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I argue that the predominant approach to social thought among Reformed
thinkers of the past century—what might be termed generally Kuyperian or neo-
Calvinist—anticipated the contemporary critiques of the liberal society in many
respects and offers considerable intellectual support for this critique, though
equivocally. I also argue, however, and here is the twist that may be unexpected,
that an older Reformation and post-Reformation era Reformed approach to social
issues, from which twentieth-century Reformed social thought has in significant
ways turned aside, may offer a rather distinct theological response to the critique
of liberalism. This older approach, which appealed to categories such as natural
law and the two-kingdoms doctrine, was not itself utilized at the time to defend
a liberal society—such a claim would be anachronistic. What it does do is offer
an intriguing and largely forgotten alternative to the current terms of debate over
liberalism and its trappings; it provides a tempered and indirect theological
defense of the liberal society. It does not dictate liberalism as the Christian social
theory but gives many reasons to appreciate it.

Important backdrop for this article is the contemporary critique of the liberal
society, particularly from theological quarters. I mean liberal not in the sense
of ideologically leftist but in the classical sense of a free, open, tolerant, and
pluralist social order. A liberal society is characterized by liberty of speech and
religion, democratic participation in the political process, free markets, and the
rule of law. It depends upon the idea that some sort of limited, common morality
is possible in the social realm despite religious pluralism. The liberal society is
an ideal that the American experiment from its inception has generally
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embraced and that America and other Western nations continue to attempt to
export to historically nonliberal countries around the world. It is also an ideal,
however, that a number of prominent philosophers and theologians of late have
subjected to trenchant critique, often in the name of a robustly orthodox
Christian theology, or at least something close. These critics do not focus their
attacks on abuses of liberalism or on particular freedoms or characteristics
usually associated with liberalism (which one could embrace without embrac-
ing liberalism itself) but on that core, fundamental feature of liberalism,
namely, the idea of a common social life built upon no shared religious or
philosophical foundation.

Their critiques raise important questions and challenges to many of the var-
ious Christian theological traditions. Though I do aim to address a catholic
audience, I wish to address these questions and challenges first and foremost
to my own Reformed tradition, though with a definite contrarian bent. I argue
that the predominant approach to social thought among Reformed thinkers of
the past century—what might be termed generally Kuyperian or neo-
Calvinist—anticipated the contemporary critiques of the liberal society in
many respects and offers considerable intellectual support for this critique,
though equivocally. I also argue, however, and here is the twist that may be
unexpected, that an older Reformation and post-Reformation era Reformed
approach to social issues, from which twentieth-century Reformed social
thought has in significant ways turned aside, may offer a rather distinct theo-
logical response to the critique of liberalism. This older approach, which
appealed to categories such as natural law and the two-kingdoms doctrine, was
not itself utilized at the time to defend a liberal society—such a claim would
be anachronistic. What it does do is offer an intriguing and largely forgotten
alternative to the current terms of debate over liberalism and its trappings; it
provides a tempered and indirect theological defense of the liberal society. It
does not dictate liberalism as the Christian social theory but gives many rea-
sons to appreciate it. This older Reformed approach, furthermore, gives reason
to think that a relatively prosperous religiously pluralistic society is possible,
without requiring a commitment from anybody in society to religious rela-
tivism or autonomous reason. I close this article, then, with several reflections
on why Christians would do well to be critically appreciative of liberalism as
the best and perhaps only social system yet developed by the human race that
both is appropriate for the present age and offers serious prospects for a rela-
tively peaceful, prosperous, and just society.
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The Contemporary Critique of the Liberal Society

First, I wish to consider briefly the contemporary critique of liberalism that I
refer to above. Perhaps the first major foray was the publication of philosopher
Alisdair MacIntyre’s tour de force, After Virtue, in 1981.1 From a more explic-
itly theological perspective, Stanley Hauerwas, the proponents of radical ortho-
doxy (RO), and Oliver O’Donovan have offered, each in their own way, cri-
tiques of liberalism and theologically inspired alternatives that seem poised to
shape debates in the years to come.

Certainly an important explanation for why MacIntyre’s work has been so
influential and provocative is its radical character. MacIntyre challenged not
merely aspects of the reigning mode of moral inquiry in Western society but
also the reigning mode itself to its core. He claims that we find ourselves in a
disastrous situation in which there is no rational way to secure moral agree-
ment or to weigh claims of rival premises. All contemporary moral argument
he considers to be “rationally interminable.”2 In premodern concepts,
MacIntyre argues, ethics was built on a view of human nature that supposed a
telos, an end or purpose, that the human person was to seek to attain over the
course of life. Corresponding to this, individual human persons were identified
through their membership in a variety of social groups. With the advent of the
modern period, this changed, and, by the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, a new view had come to dominate. No longer was the human person
understood in terms of a telos and membership in communities but as “an indi-
vidual prior to and apart from all roles” in a telos-free environment.3 The
“autonomous moral subject” became the working assumption of moral dis-
course, if it can be called moral discourse at all.4 Fragments of the older tradi-
tion of moral terms and rules endure, but they have lost the context for being
coherent. People exchange moral claims, but such claims can never be settled
because of the loss of any shared public rationale or justification for making
such determinations. In MacIntyre’s analysis, therefore, the liberal society
emerged in the context of an intellectual and cultural disaster that has pro-
duced moral chaos and dim prospects for human flourishing. A recovery and
reestablishment of some sort of premodern communitarianism is the necessary
remedy.

Many similar themes can be detected in the theological work of Hauerwas,
who acknowledges his debt to MacIntyre (though the Mennonite theologian
John Howard Yoder is probably the more immediate influence upon Hauerwas’s
thought). In what is perhaps still his most important work, Hauerwas, too,
claims that we live in a chaotic and morally fragmented world characterized,
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on the one hand, by emphasis upon freedom, autonomy, and personal choice
and, on the other hand, by attempts to ground the moral life apart from the
contingencies of history and community. In response, Hauerwas rejects the
quest for a universal, common human morality rooted in human nature, in
favor of a distinctively Christian ethics narratival in character. He argues that
Christian ethics is grounded in the history of a particular people, in a narrative
that forms their community and calls Christians to be faithful to their life in
God’s kingdom. The Christian life is therefore first of all about communal life
in the church, not about the individual. Christian social ethics is not about
finding common ground with unbelievers through natural law but about being
the church—being a social ethic. Christians are to engage in politics by wit-
nessing to the world about God’s peaceable kingdom and by showing the insuf-
ficiency of politics based upon coercion.5 In the light of these basic convic-
tions, Hauerwas, in his voluminous writings over the past couple of decades,
has leveled often vitriolic critique of the idea of the liberal society and how
liberalism has set the agenda for the church. A key component of this critique
of liberalism is his attack on capitalism, which he claims has created an envi-
ronment in which short-term commitments become the norm, thereby destroy-
ing not only the laboring class by constantly making their skills obsolete but
also the ideal of lifelong relationships in marriage and family.6

Another voice that has emerged with some strength in recent years to join
the chorus attacking the liberal society is that of RO. The origin of this move-
ment can probably be traced to John Milbank’s 1990 tome Theology and Social
Theory, perhaps still RO’s most important text. Milbank’s work also acknowl-
edges its debt to MacIntyre, though he tries to take his critique further than
MacIntyre’s, which he believes is too sympathetic to the tradition of ancient
reason.7 Milbank argues that modern social theory, though purportedly built on
secular, autonomous reason, is in fact a heresy, a parasite on orthodox
Christianity, and is no more rationally justifiable than Christian orthodoxy
itself. In his view, as well as that of several prominent disciples who have
developed his thought in various directions, the idea of the secular is closely
associated with classical liberalism. Both depend on ideas of autonomous rea-
son and an atomistic, individualistic view of society.8 Proponents of RO have
described Christian theology as the only thing capable of overcoming the pres-
ent nihilism of contemporary liberal, secular society9 and have attempted to
renew an ontological basis for cultural life grounded in a Christian Platonism.
They decry the idea of a common morality or universal ethics built upon ideas
such as natural law.10 Like Hauerwas, the RO movement has taken a sharply
critical approach to capitalism as an aspect of liberalism. Milbank, for exam-
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ple, shares Hauerwas’s sentiment that capitalism undermines all long-term
relationships.11 A number of RO advocates treat capitalism as an all-embracing
system of life, which makes capitalism an opponent of Christianity, a rival god
that is antithetical to the Christian faith and devours the church.12 Though
some RO writers interested in economics reject the idea that capitalism and
socialism are the only two options,13 others explicitly call for the abolition of
capitalism and the establishment of a socialist system, albeit a Christian social-
ism rather than a Marxist or state socialist version.14 Generally, these RO advo-
cates call for a specifically Christian approach to economic life and, in one
account at least, for the church to be the basis for a political economy.15

Another important contemporary theological voice sounding a critique of
liberalism is the more modest and tempered Oliver O’Donovan. In his elegant
work, The Desire of the Nations, O’Donovan discusses the development of the
liberal tradition from its classical origins to its late-modern manifestations. He
sees liberalism rooted in a philosophical loss of confidence in the objectivity
of final ends for society and a corresponding internalization of morality, which
developed into a separation of theology and politics and the rejection of the
possibility of resolving disputes through the pursuit of truth by persuasion.16

O’Donovan argues for a renewed theological approach to politics and for a
carefully qualified recapturing of the Christendom idea. He argues that the
exaltation of Christ entailed God’s victory over the powers of this world who,
though made subject to Christ and his kingdom, are still given limited space
and authority to execute the judicial function in the present age. In principle,
they have no power, but Christ’s kingdom has not yet been fully manifested.17

Christendom, “the idea of a confessionally Christian government,” is not a
project of, but a response to, the church’s mission, not a seizing of power by
the church but the alien power’s becoming attentive to the church.18

O’Donovan argues that the Christian state need not be coercive and should not
try to protect itself against constitutional reform; rather, the Christian state
may be disclosed from time to time, in anticipation of the eschatological age,
but Christians may not expect that it will have the permanence of Byzantium
here and now.19

These theological evaluations of liberalism, by Hauerwas, radical ortho-
doxy, and O’Donovan, despite their differences, share an important similarity.
All of them critique liberalism in the interest of promoting an alternative social
order, one that is specifically Christian in its vision and that seeks to recover or
reinvent some form of Christendom.20 All take their aim at liberalism from an
ultimate perspective, critiquing it as a worldview or all-encompassing vision
from the perspective of the reign of God in Christ. All desire a social order
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that, in one way or another, manifests the eschatological kingdom of Christ in
the here and now.

I wish now to mention one final contemporary critic of liberalism, the Ro-
man Catholic political scientist Robert Kraynak, whose remarkable recent
work, Christian Faith and Modern Democracy, is, however, of a much differ-
ent mold from the works of those figures discussed previously. At times, he
sounds similar to these figures. He challenges what he sees as a rather broad
contemporary Christian consensus that views modern liberal democracy as
inherently compatible with Christianity and even as the natural outgrowth of
Christian commitment. Kraynak counters with a historical argument that the
bulk of the Christian tradition has been decidedly undemocratic and illiberal,
and he adds theological considerations to show good reasons why that has
been the case. Furthermore, Kraynak contends that modern liberal democracy
does not have sufficient resources of its own (i.e., secular or rational) to sup-
port its most serious moral claims about human dignity but depends instead
upon religion and particularly Christianity as a basis for its survival. Thus far,
Kraynak seems to fit somewhere in the camp of those thinkers examined
above. However, his move beyond this critique of liberal democracy is differ-
ent from that of people such as Hauerwas and Milbank in a very crucial respect.
While he agrees that liberal democracy ought not to be reckoned as the Chris-
tian social arrangement, Kraynak goes on to argue that there is in fact no par-
ticular social arrangement or political ideology that should be identified with
Christianity. Instead, he appeals to Augustine’s two-cities doctrine, and its
various manifestations in prominent Christian theologians such as Thomas
Aquinas, Martin Luther, and John Calvin, to promote the idea that, though
Christianity can provide a religious foundation for government, the ordering of
society in the temporal realm of the City of Man should be based not upon the
outworking of a theological, spiritual ideal, but upon prudence. In other words,
the choice of one type of political system over another is to be based on pru-
dential decisions about what means will best promote the limited ends of the
temporal realm rather than upon discovering the Christian political ideal.
Kraynak, in fact, makes an extended prudential argument for constitutional
monarchy rather than liberal democracy as a preferred form of government.21

Kraynak adds a most interesting dimension to contemporary discussions.
Can a Christian who is inclined to dissever modern liberalism from Christianity
recognize and critique liberalism’s flaws without having to insist upon an alter-
native social vision that is specifically Christian and a manifestation of Christ’s
eschatological kingdom? Furthermore, could a Christian recognize and cri-
tique liberalism’s flaws and then turn around and argue, with theological justi-
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fication, that prudential considerations point to liberalism as the best option
for social ordering in a fallen world? Here, I turn to the tradition of Reformed
social thought to consider what resources and insights it might contribute to
resolving the issues that have now been raised.

Recent Reformed Social Thought and the
Contemporary Critique of Liberalism

In order to accomplish this goal, I believe it is necessary to distinguish two tra-
ditions of Reformed social thought, which, in my judgment, provide some sig-
nificantly different resources for evaluating liberalism. I address the newer tra-
dition first, which is probably traced back most helpfully to Abraham Kuyper
and is commonly referred to as Kuyperian, transformationist, or neo-Calvinist.
After discussing this tradition, I will turn to the older tradition, represented by
John Calvin and many Reformed theologians of the first centuries of Reformed
Christianity, and explore what different answers it might suggest.

To put it briefly, the Kuyperian approach to social and cultural issues in
many ways anticipated the critiques offered today by the figures considered
above. It has encouraged Christians to evaluate society and culture from an
ultimate perspective. The Kuyperian tradition emphasizes the need to identify
the principal starting points of people’s thought and hence the clash of oppos-
ing worldviews that stand in antithesis to one another. Rejecting as impossible
the idea of rational neutrality, this approach seeks to bring the eschatological
kingdom of Christ to expression in every area of society and culture. Many in
this tradition do accept freedom of religion, on principled theological grounds,
but the emphasis is certainly on critique and the intellectual breakdown of the
claims of modern society with a view to the Christianization of all things and,
at times, the implementation of biblical models for social life, sometimes with
definite antiliberal tendencies. In other words, with Kuyperianism as well as
with the contemporary critics of liberalism, modern society must be judged by
an ultimate biblical, Christological, eschatological, worldview-generated stan-
dard. Time does not permit a detailed study of the Kuyperian tradition here
(though I do hope to provide something much more detailed in the near future),
but a brief discussion of Kuyper and some of his followers may help to explain
and illumine these claims.

Kuyper was a fascinating figure who was active throughout his life in the
church, academy, press, and politics, affording himself an unusual opportunity
to reflect on the relationship of Christian faith and public life. Fundamental to
Kuyper’s approach to this relation was his conviction that all knowledge flows
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out of one’s basic starting point: the proper starting point being that God is
sovereign over all things. Yet, no one can make this affirmation apart from
regeneration, an act of God whereby a depraved sinner is irresistibly enabled
to believe in Christ. From this conviction, Kuyper concludes that there are two
kinds of science. On the one hand is a Christian science;22 or, better, a Calvinist
science that begins, through regeneration, from the conviction that Christ is
sovereign. On the other hand is a non-Christian science that begins, apart from
regeneration, from the conviction that humanity and the cosmos as presently
constituted are in a normal condition.23 Different worldviews emerge from
these different principal starting points.24 Hence arises the crucial Kuyperian
concept of the antithesis, the radical contrast between truth and falsehood,
between Christian and non-Christian principles, that, when played out, means
that “school will form itself against school, system against system, worldview
against worldview.…”25

Kuyper’s approach to these issues intimately shaped his view of Western
history. He was convinced that history proceeded in large part through the
working out of key ideas or starting-point principles. Though he perceived
noble things in earlier ages of history, Kuyper saw the Calvinist Reformation
as the great turning point. It is only slight exaggeration to say that Kuyper
believed Calvinism to be the fount or at least the stimulant of nearly every
beneficial aspect of modern culture. He identified Calvinism as the source of
constitutional liberties26 and the spur of revivals in science, art, and commerce,
among other things.27 On the other hand, Kuyper saw subsequent European
history as defined, in large part, by a series of destructive “isms” that, despite
their internal differences, shared common anti-Christian presuppositions. The
great enemy here was the French Revolution, which embraced and worked out
the anti-Christian, atheistic position with often terrifying consistency and com-
pletely changed people’s perception of life.28 Among other movements follow-
ing in the wake of the French Revolution were pantheism, evolutionary
thought, and modernism, all of which derived from essentially unbelieving
starting points.

In response to his perception that non-Christian worldviews were coming
increasingly to dominate public life in the Netherlands and that genuine Chris-
tian conviction was being pushed increasingly to the fringes, Kuyper developed
a grand vision for the re-Christianization of Dutch society. As part of this
vision, he promoted the formation of specifically Christian/Calvinist associa-
tions in every sphere of society (e.g., Christian schools, Christian political par-
ties, and Christian labor unions) in order to work out theory and practice from
the distinctive Calvinist starting point (though he granted freedom to people of
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other worldviews to do the same based upon their own starting points).29 This
in turn would foster the development of a “Christian society” or “Christian
nation,” the idea of which did not entail official government embrace of Chris-
tianity or even a certain percentage of believers among the populace but simply
that “public opinion, the general mind-set, the ruling ideas, the moral norms,
the laws and customs there clearly betoken the influence of the Christian
faith.”30

An important, and complex, part of Kuyper’s social thought is his theology
of common grace, that nonredemptive grace that allows the whole human race
to continue the work of cultural development originally ordained by God in
the creation mandate. This doctrine did enable Kuyper to grant a certain respect
to unbelieving cultural endeavors and provided justification for cooperative
efforts among people of different worldviews, such as his Calvinist political
party’s temporary alliances with a Roman Catholic political party. Neverthe-
less, Kuyper believed that special, redemptive grace ought to leaven common
grace for its better functioning. The Christian spirit must modify, transform,
and Christianize the various organic connection of human life upheld by com-
mon grace.31 Christ, being both creator and redeemer, holds common and spe-
cial grace together in a higher unity, and this ought to keep Christians from
“living in two distinct circles of thought” and thereby separating religion and
civil life.32 Thus, Kuyper proclaimed: “Oh, no single piece of our mental world
is to be hermetically sealed off from the rest, and there is not a square inch in
the whole domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign
over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”33 All of life is Christ’s kingdom. Calvinism
must reject any “dualism” that threatens the standard of “religious monism”
and seek to “impress the stamp of one-ness upon all human life.…”34

Kuyper’s approach to social life, therefore, centered around the recognition
of antithetical epistemological starting points and worldviews and hence the
impossibility of neutrality in the cultural realm and the need for the transfor-
mation of society through the application of Christian (Calvinist) presupposi-
tions in every social sphere. This Kuyperian vision has been embraced by
a host of disciples in the Netherlands and abroad. Close to home, Herman
Dooyeweerd, a law professor and philosopher at the Free University of
Amsterdam, which Kuyper founded, developed Kuyper’s thought in a distinct
direction and garnered a considerable following. Dooyeweerd believed that all
of temporal life has a religious root, a “ground motive” that serves as an epis-
temological starting-point and determines one’s worldview. The true Christian
ground motive is the idea of creation-fall-redemption, while all non-Christian
ground motives in one way or another cling to the autonomy of human thought.
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This creates a fundamental antithesis between Christian and non-Christian
thought that ought to impact both theoretical and practical life. In regard to the
latter, Dooyeweerd, shortly after the Second World War, decried the Dutch
National Movement, which promoted the synthesis of Christian and humanist
views of life in the political realm rather than the antithesis between them
through the formation of different political parties in the Netherlands. In this
context, Dooyeweerd issued a resounding call for the continuing need to rec-
ognize the antithesis and felt compelled to argue that Christianity “does indeed
draw a permanent dividing line of essential significance not only for one’s per-
sonal faith but for one’s whole view of society.”35 This was not a new theme
for Dooyeweerd. Before the war, he could also be heard lamenting “the weak-
ening synthesis, the spirit of compromise with the world” and calling for an
uncompromising affirmation of the antithesis in delineating a Christian view
of the state.36 For Dooyeweerd, there was no neutral sphere of life, dissevered
from the kingdom of God, which is in fact the root of all societal structures. As
with Kuyper, Dooyeweerd affirmed the reality of common grace and its role in
curbing sin and upholding the creation ordinances, but he vehemently rejected
any dualistic separation between the realms of common grace and special,
redemptive grace, Christ being the religious root of both.

Another significant disciple of Kuyper is Cornelius Van Til, who impacted
a rather different segment of twentieth-century Reformed Christianity than did
Dooyeweerd and is of particular importance historically for my employer,
Westminster Seminary California (via Van Til’s long tenure as professor of
apologetics at Westminster Theological Seminary in Philadelphia). Kuyper’s
influence on Van Til is profound, and though Van Til was occasionally critical
of Kuyper, it was often for his not following through his basic ideas consis-
tently enough. Van Til taught that God knows all things comprehensively, and
human beings, through divine revelation, must strive to think his thoughts after
him (truly, though in a limited, finite manner).37 A Christian worldview, there-
fore, presents a comprehensive interpretation of human experience, growing
out of Christian presuppositions, without which the world has no meaning or
coherence.38 Hence, Van Til follows Kuyper in affirming two kinds of sci-
ence—believing and unbelieving.39 Though affirming general revelation from
God in creation, Van Til gives Scripture the primacy and asserts that it speaks
about everything, either directly or indirectly, and provides fundamental infor-
mation about every academic discipline.40 Van Til uses language that I am
playing with in this lecture. From an ultimate perspective, he says, the impor-
tance of presuppositions and worldviews means that non-Christians are in
absolute ethical antithesis to God and know nothing truly.41 Nevertheless, from
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a relative perspective, they know things “after a fashion,” living off the “bor-
rowed” or “stolen” capital of the Christian worldview because they are never
able to suppress God’s truth completely nor to work out their own presupposi-
tions consistently.42 The reality of this relative perspective is explained by
common grace, which Van Til sees merely as preparing a field of operation for
special, saving grace and as gradually diminishing over time as people, both
Christians and non-Christians, become increasingly epistemologically self-
conscious (i.e., living and thinking according to their presuppositions), hence
depleting the commonness among them.43

Van Til wrote more about these foundational matters than about their con-
crete application to public life.44 Nevertheless, he established some guidelines.
The cultural mandate originally given at creation belongs only to Christians.
They must pursue the goal of eliminating sin comprehensively from the uni-
verse (though recognizing that they will never reach that goal in the present
age), for they alone own the cultural edifice. They must not compromise the
Christian ethical program. Nevertheless, due to common grace, they may
engage in limited “as if” cooperation with unbelievers and put them to service
in the accomplishment of the cultural mandate. At the same time, Christians
ought to seek to hasten the process of differentiation between Christians and
non-Christians and the diminishment of common grace by striving to make
non-Christians more epistemologically self-conscious.45

How then might the Kuyperian line of Reformed social thought lead us to
evaluate the contemporary theological critiques of liberalism considered
above? Clearly, there are many central aspects of the Kuyperian tradition that
correspond closely to central convictions of the critics of liberalism, a point
that has not been lost on some scholars.46 For both Kuyperians and the critics,
there is no religiously neutral public realm governed by autonomous reason.
Both look to presuppositions and worldviews as determinative of one’s
approach to society. Both assume a fundamentally critical stance toward con-
temporary culture and seek a specifically Christian alternative that expresses
and anticipates the eschatological kingdom of God. In other words, both
emphasize the evaluation of society according to an ultimate point of view.
Accordingly, Kuyperians often seek explicitly biblical models for the transfor-
mation of society. As Hauerwas, for example, points to Christ’s Sermon on the
Mount as a model for what the kingdomized culture should look like,47 so
Kuyperians have searched for their own biblical models, some pointing to the
creation order,48 others to the Mosaic law,49 and still others to the visions of
shalom in the Old Testament prophets.50
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Given this state of affairs, it is really no surprise that some working within
the Kuyperian tradition have enthusiastically linked hands with some of the
contemporary theological critics of liberalism.51 Looking at the Kuyperian tra-
dition as a whole, however, it is probably safest to say that Kuyper and his dis-
ciples have taken mixed views of liberalism and its trappings. Kuyper himself
was a champion of religious liberty and democratic government. Yet, he was
also quite critical of what he perceived as abuses and excesses of unfettered
capitalism.52 A number of Kuyperians interested in economic matters have
built upon Kuyper’s wariness toward capitalism and leveled sharp critiques
against it, decrying its glorification of growth and progress,53 lamenting its fix-
ation upon efficiency,54 or even sympathizing with the radical proposals of the
Latin American liberation theologians.55 It should be noted, however, that oth-
ers working in Kuyperian circles have adopted a much more positive attitude
toward the free market.56 What is very important to notice, however, is that
these Kuyperians are willing to embrace one or more aspects of the liberal
society when they believe these aspects are biblical or defensible upon explic-
itly Reformed presuppositions. In other words, they may defend aspects of
liberalism, but not as such; rather, as aspects that happen to coincide with ele-
ments of the social system that properly flows from biblical, Calvinist presup-
positions. For example, Kuyper supported democracy and religious liberty as
Calvinist ideas.

In light of all of this, I conclude that the Kuyperian strain of Reformed
social thought, surely the dominant strain over the past century, has much com-
mon ground to find with the contemporary theological critics of liberalism.
The Kuyperians may not agree with each other or with the critics of liberalism
on the details of what a transformed, Christianized culture should look like,
but they share the transformed, Christianized culture as a common ideal. To
whatever extent these parties may find aspects of liberalism that correspond to
this ideal, their basic theological convictions encourage a posture of critique
and unmasking of the pretensions of liberal society, according to the ultimate
standard, the kingdom of God.

Older Reformed Social Thought and the
Contemporary Critique of Liberalism

I turn, then, to an older strain of Reformed social thought and reflect on how it
might provide a different, less sympathetic, perspective on the contemporary
theological critique of liberalism. The basic point I wish to argue here is that
this older Reformed tradition provides resources for viewing society in gen-
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eral, and hence also liberalism, from a penultimate perspective, in distinction
from the ultimate perspective of the kingdom of God advocated by Kuyperians
and contemporary critics of liberalism alike. This penultimate perspective, I
hope it will be clear, is not an amoral perspective. It is a perspective satisfied,
at one level, with evaluating society from a standpoint that is important, yet
short of the standpoint of the eschatological kingdom. This penultimate per-
spective provided by the older tradition of Reformed social thought revolves
around two key doctrines in particular—natural law and the two kingdoms, a
set of doctrines most clearly out of favor with the more recent Kuyperian tradi-
tion of Reformed social thought, either by explicit rejection or simple neglect.

For the most part, I will limit my remarks to John Calvin, though his basic
convictions were shared by many Reformed thinkers of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries. Calvin’s approach to social questions is perhaps most help-
fully and provocatively broached by means of his thought on natural law.
Scholars have traded starkly different interpretations of Calvin on natural law
over the past century, with some defending Calvin as an advocate of natural
law and others declaring that it had no real place in the genius of his theology.
Both sides, it must be granted, can cite texts in Calvin’s corpus that lend weight
to their assertions. Calvin at times speaks in the most negative tones about the
natural knowledge of God and its inability to give any spiritually useful knowl-
edge to unbelievers or contribute in any way to a person’s attainment of salva-
tion. At other times, however, Calvin writes with wonder about the many
accomplishments of pagans who had no access to Scripture but only to the nat-
ural knowledge of God. Calvin could state, in the clearest terms, that natural
law (and not the biblical Mosaic law) is the contemporary standard for civil
government.

I have argued at length elsewhere that Calvin is not hopelessly inconsistent
and that one set of statements about natural law should not be used to trump
the other set.57 Calvin’s approach to natural law, at once both positive and neg-
ative, must be seen in the context of his doctrine of the two kingdoms. Calvin
distinguished the spiritual kingdom of Christ from the civil kingdom. The spir-
itual kingdom is an essentially eschatological reality, the eternal heavenly
realm in which Christ bestows salvation upon his elect and that finds present
expression in the church. The civil kingdom, on the other hand, concerns the
sustaining of the temporal affairs of this world, being governed by God not as
redeemer in Christ but as creator of all. Calvin did not believe that these two
kingdoms were to be absolutely separated—God is the ruler of both, after all—
but he did believe that they should be most clearly distinguished, so that when
one thinks about one kingdom he should call off his mind from thinking about
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the other. God rules both kingdoms but does so in distinctly different ways and
for different purposes. This has the most important implications for the ques-
tion of natural law. From the perspective of the spiritual kingdom, natural law
was next to worthless for Calvin. Natural law could never make the least con-
tribution to a person’s attaining the end of the spiritual kingdom, eternal life,
because it had no power to bestow faith or lead to Christ—the hardened sinner
could only pervert the natural law. From the perspective of the civil kingdom,
however, natural law was of great use. Given the limited ends of the civil king-
dom, such as the advancement of art and science and the maintenance of social
order through law and government, natural law could provide helpful direction
that even pagans could discover, sometimes with the most impressive results.

Calvin’s approach surely deserves to be distinguished very clearly from the
approach of the Kuyperian tradition58 as well as from those of the contempo-
rary theological critics of liberalism.59 I would suggest that one crucial part of
the distinction is the importance it ascribes to the penultimate perspective. As
discussed above, the Kuyperians and contemporary critics of liberalism empha-
size the critique of modern society from the ultimate perspective of one’s reli-
gious presuppositions and worldview, judging the culture according to the
standard of the eschatological kingdom of God. Calvin and the early Reformed
tradition, however, while acknowledging that there most certainly is an ulti-
mate perspective, which is of the greatest importance, also acknowledge a
penultimate perspective, which is of lesser, yet still considerable, importance.
Here, one can see a striking consonance with the approach of Kraynak out-
lined above: Society should be ordered not on the basis of a theological, spiri-
tual ideal but according to a temporal, prudential standard.

The early Reformed tradition of social thought, therefore, provides
resources for evaluating society from this penultimate perspective. Unlike the
claim of the later Kuyperian Reformed tradition, civil society is not to be iden-
tified with the eschatological, spiritual kingdom of Christ. For Calvin, to asso-
ciate this kingdom with the things of this world is an error of great propor-
tions. This suggests that civil society is to be measured by a standard other
than that of the eschatological kingdom. It serves different purposes—impor-
tant, yet penultimate purposes, such as a measure of law and order and general
cultural achievement—and so ought not to be judged by the standards of the
eschatological purposes of the spiritual kingdom. Therefore, we see the impor-
tance that Calvin granted to natural law for the civil kingdom. Natural law had
its limits; it could not get one to heaven, but that was not the purpose of the
civil kingdom, after all. Calvin could be satisfied with looking to natural law,
applied with wisdom to particular social contexts, rather than identifying a
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biblical model for society, such as the Mosaic civil law. True, Calvin and the
early Reformed tradition often drew normative lessons for contemporary soci-
ety from the history of Old Testament Israel, and these early Reformed theolo-
gians may not always have been completely consistent. A fair reading of them,
though, suggests that they saw in Old Testament Israel examples of the appli-
cation of natural law at work. To put it in the words of a seventeenth-century
Presbyterian confession, they viewed Old Testament Israel as normative inso-
far as they perceived the “general equity” of its law and practice.60

This is not to say, however, that the ultimate perspective has no importance
for questions of civil life, according to the older Reformed model. The convic-
tion that social and cultural life belongs to the civil rather than to the spiritual
kingdom implies that any pretensions of social and cultural life to transcend
the boundaries of the civil kingdom are to be sharply curtailed. Were the social
order to claim an exhaustive, all-embracing interpretation of life and the uni-
verse, the ultimate perspective of the spiritual kingdom shows such claims to
be presumptuous and deceptive. When society and culture insists on being the
eschatological kingdom—or, usually, some non-Christian perversion of a sim-
ilar idea—the ultimate perspective permits and even requires critique in terms
of worldview and presuppositions and how drastically such temporal manifes-
tations fail to provide the life and salvation that mankind truly needs in Christ.
Personally, I find the apologetic approach of Cornelius Van Til to be particu-
larly effective for this sort of task.

I believe that this basic approach of the older Reformed tradition is bibli-
cally and theologically compelling. I am under no illusions that a sufficient
biblical and theological defense of it can be provided in the current venue.61

Here, I can only sketch in the briefest outline how that defense might run. In
Genesis 9, God established a covenant with every living creature (not just
believers), concerning the temporal affairs of this life rather than eternal salva-
tion. Through this covenant, God ordained common space for all people
together, apart from particular religious conviction, to pursue the various cul-
tural tasks of the present world. With the exception of the period of Old
Testament Israel’s tenure in the Promised Land, where somewhat different
rules applied, God’s people throughout biblical history (the patriarchs, the
exiles in Babylon, the New Testament Christians) lived in this common cul-
tural space together with unbelievers in as much peace and cooperation as pos-
sible. Though they remained radically distinct from the world in their faith and
worship, according to the terms of the covenant of grace made with Abraham
and finally culminating in the new covenant in Christ, they were to remain a
part of the present world insofar as they pursued limited, temporal ends.
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How does all of this relate to an evaluation of liberalism? First of all, it
must be said that the early Reformed theologians never used ideas of natural
law or the two kingdoms to support liberalism as a social vision. They lived
within the ongoing context of Christendom, and liberalism was not a working
option in the world they inhabited. Nevertheless, we may ask, how might their
basic ideas suggest that we evaluate the very different world that we inhabit
today, which is very much permeated by liberalism and its various legacies?
First, the resources of the older Reformed tradition suggest good reason to
appreciate many aspects of the contemporary theological critiques of it. When
Hauerwas and others decry ways in which the values and practices of modern
liberalism have taken over the church, the older Reformed tradition can only
sympathize; the civil kingdom ought never set the agenda for the spiritual
kingdom. When the contemporary critics attack liberal celebration of
autonomous reason as an epistemological possibility, the older Reformed tra-
dition again must sympathize; human reason was created by God, and even
non-Christians without knowledge of Scripture are obliged to submit their rea-
son to the natural law with which God himself has suffused the universe. When
the contemporary critics denounce capitalism for making efficiency and
progress the all-embracing norms of modern society, the older Reformed tradi-
tion once again sympathizes; no temporal economic system can provide the
ultimate answers to questions and desires that only Christ and his eschatologi-
cal kingdom can satisfy.

This sympathy, though, can only go so far. When the contemporary critics
can only evaluate liberalism as a rival worldview and quasireligious hope, the
older Reformed tradition must demur. When the contemporary critics suggest
that the only real alternative for an all-encompassing liberal social order is a
Christianized, kingdomized social order, the older Reformed tradition must
again demur. Yes, Christians should be warned against making liberalism or
any of its trappings an answer to the ultimate questions of life, but this does
not mean that liberalism may not be evaluated much differently in terms of its
ability to provide solutions to penultimate questions. Religious liberty, free
speech, democratic politics, and free markets will get no one to heaven nor sat-
isfy the soul’s longing for God. The kingdom of Christ does not consist of such
as these, but perhaps they do a relatively good job of achieving the penultimate
ends of the civil kingdom, such as maintaining law and order, promoting the
general advancement of art and science, and supplying the physical needs of
all people. At the very least, the resources of the older Reformed tradition
make such a suggestion plausible. According to this tradition, the fact that lib-
eralism does not express the eschatological kingdom nor reflect a particular
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biblical model for society is not a problem; the eschatological kingdom does
not have a contemporary social expression (other than the church) nor does
Scripture present a normative vision for contemporary society.62 The question
is whether liberalism, judged by the standards of the natural moral order
applied to the penultimate ends of the civil kingdom, is the best we can do dur-
ing our present pilgrimage while awaiting the second coming of Christ.

Reformed Social Thought and the
Evaluation of Liberalism

In this final section, I now offer considerations on how we might proceed to
evaluate liberalism from a penultimate perspective. To do so, I first reflect upon
that foundational characteristic of liberalism—its embrace of religious and
metaphysical pluralism (i.e., not that religious and metaphysical claims are
themselves relative, but that the members of society in fact hold various reli-
gious and metaphysical convictions and are allowed to do so without coercion).
If that characteristic must be rejected, no more discussion seems necessary. If it
receives a favorable verdict from a penultimate perspective, then a second
question emerges: What do we make of where liberalism goes from its founda-
tion in religious and metaphysical pluralism? In other words, how do its chief
attributes such as the rule of law, a market economy, and democratic participa-
tion in government stand up when viewed from a penultimate perspective?

First, then, comes the question of religious and metaphysical pluralism.
This critical feature of liberalism is to many people its most fundamental flaw.
I counter that it may be in fact its most fundamental strength. Religious and
metaphysical pluralism is at the very least a fact, a basic reality of Western
society at the present moment and for many centuries past. More than that,
religious and metaphysical pluralism is what Scripture suggests we should
expect in society during this interim, inchoate period between the comings of
Christ. Christians live in two kingdoms, and the civil kingdom, by God’s ordi-
nation, is a mixed realm, not reserved exclusively for believers in Christ but
designed for humanity as a whole in which to pursue its cultural task. The
gospel of Christ has and will continue to go forward, calling sinners into the
church, the spiritual kingdom, but it proceeds only amidst ongoing opposition
and suffering for the Christian. Yet, in the midst of this, the common cultural
task must go on. Liberalism, whether or not consciously reflecting this theo-
logical foundation, is in fact an attempt to accommodate a social system to this
stubborn reality. Religious and metaphysical pluralism will not be eliminated
this side of Christ’s second coming, however much we may try to wish, to
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preach, or to persecute it away. Liberalism, then, whatever other flaws it may
have, at least has the great virtue of envisioning a way forward in cultural and
social matters that attempts to deal with this reality rather than to ignore or to
eliminate it. It attempts to establish a measure of social harmony and prosper-
ity in spite of the clash of ultimate commitments among the members of soci-
ety. If, in fact, God has commanded that cultural work should go forward in a
religiously pluralistic setting, then it must be possible to some degree, and to
deny its possibility is a lack of faith in God’s word.

Of course, the critics of liberalism will object that however legitimate such
an attempt may be in the abstract, in fact there is no possibility of attaining
true social consensus or of engaging in real moral conversation on penultimate
matters apart from consensus on more ultimate matters. Society, say critics
such as MacIntyre and Hauerwas, must be grounded in a common tradition, a
common story, in turn grounded in higher commitments, without which virtue
and the good life are impossible. As compelling as the claims of such critics
have been to many over the past few decades, there is reason to think that this
objection is not true, or at least not necessarily true. A critic of the MacIntyre-
Hauerwas line of thinking, Jeffrey Stout has recently mounted a powerful argu-
ment that in fact liberal democracy is itself a tradition, a substantive tradition
that inculcates certain habits of reasoning and virtue. Stout, it is important to
note, does not dispute the claim that a common tradition, a common story is
crucial for moral dialogue and consensus. Rather, he disputes the claim that
liberal democracy is not a tradition. It is a tradition that requires neither reli-
gious uniformity of its participants nor relegation of religious faith to a private
sphere. A common morality is possible without a common metaphysics.63

Though I cannot claim Stout as an ally on everything I will say hereafter, his
work, drawn from the philosophical tradition of American pragmatism, de-
serves to be noted and ought to offer serious pause to those who insist that lib-
eralism strips society of all the resources needed for genuine moral interaction.

Another reason to think that disagreement on ultimate matters does not nec-
essarily doom all attempts to find agreement on penultimate matters is the
Anglo-American common-law tradition. It is true, of course, that the common
law predates by many centuries anything resembling modern liberalism, but it
is also without doubt that many of the characteristics that came to be associated
with liberalism (including many of our most basic civil rights and a distinctive
commitment to the rule of law) were not invented out of thin air in the
Enlightenment but were developed over many, many years in the common law.
The common-law tradition was in fact just that, a tradition, a long tradition of
ordering society through a system of justice. Yet, the common law ordered
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society through a system of justice—and effectively so—by emphasis upon
general principles of justice as perceived in practical cases coming before
courts, not upon grand theories be they religious or metaphysical. The common
law had its origin in a medieval England that was, to be sure, in some sense,
religiously unified. Albeit, as a leading scholar of the common law, James
Stoner has argued that the common law continued to function in the midst of
significant theological upheavals in English society, first in the disputes over
papal authority in the Middle Ages and then in the Reformation-era crises.
Through all of this, argues Stoner, the common law “made its progress inde-
pendent of religious developments—a fact brought home most strikingly by
the continuity of process in the courts during the English civil war.” According
to Stoner, the “traditional common-law courts had little cognizance of reli-
gious concerns” and became “a tradition of limited involvement of secular law
in matters of religious concern.”64 The common law eschewed grand theories
and metaphysical visions of society—and in so doing gave us much of what
we consider the best of our rights and liberties. The common law is an impor-
tant precursor of liberalism not merely in its discovering many of the liberties
often taken for granted today, but also in its concept of justice and the rule of
law, that is, the idea that the law should set forth general rules of conduct that
serve as a context for people to pursue their own goals and dreams. It did not
begin with a theologically or metaphysically inspired social vision—in
Stoner’s words, it did not “insist on theoretical perfection”65—but strove to
discover and develop rules of just conduct by a practical focus and on a case-
by-case basis. As a character in a play has said, the English “invented personal
liberty, and they know it, and they did it without any theories about it.”66

Indeed, as Robert Conquest has argued in a simultaneously discouraging and
delightful recent work, utopian dreams based upon unified visions of society
have given us totalitarianism, tyranny, and terror over the past century, in
marked contrast to the theoretically bashful Anglo-American approach to soci-
ety.67

All of this is to say that there are many resources in our own liberal his-
tory—in fact, some resources that predate liberalism itself—that refute the
notion that religious and metaphysical pluralism means the death of tradition
and of any genuine discourse and consensus on matters of morality and justice.
This is not to say that there will not be times when the clash of ultimate con-
cerns among members of a society result in irreconcilable differences on basic
penultimate concerns as well. In such times, the strenuous efforts toward prin-
cipled compromise and consensus may reach their limits and finally fail. In
such times, witnessing to their ultimate commitments may be all that Christians

The Importance of the Penultimate



David VanDrunen

238

can do besides pray. Nevertheless, the prospect that such grim days may appear
from time to time in human history does not strip Christians, alongside non-
Christians, from their responsibility to seek peace and justice in civil society
concerning penultimate affairs to whatever extent possible in the present age.

This leads then to the second concern of this concluding section: Given the
context of religious and metaphysical pluralism, where does liberalism go from
here and how might we evaluate it from a penultimate perspective? Where lib-
eralism goes from here I would understand as comprising two fundamental
and inseparable axioms, the rule of law and the market economy, and one non-
fundamental but tangentially related and ordinarily accompanying axiom of
democratic participation in political life. Here I confess myself dependent upon
F. A. Hayek’s concept of the character of liberalism.68 I recognize that there
are other ways to understand liberalism, but this is an understanding with deep
historical roots and is the one that I wish to interact with.

By the rule of law, I understand the idea that law rather than human beings
govern society, that the law, emerging in large part independently of the actions
of government officials (hence the importance of common law), sets forth gen-
eral rules of conduct for the members of society and constrains the actions of
government. By the market economy, a corollary of the rule of law, I under-
stand the idea that, within the bounds of general rules of just conduct, mem-
bers of society are left free to produce, buy, and sell as they choose, with prices
of goods established in the marketplace itself rather than by bureaucratic
authority. Commitment to the rule of law, as I have explained it, virtually
requires a market economy. Any attempt by the government to plan and direct
an economy requires it to have a freedom to command unrestrained by a law
independent of the government itself and requires the directing of the actions
of members of society far beyond general rules of just conduct. Understood in
this way, the rule of law and the market economy unite around the fundamen-
tal concept that there is no grand social vision setting the agenda for law and
public policy; rather, general rules of just conduct (to be discovered more than
created) establish a framework within which individuals and associations
within society can pursue a variety of goals and aspirations in their lives—eco-
nomic and otherwise. Democratic participation in government, in my judg-
ment, is not a necessary aspect of this concept of liberalism; a constitutional
monarchy, for example, is potentially consistent with the rule of law and the
market economy. Nevertheless, some version of democratic government usu-
ally, and not without some degree of plausibility, accompanies an otherwise
liberal society. It probably is worth saying, however, that certain concepts of
the rule of the people are a direct threat to the rule of law.
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How does one evaluate liberalism, then, understood in this way, from a
penultimate perspective? Generally speaking, the number of concrete benefits
of liberalism in the places in which it has thrived to some degree or another
seems immense. Government tyranny has been drastically reduced; slavery
has been abolished; poverty in anything other than a relative sense has been
virtually eliminated; and life expectancy has risen dramatically. Such seem-
ingly obvious evidence has, of course, been countered by the critics of liberal-
ism, especially in relation to the effects of capitalism. One critic associated
with RO has claimed: “Given the horrendous consequences of this discipline
[i.e., of human desire according to the rule of production in the market] for the
majority of humanity, it is fitting to call capitalism a form of madness.”69

Hauerwas has faulted capitalism for any number of modern ills, including the
breakdown of marriage and family relations, through its impulse toward inno-
vation and progress.70

In response to such critics, I note, first from an economic perspective, that
the market economy has certainly never lowered anyone’s standard of living.
True, there are many people in this world who live in abject poverty, lacking
sufficient food, drink, clothing, and shelter. They do not, however, live in lib-
eral societies, and whatever effects the reach of the global marketplace has had
on those living in nonliberal societies, these effects have certainly not made
anybody poor. In liberal societies, there are those who are relatively poor, of
course. The liberal society with its market economy entails inequality in the
distribution and enjoyment of wealth. Liberalism, though, has the advantage of
being able to claim that the poor in its midst live longer and wealthier lives
than did the nobility of Western society a couple of centuries ago. Claims about
the deleterious effects of capitalism on the family and long-term relationships
in general can be taken more seriously. We need not deny that the technologi-
cal advance made possible through the market economy has put pressure on
families that families have not felt in previous ages. Irregardless, whatever toll
modern liberalism has taken on family life, we must also remember that high
levels of infant mortality and death in childbirth, and low life expectancy in
general, also took a great toll on family life, burdens that have been so greatly
ameliorated through modern medicine, made possible to such a degree only in
the context of liberalism and the market economy. In many ways, we must
admit, the results of liberalism have been ambiguous in giving us the kinds of
lives we want. With progress come drawbacks. With the benefits of the ready
accessibility of inexpensive products at Wal-Mart comes the painful withering
of many small family businesses through the loss of business to Wal-Mart. It
should not surprise or discourage us, however, if the social progress produced
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in so many respects by liberalism is not without its mitigating factors. From a
penultimate perspective, we should expect no perfect solution to any problem
of the present life. The fact that liberalism is not without its ambiguities is not
an argument against it.

This last point, however, raises an issue with which I introduce the final
points that I wish to make. We have certain ideas about how we would like our
personal and economic lives to look. They can only be relatively vague,
though, and, in any case, we quite simply do not know what kinds of laws and
social policies would get us there or even allow us to achieve them. Modern
society is too complex for that, and it is too complex for that in large part
thanks to liberalism, which has ushered a relatively simple and primitive
(meant nonpejoratively) society into a world exponentially more complex. It is
difficult to imagine that society could have become so complex apart from lib-
eralism or that it could remain complex apart from liberalism. Only a free mar-
ket can provide the kind of information necessary to sustain a sophisticated
economy. Only the classical liberal concept of the rule of law—based upon
general rules of just conduct (such as those embodied historically in the com-
mon law) rather than particular commands of the sovereign aimed at attaining
particular results—can be applied consistently in the midst of the intricate and
unfathomable web of social relations. Liberalism seems to go hand in hand
with a culturally and technologically advancing society that as such is growing
more complex all the time.71

In terms of the ultimate-penultimate, two-kingdoms perspective that I have
been commending, how might we evaluate liberalism in light of its seemingly
inevitable connection with social complexity and technological advance? I
suggest that we might evaluate liberalism positively in this regard. The stan-
dard for evaluation, remember, is not the eschatological kingdom of Christ,
which no degree of social complexity or technological advance can bring in.
The standard is the penultimate ends of the civil kingdom. If we go to Scripture
for help in defining these penultimate ends, Genesis 9 with the establishment
of the common Noahic covenant, is surely our best source. No grand social
vision is set forth there, and, against the backdrop of great human depravity,
that should not be surprising. Instead, God ordains the protection of one human
being from the physical violence of another: “Whoever sheds the blood of
man, by man shall his blood be shed.” Beyond this, God reminds the human
race of its position as his image bearers, encompassing the interrelating respon-
sibilities of being fruitful and multiplying and exercising dominion over the
earth.72 How does this correspond to the ideas of liberalism? Rather well.
Liberalism avoids being entrapped by a grand social vision. It looks to general
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rules of just conduct aimed particularly at protecting people from the physical
violence (or fraud) of others. It provides a context in which the creative, image-
bearing characteristics of human beings are permitted to develop and flourish
in unpredictable ways.

This last point deserves some additional brief comment. The image of God,
with which human beings were endowed at creation, was badly corrupted in
the fall into sin and stands in need of restoration in Christ (Eph. 4:24; Col.
3:10). Nevertheless, God has preserved the image, however corrupted, in fallen
humanity, and Genesis 9 indicates that it remains an important aspect of the
common human cultural task. The implications of this are profound. The God
that man was created to image is the Creator of all things, the one who brings
something out of nothing, order out of disorder, as Genesis 1 proclaims. He is
the sovereign, infinite ruler over creation. The human race, made to image
him, is therefore made to be creative as he is. As God had exercised authority
over creation, so man was to rule over creation (Gen. 1:26). As God brought
something out of nothing, so man is to bring greater things out of lesser things.
As God brought order out of disorder, so man is to bring greater order to that
which remains disordered. God gives names to things as he creates them (Gen.
1:8, 10), and man is commanded to image him in naming the animals (Gen.
2:19–20). Finite man images the infinite God. Who can know the limits of
human potential? A century ago, who could have imagined what we do and
what we have accomplished today? What person or group of people, then, can
imagine today what life might be in another century? By God’s common, non-
saving grace, sinful humanity remains commissioned to develop the potential-
ities of the image, whose outer limits, even for sinful image bearers, no one
can identify. The image of God consists in part in knowledge (Col. 3:9). The
acquisition and utilization of knowledge of this world seems boundless from a
finite, human perspective, and as it has slowly increased among the members
of the human race through the centuries, and exploded in unprecedented ways
in the last century, man is coming to ever greater expression of the image of
God, whose knowledge is indeed absolutely boundless. As every day goes by,
there is less and less of the total pool of human knowledge that any one person
is able to possess and, therefore, less and less of this world that any person or
group of people is able to control in any rational way.

Though with great accomplishment comes great temptation, this develop-
ment of the image of God through the cultivation of knowledge and the ever-
increasing outflowing of human creativity must be seen as a good thing—a
partial, incomplete obedience to the original creation mandate, finally futile
from the ultimate perspective, that of the spiritual kingdom of Christ, which it
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can never attain by its own efforts. Any system of social order, it seems, must
be judged at least in large part by its ability to create and maintain the condi-
tions under which this ongoing development of image bearing human capabil-
ities can be cultivated. Judged by this standard, liberalism must be given high
marks. As discussed above, liberalism is arguably the only social system yet
imagined that provides the space for these creative human capabilities to be
given such wide rein. Only liberalism, as far as we can tell, permits the kind of
complex social order to develop that necessarily corresponds with the ever-
greater development of the image of God in the human race as a whole. Only
liberalism, with its concept of the rule of law and the market order, brings peo-
ple from around the world together in peaceful and productive ways such that
the tiny bits of image-bearing knowledge that each of us possesses can be
brought into connection with the tiny bits of all the others so that together this
pooled knowledge can burst forth in creative ways impossible to delineate
ahead of time.73 Yet, I am not by any means an unnuanced lover of progress.
Fruitful progress can only be attained in great continuity with the wisdom of
the past; what we have already attained, by virtue of its very complexity, could
never be rebuilt from scratch according to a master plan were it destroyed.
Progress will always, always be haunted by the gravity of the sin of the human
race, which will constantly assert itself against and within the good aspects of
human progress.

No, the human race will never attain the spiritual kingdom of Christ by
means of its cultural endeavors. It certainly will not under a liberal system.
From the ultimate perspective of Christ’s kingdom, liberalism must be judged
a failure. From the penultimate perspective, liberalism possesses virtues and
lacks vices such as no other human system of social ordering yet imagined.
Christians would do well to heed the warnings of liberalism’s critics so that
they never identify Christ’s kingdom with the liberal order nor shape the church
around the liberal model. They would also do well not to ask too much of any
temporal social order and thus to remember that these critics, by not adopting
a penultimate perspective as well as an ultimate perspective, have missed a
large part of the point.
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* This essay was presented in somewhat condensed form as the Acton Institute’s

Calihan Lecture in November 2005 at Westminster Seminary California upon my
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