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Dissertation Abstract
Liberals often take for granted an ideal of religious equality, according to which religious minorities should be guaranteed the same civil and political rights as the religious majority.  But in fact the case for religious equality is far from obvious.

To stir liberals from their complacency, I define a stark challenge to religious equality, which I call "the challenge of salvific exclusivism."  Salvific exclusivists are people who believe that truth and salvation lie in their religion alone; thus they believe that irreligion and false religion threaten their fellow citizens' eternal well-being.  Both of these, though, flourish in a regime of religious equality.  What reason do salvific exclusivists have to support such a regime?

This is no idle challenge.  I argue that the New Testament itself strongly supports salvific exclusivism; prima facie, nothing less than the compatibility of Christianity and liberalism is at stake.  I also show that in a wide range of cases familiar pragmatic arguments (e.g. ones that look to civil peace, or to coercion's alleged inability to produce belief) fail to meet this challenge.  The same is true of consequentialist arguments generally.  From a consequentialist perspective, I seek to determine when it would be worthwhile to take the risks involved with forceful attempts to save fellow citizens' souls.  I argue that it would very often be worthwhile, since the welfare payoff for each soul saved is infinite in magnitude.

I propose that the best defense of religious equality lies in an ideal of public reason.  In contrast to John Rawls's account of public reason, which presupposes the acceptance of a principle of religious toleration, I develop an alternative defense of public reason, one that is more explicitly rooted in an ideal of respect for mature human agency.  I argue we can learn much about the content and authority of this ideal by examining the plight of children, for children are not yet mature human agents.  This examination reveals an obligation not to treat other adults as "children in disguise"; in practice this means that we may legitimately impose our will on fellow citizens only if we can present them with accessible grounds for our doing so.  

I next argue that while there conceivably might be private grounds sufficient to justify belief in a particular religion, the grounds for religious belief that are accessible to citizens at large fail to single out any particular religion as more justified than all its rivals.  From a public point of view, then, there is no reason for the state to impose any religion on its citizens; all such impositions are illegitimate.  Thus my respect-based argument vindicates the core idea of religious equality.  Some forms of church-state union, however, involve no imposition of religion on citizens; my respect-based argument does not condemn these as illegitimate.  I conclude that the best principled case for religious equality fails to yield as strong a form of church-state separation as most liberals accept. 

