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ABSTRACT Michael Eldridge’s critique of the author’s earlier paper on the place of theology in agricultural ethics at state
universities fails in at least three places: (1) Eldridge presents an inadequate picture of how basic assumptions function
in human thinking and. misuses terms like “public,” “private,” “particulor,” “empirical,” and “common experience”; (2)..
he wrongly distinguishes between philosophers and theologians on the basisof thetr openness to new data, ideas, and public’
- eriticizm; (3) he misunderstonds:the meaning of the First Amendrment. Baer argues that whenever foculty at a state
 university deal with the Big Questions—who we are, how we should live, and what it all means—they must be seen, for
First Amendment purposes, as operating within the realm of religion. Without such o functional definition of relignon,
the state will inevitably give unfeir advantage to nontheistic, secular answers to the Big Questions. Eldridge i wrong to
claim that Dewey escapes the liabilities of particularily and parochiglism in a way that theologians do-not.:He also-
misunderstanda the nature of the First Amendment when he argues that public schools may legitimately propagate Dewey's:
naturalistic variety of “religion.” Baer claima that when state universilies uddress the Big Questions, the demands of public
Fustice will be met only if theologians participate in the discussion and debate. . e BRI T .

‘Michael Eldridge takes strong issue with my
earlier' Journal piece in which I maintain that

theologians as well as philosophers should be rep-
resented on the faculties of state universities inany -

serious discussion of agricultural ethies.! My paper
and his reply deal’ with the ground rules for the

discipline of agricultural ethies. Must agrieultural "
ethics iri state universities be strictly secular? El-

dridge thinks so: I think hot.z2 - .

. Professor Eldridge’s arguments fail, [ believe,

in at least three places: (1) he misunderstands how
basie-assumptions function in human thinking and

misuses terms like “public,” “private,” “particu--

lar,” “empirical,” and “common experience”; (2) he
. wrongly distinguishes between philosophers and
theologians on the basis of their openness to new
data, ideas, and public eriticism; (3) he seriously
misunderstands the meaning of the First Amend-
Faith Commitments and Initial Assumptions:

" . - Theologian vs. Philosopher - -~

Professor Eldridge rightly represerits me asar-
guiiig for the formal similarities of the belief sys--

tems of the theologianand the secular ethicist. But, -
contrary to what he states (Eldr., p. 47), I donot -
maintain that there are no important differences:

between theology and philosopy. My argument is

that for First Amendment purposes these differ___“ .

ences may be irrelevant, particularly in conriection.
with teaching ethics in state-sponsored institu-
tions: = - - L e
Eldridge also misreads me'when he claims that
I hold that all ethics are subjective (Eldr:, p..47).
On the contrary, [ believe that both philosophical
and theological ethics can be objective. Qur differ-
ence seems to be about how we understand objec-
tivity. smE o = E S
(1) ‘As:to the similarities between philosphical
and theological ethics, I argue that it is-mistaken
to think that reason per se produces or directly
justifies our initial assumptions.or what I have
sometimes: referred to as “faith commitments.”.
Thereisnoway to think without sichinitial commit-
‘ments or assumptions, and there are no generally
agreed upon algorithms that tell us at'this founda-

‘tional level what we ought to believe. Al human_

thinking involves:the risk that we may be wrong;
all human thinking involves a form of belief that is-
at one-and the same time a kind of knowledge-and -
a precondition for all subsequent knowledge. ... .
“-But 1.do not claim-—as Eldridge asserts—that.
because of this “we are all religious” (Eldr., p: 4.

My argument is much more specific, namely. that.

nontheistic metaphysieal. beliefs and values can.
function like religious beliefs, as'can be seen from:
an examination of John Dewey’s thinking. If justice
is to be achieved in state universities, these nonth-
eisticbeliefsand values must betreated asreligion.
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Eldridge is correct in pomtmg out that I d1d not
sufficiently emphasize the empmcal dimensions of

Dewey’s thinking, but he is wrong to claim that
Dewey escapes the liabilities of particularity and
parochialism in a way that theologians do not. He
writes:

['a]persistexii theme'ofDevgvey's“."as the riec'es-;

sity of living in harmony with nature. Dewey -

once exclaimed, “were there complete har-
mony with nature, life would be spontaneous
efflorescence.” Dewey’s attitude toward na-
tureisindeed one of reverence, for he thought
that only through “a thorough-going and
deep-seated harmonizing of the self with the
Umverse could the selfbe umiied (Eldr - p.

51). - -

‘But whosejudgmentis tocountindecidingwhat
is-or is not in “harmony with nature”? The phrase .
has meaning only asit is given specifie content,and
this content ean be decidedonly on thebas:sofone s
- overall philosophlcal and theolog:eal views of real- =

But the farmore serious weekness in Eldndge 5

references to-Dewey is his conviction that Dewey
escapes the labilities of particularity and paroc!u—

He wntes

Professor Eldﬁdge dauns that

Dewey's religidus.proposel was that we find the

to be religious is to achieve self-integration
through allegiance to some inclusive ideal (4

Commion Faith, p.33). It is an aspect of every-

day experience. As'a metaphysical naturalist

Dewey rejected the supernatural, So, for

Dewey, the religious had to be found within
experience. Moreoverltcmﬂdnotbedlsconnnu-
ous with the rest of experience. It was not the
irruption of the other-worldly into this world,

‘Rather some features of this world would take

on a heightened meaning (Eldr., p. 52).

~+ He also claims that it is legitimate to make use
Dewey’s sort of rehgmn in pubhc education.

religious in this-worldly experience. For him, -

of

i jThe tlns-worldly phﬂosophy of Dewev, to be B
- sure, has.its religious dimension, but it'is not .
-~ a8 a religious philosophy that'it commands at- -
tention within publie educational institutioris.

It deserves our attention because it not only - -

. may assist us with our this-worldly problems,
7 butltdmsoﬂ'omathls-worldlyperspectwe 3
: (Eldr .y p' 52) :

alism in a way that theologians do not.

Dewey
empirical and.comm_on experience; rejecting

-both supernaturalism and sectariznism. His .-
philosophy was religious, but his arguments
-did not’ depend: on private experience. For ..

-him, “the method.of intelligence is open and - .
publie.” Whereas, “the doctrinal method,” -

- which he rejected, “is limited and private” (A4

* Comnon Faith, p. 89). He did not ask us to

use doctrines that are accepted. only within

one tradition. Rather we were to submit our-

. sought t grbuhd his nau‘m;'m

Government, if I read Eldndge correctlv may prop-
agate religious ideas and approaches as long as they
are of a naturalist variety, but not if they are of a
supematm‘ahstvanety Itmaymakeuseofsecular
rehgmnbut not 'rehgmus rehgmn.

I am aware of no convincing ‘historieal or constltu- ‘
tional warrants for-such a position, and I consuier its
implications deeply troubling for the future of free-
dom of conscience and religion. On what groundsdoes
Eldridge grant 4 preferred political and metaphysical
status to a naturalistic understanding of reality?

Regardmg the role of the theolog:an Eldndge

views to pubhc scrutmy (Eldr., pp. 51-62).

: But in actua.hty theology is. not. m}wrently any'

less publie than philosophy. A Christian view of
reality is in principle just as accessible to othersas
is Dewey’s.way of seeing the world. Mainline Chris-

tianity has always refused to base doctrine on pri-.

vate révelations.* Tt holds that Christian beliefs
‘must be tested against the publicly available.criter-.
ion of the Bible (as.it has been interpreted within

the commuriity of the church), which is accepted as

God’s-authoritative revelation to humankind (or, in
the Catholie. Church, against: the Bible tradltlon,
and papal teachmg) T
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IfBa.er were to argue that theologxans de- .

‘- serve to be included [in the state university]
'becausetheyhave something to say to our this-
“worldly problems and they will submit: their

assumptions, proposals, and argumentstopub-

He serutiny, then I would welcome them. But

he did not do this. Rather he trotted out doc-.
{trines without making any attempt to Jusnfy

them to. non-Christians or, even more impor-

.« tantly, without trying to justify themi‘on this-
i worldlygrounds The C}mstxanmaywellresent
havmgto do so, but if she or he wants to partici-
_ pate in the secular or t.hxs-wwldly sphere re-



quiired by our Constitution, then he or she will -
have to meet its demands. The problem then
.. ‘for the Christian theologian is that he or she
canmot participate in the modern state univer-
sity without doing so on secular (this-worldly)
terms (Eldr,; p. 52). - ~-~.. - -

But what mikes Professor Eldridge think that the

Christian theologian is not open to publie scrutiny? -
If challenged; he will sttempt toshow the reasonable-
ness of his position. Will he fail to convince everycne . .
of the truth of his position? Of course he will. Will . .
the: Utilitarian or Kantian or Rawlsian. also fail to

convinee everyone? To be sure. -

The disagreement hereisnotaver the pubhc qual- -
ity of the beliefs, but rather has todo with Professor.

Eldridge’s untenable position that secular (that is,
nontheistic or atheisti) philosophical beliefs are
somehow rational and public in 2 way that Christian
beliefs are not. That, T think, he canrict demonstrate.

At least, he has failed to do so in his response to my

Furthermore, Eldridge quite misunderstands
my purposein referring totherelationship between
Christian theology and the igsue of respensibility. -

to future generations. I mentioned this issue illus-

tratively. It was not my purpose-in the- original

article (nor in this one) to offer an apologetic for

the truth of basic Christian beliefs. I am prepared.

to dé so, 2¢'should be any theologian who teaches

at the university, but that would have taken fartoo .
mueh space in these articles. - :

It may be that Eldridge does not, think Christian. -
ideas are capable of rational justification. But he
would need to offerconvincing arguments that they -
are any less so than, say, the ideas of Dewey. Fur- -
thermore, it is important to-note that he also does

not fustify those ideas of Dewey to which he refers,

although I expect that he too would be willing to ..

attempttodoso. - . ¢ .. . T
- Eldridge is alsa wrong in asserting that the Con-

stitution requites a secular or this-worldly sphere..
Such an-argunient is historically dubious and con- -

ceptually weak. The Constitution requires that the

federal government (later extended via the 14th
‘amendment. to state:and, local governments) not -
give establishment status to a single religion-or -
prefer one religion over ariother. The thought that
religion must be kept from polluting the. public .
sphere and that somehow public business and edu- -
cationmust be carried oninasanitized, religion-free .
atmosphere would have been abhorrent to a great -
number of Americans at the time of the founding:
and ought to be abhorrent to Americans today.- -
(2y] amcertainlynotsuggesting thatall thinking.

Discussion

is subjective. It isall value-laden, for it all involves
somenormative judgments, for example judgments’
about which parts of experience are worth attend-
ing to. And as Michael Polanyi so ably argues, it is
personal, but not in the sense of that which is arbi-
trary or idiosyneratic.* A number of recent philos- -
ophers have conceived of objectivity in terms of -
“ntersubjective testability.” They maintain that
all human knowledge is. gained within particular
historical communities and that even the various
natural sciences are in significant ways normative
disciplines.® Knowledge is. the result of communal’
effort, depends heavily on both language and tradi-
tion, and is public not in the sense of universal and
tmpersonal butin the sense of being capable ofbeing
tested' intersubjectively among an appropriate -
group of peers. - = .. - S el

‘Some - contemporary_ nontheistic humanistic
thinkers continize, to believe that their ewn moral
and philosophieal: positions are uniquely justified
byreason, whereas theologiansandreligious people
in general have nothing but faith and dogma upon.
which to rely. Putnam, MacIntyre, Barbour, and
others have shown that such a position has little to
commend it.*> ST e
My position is that all human thinking rests on
basic assumptions or intuitions and that it is impos-
‘sibie tothink without such commitments ortodoubt
all of them at once. To stress such limits on the role
of reason is by no means to imply that our basic
assumptions must be believed for no reasons atall.
The basic convictions of christian faith can bé de-
fended by reason, as can the basic assumptions that
philosophers make. This is not to ‘'say that some
faculty called “reason” produges or infallibly jus-
tifies these initial commitments, but. rather that
they can be shown to be reasonable. To be sure
there is-a degree of circularity in such attempts,
but all thinking is in this sense circular. Empirical -
data are mediated by one’s prior understanding of
the world, and there are no uninterpreted facts.
One’s initial assumptions and view of the nature of
reality determine to a large extent what one sees
and hears and experiences with the other senses.
These sense data in turn act as checks on one’s

initial assumptions. But one cannot proceed without".
such initial assumptions or faith commitments.”
Theolgians and philosophers alike have faith com-.
mitments in this sense. - |

" On the other hand, if Eldridge’s point is that as
o matter of psychological fact theologians are mors
Hkely than philosophers tocling to their fundamer-
tal assumptions or points of view, thenl wotld want
to be shown empirical evidence to support this-
claim. My impression is that, in practice; phiios-
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ophers hold to their particular positions (Kantian,
existentialist, utilitarian, and others) Just as tena-
mously as theologmns '

Theoiog'lans and Phllosophers as Professmnals

Regarding the professional stance and opera-
tive methodologies oftheologlans and philosophers, '
Eldndge wntes :

The theologua.n has certain basm commlt.-. -
ments that he or she cannat step back from'
without forfeiting his or her standing as a’
theologian, For a Christianit is anaffirmation
of the Lordshlp of Christ or perhaps a belief
that God was in Christ reconci]mgthe world. .

If the Christian theologian ceases to affirm: - E:

his. Lord’s sovereignty or-the inearnation,
whichever defines his or her faith, thenhe.or: -
she ceases to be a Christian theologian. Other
intellectuals can change methodologiesorfun-
. damentalbehefs and st:ill remamwrthmthen“
: _dJsclplmes > :

* ... The whole pomt of bemg a theologxan 1s'
to operate within a particular faith. There is.
thus a basic, non-arbitrary difference be-
tween the theologian and other mtellectuals‘
(Eldr., pp 47-48). e

But is. thxs pontmn—-—whlch 1 ﬁnd not altogether

clear—really defensible? First of all; a Christian
theologian might convert to Judaism, rejectingthe
doctrines of the incarnation and. the Lordship of
Jesus Christ and still remain a theologian. Sucha
change rmght be seen as analogous to an existen--
tialist convertmg to, let’s say, analytic ph:losophy b

but still remaining a philosopher

Eldridge recognizes this analogy -and a.lso'
realizes that.a Christian theologxan might cease to
be a Christian, but he seems to imply that if the -
theologian does he can no longer be a theologian

at all, Theologlans indeed do ‘operate within the
context of particular faith commitments; just as
plulosophers do, but I am not sure thatis“the whole
point of being a theologian.” T can easily conceive
of a theologian’s highest commitment as bemgthe

- attempt to understand and interpret the truth -
about God, and if he became convinced that the
Jewish orMushm understanding of God was more
adequate than the Christian understandmgthen He:
could function as a theologian within'one of these.
other traditions. Professor E]dndge 3 statement-
that “a Christian theologian is required to be 2
Chnstian”tmnsouttobeatautologyonthesame .
level as the statement “a Kantian philosopher is -
required to be : a Kantnm." But th:s Is not really"'

very helpful.
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A more difficult question would be: Can a Chris-
tian theologian who no longer- believes in God still
be considered a theologian? I think it would be ex-
tremely difficuit to consider hera Christian theolo~
gian, even though some “God is dead” theologians
of the early sixties still considered themselves
Christians, But insofar as this person might come
to believe that some impersonal set of forces in
nature or some depth level within each person
functioned as a transcendent ground or referentin -
hurnan existence, then it probably still would make - -
good sense to continue to think of her as a theolo- .
gian.. Paul Tillich's theology is 2 classic example of
such an approach. - .

On the other hand ifa theologlan clalmed that -

there was no such thing as a transcendent or depth . -

dimensjon to human existence, nothmg beyon ordi-

nary human expenencethatmakesanyclmmsupon.-" '
humans -or helps them understand who they are. .~
-and how they ought to live, then indeed it would
- seemtomskesénsenolongertocallheratheologian =
-7 at all, ‘even though-she might continue. to write
 descriptive and analytic material about theology.
But this is not findamentally different fromthe .

situation of the philosopher. Consider a philosopher
who comes to believe that reason is not important
forunderstandmg human bemgs and their situation

in the world. Should he still be’ consxdered a .-

philosopher? At the very least the label would be
highly deb;table. Let'ssayhe beheves that mysti-
cal intuitions are more useful than reasonin trying -

to understand reality, and that these intuitionside- . -

ally should be taken in their immediate, uninter-
preted form—just as they appear to the individual -
and with no attempts at eritical reflection orachiev-
ing coherence among them—and they should be-
seen as always trumping reason and rational reflec-. .
tion in attempts to figure out what the world is all
about. Would this person still be a philosopher? .
Would Florida State or Cornell hire such a person .
to teach in their philosophy departments? .. -
Or, what if this hypothetical philosopher. re--
Jjected the law of non-contradiction as having-any
importance whatsoever for-doing philosophy? Let -
us say that he became so convinced of the immediate
truth value of his mystical-intuitions. that.when he -
discovered that some of them contradicted others,
he decided that the biest way to proceed was to
reject ordinary-logic and the law of non-contradie- -
tion. Should such a person still. ba con51dered a-
philosopher?® : :
~-Unleéss Professor Eldndge would want to an-
swer these questions affirmatively, then it would.
appear that his statements that accordmg to-his
“understanding of philosophy nothing. is. beyond

.mtmxsm” a.nd that for the philosopher “all asser-



T

tions. aré_fair'g"amé_"_pre'sent‘ 2 problem. It may be

that nothing is beyond eriticism, but some things

cannot be rejected if the philesophier is to remain

a philosopher. Overall, theologians can change as.

much ds philosophers, and the history of theology

suggests that they in fact do:so. Karl Barth, for-

example, abandoned a- position -of theological
liberalism to become a major ereator and advocate

of a new orthodoxy, and he coneeivably could have

rejected Christian beliefs altogether and becomea.

Jew, a Muslim, or & Buddhist. Or he might have

rejected the depth or transcendent dimensions of

human existence altogether and completely given
up. on theology as a discipline. These-changes are

_notfundamentally different from those thatarepos-
" sible for individual philosophers... .-

TheMeaningofthe First Amendment in Relation

 to the Terms Religion, Religious, and Secular

. Space péi-mitspnlyabﬁeﬁespohse-to?mfesmrﬁ
 Eldridge’s claim that I radically misunderstand
““the American constitutional system” (Eldt.,p.48).

It wﬁl not do for him to show that my position is
not consistent with U. S, Supreme Court decisions,

for it.is precisely part of my argument that the

Court’s decisions on religion in education over the
past forty years are confused and confusing and
that they rest on untenable understandings of the
nature of religion and of the First Amendment.

 AsIargued inmy original paper, my position
is that the First Amendment makes it illegitimate
for the state tosubsidize secular philosophical ethies
while refusing to support theological ethics. I be-
Heve that for First Amendment purpeses, 2 broad,
funetional definition of religionis appropriate. That
is, we must enlarge our understanding of religion—
asthe Courthasdoneincases dealing with conscien-

‘tious objection to joining the ‘military—to refer to

those beliefs, whether religious in a traditional
gense or secular, that deeply encumbera person’s
conscience and provide basic meaning for that per-
son’s life. Eldridge, like the Supreme Court itself
(except in a few free exercise cases), apparently
assumes that it is possible to have religicusly neu-
tra} answers to what I call the Big Questions—who
we are, the meaning of our existence, and how we
ought to live. But we have already seen that his
use of Dewey to Hlustrate how this ecould be done
is seriously flawed. . - .

- Inarguing that Iunderstand the term 4secular”
to mean “anti-religious” (Eldr., p. 49), Eldridge

totally misses the thrust of my argument. Myclaim. -
is not that secular humanism is antireligious but
' rather that when it deals with the Big Questions it
- funetions—in terms of First Amendment con--.
cerns—precisely as a religion. As such, it can be-

Discussion

and often is anti-Christian (or, more generally,

anti-theistic) but hardly anti-religious. -
‘Eldridge alsomisunderstands my positionwhen

he writes: ' S '

- Baer ‘woild have us think that we must -
choose between Enlightenment rationalism
and English individualistic liberalism, on the
one hand, or theology, on the other, to solve.
such vexing problems as the reponsibility our '
generation has to future generations (Eldr.,

But this is not my point at all. My argument is that
as a matter of fact Americans think about the prob-

lem of responsibility to future generations within -

each of these contexts (as well as within others),

‘and that both dre reasonable positions that should

- be represented. within the staté university—and,
-._one might hope, discussed

scussed withir the pages of Ag-
riculture and- Human Values—if the problem of
responsibility to future generations is dealt with at
all; Although as a Christian, I believe the Christian

~theological framework is the more adequate of the
- two views mentioned, 1 would by no means want
to see a government university advance Christian

' views to the exclusion of other competing views.

Neither, however, should a tax-supported institu-
tion advance nontheistic or atheistic secular views
underthe mistaken bannerofreligious neutrality.

Conclusion

Working out the practical implications of my
position lies beyond the scope of this paper. Suffice
it to say here that the time when an elite minority,
on the basis of a mistaken urderstanding of the
religious neutrality of the secular, can dictate how.
the great majority of our nation’s students should
learn and think may be drawing to an end. The
myth of a religiously neutral and objective secular
rationality is erumbling, and an inereasing number
of Americans are beginning to ask about the mean-
ing of justice in public education and publicly spon-
sored research. = _

For many centuries, European nations were
dominated by Christian groups that taught that
error has no rights. As a consegence, atheists,
nontheistic humanists, Jews, and others werse se-
verely restricted in the roles they could play in
education and the intellectual life. of society.-
Todzy—in ways that are strikingly similar to this
error-has-no-rights mentality of the past and based
on indefensible ideas of religious neutrality and the
meaning of such terms as reason, commaon expert-
ence, rationalily, empirical, and secular—wehave

developed an educational system that perpetuates
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educational dlscnnunatlon agmnst religious and :

cognitive minorities.

Arguing that theologlans should be umted to

become part of the agricultural éthies forum at state
universities may be an unlikely place to begin a
revolution. But history has its surprises, and as we
have learned from the civil rlghts and women'’s
movements, the path of Justlce is not easily antlcl-
pated ahead o£ time. © .
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