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radically dependent on what lies beyond
our understanding and control, and so
imposes humility, the essence of conser-
vatism and guardian of good sense. To
give us definite guidance, however, reli-
gion must be particular. Both theory and
appearances deceive, and the world in-
cludes horrors as well as treasures. Only
a particular religion can guide us through
the thicket, with the aid of standards that
cannot be fully rationalized and practices
and symbols that communicate meanings
that cannot be spoken. A wisdom greater
than our own is indispensable, and we
inevitably accept something as such. What-
ever we so accept becomes our religion.

We cannot choose a religion like a
style of dress. Faith precedes our
thoughts and actions, so we discover
rather than choose it. In this connection,
each of us must at some point speak for
himself. None of us lack hints and pre-
sumptions upon which to build, and when
we want the truth it is rarely far from us.

To find God most often means affirma-
tion of the religious tradition in which we

already find ourselves. Nonetheless, God
is not swallowed up by tradition any
more than by reason. There are times in
which traditions slip away, and it seems
that we must start again from the begin-
ning. We live in a time in which all inher-
ited beliefs are called to account. Not
every faith can be received in a world
that has lost it or sustained in a world
that insistently calls it into question. In
faithless times the religion we need is
one that grows out of its own denial. For
me that religion can only be Christianity,
the religion of God betrayed, abandoned,
and crucified.

Those who try to get rid of Christ only
reinvent him. Drive him out and he al-
ways returns. Why not grow up and ac-
cept his presence, and then accept that
there is something trustworthy in how
he has acted through his followers? That,
after all, is the essence of conservatism,
the persuasion that when all is said and
done the indispensable knowledge is
what we have always known and cannot
help but know.

Religion, Conservatism,
and Liberationism

Peter Augustine Lawler

IS CONSERVATISM necessarily grounded in
religious faith? The answer depends, of
course, on what is meant by both conser-
vatism and religion. My charge is to make
my answer personal, but I hope not too

personal. I would not want to say that
conservatives must be Catholics, much
less think and believe as I do in every
respect. So I am going to define conserva-
tism for this occasion in an expansive
way. And I am going to limit myself to
saying that much of Christian psychology
and portions of Christian faith must be
true for me to be a conservative today,
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while not forgetting that I know for a fact
that there are agnostic conservatives.

What conservatives want to conserve
is human life or human liberty, the hu-
man being with speech or language who
lives open to the truth and must be virtu-
ous to live well. The opponents of con-
servatives are not so much the liberals,
who at their best (say, a Raymond Aron
or even an Alexis de Tocqueville) are
somewhat confused or ambivalent conser-
vatives, but the liberationists. They say
that it is good and possible to liberate
human beings from the constraints and
miseries of being human. They aim to have
the human will transform human nature
into something else. They aim to create a
new man who is not really a man at all.

We conservatives are quick to remem-
ber what most liberal thinkers are too
confused to know or decent to say: Lib-
eral thought is, at its core, liberationist.
Liberal theory, as articulated by John
Locke and many others, is based on the
premise that nature or God give human
beings just about nothing worthwhile. So
we have no choice but to create value out
of nothing; all that exists that is of human
benefit is the product of human will or
labor. Property, the family, government,
and in fact all human relationships are
human inventions for the benefit of the
individual. Liberal theorists think that
government and also the family are or-
dained by neither God nor nature, and so
they can be transformed at will by hu-
man beings to suit their convenience.

Human life, say the Lockeans or lib-
eral theorists, is defined by calculation,
consent, and contract. And there are no
definite limits to how far human beings
might move themselves away from an
indifferent and penurious nature. Human
beings, in fact, constitute themselves (al-
most) out of nothing, and the idea of
willful self-constitution provides hope for
a future free from the limits of the past and
the present. Human beings are capable of
indefinite perfectibility through the pro-

gressive negation and transformation of
what they have been given by nature.

Liberationists characteristically do not
devote themselves to reflection upon the
mystery of human freedom. They hold
that the point is not to understand na-
ture and human nature, but to transform
them. Their task is, in fact, to eradicate
mystery from the world, to create a world
in which human beings experience them-
selves as fully at home. Their goal is
always something like the communism
described by Marx, a world in which
human beings live unalienated in free-
dom and abundance. That goal is also
shared by our pragmatists, such as Rich-
ard Rorty, and perhaps by our new upper
class, called by David Brooks the “bour-
geois bohemians.” If Brooks is right, those
“Bobos” believe that every moment of life
should be a hobby.

Today the largest group of liberation-
ists are the libertarians. They say, with
Allan Wolfe, that moral freedom or free
self-constitution is a necessary compan-
ion of political and economic freedom.
That freedom requires the embrace of
every technological invention that can
increase personal freedom and reduce
human suffering. So it means the em-
brace of the biotechnological effort to
produce indefinite longevity and designer
(designed either through interventions
into the womb or through cloning) chil-
dren. The libertarian hope is that human
beings can live free from the miseries of
birth and death and really from the cruel
misery of love. Libertarians hope that
biotechnology will do what communism
failed to do, create a society in which
politics and God can wither away. They
share the delusion of Marx that such a
world could really be populated by free
human beings open to the truth and ca-
pable of love.

Let me now explain why, for me, the
conservative opposition to liberationism
is necessarily religious. The Christians
say that human beings are alienated by
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the very nature of their being here. As St.
Augustine states, we are aliens or pil-
grims in the earthly city. Atheistic exis-
tentialists, beginning with Rousseau, say
that our alienation is merely accidental
or absurd, and so the liberationists are
right to try to overcome it. If it cannot be
overcome, then human life as such is
absurdly full of mysterious misery; it is a
life not worth living. So twentieth-cen-
tury atheistic existentialists tended to
vacillate between Stalinism (or Hitlerism)
and suicide.

But Christian thinkers such as Blaise
Pascal and Walker Percy believe that our
ineradicable alienation is the clue to the
truth about our being. The mysterious
experience of displacement that is the
source of our greatness and misery points
to the conclusion that our true home is
somewhere else. We cannot help asking
why we are the only beings “lost in the
cosmos,” and reason by itself provides
no solid answer. But what we really do
know about our distinctive natures points
in the direction of our being creatures of
a personal Creator. Christian faith pro-
vides the most plausible answer to ques-
tions we must ask about ourselves but
cannot answer through reason. That fact,
of course, cannot by itself be the source
of faith, but it does show our need for it.
It also shows that we are constituted by
nature so that there is irreducible “space”
for faith. We seem to need to believe to
live well as whole human persons, to
avoid self-denial of one sort or another.

Leo Strauss seems to say that, through
reason, some human beings can live in
unalienated serenity without God in
search of the truth, endlessly unraveling
the riddle of Being. The undeniable exist-
ence of these rare but real philosophers
refutes Pascal’s claim that man is neces-
sarily miserably lost without God. But I
cannot see how philosophizing over-
comes human alienation. The being who
wonders is a singular and mysterious
exception to the rest of Being. That be-

ing, the human thinker, cannot incorpo-
rate himself in the cosmos he can other-
wise pretty well explain according to
impersonal natural laws, and he cannot
really show, without faith, that all of ex-
istence somehow points to him. Our
physicists sometimes now claim that
what the human mind can know corre-
sponds to the truth about the cosmos,
and so the human mind is fully at home in
the world. The problem is that a physi-
cist is not pure mind, but a human being
with a body too and subject to all sorts of
troubles and perversities that do not fit
into the world his mind describes. The
real human being who calls himself a physi-
cist is, like the rest of us, an alien. The
same goes for those who call themselves
philosophers. That is why Walker Percy
says that the human being, the wonderer,
is necessarily a wanderer. A genuinely
self-conscious philosopher, as a Thomist
would say, must also be a pilgrim.

What faith does, among other things,
is to give us an explanation for why we
experience ourselves as aliens or wan-
derers. It allows us to be ambiguously at
home in the world. Knowing why we are
not fully at home, we are free to experi-
ence the good things of the world for
what they are. Christian otherworldliness
has produced the thought, made famous
by Pascal, that the greatness of man in
this world is inextricably bound up with
his misery. But if we were created for this
life, how could it be nothing but bad?
Could original sin, or sin generally, really
have been that devastating for our natu-
ral existence? The modern or liberal view
that man is a solitary and suffering indi-
vidual by nature is based on the unrealis-
tic abstraction of the state of nature, not
on a genuinely Christian anthropology.
Real human beings are social beings,
born not only to suffer and die but also to
know and love. And we are born not
primarily to know and love “the truth,”
but, above all, other persons, each other
and God. What we know about nature,
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God, and each other is limited; our knowl-
edge culminates in mystery. But why
should we, in some liberationist fashion,
necessarily equate invincible mystery
with a nature or a cosmos simply hostile
to our existence? Surely human life would
be unendurable if purged of all mystery.

For the Thomist, one road to faith is
that we can glimpse by nature something
of the goodness and gratuitousness of
created being. What we really know is
the foundation for what I believe to be
the conservative virtue of gratitude. What
we have been given as human beings is
good; we are, on balance, the privileged
beings in the cosmos. What we have

been given are personal gifts—qualities
of soul—that must have been given by
some person, not some impersonal force.
By what we know simply through our
natural capabilities, the personal source
of our gifts is mysterious, although we do
know that those gifts are rooted in our
distinctive natures. In gratitude under
God, we conservatives dismiss the
liberationist thought that we would be
better off as beings without love, virtue,
and truth, including knowledge of our
death. And the mystery of creation, espe-
cially our creation, gives us reason to
believe that we are more than merely
natural beings.

The Tradition I Wish to Conserve
E. Victor Milione

It is the essence of culture that it is communi-
cated and acquired, and although it is
inherited by one generation from another, it
is a social not a biological inheritance, a
tradition of learning, and an accumulated
capital of knowledge and a community of
folkways into which the individual has to be
initiated. —Christopher Dawson

IT IS FITTING at the outset to acknowledge
that I am not a scholar. I have no creden-
tials in theology, philosophy, nor other
sciences. I have met, however, many
scholars, in a host of disciplines, during
a long association with the Intercolle-
giate Studies Institute. What knowledge I

have was acquired through conversa-
tions with those scholars, listening to
their lectures, reading their books and
the writings of other minds greater than
my own. Whatever is good in this essay I
attribute to them. The errors are my
own. The best that I can say about myself
is that I try to be a good generalist. Not a
bad approach in responding to “Is reli-
gious faith a necessary ground for con-
servatives?”

Religious faith has been a part of my
life since childhood. Thinking about this
essay brought to mind one of my earliest
encounters with the notion of God. My
father was a sculptor. As a child I made
frequent visits to his studio. During those
visits I watched as he was either model-
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