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ONE OF ERIC VOEGELIN’S most trenchant
aperçus is his observation that Gnosti-
cism, which he considered modernity’s
core, is fundamentally a flight from the
universally human “horror of existence,”1

by which he meant, I believe, the horror
not of existence itself but of life’s seem-
ingly precarious suspension over the
void of non-existence. Our terror of the
summum malum of annihilation is only
partially assuaged in the Western tradi-
tion by Christianity’s teaching that the
world is securely grounded in an eternal,
absolutely good, unchanging divine will,
for Christianity, which demands faith and
bestows no certainty, also teaches that
we have a natural inclination to choose
nothingness while deluding ourselves
that we possess the greatest good. The
ironic result of our predicament between
uncertain share in reality and certain
possession of unreality in a world
“dedivinized” by Christianity is, as
Voegelin saw, that the theories which
modern Western societies have devised
to eliminate conscious existential hor-
ror have instead intensified it in the
depths of the soul.

This is the point of David Hart’s obser-
vation that modernity believes in noth-

ing, that is, the alternatives are Christian-
ity or nothing, and the modern faith has
evolved through a rejection of Christian-
ity into the Epicurean conviction of the
reality of nothingness, the absence of
truth, a cosmic void, a belief formulated
as the greatest good because on this
emptiness we are free to project our own
personal preferences regarding values and
meaning. Because such a “faith” makes no
demands and seems to eliminate any risk
of being wrong, modernity’s religion is, he
says, “one of very comfortable nihilism,”2

comfortable because it is designed ac-
cording to our own wishes so that any-
thing that we want to be true can be “true
for us.” Nevertheless, it is also very un-
comfortable because the nature of mean-
ing, which requires searching and sub-
mission, is vitiated by our attempts to
create it in conformity with our own per-
sonal inclinations, however superficially
consoling that may seem. Contrary to
modernity’s claim that power over reality
is a great good, it is, as the soul profoundly
knows, the ultimate horror, for in a cos-
mos we can master and possess we are
groundless.

Indeed, in the past few centuries West-
ern civilization has wrestled with the pro-
found paradox that our relentless efforts
to convince ourselves that we can secure
our human grip on existence and increase
the existential density of earthly life
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through scientific and technological
achievements, a constantly rising stan-
dard of living, and endeavors to attain the
democratic ideal of optimizing both free-
dom and social order have, ironically,
steadily eroded the spiritual substance
of truth. Voegelin put this rather pithily in
The New Science of Politics when he ob-
served that “the question how a civiliza-
tion can advance and decline at the same
time” is “one of the thorniest…to plague
the student of Western politics,” for the
West’s material advances have been ac-
companied and perhaps even made pos-
sible by a forgetfulness of the essential
rootedness of meaning in spiritual truth.
Voegelin tersely concluded that “the
death of the spirit is the price of progress”
and “the very success of a Gnostic civili-
zation is the cause of its decline,”3 stark
formulations of the structure of the
psyche in-between the transcendence-
oriented amor Dei and its antithesis, the
egoistic amor sui, that defines goodness
primarily in terms of what we can control
within the bounds of an inherently mean-
ingless material universe.

It was Voegelin’s contention that into
the vacuum of earthly meaning created
by the Christian dedivinization of the
world and its denial that human nature
could find fulfillment through material
desires irrupted various forms of Gnosti-
cism, a somewhat deformed version of
Christianity that seeks immanent salva-
tion through human action in a redivinized
world in which humanity is the locus of
the divine. Modern Gnostic ideologies
are, in general, progressivist but nihilist
world views because they promise move-
ment toward an immanent Pleroma which
can be attained only by pretending to
satisfy the soul’s innate hunger for im-
mortality and transcendence with an
endless stream of ephemeral gratifica-
tions. When he spoke of advance and
decline Voegelin was certainly thinking
of the unmistakable contrast between
the progress of science and technology

and the waning of the sense of transcen-
dence, where advancement or improve-
ment in the material realm is clearly dis-
tinguishable from the decline of spiritual
orientation, but his analysis of the Gnos-
tic characteristics of modernity also im-
plies that what the worldly conscious-
ness perceives as moral or cultural
progress can actually be spiritual regress
because the ego narcissistically miscon-
strues the ontological significance of
constructing a cosmos according to its
own inclinations.

The meaning of Voegelin’s succinct
formulation becomes clearer if we note
that it is the reverse of the Christian dis-
cernment that the death of the ego is the
“price” of spiritual growth in faith, be-
cause he was referring to the agon within
the soul between its mortal ontophobic
and immortal ontophilic parts, between
its fear of what is because reality does not
cater to our egos and its humble love for
and willingness to surrender to a reality
greater than ourselves.4 The origin of the
fall into Gnosticism he found in Christian-
ity’s realization that the soul must be
ordered through humble openness to tran-
scendence in the tension and uncertainty
of faith rather than masterfully grasping it
with the security of knowledge. The spiri-
tually impotent ego pursuing worldly
dominance and the illusory power of cer-
tainty while rejecting the genuine sub-
stance of order is what Voegelin meant by
“the revolt of Western society against
God.”5

Voegelin diagnosed what he regarded
as the Gnostic nature of modernity in the
seventeenth-century Puritan “lust for
massively possessive experience,” an un-
Christian libido dominandi for achieving
existential security by drawing transcen-
dence into immanence to transform all
experience into proofs of divine election.
Thomas Hobbes’s remedy for the destruc-
tive conflicts stirred up by the Puritan
drive to possess certainty was an imma-
nently salvific Gnostic civil theology that
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the Commonwealth, so, for Hobbes, “rights
precede laws, and all laws are merely
conventional, having as their only pur-
pose balancing claims of rights,” that is,
the law is the arbiter among warring pas-
sions.

In natural law theory God is the Abso-
lute Sovereign transcending all earthly
sovereigns, but in Hobbes’ natural rights
theory, “since it was based in the Epicu-
rean materialist rejection of nature as
intrinsically ordered and God as the
orderer, there was nothing above the
human-made law to which one could ap-
peal.” 8 In John Locke’s revision of this
theory, since the entire purpose of gov-
ernment is the economic function of the
preservation of property, the political
realm has nothing to do with the good life
in the sense of virtue or the rational life in
the sense of noetic reason as participa-
tion in higher truth, but is “the complete
servant of Epicurean hedonism…[And]
the only goal for our common life, and for
the laws that direct and define our com-
mon life, will be economic….[which]
amounted to redefining our highest pur-
suit as material pleasure, rather than spiri-
tual perfection.”9

Voegelin’s belief that human nature
can be most accurately characterized as
openness to transcendence, that is, spiri-
tual perfection, starkly contradicts
Hobbes’s claim that his materialist hedo-
nist theory was a significant advance
beyond the “old moral philosophy,” a
claim that illustrates the point that spiri-
tual death can paradoxically assume the
appearance of a better life through
progress in the security of desire gratifi-
cation and natural rights. The price of
escaping the stark nothingness of the
state of nature is the dissembled nothing-
ness of purely materialist life in the Com-
monwealth with its transcendence-pro-
hibiting civil theology.

But after Hobbes, who himself seems to
have had little sense of social progress,
the problem of civil theology in moder-

effectively rejected transcendence and
permitted all citizens to have a relation-
ship with the divine only through obedi-
ence to the terrifying Absolute Sover-
eign, the intracosmic “mortal god,” who
dictated the form of “Christian” worship
compulsory for the whole society and
prophylactically sealed off the “Christian
Commonwealth” against intrusions by
transcendence. Because for Hobbes
“there was no public truth except the
laws of peace and concord in a society,”6

he constructed civil theology as a “peace”
in which soulless human beings attain
worldly salvation from the imminent fall
into non-being through death in the state
of nature by suppressing not only the
Puritan appropriation of transcendence
but also the spiritually ordering power of
amor Dei. The enjoyment of the “natural
right” to physical self-preservation in a
cosmos devoid of divine presence is the
substitute for the soul’s quest for immor-
tality through participation in divine tran-
scendence.

As Benjamin Wiker points out, the con-
cept of modern natural rights comes from
Hobbes and “Rights, according to Hobbes,
were simply the name we give to our
amoral desires, desires that…are in and
of themselves no sin.”7 If we contract our
souls to purely immanent beings then our
natural desires in the earthly sense define
the good and the right. To a hedonist the
concept of natural rights means that our
liberty to gratify our self-centered desires
cannot validly be constrained except by
others’ liberty to do the same. Since we
most urgently desire to be, to live, all the
specific laws of nature that Hobbes lists
are ultimately rules for postponing death,
the summum malum, not commands that
guide us to do what is right in itself, for no
such thing exists. The Hobbesian Com-
monwealth has no substance of order
and participates in nothing. And just as
the fear of death and the desire to live
drive human beings from the chaos of the
state of nature to establish a lawmaker in
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nity, the problem of articulating the po-
litical order as a cosmion, a small cosmos
representing truth and order within the
larger cosmos, was exacerbated by the
tension between the transcendent orien-
tation of Christianity and the increasing
worldly progress of modernity. If Chris-
tianity, transcending political order, is
truth, then what truth can political order
represent or participate in? If the politi-
cal realm is nothing but the organization
of a material realm of false selves seeking
constant gratification as a means of exis-
tential security, as Hobbes characterized
“felicity,” then how can it provide our
earthly lives with any ground of meaning?
Is it possible to forge some link between
transcendence as understood by Chris-
tianity and civil society? Do natural rights,
which Hobbes derived from our craving
for continued existence, interfere with
spiritual truth?

To a great extent the answers to these
questions depend on how much open-
ness to truth has survived in modern civil
theology. One place to look for an answer
is in the American civil theology, which
was not produced by an intellectual or a
ruler as a useful fiction but has developed
organically and spontaneously as the
mythic articulation of a people’s inter-
pretation of the true meaning of its exist-
ence. It was founded by the Puritans who
had attained such un-Christian certainty
that they alone were the elect that all
their experiences confirmed their con-
viction that they were the New Chosen
People who would regenerate the world
by building God’s kingdom on earth. As
one Urian Oakes put it, describing the
Puritan Commonwealth as an existen-
tially secure cosmion that foreshadowed
the plenitude of the Parousia, “the design
of our founders and the frame of things
laid by them [made] the interest of righ-
teousness in the commonwealth and
holiness in the Church…inseparable…. I
look upon this as a little model of the
glorious kingdom of Christ on earth.

Christ reigns among us in the common-
wealth as well as in the Church and hath
his glorious interest involved and swept
up in the good of both societies respec-
tively.”10

The Puritans provided the framework,
but by the latter part of the eighteenth
century, because of the American attain-
ment of a distinct national identity
through a Revolution for the sake of free-
dom, and because of considerable influ-
ence from the European Enlightenment,
the civil theology underwent a kind of sea
change. The ground of meaning in a di-
vinely ordained glorious destiny of most
fully embodying transcendent truth re-
mained, but under the influence of Locke
and Hobbes in the eighteenth century the
substance of order was increasingly secu-
larized and transformed from righteous-
ness and holiness to an earthly happiness
that was defined in terms of the liberty to
enjoy natural rights, which, despite their
superficial desirability, retained their
Hobbesian meaning of fleeing the horror
of nothingness by existing in a constant
state of distraction through the constant
gratification of appetites.

Puritan godliness thus modulated to
Enlightenment liberty, which, although
at first still understood as somewhat godly,
nevertheless contained a momentum that
drove it increasingly toward an emphasis
on personal gratification and the isola-
tion of individual desires rather than the
community of shared participation in
transcendence. Americans came to see
themselves as the saviors of the world
through their achievement of the most
rational order that maximizes individual
freedom and earthly happiness. The in-
herited sense of being God’s gift to hu-
manity guided the belief that it was
America’s “manifest destiny” not only to
increase its physical territory but also to
disseminate its enlightened view of hu-
man happiness so that eventually all the
world would become America through
participation in perfect liberty. Typical is
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Isaac Wise’s 1869 assertion in Our Country’s
Place in History that, in general, the desti-
nies of all nations could be encompassed
under one term, “PROGRESS,” and for
America this meant liberty,…. “the cause,
progenitor, preserver and protector of all
the blessings which we enjoy and impart
to others…. Liberty is our place in history,
our national destiny, our ideal, the very
soul of our existence.”11

But what did this salvific liberty mean?
Well, first it meant democracy, which the
civil theology of the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury proclaimed as the will of God for the
attainment of human happiness. To avoid
the anarchic tendencies of liberty it be-
came necessary to assume that liberty in
its true sense could flourish only where
the citizens had sufficient wisdom to or-
der their own souls to create an abiding
public order. For example, John L.
O’Sullivan believed that the purpose of
the “American experiment” was to advo-
cate, and disseminate, the “high and holy
democratic principle” of democratic re-
publicanism grounded in “an abiding
confidence in the virtue, intelligence, and
full capacity for self-government of the
great mass of our people—our industri-
ous, manly, intelligent millions of free-
men.”12 Democratic order ascends from
the virtuous people to the institutions of
government to which they consent and is
essentially natural and spontaneous.
Furthermore, democracy is “essentially
involved in Christianity, of which it has
been well said that its pervading spirit of
democratic equality among men is its
highest fact, and one of its most radiant
internal evidences of the divinity of its
origin,” that is, Christianity is true be-
cause it is democratic, for only an order
based on human freedom and equality
can provide a solid grounding for human
existence.13 This, of course, defines the
transcendent in terms of the immanent.

Although O’Sullivan did not think that
America had yet achieved complete demo-
cratic perfection, its existence as “the

nation of futurity” began a new epoch in
history. In his revealingly titled America
and the Perfectibility of Man O’Sullivan
grandiloquently described the eschato-
logical destiny of America to become a
securely constructed cosmion guarantee-
ing earthly happiness through democ-
racy. “In its magnificent domain of space
and time, [America] is destined to mani-
fest to mankind the excellence of divine
principles; to establish on earth the no-
blest temple ever dedicated to the wor-
ship of the Most High…. Its floor shall be
a hemisphere; its roof the firmament of
the star-studded heaven; and its congre-
gation a union of many republics, com-
prising hundreds of happy millions call-
ing, owning no man master, but governed
by God’s natural and moral law of equal-
ity….”14

To a great extent the liberty extolled
by O’Sullivan and others is that of the
unhindered enjoyment of natural rights,
which, lacking natural law’s participa-
tion in Divine Reason, are merely the
entitlement to gratification of basic de-
sires. But a lingering concern for godli-
ness entailed a certain tension in the
public philosophy between virtue and
liberty or rights. That is, were Americans
obliged to be virtuous simply for the sake
of moral excellence or was the meaning
of virtue determined by the requirements
of maximizing the enjoyment of individual
rights? Did virtue define rights or did
rights create virtue?

Nineteenth-century authors like
O’Sullivan, although relying on a tradi-
tional sense of virtue, nonetheless incon-
sistently took the latter position, that is,
the better America became at promoting
and protecting the liberty of equality and
natural rights, the ego’s demands for grati-
fication (to which natural law had been
reduced), the more virtuous would its
national life become. The major process
relentlessly at work here is seculariza-
tion, as Voegelin was well aware in 1938
when he observed in the Preface to the
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second edition of Die politischen Religionen
that, as all distinguished philosophers
knew, “the world is experiencing a seri-
ous crisis, is undergoing a process of with-
ering, which has its origins in the secular-
ization of the soul and in the ensuing
severance of a consequently purely secu-
lar soul from its roots in religiousness.”15

Since he believed that resistance to mod-
ern ideologies’ satanic evil “can only be
derived from an equally strong, religiously
good force,” and “one cannot fight a
satanical force with morality and human-
ity alone,” this meant that the more ad-
vanced the withering effects of secular-
ization the less ability Western society
had to comprehend and resist evil. Of
course, this was accompanied by a pre-
cipitous decline in the comprehension of
good.

Since it was precisely this Gnostic self-
understanding of earthly gratification
through the power of attaining perfec-
tion that became the root of the American
sense of meaning and identity, Voegelin
had to account for the fact that among the
nations that have developed within West-
ern civilization America has been among
those most immune to Gnostic totalitari-
anism. Observing that “the corrosion of
Western civilization through gnosticism
is a slow process extending over a thou-
sand years,” he argued that “[t]he several
Western political societies, now, have a
different relation to this slow process
according to the time at which their na-
tional revolutions occurred.” Thus, even
though the debate around the American
Revolution was influenced by the Enlight-
enment with its own strains of Gnosti-
cism, it was nonetheless concluded
“within the institutional and Christian
climate of the ancien régime.” Because,
compared to much of Europe the Ameri-
can infection with Gnosticism was minor,
in the midst of the wreckage of civiliza-
tion caused by Gnostic totalitarianism
Voegelin was able to see “a glimmer of
hope” in the American and English de-

mocracies, “which most solidly in their
institutions represent the truth of the
soul.”16 But was Voegelin correct in his
assessment of the spiritual truth of Ameri-
can democracy? (I am not considering
the English democracy here.) To what
extent has creeping secularization, to
which America is certainly not immune,
left American principles and institutions
with reliable defenses against modernity?
Can the institutions remain outwardly
solid while their internal truth atrophies?

One example of an argument claiming
this has indeed happened while also be-
traying an inadequate understanding of
the good is Hadley Arkes’s contention
that through the legalization of abortion
on demand, which, of course, many con-
sider major moral progress, the under-
standing of natural rights has become so
perverted that America has lost the sub-
stance of true moral order, retaining only
the façade of a democratic republic.
Arkes’s position is based on the Kantian
premise that all human beings have natu-
ral rights, preeminently to life and liberty,
that are coeval with our existence. Fur-
thermore, since morality requires an ori-
entation to truth, the recognition of the
truth of these natural rights is the ground
of public morality, which is, in turn, the
basis of the legitimacy of political order.17

The current moral crisis centered on
abortion has arisen, Arkes believes, be-
cause a nihilistic shift away from natural
rights to a form of legal positivism has
replaced objective reality or moral truth,
which the law or an individual is obliged
to respect, with only power in the service
of self-interest. As Voegelin pointed out,
positivism is another variety of Gnosti-
cism through its reduction of reality to
the immanent, with legal positivism con-
tracting the truth of order to convention
or statute. In the case of abortion, Arkes,
like many others, sees a reprise of the
slavery controversy of the nineteenth
century, with a similar positivist tendency
by the powerful to define a “man,” or a
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“person,” as a being possessed of rights in
ways that suit their own interest or conve-
nience. To enhance the liberty of some,
others are deprived of liberty and even of
life. (The individual’s enjoyment of natu-
ral rights is limited only by the power of
others’ claims to enjoy theirs.) And just as
Lincoln argued that the defense of sla-
very violated the basic principle of the
Declaration of Independence that “all men
are created equal,” and therefore have
the same natural rights, so Arkes argues
that for the sake of preserving a spurious
“constitutional right to abortion” “many
Americans, and especially, members of
the political class, have come to talk them-
selves out of the premises of the Ameri-
can Founders and Lincoln,” and they have
done this without even being aware of it,
for they have convinced themselves that
the right to “privacy” is a more basic prin-
ciple than human equality.18

As Arkes recognizes, a law that pro-
tects the interests of some at the expense
of others has jettisoned morality for the
sake of power, because it defers to no
objective truth, and morality defined in
terms of self-interest is no morality at all.
But without an objective grounding of
rights there are no rights of any signifi-
cance, and the basis of order and the good
life is thereby reduced to nothingness.

If we can arbitrarily alter the definition of a
“man” as it suits our convenience, if nature
provides no definition of a human being that
we are obliged to respect, then…we remove
the distinct ground of our claim to “natural
rights.” But if we do that, if we remove
“natural rights,” we would convert all rights
into rights of “positive law.” With that subtle
shift, we would have removed, in effect, the
very logic and substance of rights. For what
we call “rights” then are simply the things
declared to be right by the opinion that is
dominant in any place. In that event, the
“rights” enacted into law are merely the
rights that a majority is willing to confer. But
what the majority may confer, the majority
may also remove when it no longer strikes
the majority as right or convenient.19

Thus a human life has value only when
the individual, or someone else, prefers
that that life continue because it gives
pleasure. When no one actually expresses
or experiences such a preference there
are no other grounds on which life could
be attributed value.

Arkes believes that a political system
and a jurisprudence based solely on the
power, self-interest, and convenience of
some faction in the society have under-
gone a kind of desubstantiation because
they have abandoned the necessary moral
substance of a republic which must be a
regime of objective law, not power. Dur-
ing the slavery crisis Lincoln had pointed
out “that as the republic began to absorb
and defend the premises of slavery, it
could have the forms of a republic, while
the inner substance was removed. And as
the people began to make themselves
suggestible to the premises of slavery…
they would, in that measure, cease to be
a democratic people, even as they went
through the outward forms of casting
ballots and acting in the style of citizens
in a democracy.”20 Therefore, Arkes con-
cludes that the judges who created the
right to abortion “have created a
jurisprudence…with the trappings of law,
but without the moral substance. And in
the same way they have converted this
regime into something else: a regime with
all of the surface features, or the outward
forms, of a republic, but without the moral
substance of a republic or regime of law.”21

The meaning of “democratic” for Arkes is
subordination to objective law that is the
standard that restricts majority rule. Ma-
jority rule according to a higher law is
legitimate political authority but major-
ity rule according to its own preferences
is not.

What Arkes overlooks is the fact that
the meaning of natural rights has been
secularized by Epicurean hedonism in-
seminated into modernity by Hobbes and
Locke, among others, and because of the
preponderance within the concept of
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natural rights of individual, subjective
desires over universal, objective truth a
public order based on natural rights rather
than natural law inevitably tends toward
increasing secularization. Although Arkes
makes a strong case for a morally objec-
tive understanding of natural rights, there
is an even stronger hedonist and relativ-
ist interpretation of natural rights that
eviscerates the philosophically substan-
tial meaning of human liberty and makes
the understanding of freedom in terms of
rights rather problematic. Since the civil
theology has been reduced to an entirely
secularized and immanent version of the
Puritan sense of mission, if the public
philosophy means that liberty is the pos-
session of rights determined by the citi-
zens’ preferences then order is merely the
absence of chaos but has no positive con-
tent or meaning. It certainly does not
involve the participation in a higher truth
that is essential for the life of the soul. It
is, in fact, little more than the Hobbesian
view that society exists simply to maxi-
mize earthly gratifications.

In other words, Arkes fails to see that
positivism is not an error exogenous to
natural rights but is a congenital disorder
of the very notion of natural rights. Thus,
Arkes’s rational, objective interpretation
of natural rights is not the whole story
because the modern idea of natural rights
is heavily contaminated by the secular
devotion to progress in the individual’s
ability to pursue self-interest, which is, in
metaphysical terms, a devotion to noth-
ingness. This subordinates the common
good to the protection of individual natu-
ral rights and the laws become an articu-
lation, not of what actions are right or
wrong in themselves or serve to promote
the common good, but merely of what
rules serve the private individual desires
of the majority.

This is the central philosophical diffi-
culty in progress in modern democracy,
an issue trenchantly analyzed by Robert
Kraynak in Christian Faith and Modern

Democracy, essentially a critique of mod-
ern democracy and its claim to spiritual
truth. Because Kraynak accepts Christian-
ity as the truth concerning the soul’s
openness to transcendence he clearly
sees that this requires a certain tension, or
distance, between Christianity and mod-
ern politics in the world that Christianity
dedivinized. Therefore, Christianity can-
not mandate democracy, although de-
mocracy has sought legitimacy from Chris-
tianity, and it is questionable whether
democratic institutions can represent the
truth of the soul.

Part of Kraynak’s thesis is that there is,
in fact, an enormous gulf between
democracy’s understanding of human
existence and Christianity’s. In his analy-
sis, modern liberal democracy, rooted in
the meaningless materialist universe of
the modern Zeitgeist, envisages human
dignity as a defiance of cosmic indiffer-
ence to us by an assertion of autonomous
will through which we become masters of
our own destiny. Although in the phe-
nomenal world of the material universe
we are subject to ineluctable laws of na-
ture we nonetheless manage to carve out
a kind of noumenal realm of rights in
which our autonomous wills and desires
are sovereign. In modern democracy the
good life is one of material success and
enjoyment rather than of virtue. Having
no substantial truth in itself it worships
freedom, which means that it appeals to
relativism and the related skepticism—
since among human beings there are dis-
agreements and uncertainty about the
highest good, the greatest human dignity
is through determining truth and one’s
own identity and destiny autonomously
for oneself, which is quite the opposite of
Voegelin’s characterization of the nature
of man as “openness to transcendence.”22

As Kraynak emphasizes, we cannot pull
ourselves up by our own bootstraps by
grounding human dignity in the asser-
tion of our independence of a meaning-
less universe completely indifferent to
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our own existence. The public philoso-
phy of natural rights as satisfaction of
desires is really nothing more than a ni-
hilistic diversion from the horror of exist-
ence in the metaphysical void of the
modern secular universe. By contrast,
Christian philosophical anthropology
denies human autonomy and sees hu-
man dignity in man’s resemblance to and
participation in God (the imago Dei)
through prelapsarian immortality and the
capacity for holiness through a transcen-
dently oriented and ordered free will.
Unlike the radical egalitarianism of mod-
ern democracy Christianity has a hierar-
chical view, for creatures participate in
God to varying degrees with each having
its level of excellence appropriate to the
perfection of the whole created order.
Unlike Arkes, Kraynak seeks to restore
the true understanding of human nature
and dignity as based not on modern natu-
ral rights but on natural law with its im-
mediacy of participation in divine Rea-
son.23

In Kraynak’s view, Christianity is con-
cerned primarily with the soul and leaves
politics to worldly prudence, which es-
sentially means what Aristotle called
practical wisdom (phronesis). Kraynak’s
whole approach is, however, Augustin-
ian and anti-modern in that he sees hu-
man beings belonging first to the City of
God but existing in this world in a fallen,
corrupted condition such that, as Augus-
tine said, political systems are both con-
sequences of and remedies for Original
Sin. He would prefer to abandon entirely
the civil theology emphasis on pursuing
happiness in liberty and democratic
rights and on the superiority of democ-
racy as a progressive political order. Al-
though he would replace democracy with
a “mixed regime, with the best choice
being ‘constitutional monarchy under
God,’” he allows that, prudentially, given
the actual conditions of the modern
world, Christianity can support democ-
racy simply as the best form of govern-

ment that is actually possible, although it
cannot legitimate democracy as the one
true form of political order without be-
coming seriously distorted. Also, as a
matter of prudential politics, “in the spirit
of civil religion which makes the moral
education of citizens and statesmen the
highest priority, it seems wise and benefi-
cial to say that Christianity teaches demo-
cratic human rights as a secular reflec-
tion of a sacred idea because it strength-
ens the democratic state and humanizes
the churches.”24 Of course, what Kraynak
is arguing would substantially alter the
meaning of civil religion by reducing it
from a truth in its own right to merely “a
secular reflection of sacred ideas.”
Kraynak would reverse the drive to
redivinize the secular realm in order to
restore a civil religion that would serve
the truth of the soul but not be a cosmic
truth in its own right. But this seems to
contradict Voegelin’s observation that
Plato discovered “a society [that] must
exist as an ordered cosmion, as a repre-
sentative of cosmic order, before it can
indulge in the luxury of also representing
a truth of the soul.”25

In a Gnostic age is it possible for soci-
ety to be a cosmion that also represents
the truth of the soul? Is it possible for
modern societies to invest their energies
in earthly progress without abandoning
the transcendent for a belief in nothing?
Can civil theology provide meaning and
truth for democratic political existence
and yet not be so secular as to be in
conflict with amor Dei? Can democratic
institutions represent the truth of the
soul outwardly while inwardly losing the
substance of order, and is Arkes right in
his argument that this has happened in
the United States? Can a civil religion in
the modern age not be Gnostic in its
prediction of earthly salvation through
future progress in improving the satisfac-
tions of earthly life? Is it possible for the
contending forces in the soul, the amor
Dei’s love for Being and the amor sui’s turn
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to nothingness in its single-minded pur-
suit of earthly desires, to achieve a bal-
ance so that democracy need not tend
toward an emphasis on the autonomy of
the self? If, as Voegelin states, the society
must be microcosmos as well as
macroanthropos, is it possible to incorpo-
rate into the civil theology the sort of
openness to a higher order that charac-
terized cosmological societies without
attempting an impossible restoration of
cosmological compactness?

These are all questions that must be
pondered in the ongoing struggle to re-
construct political theory and the basis
of political order. Voegelin himself ar-
gued that we cannot revive the past, and

any renewal must come through the expe-
riences of our own age. To attempt to
return to the past would require a delib-
erately constructed civil theology, and
the tradition of those that have been
designed, such as those of Hobbes and
Rousseau, is radically opposed to real
openness to transcendence. It seems
likely that any change must develop or-
ganically from within the society, as its
members become conscious of the bane-
ful, nihilist consequences of basing the
understanding of order on the fullest
possible satisfaction of the amor sui of
modern natural rights. But whether or not
they do become aware of this depends on
the inscrutable mystery of divine grace.
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