LEFT BEHIND

A CHAPTER ARGUING that the Left has lost its way
and is barely worthy of support these days seems a suitably con-
trarian place to begin this book, and something that will at least
offer temporary relief to those who fear the work as a whole is
simply going to be a diatribe against the Right. On the contrary,
this book is not intended as a plea for one party or one political
philosophy over another. It is rather a plea for seeing the situation
as more complicated and less black-and-white than is often the
case in Christian circles.

This first chapter really sets the background for my own
approach to the issues. As a Christian, I believe that many of the
things that I consider important were embodied in the original
vision of what I might call old-style, just-left-of-center politics.
Sadly, the things I hold dear as important political issues—poverty,

sanitation, housing, unemployment, hunger—have, from the 1950s
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onward, been eclipsed by a new set of Left concerns that have little
to do with the kind of social liberalism and aspirations to equality
of opportunity to which I thought the Left was committed. The
result is that the Left has been hijacked by special-interest groups,
and is frequently less concerned than even the parties of the Right
with those for whom it should really speak up. That leaves people
such as me with no political place to call home. To put it bluntly,
we have been left behind.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE OLD LEFT

Anyone who spends any time reflecting on the history of
political activism will very soon realize that the Left of today bears
little or no resemblance to that of the nineteenth century. The rise of
the political Left in Europe took place as a response to the dramatic
social changes surrounding the Industrial Revolution. As factories
and production became the centerpieces of economies in places
such as Britain, urban populations experienced exponential growth,
workforces expanded, and a struggle inevitably ensued among the
old landed aristocracies, the new factory owners and tradesmen,
and the workforces that provided the raw labor to make the whole
thing possible. In the cities, slums expanded, child labor became
an issue, and everywhere poverty and hardship were visible. Nor
was the countryside immune: the shift of population and economic
emphasis to urban industrial centers had a negative impact on agri-
cultural workers who remained in the countryside.

This provides the background to much of the rise of the Left.
In nineteenth-century Britain, the Industrial Revolution provided

the dynamic to some of the most significant legislation of the time.
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This itself bears witness to the growing power of those outside the
traditional aristocracy, which, until then, had enjoyed a virtual
monopoly when it came to political power. Thus, for example, in
1824-25 the British Parliament repealed the Combination Acts,
effectively making it legal for trade unions to organize. Then, in
1832, the Reform Act extended, but did not universalize, the fran-
chise. These moves were in some sense pretty paltry, but they clearly
indicate that Britain was slowly but surely moving toward what we
now recognize as amodern democratic state and, more importantly,
that the powers that be were being forced to acknowledge that
society was changing in previously unimaginable ways.

Trade unions and organized labor were one form of response to
the growing needs of workers in the nineteenth century. At another
level, various social philosophers articulated political and economic
philosophies designed to address the new shape of society and the
problems that were being generated for the poor by the dramatic
changes taking place. These philosophies varied in terms of how
radical their proposals were; for sure, not all such responses could
be characterized as “Left.” In Britain, Thomas Chalmers, a leader
of the Evangelical Party in the Church of Scotland, was horrified as
a young pastor by the slums he found in his parish in Glasgow, to
which his response was a system of parish visitation and diaconal
care. Yet Chalmers remained a High Tory, and like Jane Austen’s
Emma, his concern for the poor was driven by a sense of noblesse
oblige and paternalism. Others, however, were articulating more
radical approaches to the problem.

The most famous of the truly radical responses to the prob-
lems of industrialization were the writings of Karl Marx. Marx, a

German-born Jew, was profoundly influenced by the philosophical
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school that stemmed from the work of G. W. F. Hegel. Hegel had
argued that the whole of history should be conceived of as a great
unfolding of dialectical tension; but where Hegel saw this unfold-
ing in intellectual or, perhaps better, spiritual terms, Marx turned
Hegel’s thinking on its head and rooted this historical dynamic in
materialism, specifically the movement of capital and the power
relations that connected to this. For Marx, history moved through
a series of phases—from a rural feudalism, where an aristocracy
essentially held power and sat at the top of the social ladder, through
aperiod of bourgeois control, where power passed to the hands of
those who owned the means of production (i.e., factories), distri-
bution (traders), and capital (bankers), to a future utopian state
where the workers themselves would control the fruits of their
labor. At this point history, in terms of the development of social
relations, would come to an end. The whole scheme was inevitable
and unavoidable—the workers would triumph.

The many flaws in Marx’s theories have been demonstrated
countless times over the last century, both in scholarly critiques and,
more brutally, in the failed economies, totalitarianism, and gulags
that seem an essential part of the Marxist project when put into
practice. Marx is interesting to us at this point, however, because his
theories, although the most radical in their location of class conflict
as the driving force of history, still provide a good indication of what
the Left considered important, at least in its inception.

For Marx, as for most of what I might call here the “Old Left,”
as opposed to the “New Left” that emerged as a force in the 1960s,
the major concern was with oppression: how are people oppressed,
and what can or should be done about it? For Marx, history held

the answer: eventually there would be revolution, and the middle
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classes would be toppled from power by the working classes. For
others on the Left, more constitutional means were to be employed:
trade unions, political parties, a broadened franchise, a welfare state,
etc. All of these could be used to deal with the issue of oppression.
The analysis of the situation varied, as did the proposed solutions,
but they all had one basic thing in common: they saw oppression
as primarily an economic issue, something empirically observable.
Some people possessed more than others, and some did not enjoy
either the material goods or the working conditions to allow them to
live with any quality oflife. This was the problem the various move-
ments on the Left wished to address. The philosophies varied, but

there was basic agreement on the problem: economic poverty.

THE STRANGE LOVE AFFAIR OF THE INTELLIGENTSIA
WITH MARXISM

Atfirst glance, it is perplexing to look back on the twentieth cen-
tury and see how many intellectuals from Western, liberal democ-
racies were fooled by the promises and rhetoric of Marxism; but
this is perhaps more explicable when we look at the context. In
the course of history, Communism received something of a boost
from the Russian Revolution of 1917, which seemed to indicate
that Marxism, at least in its modified, Leninist form, was indeed
correct in its claims about the way history was moving. That the
revolution had started in an agrarian, rather than industrial, society
was odd and involved Lenin and Trotsky, the Revolution’s theorists,
in certain revisions of Marxist theory; but the rapid industrializa-
tion of Russia in the subsequent decades seemed only to prove

the superiority of the Marxist cause over its socialist and capitalist
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rivals. Only later was the appalling human cost of Soviet industri-
alization to be revealed to the wider world.

A second element that added to the appeal of Marxism to
the Left at this point was, paradoxically, the rise of Fascism and
Nazism. It is often staggering to look back to the 1930s and see
how many intellectuals— George Bernard Shaw, Arthur Koestler,
H. G. Wells, Stephen Spender, and many others—were taken in
by the ideology of the Soviet Union. Some of these intellectuals,
including Koestler and Spender, were later to repudiate the creed
and write devastatingly against it. Today, post-1956, 1968, and
1989, this commitment seems utterly bizarre; but in the 1930s,
the full extent of the butchery of Lenin and Stalin was not yet
known, and Communism seemed to provide the only vigorous
and compelling opposition to the hard Right vision of the Musso-
linis, Hitlers, Francos, and Codreanus. Fascism and Communism
grew together in a kind of vicious symbiosis. To those opposed
to Nazism, it seemed Marxism offered the last, best hope—until,
of course, the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939; although even after that,
many hung on to the illusions of Marxism until the 1956 Hungar-
ian Revolution and beyond. It was a sorry case of never mind the

facts, give me the romantic vision.

SUCGESS AND FAILURE: THE ROAD TO REDEFINITION

Beyond the narrow bounds of Marxism, the history of Britain
in the first half of the twentieth century bears witness to many
successes of the Left with regard to the Old Left issues of political
and economic oppression. The universal franchise was granted in
1928, and the foundations of the welfare state were laid in the Lib-
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eral governments of the first two decades of the century, reaching
full expression with the founding of the National Health Service
during the Labor government of Clement Attlee of 1945. To those
who have a knee-jerk reaction against government health schemes,
I am one who probably owes his very existence to such a scheme:
the system basically provided my maternal grandparents with
health care that would otherwise have been impossible to obtain;
and for the record, they were far from the welfare scroungers so
beloved of certain types of conservative political pundits. Grand-
dad worked in a factory, Grandma scrubbed floors, and neither
was ever in debt. They were just poor—hardworking but poor.
In the world of the late 1940s and early 1950s, some form of
mixed economy, with a moderate welfare provision, seemed the
best way to alleviate such poverty.

If the first half of the twentieth century seemed to point toward
some form of socialism as the wave of the future, the second half put
the lie to that notion. On the far Left, a series of crises demonstrated
beyond question the vicious effects of totalitarian Communism.
The gulags of Stalin’s Soviet Union, the suppression of the Hungar-
ian Revolution and the Prague Spring, the Cultural Revolution in
China, the killing fields of Cambodia, to name but a few, showed
how the quest for utopia so often ends in a blood-soaked night-
mare, whose victims are the very poor and oppressed for whom
the Left professes to be most concerned. Then the collapse of the
Soviet Union and its satellites, symbolized above all by the fall
of the Berlin Wall, indicated that the Communist experiment, at
least in its Soviet form, was at an end. While Cuba limped on, and
China chose a very different path, mainstream Communism of the

classical variety was dead.
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While the hard Left was in disarray in the totalitarian regimes
of Eastern Europe, the intellectual hard Left of the West had also
undergone something of a transformation. I noted above how the
Left, for all its diversity on economic issues, originally exhibited a
consensus on what constituted the primary form of oppression: it
was economic, and involved some people possessing control over
things important to quality of life that others lacked. For example,
John Doe had fresh running water but fenced off his spring so that
Fred Bloggs and his family could not get access to it; Pete Smith
insisted on selling his apples at a price that most poor people could
not afford; and so on and so forth.

By the 1950s, however, it was becoming clear to a num-
ber of Left intellectuals that the long-awaited world revolution
was probably not going to come and that the revolutions that
had arrived had not produced quite the unequivocal utopias
that had been expected. Alongside this, the collapse of the old
nineteenth-century European empires after the Second World
War, and the rise of nationalist movements in the former imperial
colonies, had added new dimensions to notions of liberation.
Ethnicity, for example, as much as economics, now started to
play a role. In retrospect, it is clear that ethnicity was always a
factor, perhaps often a more significant factor than economic
class, even in Communist revolutions. But now movements of
ethnic liberation became explicitly linked to left-wing ideol-
ogy, of which the struggle against apartheid in South Africa is
perhaps the best known. This was in some ways an odd move;
itrepresented a subtle shift away from oppression seen in purely
economic terms (though ethnic oppression typically involves

economic oppression). Moreover, with its explicit nationalist and
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ethnic interests, it exhibited some affinities with earlier right-

wing movements.

MR. MARX MEETS DR. FREUD: THE CHANGING FAGE
OF OPPRESSION

In addition to the nationalist-left alliance at a practical level, a
possibly even more significant alliance was occurring at an intellec-
tual level. In the 1950s and 1960s, the work of a number of Marxist
cultural critics, associated with an intellectual group known as the
Frankfurt School (because its primary advocates were based at
the Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt am
Main in what was then West Germany), began to take root. The
Frankfurt School was responsible for development of so-called
critical theory, which represented an attempt to articulate a future
for Marxist-based social change in a way that offered an alternative
to both Western liberal democracy and the Stalinism of the Soviet
Union. Crucial to the popular politics of the Left was the fusion
that certain leaders of the school, most notably Herbert Marcuse,
achieved between classical Marxism and Freudianism.

Supplementing the economic categories of Marx with the
psychoanalytic categories of Freud, Marcuse and his followers
effectively broadened the whole notion of oppression to include the
psychological realm. Such a move is dramatic in the implications it
has for the way one views politics. Simply put, oppression ceases to
be something that can be assessed empirically in terms of external
economic conditions and relations, and becomes something rather
more difficult to see, i.e., a matter of the psychology of social rela-

tions. Marcuse’s particular concern was the impact of consumerism,
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the acquisition of material goods, on the individual. The market
gave individuals an illusion of freedom, in that they thought they
had choice over what they bought. But in fact the kinds of goods
available were limited by what the people in charge chose to sell,
and the driving forces of the market—advertising, commercials,
etc.—were simply a form of propaganda that tricked people into
thinking they needed particular goods in order to be happy. The
poor, benighted public was the victim of a manipulative capitalism
that first created wants and then satisfied them. Thus oppression
was psychologized. No longer was it lack of material goods that
constituted oppression; now oppression was essentially defined as
being tricked into thinking that material goods were the answer.
One can see in the work of Marcuse and company a response
to an awkward fact that was becoming increasingly obvious in the
1950s and 1960s. The problem that Marxist intellectuals faced
was this: they wanted a workers’ revolution that would usher in
the proletarian utopia, butin the boom years after World War II, it
became increasingly obvious that the working class did not want a
workers’ utopia; they wanted to own consumer goods. They didn’t
want workers’ councils; they wanted cars, televisions, washing
machines, and countless other things. The accumulation of “stuff,”
not the reorganization of the means of production, was what moti-
vated them. I well remember walking around one of the poorer
estates in Aberdeen some years ago and noticing that the number
of large, ostentatious satellite dishes attached to the housing blocks
seemed to far outstrip anything I ever saw on the middle-class
street where I lived. The opium of the people, one might say, was
no longer religion; rather, it was televised entertainment. People

did not want the vote; they wanted soap operas on demand.
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Seen in this light, Marcuse’s work can be interpreted as a
response to the rise of the consumer society; and the political
problem of human existence was not poverty so much as inau-
thenticity—the making of men and women into what they were
not designed to be, which consumerism brought into being. It
also helped to explain, from the perspective of the Left, why con-
servative leaders such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher
proved so popular: they facilitated the consumer society and even
appealed across traditional class boundaries. They offered not true,
authentic freedom, as Marcuse understood it; they offered the
one-dimensional existence of a society that saw meaning in mere
material accumulation—the modern equivalent of the Roman

bread-and-circuses strategy.

HOW AUTHENTICITY MADE THE LEFT INAUTHENTIGC

The significance of this move by the Left can hardly be overes-
timated. By placing notions such as authenticity at the center of its
agenda, the Left was able to broaden its set of concerns far beyond
the mere economic or political in the traditional sense of the word.
Indeed, it is arguable that the economic and material concerns that
drove the radicals of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
virtually vanished, to be replaced by a whole set of much more
contentious and nebulous issues. Now, with “authenticity” being
the goal, and that conceived of in psychological terms, oppression
itself was psychologized so that even the person who enjoyed good
material conditions might yet be “inauthentic” because of the way
in which society imposed its values upon him or her. Oppression

takes place inside the head, as individuals are manipulated and kept
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quiescent by the forces of mass media and a surfeit of goods and
possessions. Cynically, one might say that oppression becomes
whatever the Left intellectuals say it is or whatever the lobby groups
decide to campaign against.

Such an approach easily combined with a number of other
impulses within the wider intellectual culture. Postcolonial thought,
with its emphasis on debunking any notion that Western demo-
cratic institutions and values were essential goods, argued rather
that such things were simply the latest stage of the attempts of the
Western powermongers to impose their will and values on the
rest of the world. Then, various strands of postmodernism offered
critiques of values within Western society itself, particularly in
terms of sexual mores and gender roles. To make heterosexuality
and monogamous marriage normative was, again, oppressive and
prevented the gays, lesbians, and others who might have once been
regarded as deviant from being “authentic.”

This psychologizing of oppression, combined with post-
colonial thinking and postmodernism, has led the organized Left
to adopt some strange positions that once would have been anti-
thetical to its philosophy. For example, it has often been the case
that the most intolerant groups with regard to homosexuality are
working-class; the issue of gay rights is, by and large, the preoc-
cupation of the middle class. So in advocating gay rights, the Left
frequently finds itself opposed to the values of the very people it
was originally designed to help.

Further, while the Left in origin was supposed to provide a voice
to the voiceless, the link that has been forged between abortion
and women’s rights has meant that the most voiceless of all—the

unborn—are those most vigorously silenced by those who should
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be speaking for them. This irony and moral inconsistency has not
always been lost on those who would regard themselves as being
of the political Left and, in the case of a man such as Nat Hentoff,
helped to convert him to the pro-life cause. The anomaly is most
embarrassingly obvious at international congresses on women'’s
rights, where women from poorer countries who struggle daily with
issues such as clean water, food, female circumcision, etc., often
seem bemused by the obsession of the materially well-off women
of the West with the matter of abortion. This hijacking of the Left
by identity politics means that the current struggles in which the
Left are engaged are not of a kind that my grandfather would have
recognized, and represent rather a betrayal of the Old Left.

Then, of course, the most obvious problems occur with wars
and international relations. Growing up in the 1970s and 1980s, I
could never quite understand why the Right wanted a boycott of
the 1980 Olympics over the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, but
opposed sporting bans on South Africa, while the Left was outraged
atany attempt to boycott the Olympics, because “politics should be
kept out of sport,” yet reviled any sports person who had contact
with South Africa. The answer, of course, was that neither side was
really concerned about freedom; it was more about which regime
was more acceptable. That the Left thought the world of Brezhnev
and company—most of whom had blood on their hands from ris-
ing under Stalin, not to mention their subsequent involvement in
repression—somehow better than the world of Vorster and Botha
was ridiculous, but it showed how far they had come from original
ideals of human rights.

Yet the situation today is, if anything, worse. The Left’s oppo-
sition to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is odd, given that both
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represented feudal regimes with despicable records on human
rights. That the regimes were nasty and vicious does not justify an
outside power invading sovereign territory; but to listen to much
of the rhetoric on the Left and to see the craven obeisance paid
to a man like Saddam Hussein by a so-called man of the Left like
British MP George Galloway is sickening. The Left was supposed
to be committed to speaking up against oppression wherever it may
be found, not simply in those countries allied to the West; it has
degenerated at points into little more than a knee-jerk and childish
reaction against anything that middle America and middle Britain
consider valuable or worthwhile.

There are plenty of other absurd examples of the way in which
the Left has been hijacked by special-interest groups. One can
think of how the trendy poststructuralist thinker Michel Foucault,
whose academic work was targeted at unmasking the secret agen-
das of those with power, welcomed the Islamic Revolution in Iran
in 1979. More recently, I was struck at the outrage that greeted
Barack Obama’s choice of Rick Warren, the megachurch pastor,
to pray at his inauguration. I have many questions and concerns
about Warren’s theology, but I take my hat off to him in terms
of the various social causes to which he has committed himself
and devoted time and money, including projects to help the poor
both in America and abroad. What was interesting was that all
his admirable work on behalf of the suffering and the physically
destitute counted as nothing to the pundits of the Left in the light
of his opposition to gay marriage. So a man who has helped to
feed the hungry and clothe the naked is still regarded as a callous,
right-wing head case by a group of middle-class commentators and

activists, simply because he is opposed to allowing middle-class
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homosexuals and lesbians to achieve middle-class respectability.
It is a strange world where well-fed television hosts, dressed in
Armani suits, Vera Wang dresses, and Jimmy Choo shoes, trash
a man with an exemplary record on poverty, simply because he
cannot support a middle-class lobby group. But such is the hijack-
ing of the Left by those whose agendas are far removed from the
old-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century vision of the universal
franchise, decent wages and working conditions, basic health care,
and sanitary housing. Call me old-fashioned, but I am not sure
that stopping Melissa Etheridge from marrying her partner and
enjoying the consequent tax breaks and hospital visiting privileges
is in quite the same league of importance as providing clean water
to a village in Africa or polio vaccinations for children in Asia, or
helping to stop the street violence in Philadelphia. Yet the former
cause seems to grip the imagination of the political parties far more
than any of the latter.

EVANGELICALS AND THE NEW LEFT

Most of us have come across those evangelicals who, in reaction
to the Religious Right, like to parade the fact they vote Democratic
inakind of schoolboyish “Aren’t I naughty?” kind of way. It’s often
an empty gesture, a kind of theological vegetarianism; vegetarians
do something that costs them nothing, but my, oh my, does it not
make them feel morally superior to the rest of us. So many of the
evangelical intelligentsia have bought the concerns of the New Left,
with its nebulous and psychologized notions of oppression, which
allow for many a “right on” gesture that costs them nothing. Even

as I wrote this chapter, the evangelical world threw up an example
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that shows that, as usual, the trendies of American evangelicalism
ape the wider culture, always a day late and a dollar short, and
always in a way that makes them look ridiculously sanctimonious
and self-important. In February 2010, Dr. Philip Ryken, the pastor
of Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, accepted the posi-
tion of Wheaton College’s president. Immediately, the blog world
erupted with the noise of heartfelt cries about how dreadful it was
that the job was being given to a middle-class white male intellectual
rather than a representative of a minority (as defined by the middle-
class consensus, one presumes). Most of the cries, of course, came
as usual from—ahem-—middle-class white intellectuals, with quite
afew male representatives among them; but not one of those intel-
lectuals was, as far as T know, resigning his own job in order to make
way for a minority candidate and to help with the ending of oppres-
sion. Thus the self-righteous outrage was as self-contradictory as
it was predictable—a typical display of New Left concerns that
cost the whiners nothing and were therefore worth nothing. They
mewled and they puked, but they did not hold themselves to the
same standard to which they wished to hold the Wheaton board
and Dr. Ryken. Nor, perish the thought, did they see themselves
as candidates to make self-sacrificial examples for others. It is so
much easier to lob brickbats at others—and it helps the conscience
so much to do it in a righteous cause—than it is actually to make
a costly stand oneself. The whole phenomenon was quite simply
a sickening display of smugly self-righteous indignation; yet the
verdict on Dr. Ryken, the quintessential middle-class white man,
is surely just, for a jury of his peers has after all delivered it.

Far from standing as a testimony against the culture and for

biblical categories of oppression and liberation, the trendy evan-
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gelical Left on display that day clearly enjoys empty, conscience-
salving gestures as much as the trendy political Left. After all, it
is far easier to sit at a Starbucks Wi-Fi hot spot taking blog swipes
at college appointments, or moaning about the mere existence of
a few small Protestant denominations that do not ordain women
(and whose mere existence seems to “oppress” those who have
never even darkened their doors), than to address real matters of

oppression, persecution, and tyranny in the world.

CONCLUSION

For someone like me, here lies the heart of the problem of the
New Left: once the concerns of the Left shifted from material,
empirical issues—hunger, thirst, nakedness, poverty, disease—
to psychological categories, the door was opened for everyone to
become a victim and for anyone with a lobby group to make his
or her issue the Big One for this generation. “Authenticity” and
“Inauthenticity” are entirely subjective categories, and forms of
oppression are thus whatever the oppressed person claims them to
be. This is why the media outrage that greets a perceived racist or
homophobic comment often far outstrips that which greets scenes
of poverty and famine, and it is what leads the likes of Richard Rorty
to compare the Holocaust of the Jews in the 1930s and 1940s to
the treatment of homosexuals in America and to do so with an
apparently straight face. At that point, we are truly in a la-la land
with no moral compass, a place that should provoke nothing but
ridicule and contempt. This is not to say that bigotry of any kind
is at all acceptable or desirable, but to argue that the Left has lost

all sense of proportion with regard to what is and is not of most
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pressing importance. It has become, by and large, the movement
of righteous rhetorical pronouncements on total trivia.

As the Left adopted such concerns as gay rights and abortion
as touchstone issues, those of us with strong religious convictions
on these matters found ourselves essentially alienated from the
parties to which our allegiance would naturally be given. The par-
ties of the Right, while representing to an extent, and at least on
paper, positions on these matters with which we are comfortable,
yet also represent policies in other areas where we find ourselves
in fundamental disagreement. If you do not think an untrammeled
free market is the answer to society’s ills, and if you believe there is
such a thing as society and government that, as the democratically
elected instrument of that society, has a role to play in health care
and helping the poor, where do you turn in a world where the big
issues on the Left are gay marriage and a woman'’s right to choose?
Thus I find myself politically homeless, restless, and disenchanted,
and I suspect I am not alone.

Now, I need to anticipate the argument of a later chapter here:
I believe that on certain issues there is no obviously “Christian”
position. I am inclined to include among such issues the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, the appropriateness of trade unions, rates
of direct and indirect taxation, etc. To make any of these things
acid tests of Christian orthodoxy is to go well beyond anything
the Bible teaches or that the church has felt it necessary to define
over the two thousand years of its existence.

Even more, however, I believe that even on those issues where
Christians agree on what the end results should be, there is yet
room—significant room—for Christians to disagree on how these

might be achieved. Thus, for example, it is an unequivocal demand
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of God’s Word that Christians are to love their neighbors. The
parable of the good Samaritan, answering the question “Who is
my neighbor?” and ending with the imperative “Go and do like-
wise,” would seem to be only the most obvious text to address
this matter. Now, if one happens to believe that the untrammeled
free market, deregulation, massive defense budgets, and paltry
domestic infrastructure spending are not the best ways to address
this biblical imperative, where does one turn? Not to the Repub-
lican Party, for whom these matters have become virtual mantras.
Yet the Democrats seem to be in thrall to precisely the kind of
middle-class identity politics of the gay and pro-choice lobbies in
which the real oppressed—the poor—are of only marginal concern.
Hence, I suspect, the fact that so many of the American working
class have—in a move that should seem bizarre—shifted their
allegiance to the Republican Party because this party at least makes
an attempt to appear to stand for the kind of social values that are
of concern to them.

Soin this first chapter, I bring nothing for the comfort of those
Christians who want to stand with the Old Left on issues such as
poverty; we have nowhere to call home. We are despised by those
who claim to speak for the oppressed but only seem to speak for
those whose notion of oppression is somebody, somewhere, telling
them they have to take responsibility for their own irresponsibility
or that certain self-indulgent behavior is unacceptable. The pro-
gressive intellectuals and the parties of the Left have, by and large,
been raptured to a world of identity politics, pampered celebrity
endorsements and agendas, and middle-class lobby groups, and
we old-school types have been left behind. Let’s just hope that the

tribulation does not last too long.
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