
104

MODERN AGE   WINTER /SPRING 2013

racist and xenophobic. Notwithstanding 
the idiocies of affirmative action and the 
welfare state, modern liberalism has saved 
countless black, Latino, poor, working- and 
middle-class Americans from disaster. Left-
wing liberals have nonetheless articulated no 
coherent philosophy of reform; have occa-
sioned no bold redistribution of wealth and 
power; have themselves ignored, tolerated, 
or encouraged racism and xenophobia; and 
have promoted mass consumption to temper 
or obscure persistent social and racial injus-
tice. Classical liberals, meanwhile, despite 
their admirable endorsement of individual 
freedom, have been too quick to expose 
helpless men and women to the anarchy of 
the market, to ignore the social relations of 
power that disguise exploitation, to assume 
that success equals merit, and to consign 
those who fail to the scrap heap. 

Perhaps the cardinal virtue of Race and 
Liberty in America is Professor Bean’s resolve 
to persuade Americans that they still have 
choices and that the choices they make still 
matter. His optimism about the future and 
the efficacy of classical liberalism seems 
unwarranted, but optimism is preferable to 
despair even though both may cloud judg-
ment and distort reality. The American 
people are not doomed forever to navigate 
between ideologies that now spawn only 
political bickering and cant. They can abjure 
the legacy of racism and xenophobia that tar-
nishes their history. They can confront the 
unjust distribution of wealth and power that 
burdens all citizens and that sentences the 
poorest to the wretched lives that have made 
necessary an inane and barbarous welfare 
system. They can demand that the economy 
operate for the benefit of those who toil in 
it and that excellence in work brings a fair 
reward. Whether the American people and 
their leaders have the political will and moral 
intelligence to redirect the government and 

the nation toward a more ethical and sane 
way of life remains to be seen. It is more cer-
tain that failure to do so would constitute a 
tragedy of enduring moment. 

1 Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1970), 118–72.

2 George Santayana, Life of Reason, or the Phases of Human 
Progress (New York: Scribner, 1905–6 ), 38.

3 T. S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” 
Collected Poems (New York, San Diego, London: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1970), 5. 
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Henry P. Van Dusen’s 1951 book, God 
in Education: A Tract for the Times, 

sits inactively on the shelves of many librar-
ies across the United States where it has 
not been deaccessioned altogether. It is no 
longer interesting to many patrons. When 
Scribner’s published the book by Union 
Theological Seminary’s president—the man 
who was technically Reinhold Niebuhr’s 
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boss—the publisher must have thought that 
the author’s theological content would sup-
ply timeless truths necessary to draw readers 
beyond Van Dusen’s era. The author feared 
the effects of secularism on American higher 
education, which were simply a symptom of 
the nation’s spiritual decline. So pronounced 
was the United States’ plight that Van Dusen 
had no trouble finding political and military 
leaders to second his concern. In his fore-
word, Van Dusen quoted General Douglas 
MacArthur, who asserted that the West was 
facing a malaise that was “basically theo-
logical.” Van Dusen also cited John Foster 
Dulles, former senator from New York and 
soon to be secretary of state, who argued that 
America needed to recover its religious roots 
for an adequate public morality. 

Readers unfamiliar with the workings of 
American Presbyterianism would not have 
noticed the lengthy ties between Van Dusen 
and Dulles. The connection between these 
prominent figures in America’s Protestant 
establishment went back at least to 1922, 
when Van Dusen refused to affirm the virgin 
birth of Christ during ordination exams in 
the northern Presbyterian Church, a refusal 
that nurtured fundamentalists’ suspicions. 
Dulles, then a prominent New York attorney 
and active layman in the church, provided 
legal counsel to Van Dusen during formal 
church proceedings. Dulles had also risen to 
defend the most prominent of New York’s 
modernists, Harry Emerson Fosdick. Also 
lost on readers ignorant of the ties between 
Van Dusen and Dulles was the irony of 
liberal Protestants on the theological left 
during the 1920s winding up on the cultural 
and political right three decades later. Part 
of Protestant liberalism’s point in the 1920s 
had been to recognize that divine revelation 
was not the only source of truth and moral 
guidance: that science, history, and human 
consciousness also illuminated human 

existence. But by the 1950s, liberals like 
Van Dusen, with the assistance of Dulles, 
were arguing for a return to divine truth to 
remedy America’s woes. They had seen, pre-
sumably, where human experience could go 
without divine assistance.

Van Dusen goes unmentioned in Jason W. 
Stevens’s spiritual history of the Cold War, 
God-Fearing and Free, but if he had cited 
the Union president, he would have had no 
trouble detecting the irony of Van Dusen’s 
apparent reversal. Stevens’s subject is the 
religious turn that took place in American 
culture at the same time as the postwar 
revival. In the nation’s movies and novels, 
in the discourse of public intellectuals—
and not simply among America’s Protestant 
preachers and theologians—writers, profes-
sors, and foreign policy analysts resorted 
to theological tropes to explain the United 
States’ new responsibilities as a super-
power engaged in a Cold War with Soviet 
communism. 

The doctrine that American intellectuals 
found most congenial was original sin. As 
Stevens portrays the period from the late 
1940s to the mid-1960s, the United States 
renounced its earlier ideals of innocence 
in favor of original sin. This dose of real-
ism provided ballast for the hard work of 
combating communism. Of course, the 
nation’s leading catechist in this doctrine 
was one of Van Dusen’s professors, Reinhold 
Niebuhr. The recent widespread invocation 
of Niebuhr during America’s war in Iraq and 
its related conflict with terrorism has dem-
onstrated how useful the Union professor’s 
arguments can be for conducting the dirty 
work of modern warfare. His realism assists 
the prosecution of war without falling into 
the errors of self-righteous idealism or inno-
cent pacifism. 

Stevens’s account is less history than 
cultural archaeology. His excavation of the 



106

MODERN AGE   WINTER /SPRING 2013

postwar mood as embodied in various cul-
tural expressions from roughly 1945 to 1965 
is masterful. His narrative, such as it is, is less 
so. He argues that the Cold War doctrine of 
original sin replaced progressive, secular, and 
rational models for government and society. 
In Stevens’s own words, “Theologians, states-
men, psychologists, intellectuals, and writers 
sought grounds, where possible, to cooperate 
in dispelling American democracy’s guilt-
free illusions so that the country might ‘more 
realistically’ act upon honest self-knowledge” 
(25). With the watch words of “contrition” 
and “vigilance,” the era’s churches and theo-
logians shored up democracy against “any 
lurking possibility of corruption that might 
undercut the nation’s greater war with evil.” 
Consequently, while a return to religion 
might lead to Woodrow Wilson’s sancti-
monious idealism, in the 1950s original sin 
became a way to admit the sinfulness of war 
and politics while combating the greater sins 
of communism and totalitarianism. 

Two virtues stand out in Stevens’s explora-
tion of the politics, religion, and culture of 
the Cold War era. The first is his close reading 
in a wide range of expressions. From Dulles 
and George Kennan on U.S. foreign policy 
and Niebuhr and Billy Graham on spiritual 
truths to Theodore Adorno and Richard 
Hofstadter on anticommunism’s authori-
tarianism and James Baldwin and Flannery 
O’Connor on social justice among whites 
and blacks, Stevens provides an impressive 
commentary on the dominant themes and 
genres of 1950s American culture without 
forcing his subjects into the mold of his 
argument. 

The second virtue is the book’s less-than-
reverential treatment of Niebuhr, who for this 
writer has enjoyed more of a following than is 
deserved. For Stevens, despite all the talk of 
realism and hand-wringing stemming from 
original sin, Niebuhr wound up providing 

the theological rationale for Dulles’s hawk-
ish foreign policy. In this respect Stevens 
sees important parallels between Niebuhr 
and Graham. Although the social ethicist 
regarded Graham’s revivalist faith as simplis-
tic, Niebuhr’s neo-orthodox theology and 
Graham’s neo-evangelicalism functioned 
within public discourse in significantly simi-
lar ways. According to Stevens:

Both tried to position themselves as theo-
logically conservative voices with respect 
to both modernism and fundamentalism. 
Both tied the rise of totalitarianism to 
forms of human pride, the denial of sin, 
and the pretenses of modern philosophies 
(naturalism, idealism, and bourgeois 
liberalism). Both sought to be prophets 
respectful of the Judgment, Atonement, 
and Christic grace transcending Ameri-
can power, even as they restored to the 
nation a portion of its exceptional, or 
elect, status. Most importantly, Niebuhr 
and Graham each enlisted different por-
tions of the American public for aims 
that postwar policy-makers acknowl-
edged could have no popular support if 
presented only as pertaining to national 
interests. . . . Instead of seeing Niebuhr 
as Graham’s foe, we should see both 
Niebuhr and Graham more clearly as 
torn halves of the same flag. (42)

Less persuasive is Stevens in addressing the 
significance of this theological turn during 
the Cold War for current understandings of 
the United States’ war on terror or its pres-
ence in the Middle East. In the epilogue 
the author explores the New Left critique 
of Cold War realism and finds much truth 
in the Left’s complaint that a recognition of 
society’s immorality was frequently a means 
to avoid the genuine guilt in America’s impe-
rialistic fight against communism. Stevens 
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even says that the New Left’s faults, which 
were many, did not include utopianism. If 
anything, he argues, America needs more 
utopianism and less self-satisfied realism. 
This may explain why at the very end he 
encourages the Left, which he believes is right 
to reject the Religious Right for baptizing the 
Republican Party and the Iraq War, not to 
throw out the baby of evangelical religion 
with the bathwater of George W. Bush. 
Stevens appeals specifically to the “evangeli-
cal legacy of social reform, including aboli-
tion and progressivism” (320). As attractive as 
progressive evangelicals, whether in the era of 
Charles Finney or Josiah Strong, may be to 
contemporary Americans, Stevens does not 
solve a fundamental dilemma—namely, that 
progressive evangelicalism cultivated the likes 
of Henry Van Dusen, Reinhold Niebuhr, and 
their secretary of state, John Foster Dulles. In 
point of fact, Niebuhr’s realism may have been 
the most modest and restrained of American 
Protestant efforts to justify the United States’ 
status as a redeemer nation. 

What Stevens fails to consider is whether 
Americans might have been better off to pass 
over theology and metaphysics on the way to 
readings in political theory and international 
relations for considerations of the United 
States’ foreign policy. After all, questions of 
guilt and innocence when it comes to war 
are much less conducive to responsible con-
duct by elected and appointed officials than 
those of order, stability, and justice (of the 
Aristotelian sort). If Stevens had spent more 
time reflecting on what Thucydides rather 
than Jesus has to teach about statecraft, he 
might have seen that Niebuhr’s major mis-
take was to shift the category of morality 
from persons (moral man) to institutions 
(immoral society). In which case, the way to 
recover a constrained foreign policy is not to 
aim for innocence or idealism but prudence. 
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Perhaps Andy Nowicki ought to be a little 
worried. The Savannah-based Catholic 

novelist is developing something of a habit 
of chronicling crazed men who are always 
on the verge of doing something utterly 
appalling. 

In The Columbine Pilgrim, he gave us the 
unforgettable Tony Meander, a whining 
wretch who seeks to exorcise a whole life of 
inadequacies by becoming sickly obsessed 
with the Columbine killers and eventually 
replicating their actions on the tormentors 
of his own youth. Now he has served up 
for simultaneous execration and empathy 
another stunted soul who similarly seeks 
“revenge” for a lifetime of real or perceived 
slights. Sometimes these characters are a 
shade too convincing for comfort, as if some 
Dostoyevskian doppelgänger is crouched 
gibbering behind the thin veil of the narra-
tive about to burst through into the real-life 
headlines.

Nowicki would appreciate the com-
parison because the Russian’s Notes from 
the Underground has been a formative influ-
ence. That work’s first lines might have been 
uttered by any of Nowicki’s pimply protago-
nists: “I am a sick man. . . . I am a spiteful 
man. I am an unattractive man.” But as in 
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