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  The Roots of the New Intolerance


  Today’s historic explosion of intolerance toward religious believers did not erupt out of nowhere. It has a long prehistory, and it behooves us briefly to revisit that history before exploring its newest malign manifestation.


  Many historians would locate the beginnings of the story in the Enlightenment, when philosophical sceptics like Voltaire and Thomas Hobbes took on the task of challenging the truth of religious dogma, thus beginning the long process of disentangling church and state and creating new space for secular thought and expression. The contributions of science continued this process by providing a rival mechanistic view of the universe. Astronomy in the sixteenth century, physics in the seventeenth century, and natural science in the nineteenth century—particularly the publications of Charles Darwin—fueled this same project, even as the French Revolution became the bloody prototype demonstrating just how much it could take for a state to try and lay waste to a church.


  The urge to delegitimize and crush belief gained new allies in the twentieth century in the form of communist and fascist dictatorships benefiting from technologies that Robespierre and the Jacobins lacked. Not content to wait patiently for the withering away of the churches, both Nazism in Germany and communism in the Soviet Union and elsewhere saw religion as the largest remaining threat to totalitarian rule, a view that largely derived from the fact that the movements were themselves founded on rival faiths of a kind, promising redemption—a secular heaven on earth—for their followers. Therefore both totalitarian sects campaigned vigorously, and with impressive results, to bring believers and their hierarchies to heel. Historian Robert Royal of the Faith and Reason Institute is among several scholars who have argued that the twentieth century produced more martyrs, or people suffering and dying for their Christian faith, than any other in history.1


  The anti-religious zeal of both ideologies was shared by other twentieth-century movements inimical to religious belief. Noteworthy among these was the Mexican government’s attempt to crush the Church in the 1920s (among other results, inspiring the English writer Graham Greene to pen one of his best-known works, the 1940 novel The Power and the Glory). In Europe during the decade that followed, and in addition to Nazi and Soviet initiatives aimed at stamping out religious dissent, the particularly savage persecution of Catholics during the Spanish Civil War is judged by some historians to have been worse than any other suppression of the church in history, including even the French Revolution.


  In all, Christianity across the world exited the twentieth century with literal casualties and figurative wounds that alone would have put the churches at a profound historical disadvantage, even without the piling on of other adversaries since the turn of the millennium.


  In other realms, too, loss became a familiar companion to religious believers. Even in liberal democracies, the preferences of the faithful have been consistently countermanded in a series of public arenas with adverse court decisions and other legally binding changes involving school prayer, contraception, abortion, pornography, marriage, and related subjects long addressed by religious teachings. By 2016, for example, parents in the state of Virginia debate whether they will be permitted to “opt out” of having their children forced to read sexually explicit literature in public schools. One example is Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved, which includes scenes of bestiality, gang rape, and the graphically described murder of an infant. Far from having the power to force their own views upon the world, parents who object to making books like this mandatory reading are plainly and irrefutably acting from a position of defense, not offense.2


  Elsewhere, on the broader cultural front, a long-standing tradition of anti-religious satire, drama, and diatribe have been advancing the secularist critique for several centuries. From Voltaire’s picaresque satire Candide, published in 1759, to Clarence Darrow’s righteous drubbing of creationist William Jennings Bryan as portrayed in 1960’s Inherit the Wind; from Monty Python’s Life of Brian to the musical The Book of Mormon; from wildly popular anti-Catholic classics like William of Orange’s Apologie (1581) to the fraudulent Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk (1836), Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code (2003), and Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall (2009), churchgoers and their leaders have been laughingstocks in all the best places for a very long time now.3


  In sum, religious faith has been in retreat for several centuries. It has fought back, to be sure—and it fights back still. It has also known periods of intense revival, like the waves of Great Awakening between the early eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries in the United States; and the post–World War II boom in religiosity that enveloped most nations in the Western world, on account of which Christianity still retained tremendous social and political power right through the last century.4 But something new is in the air. The past ten years in particular have delivered epochal setbacks to men and women of faith, especially Christian faith, throughout the Western world.


  Two major cultural events can be blamed for this. One of these was the Catholic priest sex scandals that erupted in 2002 and continued to unfold for several years. This moral catastrophe—dubbed by Richard John Neuhaus the “Long Lent” that many Catholics and other Christians still experience in the present tense—dealt the moral authority of the Church a crippling blow from which it has yet to recover fully even over a decade later, and even with a charismatic, maverick Pope Francis at the helm.


  The second of these events was 9/11. Once upon a time, atheism was a boutique phenomenon. Even in a nation with philosophical roots in the Enlightenment, most Americans were believers of some stripe, and even today a majority profess some connection to God.


  Still, every village had its atheist, usually regarded as an eccentric or crank. Perhaps the most effective of these figures was Madalyn Murray O’Hair, the founder of American Atheists and a single-minded crusader for stricter separation between church and state. O’Hair was the moving force behind the lawsuit Murray v. Curlett, which led to a Supreme Court ruling in 1963 (Abington School District v. Schemp) ending school-sponsored Bible-reading in American public schools. Another issue of pressing concern to atheists was the presence of the words “one nation under God” in the Pledge of Allegiance. Atheists also campaigned (often successfully) to remove Nativity scenes from town halls and public squares, leading to conservative claims of a secularist “war on Christmas,” as the slogan has it.


  For most of the decades of the “culture wars,” such issues did not engage the passions of the vast majority of Americans. But after 9/11, the formerly fringe concern about the overbearing presence of religion in American life entered a new phase of aggressive militancy. In retrospect, it’s not hard to understand why. Fanatical Islamicists had just flown airplanes into the World Trade Center based on their belief in violent jihad as a religious obligation, rewarded by the promise of sensual pleasures in paradise. This unspeakable act of violence, driven by beliefs most people found alien and abhorrent, gave rise to a reaction that was called “the new atheism.”


  Thus in the aftermath of 9/11, a wave of atheist tracts appeared corresponding to and feeding public anxiety about the perceived power of a group that had nothing to do with 9/11 but was tarred with the same brush nonetheless: American Christians. According to the new atheists, we in the United States have “our own” fanatics, namely and particularly the traditionalist followers of Jesus Christ. Some of these books, like Christopher Hitchens’s bestselling God Is Not Great, were lively and enthusiastic exercises in Christian-baiting. (This was not Hitchens’s first attack on religion. He had earlier published a book going after Mother Teresa.) Some also managed ebullient digs at other faiths—as in Richard Dawkins’s description of Judaism in The God Delusion as “originally a tribal cult of a single fiercely unpleasant God, morbidly obsessed with sexual restrictions, with the smell of charred flesh, with his own superiority over rival gods and with the exclusiveness of his chosen desert tribe.”5


  Earlier such exercises had not been amplified by the anonymity of the Internet and social media. Thanks to both, the new vilification of religious folk proved to be popular sport, like the vilification of much else in an age of instantaneous electronic connection; and these and other polemical, sometimes inflammatory texts exploded into bestsellers.


  Among the more earnest offerings were those of Sam Harris, who made his debut with a 2004 anti-theist tract called The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason. He followed this up with a manifesto called Letter to a Christian Nation. Addressing what he believed to be a majority Christian society, Harris sounded an alarm about what he considered a “moral and intellectual emergency,” namely, that “the beliefs of conservative Christians now exert extraordinary influence over our national discourse—in our courts, in our schools, and in every branch of government.”6 He added that this power across the culture was “well known.”


  Many other people seemed to share this anxiety about the inordinate sway of religious conviction, as the proliferation of related works indicated.


  In American Fascists: The Christian Right and the War on America, author Chris Hedges decried a putative “core group of powerful Christian dominionists who have latched on to the despair, isolation, disconnection and fear that drives many people into these churches.” He further argued that these American Christians resembled the fascist movements in Italy and Germany during the 1920s and 1930s.


  In American Theocracy: The Peril and Politics of Radical Religion, Oil, and Borrowed Money in the 21st Century, Kevin Phillips argued similarly that “strong theocratic pressures are already visible in the Republican national coalition” and that these had “warped the Republican party and its electoral coalition, muted Democratic voices, and become a gathering threat to America’s future.”7


  Also in 2006, The Theocons: Secular America Under Siege, by Damon Linker, formerly an editor at First Things, argued that secularism itself was being endangered by an “enormously influential but little-understood ideology” that he dubbed “theoconservatism.” Led by Father Richard John Neuhaus and other intellectuals around First Things, this tiny but alarmingly powerful movement threatened to “cripple” the United States itself—even to transform the nation into “a Catholic-Christian republic.”8


  In fairness, secularist anxieties about American Christians were not wholly unmoored from reality—reality of the past, that is. For most of its history, the United States did know Christianity as a dominant force. One could see a crèche on the village green at Christmas, or the Ten Commandments in a county courthouse. Nor was that all. From George Washington to Abraham Lincoln to George W. Bush, biblical imagery informed political rhetoric from the highest office in the land on down to county clerks.


  And not all the signs of Christian influence were ancient history. The 1950s, in particular, saw a nationwide religious revival of such magnitude that Will Herberg, then the country’s leading sociologist of religion, could remark that the village atheist was a vanishing figure on the landscape, and that “anti-religion is virtually meaningless to most Americans today.”9 The so-called Hays Code reflected the dominance of Christian sentiment half a century ago by imposing restrictions on Hollywood films, including limits on profanity, blasphemy, and ridicule of clergy.


  Later, in the 1980s and for part of the 1990s, evangelical Christians—and tradition-minded Catholics, and Mormons, and Jews—did have a place at the table in Washington, D.C. Protestant evangelical media expanded via Pat Robertson’s 700 Club and other shows on the Christian Broadcasting Network (CBN); Catholics founded their own Eternal Word Television Network (EWTN); Republican administrations made room for and encouraged the rise of influential groups like Moral Majority and Focus on the Family and others. For a while there in the 1950s, and again in the 1980s and beyond, Christians whatever their interdenominational differences had momentum on their side.


  And such is exactly the point: that world is no more. From the perspective of 2016, the idea that the Christian flock now menaces and encircles secular minorities is preposterous—as antiquated as decrying fluoride in the water supply, or the hazards of motorized travel. Exactly a decade after the new atheists declared the Bible Belt to be the epicenter of American power, cultural-political reality is 180 degrees reversed.


  Inherit the Wind was transgressive because it appeared at the tail end of a religious boom following World War II. Its portrayal of William Jennings Bryan as a doddering, broken man humiliated by enlightenment apostle Clarence Darrow was daring at the time. Today, when secular rationalism has become the establishment view from Silicon Valley to federal bureaucracies to no-God squads throughout the West, the landscape has been transformed.


  Classic movies with religious themes like Ben Hur, The Robe, and Quo Vadis?, and other popular entertainments predicated on Judeo-Christianity as a shared cultural heritage were once a Hollywood staple; this genre disappeared before most people reading these words were even born. They have not been replaced. Neither have the mainstream Christian writers who spoke to mass audiences across denominations as Christians, including outside their own precincts—popular, enduring writers like C. S. Lewis and Evelyn Waugh and Flannery O’Connor and J. R. R. Tolkien and others whose religious beliefs were elemental to their creative efforts and literary legacies. Name one such today.


  No: now it is not conventional believers who are everywhere occupying figurative drivers’ seats, but rather what might be called the secularist-progressive alliance: a cultural band of like-minded people, united above all by their antipathy to the traditional Judeo-Christian moral code—including many (though not all) feminists, new atheists, advocates for same-sex marriage, rationalists, soi-disant humanists, postmodernists, militant secularists, population controllers, and other fellow ideological travelers.


  These activists share an understanding that if the problem in America today has a name, “Christian” is somewhere in it. It is this new coalition—not the real or imagined traditionalist majority of years past—that is now ascendant “in our courts, in our schools, and in every branch of government,” to borrow from Sam Harris, as a raft of Supreme Court decisions and other cultural transformations go to show.


  Consider: the Hays Code is no more; public entertainment in all forms, whatever else might be said of it, is now a libertarian dream come true. Internet pornography is a tsunami against efforts to control it, and smartphones convey that same product into the pockets of schoolchildren. Richard John Neuhaus was known for joking of religious orthodoxy and its cultural battles, “Lose a few, lose a few.”10 In retrospect, it is a pithy epitaph for engagement of the faithful in the modern culture wars.


  And politics? Here, too, conventional believers have been struggling like Sisyphus on a slippery slope throughout the last ten years and more.


  From 2009–16, a progressive president missed few opportunities to castigate nonprogressive American Christians with rhetoric that would have been unthinkable had it been aimed at any other group. He called them “bitter, cling[ing] to their guns and their religion.”11 He singled them out as “less than loving”—as if he or any other president would dare to say the same of other religious groups (think “less than loving Muslims” or “less than loving Jews”).12 Even toward the end of his presidency, in a 2015 interview with novelist Marilynne Robinson, Obama lambasted American Christians yet again, opining that “here in the United States, sometimes Christian interpretation seems to posit an ‘us versus them,’ and those are sometimes the loudest voices. ... [I]t seems as if folks who take religion the most seriously sometimes are also those who are suspicious of those not like them.”13


  Meanwhile, Hillary Clinton declared in a 2015 keynote address to the “Women in the World” summit that “deep-seated cultural codes, religious beliefs and structural biases have to be changed.”14 How is that imperious decree anything but an assertion that politics trumps religious liberty?


  The same year, Vice President Joe Biden called the leading contenders for the other party’s presidential nomination “homophobes” without producing a shred of evidence for that calumny—and no one in the media objected.15


  These atmospherics have coincided with an equally remarkable series of setbacks in the courts, including and especially the court of public opinion. Despite forty-plus years of opposition and activism against the Supreme Court’s decision in Roe v. Wade, abortion on demand remains the law of the land. As of the age of the Internet, the idea of even objecting to obscenity, let alone prosecuting it, has become a public joke. And, of course, a series of Supreme Court decisions culminating in Obergefell v. Hodges in 2015 have legalized same-sex marriage.


  Ten years ago, Sam Harris could declare with a straight face that Christian mores dominated American public life. Today the notion that the religious counterculture can force its decidedly minority opinions about contraception and marriage and abortion onto a nation where cohabitation, out-of-wedlock births, and divorce abound at record levels is downright absurd.


  Instead, as a result of secular-progressive ascendancy not only in the United States but across Europe and elsewhere, it is now religious believers who suffer the irrational “animus” of their fellows—to invoke a phrase used by Justice Anthony Kennedy and others to condemn the beliefs about marriage held by traditionalists themselves.16 Propelled in different ways by both the priest scandals and the fact of 9/11, a new tide of anti-religious passion has washed across the countries of the Western world that shows no sign of abating any time soon, and that may not yet even have reached its high-water mark.


  In sum, the story according to which it is the Christian hand that rocks the cradle of contemporary culture resonated decades ago, not now. From a Main Street awash in pornography and raunch culture to a Wall Street where corporations outdo themselves to curry progressive favor, it’s absurd for anyone to carry on as if people in the pews direct any popular cultural traffic these days at all. Doctrinally faithful Christians, Protestant and Catholic alike, are not only culturally disenfranchised. They are the only remaining minority that can be mocked and denigrated—broadly, unilaterally, and with impunity. Not to mention fired, fined, or otherwise punished for their beliefs.


  As noted earlier, these believers and their opponents have been clashing by night (and day) for hundreds of years. It’s also clear that during the past half century—in societies across the Western world, and on issues ranging from school prayer and public religiosity to women in combat and same-sex marriage—the faithful have mostly lost battle after battle. Why, then, are they still being attacked so vehemently? What, exactly, might be threatened by their insistence on “clinging” to their outmoded beliefs and superstitions?


  Given the victories celebrated by secular progressivism, it is past time to wonder at the rationality of the continuing attack against believers on one cultural front after another. Progressive activists have a creation narrative all their own, according to which they are the forces of light, and orthodox Christians the creatures of darkness. But if anyone needs a reality check these days, it is not the people who have been routed.


  After all, traditionalist Christians (like traditionalist Jews) are a decided minority in societies of the Western world today. Christians who reject religious orthodoxy, like many of those in the Protestant mainline, or who identify themselves as “Christian” just by virtue of baptism, are more numerous; but these are not the faithful whose beliefs have made them targets.


  Demographic trends for all Christians, orthodox or heterodox, show clear signs of a general decline. According to the Pew Research Center’s “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” a study of more than 35,000 respondents released in May 2015,


  the percentage of adults (ages 18 and older) who describe themselves as Christians has dropped by nearly eight percentage points in just seven years. ... Over the same period, the percentage of Americans who are religiously unaffiliated—describing themselves as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular”—has jumped more than six points. ... And the share of Americans who identify with non-Christian faiths also has inched up.17


  As for 56 million unaffiliated adults in the United States, the report adds, these “nones” now outnumber both Catholics and mainline Protestants.


  None of this is to say that religious decline is inevitable, let alone that religion stands “on the wrong side of history,” as today’s crude historicism would have it. Great awakenings and other revivals have come and gone for the past two thousand years, and no prudent observer would rule out more to come. Even in the midst of current travails, the esprit de corps of American believers is being built anew, grounded on the faith that what’s happening to them is less a permanent rout than a time of testing from which future generations will emerge stronger and more dedicated than before. Tragedy, too, has driven people back to their places of worship time and again—9/11 darkened doorsteps with new churchgoers for months afterward, and more momentously, as World War II was followed by a religious boom not only in the United States, but across the Western world.18


  Even so, one doesn’t need to posit the end of Western Christianity to grasp this much: 2016 looks very different from 1980, let alone 1950.


  Adding fuel to the new intolerance is the cultural clout of today’s anti-Christian antagonists of particularly ideological apparatchiks who use intimidation and smearing as standard tactics. In that kind of scenario, victimization is more than just a numbers game. As the McCarthyism of a previous era goes to show, scare tactics benefit from a multiplier effect.


  And what does this newly unleashed hunt for ideological Christian dissidents now want?


  For starters, the marginalizing and penalizing of religious believers, particularly small-o orthodox Christians, on the very doorsteps of the churches of North America and Europe and elsewhere. And this is only a start. As stories in these pages go to show, anyone who dares to dissent from today’s ideological desiderata faces heightened risks of public ridicule, shaming, and professional setback. That emphatically includes people who once stood on the “safe” side of the cultural divide over the sexual revolution. For the men and women now unwillingly caught in its sights—mostly, though not only, Christians—the result of today’s ideological juggernaut is a world more ominous than it was before.


  It is time for reasonable people of all manner of belief
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