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The State of American Compassion

Why We Can’t Go It Alone

Last month Barbara Elliott explored the religious
roots of American compassion. This month she looks at
how the erosion of faith and rise of materialism in our
culture has led to personal isolation and an unravel-
ing of private charity networks.

By BarbaraElliott

Contemporary Americais very different from colonial America.
Thescopeofthecivicrealm hasshriveled in the past century. Many
who were once connected through voluntary relationships no
longer are. We see the “little platoons™ overwhelmed by big cities
as urbanization has replaced the agrarian culture. Unbridled mate-
rialismand politicization have overwhelmed the public philosophy
oflife.

This trend accelerated over the course of the 20™ century,
peakinginthe 1960s. Itunraveled the private sectorand itsmorality,
and shifted civic engagement from voluntary associations toward
the centralized state and bureaucracy. Atthe same time, there was
a push in the name of efficiency to turn over the care of the poor
to the government, shifting responsibility from the civic space,
where actions were personal, to the public space, where they are
not. What individuals once did became the responsibility of a vast
institution. As we have decreased our civic engagement, our
expectations of government have risen. The weaker our horizontal
ties are in the community, the stronger the dependency on the
vertical ties of the state.'

A ripple effect has resulted, Charles Murray tells us: “When the
government takes away a core function, it depletes not only the
source of vitality pertaining to that particular function, but also the
vitality of a much larger family of responses.™?
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Underlying all of these shifts is the broad secularization of our
culture, the post-Enlightenment mentality writ large. We see an
overt ejection of faith from the public square. We see that the First
Amendment, which was intended to preserve freedom of religion,
has now become interpreted as a mandate to protect Americans

Jfromreligion. And wesee the private voluntary sector severed from
its religious roots.

The centrifugal forces of modemity have accelerated at a
dizzying pace from the 1960s to the present. What happened in just
forty years has been the demise of the traditional family, which has
been replaced by a culture of “alternative lifestyles.” We see
skyrocketing rates of illegitimate births and abortion, an explosion
of divorce and domestic violence, and the evaporation of multi-
generational families in one place together. Quite often those left
in poverty are single mothers.

Neighborhood and community have been replaced by “lifestyle
enclaves’™ and gated communities for those who can afford them,
where it is never necessary to encounter poverty. Private civic
engagement has radically atrophied, with fewer true volunteers.
Women, traditionally the backbone of volunteerism, are increas-
ingly in the workforce with less spare time.

Americans now “Bowling Alone”

Civic engagement in America remained relatively strong well
into the 20" century. Robert Putnam tells us in Bowling Alone® that
from the Moose and Elk Lodges to the Salvation Army, from the
Knights of Columbus to Hadassah, Americans historically have
deeply engaged themselves in civic organizations. They flour-
ished well into the 20® century, diminishing slightly during the
Depression, and thenrising smartly after World War Il and through
the 1950s. But Putnam has discovered that since the late sixties,
civic engagement has plummeted. A nation that volunteered
together or bowled in leagues has abandoned these activities and
is now “bowling alone” — hence Putnam’s title.

The Harvard professor has examined patterns of political and
religious participation, volunteering, community activity, and
philanthropy as indicators of ““social capital.” In graph after graph,
he presents visible evidence of the decline of civic engagement
over the past forty years in everything from churches to political
organizations and service clubs. He finds that more Americans are
livingincitiesbutarerelationally alone, severed fromtheirextended
families, surrounded by people but living a life in isolation.

There are several contributing factors to this malaise, Putnam
concludes:

continued on page 2



Compassion & Culture

State

(continued from page 1)

-Most markedly, astark change of mindset between the genera-
tionsborn before the end of World War Il and the “Baby Boomers™
born 1946-64. The plummet began as the boomers began to reach
adulthood, and showed little of the civic engagement of their
parents, who were still volunteering actively.

-The entry of women into the workplace and the pressures of
two-career families.

-Urban sprawl necessitates longer commutes and thins out the
sense of community.

- a correlation between the amount of time spent watching
television and slack civic engagement.

The religious community has been hit harder that it would
appear. Over the past four decades, 10% fewer Americans claim
church membership, but more telling is the fact that “actual
attendance and involvement in religious activities has fallen by
roughly25to50percent.’™ This one-time pillar of American life has
been “hollowed out,” Putnam tells us.

In his words, “Seen from without, the institutional edifice
appears virtually intact—little decline in profession of faith, formal
membership down just a bit, and so on. When examined more
closely, however, it seems clear that decay has consumed the load-
bearing beams of our civic infrastructure.”

Butthe drive toward material consumptionisaliveand well. Over
the same time frame, Putnam finds that 70 percent of young people
have decided that making a lot of money is their top priority.
Participating in the community is a priority for only one in five.®

In an eerily prophetic insight, Tocqueville could already see
these conflicting tendencies in the bosom of America. Atthesame
time he admired the thriving voluntary associations and the selfless
impulse of Americans, he also saw that a strong streak of individu-
alism and materialism ran through the character of the country.

Don Eberly writes “Tocqueville worried about a ‘separateness’
which has ...been dubbed in the 20" century ‘bowling alone.” He
detected the early signs of civic stagnation when he observed
“Individualism is a calm and considered feeling which disposes
each citizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and
withdraw into the circle of family and friends; with this little society
formed to his taste, he gladly leaves the greater society to look after
itself.””’

We see the modem man around us everywhere today. Robert
Bellah calls this creature the “radically unencumbered and impro-
visational self,” cut off from any ties to community, history,
tradition, or civic engagement.

The culture of the “self” has grown, as have the publications,
spas, therapists and support groups to massage our bodies and
egos. What Tom Wolfe described as the “Me Decade’ has turned
into several decades of self-absorption by the Baby Boomers, and
now Generations X and Y.

The“pursuit ofhappiness” in Americais increasingly expressed
by material consumption. Tocqueville foresaw this also, warning
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that a decrease in religion was likely to “lay the soul open to an
inordinate love of material pleasure.” His words were prophetic.
The shopping mall has become the new American temple.

The market économy has created a higher standard of living,
materially spealcxlingl and has created many lucrative jobs. Butasthe
nation has becomemore intenselymarketdriven, ithasalsoexacted
a price on civil jsciety. Don Eberly and Alan Wolfe argue in The
Essential Civil | ciétyReaderthat free markets tend to undermine
civil society “by reducing all decisions to the calculation of self-
interest,” whichiin turn weakens “the bonds of loyalty, friendship,
and trust upon which civil society depends.” *

Wolfe contirues, “markets are necessary for modernity, but
they tend to destroy what makes them work.” '* This cuts to the
heartofthe contémporary dilemma in America. At some point, the
human conditioi;ls that allow markets to flourish are undone by the
market’s success.

Dislocation and ruptured families severed from geographic
community roo#s have also weakened the fabric of our nation.
People who move every seven years on average, regardless of how
muchtheyearn, are 1felationally impoverished. Assmall shopkeep-
ers are driven out of business by large chains, the character of our
towns is homoéenized, depersonalized, and uprooted. It is a
delicate order that makes marketssustainable ina free country,and
we in America t]eetér in a precarious balancing act.

Economist V(illuj:lm Roepke addressed these concerns in A4
Humane Economy," concluding that there is a point of diminish-
ing returns with unfettered economic growth. Roepke observed
that as economic improvement grows, discontentment rises in
proportion to expectations. He contends that a growing economy
does not necessarily improve the welfare of individuals, because
other costs accompany economic growth. The creation of more
goods creates dew wants, envy, and the social compulsion to
acquire. |

This discontélt, however, comes from a mind-set that equates
our satisfaction| with our material goods, and assumes that our
possessions define our worth. But the real question is the human
heartand ourattitude toward wealth, not prosperity itself. Fromthe
Biblical perspective, wealth is bestowed as a blessing, but with it
comes responsil;ilitjr to use it both wisely and compassionately. If
we do not, the result is an atrophied soul, and materialism.

Mediating insltitu‘ﬁons are the antidote to this alienation. One of
the most powerful mediating institutions was always the church.
But over the course of time, this beam of the nation has become
hollow. Marginalized inthedrivetowardsecularmaterialism, which
appears to be the new national religion, the transformational power
of the church has less influence on the culture. Fewer and fewer
people venture qutside the pews in any other manifestation of their
faith. The voice of self-interest and self-indulgence has become
louder to fill thei space left in the retreat of virtue.

We have increasingly placed our faith in the power of govern-
ment to providé solutions for human misery. What was once a
strong level of rejfsponsibility and autonomy at the city, county, and
state level has shifted toward a concentration at the federal level,
with only mode;st attempts since to change the tide. The respon-
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sibility for caring for the poor is no longer that of the community,
but the federal government, diminishing the need for community.
So we see another kind of polarization taking place, where the
mediating institutions have shriveled, leaving at one end alienated
individuals, and at the other end a vast bureaucracy, which by its
nature cannot meet individual, personal needs.

Seeking Secular Salvation

Deep beneath this shift toward the political realm was a philo-
sophical drift that began in an undercurrent several centuries ago.
Eric Voegelin, one of the most astute critics of modernity, argued
that the modern age has been characterized by the emergence of
politics as a secular means of salvation. He traces the unraveling
of order back to Joachim of Flora, a medieval mystic who depicted
man’s history in three ascending ages, which would bring about
the final age of perfection. According to Voegelin, “He and his
successors replaced faith in God with faith in man’s ability to build
heaven on earth. The new earthly faith depended upon the
fallacious notion that history itselfhas a purpose: the achievement
of human perfection. Salvation was to be sought in this world,
through the pursuit of temporal achievements aimed at making
material the transcendentworld of God.” > Hobbes and Rousseau
took the next steps, claiming that the political order could rescue
man from his fallen state.

This train of thought took a cunning twist at the turn of the
century in America, through the Social Universalists. Professor
Richard Ely urged economists and theologians to converge in
support of “coercive philanthropy” which he saw as the “duty of
government” to“establishamongustruecitiesof God.” '* William
G.Fremantle expoundedthisapproach, liftingup the“Nationasthe
Church, itsrulersas ministers of Christ, its whole body as a Christian
brotherhood, ...material interests as Sacraments, its progressive
development, especially in raising the weak, as the fullest service
rendered on earth to God, the nearest thing as yet within our reach
to the kingdom of heaven.”

This is a perversion of the natural order. The government can
never bring about the kingdom of heaven. The political realm is
incapable of inculcating virtue. Law can draw the dividing line
between human beings and their actions, and can punish infrac-
tions that violate a person or their property. But it is incapable of
directly influencing the human heart to desire good or avoid evil.

Government can provide boundaries for human action and can
guarantee rights, but it cannot write its laws in the hearts of its
citizens. Government can protect the freedom to seek good, but it
cannot mandate the appetite to seek the highest good. These are
tasks which must remain squarely in the private sector.

It is an odd paradox, but the success of America depends on
these private virtues, and the theological truths that shape them,
for its very existence.

Thousands of faith-based organizations, schools, and commu-
nity associations educate, nurture, and care for people, shaping
their hearts and souls. Itis crucial that they succeed in planting the
seeds of virtue.

Renewersin Americaare now seeking appropriate waysto foster

the “fruits of liberty” —forbearance, love, and charity—in a way that
isconsistent with theoverarching principles of the country. People
of faith are capable of instilling the values and convictions that
make peopleresponsibleindividuals. They are charged with loving
broken people into wholeness, and are doing so because of their
faith.

One thing government cannot do is love. It was never intended
to. That is the mission of the church, the only institution that is
charged to love above all else.

So we walk in this precarious balancing act, suspended in the
tension between church and state, not because we should eradi-
cate all traces of faith, but precisely because our nation depends
on the vibrancy of faith for its survival.

A Faustian Bargain?

Jefferson’s old metaphor of awall of separation between church
and state had no binding power whatsoever until it appeared in a
dissenting opinion of the Supreme Court in 1947. Justice Hugo
Black wrote, “The First Amendment has erected a wall between
churchand state. That wall must be kept highand impregnable. We
could not approve the slightest breach.” '* With this dissenting
opinion, Jefferson’s words in private correspondence assumed a
power that the founding generation and Jefferson himself never
intended.

In the years since, a spate of court decisions have expanded the
concept to roll back manifestations of faith in public life in myriad
ways, to the point that Chief Justice Rehnquist has noted that the
Court “bristles with hostility to all things religious in public life.”'¢

If faith-based groups receive federal funding, it is a Faustian
bargain: they are muzzled from speaking about the source of their
faith. Overt faith is sanitized from programs that receive federal
dollars. Whatremainsisthedelivery of*social services,” decoupled
from their spiritual origin. Those who reach out in the name of
Caesar have a very different motivation, and it shows.

Faith-based organizations that receive federal funding run the
risk of the new application of Lord Acton’s famous maxim on the
corrupting tendencies of power (let’s call it Elliott’s law): “federal
funding tends to secularize, and absolute federal funding secular-
izes absolutely.” By definition, faith-based organizations work
because of faith. But if they are funded fully by the federal
government, they may not teach the source of their faith.

Ifyou take the faith out of faith-based organizations, they donot
differ from their secular counterparts, and lose the dynamism that
sets them apart. The result of moving from faith-based, relational
ministry tosecular, institutional social service has been impersonal
care for the poor, who are neither lifted up nor loved.

What would right relations between church and state look like
today? The George W. Bush Administration has set out to create
a“levelplaying field” for faith-based and community organizations
in the country to provide social services, and to remove the
obstacles for them to apply for federal contracts to do so.

- Legislation has been introduced which would make it easier for

taxpayers who do not itemize their deductions toearmark a portion
continued on page 4
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of their giving to faith-based and community organizations and
receive a deduction for it.

- Other proposed initiatives would allow recipients of federally
provided services to redeem a voucher with faith-based or secular
providers, putting the choice in the hands of the consumer.

- Funding has been allocated through the Compassion Capital
Fund to build up the capacity and competence of faith-based
organizations through intermediaries, who are strengthening the
movementatthe grassrootslevel. Allofthesearehelpfulinitiatives,
andhave gonealong waytoward re-legitimizing therole of the faith
community in providing services.

- But one of the most useful things President George W. Bush
has done is to simply focus the national spotlight on faith initia-
tives, raising their visibility in the country and increasing their
legitimacy through his public blessing.

Faith-based organizations are providing results. Whether one
understands how or agrees with the methods, the results are being
expressed in decreased recidivism of criminal offenders, reduced
drug addiction, successful transition from welfare to work, de-
creased disciplinary infractions of at-risk youth, fewer teen preg-
nancies, and reunited families. These arethe tangible fruits of faith,
and they are improving the quality of life for citizens throughout
the country. If the government can foster these fruits in a way
appropriate to its mission to serve the common good, it should.

What's Needed is a Change of Heart

Butthereal debate is not about what the government can do. Far
more important is the debate about what the people of faith can do.
The heavy lifting must be done by individuals who act out of their
faith, and can give an account of the source of their hope. Fortoo
long Americans have been living lukewarm faith with only tepid
ripples of conviction. Only if we can ignite a passion for vibrant
personal faith, which produces virtue manifested in action, can we
maintain the fragile order which has been bequeathed to us by our
forefathers. What we need is a change of heart.

Thegluethat held this society together foras long asit flourished
was found in personal, face-to-face relationships. This is where
civil society grows. To the extent that we have lost these relation-
ships, we have lost an important part of what made America
personal, warm, even luminescent. We need to nurture this part of
the American soul.

The reasons for doing this are compelling but require a change
of heart. As Pope John Paul Il said in Centesimus Annus, “‘Justice
will never be fully attained unless people see in the poor person,
who is asking for help to survive, not an annoyance or burden, but

|
an opportunity for showing kindness and a chance for greater
enrichment.”” | ‘

“Justlook athi%;tory,” PeterKreeft wamns. “Eachcivilization has
survived and thrived in proportion to its virtue. It has decayed
whenits virtue de:cayed. Israel, Greece, Rome and the modern West
areexamples.”'® Kreeft reminds us that the choice to seek God and
reflect his light irl virtue is a crucial one we each must make. “The
life we must choose is first of all God’s life, which theologians call
‘grace’ which giv‘es lifeto our spirits. Second it is the life of virtue,
which gives life to our souls. Third it is the life of peace and the

. R S .
survival of civilization, which gives life to our bodies.”

Godhas promised Heis withus, ifwe obey. Inthe wordsof Isaiah:
“And if you sperJgd yéurselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy
the needs of the q'ppressed thenyour light will rise in the darkness,
and your night will become like the noonday. The Lord will guide
youalways; and.éatlls‘_[v your needs in asun-scorched land andwill
strengthen your frame. You will be like a well-watered garden,
like a spring whose waters never fail. Your people will rebuild
the ancient ruins and will raise up the age-old foundations; you
will be called Re{mir;'ef of Broken Walls, Restorer of Streets and
Dwellings.” (Isaiah 58:10-12)
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