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The late twentieth century witnessed a profound philosophical shift as thinkers began to
guestion the absolute priority of the unencumbered individual. While modern liberalism
championed personal autonomy as the highest good, a burgeoning movement known as
communitarianism argued that human identity is inextricably bound to the social, historical, and
cultural contexts that shape us. Simultaneously, Christian theologians observed a striking
resonance between these secular critiques and the ancient traditions of the Church, which have
long held that the human person is essentially relational. This paper explores the deep
architectural overlap between secular communitarian philosophy and Christian social ethics,
examining how both frameworks challenge the atomization of modern society. By analyzing the
pillars of solidarity and subsidiarity alongside the works of figures like Michael Sandel and
Alasdair Maclintyre, this study seeks to determine whether communitarianism is merely a
secularized echo of theology or a distinct path toward social renewal. As we navigate a global
landscape defined by loneliness and political polarization, understanding the synthesis of these
two perspectives offers a potential roadmap for rebuilding the common good without sacrificing
the dignity of the individual.
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1. Introduction
1.1 The Crisis of the Unencumbered Self

The modern era is often characterized by a profound paradox: while we are more
technologically connected than at any other point in human history, the social fabric that binds
individuals into a coherent community is fraying. This phenomenon is frequently attributed to
the triumph of hyper-individualism, a philosophical and cultural mindset that prioritizes the
autonomous self above all communal obligations. In the late twentieth century, political
liberalism became the dominant framework for understanding the relationship between the
citizen and the state. This framework largely views the individual as an unencumbered agent—a
self-sovereign being whose identity is formed independently of social ties and whose primary
goal is the pursuit of personal interests within a neutral legal structure. While this model has
been instrumental in securing vital civil liberties and economic freedomes, it has also
inadvertently contributed to a sense of social atomization and spiritual malaise. As traditional
institutions such as the family, the neighborhood, and the religious congregation have lost their
central influence, many individuals find themselves adrift in a landscape defined by competition
rather than cooperation, and by isolation rather than belonging.

1.2 The Emergence of the Communitarian Response

In response to this perceived vacuum of meaning and connection, a group of political
philosophers in the 1980s began to articulate a critique of liberal individualism that would come
to be known as communitarianism. These thinkers argued that the liberal conception of the self
was fundamentally flawed. Rather than being unencumbered, they suggested that human
beings are situated within a thick web of relationships, histories, and traditions that give their
lives meaning and purpose. For the communitarian, the individual cannot be understood apart
from the community. Our choices, our values, and even our sense of justice are not generated in
a vacuum; they are inherited and negotiated within the context of our social environments. This
philosophical movement sought to restore the balance between individual rights and social
responsibilities, arguing that a healthy society requires a shared commitment to the common
good that goes beyond the mere protection of private interests.

1.3 The Theological Parallel: Humanity as Relationship

While communitarianism emerged as a secular philosophical movement, its core tenets bear a
striking resemblance to the ancient wisdom found within Christian social ethics. Long before
modern academics debated the limits of liberalism, Christian theology had established a robust
framework for understanding the human person as inherently relational. Rooted in the doctrine
of the Imago Dei, Christianity asserts that human beings are created in the image of a Trinitarian
God—a deity who is, in essence, a community of persons. From this perspective, the drive for



communion with others is not merely a social convenience but a fundamental reflection of our
divine origin. The Christian tradition, particularly as expressed in Catholic Social Teaching and
various Protestant communal ecclesiologies, offers a vision of society where solidarity and the
common good are not just political goals but spiritual imperatives. This theological foundation
provides a rich language for discussing the moral obligations we owe to our neighbors and the
importance of preserving the small-scale associations that make human flourishing possible.

1.4 Thesis and Methodology

This paper contends that secular communitarianism and Christian social ethics represent two
distinct yet deeply resonant paths toward a common destination: the restoration of a society
built on mutual recognition and shared purpose. By bringing these two frameworks into
dialogue, we can better understand the deficiencies of modern hyper-individualism and identify
practical strategies for rebuilding communal life. The following sections will explore the
historical and philosophical origins of both movements, analyze their shared critiques of the
liberal self, and examine their unique contributions to contemporary political thought. We will
also address the points of tension between the two, particularly concerning the source of moral
authority and the scope of communal boundaries. Ultimately, this study aims to demonstrate
that a synthesis of secular and sacred communitarian insights offers a powerful alternative to
the fragmentation of the digital age, pointing the way toward a new social covenant that honors
both the dignity of the person and the vitality of the community.

2. The Genesis of Communitarianism: A Philosophical Counter-Revolution
2.1 The Post-War Liberal Consensus

To understand the rise of communitarianism, one must first appreciate the intellectual
landscape that it sought to disrupt. Following the devastation of the Second World War,
Western political thought was dominated by a specific brand of liberalism that sought to
prevent the return of collectivist tyrannies. This post-war consensus was built upon the
foundation of individual rights, state neutrality, and a deep skepticism of any overarching
"common good" that might be imposed by the government. Philosophers and policymakers
alike argued that the primary role of the state was to provide a neutral framework within which
individuals could pursue their own diverse conceptions of the good life. This era saw the
expansion of civil rights and the strengthening of legal protections for personal autonomy,
creating a society that celebrated the liberated individual. However, by the 1970s, critics began
to notice that this focus on the autonomous self was beginning to erode the very social
foundations that made freedom possible. The emphasis on procedural justice and individual



entitlements seemed to leave little room for the shared values and civic virtues that historically
sustained democratic societies.

2.2 The Catalyst: Rawls and the Primacy of Justice

The intellectual spark that ignited the communitarian movement was the publication of John
Rawls’s A Theory of Justice in 1971. Rawls’s work was a masterpiece of political philosophy that
attempted to provide a robust moral justification for the liberal welfare state. Central to his
theory was the concept of the original position and the veil of ignorance, a thought experiment
designed to determine the principles of justice that rational individuals would choose if they did
not know their place in society, their talents, or their personal beliefs. Rawls argued that justice
must be the first virtue of social institutions and that it must be prior to any specific conception
of the good. While his work was hailed as a landmark achievement, it also provided a clear
target for those who felt that his abstract, universalist approach ignored the reality of human
life. Communitarian critics argued that Rawls’s veil of ignorance stripped individuals of the very
things that make them human: their histories, their loyalties, and their communal identities.

2.3 The Critique of the Unencumbered Self

The formal communitarian response was led by a group of scholars who, while differing in their
specific solutions, shared a common diagnosis of the liberal condition. Michael Sandel famously
critiqued Rawls by introducing the concept of the unencumbered self. Sandel argued that
liberalism assumes a subject that is prior to its ends—an individual who can step back from
their social roles and choose their identity as if from a menu. Sandel countered that we are, in
fact, constituted by our social ties. We are born into families, nations, and cultures that provide
us with a moral starting point. This encumbered self does not simply choose its goals; it
discovers them through participation in a shared life. Similarly, Alasdair Maclntyre argued that
modern moral language had become a jumble of disconnected fragments because it had
abandoned the teleological framework of the past. In his view, the modern individual is a moral
wanderer, lacking the narrative context necessary to make sense of virtues like courage, justice,
or temperance. Without a community to provide this narrative, morality becomes nothing more
than a matter of personal preference or emotive expression.

2.4 The Recovery of Social Goods

Beyond the abstract philosophical debates, communitarians sought to recover the importance
of social goods that cannot be reduced to individual interests. Thinkers like Charles Taylor
emphasized the dialogical nature of human identity, arguing that we only become full human
agents through interaction with others. This implies that the community is not merely a
collection of individuals who happen to live in the same place, but a fundamental requirement
for human development. Michael Walzer furthered this by arguing for spheres of justice,



suggesting that different social goods—such as education, health, and political power—should
be distributed according to the shared understandings of the community rather than a single,
universal rule. This philosophical counter-revolution was not an attempt to return to a pre-
modern or authoritarian past, but rather an effort to re-embed the individual in a meaningful
social context. It represented a call to recognize that the pursuit of justice cannot be separated
from the pursuit of the common good, and that a society that ignores its communal roots will
eventually find itself unable to sustain the very freedoms it cherishes.

3. The Theological Foundation: The Relational Self and Imago Dei
3.1 The Doctrine of Imago Dei and Human Dignity

At the heart of the Christian contribution to communitarian thought lies the doctrine of the
Imago Dei, or the belief that every human being is created in the image and likeness of God.
Unlike the secular liberal tradition, which often derives human dignity from an individual’s
capacity for rational choice or autonomy, Christian theology grounds human worth in a divine
reflection that is inherent and ontological. This theological starting point has profound
implications for social organization. Because the image of God is not a private possession but a
shared human condition, it suggests that human dignity is fundamentally social. We do not
possess this image in isolation; rather, we manifest it most fully when we are in right
relationship with others. This perspective shifts the focus from the rights of the self-interested
individual to the sacredness of the person-in-community. In this framework, the community is
not a secondary addition to human life but the essential environment where the divine image is
nurtured and expressed. The Imago Dei serves as a permanent check against both individualistic
atomization and totalizing collectivism, asserting that while the person is made for the
community, their ultimate value transcends the state.

3.2 The Trinity as the Archetype of Communion

While the Imago Dei establishes the dignity of the person, Christian Trinitarian theology
provides the structural model for what that community should look like. In orthodox Christian
thought, God is not a solitary, monolithic entity but a communion of three persons—Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit—existing in a relationship of mutual indwelling and self-giving love. This
concept, often described by the Greek term perichoresis, suggests that the very nature of
ultimate reality is relational. If humans are created in the image of this triune God, then the
drive for communion is not a mere social instinct but a reflection of the fundamental structure
of being. This theological archetype offers a powerful critique of the liberal "unencumbered
self." If the Creator is a community of persons, then the creature can only find fulfillment
through a similar pattern of relationality. This "relational ontology" suggests that the self is not a
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substance that exists prior to its relationships, but is instead constituted by them. In this light,
the secular communitarian insistence that we are "situated" selves finds its deepest and most
ancient resonance in the mystery of the Trinity.

3.3 The Person vs. The Individual

A crucial distinction in Christian social ethics, often overlooked in secular discourse, is the
difference between the "individual" and the "person." Twentieth-century theologians,
particularly within the personalist tradition, argued that the individual is a biological and legal
unit—a fragment of a larger mass defined by its boundaries and its separation from others. In
contrast, the person is defined by their openness to others and their capacity for relationship.
While individualism emphasizes the walls that protect the self from interference, personalism
emphasizes the bridges that connect the self to the community. This distinction is vital for
understanding why Christian communitarianism is not simply a form of social engineering. The
goal is not to submerge the individual into a nameless collective, but to invite the person into a
vibrant network of mutual recognition. From a Christian perspective, the "individual" is a lonely
abstraction, whereas the "person" is a relational reality. By prioritizing the person over the
individual, theology provides a framework for a society that values intimacy, sacrifice, and deep
belonging over mere contract and convenience.

3.4 The Body of Christ: Ecclesiological Communitarianism

The practical application of these theological concepts is most clearly seen in the New
Testament metaphor of the Body of Christ. This ecclesiological vision describes a community
where members are distinct in their functions yet entirely interdependent. In this model, if one
part of the body suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices
with it. This is perhaps the most radical form of communitarianism ever conceived, as it
suggests that the "other" is not merely a neighbor or a fellow citizen, but a part of one’s own
self. This theological reality demands a level of solidarity that goes far beyond the secular social
contract. It mandates a preferential option for the vulnerable and a commitment to the
common good that is not based on shared interests but on a shared identity. The Body of Christ
serves as a proto-communitarian society, demonstrating that a group of diverse individuals can
be forged into a single, functional, and loving whole without erasing the unique gifts of its
members. This vision continues to inform Christian critiques of modern society, providing a
benchmark for what a truly "human" community ought to look like.



4. Historical Intersections: From the Greek Polis to the Early Church
4.1 The Aristotelian Legacy: Man as a Political Animal

The intellectual pedigree of communitarian thought, both secular and religious, finds its most
profound roots in the classical Greek conception of the polis. For Aristotle, the city-state was not
merely a convenient arrangement for mutual defense or trade, but the natural environment in
which human beings achieved their telos, or purpose. His famous assertion that man is by
nature a political animal did not imply a penchant for partisan campaigning, but rather the
observation that a human being outside of a community is either a beast or a god—incapable of
or superior to the requirements of human life. In this classical view, the community is
ontologically prior to the individual because the whole is necessary for the part to function.
Justice and virtue were not abstract rules discovered through solitary reflection, but lived
practices developed through participation in the shared life of the city. This Aristotelian
framework provides the bedrock for modern communitarianism, insisting that our identities are
forged through civic engagement and that the highest form of human excellence is found in
contributing to the common good of the collective.

4.2 The Roman Civitas and the Duty of Citizenship

As the center of Mediterranean power shifted from Athens to Rome, the Greek emphasis on the
organic community was adapted into a more legalistic yet still deeply communal framework of
the civitas. Roman thought, particularly in the writings of Cicero, emphasized the concept of
officium, or duty. While the Greeks focused on the flourishing of the soul within the polis, the
Romans emphasized the responsibilities the citizen owed to the state and to their fellow
Romans. This period introduced a robust sense of civic republicanism, where the liberty of the
individual was seen as being protected by, rather than existing in opposition to, the strength of
the community. The Roman ideal of the vir virtutis, the man of virtue, was one who placed the
salus populi—the health or welfare of the people—above private gain. This historical era
contributed the language of "public spirit" and "civil society" to the communitarian tradition,
bridging the gap between the small-scale Greek city-state and the larger, more complex social
structures of the modern world.

4.3 The Jewish Precedent: Covenantal Community

Parallel to the Greco-Roman tradition, the Jewish experience offered a radically different yet
equally influential model of communal life: the covenant. Unlike the social contract of later
liberal theory, which is a transactional agreement between self-interested individuals, the
covenantal model is a foundational promise between a people and God. This Jewish precedent
shifted the focus from the city-state to the nation-as-family. The Mosaic Law was not just a list
of prohibitions, but a comprehensive blueprint for a community that looked after its most



vulnerable members—the widow, the orphan, and the stranger. In the Hebrew tradition, the
individual’s identity was inseparable from their membership in the People of Israel. This sense
of "linked fate" meant that the moral failings of one could affect the entire community, and the
holiness of the community was the responsibility of every individual. This covenantal logic
provides the moral urgency often found in Christian communitarianism, emphasizing that social
justice is a requirement of a sacred relationship rather than a mere secular preference.

4.4 The Early Christian Synthesis: Koinonia and the Subversion of Empire

The emergence of the early Christian Church represented a unique synthesis of these historical
currents, creating a community that was both a "new polis" and a "new covenant." The Greek
term koinonia, often translated as fellowship or communion, described a social reality that
shocked the ancient world. The early Christians did not merely share a common set of beliefs;
they shared a common life. The descriptions in the Book of Acts depict a community that
practiced radical economic solidarity, where members sold their possessions to ensure no one
was in need. This was a direct subversion of the Roman imperial order, which was built on
hierarchy and patronage. By creating a community where there was neither Jew nor Greek,
slave nor free, male nor female, the early Church offered a form of universal communitarianism.
It took the intense, local belonging of the Greek polis and the covenantal ethics of the Jewish
tradition and expanded them into a global mission. This historical intersection remains the
ultimate reference point for Christian social ethics, proving that a dedicated community can
provide a powerful alternative to the atomizing forces of the surrounding culture.

5. The Pillars of Catholic Social Teaching: Solidarity and Subsidiarity
5.1 The Architecture of the Common Good

Catholic Social Teaching provides what is arguably the most sophisticated and enduring
framework for Christian communitarianism in the modern era. At its foundation lies the concept
of the common good. In the liberal tradition, the "good" is often reduced to the aggregate of
individual preferences or a set of neutral rules that allow people to stay out of each other's way.
In contrast, the theological tradition defines the common good as the sum total of social
conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment more
fully and more easily. This is not a utilitarian calculation where the minority is sacrificed for the
majority; rather, it is a qualitative vision of a society where every person has the resources—
material, spiritual, and social—to flourish. The common good requires a shared commitment to
the dignity of every person, ensuring access to essential needs such as food, shelter, education,
and meaningful work. It serves as the social atmosphere in which the "person-in-community"



lives and breathes, emphasizing that our individual well-being is inextricably tied to the health
of the social whole.

5.2 Solidarity: The Virtue of Interdependence

If the common good is the destination, solidarity is the moral engine that drives us toward it.
Within this theological framework, solidarity is far more than a vague feeling of empathy or a
fleeting reaction to a headline about distant suffering. It is described as a firm and persevering
determination to commit oneself to the common good because we are all really responsible for
all. This pillar serves as a direct rebuke to the "unencumbered self" of liberal theory. It suggests
that our existence is a gifted reality, and therefore, we carry an inherent debt to the
communities that sustain us. Solidarity acknowledges the factual reality of human
interdependence—economic, ecological, and social—and elevates it to a moral duty. It demands
that we recognize the "other" not as a competitor or a legal abstraction, but as a brother or
sister. In a globalized world, this principle expands the communitarian focus beyond the local
neighborhood, insisting that the demands of justice do not stop at national borders.

5.3 Subsidiarity: Preserving the Vitality of the Small

While solidarity emphasizes our connection to the whole, the principle of subsidiarity ensures
that this connection does not lead to a soul-crushing uniformity. First formally articulated in
response to the rise of industrialization and centralized states, subsidiarity holds that matters
should be handled by the smallest, lowest, or least centralized competent authority. It asserts
that higher-order associations—such as the federal government—should not do for a
community what that community can do for itself. This is the "localist" heart of Christian social
ethics. Subsidiarity protects the "mediating institutions" of society, such as families, churches,
local clubs, and small businesses, from being absorbed by the state or the market. It recognizes
that these small-scale communities are the primary sites where virtue is practiced and where
individuals find a true sense of agency. By keeping power close to the person, subsidiarity
prevents the alienation that occurs when people feel like cogs in a distant, bureaucratic
machine.

5.4 The Dynamic Balance: A Middle Way for Modernity

The true power of this framework lies in the necessary tension between its two primary pillars.
Solidarity without subsidiarity risks becoming a form of paternalistic collectivism, where a
centralized authority provides for needs but strips individuals and local groups of their
responsibility and dignity. On the other hand, subsidiarity without solidarity can devolve into a
fragmented tribalism, where local communities become insular and indifferent to the needs of
the wider world. Together, they create a "middle way" that mirrors the goals of secular
communitarianism while providing a deeper theological grounding. This synthesis suggests that
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the most effective way to love the "world" is to serve the "neighbor." It envisions a society that
is human in scale but universal in its concern—a network of vibrant, self-governing communities
that are nonetheless united by a shared commitment to the dignity of every human being. This
dual-pronged approach offers a robust roadmap for rebuilding the social fabric in an age defined
by both global upheaval and local isolation.

6. Secular vs. Sacred Critiques: Deconstructing the Liberal Self
6.1 The Myth of the Neutral State

A primary point of convergence between secular communitarianism and Christian social ethics
is the dismantling of the "neutral state" ideal. Liberalism often posits that a just society is one
where the government remains strictly neutral regarding the various "conceptions of the good
life" held by its citizens. This procedural neutrality is intended to protect individual freedom by
ensuring that no single moral or religious framework is imposed on the collective. However,
secular critics like Michael Sandel argue that this neutrality is a philosophical impossibility. They
contend that any legal or political framework—whether it concerns marriage, education, or
economic distribution—inevitably reflects a specific set of moral priorities. To pretend
otherwise is to create a "public square" that is not actually neutral, but rather hostile to deep-
seated values. Christian thinkers echo this critique, suggesting that "secular neutrality" is often a
mask for a specific, competing worldview that excludes the transcendent. From a theological
perspective, the state cannot be neutral because human beings are fundamentally oriented
toward an ultimate good. Both groups argue that instead of a hollow neutrality, we should
pursue a "thick" public discourse where citizens bring their deepest moral and religious
convictions to the table.

6.2 The Priority of the Good Over the Right

In the liberal tradition, the "right" (legal procedures and individual protections) is given priority
over the "good" (moral goals or shared purposes). This ensures that individuals have the "right"
to pursue their own ends, even if those ends are not "good" for the community.
Communitarianism flips this hierarchy, asserting that our understanding of what is "right" must
flow from our shared understanding of what is "good." Secularists argue that we cannot know
what a just distribution of resources looks like until we agree on what those resources are for.
Christianity takes this a step further by anchoring the "good" in the character of God. In this
sacred view, rights are not abstract entitlements floating in space; they are the social conditions
necessary for individuals to fulfill their duties to God and neighbor. This critique suggests that a
society obsessed with "rights talk" without a corresponding "good talk" will inevitably become
litigious, fragmented, and morally exhausted.
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6.3 Freedom: From License to Liberation

One of the most profound disagreements between liberalism and these two allied movements
centers on the definition of freedom. The liberal self typically pursues "negative liberty"—the
freedom from interference. In this view, | am free as long as no one is stopping me from doing
what | want. Communitarians and Christians find this definition woefully thin. They argue for a
"positive" or "teleological" freedom: the freedom to be what we were meant to be. For the
secular communitarian, this means the freedom to participate in a self-governing community
and to exercise civic virtues. For the Christian, it is the freedom from the "slavery of the self" or
sin, in order to serve others. This sacred critique suggests that the liberal "unencumbered self"
is not actually free; it is a slave to its own passing whims and market-driven desires. True
liberation is found not in the absence of constraints, but in the presence of the right kinds of
communal commitments that allow a person to flourish.

6.4 The Narrative Identity: Storytelling Animals vs. Choice Machines

Finally, both secular and sacred critiques challenge the liberal view of the self as a "choice
machine" that exists independently of its history. Alasdair Macintyre famously argued that
human beings are "story-telling animals" who can only answer the question "What am | to do?"
if they can first answer the question "Of what story or stories do | find myself a part?" Our
identities are narrative in nature; we are characters in a drama that started before we were
born. Christian theology complements this by viewing the human life as a "pilgrimage" within
the larger story of salvation history. We are not self-created individuals, but members of a
lineage—descendants of ancestors and heirs to a tradition. This narrative critique suggests that
the liberal attempt to "liberate" the self from its past actually results in a loss of identity. By
stripping away the stories of faith, family, and nation, the liberal self is left with no ground to
stand on, making it vulnerable to the shallow identities offered by consumerism or radical
ideology.

6.5 Summary of the Combined Critique

The combined force of these secular and sacred critiques paints a picture of the liberal
individual as a "ghost in a machine"—a disconnected agent operating in a sterile environment.
By deconstructing the myth of the unencumbered self, communitarians and Christians seek to
re-embed the human person in a world of meaning. They argue that the path to a healthier
society lies not in more "neutral" laws or more individual rights, but in a return to a "relational"
understanding of the self. This involves recognizing that we are responsible for the stories we
inherit and the communities we inhabit. In this shared vision, the individual is not a lonely
sovereign but a cherished member of a greater whole, whose dignity is protected not just by
the law, but by the thick web of love and duty that constitutes a true community.
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7. Points of Friction: Authority, Autonomy, and the Scope of the Good
7.1 The Source of Moral Authority: Tradition vs. Transcendence

While secular communitarians and Christian ethicists both reject the radical autonomy of the
liberal individual, they diverge sharply when identifying the ultimate source of moral authority.
For the secular communitarian, authority is immanent; it arises from the shared history,
traditions, and "social meanings" of a specific community. In this view, what is considered
"good" is discovered through an interpretation of the practices that have sustained a people
over time. There is no external, objective standard beyond the community's own narrative. In
contrast, Christian social ethics is grounded in a transcendent authority. While the Church
deeply values tradition, that tradition is always subject to the scrutiny of divine revelation and
the character of God. This creates a significant point of friction: what happens when a
community’s tradition is fundamentally at odds with the demands of the Gospel? A secular
communitarian might struggle to critique a deeply rooted but oppressive communal practice
without appealing to the very liberal universalism they seek to avoid. A Christian, however,
maintains a "dual citizenship," owing loyalty to their local community but reserving their
ultimate allegiance for a higher moral order that transcends any human culture.

7.2 The Scope of the Community: Parochialism vs. Universalism

A common criticism of secular communitarianism is that it can easily degenerate into a narrow
parochialism or tribalism. By placing so much emphasis on the "neighbor" and the "local,"
secular thinkers risk creating insular groups that are indifferent, or even hostile, to those outside
the circle. If the community is the sole source of identity and value, the "stranger" can quickly
become the "enemy." Christian communitarianism attempts to resolve this through the tension
of the "Catholic" (universal) nature of the faith. While Christianity emphasizes the local parish
and the immediate neighbor, it does so within a framework that insists on the equal dignity of
every human being as a child of God. The "Good Samaritan" parable serves as a permanent
theological corrective to any communitarianism that stops at the borders of the neighborhood.
The friction here lies in the "Who": secular communitarianism often lacks a compelling
philosophical reason to care for the distant "other" once the ties of shared tradition are absent,
whereas Christianity demands a universal solidarity that can sometimes feel at odds with
intense local loyalty.

7.3 Dissent and the Boundaries of Pluralism

Both movements face the difficult question of how to handle dissent within the community.
Liberalism solves this by prioritizing the individual's right to leave or to disagree.
Communitarianism, by seeking "thick" shared values, necessarily exerts more social pressure on
its members to conform. The secular version of this can lead to a "tyranny of the majority"
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where the local consensus stifles individual creativity or minority views. Christianity faces a
different version of this problem: the requirement of orthodoxy. Because the Christian
community is built around a specific set of Truths, the boundaries of the community are more
clearly defined and harder to negotiate than in a secular neighborhood. The friction arises in
how these groups treat the "dissenter." The secular communitarian may see the dissenter as a
threat to social cohesion, while the Christian may see them as someone in need of spiritual
correction or as a prophetic voice challenging the community's complacency. Navigating the line
between a healthy, cohesive community and an oppressive, monolithic one remains a central
challenge for both.

7.4 The Final End: Social Stability vs. Divine Union

Ultimately, the most profound point of friction is the "why" of communal life—the telos. For the
secular communitarian, the goal is often "flourishing" in a temporal sense: a stable, safe, and
meaningful society where individuals feel connected and valued. The success of the community
is measured by its social capital, its civic engagement, and its longevity. For the Christian, while
social flourishing is a significant good, it is not the ultimate end. The final goal of the Christian
community is theosis, or union with God. This means that a "successful" Christian community
might actually be one that is persecuted, poor, or socially unstable, provided it remains faithful
to its divine mission. This difference in "end games" means that the two groups may disagree on
which sacrifices are worth making. A secular communitarian might prioritize the preservation of
the state or the local institution at all costs, while a Christian must be prepared to see all earthly
communities as temporary "tents" in a pilgrimage toward a heavenly city. This vertical
dimension of the Christian life adds a layer of complexity—and occasionally, conflict—that the
purely horizontal plane of secular communitarianism does not possess.

8. Shared Critics: Navigating Libertarian and Feminist Objections
8.1 The Libertarian Challenge: The Ghost of Collectivism

The most forceful opposition to both secular communitarianism and Christian social ethics often
comes from the libertarian tradition, which views any emphasis on the collective as a potential
gateway to tyranny. To the libertarian, the community is an abstraction that possesses no
independent moral status; only individuals have rights, and only individuals can make choices.
When communitarians speak of the common good or when theologians speak of solidarity,
libertarians hear a justification for the violation of private property and personal autonomy.
They argue that if the community is allowed to define the good for the individual, then there is
no principled limit to how much the state can interfere in a person's life. Robert Nozick’s famous
critique of distributive justice serves as a primary weapon here, suggesting that any attempt to
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enforce a communal pattern of distribution inevitably requires continuous interference with
people's lives. For libertarians, the shiny veneer of communitarianism—as depicted in the
chrome-colored metaphor—cannot hide what they see as the underlying rot of collectivism,
which they believe leads to economic stagnation and the erosion of the self-sovereign
individual.

8.2 The Feminist Critique: The Dark Side of Tradition

While libertarians worry about the state, many feminist scholars worry about the community
itself. Feminism offers a vital critique by pointing out that the traditional communities often
romanticized by communitarians have historically been sites of profound inequality and
oppression for women. When Alasdair Maclntyre or various theologians call for a return to
tradition-based communities, feminists ask: whose tradition? In many historical contexts, the
thick web of communal obligations was built upon the unpaid domestic labor of women and
their exclusion from the public square. Susan Moller Okin argued that the family, often cited as
the foundational unit of any communitarian society, is frequently a place where justice is most
lacking. If a community’s shared values include patriarchal norms or restrictive gender roles, a
purely communitarian framework offers little recourse for those within the group who are being
mistreated. This critique forces both secular and religious thinkers to answer whether their
vision of the common good is truly inclusive or if it merely seeks to restore a social order that
benefits the powerful at the expense of the marginalized.

8.3 The Problem of Exit: Choice, Loyalty, and the Cost of Belonging

A central point of contention for both libertarian and feminist critics is the "right of exit." In a
liberal society, the primary protection for the individual is the ability to leave a group, a job, or a
religion that no longer serves them. Critics argue that by emphasizing the "encumbered self"
and the "situatedness" of the person, communitarians make it psychologically and socially
harder for individuals to dissent or depart. If your entire identity is tied to a specific
neighborhood or congregation, leaving that group feels like an act of self-destruction. Critics
fear that a society built on thick communal ties will inevitably become "sticky" and stifling,
trapping individuals in roles they did not choose. For the secular communitarian, this creates a
dilemma regarding the balance between social stability and personal mobility. For the Christian,
it raises questions about the nature of the "voluntary" community—how can a person truly
choose to follow a faith if the social cost of rejection is total isolation?

8.4 Reconciling Autonomy with Community

Despite these heavy critiques, the dialogue between communitarians and their detractors has
led to more nuanced positions. Many modern communitarians acknowledge that a healthy
community must protect certain basic liberal rights to prevent the "tyranny of the
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neighborhood." Likewise, Christian social ethics has increasingly incorporated the language of
human rights as a safeguard against the abuse of communal authority. The challenge for both
movements is to demonstrate that belonging does not have to mean bondage. They argue that
true autonomy is not found in the absence of all ties, but in the ability to participate in a
community that respects the dignity of the person. They contend that the libertarian "sovereign
individual" is a lonely fiction that actually makes people more vulnerable to the impersonal
forces of the global market, whereas a robust, just community provides the safety net and the
sense of identity that allows a person to truly act with agency. Navigating these objections is not
about defeating them, but about integrating their warnings into a more resilient vision of the
sacred we.

9. Communitarianism in Practice: Policy, Praxis, and the Third Way
9.1 From the Academy to the Public Square

While the debates of the 1980s were largely confined to the halls of philosophy departments,
the 1990s saw a concerted effort to translate communitarian theory into a concrete political
program. This shift was spearheaded by figures like Amitai Etzioni, who sought to move beyond
the "liberal-conservative" stalemate that had defined the Cold War era. This movement, often
called responsive communitarianism, aimed to rebalance the relationship between individuals
and society without resorting to state-driven authoritarianism. In practice, this meant a move
away from the "rights-only" discourse of the previous decades toward a "rights and
responsibilities" framework. Policymakers began to explore how the law could encourage civic
virtue and strengthen the institutions of civil society. This practical turn was not just about
passing new laws; it was about shifting the cultural consensus toward the idea that a person’s
identity as a citizen carries inherent duties to the community that sustains them.

9.2 The Third Way: Clinton, Blair, and the Communitarian Center

The most significant political manifestation of communitarian ideas occurred through the rise of
"Third Way" politics in the United States and the United Kingdom. Leaders like Bill Clinton and
Tony Blair explicitly adopted communitarian rhetoric to carve out a middle ground between the
"Old Left" (with its focus on state control) and the "New Right" (with its focus on market
fundamentalism). The Third Way sought to modernize the social contract by emphasizing that
government assistance should be tied to personal responsibility and communal contribution. In
the UK, this was captured by the slogan "rights and responsibilities," while in the US, it
manifested in welfare reform and the expansion of national service programs like AmeriCorps.
These policies reflected a core communitarian belief: that the state is not a neutral provider of
services, but a partner in a shared project of social renewal. By focusing on the "middle" space
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of the community, Third Way politicians hoped to bypass the ideological battles of the past and
address the growing sense of social disconnection among their constituents.

9.3 Rights and Responsibilities: The Communitarian Ledger

In the realm of praxis, communitarianism introduced a "ledger" approach to social policy. This
involved an explicit recognition that for every individual right protected by the state, there exists
a corresponding responsibility to the community. This logic was applied to a variety of social
issues, from education to criminal justice. For example, communitarians argued for "character
education" in public schools, suggesting that the role of the school is not just to produce skilled
workers or autonomous thinkers, but to form virtuous citizens who understand their obligations
to others. In criminal justice, this led to the development of "restorative justice" programs,
which focus on repairing the harm done to the community and the victim rather than simply
punishing the individual offender in isolation. These practical applications demonstrate that
communitarianism is not a static philosophy but a dynamic set of tools for re-engaging
individuals with the social consequences of their actions.

9.4 Faith-Based Initiatives and Mediating Institutions

A key area where secular communitarian policy and Christian social praxis intersected was the
rise of faith-based initiatives. Recognizing that government agencies are often too distant or
bureaucratic to address the complex needs of local populations, policymakers began to look
toward "mediating institutions" —the churches, charities, and community groups that exist
between the individual and the state. By providing government funding to these organizations,
the state acknowledged that secular problems often require "thick" communal solutions that
religious groups are uniquely equipped to provide. This practice is a direct application of the
principle of subsidiarity, empowering local groups to handle problems at the closest possible
level. For Christian communities, this offered an opportunity to live out the virtue of solidarity
on a larger scale, using their specific traditions and moral frameworks to serve the common
good. While controversial to those who demand a strict separation of church and state, these
initiatives represent one of the most visible ways the "sacred we" has been put into practice in
the modern era.

10. The Benedict Option and the Future of Christian Localism
10.1 The Benedict Option: Strategic Withdrawal for Cultural Preservation

In the early twenty-first century, a specific and controversial form of Christian
communitarianism gained prominence through the work of Rod Dreher, who popularized the
concept of the Benedict Option. Drawing inspiration from the final lines of Alasdair Maclintyre’s
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After Virtue, Dreher argued that the moral and social order of the West had reached a point of
decline comparable to the fall of the Roman Empire. In this view, the "barbarians" are no longer
at the gates but are already inside, manifesting as a pervasive secularism that is increasingly
hostile to traditional Christian life. The Benedict Option calls for a strategic withdrawal from
mainstream institutional life—not into a literal desert, but into "intentional communities" that
prioritize the thick practices of the faith over the thin requirements of the secular state. Named
after St. Benedict of Nursia, whose monastic rule helped preserve Western civilization during
the Dark Ages, this movement suggests that the only way to save the "sacred we" is to build
resilient, local subcultures that can weather the coming cultural storm.

10.2 Intentional Communities: The New Monasticism

The practical expression of this localism is found in the rise of the new monasticism and
intentional Christian living. These are not necessarily celibate monastic orders but groups of
families and individuals who choose to live in close proximity—often within the same
neighborhood or parish boundaries—to share a common life of prayer, work, and mutual aid.
These communities embody the communitarian ideal of the "encumbered self" by creating an
environment where every aspect of life is oriented toward a shared religious narrative. By
sharing tools, childcare, and financial burdens, and by prioritizing communal worship over
individual entertainment, these groups seek to prove that a different way of being is possible.
They serve as a laboratory for Christian social ethics, putting the principles of solidarity and
subsidiarity into daily practice at the most granular level. This form of localism represents a
radical rejection of the mobile, atomized lifestyle of the modern professional class, choosing
instead the "stability of place" as a prerequisite for spiritual and social growth.

10.3 Parallel Structures and the Survival of Tradition

A key strategic element of this movement is the creation of parallel structures. Recognizing that
many mainstream institutions—from public schools to corporate boardrooms—now operate on
purely liberal or secular-progressive assumptions, Christian localists are building their own
alternatives. This includes the growth of classical Christian schools, local credit unions, and
alternative healthcare sharing ministries. These parallel structures are not just about "opting
out"; they are about the preservation of a specific moral tradition that requires its own
institutional infrastructure to survive. From a secular communitarian perspective, these groups
might be seen as "fragmenting" the larger society. However, proponents argue that a healthy
society is a "community of communities," and that the strength of the whole depends on the
vitality of these distinct, high-commitment subgroups. By creating spaces where traditional
virtues can be practiced without constant interference from a hostile culture, these
communities act as a "cultural ark," carrying the seeds of the sacred we into an uncertain
future.
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10.4 The Tension Between Withdrawal and Engagement

The Benedict Option and similar localist movements face a persistent internal tension: how to
be "in the world but not of it." Critics within the Christian tradition argue that strategic
withdrawal is a betrayal of the Church's mission to be "salt and light" for the entire world. They
fear that Christian localism could become a form of "holy escapism" that abandons the public
square to the very forces it critiques. In response, localists argue that you cannot give to the
world what you do not yourself possess. If the Christian community is just as atomized and
consumerist as the surrounding culture, it has nothing unique to offer. The "engagement" they
propose is not through national political power, but through the attraction of a vibrant, loving
community that others might want to join. This represents a fundamental shift in the "future of
the we"—moving away from the attempt to capture the "center" of society and focusing instead
on building a "margin" that is so spiritually and socially healthy that it eventually becomes the
new center. This localist vision remains one of the most provocative and tangible responses to
the crisis of hyper-individualism.

11. Toward a New Social Covenant: Synthesizing the Secular and the Sacred
11.1 The Convergence of Concern: Overcoming Atomization

The preceding analysis reveals that while secular communitarianism and Christian social ethics
emerge from different ontological foundations, they arrive at a remarkably similar diagnosis of
the modern condition. Both identify the radical individualism of the late-modern era not as a
liberation, but as a form of social and spiritual exhaustion. The liberal self—that wandering
ghost in the machine of the marketplace—has found itself increasingly haunted by the very
communal shadows it once tried to banish. Whether through the philosophical lens of the
situated self or the theological lens of the imago Dei, the conclusion remains the same: human
beings are not self-constituting atoms but relational beings whose flourishing is dependent
upon the health of the collective. This convergence suggest that the path forward requires more
than just a tweak to our political systems; it requires a fundamental re-evaluation of what it
means to be a person in relation to others. By synthesizing the secular emphasis on civic virtue
with the sacred emphasis on ontological dignity, we can begin to construct a more resilient
defense against the forces of social atomization.

11.2 A Pluralistic Common Good: Creating Space for the Sacred

One of the most vital contributions of this synthesis is the reimagining of the public square as a
space for thick moral discourse rather than a vacuum of neutral procedures. A new social
covenant must move beyond the thin tolerance of the liberal state toward a more robust,
pluralistic engagement with the common good. This involves acknowledging that religious
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communities are not merely private clubs for the like-minded, but essential repositories of
social capital and moral wisdom that benefit the entire social fabric. A society that values the
sacred we must be willing to accommodate the distinct practices and traditions of its various
constituent communities, even when those traditions challenge the prevailing secular
consensus. This requires a commitment to a deep pluralism where the state acts as a protector
of the diverse ways in which people pursue the good, rather than an arbiter that flattens all
differences into a uniform secularism. In this framework, secular communitarians and Christians
can find common cause in defending the mediating institutions that provide individuals with a
sense of purpose and belonging.

11.3 From Social Contract to Social Covenant

The central conceptual shift required for this synthesis is the movement from a social contract
to a social covenant. While a contract is a transactional, legalistic agreement between self-
interested parties, a covenant is a relational, moral commitment between persons who
recognize a shared fate. A contract can be dissolved when it no longer serves the individual’s
interest; a covenant endures because it is rooted in a promise of mutual responsibility. By
infusing the secular political order with covenantal logic, we can restore a sense of duty and
sacrifice that is currently missing from public life. This does not mean establishing a theocracy,
but rather importing the theological virtues of solidarity and fidelity into our understanding of
citizenship. A covenantal society views the neighbor not as a potential competitor for resources,
but as a partner in a shared project of human flourishing. This shift in perspective is the
necessary prerequisite for addressing the systemic crises of our age, from economic inequality
to ecological degradation, which cannot be solved through the lens of individual rights alone.

11.4 Conclusion: The Resilience of the We

As we look toward the future, the integration of secular and sacred communitarian insights
offers a powerful alternative to both the hyper-individualism of the West and the rising tide of
authoritarian collectivism globally. The sacred we is not a call for a return to a stifling past, but a
vision for a more humane future—a society that is human in scale, relational in its architecture,
and transcendent in its aspirations. While the friction between tradition and autonomy will
never be fully resolved, the ongoing dialogue between these two frameworks provides a
necessary tension that keeps both from drifting into extremes. Ultimately, the resilience of the
human community depends on our ability to recognize that we are not our own; we belong to
one another, and our greatest freedoms are found not in the absence of ties, but in the strength
of our commitments. In the end, whether the motivation is the health of the polis or the love of
the neighbor, the goal remains the same: the restoration of a world where no one is left to walk
the pilgrimage of life alone.
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