Casey decision “do not afford any direct legal protection to the unborn child,” they emphasized that “experience has shown that such regulations—genuine informed consent, waiting periods, parental notification—reduce abortions in a locality, especially when coupled with positive efforts to promote alternatives to abortion and service to women in crisis.





Furthermore, abortion reduction was conceived “in the context of the wider goal of criminalization”:Having declared abortion to be among other things, child killing, an act of “lethal violence,” and a usurpation of the rule of law, the signatories added: “Any criminal sanctions considered in such legislation [then being considered by Congress] should fall upon abortionists, not upon women in crisis.” They further urged Congress to “recognize the unborn child as a human person entitled to the protection of the Constitution.15





The signers Clarkson writes about include some of the very same people who endorsed “Come, Let Us Reason Together,” most notably Jim Wallis, David Gushee, and Ron Sider. Wallis later affirmed that it reflected his current thinking, and Gushee refused to reject it.




THE TROUBLE WITH COMMON GROUND 

With abortion reduction at the center of the so-called common ground on abortion, the conversation becomes decidedly tilted toward the frames of abortion opponents. When this has been pointed out by critics of the common ground approach (including myself), the response has been accusations of spiritual and political divisiveness, as though the critics were undermining a widely-held consensus position, rather than stating the obvious: that abortion reduction unnecessarily favors a minority position.

Take, for example, a blog post written by Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite, in response to comments I and others had made on the common-ground strategy:Also, in a more spiritual sense, increasing tolerance and building pluralistic community is the right thing to do. There is true joy in finding the unexpected ally, the better  position that benefits more people. Sure there are road-blocks, and temptations to confuse common ground with lowest common denominator. But true change is possible. And religious faith is all about possibility, unexpected joy and the movement of grace...Among people who self-identify as liberal or progressive, there should be room for diversity of opinion on how to best effect the change we need. And really, if we can’t honor diversity, aren’t we betraying that fundamental principle of historic liberalism?16





Thistlethwaite conflates leeriness of the consequences of a particular political strategy with a rejection of grace and a betrayal of liberal values. An Op-Ed published by two Catholic activists in the Cleveland Plain Dealer and later reprinted by Sojourners takes a similar, albeit more aggressive tack, equating activists on either side of the issue as disruptive ideologues:When both the left and right begin sharpening their knives, it means you are on to something. This new threat raising the hackles of liberals and conservatives still hunkered down in culture-war bunkers? It’s a movement focused on comprehensive strategies to reduce abortions by providing economic supports for vulnerable women and preventing unintended pregnancies. A chorus of critics across the ideological spectrum has lined up to malign these common-ground efforts with all the righteous zeal of those who make “the perfect” the enemy of “the good.”

 

Liberal bloggers slam Catholics and evangelicals working on this approach as radical “anti-choice” hard-liners cozying up to the religious right. Religious conservatives denounce the effort as a betrayal of faith and question research that finds that abortions decline when women have quality health care and access to robust social services…

While these reactions run the gambit from the predictable to the absurd, they share a scorched-earth rhetorical style and an absolutist devotion to hardened agendas. If politics is the art of the possible, these common-ground naysayers seem more comfortable defending turf and demonizing opponents than seizing a unique political moment when pro-choice and pro-life public officials are finally doing more than exploiting abortion as a “wedge issue” to divide voters and win elections. 17





This sets up abortion reduction as a sensible (not to mention faithful) middle ground, when in truth, the strategy is far closer to the anti-abortion pole than the true center point of the issue.

This no doubt seems like so much inside baseball to many readers. To some extent it is. But these debates also reflect real differences on political process. More importantly, they reveal significant differences on an issue involving the rights of millions—and as Michelle Goldberg has documented, perhaps billions—of women.18  Those differences are more deeply rooted than simple politics. They involve profound philosophical, even theological, commitments that have the power to shape the course of our common life for decades to come.




THE TROUBLE WITH ABORTION REDUCTION 

One of the enduring critiques of the strategy of reducing abortion has been that it does not respect women’s moral agency. The critics have not been reassured by the words of abortion reduction’s supposedly liberal proponents. Jim Wallis, for example, took to his blog to respond to readers’ questions about the strategy:Support for women caught up in difficult situations and tragic choices is a better path than coercion for really reducng the abortion rate. Yes, I agree there is never a “need” for abortion except in the case where the health of the mother  is threatened. But until we can reach out to women who “feel” the need for abortion and support them in alternative choices, we will never change the shameful abortion rate that both sides seem content to live with while they just attack each other. It is time to move from symbols to solutions.19





Wallis’ response reveals a characteristic myopia. Support is better than coercion. Gentler, anyway. But it is no less authoritarian. Rather than trust women to make the painful decision to terminate a pregnancy, even with the assistance of their physicians or loved ones, Wallis breezily dismisses the need for abortion in all but a few cases. He then compounds the error by presuming to know what women ought to feel about abortion, and the legitimacy of men such as himself correcting their mistaken feelings. This comes wrapped in the twin assumptions that the abortion rate is “shameful,” raising the question of who ought to be ashamed, and that abortion is a problem in search of a “solution.”

All in all, this is quite a display of entitlement masquerading as moral concern. It’s certainly a far cry from the “fundamental principle of historic liberalism” known as self-determination. It’s also a far cry from the radical egalitarianism of the early church, where the apostle Paul could boldly decry patriarchal attitudes by proclaiming “there is no longer male and female” in Christ. It is worth pausing here to consider the full context of that quote:Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or  free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise.

 

My point is this: heirs, as long as they are minors, are no better than slaves, though they are the owners of all the property; but they remain under guardians and trustees until the date set by the father. So with us; while we were minors, we were enslaved to the elemental spirits of the world. But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as children. And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.20





Christians, according to Paul, stand in a new relationship to one another and to Jewish law. They have been freed by faith from the law. This may be their own faith, or by Jesus’ faithfulness to God’s purposes, suggesting that the grace offered by Christ overcomes any human sin. In that freedom, Christians are joint heirs of God’s promise, adults radically and equally capable of making their own decisions, with no room for domination of one party over another.

In sharp contrast to this perspective, abortion foes have been emboldened by recent legal and political developments to infantilize women through “informed consent” and other tactics to steer women to what these opponents consider appropriate choices.21 Jill Filipovic, among many others, rightly derided this strategy in a blog post sarcastically titled, “Because respecting women means making all their decisions for them.”22

This perception is only furthered by the logical difficulty of attempts to outlaw abortion that attach criminal penalties to the doctors who perform the procedures, but not to the women who seek  them. As opponents of such laws point out, persons who solicit contract killings are themselves charged with murder. If abortion is to be considered murder, why should women not be given corresponding charges?23 A particularly repellent variation on the theme of infantilizing women involves saving them from the regrets of abortion:“While we find no reliable data to measure the phenomenon, it seems unexceptionable to conclude some women come to regret their choice to abort the infant life they once created and sustained,” Justice Kennedy wrote, alluding to the brief. “Severe depression and loss of esteem can follow.”  24





This is a complete denial of a woman’s ability to make her own moral choices—even choices that she will later come to regret—by depending upon discredited medical research that reinforces discriminatory cultural stereotypes about the inability of pregnant women to understand the consequences of their decisions. In other words, it makes the law a disciplinarian to children, claiming it’s for their own good. For example, abortion opponents in South Dakota attempted to ban abortion outright in that state in part by perverting the value of women’s moral decision-making to suggest that they would never choose to end a pregnancy of their own free will. Therefore, according to this logic, a ban on the practice would protect women’s choices, health, and welfare.25 A bill outlawing abortion except in the case of a threat to the mother’s health—identical to Jim Wallis’ stated position and conceived as a challenge to Roe—was signed into law in early 2006 26 , but voters soundly rejected it in consecutive referendums, even after exceptions for incest and rape were added.27

Another South Dakota law that was unaffected by the referendums requires doctors to describe the medical and mental health risks of abortion, as well as the gestational stage of the fetus. Doctors are required to tell any woman seeking an abortion that she is terminating the life of “a whole, separate, unique, living human being” with whom she has an “existing relationship,” that her relationship “enjoys protection under the United States Constitution and under the laws of South Dakota,” and that abortion terminates that relationship along with “her existing constitutional rights with regards to that relationship.”28





However, laws aimed at reducing abortion do not need to be as restrictive as South Dakota’s to undermine self-determination. Measures such as mandatory counseling, waiting periods, and spousal notification do little to nothing to prevent abortion. Rather, they burden the women who seek to end their pregnancies, and treat them as unable to make informed decisions without the intercession of doctors, husbands, and their own second-guessing. Restrictions such as these also have the perverse effect of specially taxing poor women with few resources to cope with an unintended pregnancy, while not much affecting wealthier individuals with more alternatives. As Scott Lemieux says, this is theoretically consistent with a thoroughgoing pro-life position, but how it can be squared with a nominally pro-choice stance is something of a mystery.29

While many of the examples cited here stem from the debate over the Partial Birth Abortion Act of 2006, the problem is hardly one of the past. After the murder of Kansas abortion provider George Tiller, New York Times columnist Ross Douthat took it upon himself to question the necessity of Tiller’s perfectly legal work, not trusting that the women Tiller served could (or would) make a good decision in consultation with their physician. While conceding that late-term abortions often arise from the most difficult of circumstances, Douthat postulated thatthe argument that some abortions take place in particularly awful, particularly understandable circumstances is not a case against regulating abortion. It’s the beginning of precisely  the kind of reasonable distinction-making that would produce a saner, stricter legal regime.30





In other words, understanding the tragic choices women must make when having a regulated third-trimester abortion indicates that there should be less freedom when it comes to the 90 percent of unregulated abortions performed in the first weeks of pregnancy. This dizzying logic leads Douthat to the rather remarkable conclusion that the state has underperformed its paternal duties by not stepping in to make “reasonable distinctions” in medical decisions made by women.

Douthat’s column points to a common problem in the arguments for reducing abortion: the lack of a plausible explanation for why the government has an interest in making a safe and legal  medical procedure rare. (Ironically, antichoice activists recognize this contradiction immediately.)




WHY SHOULD ABORTION BE DISCOURAGED? 

Proponents of the abortion-reduction strategy often speak of it as though it were a self-evident good. I have already noted Jim Wallis’ comments on America’s “shameful abortion rate.” Likewise, the website RealAbortionSolutions.org (a project of Faith in Public Life) challenges its readers to “Be inspired by religious leaders who are calling for Democrats and Republicans to come together around common ground solutions based on results, not rhetoric.” Those religious leaders turn out to be many of the same people who signed the “Come, Let Us Reason Together” statement.31 Another example comes from a press release challenging what it called Republicans’ “failed abortion policies”:“The Republican strategy regarding abortion is more about rhetoric than results,” said Chris Korzen, executive director of Catholics United. “People of faith and pro-life activists are tired of empty promises. It’s time to move beyond the  abortion stalemate and support public policies that help women and families choose life.” 32





While it may seem obvious from a pro-life perspective that the abortion rate needs to be reduced, there is in fact no solid policy reason that government ought to “help women and families choose life.” The abortion rate is already declining, according to the Guttmacher Institute, going from “roughly 29 per 1,000 in 1979 to between 18 and 19 per 1,000 in 2005.” Likewise, the teen abortion rate went from “about 43 per 1,000 between 1979 and 1989 to 20 per thousand in 2003.”33 This raises the question of why the government should encourage “better choices” when women are increasingly making those very same choices on their own.

More to the point, however ethically preferential it might be, there is simply no government interest in abortion reduction. Abortion, after all, is in the vast majority of cases a safe and relatively minor medical procedure. The scientific studies claiming to demonstrate psychological harm to women who have had abortions have been debunked, as have ideas about long-lasting health problems. There may be a government interest in helping women avoid invasive and unnecessary procedures, but that is a weak argument, as millions of elective medical procedures are carried out every year in the United States. Why should this particular one be discouraged? Why in this one particular case should it be assumed that a woman’s capacity to make medical decisions in consultation with her family and doctors is insufficient?

This might easily be mistaken for an argument against the regulation of abortion itself. It is not. As with any other medical procedure, there is a legitimate government interest in making sure that abortions are carried out safely and effectively. Given the unique circumstances of a developing human life, there is even legitimate interest in a presumption against late-term abortions. But abortion has already met those tests. There is no reason other than deference to particular moral precepts to burden the practice further with policies  designed to steer women away from it.

Abortion reduction proponents argue that their proposals benefit women as a whole. According to Third Way, for example, the Ryan-DeLauro bill would fund a variety of programs, including sex education, family planning services, adoption assistance, children’s health care, and prevention programs directed at teen pregnancy, domestic violence, and sexual assault.34

These proposals are meant to “reduce the need for abortion” by providing alternatives rather than punitive measures. But while they may or may not be worthy goals in their own right, here they are offered as instruments to reaching an overarching goal whose worthiness is never addressed. Instead, we are left to infer that the means justify the end, as it were.

As it happens, those means appear to have much more to do with politics than policy. The Third Way white paper creating the abortion reduction frame says that it “maintains the progressive principle of supporting abortion rights, while reflecting people’s desire for common ground, as well as their concerns about the morality of abortion.” That sounds good enough, until one realizes the absence of a tangible policy goal. According to Third Way, the core purpose of Ryan-DeLauro isn’t to advance any of the programs listed above, but to solve the political problem of abortion. That assessment may sound overly cynical at first, but the paper itself states its goals: “This memo offers new guidance on how to approach the abortion issue in a way that addresses the concerns of the vast and conflicted middle and maintains supports for abortion rights.” In other words, the message comes first, and the policy follows. A later section in the paper on common ground confirms this perception:Americans recognize that the abortion debate is bitter, polarized, and destructive. By a 69-28% margin, they say that “the abortion debate is too angry.” And by a margin of 74-20 %, Americans wish elected leaders would look for common ground on the issue of abortion.

Does common ground exist? Yes, Americans find that common ground through the goal of reducing the prevalence of abortion while still protecting the right. Specifically, the following statement was supported by a 69-28% margin:

 

I support abortion rights, but I believe we can find common ground to reduce the need for abortions in America while still protecting a woman’s right to have one.





Setting aside the dubious proposition that approval of a general statement translates into support for a specific proposal, the memo says nothing about policy, and contradicts itself morally. It very well may be an effective means to overcome the political stalemate around abortion. It may be the ticket to attracting socially conservative evangelicals and Catholics to the Democratic Party. But while it claims to recognize the moral complexity of abortion, the Third Way memo avoids taking a firm stand on the issue one way or another. In fact, it studiously avoids the question of why the need for abortion ought to be reduced. The only answer it provides is that such a policy would soothe American’s frayed nerves on a “culture war” issue. That, it should be said, is less-than-satisfying. The business of government is not to assuage moral qualms, but to provide sensible policies for its citizens. As the blogger Digby writes on another subject,These are not issues on which compromise is possible and being pragmatic in this regard results in incoherence and a diminishment of moral authority.35





No amount of dancing around the subject can close the gap. If abortion is to be legal, there should be no need to reduce its occurrence or the need for it. A far more supportive frame would to be to seek to prevent unintended pregnancies. Unlike abortion reduction, preventing unplanned pregnancies has measurable policy outcomes,  such as better health for women, increased education, and savings on Medicaid costs. It is also consistent with the progressive value of self-determination. Unfortunately, it also involves increasing the availability of contraception and other reproductive services to poor women, which would require moderate compromisers to confront social conservatives. This could be a truly prophetic moment, but somehow I doubt that it will come to pass.




THE PARTISANSHIP OF ABORTION REDUCTION 

Abortion reduction rests on weak ethical ground. It diminishes women’s self-determination, it relies on contradictory moral premises, and it offers political messaging in response to policy questions. As if all that weren’t bad enough, it might also be bad politics. The strategy of compromise ignores the evidence of polling on the subject, as we have seen. It also neglects, perhaps intentionally, the history of partisanship on the abortion issue.

By that, I mean both the political contention between Democrats and Republicans and the wrangling that takes place within the parties. Republicans have famously used abortion as a wedge issue to pry away evangelical and Catholic voters from the Democratic Party. There is some evidence to suggest that the issue has lost salience among Catholics in recent elections,3637 but it appears to continue its hold on evangelicals, even among younger voters .41 Less well known are Republican attempts to woo black and Hispanic voters,38  who tend to be more socially conservative than white Democrats.39  Moreover, abortion remains an important part of conservative identity politics and a central rallying point for the religious right.40

The potency of abortion amongst Republicans was evident in the 2008 presidential race, when religious conservatives fretted about the possibility of a Rudolph Giuliani candidacy41, threatened to stay home rather than vote for the insufficiently pro-life John McCain 42, pledged to “revolt” if McCain did not choose a pro-life running mate,43 and finally exulted in Sarah Palin’s nomination for Vice-President .44

Abortion’s use as a litmus test is not limited to presidential politics among Republicans. It—or related life issues—has been used against state-level candidates and U.S. Representatives, including from the pulpit of a Catholic church.45 Nor is abortion as an issue limited to Republican intramurals: it has long been a favorite weapon of social conservatives to criticize Democratic politicians. President Obama has been criticized as “the most committed pro-abortion president in our history” by James Dobson 46, to no one’s surprise. More interesting, Obama’s friend Rick Warren attempted to trap him at a candidate forum with a surprise question on when life begins.47 Before the forum, Eric McFadden, a former Hillary Clinton campaign aide, pleaded for Warren to move the conversation “beyond the question of the legality of abortion and move towards actually reducing the need for abortion.”48 Meanwhile, despite attempts by Democratic-leaning evangelicals to spin the Democratic Party platform on reproductive rights as a victory for the cause of abortion reduction, the new plank may have actually strengthened party support for the principle of choice and the policy of pregnancy prevention.49

Catholic Democrats have been special targets of abortion politics. In 2008, Robert Novak attempted to steer Democrats away from nominating Kathleen Sebellius as a “A Pro-Choicer’s Dream Veep,”50 and Denver Archbishop Charles Chaput called on Vice President Joe Biden to refrain from taking communion in the Catholic church.51 More generally, as Amy Sullivan has extensively documented in her book The Party Faithful, there has been a long tradition of Catholic bishops challenging pro-choice Catholic politicians,52 often walking right up to the line separating church and state. Sullivan argues convincingly that this history caused the Democratic Party to shy away unnecessarily from religious outreach altogether for many years, assuming that they would get the same reception from other religious groups.

On the other hand, Sullivan herself gives no help to Catholic Democrats, repeating the oft-told canard that Pennsylvania Governor  William Casey Sr. was prevented from speaking at the 1992 Democratic Convention because of his opposition to abortion. The truth is more complex—and antagonistic. As the watchdog group Media Matters points out, eight other pro-life speakers took the platform at the convention. Unlike those speakers, Casey had refused to endorse Bill Clinton, even going so far as to call on the convention to find another nominee.53 Media Matters says that Casey’s planned speech was “for a single purpose: attacking the Democratic party,” which is not quite accurate. It is true that Casey’s text, later released as an op-ed essay with the combative title “The Speech The Democratic Party Didn’t Want You To Hear,” was a stern rebuke to his own party. Casey never mentions Clinton or running mate Al Gore in the speech, preferring to open with the following declaration:The national Democratic Party has embraced abortion on demand. I believe this position is wrong in principle and out of the mainstream of our party’s historic commitment to protecting the powerless. I also believe this position is politically self-defeating because it excludes not only pro-life voters, but also those who are ambivalent but believe the number of abortions should be reduced and the practice made subject to reasonable regulation.54





Casey seemed determined to tear down the Democratic Party unless it was rebuilt around the value of life, understood in explicitly Catholic terms. “By rejecting abortion on demand, we can move our party back to the mainstream,” Casey promised in an oddly partisan conclusion to an intensely ideological speech, asserting that a pro-life position would draw Reagan Democrats back to the party.

But electoral politics was not the only thing on Casey’s mind. He also called on Democrats to “do all that we can to make life worth living for both mother and child,” using a combination of social welfare initiatives and “reasonable regulations” including a ban  on third-trimester abortions or those performed for sex selection, parental notification, informed consent, and waiting periods. The planned speech seems to have formed the kernel for an essay laying out a “A New American Compact” on abortion that was published during the convention as a full-page ad in the New York Times and later reprinted in First Things. Comparing the documents is fascinating work. Casey’s original highlighted women as the recipient of social concern:Our respect for the wonders of pregnancy must be matched by a sensitivity to the traumas of pregnancy. When a woman is faced with a crisis pregnancy, we must reach out to her with compassion and understanding. We must give her the support she needs to get through her pregnancy with dignity and security.55





The version that ran in First Things drops mentions of a new regulatory scheme and plays up the idea of supporting pregnant women, using language that anticipates that of abortion-reduction proponents in years to come:At the same time, a public policy that more adequately expresses the traditions and convictions of the American people will do more than restore legal protection to the unborn.

 

It will take seriously the needs of women whose social or economic circumstances might tempt them to seek the abortion “solution.” It will recognize our shared responsibility, in public and private settings, to make realistic alternatives to abortion available to such women. It will support women in caring for the children they choose to raise themselves, and it will help them find homes for those they  cannot raise. It will work to provide a decent life for mother and child before and after birth.

 

In sum, we can and we must adopt solutions that reflect the dignity and worth of every human being and that embody understanding of the community’s shared responsibility for creating policies that are truly prowoman and prochild. What we seek are communities and policies that help women to deal with crisis pregnancies by eliminating the crisis, not the child.56





Whether or not Casey was denied a speaking slot because of his pro-life views, the narrative of his refusal has survived in large part because it has been useful to pro-life Democrats. However, the abortion issue is not a simple matter of pro-life Republicans and pro-choice Democrats. There are movements within both parties pushing the anti-abortion agenda. There are also movements working across party lines, leading Digby to declare a “two-front” war on reproductive rights. She, like me, had harsh words for Jim Wallis’ attempts to negotiate a compromise on the issue of abortion that dismissed women’s self-determination. Digby went further, though, to attack the compromise itself:These two assaults on women’s reproductive rights—the “gentle” persuasion of our new friends who say “we just want to make women realize they don’t need to have abortions” combined with the harsh assault by the religious right to limit women’s access to birth control makes it obvious that this battle is now being fought on twin fronts.

 

And one day soon, I’m sure we’ll see a brilliant compromise brokered between the Democrats and Republicans—the Republicans will reluctantly allow the government to “force” people to dispense birth control against their consciences  and the Democrats will reluctantly agree that it’s necessary to force women to have children against their will. A lovely bipartisan outcome.57





This is the partisanship of abortion reduction: the fight for a cause, rather than a party. Those who have sought compromise around the supposed middle ground of abortion reduction have learned the hard way that not all sides are interested. In the summer of 2009, as the Obama administration prepared to release its abortion policies, Third Way staffer Rachel Laser floated a trial balloon, touting the Ryan-DeLauro bill as a way to “dial down the culture wars.”58  But because the bill included money for contraception and comprehensive sex education, as well as abortion reduction measures, it was opposed by the U.S. Council of Catholic Bishops and the Southern Baptist Convention, who wanted the two sides of the proposal severed. Reminded that the White House called for a reduction in the  need for abortion, rather than abortion reduction itself, the Catholic Bishops reiterated through a spokeswoman thatThe phrase “reducing the need for abortion” is not a common-ground phrase. We would say that there is no need for abortion, that abortions are signs that we have not met the needs of women. There is no authentic need for abortion.59





So much for compromise.




THE CASE OF GEORGE TILLER 

On Sunday, May 31, 2009, Dr. George Tiller was shot to death in the lobby of his church in Wichita, Kansas.60 Tiller, an OB/GYN, had long been a target of anti-abortion activists because he performed late-term abortions. His murder shocked the nation, outraging pro-choice activists and worrying pro-life groups concerned that his murder would set back their cause. Many abortion opponents—including James Dobson and Albert Mohler—quickly denounced  the killing.61 Though the gunman, Scott Roeder, had few formal ties to extremist groups like Operation Rescue, let alone mainstream abortion opponents, he was found with the phone number of Cheryl Suellenger, Operation Rescue’s political director, in his car. Suellenger later admitted that she had been feeding Roeder information about Tiller’s court appearances .62

Tiller’s murder took place against a backdrop of what can only be described as hate speech and the suborning of violence. Unfortunately, ugly rhetoric has been a staple of the anti-abortion movement for decades. Randall Terry, founder of Operation Rescue, has long used the dictum “If you think abortion is murder, act like it.”63 Terry’s successor at Operation Rescue agreed, calling Tiller a “murderer” and “killer.”64  Terry himself remained unrepentant after Tiller’s death, sayingGeorge Tiller was a mass-murderer. We grieve for him that he did not have time to properly prepare his soul to face God. I am more concerned that the Obama administration will use Tiller’s killing to intimidate pro-lifers into surrendering our most effective rhetoric and actions. Abortion is still murder. And we still must call abortion by its proper name: murder. Those men and women who slaughter the unborn are murderers according to the law of God. We must continue to expose them in our communities and peacefully protest them at their offices and homes, and yes, even their churches .65





This kind of rhetoric is not limited to the fringes of the anti-abortion movement. Frank Pavone, director of Priests for Life, in discussing Tiller’s murder, compared abortion to a “holocaust.” Bishop Robert Finn of the Catholic Diocese of Kansas City and St. Joseph declared “We are at war!” at an anti-abortion conference just five weeks before Tiller’s death. 66 Even Rick Warren, normally held up as a model of a centrist evangelical, echoed the language of “holocaust,” telling reporter Dan Gilgoff after the Saddleback Forum, For many evangelicals, of course, if they believe that life begins at conception, that’s a deal breaker for a lot of people. If they think that life begins at conception, then that means that there are 40 million Americans who are not here [because they were aborted] that could have voted. They would call that a holocaust, and for them it would like if I’m Jewish and a Holocaust denier is running for office. I don’t care how right he is on everything else, it’s a deal breaker for me. I’m not going to vote for a Holocaust denier….67





Media figures have also taken part in the egregious rhetoric. The ever-ghoulish Ann Coulter has referred to the murder of abortion providers as a “procedure by rifle.” She also told Fox News host Bill O’Reilly, “I don’t really like to think of it as a murder. It was terminating Tiller in the 203rd trimester.” When O’Reilly pressed her on this statement, Coulter replied, “I am personally opposed to shooting abortionists, but I don’t want to impose my moral values on others.”68

O’Reilly himself has much to answer for as attacks on Tiller as a “baby killer” and “murderer” were a regular staple of his show for years. In 2007, he made the chilling declaration to then-Governor Kathleen Sebellius that “if the state of Kansas doesn’t stop this man, then anybody who prevents that from happening has blood on their hands.”69 Tucker Carlson defended O’Reilly’s comments comparing Tiller to Hitler, al-Qaeda, and NAMBLA, saying, “Every one of those descriptions of Tiller is objectively true. I sincerely think it’s appalling that he was murdered. But Tiller was a monster, no doubt.”70

Many on the right are careful to disavow the use of violence in opposing abortion. Bishop Finn, for example, told his audience that their battle was spiritual, “We cannot hate these human enemies, and we must find a way to love them.”71 And as Thomas Frank explained shortly after Tiller’s death, culture war rhetoric is conceived as entertainment and a vehicle for fundraising, not a call to physical  violence. Frank wrote thatAccording to the unwritten rules of the culture wars, the “base” isn’t supposed to act on it when the performers describe a world gone crazy. They’re an audience; they’re supposed to hiss, applaud, donate, vote and go home.72





Thus it comes as a shock to many conservative leaders when violence actually does erupt. They are apparently unaware that “what we know from experience about volatile, unstable actors like [Scott Roeder] is that they can be readily induced into violent action by hateful rhetoric that demonizes and dehumanizes other people.” Religious figures like Rick Warren who compare legalized abortion to the Holocaust and media figures like Bill O’Reilly who call abortion providers “killers” may not intend for their words to result in violence, but the inevitable result of their irresponsible rhetoric is to push extremists over the edge.




VIOLENCE AND COMMON GROUND 

Common ground proponents often cite just such examples as evidence for the need for tempered speech on abortion. For example, John Buchanan, editor and publisher of The Christian Century wondered if Tiller’s murder could “possibly lead people of good will on both sides to show more civility and respect as we continue to talk about the issue?”73 Faith in Public Life released a statement from religious leaders—once again, many of the same people who signed the “Come, Let Us Reason Together” statement—deploring the killing and reiterating their position:As people of faith working to create civility and common ground on abortion, this reprehensible attack reminds us of our moral obligation to respect the humanity of those on both sides of this issue. Wherever we stand, this act offends us all.74





Statements such as these create a false equivalence between “both sides of this issue.” As Timothy Rutten of the Los Angeles Times  noted, “Over the years, no abortion-rights advocate has physically harmed an antiabortion partisan. Since 1973, antiabortion extremists have killed eight times.”75 Pro-choice activists can be strident in their rhetoric, even dismissive of their opponents. Yet they have not strayed into calls for the elimination of their foes, nor suggested that violence against them might be justified. As Fred Clarkson says, so far the culture war has been “a one-sided war of aggression.”

Nor are calls on both sides to turn down the rhetoric effective in marginalizing extremists like Randall Terry. As journalist Bill Berkowitz wrote in response to the Faith in Public Life statement, “What good is a condemnation of Tiller’s murder if the hate speech that often inspires—perhaps even drives—one to commit such murders is not also condemned?”76 Indeed, even before Tiller was buried, abortion opponents turned their attention to his colleague LeRoy Carhart, publishing photos of his Nebraska clinic, home, and work addresses. Operation Rescue started a “research project” on Carhart, soliciting information from women who had sought abortions from him in the past five years. “If experience is any guide,” says Kansas City journalist Barb Shelly,this “research project” will result in unverifiable and downright bogus allegations, which the group will make public. It’s the sort of information that just might inflame an unbalanced person like Scott Roeder, the man accused of shooting Tiller in his church—where, by the way, Operation Rescue had protested and disrupted services numerous times.77





Shelly’s concerns are not ill-founded. Scott Roeder was a member of an anti-government militia, and the scene of the murder he committed recalled Jim Adkisson’s 2008 attack on a Unitarian Universalist  congregation in Tennessee. The Tillers’ participation at their church was detailed at dr-tiller.com, a site aggregating the research done on him. Moreover, while Roeder may not have had formal ties with anti-abortion activists, he was friendly with a number of extremists, many with ties to the militia and white supremacist worlds, leading Daily Kos contributing editor Hunter to declare, “if he weren’t white, we’d be calling this a ‘terror cell.’”78 That is more than a joke: a Department of Homeland Security report released in spring 2009 warned against just such violence. Perpetrators like Roeder are seldom the “lone gunmen” they are made out to be, often traveling in loose associations such as the Army of God and following patterns of violence and intimidation that are refined by their networks over time.79 Easy calls for common ground do little to address the sources of this violence, nor do they do anything to address the legitimate security concerns it raises. Reconciliation requires a just and accurate understanding of the situation. As it stands now, the murder of physicians like Dr. Tiller means that women in desperate situations have even fewer places to turn for treatment, while advocates for their care are chided for divisive language and the people whose words created the climate for violence are ignored. It was little wonder, then, that the support for common ground seemed to collapse after Tiller’s death:Tiller’s death is a “massive setback” in the search for common ground, said Cristina Page, a New York City author and abortion rights advocate. “It’s sort of like having a family member murdered and then being asked to make nice with the assassin’s family. It’s unnatural.”80





That by itself would not make it impossible, or even undesirable. But it is not something that can be compelled, or even asked, and certainly not for partisan gain. It can only be volunteered. Otherwise, it’s just one more violation.




BRUEGGEMANN AND THE THERAPEUTIC SCRIPT 

At first glance, Walter Brueggemann’s vision of the therapeutic script doesn’t seem to offer a way out of this morass. In fact, it might be taken as a broadside against “abortion on demand”:I use the term therapeutic to refer to the assumption that there is a product or a treatment or a process to counteract every ache and pain and discomfort and trouble, so that life may be lived without inconvenience.81





Only the coarsest of analysts would suggest that women terminate their pregnancies as lightly as they would seek treatment for foot pain. More often, it is a wrenching and difficult decision brought on by dire necessity. What Brueggemann seems to have in mind is less chiding women for their choices than the medicalization of health care and the kind of “moralistic therapeutic deism” described by the sociologist Christian Smith. This “de facto dominant religion” understands God as a kindly but distant deity who wants us “to be good, nice, and fair to each other,” and the good life as being happy and feeling good about oneself.82

Against this deity, Brueggemann posits a God who is a tenacious (if not always sympathetic) presence in the midst of suffering, but who calls his people to leave comfort and security behind. Brueggemann’s God “refuses domestication,” and “will not let our lives be domesticated either.” This God consistently offers an alternative to the unkept promises of the world to keep us safe and happy without cost to ourselves. The plain fact is that we cannot live without pain and discomfort and trouble. The vision of God that Brueggemann offers is one who will walk beside us in the midst of these things and challenge us to find a new vision of what it means to be whole outside the easy understandings of doctors and pharmaceutical companies and psychotherapists.

Applying Brueggemann’s vision of the therapeutic script to the specific case of abortion does provide some useful insight. Abortion  for the sake of gender selection is hard to square with the “ragged, disjunctive” narrative of life God calls us to. Less clear is abortion performed when genetic tests indicate a high probability of mental retardation or significant but not life-threatening disease. In such situations, and in the absence of other considerations, the needs of the mother must be weighed carefully against the quality of the potential new life.

I hasten to add that these are ethical calculations, not policy considerations. They ought to be carried out by women, their partners, physicians, and those they trust to give advice. No two cases will be alike, and there is no warrant for second-guessing by intrusive scolds. Nor, given the relative rarity of such cases, is there grounds for government intervention that will undoubtedly burden others seeking abortions for their own reasons. The value in considering the therapeutic script in this light is to affirm that abortion, like any aspect of humanity, is not beyond the reach of ethics. Some choices will be better or worse given the situation, the values and commitments of those involved. The decision to have an abortion is often an imperfect one. For believers at least, it should be made with a careful consideration of the ways in which the promise of medical treatment has often failed in its promise to keep us safe and happy.




ABORTION AND THE PROXY WAR 

While the decision to terminate a pregnancy is often imperfect, it is also often the least bad option available. More to the point, it is also often one made by individuals who do not share the values of any one particular religious tradition. Christians in particular must be careful not to legislate their morality, first because they may discover that not many of the “we” will turn out to be pale-faces, but also because to do so offers the easy illusion that steering women away from abortion is everything needed to “choose life.”

In a sense, this is to invert Brueggemann’s formula. We cannot, by withholding a product or a treatment or a process, ensure the safety and happiness of women and their children. We cannot do  this in the name of a God “who keeps life ragged and open,” and we certainly cannot do this to our fellow citizens in the service of a dominant ideology. It is not faithful either to the counterscripting God or to the pluralistic values of a liberal democracy. It might be fairly objected that pluralistic values are a dominant ideology. Indeed, this is the very argument that social conservatives use against an American culture they see as depraved and full of death. That is their right, but it should not be mistaken for anything other than what it is: an attempt to exert power within the social and political spheres.

Power is very much a part of the equation here. In considering abortion, Stanley Hauerwas asks a trenchant question: who is holding men accountable for their choices?The legalization of abortion can be seen as the further abandonment of women by men. One of the cruelest things that has happened over the last few years is convincing women that Yes is as good as No. That gives great power to men, especially in societies (like ours) where men continue domination. Women’s greatest power is the power of the No. This simply has to be understood. The church has to make it clear that we understand that sexual relations are relations of power. Unfortunately, one of the worst things that Christians have done is to underwrite romantic presuppositions about marriage. Even Christians now think that we ought to marry people simply because they are “in love.” Wrong, wrong, wrong! What could being in love possibly mean? The romantic view underwrites the presumption that, because people are in love, it is therefore legitimate for them to have sexual intercourse, whether they are married or not. Contrary to this is the church’s view of marriage. To the church, marriage is the public declaration that two people have pledged to live together faithfully for a lifetime.83





However regressive the vision of sexuality is here, there is an underlying and fundamentally sound point: sexual relations are relations of power. Until this is understood, the consequences of those relationships cannot be adequately understood. Specifically, the nature of the debate around abortion cannot be adequately understood. Abortion, as a political issue, is a proxy war for who will determine the place of women in American society. For example, the “Statement of Principle and Concern” published in First Things declared thatThe abortion license is inextricably bound up with the mores of the sexual revolution. Promotion of the pro-life cause also requires us to support and work with those who are seeking to reestablish the moral linkage between sexual expression and marriage, and between marriage and procreation. We believe that a renewal of American democracy as a virtuous society requires us to honor and promote an ethic of self-command and mutual responsibility, and to resist the siren song of the false ethic of unbridled self-expression.84





Southern Baptist theologian Albert Mohler echoed this line of thinking in denouncing contraception:“I cannot imagine any development in human history, after the Fall, that has had a greater impact on human beings than the pill,” Mohler continued. “It became almost an assured form of contraception, something humans had never encountered before in history. Prior to it, every time a couple had sex, there was a good chance of pregnancy. Once that is removed, the entire horizon of the sexual act changes. I think there could be no question that the pill gave incredible license to everything from adultery and affairs to premarital sex and within marriage to a separation of the sex act and procreation.”





These are transparent efforts to place women back in the roles determined  for them in the so-called traditional family by regulating their sexuality. In this line of thought, women’s individual desires (and reproductive rights advocates argue their needs) take second place to the creation of a virtuous society.85

 

It is one thing to argue that sexuality ought to be an expression of faithful relationship, as Hauerwas does. That is a theological precept applied to the teachings of the church without reference to public policy. Believers ought to be—and in fact are—free to hold such values and pass them on within their families and private communities. But it is quite another thing to say any sexual expression outside of marriage for the purpose of procreation reflects a selfish license destructive of community. While this is still a theologically based moral precept, it casts its net wider to make claims on society at large. There is nothing wrong with that by itself: the members of a democratic society determine its shape and future largely through moral arguments, and there is no reason to disavow specifically religious thought because it produces an unwelcome result. But while this reasoning makes claims on society as a whole, it founds those claims on the behavior of individual women.

Because women literally bear the consequences of sexual activity—that is, pregnancy—attempts to regulate sexuality by establishing its consequences force women to be responsible not just for the potential life growing within them but for the character of their community, imposing upon them an enormous burden. This is the definition of legislating religious morality. It requires the state to prefer a particular vision of social and sexual norms over and against any others. Moreover, it requires the state to make normative judgments about individual behavior without any clear benefit beyond the preservation of particular ways of organizing the family.

When translated into the realm of policy, this line of thought can become absurd and vicious. This is made clear in the lengths some conservatives will go to establish consequences for sexual activity, even when one of its participants was not a willing partner.  During the 2008 presidential campaign, bloggers and journalists revealed that as Mayor of Wasilla, Alaska, Sarah Palin transferred the costs of “rape kits” from city funds to the victims themselves. When pressed on the issue, Palin’s office responded with a carefully-worded statement that she “does not believe, nor has she ever believed, that rape victims should have to pay for an evidence-gathering test.”86  Why then would she oppose state funding for such kits? The obvious conclusion was that they contained emergency contraceptives, frequently derided as a form of abortion by social conservatives.87

This is an admittedly extreme example, but it reflects some widely-held ideas. The Bush administration, for example, fought to keep emergency contraceptives from being sold over the counter, and stressed abstinence in pregnancy prevention initiatives both domestically and abroad. In 2008, President Bush was given an “International Medal of Peace” by Rick Warren in recognition of his AIDS prevention program, which heavily promoted abstinence and fidelity, with poor results. The same day, then President-elect Barack Obama issued a statement echoing Warren’s praise, saying “This epidemic can’t be stopped by government alone, and money alone is not the answer either.”88

Likewise, in one of its final policy initiatives, the Bush administration broadened a “conscience clause” exempting medical professionals, including pharmacists, doctors, and nurses from providing emergency contraceptives if doing so violated their beliefs. The previous standard had been to require health care workers to make alternate arrangements for their patients, but the Bush regulations would have allowed them to refuse to refer or even discuss contraceptives or abortion.89 The Obama administration quickly rescinded the Bush policy, but reiterated its support for a “carefully crafted conscience clause legislation,” citing the need to balance “the rights of providers and the health of women and their families.”90 Obama later promised a “robust” conscience clause91 while noting that his Faith Advisory Council—charged in part with looking at supporting women and children, addressing teenage pregnancy, and reducing  the need for abortion and filled with religious moderates—could not bridge divides on sex education and contraceptives.92

It seems commonplace, even trite, to say so, but the proxy war around abortion refights the battles of the 1960s and 70s. James Dobson is explicit on this point:Illegitimate births, heartbreak, shattered personalities, abortions, disease, even death—this is the true vomitus of the sexual revolution, and I am tired of hearing it romanticized and glorified. God has clearly forbidden irresponsible sexual behavior, not to deprive us of fun and pleasure, but to spare us the disastrous consequences of this festering way of life. Those individuals and those nations choosing to defy His commandments on this issue will pay a dear price for their folly.





Dobson is equally clear that he understands the “new morality” as a rejection of Christianity:There has been a general understanding for thousands of years that premarital and extramarital sexual behavior is dangerous. Those who broke the rules put themselves at risk for syphilis, gonorrhea, unwanted pregnancy, and social rejection. Women, even more than men, understood the dangers of promiscuity and tried to protect themselves from it. There were exceptions, of course, but the culture generally recognized and supported Christian standards of morality.

 

This commitment to premarital chastity and marital fidelity was widely supported in our society from 1620 to 1967. Then, suddenly, adherence to the biblical standard disintegrated.  93





This is not the first time that such battles have been fought in American  society. In the mid 1800s, evangelical activists answered changing family and social patterns by helping to forge a new regime for sexual regulation in opposition to “abortion, contraception, and the public expression of sexuality in art and literature.”94




CHANGING THE SCRIPT ON ABORTION: SCRIPTURE 

Given all this history, as well as the stultified debate of the past forty years and beyond, how can faithfully engaged progressives offer a new word on the subject of abortion? How can they liberate their neighbors from the “assumption that there is a product or a treatment or a process to counteract every ache and pain and discomfort and trouble” without trampling their rights?

For Christians at least, the search begins with scripture. This is done not to find some kind of spiritual trump card in political debate, nor to find easy answers to difficult questions. For Christians, scripture is normative in the shaping of arguments. It is also dialectical:  as Brueggemann is acutely aware, scripture provides a conversation partner that brings to light and challenges the moral suppositions that Christians bring to the public square. Moreover, scripture sharpens the decisions Christians make in the public realm, and calls them to authenticity and accountability, if not to God, then to the larger community. This is often no simple matter, and abortion is no exception.

The word itself is nowhere to be found in scripture. The closest reference is in Exodus 21:22:When people who are fighting injure a pregnant woman so that there is a miscarriage, and yet no further harm follows, the one responsible shall be fined what the woman’s husband demands, paying as much as the judges determine.





This seems to treat the fetus (literally “offspring”) as not a full life, for the very next verse states: If any harm follows, then you shall give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.





The New Testament does not contain even this much on the subject. There are several warnings against drugs that may or may not refer to abortifacients, but that is the sum total.95

Arguments for and against abortion on the basis of scripture must therefore be made by inference. Here, anti-abortion advocates find themselves on very weak ground. For example, it is true that the Old Testament treats children as a blessing, and there is the commandment against killing in both Exodus and Deuteronomy. But there are many examples of killing in both testaments, including that of children. Another ambiguity: Amos decries Ammonites who “ripped open pregnant women in Gilead” (1:13) but this judgment takes place in the context of aggression against the Israelites, not personal decisions to terminate a pregnancy. And Leviticus 27:6 and Numbers 3:15 suggest that full status as a person is not accorded to newborns until after the first month.

It is not necessary to go into an exhaustive consideration of all the arguments and counter-arguments to be made from scripture, but two more citations deserve mention. Psalm 139 and similar passages are sometimes used to show that the unborn are full persons:For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.





But this is poetic language describing God’s omnipresent care and concern. Indeed, the rest of the psalm describes the divine providence as almost oppressive:Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence?





Again, Deuteronomy 30:19 exhorts: “Choose life so that you and your descendants may live.” Taking this as a specific prohibition against abortion mangles the context beyond repair. Reading the original setting of the verse reveals that it is an exhortation to live in renewed covenant with the God of the Israelites, according to the “commandments, decrees, and ordinances” he has laid out, over and against those of rival deities. While this is certainly consistent with a pro-life position, it does not mandate it.

I mention these last two citations in particular because I believe that they get at the real bones of contention: what does it mean to live in and through God’s care for us? What does it mean to live in covenant with God?




CHANGING THE SCRIPT ON ABORTION: THEOLOGY 

Answering such questions is the theological task that Brueggemann and Hauerwas, among many others, want us to take seriously in our lives. Brueggemann relativizes partisanship, insisting that God’s counterscript calls us to an altogether different path. For him, arguing scripture is natural, but when taken into public life, carries with it the risk of self-deception:We solemnly vote about whether we stand with Leviticus, wherein holiness has to do with sexual regulation, or with Deuteronomy, wherein holiness has to do with concern for justice for widows, orphans and immigrants. This God has spoken differently at different times in a dynamic process. As a consequence there is always something for everyone, and every position we take is readily countered with some other part of the script.96





Regardless of who we are, regardless of what faithful strain we claim, scripture announces God’s judgment on our inability to cleanly separate ourselves from the ways of the world. More precisely, scripture reveals us to be both judge and judged at the same time, unable to  integrate fully God’s difference from the world into our lives. Following Reinhold Niebuhr—that other great theologian from the Evangelical and Reformed tradition—this is not a pronouncement of human nature as evil, but ambiguous: while we have the perspective to understand ourselves as different, we lack enough vision to see ourselves or our actions rightly.

This is more than a philosophical distinction. Too often, human fallibility is used as an excuse to do nothing or to hold back the actions of others in the name of humility. Niebuhr (and I believe Brueggemann) instead counsels action, but action taken with the knowledge of our own limitations. Brueggemann says:The quarrels we undertake are not only vicious; they are also convenient because they detract us from the main claims of the text, and so undermine the force of the text. Of course it matters what the church decides about sexuality, but in the long run that skirmish or a dozen like it are as nothing before the truth that the therapeutic, technological, military consumerism cannot deliver or keep its promises. All of us—conservatives who are attentive to what the Bible says about sexuality and indifferent to what it says about economics, and liberals who mumble about what the Bible says on sex but emphasize economics—all of us stand under the awareness that the primary commitments of our society amount to a choice of a path of death.





For Niebuhr, this awareness would lead to a new ethical commitment to be lived out in the paradoxical knowledge that our attempts to do good will ultimately result in evil. For Brueggemann, awareness calls us to a different way of being in the world:The quarrels we undertake must be kept in perspective, because none of those quarrels concerns this holy character unduly. What counts is that we were not there at the outset  of creation and will not be there at the curfew; our life between the outset and the curfew is the gift of the One who calls us not to assault neighbor but to be on our way in wonder, love and praise.

 

The church announces in baptism this countercultural way of life and proclaims the good news that

If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. (Romans 14:8)



Contrary to the claims of the therapeutic script, this is the importance of our health, not whether aches and pains and discomfort and trouble can be relieved. The work of the church, then, is not to line up on one side or the other of a question like abortion, but to overcome the ambivalence and anxiety provoked by the dominant script and instill the counter-script.





Hauerwas attempts a definition of that counter-script in typically contrarian fashion. He attacks the usual frames of understanding abortion ferociously, citing first a former student’s sermon:The first point is that the Gospel favors women and children. The second point is that the customary framing of the abortion issue by both pro-choice and pro-life groups is un-biblical because it assumes that the woman is ultimately responsible for both herself and for any child she might carry. The third point is that a Christian response must reframe the issue to focus on responsibility rather than rights.97





Building from this foundation, Hauerwas seeks to build a uniquely Christian perspective on abortion. He wants to step away f rom the  language of “rights,” because, he puts it, “Christians…do not believe that we have a right to do with our bodies whatever we want.” Neither is life itself a right: it is the gift of a generous God. Likewise, Hauerwas disdains terms like “termination of pregnancy” because he sees abortion as a word properly loaded with moral content:One of the crucial issues here is how we learn to be a people dependent on one another. We must learn to confess that, as a hospitable people, we need one another because we are dependent on one another. The last thing that the church wants is a bunch of autonomous, free individuals. We want people who know how to express authentic need, because that creates community.

 

So, the language of abortion is a reminder about the kind of community that we need to be. Abortion language reminds the church to be ready to receive new life as church.





For Hauerwas, this means that the church must operate as “the true family,” alert to the possibility of receiving children into its midst but not enforcing marriage, much less procreation, as a norm. “It is only within that context,” Hauerwas says, “that it makes sense for the church to say, ‘We are always ready to receive children. We are  always ready to receive children.’ The people of God know no enemy when it comes to children.”

Indeed not, but Hauerwas rejects arguments about the beginning of life and the beginning of personhood alike in considering abortion. He reminds his audience that Christian teaching does not consider life sacred in itself, but rather a good that is sometimes worth surrendering. Rather than parsing the moment life begins, Hauerwas suggests, Christians should live in hope that it has:We are not the kind of people that ask, Does human life start at the blastocyst stage, or at implantation? Instead, we  are the kind of people that hope life has started, because we are ready to believe that this new life will enrich our community. We believe this not because we have sentimental views about children. Honestly, I cannot imagine anything worse than people saying that they have children because their hope for the future is in their children. You would never have children if you had them for that reason. We are able to have children because our hope is in God, who makes it possible to do the absurd thing of having children. In a world of such terrible injustice, in a world of such terrible misery, in a world that may well be about the killing of our children, having children is an extraordinary act of faith and hope. But as Christians we can have a hope in God that urges us to welcome children. When that happens, it is an extraordinary testimony of faith.





Likewise, Hauerwas dismisses the idea that Christians should not be concerned with abortion because the aborted fetus is not yet a person. He calls the church to the practice of hospitality to life, even life that will be irrevocably handicapped or damaged, and to make sure that no child is ever truly unwanted. As a guide to public policy, Hauerwas’ perspective on abortion makes an excellent challenge to the church, as he admits in response to a question:The church is not nearly at the point where she can concern herself with what kind of abortion law we should have in the United States or even in the state of North Carolina. Instead, we should start thinking about what it means for Christians to be the kind of community that can make a witness to the wider society about these matters.





This, as always, is Hauerwas’ uncompromising take on what it means to be Christian. By design, it says nothing about the responsibility of Christian citizens in pluralistic society. Even on his own terms,  however, Hauerwas’ read of the abortion issue leaves something to be desired. The implicit assumption behind many of his points is that abortion is undertaken for the sake of convenience, or to avoid difficult commitments. He passes over the subjects of sex education and contraception altogether—even though there is a long tradition of religious support for both—and he never addresses the health of the mother, mental or physical. Most serious, though Hauerwas discusses the disciplining of male sexuality and asserts that the church ought to create a constructive moral discourse around abortion and other social issues, he never seriously entertains the idea that abortion has something to do with the relative power of women in society. Because of that, he is naively optimistic about the counter-witness of the church. How is the body of Christ to present hope when it will not address the systems of power that create despair in the first place? How is it to present hospitality when it tolerates systemic inequalities in income, opportunity, and health care?

This is where middle ground approaches to abortion ultimately founder: they desperately seek to provide any kind of alternative to women seeking an abortion except empowering them. But hope without power is a cruel joke, or a false promise. To put matters theologically, middle ground approaches to abortion expect the greatest discipleship from those who are least able to afford it, and they refuse to understand the many ways that God’s gift of life is often stolen away from women, including through the control exercised over their reproduction. The therapeutic modality of abortion by itself cannot remove the inconvenience of life. It cannot keep women safe and happy. But those who glibly dismiss the need for abortion, who view it as a selfish shortcut, misunderstand it. In many cases (but not all), abortion is not one option among many, but a tool used by those who perceive themselves to be powerless to exert power in their situation. Brueggemann’s conception of the therapeutic script names the strength of this dynamic, but I believe does not condemn it in itself.




CHANGING THE SCRIPT ON ABORTION MEANS EMPOWERING WOMEN 

There are some important corollaries to understanding abortion as an expression of power. Though it may seem objectionable to say so at first, it is the perception of powerlessness, not powerlessness itself, that is a determining factor. An upper-middle-class teenager may have more resources at her disposal than the poor mother of three, but both may feel helpless, frightened, and despairing at the prospect of bringing a new life into the world. The advocates of abortion reduction argue that the appropriate response to such a situation is to try to change the woman’s feelings, in part by supplying more resources to carry the pregnancy to term. However, this is at best a temporary emotional salve. Real hope requires real choice, in the immediate situation as well as throughout a woman’s life. Until women are empowered to control their own bodies through adequate access to contraception, among other means, they will always feel at the mercy of the unplanned results of sexual expression.

That last point should be of particular interest to those who claim to represent the poor, as increasingly, good reproductive options are becoming stratified by class:The growing disparities between richer and poorer women appeared to be the result of greater contraceptive use by the more affluent. The health statistics center, which is part of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, reported in 2004 that after decades of increasing contraceptive use, the trend stalled in the late 1990s and began to decline after that. The decline occurred almost entirely in poorer women.

 

The overall pregnancy rate for women of child-bearing age declined slightly from 1994 to 2001, as did the abortion rate. Black and Hispanic women were considerably more likely to become pregnant than white women, and black women had by far the highest percentage of unintended pregnancies and abortions.98 





A hope-filled approach to abortion must be a liberatory approach. It must free women to take control of their reproductive future by insuring access to birth control, including through government-funded health plans, and by redressing the causes of systemic poverty. Otherwise, “making good choices” as abortion reduction proponents such as Jim Wallis want will always be a luxury. No amount of support for pregnant women or adoption assistance will be able to change the equation until the fundamental imbalances of power are dealt with.

Progressive believers should also advocate for a responsible use of sexuality that takes into account the dimensions of power in sexual relations. This is an excellent opportunity for the church to exercise social leadership by promoting a sexual ethic based on love and mutuality which is aware of the implications individual choices have for the community as a whole. Responsible sexuality can be promoted by holding men accountable for promiscuity, as Hauerwas suggests, and by enforcing the right of women to say “no,” or to use contraceptives. It can also be promoted through conversations about what it means to be sexual in the light of faith commitments. There is nothing wrong with carrying out these conversations in the public square. Even when we do not agree with the perspectives presented on such issues, we can be informed by them. However, despite the suggestions of some leading evangelicals, these discussions ought not to be led through official initiatives. The church is responsible for promoting morality among its members. There is no policy interest in discussing the “sacredness of sex.”99

What government can do is provide comprehensive, effective sex education. In 2002, the Religious Institute on Sexual Morality, Justice, and Healing led a coalition of religious leaders in the creation of an open letter calling for educational programs to “benefit all young people regardless of income, class, ethnicity, and gender.” Young people, according to the letter need help in order to develop their capacity for moral discernment and a freely informed conscience. Education that respects and empowers young people has more integrity than education based on incomplete information, fear, and shame. Programs that teach abstinence exclusively and withhold information about pregnancy and sexually transmitted disease prevention fail our young people.

 

Young people [also] need to know “there is a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing” but they also require the skills to make moral and healthy decisions about relationships for themselves now and in their future adult lives. They need help to develop the capacity for personal relationships that express love, justice, mutuality, commitment, consent, and pleasure. Our culture too often models sexuality without responsibility, and many adolescents are left on their own to struggle through conflicting sexual messages. It is with adult guidance and comprehensive information and education about sexuality—education that includes abstinence, contraception, and STD prevention—that young people will be able to make responsible decisions.  100





Implementing age-appropriate, comprehensive sex education in public schools would meet legitimate public health concerns while guiding youth to capable, responsible maturity. However, religious believers are often uncomfortable with schools providing sexual information to their children. While the Religious Institute letter called upon “policy makers, school officials, and educators,” there is no reason why the church should not provide its own education. The “Our Whole Lives” curricula, for example, were created by the United Church of Christ and the Unitarian Universalist Association to help participants make “informed and responsible decisions about their relationships, health and behavior in the context of their  faith.” Were conservative denominations opposed to abortion to follow suit, they might be spared headlines like “Religious school grads likelier to have abortions.”101

The responsible use of sexuality is an important part of any plan to free ourselves from the temptation to believe that abortion can make women safe and happy. But as important as individual responsibility is, it cannot replace a systemic effort to empower women. Religious progressives need to be advocates for a responsible sexual politics, one that increases women’s ability to act as social and economic agents capable of charting their own path.

This could be accomplished in a surprisingly straightforward way: the passage of the Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. Originally introduced in 1971, the ERA expired in 1982 when it fell five states short of ratification. However, the ERA was reintroduced in 2007 under a new name: the Women’s Equality Amendment. By whatever name it is known, the amendment offers a simple guarantee to women:Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.102





Supporting this amendment is consistent with the announced goals of the proponents of abortion reduction. Equalizing pay and opportunities for women would do far more than any pregnancy support plan to ensure that women can afford to carry their pregnancies to term. It would marginalize extremist voices and partisan ideologues such as Phyllis Schlafly or U.S. House Representative James Sensenbrenner, whose “abortion-neutral” amendment helped end debate on the ERA in 1983.103 Support for the new WEA would go a long way toward reassuring critics of the abortion-reduction strategy that it was not aimed at limiting women’s rights. And as even advocates admit, state-level ERA’s have had mixed results when it comes to government funding of abortion or same-sex marriage. Thus support for the WEA would  seem to be relatively painless in political terms.104 With Democratic congressional power likely to peak after the 2010 elections, chances for passage of the WEA could currently be their best in a generation. Support from religious progressives and moderates could contribute to an authentic advance in the status of women in this nation.




CHANGING THE SCRIPT: AGAINST FALSE CONSENSUS 

Americans overwhelmingly approve of abortion being available with greater or lesser restrictions, and they rank the issue low on their list of concerns. Thus, there is no need to chart a “new conversation” on a controversy that is kept alive by a tiny minority. Besides which, conservative zealots are not interested in compromise on an issue they perceive as a literal matter of life and death, one that buoys their political fortunes and fills their institutional coffers.

Nor does finding “common ground” on abortion that at best reworks old ground and at worst moves the conversation away from the majority position contribute much to the cause of hope. Common ground is used to silence criticism with a false appeal to unity, and to help cover up the decided tilt of the abortion-reduction strategy. What women need more than persuasion or support is power: the power to make their own decisions, to control their own bodies, and to live into who they are meant to be, with all the joys and consequences that journey entails.

The discouragement of a safe and legal medical procedure gives the lie to abortion reduction’s supposed support of abortion rights, and exposes the contradictions inherent in that approach. It also exposes the ways in which abortion reduction has been used to further political partisanship and advance the agenda of getting rid of legalized abortion altogether. Abortion reduction is not good politics. Neither is it good faith. There are worthwhile moral and ethical concerns about the practice of abortion that progressive believers need to engage, particularly as they develop their sense of what it means to be a religious community. But they must also consider that the issue of abortion reflects the dynamics of power in our society,  particularly the kind of power used to enforce a so-called traditional vision of women’s role in family and society. Without this perspective, they are liable to fall prey to political schemes based on personal discomfort with the idea of abortion.

Scripture and theological tradition alike invite us to step outside of comfortable perspectives, particularly where we might be tempted to settle for easy answers on controversial questions. Christians, among others, are called to be a pilgrim people, never resting easily but always moving forward in trust and dependence on God. Faith does not require a position one way or another on the question of abortion, but I believe that God does bless those who hunger and thirst for justice (Matthew 5:6). The way forward on the subject of abortion is not to attempt some grand scheme of reconciliation. Some things cannot be reconciled, as the Obama administration has learned in its conversations with religious leaders on the abortion issue, and as Father Hesburgh discovered in talks he led in the 1990’s.

Rather than seek an artificial consensus, then, progressive believers should pursue justice in empowering women in all areas of life, including the power to control reproduction. We can be certain that some women will attempt to use that power to remedy problems that cannot be solved through therapeutic means. Abortion cannot keep women safe and it cannot keep them happy in any ultimate sense. But women always have and always will have abortions. There is ample proof that legal restrictions or official discouragement have no effect on that reality. If we truly want to change the script on abortion, we will have to write a new one in freedom, in power, and in hope.
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