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ABOUT THE AT THE TABLE SERIES

This book is one of several in the At the Table series.

Each one puts a handful of ordinary people around a table with Socrates and takes up a single hard subject — the kind of thing most of us have opinions about and have never actually examined. The people change from book to book. The method does not. Somebody states a position, Socrates asks where it goes, and everybody finds out.

They can be read in any order and they do not depend on each other.

If this one was useful to you, the others are available wherever you found it.

— Dennis R. Piearcy
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A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.
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PREFACE
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I have been a pastor for thirty-five years. In that time I have buried people, married people, and sat in a lot of kitchens with a lot of coffee getting cold while somebody told me the hardest thing in their life.

I did not expect to write a book about human rights.

But something kept coming up in those kitchens, and it took me years to see what it was. People would tell me what had been done to them—by a boss, by a court, by a hospital, by a government office—and somewhere in the telling they would always say some version of the same sentence.

They can't do that to me.

And I began to wonder what people mean when they say that. Because they do not mean it as a prediction. They know full well the thing has already been done. They mean something stronger. They mean it was wrong—not just unpleasant, not just against the rules, but wrong in a way that stands even if every judge and every lawmaker in the country says otherwise.

That is a remarkable thing for a person to believe. And it only makes sense if there is something above the judge.

That is what this book is about.

In most of the world, across most of history, rights have come from whoever was in charge. The king granted them. The council granted them. The party granted them. And what was granted could be revised, suspended, or taken back, because it belonged to the one who gave it.

The United States said something different. It said rights are not granted at all. It said they were already there, given by God, and that government exists to protect what it did not create. That is why our Bill of Rights does not read like a list of gifts. It reads like a fence. Congress shall make no law. The government is the thing being restrained.

If a man gives me my rights, that man can take them. If God gives me my rights, only God can take them. Everything else in this book grows out of that one sentence.

I want to say plainly what this book will and will not do.

It will not flatter you. If you sit down at this table expecting your side to win every round, you will be uncomfortable by chapter three. The standard I am arguing for cuts in every direction, and it has cut hardest against people who claimed it loudest. This nation professed that all men are created equal while it held men in chains for eighty-nine years. Any honest book about God-given rights has to look straight at that, and this one does. I have not put that chapter at the back where it can be skipped. It is the hinge the whole argument turns on.

It will also not pretend the other side is stupid. There are five people at this table besides Christian, and every one of them believes what they believe for a reason a decent person could hold. Some of them have suffered for it. One of them has done things most of us would not have the stomach to do, for reasons most of us would accept if we were sitting in her chair. If I have written them as fools, I have failed, and I would rather not publish than do that.

There is something else, and I would rather say it here than have you find it out on page two hundred and wonder what happened to me.

I do not like some of what I argue in this book.

There are people in these pages I would not defend if I were following my own preferences. There are groups whose beliefs I think are false, whose teaching I think is harmful, and whose growth in this country I do not welcome. I have spent thirty-five years saying so from a pulpit and I have not changed my mind about any of it.

And I am going to argue that they have the same rights I have. Not similar rights. The same ones, from the same source, for the same reason.

I want to be honest about how that feels. It does not feel like generosity. It feels like being held to something. There were several places in this book where I worked for a good while trying to find an honest way around the conclusion, and could not, and finally had to write down the thing I did not want to write down.

The reason is simple and it is the only reason I have. I did not make this standard. It is not mine to adjust. If rights come from God and not from men, then they were not issued by me either, and I do not get to trim them to fit people I approve of. The moment I do that, I have quietly moved over into the other chair — the one where a man decides who counts — and I will have spent a whole book arguing against myself.

So when you get to a chapter where it looks like I am defending something I ought to be against, that is not a lapse and it is not politics. It is a man trying to be faithful to his Lord in a place where faithfulness costs him something he wanted.

And here is the other half, which is not a formality.

If I am wrong about some of this, I want to be shown.

Not argued at. Not agreed with, either. Shown. I have been wrong in public before and lived through it, and I would a great deal rather find out in a book I can revise than keep preaching something for another decade that will not hold. I have put five people at this table who think I am mistaken, and I have given them their best arguments instead of their worst ones, because that is the only honest way to find out whether a thing stands up.

I said earlier that freedom is not I know best. It is I believe this — show me I am wrong.

I meant it about myself first.

What the book will do is ask the same handful of questions over and over until they become yours. Where did this right come from? Who can take it away? When it is taken, what do you appeal to? Does the man everybody hates still have it? And what do you owe because you have it?

That last one matters more than people want it to. We are quick to claim rights and slow to claim the duties that come with them. But they come from the same hand. A man who claims every right and accepts no responsibility has not become free. He has just become somebody else's problem, and sooner or later somebody else will step in and manage him. That is not usually how liberty is lost. Liberty is rarely stolen. It is mostly handed over, by people who found it easier to be taken care of than to take care of themselves.

There is one more thing, and it is the reason I am the one writing this instead of a political scientist.

You cannot really know you are free until you have been freed. A man can have every right the Constitution lists and still be owned—by a bottle, by a grudge, by his own appetite, by fear. I have sat with those men. Some of them had money and property and every legal protection this country offers, and they were the most enslaved people I have ever met. Whatever else this book argues, it ends there, because that is where the argument actually goes. And the last thing in this book is about a freedom that has to be learned, which is the only kind there is.

Pull up a chair.

Dennis R. Piearcy

Tulsa, Oklahoma
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MADE TO CREATE
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A Personal Word

Most of this book is about what can be taken from you. I want to start with what you are for.

The Bible does not open with a rule. It opens with a work.


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  (Genesis 1:1)


The first thing we learn about God is that He makes things. And the first thing we learn about man is that he is made in the image of the One who makes things—and then he is put in a garden and given something to do. Adam had work before he had sin. The making came first.

So when I say a man was made to create, I do not mean it as a compliment. I mean it as a description. It is the image showing. A man who is building something—a shop, a house, a business, a family, a song—is doing the thing he was shaped to do, and he knows it, and that is why a man out of work goes gray in the face even when somebody is feeding him.

Now follow that one step further, because this is where rights come in.

You cannot create what you cannot keep.

If the harvest is not yours, you plant less of it. If the invention is not yours, you do not stay up the extra year to finish it. If the shop is not yours, you do the minimum and go home. This is not a character flaw in the man. It is how the thing works. God Himself owns what He made and takes pleasure in it—He looked at what He had done and said it was good—and He did not apologize for that. Ownership is not a bribe stapled onto creating. It is part of the act.

Which means the right to own what you make is not about money. It is about whether a man is permitted to be what he was made to be.

And that brings me to what freedom actually is, because most people have it wrong in one of two directions.

Freedom is not the absence of limits. A river with no banks is not a free river. It is a swamp. Freedom is the ability to create within the laws of God—and those laws are the banks. Inside them you can build almost anything. Outside them you are not building. You are just spreading out and going nowhere.

There is one more thing about freedom that I did not understand until I was well into ministry.

Freedom is not I know best. Freedom is I believe this—show me I am wrong.

That distinction is the whole difference between a free man and a tyrant, and the difference is not size. The man who has decided he knows best is already sitting in the chair the dictator sits in. He simply has a smaller country. And notice that the second sentence—show me I am wrong—only makes sense if there is a truth above both of us that we could be measured against. Take God out of it and there is no referee, and an argument with no referee is settled by whoever is stronger. Every time.

Now here is the part that the people who built this country understood, and most of us have forgotten.

God does not wait for men to become good before He uses them. He uses them as they are.

A man works hardest for himself and his own. That is our sin nature—we start with self, and God knows it. He does not pretend otherwise. Look at what He commands: love your neighbor as yourself. Not instead of yourself. He takes the love you already have for yourself, the love you did not have to be taught, and He makes it the ruler you measure by. That is not God being soft on selfishness. That is God being honest about where we start.

And a system built on that honesty does something remarkable. It takes the very thing that is bent in us and aims it outward.

The welder is not up at five in the morning because he loves strangers. He is up because it is his shop and his family. But the town gets its work done. Three men get paid. Their children eat. Their wives sleep easier. He served people he was not even thinking about, and he did it because he was allowed to keep what he built.

That is not a loophole. That is the design. The more I can benefit myself, the more I benefit my family and the people around me. That is not greed. It can turn into greed—I have watched it happen to men I loved, and it is an ugly thing to watch—but the difference is direction, not amount. Self-interest that flows outward, to a family, to employees, to neighbors, to a church, is what the Bible calls stewardship. Self-interest that pools and stops is what it calls greed. Scripture says both things without blinking: a man who will not provide for his own is worse than an unbeliever, and the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. Both are true. The fence is not around the working. The fence is around the hoarding.

Now watch what happens when a system refuses to take sin into account.

If you assume men will work as hard for strangers as for their own children, you will build something that requires men to be what they are not. And when they turn out not to be, you have two choices. You can admit the design was wrong, or you can make them. Nobody in history has picked the first one. So the force comes in—and it always arrives late, and it always arrives explaining that it is temporary.

That is why every one of these systems begins with a promise and ends with a fence, and the fence is always facing in.

The men who founded this country understood the human heart better than the men who came after them, and they understood it because they had read about it. They did not design a government for good rulers. They designed one for bad ones. They split the power up so that no single man would hold enough of it to be worth buying. They wrote the rights down and put them out of reach of a vote. They assumed the people in charge would be selfish, because they had read Genesis 3 and believed it.

That is not cynicism. That is a doctrine of sin, poured into a structure.

And here is the last thing, the thing I most want you to see, because it is where all of this is going.

Rights that come from God do not require anybody to be sorted.

Every person bears the image. Every person has the same claim. There is no committee that decides which group you fall into, because there are no groups—there is only the image of God, and you either bear it or you are not human.

But rights that come from man have to be sorted. They must be. If a government grants a right, that government has to administer it. If it administers it, it has to decide who qualifies. And the moment it decides who qualifies, it has divided the country into those who receive and those who provide, and those two groups will be pointed at each other for as long as the arrangement lasts.

I do not think most people who build these systems intend that. I want to be fair here. Plenty of them are sincere and generous and would be offended at the suggestion. But intent is not the mechanism. A program needs a constituency. A constituency needs a grievance. And a grievance has to be maintained or the program ends. Nobody has to plan any of that. Fallen men plus concentrated power produce it on their own, which is exactly the doctrine I have been arguing from. Sincerity does not exempt anyone. That is the point.

So the division is not an unfortunate side effect of rights that come from man. It is the engine. It is how the arrangement stays in business, and it is how those in power stay in power.

Freedom unites, because it does not need to sort anybody. Control divides, because it cannot function without it.

That is my position. I have held it for a long time and I have not held it quietly.

But I told you a minute ago what freedom is. It is not I know best. It is I believe this—show me I am wrong. So I have put five people at this table who think I am wrong, and I have given them their best arguments, not their worst ones. If I am right, the position will hold. If it will not hold, I would rather find out here than keep preaching it.

Pull up a chair.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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This is a conversation, not a lecture.

Six people sit at a table. One of them, Socrates, does not really hold a position of his own. His job is to ask questions until each person sees where their own belief actually leads. He does this to everyone, including Christian, and he is not gentle about it.

The other five believe five different things about where human rights come from. They are ordinary people—a welder, a pharmacist, a schoolteacher, an engineer, a county emergency manager. They are not experts. They are the sort of people you would meet at a school board meeting or in the check-out line. They arrived at their beliefs the way most of us do: from a parent, from a hard year, from a book somebody handed them, from something they lived through and could not forget.

Each chapter takes one right.

Property. Speech. Where you can go. Who your children belong to. The chapter looks at that one right, tests it against a real event from history, and ends with the same five questions.

Every event in this book actually happened.

I have used cases you can look up—court decisions, laws, documented history. You do not have to take my word for any of it, and you should not. Look them up. If I have gotten something wrong, I want to know.

Every quotation is real.

Behind each person at the table stand three advisors—voices from history that person is drawing on, whether they know it or not. There are a great many famous quotations floating around, especially about the founding of this country, that were never said by the people they are attributed to. I have checked mine, and every one is listed in the back with its source. If a line is not in that list, it is not in this book.


There is an appendix, and I put it at the back on purpose.


At the end of this book there is a section called The Order God Built. It lays out plainly what I believe about how God arranged things — the person, the family, the government, Israel, and the church — and what each one has to do with the rights this book argues about. It is not a diagram. Each part of it is there because it teaches something about where your rights came from and what they are for.

I did not put it in the front, and I want to tell you why.

If I hand you my conclusion on page eleven, you will read the next fifteen chapters looking for it. Every argument at that table will turn into a step on the way to something you already knew I was going to say, and the five people who disagree with me will start to look like furniture. They are not furniture. Two of them get the better of me more than once, and one of them says something in the ninth chapter that I have not stopped thinking about.

So the appendix waits at the back, where it belongs, for a reader who has done the work.

That said — if you would rather know where a man stands before you spend an evening listening to him, turn to it now. I would not blame you a bit. It is the same thing I would do.

Try to find your own chair.

This is the real work. Most of us have never sat down and asked where we think rights come from. We just have opinions about particular fights. As you read, watch for the moment when somebody at the table says something and you think, well, obviously. That is your chair. Pay attention to what Socrates does with it.

You do not have to read straight through.

Each chapter stands on its own if you need it to. But the people at the table change over the course of the book, and if you skip around you will miss it.

Read it with somebody.

This book was written for arguing about. If you get through it without one good disagreement, you have not really read it.
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A NOTE ON THE CHARACTERS
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Christian is a pastor, sixty-two years old, and he has been at this table before. He believes rights come from God to the person, and that government exists to protect what it did not give. He is patient, but he is not soft, and he does not have an answer for everything.

Dale Hutchens is fifty-eight and owns a welding shop his father started. He is the third generation on that lot—his grandfather bought it, his father built on it, and Dale's earliest memory is being told this is ours, and nobody can take it. He believes what Christian believes, mostly. But he inherited it rather than examined it. He can quote the Declaration and has never read past the second paragraph. He is convinced the government has taken more from his shop than it ever gave. He is the closest thing this book has to a stand-in for the reader, and Socrates goes after him early, because loyalty is not the same thing as understanding, and a man who has never had to defend what he was handed does not yet know whether he believes it.

Amira Nassar is forty-four, a pharmacist, and she came to this country at nineteen from a place where the government governed by religious law. Her father was a quiet, devout man, and she honors him. She saw the order that faith at the head of a government can produce, and she saw what it did to people who would not go along, and she has never fully put those two things together. She is not defending tyranny and she will be angry if you say she is. What she is defending is order—and she will tell you plainly that a country that removes God from the head of the table is a country coming apart, and that America is proving her point a little more every year. She is the hardest person at this table, because she is sincere and because she is partly right. She will not say for a long time why she left.

Renée Aubert is thirty-six and teaches high school civics. She was raised in a rigid religious home where every rule came down as because God says so, and no argument was permitted. She left the faith at nineteen. She is secular, sharp, and better read than anyone else in the room, and she thinks rights come from what a people agree to—that this is what a constitution is, an agreement, and that pretending otherwise is a story we tell ourselves. She is the one who will point out that Dale's God-given rights somehow did not cover Dale's own great-grandmother. Christian does not have a quick answer for her, and he should not. What unsettles her is not his argument. It is his patience. She has never seen conviction that was not also a wall.

Wen Li is fifty-one, an engineer, and she grew up in China. Her grandparents lost their land when the state took it, and they never spoke about it. Her parents believed in the system that took it. She left, which was her rebellion—and she still cannot bring herself to say her parents were wrong about everything, which is her loyalty, and she has never made peace between the two. She is not a defender of that government and will say so bluntly. But she is not sentimental about this one either, and she says the thing nobody at the table wants to hear: her family had order, and work, and food, and she walks past people sleeping on the sidewalk outside her office every morning in the freest country on earth. Her ambivalence is not a weakness in her position. It is her position.

Marcus Boone is forty-seven and runs emergency management for his county. His father was long on principle and short on provision—a man who could quote Scripture about trusting the Lord while the power company shut the lights off. Marcus decided early that principles are what people say when nobody has to actually decide anything, and then he became the man who decides. He spent a career deciding who gets the ambulance, the bed, the ventilator. He has actually done the thing the rest of us argue about in theory. He believes rights are a luxury of good times, and that when the resources run out somebody has to count, and he has been the one counting. Most readers will find themselves agreeing with Marcus before they see where it goes. That is intentional. His arithmetic is an argument with his father that has been running for forty years.

Socrates asks the questions. He came to the table by way of a very old book, and nobody at this table finds his presence strange, which is the only thing about this book you will have to take on faith.
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A NOTE ON THE ADVISORS
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Nobody invents what they believe.

Every person at this table is standing on somebody's shoulders, usually without knowing whose. Dale never read Samuel Rutherford. Marcus never read Jeremy Bentham. But the arguments they make were made first by somebody else, refined by somebody after that, and handed down until they became the kind of thing a reasonable person just thinks.

So behind each chair stand three unseen advisors.

The Founder — someone who built a government on this idea, so we can see what it does in practice.

The Originator — the one who first worked the idea out and wrote it down.

The Modern Voice — someone from recent times who still argues it, so nobody can say the position is dead.

Here is who stands behind each chair:

Christian — John Adams · Samuel Rutherford, Lex Rex (1644) · Francis Schaeffer

Amira — Louis XIV · Bishop Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet · Ayatollah Khomeini

Renée — the framers of the French Declaration of 1789 · Jean-Jacques Rousseau · John Rawls

Wen Li — Mao Zedong · Karl Marx · the constitution and stated position of the present Chinese state

Marcus — Lee Kuan Yew · Jeremy Bentham · Peter Singer

A word about quotations, and I want to be blunt.

There is an enormous amount of fake history in circulation, and Christian books are some of the worst offenders. Lines get attributed to Jefferson, to Patrick Henry, to Washington, that those men never said. They get repeated because they sound right and because they support something we already believe. I have found them in books by people I respect.

That is a serious thing. A book arguing that truth does not bend to convenience cannot itself bend truth for convenience. If we will invent a quotation to win an argument, we have already conceded the argument.

So every quotation in this book is sourced in the back—book, chapter, date, and where you can find it. Some of them are less quotable than the fakes. That is the price. If I could not verify a line, I left it out, and there were some good ones I had to leave out.

Check me. I mean that.
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THE TWO QUESTIONS
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Before you meet anyone, you need the tool.

There are five people at this table with five different answers. But underneath the five, there are only two. Everything in this book comes down to which of these two you believe.

View One:  God gives it.

The right came with you. You had it before there was a government, and you would have it if the government disappeared tomorrow. Government did not make it and cannot unmake it. Government can only do two things with it: protect it, or violate it.

If it is violated, something real has been broken. Something above the government. And you can say so—not as an opinion, not as a preference, but as a fact.

View Two:  Man gives it.

The right was issued. Somebody decided you should have it, wrote it down, and handed it to you. That was generous of them.

But whoever issues a thing can revise it, suspend it, or take it back. And when they do, nothing has been broken. No rule was violated. The rules simply changed, and they were always the ones who got to change them.

That is the whole difference. Everything else is detail.

The Five Questions

You will see these at the end of every chapter in this book. Learn them, and you will be able to use them on things I never wrote about.


1.  Where did it come from? — Were you born with it, or was it handed to you?

2.  Who can take it away? — Only God—or whoever happens to hold power this year?

3.  When it is taken, what do you appeal to? — Something above the government? Or back to the same government that took it?


That third question is the one that does the most work. Watch for it. A great many arguments that sound completely different turn out to give the same answer here, and the answer is almost always the government.


4.  Does the man everybody hates still have it? — This is the test that separates the real thing from the counterfeit. Every system on earth protects the popular. Only one protects the despised—because under God-given rights, your rights do not depend on anybody liking you. Under man-given rights, you have exactly as much as the majority still feels like extending, and majorities change their minds.

5.  What do you owe because you have it? — Rights and duties come from the same hand. If God gave you your property, you answer to Him for what you do with it. If He gave you your voice, you answer for what you say. A right with no duty attached is not a right. It is just a demand.


Freedom and Security

Two more things before you meet the table, because they run underneath everything.

Freedom and security are in tension, and both ditches are real.

Go too far toward security and you trade away your liberties one small piece at a time, always for a good reason, always during an emergency. Then the emergency ends and the powers stay. Every system in this book that took everything from its people sold itself as protection first. Nobody campaigns on tyranny.

Go too far toward freedom and liberty curdles into license. My freedom to take is your loss of everything. France declared the Rights of Man in 1789 and was executing people by the cartload within four years, and the same men did both.

There is no clever midpoint on a dial that fixes this. Which brings up the last thing.

What Kind of Creature Is Man?

Every system in this book rests on an answer to that, whether it admits it or not.

One answer says man is fallen. He starts with himself and his own, and he will do it again tomorrow. So build a government that expects this. Divide the power up so no one man holds enough to be worth corrupting. Write the rights down and put them out of reach of a vote. Assume the ruler will be selfish, because he will be.

The other answer says man is basically good, or could be made good by the right schooling, the right economy, the right conditions. So there is no need for all those brakes. Give power to the enlightened and they will use it for everyone.

The record on this is not close, and the twentieth century is where you go to read it.

And notice what God actually commands.


You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  (Matthew 22:39)


Not instead of yourself. He takes the love you already have for yourself as the given—the thing every man already does—and makes it the measuring stick. That is not God being soft on selfishness. That is God being honest about where we start.

A system that requires people to be better than they are will eventually have to make them. And that is where the force comes in. Every time.

Pull up a chair.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

[image: ]


You do not have to read this straight through. It is here for when you need it.

Where Rights Come From

Natural rights — Rights that belong to you because of what you are, not because anyone gave them to you. In the American founding, these come from God, which is why the Declaration calls them unalienable—meaning they cannot be handed over or taken away.

Unalienable — Something that cannot be transferred, sold, or removed. If a right is unalienable, you cannot even give it up yourself. This is the word the Declaration of Independence uses.

Positive rights — Rights to receive something: housing, health care, education. Somebody has to provide these, which means somebody has to pay for them and somebody has to decide who gets them first.

Negative rights — Rights to be left alone: to speak, to worship, to keep what is yours. Nobody has to do anything for you to have these. They only have to not stop you.

Divine right of kings — The belief that God gives authority to the ruler, and the ruler answers to God alone. The subject has no appeal. This is not the same as saying rights come from God to the person—it is close to the opposite—and telling the two apart is one of the main jobs of this book.

Theocracy — Government by religious authority, where religious law is the law of the land.

Social contract — The idea that rights come from an agreement among people, either written down or simply understood. No God required.

General will — Rousseau's term for what the whole people supposedly wants, as distinct from what any individual wants. The problem is that somebody always has to say what the general will is, and that somebody then holds enormous power.

Legal positivism — The view that a right is whatever the law says it is, and nothing more. There is no higher standard to appeal to. If the law says it, it is legal, and legal is the end of the discussion.

Utilitarianism — The view that the right action is whatever produces the most good for the most people. Sounds sensible. The trouble comes when somebody has to decide who counts in the arithmetic.

Higher law — A standard above human law, by which human law can be judged and found wrong. If there is no higher law, then a legal act cannot be criticized as unjust—only disliked.

Consent of the governed — The principle that a government's authority comes from the people it governs. The American founders held this and the God-given rights view together: the people consent to the government, but the rights came from God first.

Forms of Government

Constitutional republic — Government by elected representatives, limited by a written constitution that the majority cannot simply vote around.

Democracy — Rule by the majority. On its own, and without limits, a democracy can vote away anybody's rights. This is why the founders built a republic and not a pure democracy.

Monarchy — Rule by a king or queen.

Dictatorship — Rule by one person or a small group holding absolute power, usually taken rather than granted.

Socialism — A system in which the community or the state owns or controls the major means of production and distributes goods according to a plan.

Communism — The system Marx described, in which private property is abolished entirely. In practice, every attempt has required a state powerful enough to abolish it, and that state has never given the power back.

Totalitarian — A government that claims authority over all of life, not just public affairs. Not merely strict—total.

The Words Socrates Uses

Premise — A statement an argument is built on. If the premise is wrong, everything built on it is unreliable, no matter how good the reasoning.

Conclusion — Where an argument ends up. Socrates' favorite move is to accept somebody's premise completely and then walk them to a conclusion they did not want.

Logical fallacy — An error in reasoning. The argument may still feel convincing—that is what makes fallacies dangerous.

Begging the question — Assuming the very thing you are supposed to be proving. The king rules by God's will, and we know because the king says so.

False dilemma — Presenting only two options when there are more. Either total freedom or total order.

Equivocation — Using one word in two different senses in the same argument, so it seems to prove something it does not.

Reification — Treating an idea as if it were a real thing with a will of its own. The people demand. Which people? Somebody is speaking for them.

No true Scotsman — Defending a position by ruling out every failed example. That was not real communism. If nothing can count as a failure, the claim cannot be tested.

Hasty generalization — Drawing a large conclusion from too little evidence.

Appeal to force — Winning an argument by threat rather than reason. It settles the matter without answering the question.

Slippery slope — The claim that one step leads to another and another. This is a fallacy when the steps are just asserted. It is not a fallacy when the steps can be documented—and in several chapters of this book, they can.

Legal Terms You Will Need

Eminent domain — The government's power to take private property, in theory for public use and with payment.

Public use — The purpose that is supposed to justify a taking. What counts as public use has been stretched considerably, and one chapter of this book is about how far.

Due process — The requirement that the government follow fair procedures before it takes your life, liberty, or property. Notice, hearing, a chance to answer.

Precedent — An earlier court decision that guides later ones. Precedent gives the law stability. It also means a bad decision can outlive the people who made it.

Bill of attainder — A law that punishes a specific person or group without a trial. The Constitution forbids these, which tells you the founders expected government to want them.

Habeas corpus — The requirement that the government show legal cause for holding a prisoner. Without it, a person can simply disappear into custody.

Establishment and free exercise — The two religion clauses of the First Amendment. The government may not set up an official religion, and it may not stop you from practicing yours.

Enumerated — Listed out. The Constitution lists the powers the federal government has. The Ninth Amendment adds that the rights not listed still belong to the people—rights were not created by being written down.

Theological Terms

Imago Dei — Latin for “the image of God.” The teaching of Genesis 1:27 that every human being bears God's image. This is the foundation of the entire argument in this book. If a person is made in God's image, his worth is not assigned by anyone and cannot be revoked by anyone.

The Fall — The entrance of sin into the human race, and the reason man cannot be trusted with unchecked power over other men. Including you. Including me.

Total depravity — The teaching that sin has touched every part of human nature. It does not mean people are as bad as they could possibly be. It means there is no part of us clean enough to be trusted without accountability.

Common grace — God's goodness extended to all people, believers or not. It is why decent people who deny God can still argue for justice, and why we should listen when they do.

Conscience — The inner witness to right and wrong. Every system in this book has to decide what to do with a person whose conscience says no. What it does with that person tells you what it really believes.

Stewardship — The teaching that what you have is held in trust, not owned outright. This is where rights and responsibility meet: if your property is a trust from God, you answer to Him for how you use it.

Sanctity of life — The teaching that human life has value because God gives it, not because anyone finds it useful. Once worth is assigned by usefulness, somebody gets to do the assessing.

Higher law tradition — The long line of thinking—running from Scripture through Augustine, Aquinas, Rutherford, and into the American founding—holding that an unjust law is not truly law at all. Martin Luther King Jr. made exactly this argument from the Birmingham jail, and he cited Augustine and Aquinas by name when he made it.
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PROLOGUE
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Whose Table Is This?

The county commission meeting was supposed to end at eight.

It ended at eleven forty, and it ended badly, and by then the room had gone from ninety-some people down to a couple dozen who had stayed either because they had something at stake or because they could not make themselves leave. The item on the agenda had been a road easement. It had not stayed a road easement. Somewhere around nine it had become a fight about a piece of property on the north edge of town, and somewhere around ten it had become a fight about whether anybody's property was really theirs, and by the time the chairman gaveled it down there were people on their feet on both sides of the aisle saying things they would think about later.

There is a diner two blocks over that stays open late on commission nights because commission nights are good for business.

Six people ended up in the back corner booth, which is really two booths pushed together under a window that has said BREAKFAST ALL DAY in peeling gold letters since before any of them moved to town. Nobody planned it. Four of them had spoken at the microphone. Two had not. They came in separately, saw each other, and did the thing people do in a small town when they have just been in a fight and are not quite done being in it.

The waitress brought coffee without being asked and left the pot.

The old man was already sitting there.

Nobody could say afterward whether he had come from the meeting. He was dressed plainly and he had a cup in front of him that he was not drinking from, and when they sat down he moved over to make room the way a man does who has been expecting company. Dale Hutchens, who was still hot and looking for somewhere to put it, asked him if he had been at the commission.

Socrates: I was. I did not speak.

Dale: Well. You missed your chance.

Socrates: I had no chance to miss. I did not understand what anybody was arguing about.

Dale laughed—one short unfriendly bark—and set his cup down harder than he meant to.

Dale: It was pretty clear from where I sat. They want to take a man's land and give it to somebody who'll pay more tax on it. That's the whole thing. That's all it ever is.

Renée: That is not what was proposed, and you know it is not.

Renée Aubert had been three seats down from him at the meeting and had spoken second. She teaches civics at the high school, which several people in that room had brought up as though it were an accusation.

Renée: What was proposed was a corridor study. Nobody voted to take anything from anybody.

Dale: Not yet.

Renée: Not yet is not an argument. Not yet is a feeling.

Dale: Ma'am, my grandfather bought that lot in 1961.

That stopped it for a second, because it was not an answer to what she had said and everybody could hear that it was not, and because of the way he said it.

The old man turned his cup a quarter turn on the table.

Socrates: May I ask all of you something? It will sound like a small question.

Marcus: Go ahead. I'm not driving home angry if I can help it.

Marcus Boone runs emergency management for the county. He had not spoken at the meeting. He had sat in the third row with his arms folded and watched, which is mostly what his job is.

Socrates: Has anything ever been done to you that you knew was wrong—even though it was legal?

Nobody answered for a while. The waitress went by with a rack of glasses.

Wen Li: Yes.

She said it flatly, without looking up, the way a person says a thing they have said before to themselves and never out loud.

Socrates: Will you tell it?

Wen Li: My grandparents had land. The government took it. Everything was done according to the law—there were papers, there were meetings, there were officials. It was completely legal.

Socrates: And was it wrong?

Wen Li: Of course it was wrong.

Socrates: How do you know?

She looked up then.

Wen Li: What kind of question is that?

Socrates: An honest one. Every legal authority in your country said it was right. Every paper was in order. You have just told me you know they were wrong. I am asking how you know. What are you comparing them to?

Wen Li: Anyone can see it.

Socrates: My friend, that is not so. The men who signed the papers could not see it. Or they could and did not care, which is the same to your grandparents. You are standing on something when you say it was wrong. I would like to know what it is.

Wen Li did not answer that. She would not answer it for a long time.

Amira: It is God.

Amira Nassar had not spoken at the meeting either. She had come because the property in question backs up against the lot where her pharmacy sits, and she had sat through four hours to find out that the item had been tabled.

Amira: That is what she is standing on and she does not want to say it. There is a right and a wrong that is above the papers. Everyone knows this. A country that pretends otherwise falls apart, and I am watching this country pretend otherwise a little more every year.

Renée: That is a large statement.

Amira: It is a true one.

Renée: It is a statement that has been used to justify a great deal.

Amira: So has yours.

Christian, who had said almost nothing since he sat down, refilled Amira's cup and then his own.

Christian: She's right that it's been used to justify a great deal. Both of you are right about that. That's not nothing.

Dale: Whose side are you on, preacher?

Christian: I've got a side. I'm just not in a hurry to get to it.

Socrates: Then let us go slower. Dale—your grandfather bought that lot in 1961. Why did you say that? It was not an answer to anything she asked you.

Dale opened his mouth and shut it again.

Dale: Because it's ours.

Socrates: Yes. But what makes it yours?

Dale: There's a deed.

Socrates: And who wrote the deed?

Dale: County did.

Socrates: So the county made it yours.

Dale: No.

Socrates: But you just said—

Dale: I know what I said. That's not—no. The county wrote it down. Writing it down isn't the same as making it so.

He looked around the table like a man who has surprised himself and would like somebody to tell him whether he is right.

Socrates: That is a better answer than you know. Hold on to it. Where did you get it?

Dale: Get what?

Socrates: That idea. That the writing down is not the making.

Dale: I don't know. My dad, I guess. He used to say it.

Socrates: And did he explain it?

Dale: He was a welder. He didn't explain things, he said them.

Socrates: Then let me ask it the hard way. Do you believe it, or do you remember it?

Dale did not care for that at all, and the old man could see he did not, and did not take it back.

What They Were Really Arguing About

Marcus: Can I say something? Because I've been listening to this and I think all of you are having a nice conversation about a world that doesn't exist.

Socrates: Please.

Marcus: I ran the county through the ice storm four years back. Twelve days. You remember, everybody remembers. What you don't remember is that on day three I had one working generator truck and I had a nursing home on the east side and a dialysis clinic on the west side and both of them called me inside about ten minutes of each other.

Nobody said anything.

Marcus: I sent it east. I'm not going to tell you the arithmetic I did in my head because I've had four years to think about it and I still don't like it. But I did it, and it took about forty seconds, and then I got back on the radio.

Marcus: So when you sit here and tell me a man has rights that nobody can take—fine. Beautiful. I believe that on a Tuesday in June. But somebody's rights got taken on day three of that ice storm and it wasn't a king or a dictator that took them. It was me. Because there was one truck.

Socrates: And what do you conclude from that?

Marcus: That rights are what we can afford. When there's plenty, everybody's got them. When there's not, somebody counts. That's not cynicism, that's Tuesday.

Amira: And who decides who counts?

Marcus: Somebody who's willing to. Which is a smaller group than you'd think.

Christian: That's the truest thing said at this table tonight.

Marcus looked at him to see if he was being made fun of. He was not.

Socrates: May I tell you what I think has been happening for the last hour?

Renée: I suspect you're going to.

Socrates: You believe you are arguing about a road easement. You are not. You have not been for some time. Dale says the county wrote his deed but did not make it his. Wen Li says the papers were all in order and the thing was still wrong. Amira says there is a standard above the papers and names it. Renée says naming it that way has done great harm—which is a different objection than she thinks it is. And Marcus says none of it survives contact with one generator truck.

Socrates: You are not arguing about a road. You are arguing about where a right comes from before anyone writes it down.

The waitress came back and looked at the pot, which was empty, and went to get another.

Socrates: And there are only two answers to that. Not five. Two.

Renée: That seems convenient.

Socrates: It is not convenient at all. You will like neither one entirely.

THE BIG IDEA

Either a right came with you, or it was handed to you.

If it came with you, no government made it and no government can unmake it. Government can only protect it or violate it.

If it was handed to you, then whoever handed it can revise it, suspend it, or take it back—and when they do, no rule has been broken. The rules simply changed.

Everything else in this book is detail.

Wen Li: And if I do not know which one I believe?

Socrates: Then you are the only honest person at this table, and you should stay.

Wen Li: That is not comforting.

Socrates: No.

Freedom, and the Other Thing

Amira: I want to say something that will make all of you uncomfortable, and then I want to go home.

Christian: Say it.

Amira: I grew up in a place all of you would call unfree. My father prayed five times a day and the government agreed with him about everything. You would say that is tyranny. Perhaps it was. But I could walk anywhere at night. Children were not raised by screens. Old people were not put away somewhere to die alone with a television on. There was a shape to life and everyone knew what the shape was.

Amira: I came here at nineteen. And I have built a good life and I would not go back. But do not tell me that what you have here is simply better. You have freedom and you are drowning in it, and half the people I fill prescriptions for are trying to get through the day on something because nobody ever told them what their life was for.

Renée set her cup down.

Renée: May I ask you something without it being a fight?

Amira: You may try.

Renée: If it was so good, why did you leave?

Amira did not answer. She looked out the window at the parking lot for a while, and then she said she needed to be at the pharmacy at seven, and she got her coat.

She did not answer that question for a long time either.

Marcus: Well. That was a door closing.

Christian: That was a door she'll open when she's ready.

Dale: You know her?

Christian: No. I've just been doing this a long time.

What Christian Said

They were down to four and the waitress had stopped pretending she needed to be nearby. Dale asked the preacher what he actually thought, since he had been sitting there all night pouring coffee and not saying much.

Christian: I think you're all closer to each other than you know, and further from me than you know.

Renée: That is a preacher's answer.

Christian: It's an accurate one. Four of you disagree about who ought to decide. Renée says we decide together, that's what a constitution is. Marcus says somebody has to decide and it might as well be a person willing to do it. Wen Li watched a government decide and take her family's land, and she hasn't forgiven it and hasn't entirely let go of it either. Amira says a righteous ruler ought to decide.

Christian: But all four of you agree that somebody decides. You're just fighting over the chair.

Marcus: And you say what?

Christian: I say the chair's already filled, and it isn't by anybody in this room or anybody in that meeting hall. I say your rights came with you—that you're made in the image of God and that's where your worth comes from, and no county, no congress, no king, and no man with one generator truck can put it in you or take it out of you. All they can do is honor it or violate it.

Marcus: That's beautiful. It also wasn't any help to me on day three.

Christian: No. But it tells you what you did.

Marcus looked at him.

Christian: If Marcus is right and rights are just what we can afford, then on day three you made a resource allocation, and there's nothing to be sorry about, and you shouldn't have thought about it once in four years. But you've thought about it for four years.

Nobody said anything.

Christian: Men don't grieve over arithmetic.

The Thing Christian Would Not Do

Renée: So you have it all worked out.

Christian: No, ma'am. I've got a position I've held a long time and preached loud. That's a different thing.

Renée: It usually isn't.

Christian: It usually isn't. I'll give you that.

He turned his cup around the way the old man had done earlier, and it was a moment before he went on.

Christian: Here's the part I'd want you to hear, and then I'll let you get home. Freedom isn't I know best. If it were, then the difference between me and a tyrant is just how much territory we've got. Freedom is I believe this—show me I'm wrong.

Christian: And that only means anything if there's something true above the both of us that we could actually be measured against. Take that away and there's no referee, and an argument with no referee gets settled by whoever's stronger. Every time. Which is what happened in that meeting hall tonight, incidentally. Loudest side won a delay. That's all that happened.

Renée: You are asking me to accept your God in order to have an argument with you about your God.

Christian: No. I'm asking you to notice you already appeal to something. When you said what Dale wants isn't fair—you meant something by that. I'd like to know what.

They Agree to Come Back

It was the old man who suggested it, and he suggested it the way he did everything else that night, as though it had already been decided and he was only mentioning it.

Socrates: There is a right at the bottom of this and we have not looked at even one of them properly. I would like to take them one at a time. What is yours. What is you. Who counts. And I would like to use real cases—things that happened, that any of you can look up and check, so that nobody has to take anybody's word for anything.

Marcus: How many nights are we talking about?

Socrates: Eighteen.

Marcus: You've counted.

Socrates: I have.

Dale: And what do we start with?

Socrates: A house.

Dale: Whose house?

Socrates: A woman's. In Connecticut. She had a little pink house and she had lived in it her whole life, and the government took it and gave the land to a developer, and the Supreme Court of the United States said that was perfectly legal.

Dale set his cup down.

Socrates: The lot is empty today. Nothing was ever built.

Dale: You're making that up.

Socrates: Look it up. That is the point of using real ones.

They left in ones and twos. Renée was the last out, and she stopped at the door and came back to the booth where the old man was still sitting with his cup he had never drunk from.

Renée: You did not ask me your question. The first one. Whether anything was ever done to me that was legal and wrong.

Socrates: No. I did not.

Renée: Why?

Socrates: Because I did not think you would answer it tonight.

She stood there a second.

Renée: No. I would not have.

Socrates: Then I will ask you in a few weeks.

She left. The waitress came and got the pot.


So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.  (Genesis 1:27)


That is the claim this whole book stands on. Six people sat down over cold coffee arguing about a road, and underneath the road was a question about a deed, and underneath the deed was a question about a woman in Connecticut, and underneath all of it is one verse, and either it is true or it is not.

If it is not, then Marcus is right, and rights are what we can afford, and somebody counts.

Pull up a chair.

THE TWO QUESTIONS

Every dialogue in this book closes with these five. Start practicing them now, on the road easement.

1. Where did it come from? Did it come with you, or was it handed to you?

2. Who can take it away? Only God—or whoever holds power this year?

3. When it is taken, what do you appeal to? Something above the government, or back to the same government that took it?

4. Does the man everybody hates still have it?

5. What do you owe because you have it?

––––––––
[image: ]


Part One

WHAT IS MINE

These are the things you can point at.

A house. A day's work. A tool you made. The road out of town. We begin here for a plain reason: this is where the argument is easiest to see. Nobody has to be talked into
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