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ABSTRACT

Disruption and disagreement within the American Catholic Church followed in the
wake of Vatican Il and the political and social upheavals of the 1960s. In the following
decades a diversity of opinions on a variety of political and religious questions found
expression in the Church, leading to the emergence of different forms of public Catholicism.
This study examines the state of public Catholicism in post Vatican Il America by focusing
on one group of Catholic intellectuals in particular: the neoconservative Catholics.

Discussions about the neoconservative Catholics often focus on the level of policy,
particularly in light of debates that raged over such issues as the U.S. bishops’ pastoral
letters, the Soviet Union and communism more generally, and the political struggles taking
place in parts of Latin America. While this is an important element in their thought, the
neoconservative Catholics also provided a critique of the bishops and church leadership that
extended beyond the purely political. Their criticism of post-Vatican Il American
Catholicism is multilayered, with the political level being the most visible stratum for
critique and discussion, albeit not the only one and perhaps not even the most important. A
more fundamental disagreement was reflected in the neoconservative Catholic concern that

large swaths of Catholic leadership had, during this period, embraced a flawed Catholic



theology and, in particular, a deficient and misguided ecclesiology. Understanding how their
political and theological perspectives interconnect is a crucial, and often overlooked,
approach to understanding their distinctive form of public Catholicism.

This study relies on the insights of David O’Brien’s writings on public Catholicism as
a framework to understand neoconservative Catholicism. It will also focus on an array of
primary and secondary sources. The writings of Richard John Neuhaus, Michael Novak, and
George Weigel are examined by way of a textual analysis from a historical critical
perspective, focusing on publications up through George Weigel’s Catholicism and the
Renewal of American Democracy (1989). Throughout the dissertation we amplify and
examine the dominant themes and motifs germane to neoconservative Catholic thought and

analyze their relevance to American political thought and the American Catholic Church.
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INTRODUCTION

Never a wholly monolithic entity in the pre-Vatican Il world, the American Catholic
Church nevertheless exhibited a distinctive subculture by the early twentieth century. Partly
due to nativist sentiment among the Protestant majority and partly to hierarchical resistance
to modernizing trends, this subculture helped to shape and define the American Catholic
experience for decades to come.* A potent force for a time, this subculture was not lasting.
Following World War 11, a wide range of economic, cultural, and political factors contributed
to its fragmentation. Shortly after the close of the Second Vatican Council it had largely
disappeared, a demise that promoted notable changes in every facet of American Catholic
life.

One place where a notable shift occurred was in Catholic intellectual life. Analyzing
this dimension in the post-Vatican 1l American Church, Patrick Allitt noted that its once
distinctive and widely shared intellectual worldview had undergone“gradual erosion.” One
consequence of this erosion was an increase in the diversity of opinions on a range of
political and cultural questions. The debates that followed focused on topics as varied as the
extent of Marxist influence in Latin America, the relationship between church and state, and
the bishops’ pastoral letters on war and peace and the economy. Liberal Catholics,

conservative Catholics, traditionalist Catholics and others began to compete with one another

! On the emergence of a distinctive Catholic subculture and some of the ecclesial influences that helped shape
it, see Joseph Komonchak, “Modernity and the Construction of Roman Catholicism,” Cristianesimo nella
Storia, 18 (1997). For one of the classic studies on American nativism during this period, see John Higham,
Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University
Press, 2002).

1
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to define what constituted a Catholic worldview, thus making it nearly impossible to pinpoint
a “Catholic position” on any given topic.2

What emerged was a diverse set of public Catholicisms that vied for influence in the
American Catholic Church. This study will examine the state of public Catholicism in post
Vatican Il America by focusing on one group of Catholic intellectuals in particular: the
neoconservative Catholics. Its purpose is to analyze and evaluate the neoconservative
Catholic thought of Richard Neuhaus, Michael Novak, and George Weigel as a particular
form of public Catholicism through the Ronald Reagan Administration. Before developing
neoconservative Catholic thought in a more systematic fashion, it will help to cover some
preliminary terrain. First, who are the neoconservative Catholics? Second, what is public
Catholicism? And, finally, how ought we to begin to understand neoconservative

Catholicism as a form of public Catholicism?

WHO ARE THE NEOCONSERVATIVE CATHOLICS?
Although neoconservative Catholicism has come to include a much broader
constituency in recent years, during the 1980s this grouping was comprised of three primary

people: Richard John Neuhaus, Michael Novak, and George Weigel.?

2 patrick Allitt, Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 1950-1985 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1993), 1-15.

® George Weigel makes explicit reference to himself, Neuhaus and Novak as subjects of neoconservative
Catholic identity in George Weigel, ‘The Neoconservative Difference: A Proposal for the Renewal of Church
and Society,” Being Right: Conservative Catholics in America, eds. Mary Jo Weaver and R. Scott Appleby
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995), 138. Throughout this dissertation we will refer to Neuhaus,
Novak and Weigel as neoconservative Catholics and distinguish them from the broader, non-Catholic
neoconservative intellectuals, and refer to them as political neoconservatives. Although there is some overlap



Richard John Neuhaus

A long time Lutheran pastor, Richard John Neuhaus served for seventeen years at a
predominately black Lutheran church in Brooklyn, New York. During this period, the
heyday of which occurred during the Sixties, Neuhaus became intimately involved in both
the Civil Rights and anti-war movements. Working alongside other religious figures,
including Daniel Berrigan and Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, Neuhaus co-founded Clergy
Concerned about Vietnam, an organization that provided an important religious voice in
opposition to the war in Vietnam. By the mid-Seventies he broke with many of his
contemporaries with whom he once associated, as his own views began shifting to the right
and many of his contemporaries continued on a leftward path. Although a supporter of
Jimmy Carter during the 1976 election, he soon grew disenchanted with what Carter had to
offer and eventually embraced a more conservative worldview.*

An initial objection to including Richard John Neuhaus in this study of
neoconservative Catholics is the fact that for the time period under discussion Neuhaus was a
Lutheran; he did not convert to Catholicism until the early Nineties. While not a convert to
Catholicism until after the period covered in this book, it is still justifiable to include him

here. Many of the pieces in his intellectual life were well in place by the mid Eighties.

between the two groups, the Catholic identity of the former adds an important dimension that is lacking among
their non-Catholic counterparts.

* For some biographical insights, see John Allen, “Fr. Richard John Neuhaus, Dead at Age 72,” National
Catholic Reporter, January 8, 2009, http://ncronline.org/news/people/fr-richard-john-neuhaus-dead-age-72,
accessed March 2, 2009; Damon Linker, The Theocons: Secular America under Siege (New York, NY:
Doubleday, 2006). In Linker’s book, see in particular chapter 1. For ease of rhetoric, although Neuhaus was a
Lutheran during this period, I will generally refer to ‘Catholic social teaching’ when referring to the
neoconservative Catholics corporately all the while noting its general application to Neuhaus himself. When
speaking of Neuhaus in particular, | may at times use more general Christian or Lutheran references.
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Consequently, continuity exists in his thinking from his pre- to post-conversion experience.
Further, his publication of The Catholic Moment in 1987 evidenced a growing sympathy
toward the Catholic Church and, in hindsight, anticipated his eventual conversion. While
perhaps not a perfect fit in terms of his religious affiliation, intellectually his thought was
consistent with the ideas and influences at work in the broader neoconservative Catholic

worldview at this time.

Michael Novak

Coming to prominence in the 1960s, Michael Novak had spent an extended period in
the seminary, beginning in the late forties and extending throughout most of the next decade.
After abandoning his studies for the priesthood he began graduate studies at Harvard,
garnered a reputation as a left-wing Catholic intellectual, and published a range of high
profile books.” After leaving Harvard, Novak took a teaching position at Stanford and, in
1968, transferred to the State University of New York at Old Westbury. It was during his
teaching stint at Old Westbury, along with his ongoing involvement with the antiwar
movement, that he began to grow alienated from the far left-wing politics with which he had

been associated for at least the previous decade. By the early Seventies Novak, like

® Some of Novak’s more important early works that often define his left-wing period include Michael Novak,
The Open Church: Vatican I, Act Il (New York, NY, MacMillan Publishers, 1964); Michael Novak, Belief and
Unbelief: A Study of Self Knowledge (MacMillan Publishers, 1965); Michael Novak, Theology for Radical
Politics (New York, NY: Herder and Herder, 1969).
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Neuhaus, began to shift ‘rightward’ on the political spectrum. By 1980 he had abandoned

support of socialism and eventually accepted the designation of neoconservative.’

George Weigel

George Weigel provides a slightly different portrait than either Neuhaus or Novak.
Growing up in 1960s Baltimore, Weigel was a generation younger than both of them. A
theology student in both college and graduate school during the late Sixties and early
Seventies, Weigel did not become an active participant in the antiwar movement. He was not
directly engaged in the theological disputes that raged in the years immediately following the
Second Vatican Council, although his theological studies during this period certainly made
him aware of the general tenor of the debate. After leaving a teaching position at a seminary
in Washington State, he worked at the World without War Council, an institute headed by the
pacifist antiwar activist, Robert Pickus. While never embracing pacifism, an analysis of his
thought on the question of war highlights the influence that this line of thought had on his
own worldview. As with his counterparts, Weigel eventually embraced the
‘neoconservative’ designation. That said, given the generational differences, his transition

from liberal to neoconservative was not as publicly controversial as it was for Neuhaus or

® The term neoconservative and what it entailed in the context of American political thought will become
fleshed out in the next section. There are a variety of autobiographical accounts that Michael Novak has written
for different contexts. For an initial introduction to his intellectual life and the changes therein see Michael
Novak, Confession of a Catholic (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row Publishers, 1983); Michael Novak,
“Controversial Engagements,” First Things (April, 1999),
http://www.firstthings.com/article.php3?id_article=3136&var_recherche=controversial+engagements, accessed
March 2, 2009; Michael Novak, “Errand into the Wilderness,” On Cultivating Liberty: Reflections on Moral
Ecology (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1999), 259-304. For a critical, yet generally fair
account of Novak’s thought and development during this period and afterward, see Gary Dorrien, The
Neoconservative Mind (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1993).



http://www.firstthings.com/article.php3?id_article=3136&var_recherche=controversial+engagements

6

Novak.” Given that each of the neoconservative Catholics eventually took for granted their
status as “neoconservative Catholics,” how are we to understand political neoconservatism,
which is in many respects a broader designation that came to include a Catholic variant?

Peter Steinfels was one of the earliest thinkers to provide a comprehensive analysis of
neoconservatism, publishing a critical study of this perspective in 1979. Although a
contingent of scholars followed his lead and examined political neoconservatism from
slightly different angles, a fairly standard narrative has emerged concerning the emergence of
this intellectual perspective.® Typically the narrative begins with a group of New York
intellectuals in the 1940s, some of whom, including Sydney Hook and Irving Kristol, flirted
at one time or another with Marxist thought.? A passing phase for those committed to this
cause, this group of intellectuals soon positioned themselves as stalwart, liberal anti-
communists and embraced a New Deal, Democratic worldview that became dominant in the
post-World War 11 years.

In response to the political and cultural upheavals of the 1960s, the neoconservatives
became disenchanted with the thinking of those on the left, who they worried had radicalized

and had, from a foreign policy perspective, gone soft on communism and grown to embrace a

" For a semi-autobiographical account of Weigel, see George Weigel, Letters to a Young Catholic (New York,
NY': Basic Books, 2004).

® peter Steinfels, Neoconservatives: The Men who are Changing American Politics (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1979). Since Steinfel’s book, others commentaries on neoconservatism include John Ehrman, The
Rise of Neoconservatism: Intellectuals and Foreign Affairs, 1945-1994 (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1995); Gary Dorrien, The Neoconservative Mind: Politics, Culture and the War of Ideology
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University, 1993); Gary Dorrien, , Imperial Designs: Neoconservatism and the Pax
Americana (New York, NY: Routledge Publishing, 2004); Murray Friedman, The Neoconservative Revolution:
Jewish Intellectuals and the Shaping of Public Policy (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2005).

® Max Boot, “Myths about Neoconservatism,” The Neocon Reader, ed. by Irwin Stelzer (New York, NY: Grove
Press, 2003), 45.



7
neo-isolationist foreign policy. On the domestic front, they developed misgivings regarding
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and the wider governmental “war on poverty.”** In addition
to those named above, this group would also come to include Norman Podhoretz, Midge
Decter, and Jeanne Kirkpatrick. In time, both Michael Novak and Richard John Neuhaus
found a home in this intellectual camp.

Reacting against the political changes that occurred in the Democratic Party, by the
early Seventies this camp shifted allegiance rightward and in doing so rejected the worldview
of many of their friends on the left. In response to this shift the socialist Michael Harrington
wrote an article in Dissent magazine in the early Seventies that applied and popularized the
term “neoconservative” for this apparent band of traitors."* Throughout the rest of the
decade, the neoconservatives remained staunchly anti-communist and called for a reassertion
of American power in the world and the rejuvenation of American confidence at home.
Writing a rather somber assessment of the state of American life at the beginning of the
1980s, Norman Podhoretz still managed to exemplify this general worldview when he stated
that while he and his cohorts were often labeled as "neoconservatives,” it might be more
accurate to described them as "neonationalists.” This would be a more apt designation, he
claimed, because it highlighted their positive view of the values embedded in the

constitutional and institutional structure of American civilization and because of their

19 joshua Muravchick, “The Neoconservative Cabal,” The Neocon Reader, edited by Irwin Stelzer (New York,
NY: Grove Press, 2002), 244.

1 Gary Dorrien, Imperial Designs, 8. The article in Dissent in which Harrington popularized the term is
Michael Harrington, “The Welfare State and its Neoconservative Critics,” Dissent (Fall, 1973): 435-454.
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conviction that the survival of liberty and democracy required a forceful American presence
in the world.*2

Like their political neoconservative counterparts, the neoconservative Catholics
shifted from a left-wing political world view to a more conservative one by the mid-
Seventies and embraced a strongly anti-communist and internationalist foreign policy.
Furthermore, all three became avid supporters of the human rights tradition and democratic
politics, and keen on revitalizing the American presence in the world following Vietnam.
While in agreement on a number of points, what differentiated the neoconservative Catholics
was the important role that their affiliation with the Catholic Church played in this emergent
worldview. This is so for two reasons.

First, the neoconservative Catholics looked to the Catholic social teaching tradition as
a support, if not a rationale, to their political worldview. Many of their political arguments
were grounded on a Catholic ethic. Analyzing their political worldview absent consideration
of their religious worldview provides a truncated understanding of their thought.

Second, and on a related score, events in the Catholic Church during the Seventies
and Eighties were of vital importance in much of their writings. Just as the political
neoconservatives had been alienated by a Democratic Party that they perceived to have
moved sharply leftward in the post-Vietnam period, the neoconservative Catholics were
alienated by elements in the American Catholic Church that they deemed to have radicalized
following Vatican Il. Recovering an authentic American Catholic tradition in the face of an

American Catholic leadership that, they argued, too often capitulated to these radicalizing

12 Norman Podhoretz, The Present Danger (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1980).
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trends, was both a difficult and central task throughout their work. At one point Weigel
remarked that during this period, “in the name of an ‘open church,’ the liberal mainstream
seemed to have effectively shut off critical debate within many of the key organizational
structures of American Catholicism, imposing its own ‘correct’ positions with a vigor, indeed
ruthlessness . . "%

Changes to the American social and political scene following the turbulent Sixties
and the seismic shifts that occurred in the Church after Vatican Il were fundamental to the
emergence of neoconservative Catholic identity. This political and religious thought did not
develop in a vacuum. To situate the thought of neoconservative Catholics in the context of
American Catholic history, it will prove helpful to take advantage of David O’Brien’s notion
of “public Catholicism.” This term provides a useful framework that helps to make sense of

the ways in which the Catholic Church has related to the American political, religious, and

cultural milieu over the past two hundred years.

WHAT IS PUBLIC CATHOLICISM?

Popularizing the term ‘public Catholicism’ in a book by the same name, David
O’Brien traced out the different ways that the American Catholic Church has expressed a
public presence in the United States during the previous two centuries. In a forward to the
original edition, the Catholic historian Christopher Kauffman wrote that public Catholicism
explores the “divergent ways in which the Catholic Church has defined its role, explicitly and

implicitly, in the shaping of public policy in accord with its self understanding within

13 Weigel, “The Neoconservative Difference,” 145.
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democratic pluralism.”* As contexts change, as the Church’s self-understanding alters over
time, and as new personalities appear on the scene, the form of public Catholicism that
becomes dominant at one point may recede into the background in another one. In the
process, O’Brien isolated three distinct styles of public Catholicism in the American context,
each of which took a more or less prominent position at different periods.™

The first style, republican Catholicism, initially dominated during the early decades
of the American Republic. A minority population in a majority Protestant nation, Catholics
sought to demonstrate their loyalty to the American political tradition, often with the hope of
avoiding undue persecution due to their religious differences. Embodied most clearly in the
likes of John Carroll, the first bishop and archbishop who served in the United States,
republican Catholicism tended to downplay differences among Christian denominations,
supported the separation of church and state, and minimized overtly public expressions of
Catholicism. One benefit of this approach was that it helped the small Catholic community
in America to avoid to political controversy.*® By the mid nineteenth century, however,
circumstances in the United States began to change, enough so that the character of public
Catholicism began to change with it.

One of the most distinctive features of this period was mass immigration, when

thousands of Irish and other Europeans immigrated to the United States.*” Many of the

4 David O’Brien, Public Catholicism (New York, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), v.

15 For a more concise introduction to the various forms that American public Catholicism has taken, see David
O’Brien, “Catholics and American Politics,” Journal of Religion and Society, Supplementary Series 4 (2008):
20-26.

'® O’Brien, Public Catholicism, 16-17.

7 For a more expansive analysis of immigration in the American Catholic Church, see James Olson, Catholic
Immigrants in America (Chicago, IL: Nelson Hall Publishers, 1987). For a case study examining some of the
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immigrants who came to America during this time were Catholic, thus swelling the ranks of
the Church and forcing the hierarchy and leading Catholic intellectuals to reevaluate her
public character. Given the large influx of Catholic immigrants, the American Church
became more interest-driven and focused on helping to protect and provide for newly
arriving Catholic immigrants. This tendency was reinforced in the face of an adversarial and
occasionally violent Protestant community that emerged in response to mass immigration and
the burgeoning Catholic community. The immigrant church that surfaced in reaction to the
non-Catholic, nativist culture, often turned inward and sought to establish a protective haven
for its constituency that would allow its people to practice its faith in a safe environment.*®

By the mid-Nineteenth Century the American Catholic Church had grown
considerably and was no longer a tiny minority in an overwhelmingly Protestant nation. Not
surprisingly, the immigrant church functioned differently than that of a Catholic Church
embodying a republican style. Willing to take a more confrontational approach to defend
their interests, the immigrant Church tended to reject the more submissive style that tended to
dominate republican Catholicism. O’Brien noted that “for Carroll the task had been to secure
the place of the church in a potentially hostile but at least temporarily benevolent
environment... after 1820 the emphasis changed. The task now was to preserve the faith and
loyalties of these immigrants . . . in a society perceived as more threatening . . 21 With the

introduction of the 1924 quota system, which sharply reduced immigration levels, the

tensions at work between diverse ethnic Catholic populations, see Jay Dolan, The Immigrant Church: New
York’s Irish and German Catholics, 1815-1865 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975).

'8 O’Brien, Public Catholicism, 38-41.

19 O’Brien, Public Catholicism, 35.
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immigrant Church’s public identity again shifted as ethnic groups came to be more fully
integrated into the broader culture.

Events during the 1960s, including the Second Vatican Council, the Vietnam War,
the Civil Rights Movement, and the threat of nuclear war contributed to the emergence of a
new style beyond that of the immigrant church. O’Brien referred to this new form of public
Catholicism that emerged as evangelical Catholicism. This style, O’Brien argued, exhibited
weariness in the face of traditional political procedures and projected a prophetic tone that
challenged the Church to distance herself from political fights and emphasize Biblical
religion.?’ Evangelical Catholics “saw the fundamental message of the gospel as love, they
set impossibly high standards they knew they could not reach without divine assistance, and
they relied on grace and the power of good example, witness rather than politics and
organization as methods of reform.”* In this style of public Catholicism Paul Hanley
Furfey, Dorothy Day and the Catholic Worker Movement best embodied its underlying spirit.

While laying out these three general styles, O’Brien does not specifically analyze
neoconservative Catholic thought. Others did. The Church historian R. Scott Appleby
developed O’Brien’s terminology to argue that the neoconservative Catholics are one
example of a resurgent republican style Catholicism that “embraces American ideals
unapologetically if not uncritically.” He also asserted that this style maintained a public

presence that “defines itself through an interior, privatized piety, on the one hand, and a

20 O’Brien, “Catholics and American Politics,” 23.
21 O’Brien, Public Catholicism, 188.
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mutually correcting, public dialogue with non-Catholic Americans, on the other.”?? Such a
view is generally consistent with O’Brien’s understanding of republican Catholicism and it
IS, at least to some extent, applicable to the neoconservative Catholics.

Like many of their fellow Americanists, as Appleby refers to them, the
neoconservative Catholics affirmed American ideals through the use of the more neutral,
non-sectarian language of the natural law. Further, they engage non-Catholic, yet like
minded, Christians and other religious bodies as a way to help achieve their political and
cultural objectives. While often using a neutral language to express their ideals, however,
their faith is not expressive of an interiorized and privatized piety. As we will see, George
Weigel held firmly to the position that the American constitutional system is rooted in the
Scholastic, Catholic thought of the Thirteenth Century. His argument does not promote a
gauzy and vague Christian foundation for the American republic, but an unapologetically
Catholic one. It is hard to imagine that John Carroll would ever dare to make a similar claim.
The point here is not that the neoconservative Catholics are evangelical in their faith, but that
their Catholic identity is central to who they are and not deemphasized in the face of a
suspicious, non-Catholic majority.

Opposite the danger of underestimating the public importance of their Catholicism is
the danger of overestimating it. Damon Linker, the author of one of only two books that

provides an historical analysis of the three neoconservative Catholics under study, runs the

22 R. Scott Appleby, “The Triumph of Americanism: Common Ground for U.S. Catholics in the Twentieth
Century,” in Being Right: Conservative Catholics in America, eds. Mary Jo Weaver and R. Scott Appleby
(Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995), 40-41. In this framework, Appleby includes not only the
neoconservative Catholics but also a wide swath of the liberal and conservative Catholics, referring to them in
short hand as Americanists.
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risk of falling prey to this temptation.?® His basic premise is that the neoconservative
Catholics want to create a Republican party that is rooted in a Catholic Christian ideological
worldview and that expresses this worldview through the implementation of policies
consistent with it. He wrote that his book

tells the story of how a small group of ‘theoconservative’ intellectuals has

decisively contributed to the unprecedented rise of public religiosity in our

time . . . The story ends with an examination of the ‘theocons’ deeply

troubling vision of the nation’s future—a future in which the country is

thoroughly permeated by orthodox Christian piety, and secular politics are

driven out in favor of an explicitly theological approach to ordering the

nation’s public life.”*

The primary sin of the neoconservative Catholics, argued Linker, is that they reject
the ‘liberal bargain,” which he believed is central to the American founders’ understanding of
the relationship between church and state. As a way to avoid religious conflict and maintain
public order, Linker argued that the founders established a system in which “believers are
expected only to give up the ambition to political rule in the name of their faith—that is, the

ambition to bring the whole of social life into conformity with their own inevitably partial

and sectarian theological convictions.”? In this understanding of American political life,

28 Damon Linker, The Theocons: Secular America Under Siege (New York City, New York: Doubleday
Publishing, 2006). The second book that provides an historical account of the neoconservative Catholics is
Betty Clermont’s The Neo-Catholics: Implementing Christian Nationalism in America (Atlanta, GA: Clarity
Press, 2009). It is a conspiracy laden book that argues Pope John Paul | was murdered, implies that John Paul Il
knew about it and was aware of his impending election beforehand, and that Opus Dei, in coordination with the
Knights of Malta and other individuals and groups effectively hijacked the Church. The other published work
that specifically looks at Neuhaus, Novak and Weigel is Thomas R. Rourke, A Conscience as Large as the
World: Yves R. Simon versus the Neoconservative Catholics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers,
1997). Rourke’s book provides a philosophical analysis of their writings and examines many of the conceptual
underpinnings of their thought.

* Linker, xiii.

% Linker, 224.
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religion is and ought to remain a largely private phenomenon, in which people can worship
God as they see fit without the danger of state interference.

In contrast to Appleby, who argues that the Americanist style of neoconservative
Catholics downplays a clearly Catholic, theological identity in favor of affirming the
American republican tradition, Linker claims that their exaggerated Catholic public presence
results in the abandonment of the American republican tradition. Consequently, for Linker,
the neoconservative Catholics are not, using O’Brien’s terminology, republican Catholics.
Their rejection of the liberal bargain signifies a rejection of one of the fundamental bases of
the American political system. Throughout the course of this dissertation it will become
apparent that in various ways each of these interpretations is deficient. In doing so I will
provide an alternative understanding to both Linker’s and Appleby’s take on the

neoconservative Catholics.

PusLIC CATHOLICISM, CONTEMPORARY TRENDS, AND THE NEOCONSERVATIVE
CATHoOLICS

The central aim of this dissertation is to analyze and evaluate neoconservative
Catholicism as a form of public Catholicism during the Reagan Era. The close of the Reagan
Administration is a useful end point to such a study because it generally corresponded with
the end of the Cold War. Until that point the ever-present threat of communism remained a
central theme in the writings of the neoconservative Catholics. The demise of the Soviet
Union and the end of the Cold War marked an important shift in neoconservative Catholic

thought. With communism no longer an immediate threat, more attention was given to
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questions concerning American power in a ‘unipolar’ world, abortion and other features that
are commonly included under the umbrella of the ‘culture war’ paradigm, and that of intra-
governmental dynamics such as the proper role of the judiciary.?® As a way to narrow the
exploration of their public Catholic character further, it is important to analyze how they
construct their public Catholicism within the context of American society, primarily in the
two decades following the Sixties.

Like the political neoconservatives, the neoconservative Catholics was interested in
restoring and reconstituting American confidence both domestically and abroad. Unlike the
former, the latter were deeply influenced by their Christian heritage and the importance of
this tradition in the construction of their public identity. Throughout their writings, the
neoconservative Catholics attempted to make sense of the relationship between Catholic
social teaching and developments in American political thought. Their understanding of this
relationship both influenced their own self understanding and laid the groundwork for the
criticisms that they launched against those who held competing interpretations of Catholic
and American life. In the process they sought to influence the formation of domestic and
foreign policy as it was being developed in Washington, DC. They also sought to shape
post-Vatican Il Catholic identity, and thus aimed at convincing both clerical and lay

Catholics that their vision of the Church was consistent with Catholic tradition.

%8 The idea of the unipolar moment was developed by Charles Krauthammer and its implications were examined
over the next decade by political neoconservatives and neoconservative Catholics alike, Charles Krauthammer,
“The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs 1990/1991,
http://www.foreignaffairs.org/19910201faessay6067/charles-krauthammer/the-unipolar-moment.html, accessed
March 1, 2009. With the end of communism, America witnessed a notable increase in the culture war debates.
Throughout the Eighties all three of the neoconservative Catholics wrote proportionally little on these issues
compared to their growing interest on these issues the following decade.
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The neoconservative Catholics shared in the conviction that it is possible to reconcile
Catholic social teaching and the American political tradition and that the resources that the
former provides should be used to help inform political decision-making. This is not in itself
a controversial claim in the literature on the subject. That neoconservative Catholics affirm
that these two traditions are complementary is widely accepted in the scholarly literature.
What is often overlooked in this same literature is any recognition of the different ways in
which Neuhaus, Novak, and Weigel conceptualized the relationship between Catholic social
teaching and developments in American political life. Complicating any attempt to make
sense of their public identity is that each of them affirmed differently how this is done and
thus reveals that, while there are important similarities, there are also notable differences in
their thought. Although they shared intellectual commitments on the level of theory, it is
also on the theoretical plane that differences in the foundation of their thought also become
clear, thus making it impossible to lump them together in some sort of shared a school of
thought.?” Tracing out their public identity will thus consist in highlighting intellectual
commitments that they each share and pointing out how they take advantage of these
commitments to argue against opposing points of view, all the while keeping in mind where

they differ from each other.

2" While the term “neoconservative Catholic” is misleading as it implies a straightforward school of thought or
homogenous worldview to which each of its adherents belong, throughout the dissertation we will continue to
use the term to refer to them corporately. It is a commonly used and generally fair term that can be used to
make sense of their thought, particularly insofar as it differentiate them from other “schools of thought” in the
American Catholic Church. More bluntly, it provides a useful shorthand to refer to the three of them when they
are in agreement (as they often are) with each other on political and religious issues.
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While claiming that there is a consistency between the American and Catholic
tradition, they further argued that large segments of the American Catholic leadership in the
post-Vatican Il period often overlooked this compatibility and in the process regularly
misappropriated Catholic social teaching as it applied to important policy questions of the
day. Many of the discussions about the neoconservative Catholics focus on the level of
policy, particularly in light of debates that raged over such issues as the U.S. bishops’
pastoral letters, how to deal with the Soviet Union, and the struggles that were then taking
place in parts of Latin America. While the substance of the American Catholic leadership’s
position on questions of policy was an important component of their public identity, the
neoconservative Catholics provided a critique of the bishops and church leadership that
extended beyond the purely political. Their criticism of post-Vatican Il American
Catholicism is multilayered, with the political level being the most visible stratum for
critique and discussion, albeit not the only one and perhaps not even the most important.

A more fundamental disagreement was reflected in the neoconservative Catholic
concern that large swaths of Catholic leadership had, during this period, embraced a flawed
Catholic theology and, in particular, a deficient and misguided ecclesiology. Their embrace
of a faulty ecclesiology, in turn, distorted their engagement with political affairs because of
the way that it misconstrued the proper relationship between the Church’s mission and
political life. The intersection between the neoconservative Catholics’ political and
ecclesiological critiques of American Church leadership throughout the Eighties will provide

an important theme throughout the dissertation.
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To better elucidate the elements that comprise neoconservative Catholic public
identity, it will prove helpful to break this dissertation into two parts, each of which will in
turn be divided into three chapters. The first part will focus on three themes that surface in
their writings during the Seventies and Eighties: disintegration, renewal, and reconciliation.
Chapter one will highlight the theme of disintegration that threads throughout their writings.
During the Seventies and Eighties, the neoconservative Catholics voiced concern that in the
aftermath of Vietnam and the tumultuous Sixties American confidence regarding her role in
the world had been shaken and the philosophical foundations on which her political identity
had been constructed had fallen into doubt. This narrative intersects that of the broader
political neoconservative thought whose alienation from liberalism corresponded with the
political shifts that occurred during this same period. Peter Steinfels highlighted this concern
when he noted that the political neoconservatives were worried that “a crisis of authority has
overtaken America and the West generally. Governing institutions have lost their legitimacy;
the confidence of leading elites has been sapped. Social stability and the legacy of liberal
civilization are threatened.”?®

Unlike the political neoconservatives, those of a Catholic variety were also deeply
concerned with what they understood to be a process of disintegration in the Catholic
Church. This breakdown was primarily due to a failure of Church leadership to understand
and properly apply the teachings of Vatican Il to the life of the Church. While expressing
general approval of the Council’s contributions, the neoconservative Catholics argued that

the interpretation given to it by Catholic leadership and its implementation in the American

28 gteinfels, 53.
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Catholic Church had brought with it a great deal of confusion that tended to undermine any
coherent Catholic identity. The threat of political and religious disintegration in the United
States did not remain independent from each other, but intersected at important junctures.
Because of their close connection, any attempt to address the social, political, religious and
cultural ills of the day required that each be addressed and understood in relationship to the
other.

Not content to sit idly by as the American political tradition slowly slipped away and
watch as the American Catholic Church fall into a steady decline, the neoconservative
Catholics promoted an intellectual vision that they hoped would contribute to the renewal of
both the American Catholic Church and to the revival of the American political tradition.
Chapter two will pick up on this theme of renewal, which functions as a counter to that of
disintegration. It is at this point that both similarities and differences in their writings begin
to emerge and the distinctive character of their individual worldviews begins to take shape.
While Neuhaus, Novak and Weigel affirmed many of the same philosophical commitments,
they each constructed an intellectual framework that they argued could function as a
springboard for renewal. While not necessarily incompatible, these three frameworks
highlight different points of emphasis that distinguish the three from each other. In short,
Richard Neuhaus relied on a distinctive understanding of the relationship between religion
and society and of the importance of moral consensus in a community, George Weigel
looked to John Courtney Murray and his notion of the American consensus, and Michael

Novak developed the idea of democratic capitalism.
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The intellectual frameworks that the neoconservative Catholics proposed sought to
counter the political and religious disintegration at work in American life. In the process,
they further developed the distinctive philosophical framework highlighted in chapter two by
grounding them in an historical narrative. Grounding their frameworks in a narrative of this
sort helped to give their arguments a greater degree of credibility by decreasing their abstract
character and linking them to a specific understanding of the American and Catholic
experience. Through this narrative they sought to show that American political life and the
Catholic social teaching tradition are reconcilable. The development of these narratives and
how they relate to their distinctive intellectual frameworks will be the focus of chapter three.

Part 11 will begin to move away from the more theoretical account of neoconservative
Catholic thought and look more closely at some of the concrete political debates that were
taking place during the Seventies and Eighties. Focusing on these issues, which include
debates over how to confront the communist threat, questions regarding liberation theology,
and discussions involving socialism versus capitalism, will help to highlight the logic that
drove both their political and ecclesiological critiques of the American Catholic Church
during this period.

Central to neoconservative Catholic thought during this period was the threat posed
by communism to the American political tradition and religious life. This is one of the
primary reasons why this study closes on the eve of the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Following the end of the Cold War, neoconservative Catholic thought shifted in a different

direction. Issues pertaining to the culture war became more prominent as did questions
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surrounding how America should function in a post-Cold War world. Needless to say, as
communism occupied a central role in their thought during the Seventies and Eighties, it is
important to examine how they understood this threat and what strategies they proposed to
counteract its influence abroad. Chapter four will thus examine the communist threat from a
macro perspective and the importance that it held for their understanding of both geopolitical
relations and domestic politics.

Chapter five will move from the general to the more specific and will examine the
way the neoconservative Catholics understood the political and social turmoil at work in
much of Latin America as a product of Soviet interference. This occurred both directly,
through Soviet support for revolutionary movements in the region and, more indirectly,
through the promotion of Marxist ideology. The bulk of this chapter will thus analyze the
neoconservative Catholics’ take on the political and religious situation in Latin America
during the Eighties and contrast their position with that of the American bishops.

The fourth and fifth chapters begin to flesh out their positions on some of the political
and religious questions that dominated their thought during the Eighties. The final chapter
will develop this further by focusing on the two major pastoral letters, The Challenge of
Peace and Economic Justice for All, and examining their importance for neoconservative
Catholic identity on multiple levels. These pastoral letters provide an opportunity to explore
the public activity of the American bishops and analyze this activity from the perspective on
neoconservative Catholic thought. The neoconservative Catholics expressed significant

disagreement with many of the policy positions staked out by the bishops in the pastorals.
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While important, the debates over public policy that ensued had the unfortunate tendency of
obscuring a more fundamental criticism leveled by the neoconservative Catholics against
many people who were actively involved in Church leadership.

For the neoconservative Catholics at least, the debate that raged over the pastoral
letters exhibited an ecclesiological dimension that was more fundamental than the public
policy one. Without the ecclesiological presuppositions at play in the bishops’ thought,
presuppositions that the neoconservative Catholics contend are flawed, the bishops would
have acted very differently in relation to the public sphere than they actually did. By
drawing out these ecclesiological presuppositions it will become possible to contrast
neoconservative Catholic thought with that of the bishops not only in the political realm but
in the theological one as well.

Throughout the dissertation it will thus be important to amplify and examine the
dominant intellectual themes and motifs germane to the neoconservative Catholics and
analyze their relevance to American political thought and the American Catholic Church. It
is my contention that the secondary literature on the neoconservative Catholics has failed to
understand who they are as an important subset within American Catholic life. Asa
consequence, this misunderstanding obscures not only their role in post-World War 11
American Catholicism but also to those intellectual and religious trends to which they were

responding.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

In the late winter of 1982, George Weigel, along with about one hundred other
church leaders, was invited by the Justice and Peace Center of the Archdiocese of Seattle
to attend a day long retreat. Something seemed immediately amiss. Weigel recounted that
the event opened with a prayer given by the Archbishop of Seattle at the base of a gigantic
golden Buddha. They were summarily informed by the organizers that they were not

there to think, but to get “in touch with their feelings.”*

Nevertheless, throughout the
course of the day participants were lectured from the perspective of a geopolitical and
ethical worldview that was typically critical of America’s foreign and nuclear policy.
Weigel relayed this vignette to illustrate what he contended was the emergence of
a counter-cultural Catholicism that had become pervasive throughout Church leadership in
the post-Vatican Il period. While on display during the retreat, this tendency was
exemplified regularly in the foreign policy perspective embraced by the Seattle
Archbishop, Raymond Hunthausen. In both public speeches and in pastoral letters,
Hunthausen called for American unilateral disarmament, nonviolent resistance even
against Soviet aggression, and tax resistance as a way to force changes in American
foreign policy.? In a 1981 address to the Pacific Northwest Synod of the Lutheran Church

in America, he proclaimed that American “willingness to destroy life everywhere on

earth, for the sake of our security as Americans, is at the root of many other terrible events

! George Weigel, Tranquillitas Ordinis (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), 170-172.
2 Ibid. In January, 1982, Hunthausen led by example and promised to withhold fifty percent of his income tax
as a way to protest American’s involvement in the nuclear arms race.
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in our country.” Such a take on foreign policy was, Weigel complained, out of line with
the political realities that American faced on the international front and dramatically
oversimplified the complex framework within which foreign policy decisions had to be
made. Worse still, the policy positions that he employed were difficult to square with
traditional Church teaching on issues of war and peace.

Commenting on the same retreat later that year, Michael Novak reiterated
Weigel’s concern about the changing face of post-Vatican Il American Catholicism. He
was particularly worried that traditional Church teaching was being shunted aside for a
new set of neodoxies, in which “new ideologies are replacing the historical Catholic faith
in the teaching of many Catholic authorities, clergy and lay.”* Understood within the
context of the public square, these “new teachings” often included moral judgments on
sexual morality, nuclear weapons, and foreign policy that were difficult to reconcile with
traditional teaching.”

For the neoconservative Catholics, the tendency among Catholic leadership to
affirm new moral teachings in place of traditional ones exemplified the confusion and loss
of identity that was at play in the Church following the Second Vatican Council. It
signified a process of disintegration from within. They contended that many who were in
the ranks of Catholic leadership had abandoned traditional Church teaching in favor of a

new understanding of what it meant to be Catholic. This concern was not unique to the

® Ibid, 172. Weigel also referred with some disdain to Hunthausen’s statement that the Trident submarine base
in Washington was “Auschwitz of Puget Sound.”
* Michael Novak, “Liberal Catholicism Will Rise Again,” National Review, June 11, 1982, 694.
5 -
Ibid.
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neoconservative Catholics. A contemporary of the neoconservative Catholics, while
commenting on the two decades following the close of Vatican I, noted that “the
dismantling of traditional Roman Catholic theology, by Catholics themselves, is by now a

fait accompli.”®

The failure to remain grounded in a traditional Catholic identity opened
the Church up to all kinds of theological and moral deformations and made it susceptible
to influences that were antithetical to the Faith.

Such susceptibility became notable, they claimed, in the way that secular political
movements influenced many Catholic elite. Neuhaus accused Catholic elites of the post-
Vatican Il era of having become obsessed with social justice movements popular in
American culture and seduced by the political perspectives of, more often than not, liberal
segments in secular political life. If the influence of Catholic leaders was negligible
among the Catholic faithful, it might not be reason for concern. But, given that they were
entrenched in positions of power, their personal judgments on policy questions were often
confused with those of the Church.’

One arena within which these influences had a particularly pronounced effect was
related to the crisis over Vietnam. As a political event, Vietnam challenged the American
public to question their preconceived notions about American identity and eventually

brought into doubt the legitimacy of the ‘liberal consensus.” During the post-World War

Il period a shared set of assumptions related to foreign and domestic policy helped to

® Thomas Sheehan, “Revolution in the Church,” The New York Review of Books vol. 21, no. 10, June 14, 1984,
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/1984/jun/14/revolution-in-the-church, accessed December 24, 2010.
This sentiment was expressed by conservative and traditionalist Catholics for decades after the close of the
Council.

" Richard John Neuhaus, The Catholic Moment (New York, NY: Harper and Row Publishers, 1987), 266-275.
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create a general consensus “about the capacity of American capitalism, assisted by a
moderate degree of economic management by the government, to create economic
prosperity; the desirability of preserving and modestly extending the New Deal Legacy;
and the necessity of combating (sic) the threat of world communism.”® Largely due to the
fallout from Vietnam, this consensus began to fracture and was replaced by competing
perspectives regarding American identity and its role in the world. Parallel to their
concerns related to the state of the Church in the post-Vatican Il world, the growing
skepticism surrounding the proper role of America in the international community
signified a fracturing of American political identity.

Well into the Seventies both Neuhaus and Novak became involved in the debate
over Vietnam and the antiwar movement, sought to reinforce an appreciation for the
American political experiment in democracy, and took a particular interest in the Christian
church’s general failure to join them in this effort. Not only did many in the Christian
churches fail in their attempt to resist political breakdown all around them but many were
supportive of elements that contribute to this breakdown. In an important sense, the
neoconservative Catholics found themselves fighting a two front war. They were trying to
counter left-wing elements in the secular political sphere that they believed were acting in
ways detrimental to the American political tradition and at the same time attempting to

root out radical and inauthentic elements in the Church Herself.

& lwan Morgan, Beyond the Liberal Consensus: A Political History of the United States since 1965 (New York,
NY: St. Martin’s Press, 1994), 2.
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VIETNAM AND THE ANTIWAR MOVEMENT

Although peripherally involved since the mid-Fifties, the Johnson administration
committed the United States to large scale military involvement in Vietnam beginning with
the Gulf of Tonkin incident, which was soon followed by an extended bombing campaign in
the early 1965.° Early rumblings against the war could be heard in parts of the country at this
time, but widespread antiwar sentiment did not become pronounced until a few years later.
As the antiwar movement developed, a wide spectrum of groups sought to define its political
character and philosophical makeup, including organizations of a liberal, radical and
religious character. On the liberal side, at least in its early manifestations, was the National
Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), which initially formed in mid-1957 and was
interested in the nuclear threat and the dangers of nuclear testing. Following the passage of
the Test Ban Treaty in 1963, a treaty that the group strongly supported, SANE successfully
transitioned into a leading liberal voice in the antiwar movement.*

Alongside liberal oriented peace organizations such as SANE, organizations of a
more radical bent were also taking shape in the early Sixties, typically because they were
dissatisfied with strategies and goals promoted by their more moderate counterparts. While
not very influential early on, their presence signified an underlying dissatisfaction with an
American-style approach to domestic and international affairs. One of the more influential of

these groups that formed in the first half of the Sixties was Students for a Democratic Society

® For a useful overview of the Gulf of Tonkin incident and the events that followed, see Larry Addington,
America’s War in Vietnam: A Short Narrative History (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 2000), 72-78.

19 Charles DeBenedetti and Charles Chatfield, An American Ordeal: The Antiwar Movement of the Vietnam
War (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 57-68.
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(SDS-1960). The organization’s political outlook was typified by the “Port Huron
Statement” (1962), which called for a new politics that, while interested in issues of peace,
also expressed a wide-ranging critique of American foreign and domestic policy.** As early
as 1965 the antiwar movement had acquired many of its definitive characteristics and
presaged its division into more clearly defined liberal and radical camps, “its layers of often
disconnected dissent in various strata of society, the tenuous relationship to its liberal and
radical wings, their deep seated differences, and the immediate issues that provoked their
division...”*?

Events in the spring and fall of 1967 highlighted the fault lines that had become more
apparent in the antiwar movement. It was at this point that the more radical side of the
antiwar movement became energized, a shift that had important repercussions for the
movement as a whole. A vocal and sometimes militant faction “reinforced the image of the
antiwar movement as a radical fringe and pushed it further to the political margin. By
antagonizing the American center, the militants aggravated cultural and political polarization
in both the country and the movement.”** The Johnson Administration, trying to maintain the
support of the center, gladly took advantage of this image and launched investigations into
the communist connections of antiwar groups while engaging in a general strategy of

identifying the antiwar movement as a whole with its radical fringe elements.** Such a

practice, while politically expedient, unfairly characterized the pluralistic character of the

1 «port Huron Statement,” reprinted in The Sixties Project, The University of Virginia,
http://wwwa3.iath.virginia.edu/Sixties/HTML _docs/Resources/Primary/Manifestos/SDS_Port_Huron.html.
12 Debenedetti, An American Ordeal, 138.

'3 bid, 188.

% 1bid, 177-8.
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movement. It was far more diverse and nuanced than supporters of the President cared to
admit. Alongside the more secularly oriented liberal and radical antiwar groups, religiously
based groups maintained an important presence during the Vietnam years.

At the behest of Richard John Neuhaus a meeting of prominent religious leaders
convened in mid-1965 to discuss the situation in Vietnam and brainstorm strategies that
could be used to oppose U.S. policy there. The meeting resulted in the formation of the
National Emergency Committee of Clergy Concerned with Vietnam, an important coalition
for religious based opposition to the war. Membership included a large cross section of
religious leaders such as William Sloan Coffin, Rabbi Abraham Heschel, and Daniel
Berrigan, each of whom wanted to address the dearth of peace movements that adequately
reflected the interests of religious organizations.' The organization’s early activities
typically consisted of traditional means of dissent including petitions, marches, and
publications, which they hoped would sway public opinion and in doing so influence public
policy.'®

Events that took place early in 1965 presented a moment of promise for the
organization’s activities. President Johnson’s call for a temporary bombing halt in late

December of that year, which was intended to provide Hanoi a ‘face saving’ opportunity to

1> The most comprehensive study of CALCAV is Mitchell Hall, Because of Their Faith: CALCAV and
Religious Opposition to the Vietnam War (New York, NY: Columbia University Press). See, in particular,
chapter 1 for a detailed description of the organization’s founding. Although signifying an important addition to
the religious expression against the war, it was by no means the only avenue of expression. The Fellowship of
Reconciliation, for example, was another peace organization that stretched back to the First World War and
expressed an essentially Christian vision. See, DeBenedetti, 21-22.

16 One of their more successful events was the invocation of a conference that gathered together 5,000 area
clergy to study the issue of Vietnam. Noticeably absent from the conference was Daniel Berrigan, who had
been transferred to Latin America by his Jesuit superiors, behind whom stood Cardinal Spellman. Further, he
was ordered to end his association with the group.
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end the war, opened up the possibility of a negotiated peace. Applauding the move and in
response to the bombing respite, Clergy Concerned immediately began a campaign for a
permanent settlement, criticized the President for not acting earlier, and argued that the
problem in Vietnam was not communist aggression but a domestic civil war. Failing to
achieve a lasting settlement, the American bombing campaign commenced again after only a
thirty-seven day pause. Disappointed, the group'’s leadership expanded their focus by
consolidating the organization nationally and by mid-1966 included lay involvement in their
political activities.” With the introduction of lay membership, Michael Novak became
involved in the newly renamed Clergy and Laity Concerned about Vietham (CALCAV).

In contrast to elements in the antiwar movement who argued that American
involvement in Vietnam demonstrated imperialist tendencies, the leadership of CALCAV
typically understood Vietnam as an anomaly in the American experiment. For such folks,
Vietnam was misguided but did not exemplify the American experience.’® Within a few
years of the founding, Daniel Berrigan, an early and active member in the organization, had
begun to stake out a much more radical critique of the US policy and intentions in that region
of the world. As time passed he, with his brother Phillip often at his side, issued increasingly
condemnatory rhetoric against the United States' international and domestic policies.™

While the Berrigans developed a sharp critique of the American experiment as the

Sixties moved into the Seventies, both Michael Novak and Richard Neuhaus grew

7 Hall, 22-24; Addington, 94-96.

'8 Neuhaus, “American Religion and the War,” 12.

19 For an overview of the Berrigan Brothers criticism of the United States and political liberalism in general see
the relevant chapter in Michael C. Bivins, The Fracture of Good Order: Christian Antiliberalism and the
Challenge to American Politics (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2003).
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increasingly disillusioned with the antiwar movement and its growing tendency toward
radicalism. Rather than moving leftward with the Berrigans, they moved slowly to the right.
That said, in the early years of the movement both Neuhaus and Novak flirted with, although
never gave into, a radical approach to politics. In one article written for the journal Cross
Currents, for example, Novak provided a sympathetic analysis of the political outlook of
young Americans who were increasingly beholden to a revolutionary impulse. Even here he
did not reject the underlying principles of democratic rule and political freedom, but took
issue with the moral conscience that guided political decision making in America. He wrote
that

The enemy in America... is the tyrannical and indifferent majority... So long

as such a majority controls the destiny of America, it appears, the nation will

remain militarist, racist and counterrevolutionary; the wealth of the United

States will increase; conscience will be suffocated; the wretched of the earth

will suffer yet more. The revolutionary problem is how to fight the moral

sickness of the democratic majority.?

Novak noted that what initiated his transition away from this rather pessimistic view
of the American public occurred during his leave of absence from Stanford to work on behalf
of the Democratic Party during the 1972 election. While on sabbatical Novak had the
opportunity to travel across the country, work on the grassroots level, and better understand
the political and cultural outlook of the average American. This activity contributed to his

growing awareness of the ethnic diversity and the communal ties at work in neighborhoods

across the country. His growing understanding of these diverse communities forced a

2 Michael Novak, “Power, Disruption and Revolution,” Cross Currents (Winter, 1969): 34. For a more
complete analysis of his radical ideology of the time, see Michael Novak, A Theology for Radical Politics (New
York, NY: Herder and Herder, 1969).
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reevaluation of how he understood American politics and culture, a reevaluation that
challenged his elitist tendencies and which initiated his move rightward.* Although space
does not allow for development of the topic further, his experience on the campaign trail can
also be understood as one of the important events that led Novak to take more seriously the
issue of ethnicity in American political life, most clearly addressed in his book, The Rise of
the Unmeltable Ethnics.?

Like Michael Novak, Neuhaus flirted for a time with a more radical critique of
American political and cultural life, at one point suggesting the possible need for a “just
revolution.” Nevertheless, while sometimes expressing fairly heated rhetoric related to
American policies, he never repudiated America with the consistency and vehemence of
some of the more radical antiwar activists.?* Part of his hesitancy is attributable to consistent
confidence in the philosophical legitimacy of the American experiment. Even though the
ruling order failed to live up to the obligations laid out in the constitutional order and the
philosophical principles that underlie it, the principles themselves remained legitimate.

His refusal to condemn unconditionally America is further illustrated by his eventual
rejection of the countercultural left. In a retrospective issued some years later, Neuhaus

noted that he broke with CALCAYV due to a sharp leftward turn and exaggerated anti-

2! Michael Novak, “Controversial Engagements,” First Things 92 (April, 1999): 21-29.

22 Michael Novak, The Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics: Politics and Culture in American Life (New Brunswick,
U.S.S., 1996).

%8 peter Berger and Richard John Neuhaus, Movement and Revolution (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday and
Company, 1970). Years later Neuhaus argues that the message in his Movement and Revolution was more of a
warning regarding the seriousness of revolution and not a legitimation of it. Richard John Neuhaus, America
Against Itself: Moral Vision and the Public Order (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992),
62-3.
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Americanism in the organization’s ranks.?* This leftward shift included the radicalization of
the civil rights movement, the violent reaction to the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr.,
and the growing tendency for those active in antiwar movement to hail the Vietcong and Ho
Chi Minh as icons of liberation and social justice.?

The changing mood in the antiwar movement and a growing skepticism over the
Vietnam War and the cultural left also influenced the intellectual and political classes. Like
other segments of American society, these groupings began to divide on a number of points.
It is important to examine the splits that emerged politically and intellectually; these
divisions will provide the backdrop against which one can understand the emergence of

neoconservatism, in both its secular and religious forms.

THE EFFECT OF VIETNAM ON THE AMERICAN INTELLECTUAL AND POLITICAL CLASSES
Neoconservatism in general, and neoconservative Catholicism in particular, has never
embraced populism as a political style, instead focusing most of their attention on the
importance of ideas, with a particular interest in influencing the intellectual elite and political
leadership. Consequently, while one could examine the affects of Vietnam on American
identity by tracing changes in public opinion or the changing use of imagery in popular
media, that is not of primary interest here. More important for our purposes is the role the

Vietnam War played in shifting perspectives among the American intellectual elite and its

2 For example, see Richard John Neuhaus, “The Public Square: Conservative Changes,” First Things,
www.firstthings.com/article.php3?id_article=3591&var_recherche=calcav, accessed Nov. 15, 2007.
% Neuhaus, America Against Itself, 57-62.
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political leadership. Among the former, the intellectual consensus that emerged following
the Second World War began to fracture in the face of a failed Vietnam policy. In its place
remained a wide range of competing perspectives regarding American identity and its role in
the world. For the latter, while generally supportive of the war in Vietnam in its early years,
widespread support diminished as the war progressed. It was due to this dual breakdown,
among the intellectual class and influential segments of American political leadership, that
neoconservative Catholics responded to and, over time, tried to counter.

At the end of the summer of 1967, Commentary magazine published a symposium
addressing the present state of liberal anticommunism. The symposium provided a wide
range of voices, all of which were generally critical of the radical elements that contributed
an increasingly influential voice in its ranks. In one essay, Robert Pickus criticized the
emergent anti-anti-communism and the typical anti-Americanism that followed closely
behind, and which he argued was at work in many left-wing political organizations of the
period. Noting his surprise at the rapidity at which former anti-communist liberals, “...once
persuaded to abandon a Communist devil, would adopt an American one,” Pickus criticized
the radical elements pervasive in many segments of the antiwar movement for their tendency
to see America as the sole villain in World politics.?®

In the same symposium Richard Rovere, then Washington correspondent for the New
Yorker, reinforced Pickus’ point when he noted that the Vietham experience brought about a
dramatic change in the intellectual liberal community. Many intellectuals and activists in

these circles had, even by this early date, engaged in what amounted to a virtual

%6 Robert Pickus, “Liberal Anti-Communism Revisited: A Symposium,” Commentary (Sept., 1967): 60-61.



37
abandonment of the American creed.”’ In a recent study on the transitions in liberal
intellectual thought during the Vietnam War, Robert Tomes reaffirmed both Pickus’ and
Rovere’s observations regarding liberal intellectuals.

Throughout the Fifties, most liberal intellectuals shared a general consensus regarding
the important achievements of the American past and a strong support for international
anticommunism. Although they often differed on questions of the means, these differences
were typically understood in the context of shared ends, which included an aversion to
communism and belief in America’s positive influence in the world.”® The liberal
intellectual assessment of Vietnam followed a similar arc to that of the wider peace
movement. While the broader peace movement maintained a degree of solidarity into the
mid-Sixties, by 1968 it had fractured into a variety of liberal and radical elements. This
fracturing led to a wider range of differences related to Vietnam, the role of America in the
Cold War, and American anticommunism. Robert Tomes neatly summarizes the geography
of American intellectual life and the differences that emerged in this regard when he wrote
that

the war transformed the consensus into an array of distinct intellectual groups--

neoconservatives, democratic socialists, New Leftists, disillusioned liberals,

and conservatives, each of which approached the new postwar America with a

fresh and unique outlook heavily influenced by their wartime experiences...

Generally contentious toward each other, the new groups shared few of the old

assumptions which had bolstered the consensus. These assumptions, like
America’s international responsibilities, faith in democratic institutions and a

%" Richard Rovere, “Liberal Anti-Communism Revisited: A Symposium,” Commentary (Sept. 1967): 67.

%8 Robert Tomes, Apocalypse Then: American Intellectuals and the Vietnam War, 1954-1975, (New York, NY:
New York University Press, 1998), 9-15. For one of the seminal works on the idea of the liberal consensus see
Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1955).
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belief in capitalism as the inviolable economic system, became a springboard
of disagreement.?

Tomes’ assessment of the changing intellectual climate during the war relied
primarily on an analysis of an array of popular, intellectually oriented journals and
magazines. On one end of the spectrum is a magazine like the National Review, whose
criticisms of U.S involvement in Vietnam typically consisted in the claim that American
policy was not aggressive enough in its pursuit of victory. From start to finish the National
Review editorial perspective was unapologetically anticommunist and in favor of American
involvement in Vietnam. On the other end of the spectrum one would find a journal like The
New York Review of Books, which regularly published intellectuals sympathetic to the New
Left, including Noam Chomsky and Susan Sontag. In a 1975 symposium published after
South Vietnam’s collapse, The New York Review of Books published a series of articles
celebrating the U.S. defeat.®

Just as the intellectual class was deeply affected by the events in Vietnam, leading
some to reevaluate their commonly held assumptions about American identity, American
political leaders were also shaped by the Vietnam experience. In the early years of the war,
dissent in the Senate aimed at administration policies was a muted and marginal

phenomenon. By the early Seventies, dissenting opinion on the war had become

29 |bid, 234-5.

% For a comprehensive account of the divisions that emerged among American intellectuals after 1968, see
chapter 6 in Tomes, Apocalypse Then; for the New York Review symposium see “The Meaning of Vietnam: A
Symposium,” New York Review of Books, October 12, 1975; For an account of the editorial positions of the two
most important Catholic magazines of the day, Commonweal and America, see David Settje, “’Dueling
Catholic Periodicals: America’s and Commonweal’s Perceptions of the Cold and Vietnam Wars, 1964-1975,”
Catholic Social Science Review 9 (2004), www.catholicsocialscientists.org/cssrix/article--settje.pdf, accessed
October 1, 2007.
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commonplace, as much among the political classes in Congress as in the intellectual classes
of universities, think tanks, and on editorial boards of influential magazines. It is useful to
illustrate this change of tone on Capitol Hill by looking at the Senate and briefly develop the
effect of three political events on political debate over the war: passage of the Gulf of Tonkin
Resolution in 1964, the Senate Foreign Relations public hearings on Vietnam in 1966, and
the Cooper-Church and McGovern-Hatfield Amendments of 1970 and 1971.*

Except for a select group of U.S. senators, most Democrats and Republicans in
Congress supported, at least tacitly, President Johnson's position on Vietnam up through the
mid-Sixties.*? While a basic framework for dissent had been developed by 1964, widespread
public support for U.S. policy in Vietnam made it difficult for dissenters to achieve
legislative success on foreign policy questions at this time.** Even those suspicious of
President Johnson's long-term intentions in Vietnam often fell into line when forced to vote
on major foreign policy resolutions. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, for example, which
effectively ceded control over the course of the war to President Johnson, garnered only two
dissenting votes. Many who voted in favor soon expressed regret, but public pressure to

support the president proved too strong for many of them to take on at that time.*

%! Kyle Longley, “Congress and the Vietnam War: Senate Doves and their Impact on the War,” in The War that
Never Ends, eds. David Anderson and John Ernst (Knoxville, TN: The University of Knoxville Press, 2007):
289-311.

%2 David Schmitz and Natalie Fousekis, “Frank Church, the Senate, and the Emergence of Dissent on the
Vietnam War,” The Pacific Historical Review 63, no. 4 (November, 1994): 575. Some of the early dissenters of
Vietnam policy included Wayne Morse (D-AK), Frank Church (D-ID), Mike Mansfield (D-MT) and,
eventually, J. William Fulbright (D-AR)

% Robert David Johnson, “The Origins of Dissent: Senate Liberals and Vietnam, 1959-1964,” The Pacific
Historical Review 65, no. 2 (May, 1960): 249-50.

3 Longley, “Congress and the Vietnam War: Senate Doves and Their Impact on the War,” 295-6.
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Two years later Senator William Fulbright, then Chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, called public hearings on the topic of Vietnam. It was a move that
marked a new phase in Congressional dissent over Vietnam. On the one hand, it provided
dissenting Senators an important public forum from which they could engage in a sometimes
forthright critique of administration policy. Senator Gore, Senator Fulbright, and others on
the committee took the opportunity to confront and strongly criticize Secretary of State Dean
Rusk and General Maxwell Taylor, both defenders of President Johnson's policies. The
hearings also had the effect of providing dissent over the war a legitimacy it did not have
previously. No longer was dissent over the war focused in the streets, but it now had explicit
public backing from some of the most powerful political figures in America.

By 1970 disagreement over Vietnam and concerns related to its possible spread had
moved from a marginal position to a more central position in the Senate. Senate doves
clashed publicly with the Nixon administration's decision to invade Cambodia. Partly in
response to President Nixon's attempt to quash legislation that would have cut appropriations
for troops in Cambodia and limit the ability of the U.S. military to engage in military
activities in that country. A similar amendment failed to gain passage when presented in the
House some weeks later. A second amendment, sponsored by Senators Hatfield and
McGovern, and which they attached to a military appropriations bill, called for the
withdrawal of troops from Vietnam by the end of 1971. It failed to garner enough votes for
passage.®® While none of these legislative attempts actually ended the war, their publicly

debated character highlighted an important segment of the Senate that was willing to pursue

% Longley, 300-305.
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an aggressive legislative strategy against the expressed foreign policy of the Nixon
administration in the region.

The debate over Vietnam was not simply a debate over partisan politics or
disagreements over competing strategies in the fight against global communism, but became
a question over American identity itself. In an essay discussing the affect of Vietnam on
American life, one scholar remarked that “the Vietnam War, as perhaps no other event in
U.S. history, caused us as a nation to confront a set of beliefs about ourselves that forms a
basic part of the American character.”*® One of the concepts that became popular in the
aftermath of the war was 'Vietnam Syndrome,' a term that describes the “pathological
aversion among American policymakers to the use of force as an instrument of foreign
policy.”® While not universal in character, this growing aversion to international
intervention signaled an important shift in perspective among influential foreign policy
makers during the Seventies.

This shift became particularly apparent in segments of the Democratic Party. There
was a growing concern among influential Democratic leaders that America's involvement
overseas bordered on an imperialist impulse that was merely exemplified in Vietnam.
Perhaps the most often used example of this transition is Senator George McGovern's failed

presidential bid of 1972.%® During the campaign, McGovern promoted a more cooperative

% George C. Herring, “The War that Never Seems to Go Away,” in The War that Never Ends, eds. David
Anderson and John Ernst (Knoxville, TN: The University of Knoxville Press, 2007), 343.
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and less confrontational approach to the Soviet Union. His campaign slogan “Come Home,
America,” while targeted at the United States' involvement in Vietnam, was taken by some to
be a call for a renewed form of American isolationism.*® One group that was particularly
vocal in the face of McGovern's call were the neoconservatives, who interpreted it “as a call
to leave not simply Vietnam but much of the world as well...the McGovern vision seemed to
suggest that America's active involvement in the world... was immoral, imperialistic, and
corrupting.”*® This concern had little to do with McGovern's opposition to continued
involvement from Vietnam per se. Some of the emerging neoconservative intellectuals,
including Michael Novak and Richard Neuhaus were opposed to America's military
involvement in Southeast Asia. Even Norman Podhoretz, one of the leaders of the
neoconservative movement, had by 1971 turned against American involvement in Vietnam.*
What was of great concern for the neoconservatives was what they perceived to be
McGovern's vision for American involvement overseas, particularly in relation to the Soviet
Union.

In response to McGovern's Democratic primary victory and subsequent drubbing
during the general election, an array of alienated, Democratic intellectuals formed the

Coalition for a Democratic Majority (CDM). This organization was established to recapture
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the Democratic Party from those sympathetic to the politics of George McGovern. Its
membership included a range of Democratic intellectuals, such as Nathan Glazer, Penn
Kemble, Jeanne Kirkpatrick, Michael Novak, and Norman Podhoretz, many of whom came
to publicly support Ronald Reagan during his first presidential bid. While largely ineffective
as a political force, the emergence of the Coalition for a Democratic Majority marked a split
in the Democratic Party between an internationalist, anti-communist wing and the McGovern
wing of the party.*

The preceding commentary on the Vietnam War, the antiwar movement, and the
breakdown in the liberal consensus helps to create the context for understanding the
neoconservative Catholics. Given the importance of these events in American life and their
contribution to the development of neoconservative Catholic political and religious though,
thought, it is helpful to examine intellectual currents in their thought during the Sixties and
Seventies. While the social upheavals of the 1960s impressed upon them concerns related to
the future of American political life, they were also deeply interested in issues of a religious
nature, particularly as it relates to the health and well being of the Christian churches.
Although some of their immediate interests in this regard initially diverged, it will be argued
that their general conception of the problems confronting America and the Catholic Church
during this period largely coincided. For the sake of clarity, we will look at each thinker

separately, starting with Michael Novak.

2 Ehrmann, 60-61.
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MICHAEL NOVAK, THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL AND THE CHANGING CATHOLIC
CHURCH

The way in which Michael Novak understood the Second Vatican Council and its
aftermath is significant for understanding the development of his intellectual thought. While
Michael Novak wrote extensively on the Council as it happened, the competing
interpretations of the Council's meaning following its close dramatically influenced his
perception of the American Church and her activity in American politics.*®

Around the same time that the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was passed and the U.S.
was committed to war in Vietnam, a second conflict was already well underway. This one
was fought not with guns and ammo, but with words and ideas. It did not occur between
warring nation states, but within the Roman Catholic Church. Its source was the Second
Vatican Council. While Vatican Il marked an important turning point for the Church in its
relationship to the modern world, competing interpretations of the Council contributed to the
fragmentation of American Catholicism along political and ecclesial lines during the 1970s.
In his essay “Interpreting the Council: Catholic Attitudes toward Vatican IL,” the
ecclesiologist Joseph Komonchak provides a useful framework for understanding the
divisions that emerged during this period.*

While noting the danger of oversimplification, Komonchak laid out the reaction to

Vatican Il in the context of two extremes. On the one side are the progressive interpretations

*3 For his most important essay on Vatican I1, written while Vatican |1 was underway, see Michael Novak, The
Open Church: Vatican I, Act Il (New York: MacMillan, 1964).

* Joseph Komonchak, “Interpreting the Council: Catholic Attitudes toward Vatican II”” in Being Right:
Conservative Catholic in America, ed. R. Scott Appleby et al. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
1995), 18-35.
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of the Council, which tend to “work with a sharp, almost black-and-white, disjunction
between the preconciliar and postconciliar church,” with dismissive adjectives like
“triumphalistic, legalistic, and hierarchical” defining the former.*> On the opposite side of the
spectrum, the traditionalist wing tends to affirm a similar dichotomy between the pre- and
post-conciliar Church except, in this case, is critical of the post-conciliar church as having
engaged in a systematic abandonment of the faith.*® Neither Michael Novak nor the other
neoconservative Catholics fit into either of the two extremes above, but instead occupied a
middle ground which takes issue with the manner in which the Council documents have been
appropriated since the Council.*’

Similarly to Komonchak, Novak understood the aftermath of the Council by initially
positing two extremes of his own. On one side are the traditionalist Catholics, whom Novak
accused of affirming the error of ‘non-historical orthodoxy." While admitting the

traditionalist Catholic’s desire to be faithful, he criticized traditionalists' understanding of the

** 1bid, 19.
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Faith. Rather than admitting a historical component, traditionalists approach the Faith as
ahistorical, otherworldly, and abstract. The failure to recognize the historical nature of the
faith, reflected most clearly in the historical nature of the incarnation, blinds them to the
important developments that the Second Vatican Council signified in the life of the Church.*®
On the other side of this divide, Novak criticized the progressive wing of the Catholic Church
of holding to ‘non-historical neodoxies.” Like the traditionalists, progressive Catholics failed
to appreciate the historical character of the faith. But there is here an important difference.
For such Catholics, it is as though the nearly two thousand year history of the Christian
Church never happened but rather came into being with the convening of Vatican I1.*

In the early Eighties, Michael Novak criticized progressive Catholics for embracing
neodoxy, which signified a complete break from the Catholic intellectual tradition. For
progressive Catholics, Novak argued, Augustine, Aquinas, Maritain and others were
forgotten; “it was as if the world somehow started fresh yesterday, or in any case about
1965.”°° In a similar fashion, George Weigel argued that in the pursuit of political and social
relevancy, progressive Catholics had turned their back on the distinctiveness of the Catholic

Tradition. This resulted in a complete misreading of the signs of the times and the religious

realities confronting the Church.™

*8 Michael Novak, Confession of a Catholic (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row Publishers, 1983), 43-5.
“* Ibid, 45-6.

*%bid, 46.

> George Weigel, “The Neoconservative Difference: A Proposal for the Renewal of Church and Society,” in
Being Right: Conservative Catholics in America, ed. R. Scott Appleby et al., (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1995), 145-6.



47

While critical of both the traditionalist and progressive wings of the Catholic Church,
Novak was particularly critical of the latter. His tendency in this direction has a good deal to
do with the contrasting public character of both wings. Traditionalist Catholics tended to
focus primarily on the internal workings of the Church and had less interest in overt forms of
political activity. Where traditionalists, and other conservative elements of the Church, do
engage in political activity, they tended to side with Novak and the other neoconservative
Catholics.* With the progressive wing, a different dynamic emerged.

In the decade following Vatican Il progressive Catholics, while very much interested
in theological questions, were also active politically. They developed a distinctive and often
contrary form of public Catholicism to that of Michael Novak and his neoconservative
Catholic counterparts. In the two decades following Vatican 11, those typically identified as
progressive Catholics underwent an important transition in their religious and political self-
understanding. According to the religion scholar Mary Jo Weaver, during this period
progressive-minded Catholics often shifted toward a more egalitarian and experiential
understanding of the Church, moral deliberation, and their own faith. As a result, it was not
unusual for these groups of Catholics to take an adversarial approach to the hierarchy on a
range of moral and ecclesiological issues, and integrate feminist and liberation theologies
into their political worldview.>® By the early Eighties it was a commonplace for

neoconservative Catholics to criticize liberal and progressive Catholics, which often included

2 R. Scott Appleby, “The Triumph of Americanism: Common Ground for U.S. Catholics,” in Being Right:
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1995), 55.

* Mary Jo Weaver, “Introduction,” in What's Left, ed. Mary Jo Weaver et al., (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1999), 3.



48
many of the American bishops, as being quasi-socialist, soft on communism, supportive of
liberation movements, and beholden to a social justice agenda that was not rooted in a
realistic understanding of political life.

In an essay on the Catholic Left, David O'Brien discussed the way in which men and
women religious and lay Catholic social activists developed a heightened awareness of
economic and political injustices both domestically and internationally in the decade
following Vatican 1. Domestically, these activists supported individuals like Cesar Chavez
and his work for farm laborers, and also struggled to correct injustices they witnessed in run-
down areas of the inner city and elsewhere. Internationally, they often lent support to
liberation movements and called for fundamental changes to economic and political
structures that supported injustice. Most telling, there was an ongoing suspicion that such
injustices were a direct result of American support of authoritarian governments overseas and
self-interest or indifference to those suffering on the home front. An emphasis on structural
reform was typically recognized as an essential first step in addressing problems associated
with international poverty and political upheaval.**

For Novak, while these Catholic groups were claiming to seek justice, their solutions
were as dangerous as the problems addressed and, further, were downright destructive of a
true understanding of the Church. While seeking to bring justice to downtrodden regions of

the world, progressive Catholics were doing little more than abandoning their own tradition

for an alien one. Progressive Catholic political thought was, in too many instances,

** David O'Brien, “What Happened to the Catholic Left,” in What's Left? Liberal American Catholics, ed. Mary
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predictably critical of the conservative and even the Western political tradition and all too
sympathetic to socialist, and often Marxist, revolutionary political movements.>® Patrick
Allitt, author of Catholic Intellectuals and Conservative Politics in America, 1950-1985,
noted that by the early Eighties “Novak now lined himself up behind Pope John Paul II,
Cardinal Ratzinger, and the forces of ecclesiastical counterrevolution, against feminist and
liberation theology... and against what seemed to him the breakdown of all lines of Catholic
authority.”56

From the perspective of public Catholicism, Novak's critique of progressive
Catholicism focused on two primary points. First, progressive Catholic support of liberation
movements endangered the legitimacy of the Western political tradition and directly
undermined the integrity of the Catholic social teaching tradition. Defending the integrity of
the Catholic Church and simultaneously defending the Western tradition had become a
common project. Second, the inherent danger of the Soviet Union had to be acknowledged
from both a political and religious perspective and the social teaching tradition of the
Catholic Church must be properly understood and applied to political life. Combating
Marxism not only required political and possibly military confrontation with the Soviet
Union but also a cleansing of American Christian Churches that had been seduced, largely
unwittingly, by Marx's siren song.

If support for these radical causes was restricted to a few anomalous theologians, the

threat would not be so great, but Novak believed that the progressive Catholic outlook had

% Novak, Confession of a Catholic, 172-4.
% Allitt, 288.
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spread much farther than a few marginal intellectuals. As with Michael Novak, Richard
Neuhaus grew increasingly concerned about the state of the Christian Churches in America
and questioned their ability to provide a credible defense of the American experiment in the
in the Seventies. He worried that the Churches strayed from their traditional faith, become
unmoored in their understanding of political life, and lacked the intellectual resources
necessary to capably confront the threat of totalitarianism and protect the American way of

life.

RICHARD JOHN NEUHAUS, THE AMERICAN EXPERIMENT, AND THE THREAT OF THE
CHRISTIAN CHURCHES

In 1967, Richard Neuhaus reviewed the book Vietnam: Crisis of Conscience and
highlighted themes that he believed were representative of large segments of the religious
antiwar protest. In addition to arguing that the religious protest provided a realistic and
evenhanded assessment of the situation in Vietnam and was intellectually serious,®’ he
emphasized that

While aspects of neo-isolationism crop up in every protest against the Vietnam
conflict, I think it is fair to say that the quest for a new internationalism is more
characteristic of the religious protest. The religious leadership here finds its
concerns articulated, for instance, in Pope Paul’s Populorum Progressio which
calls not only for help from the richer nations to the poorer but also insists on
the importance of people being ‘the artisans of their own destiny. It is the
failure to respect this last imperative that many religious leaders find most
objectionable in U.S. Vietnam policy.™®

5; Richard John Neuhaus, “American Religion and the War,” Worldview (October, 10, 1967): 10-11.
5 -
Ibid, 12.
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The failure in Vietnam partially reflected a failure of American leadership to
recognize the proper role that it ought to play internationally; it expressed a kind of hubris
and a lack of perspective in the capacities of American power to determine the course of
international affairs. But, unlike radical segments of the protest movement, Neuhaus held
that these failures signified an improper application of American influence internationally
and not an inherent defect in the American system.*

Although flirting for a time with a more radical tone in the late Sixties, Neuhaus
never strayed far from his conviction that failures in American domestic and foreign policy
were not systemic flaws but a misapplication of American values. The possible need for a
revolution, an idea that he explored in Movement and Revolution, was intended as a
mechanism to call America back to its founding ideals, rather than a call for a radical
reconstruction of the American system.®® The very fact that he expressed such a need
betrayed a certain sense that ‘America’ had already strayed far from these ideals. The
renewal of American ideals that would hopefully follow was particularly important given
that, regardless of the outcome in Vietnam, the American presence in the world is not likely
to diminish any time soon. Consequently, since America would likely remain a global
superpower well into the future, it must embody and express as perfectly as is possible the
values that make it what it is. It is thus essential for those interested in the problem of

American power to redefine
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Ibid, 12.
% peter Berger and Neuhaus, Richard John, Movement and Revolution (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and
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The American Empire for the better. If the new politics of the 70s does not

come up with a positive vision of American power in the Third World--a vision

that answers the real needs of the majority of the people there--the practitioners

of the old politics and their military corporation cronies will be glad enough to

carry on as usual. The problem of world development is forbiddingly complex,

but for the sake of our own and other countries it must stand high on the agenda

of a new foreign policy...”"

Neither the isolationist tendencies ascendant at the time on the American political left
that emerged following Vietnam, nor the broadly amoral national interest, Realpolitik
approach popular in the Nixon Administration are compatible with the framework promoted
by Neuhaus. The former is incompatible with Neuhaus’ explicitly internationalist perspective
and the explicit link he makes between Third World development and America's moral
obligation to assist in this process.? The latter is incongruous with his emphasis on the
importance of moral principle in political decision making, as opposed to the cold calculus of
what is in the national interest. Like Novak, Neuhaus emphasized the moral obligation of the
United States to the Third World, particularly in terms of assisting in its economic and
political development.

America’s failure to implement a just foreign policy is, for Neuhaus, not merely an
example of bad policy formation but a demonstration of the loss of American identity that
would otherwise inform the formation of such policies. This loss of identity was partly the
result of a failure of the American Church, which for a long time had provided the

intellectual resources necessary to reinforce the legitimacy of the American experiment. In

an essay written for The Annals of the American Academy, Neuhaus wrote that “the

¢! Neuhaus, “Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner,” 479-80.
62 Richard John Neuhaus, “The Politics of Hunger,” Commonweal 99, February 8, 1974, 460-463.
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remarkable success of organized Christianity in America depends on the assumption that
membership in a church is supportive of true Americanism. The American public values,
similarly, depend upon belief commitments that are nurtured by church and synagogue.”®
When one of these two elements loses its core resonance with the American people, as
Neuhaus argued had occurred for many as a result of the Vietnam experience, American self-
confidence weakened and a failure of will emerged. Given their importance as a legitimating
force, it is largely the role of the churches to reformulate an American self understanding so
as to empower it once again to take creative action in the world.** In the process, the United
States must confront its own deficiencies, injustices in the American political system must be
confronted and overcome, hope in the promise of America must be reestablished nationwide,
and the American creed must be reaffirmed in both a social and political sense.

Sadly for Richard Neuhaus, the churches in America have fallen prey to the
widespread disillusionment following the upheavals of the Sixties. Even religious
organizations had begun to turn their back on the principles and values underlying the
American creed. In an essay titled “Christianity against the Democratic Experiment”
Neuhaus asserted that the American creed “reflects, albeit partially, a universal longing and
(is) informed by those insights which we believe are revealed by God. Although in a

severely provisional way, the American dream partakes of that absolute future promised by

God. If this is true, and to the extent that it is true, betrayal of the American creed is linked

83 Richard John Neuhaus, “The War, the Churches, and Civil Religion,” Annals of the American Academy of
g’olitical and Social Science 387, The Sixties: Radical Change in American Religion, (January, 1970): 130.
4 -
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to betrayal of the coming Kingdom of God.”® Given this framework, for the churches to
turn their back on the Democratic experiment, as some are doing and others have done, is to
turn their back on one of their fundamental public purposes: to assist in the fulfillment of
humanity’s destiny.®

In response to the loss of confidence in the American creed that Vietnam helped to
bring about, Neuhaus argued for a renewed commitment to the American experiment: the
experiment in democracy. Given the connection that he proposed exists between the
democratic experiment and God’s plan for humanity, a crisis in the experiment of democratic
politics is at its core a spiritual crisis. It was essential that the Christian churches reaffirm the
value of the American creed and the democratic polity that flowed forth from it.

Another development contributed to what Neuhaus understood to be a fundamental
crisis in American political life: the Christian churches themselves had either grown weary of
the American creed, or were theologically and philosophically ill equipped to give it the
support that it requires. For the former, many religious bodies, such as the World Council of
Churches, had begun supporting revolutionary movements at odds with the democratic
agenda and the liberation that these movements promise.®” The latter often supported
deficient theologies that are incapable of providing a defense of the democratic experiment
because of their pessimistic and narrow minded conception of life. Such a worldview, he

complained, promoted a static view of revelation, politics and human nature that is

% Richard John Neuhaus, “Christianity Against the Democratic Experiment,” Cross Currents (Spring, 1969):
133-148.

% 1bid, 138.

87 Richard John Neuhaus, “The War, The Churches, and Civil Religion,” 135-6.
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incompatible with the open-ended character that Neuhaus argued was an inherent part of
human life and world history.®®

In contrast, Neuhaus promotes an understanding of Christian revelation, politics, and
human nature that is inherently historical. Man is a historical being thrown into the world
whose social identity is not complete without the shaping power of human society. His
world is not simply a given from time immemorial, nor is his identity merely a product of his
genetic code or of some primordial fall from grace. Rather, his creative activity in the world
helps to create the world which he inhabits.* Static conceptions of the human person, of
political life, and of religion are inadequate to the reality of human existence. Because of the
open-ended quality of history, things can go radically wrong and societies can fall apart, but
life can also be improved and more effective institutions put into place. From a political
perspective, the historical nature of man requires political structures consistent with his
character. Democratic politics is an experimental politics that is open to the uncertainties
inherent in our historically conditioned world. It is the form of politics which best suits the
nature and experience of man and thus ought to be affirmed and upheld in the Christian

Churches.”

% Neuhaus, “Christianity Against the Democratic Experiment,” 139-145. He criticizes the Catholic Church for
failing to provide vigorous support for the democratic experiment because of its immigrant heritage. The
Catholic Church, along with certain strains of Lutheranism, populates America with an immigrant population
bred into authoritarian cultures that are incompatible with democracy. While absent from Neuhaus’ argument is
the traditionally heated, nativist rhetoric, the argument put forth does reflect a typical type of argument aimed at
the Catholic population.

% Richard John Neuhaus is strongly indebted to the thought of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann in this
regard and their emphasis on the social construction of reality, see, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The
Social Construction of Reality (New York, NY: Doubleday Books, 1966).

" Neuhaus, “Christianity Against the Democratic Experiment,” 143-148.
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A few years later, just after the end of the Vietnam War, Neuhaus built on this
previous essay in a book titled Time Toward Home. Here Neuhaus reiterated many of the
same themes put forth in some of his earlier essays: the link between the democratic
experiment and the coming Kingdom, the responsibility of American leaders to apply
American power in a way consistent with American values, the central role of the Christian
churches as a moral guide in this entire process and, finally, the crisis of confidence plaguing
many Americans regarding the value of the American experiment.”

In Time Toward Home he attempted to provide a preliminary corrective to this wide
set of problems. In the next chapter we will see in greater detail the contours that this
corrective took. Suffice it to say for the moment that Neuhaus emphasized the unavoidable
and intimate link between religion and politics. While a good deal of attention has been
given to his book The Naked Public Square, written in the mid-Eighties, with its
denunciations of the tendency to split religion and politics into utterly separate spheres,
Neuhaus had been arguing against this move beginning at least a decade earlier. The Naked
Public Square further systematized the error of separating religion and politics, but the core
argument was already present in Time Toward Home. Neuhaus' central claim is that “in the
absence of an absolute point of reference that we speak of as God, some lesser and finally
dehumanizing myth will be enlisted to serve the needs of communal identity and
cohesiveness which will not go unserved for very long.”’? From this vantage point, to argue

that religion has no place in public life overlooks the fact that something will function as

™ Richard Neuhaus, Time Toward Home: The American Experiment as Revelation (New York, NY: The
Seabury Press, 1975), 25-50.
"2 1bid, 49.
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religion and, in doing so, create something resembling a God against which political and
social behavior will be defined.

The recognition that in some form or other a religious or quasi-religious framework
will emerge in every human community led Neuhaus to conclude that any attempt to separate
the public square from religious sphere was an artificial and self-deluding exercise.
Religious ideas can and will inform the American political experience even if religious
institutions are negligent in recognizing this fact. At this point Neuhaus reaffirmed a theme
he promoted in one of his earlier essays, “Christianity Against the Democratic Experiment.”
It is important to demonstrate to the Christian churches the general consistency of Christian
thought with the American experiment and the need to renew the latter through engagement
with Christian thought.” As we continue to develop Neuhaus® counter narrative in the
coming chapters, it will become clear that he relies heavily on the thought of Emile
Durkheim as a primary support for his position. In doing so Neuhaus also hopes to
demonstrate the legitimacy of his guiding premise: America reflects, even if only roughly

and certainly insufficiently, the promise of the coming Kingdom of God.

GEORGE WEIGEL: VIETNAM, THE CATHOLIC CHURCH, AND THE COLLAPSE OF HER
MORAL TEACHING

Because of the time-frame under discussion, less will be made of the intellectual
thought and political activities of George Weigel in this first chapter. Given the

generational differences, George Weigel provided a different portrait than that of Richard

3 Ibid, Time Toward Home, 49-54.
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Neuhaus and Michael Novak. As the latter two were active in the antiwar movement in
Vietnam, Weigel was attending a small college seminary in Baltimore, Maryland. While
both Neuhaus and Novak were witnessing the closing days of the war on home soil,
George Weigel had left the United States to pursue graduate studies in Canada.”

Given that George Weigel was still in college while Richard Neuhaus and Michael
Novak were actively involved in the antiwar movement, it should not be surprising that he
did not produce a body of written material by the early Seventies. Nevertheless, in the
mid-Eighties Weigel produces an extended commentary on the place of Vietnam in
American life and highlighted the fallout from the war as a representative example of the
stresses and strains that were placed on American identity during the post-Vietnam era.
He also thought that the response to the Vietnam War by the American bishops signified a
key turning point in the application of Catholic social teaching to American political life.
This turn was, for Weigel, not for the better. Briefly examining this critique will help to
highlight the way in which the theme of disintegration was at play in his thought and
anticipate some of the ways in which he attempted to counter this process of decay. The
counter-narrative that he provided in response will take center stage in the next two

chapters.

™ There is little hint that the war in Vietnam was, during the Seventies, an issue of deep reflection for Weigel,
as it would become in later years. According to one of his more autobiographical pieces, one is left with the
impression that his mind was often focused on more theological issues in the wake of the Second Vatican
Council. He discussed his shift from a post-Vatican Il liberalism, which would include an emphasis on a
presumptuous class of theologians who understands themselves as a new teaching authority, and an approach to
theology that relies more on sentiment and taste rather than revealed religion, Weigel, Letters to a Young
Catholic, 69-82.
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Weigel worried that Catholic leadership during Vietnam and in its immediate
aftermath failed to show any evidence of either the analytical skills necessary to properly
understand the “facts on the ground,” or the wisdom to take advantage of the Church’s
moral heritage, which could in turn be used to guide their reflection on questions of war
and peace.” In respect to the situation in Vietnam, he argued that many within the
American Catholic leadership, which included lay and religious alike, consistently made
empirically flawed judgments. He claimed that these failures included the strong Catholic
support for the corrupt Ngo Diem regime and the failure to emphasize the importance of
economic and political reform in the region. It included a mistaken analysis concerning
the relationship between the North Vietnamese to the Chinese, Russians, and Vietcong.
Further, the analytical errors included a selective condemnation of American atrocities,
during the massacre at Mai Lai, on the one hand, and the relative silence regarding the
massacres committed by the Vietcong during, for example, the massive civilian
executions in the city of Hue during the Tet offensive.”® In this analytical confusion,
Weigel noted that “Cicero’s axiom, that in war, truth is the first casualty, was never more
apposite than in Vietnam and in the American domestic debate over Vietnam. Selective
outrage was matched by selective outrage; prisms of analysis often distorted facts, rather
than being informed by them.”’” In short, the failure to properly analyze the situation on

the ground, while not an exclusively Catholic problem, severely retarded the ability of

"> Weigel, Tranquillitas Ordinis, 216.
’® Ibid, 230-232.
" Ibid, 232.
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Catholics to implement an alternative strategy rooted in the Catholic tradition of war and
peace.

Exacerbating the analytical problems was an even worse error, the effective
abandonment of the centuries-old Catholic war and peace tradition. The Catholic bishops
released a series of statements related to Vietnam from 1966 through 1971, each of which
grew progressively critical of U.S. involvement. The first, issued in November 1966
aimed at applying the teachings of Vatican Il on war and peace to the Vietnam war and
proceeded to assert confidence in the government’s involvement. Over the next few years
the bishops remained supportive of the war in Vietnam although cracks began to develop
in their support for this cause. From a position of strong affirmation in 1966, the bishop’s
position included a growing sense of doubt regarding the war’s legitimacy. 8

By 1971 their position on U.S. involvement in Vietnam had notably shifted from
what they had held just five years earlier. In contrast to their vote of support for U.S.
government policy then, the bishops now called for an immediate end to the war, although
they did not come out in support for immediate withdrawal. As William Au notes, the
experience of Vietnam “helped to move them in the direction of a greater willingness to
address negative judgments against major government policies...”"® This adversarial
position was not exclusive to Vietnam, but became more common over the following
years, particularly in the critical tone they took in their pastoral letters on war and peace,

and the economy.

8 William Au, The Cross, the Flag, and the Bomb: American Catholics Debate War and Peace, 1960-1983
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1985), 178-179.
" Ibid, 180.
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While it was intellectually justifiable to question the ethical legitimacy of
America’s involvement in Vietnam, George Weigel criticized the position taken by the
bishops in their 1971 document, Resolution on Southeast Asia, because it “failed to
discuss how America might disengage wisely, or what the relevant moral standards to
guide such a policy might be.”®® He claimed that the bishops’ failure to provide a
comprehensive framework for American withdrawal dramatically oversimplified the
problems confronting any attempt to end the war. There was thus a failure by the bishops
to take advantage of the Catholic tradition on war and peace and apply that tradition to
important questions of foreign policy, in this case Vietnam. Rather than trying to come to
terms with when the use of force and intervention overseas was a legitimate response,
Weigel contended that large segments within the American Catholic leadership instead
embraced a neo-isolationist approach to foreign policy, an all too common anti-anti-
communist outlook, and an outright refusal to use military force to defend human rights.®

The failure of the bishops to maintain and apply their own teaching on war and peace
had important consequences over the next decade, according to Weigel. First, its
abandonment placed the American Catholic Church in a politically vulnerable position; it
became increasingly difficult for the Church to provide an alternative to secular, or at least
non-Catholic, political perspectives. Second, it became increasingly difficult for the
leadership of the Church to promote authentic teaching as it related to the Church’s tradition

on war and peace. In the decade following the close of the Second Vatican Council, Weigel

8 \Weigel, Tranquillitas Ordinis, 233.
8 |bid, 233-4.
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argued that Vietnam signified a definitive turning point in which “the central components of
a distinctively Catholic context for thinking about the moral problem of war and peace . . .
were twisted and bent in such a way that the net effect was a virtual abandonment of the

heritage as a horizon for moral analysis.”®

CONCLUSION

Understanding neoconservative Catholic thought requires coming to terms with a
number of themes that weave throughout their thought at different times and with different
levels of intensity. One of the important themes guiding their writings was the notion that
many of the mainstream American Christian churches, including the Catholic Church, were
undergoing a troubling process of decline as they turned their backs on traditional church
teaching. For both Novak and Weigel, the reception of Vatican Il in American Catholic life
resulted in a fragmented Catholic identity that proved incapable of dealing with political life
in post-Vietnam America. Catholic leadership had, they worried, essentially abandoned their
own moral teaching and thus embraced policy decisions that conflicted with an authentic
Catholic moral ethics. This abandonment undermined the effectiveness of the churches
ability to advocate on behalf of the American experiment that was rooted in a distinctive
political vision. By the mid-Seventies, both Richard Neuhaus and Michael Novak affirmed
the need to reinvigorate the American political tradition. Following Vietnam, this tradition
had fallen into a state of doubt, with different political interests vying for sometimes

competing ends. The task of recovery and renewal included the rescue of the Christian

8 |pid, 235-6.
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Churches from foreign and corrupting influences and the recognition that the same churches
would be an essential component of this renewal process.

Although each of the intellectuals under discussion can be understood as inhabiting a
shared intellectual framework, differences between the three will become apparent as we
proceed. It is not unusual to notice what amount to a set of family resemblances on a wide
range of issues, while simultaneously noticing the diverse sources in which their intellectual
perspective is rooted. Consequently, throughout this dissertation it will be important to
highlight the diversity in their thought while also pointing out their significant points of
agreement.

Not content with merely marking what they believed was a steady process of decline
in American political and religious life, the neoconservative Catholics also picked up on a
theme of renewal. While in agreement on a general philosophical framework, each of them
developed their own distinctive approach to what would be most effective in initiating this

process of renewal. How they each do this will be the focus of the next chapter.



Chapter 2

Before the Presidential election of 1976, Richard Neuhaus endorsed Jimmy Carter
and claimed that a Carter presidency would benefit race relations, help the poor, overcome a
sterile and secular Enlightenment liberalism, and provide a new beginning for the democratic
experiment.! In four short years he had grown disillusioned with Carter’s leadership and
increasingly drawn to a possible Reagan presidency.” As late as 1972, Michael Novak
authored speeches for George McGovern, and yet by 1980 he supported Ronald Reagan’s bid
for the White House and eventually served in an appointed position to the United Nations.®
While there is no accessible public record of Weigel’s support or dislike for either McGovern
or Jimmy Carter during their heyday, he admitted in retrospect that during the early to mid-
Seventies he had undergone a conservative shift in both his political and religious thought.”
In each case, whether through a self-revelation or a publicly identifiable shift, during the
Seventies the neoconservative Catholics grew alienated from liberal Democratic worldview
and more amenable to American conservative thought.

The last chapter examined the political, cultural and religious context that contributed
to this shift. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, both Neuhaus and Novak experienced a
growing disillusionment with the state of American political life and moved rightward. It

was during this time that they also expressed some concern with the condition of the

! Richard John Neuhaus, “Why I Am for Carter,” Commonweal, Oct. 22, 1976.
Z Linker, The Theocons, 41-46.
% Michael Novak, “Why I Am Not a Conservative,” National Review, June 26, 1981, 726. During his first term,
Ronald Reagan named Novak to represent the United States on the Human Rights Commission.
* Weigel, Letters to a Young Catholic, 77-82.
64
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American Christian churches and their ability to respond effectively to this political decline.
Novak focused primarily on the fallout from Vatican I, as it applied directly to the condition
of the American Catholic Church, while Neuhaus grew increasingly worried about the way in
which American Christian churches more generally had abandoned the American democratic
experiment. Weigel did not express a great deal of angst over the political and religious
situation in the mid-Seventies, although within a few short years he was regularly
contemplating many of the same problems with which Neuhaus and Novak wrestled.

This chapter will further develop the political and religious vision of the
neoconservative Catholics that emerged in the late Seventies and matured during the
following decade. Rather than focusing on their misgivings about the current condition of
the church and state, it will instead pick up their desire to bring renewal to both institutions.
To understand how they envisioned this contour of renewal and what resources would
contribute to this process, this chapter will develop central features in each of their thought
that define their specific interests. It is in the context of these specific interests that the
neoconservative Catholics developed an intellectual framework that, they were confident,
could function as a foundation for American political and religious life. In short, Michael
Novak focused on the idea of democratic capitalism, Richard Neuhaus began what became a
rather thorough examination of the relationship between religion and public life, and George
Weigel took up the cause of the “John Courtney Murray Project”.

Although each took on different ‘projects’ during this period, they share a number of
common characteristics. Any attempt to understand the neoconservative Catholics requires

that one pay attention to the important differences in their thought, while at the same time
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recognizing the ‘family resemblances’ that function as a shared intellectual framework.
Contrary to commentators who argue otherwise, the neoconservative Catholics do not
represent a movement or shared project as such, even though they agree on important
fundamentals that give rise to their distinctive perspectives.” At one point George Weigel
made this point himself, when he wrote that neoconservative Catholicism is “less a
‘movement’ than an ongoing community of intellectual conversation and cooperation.”®

One of the shared fundamentals that the neoconservative Catholics affirmed was the
importance of institutional pluralism, which is itself rooted in the distinction between state
and society. The importance of this distinction for the neoconservative Catholics is twofold.
First, it provided platform from which they could argue in favor of institutional pluralism and
for limitations on state power. Throughout their writings they voiced support for and
adherence to the virtues of a democratic, pluralistic society, and resistance to the ever-present
danger of decline into an authoritarian, monistic state.

Second, the state/society distinction is characteristic in important segments of
twentieth century Catholic thought and thus linked them to a much broader intellectual
tradition that they could draw on for support. Given its importance, this chapter will examine
this distinction, look at their use of this distinction, and end by developing the political and

religious worldview that emerged partly out of it.

> The most obvious proponent of this position is Damon Linker, who in his book The Theocons, argues that the
neoconservative Catholics form an ideological movement. He claims that Neuhaus is their “de facto leader and
inspiration.” He is not; the three of them have very distinct political interests. He further argues that Neuhaus’
Naked Public Square functions as a manifesto. It does not; the neoconservative Catholics are far more diverse
in their thinking than for what he allows.

® Weigel, “The Neoconservative Difference,” 139
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THE STATE/SOCIETY DISTINCTION AND THE IMPORTANCE OF INSTITUTIONAL PLURALISM

Although it has taken on more importance in modern times due to the rise of the
modern, bureaucratic state, the state/society distinction has roots that extend to the early days
of Christianity.” While not voicing it overtly, early Christian political thought anticipated it
through its conviction that the Church is an autonomous ‘society’ in the face of the ruling
secular authorities. The distinction presupposes that there are, as the Catholic theologian
John Coleman puts it, “free spaces” in society that remain independent of state power and
which typically include institutions like unions, universities and other voluntary
associations.® With the rise of the modern bureaucratic state and the apparent threat that it
posed to free institutions, this distinction found a home in important strains of modern
Catholic political thought. Coleman further noted that “perhaps the clearest and most
developed statement of this Catholic distinction between state and society is found in Jacques
Maritain’s now classic book, Man and the State.”®
Consideration of space does not allow for a thorough analysis of Maritain on this

point. Suffice it to say, he criticized the general failure of modern political thought to

properly distinguish the role of the state vis-a-vis the “body politic,” or its conceptual

" John A. Coleman, S.J., “A Limited State and a Vibrant Society,” Christian Political Ethics, ed. John A
Coleman (Princeton, NJ: 2008), 25-6.

® Ibid, 23-27.

° Ibid, “A Limited State and a Vibrant Society,” 37; another important figure who affirmed this distinction was
John Courtney Murray who, as we will see, was a major influence on George Weigel. He argued in his
influential book, We Hold These Truths, that one of the important principles underlying the American tradition
of'a free people among free institutions was the idea that “the state is distinct from society and limited in its
offices toward society,” John Courtney Murray, We Hold These Truths: Catholic Reflections on the American