
Neuhaus, Richard John. American Babylon: 
Notes of a Christian Exile. New York: Basic, 
2009. 
© 2009 Rodney Shaw 
 

 

 

 

 

 

In American Babylon: Notes of a Christian Exile (Basic, 2009), Richard John Neuhaus works 

from the premise that all Christians are in exile and will be so until we reach the New Jerusalem. 

Accordingly, we are always at home yet always strangers. “And so, in this book I depict a way of 

being in a world that is not yet the world for which we hope. This means exploring the 

possibilities and temptations one confronts as a citizen of a country that is prone to mistaking 

itself for the destination. It means also a cultivated skepticism about the idea of historical 

progress, especially moral progress, when that idea defies or denies the limits of history upon 

which our humanity depends” (3). 

 

Although culture debates among Christians often deteriorate into arguments over music 

preferences and worship formats, Neuhaus reminds us that the issues of culture run much deeper 

than these surface issues. Indeed, “From the beginnings of the Christian movement up to this 

day, there have been endless disputes about what it means to say that Christians are 'in but not of 

the world'“ (11). 

 



Since it is the American Babylon that is his focus, Neuhaus engages American history, the 

Constitution, pre-Constitutional philosophical influences, and contemporary influences on 

American culture. He addresses some of the unique issues faced by Christians who are exiled in 

America. For example, he asserts that “American theology has suffered from an ecclesiological 

deficit, leading to an ecclesiological substitution of American for the Church through time” (41). 

 

Neuhaus launches a frontal attack on liberalism in a chapter titled “An Age of Irony,” in which 

he focuses a great deal on Richard Rorty. This chapter engages liberalism at intellectual and 

philosophical levels, so it can be hard to grasp, but Neuhaus spares no blows. He also challenges 

liberal theological positions along the way, the darling of which is liberation theology (82-3, 

225). 

 

He also engages the idea of atheism, and in a helpful way, demonstrates some of its fallacies. In 

a clever chapter titled “Can an Atheist Be a Good Citizen?” he discusses the philosophical 

hurdles of atheism. He also shows how liberal Christianity contributed to atheism by allowing 

the Enlightenment thinkers to determine the playing field in the debate:  “It is far from evident 

that the God whom Christians affirm and the god whom atheists deny is the same god” (94). 

“Whether human beings are capable of worshipping nothing is very much open to doubt. Put 

differently, one may ask whether worshipping nothing is not, in fact, worshipping nothing” (129-

130). 

 

The biggest disappointment in the book is the chapter titled “Salvation Is from the Jews.” 

Neuhaus proposes a view towards the Jews that encourages but does not require Christian 



conversion. Although God has a plan for the Jews, the more appropriate response for a Christian 

is the appeal of the Apostles to their Jewish contemporaries to repent and be converted. 

 

The book was written with academic rigor; it must be read the same way. He engages 

philosophers and worldviews, showing how Christians have struggled and continue to struggle 

with life in exile, and his particular focus is on American Christians, and hence American 

Babylon. American Babylon is not a book for everyone, but those who are serious about 

pursuing the issue of Christianity and culture should consider it. 

 

“Although all Christians are in exile, some are more at home in their exile than others” (120). 

 

“Babylon is for all time short of the alternative which is the promised New Jerusalem” (119). 

 


