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In contrast, the right often tries to step 
outside of American principles and pull 
toward a kind of anti-democratic senti-
ment.

I might object to a leftist trying to push 
too far in the direction of radicalizing 
these things, because I’m not a radical. 
But, for instance, very devout orthodox 
Catholics have a view of authority, espe-
cially as it relates to the Church, that is 
foreign to American liberal democracy. 
That’s not a critique, just a fact. But to 
the extent that we try to apply those kind 
of hierarchical, more authoritarian views 
of power and hierarchy to our system of 
government, it presents a different kind 
of threat than the left would.

About the threat to the church itself, I do 
tend to think that it’s always bad when 
religion becomes too politicized, when 
the two spheres of religion and politics 
overlap. You never want to get into a 
situation where you try to equate the two 
spheres, where you’re trying to say that 
one is equivalent to the other, that some-
how the fate of your soul as a Christian is 
determined entirely by the role you play 
in politics or vice versa. Then you start to 
think about politics in categories derived 
from religion, and you start to think of 
religion in terms derived from politics, 
and it corrupts both.

owens:  There seems to be almost an 
irony there on the political side, in that 
the right normally touts itself as being 
extremely patriotic, but your point is that 
the issues the religious right and the 
theoconservatives are bringing to politics 
are almost un-American.

linker: Well, it depends. I mean, obvi-
ously the question of what America is is 
at stake in this very debate, so that begs 
the question. But there is some truth to 
it. For instance, the theocons are very 
patriotic. If you ask them how they feel 
about America, they’re very pro-Ameri-
ca. They support a foreign policy that’s 
extremely aggressive about America and 
its role in the world, and they feel that 
God wants us to be instilling order in the 

world because no one else is powerful 
enough to do this.

But this has its limits. As you saw in that 
notorious symposium in First Things 
in November 1996, when the theocons 
were presented with Bill Clinton and 
the spread of various pro-choice judicial 
findings in the ’90s, they responded by a 
kind of call to arms. They asked wheth-
er morally serious, meaning religious, 
Americans ought to overthrow the 
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