
 

 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Socratic Citizenship as a Model for Christians in Liberal Societies 
 

J. Andrew Mackenzie 
 

Director: David D. Corey, Ph.D. 
 
 

 Many Christians today are struggling with the question of how to reconcile their 
religious identity with the pressures of citizenship in a liberal society, while others 
question whether reconciliation is possible at all.  The purpose of this essay is to examine 
Socrates’ unique approach to citizenship and suggest that his example provides a model 
that is both relevant and worthy of emulation.  I take it as granted that Christians cannot 
merely abandon society to liberal secularization; Christians are right to recognize their 
duty to “seek the welfare of the city.” Nor can Christians accede to the liberal 
anthropology of man and its hyper-individualist conception of human flourishing.  
Instead, the Great Commission burdens Christians with the active pursuit of the 
substantive good of their fellow man regardless of the cost.  But how is this work to be 
done within a context that is antithetical to much of the Christian message regarding that 
good? My argument is that Socrates is instructive in the way that he engages the work of 
morally forming his fellow-citizens—a work that he was also divinely commissioned to 
do—despite the barriers imposed by his society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The Death of Socrates, Jacques Louis David
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Many Christians today are struggling with the question of how to reconcile their religious 

identity with the pressures of citizenship in a liberal society, while others question 

whether reconciliation is possible at all.1 The purpose of this essay is to examine the 

practice of one ancient who took a unique approach to citizenship and suggest that his 

example provides a model that is both relevant and worthy of emulation.  I take it as 

granted that Christians cannot merely abandon society to liberal secularization; Christians 

are right to recognize their duty to “seek the welfare of the city.”2 Nor can Christians 

accede to the liberal anthropology of man and its hyper-individualist conception of 

human flourishing.  Instead, the Great Commission burdens Christians with the active 

pursuit of the substantive good of their fellow man regardless of the cost.3 But how is this 

work to be done within a context that is antithetical to much of the Christian message 

regarding that good? My argument is that Socrates is instructive in the way that he 

																																																								
1 See especially the trend of the well-known Christian journal First Things.  Just a sampling of 

relevant titles from the past few decades include: Blond, Phillip “Politics After Liberalism.” First Things 
(December 2018).  https://www.firstthings.com/article/2017/12/politics-after-liberalism (accessed February 
24, 2018); Deneen, Patrick “Unsustainable Liberalism.” First Things (August 2012).  
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2012/08/unsustainable-liberalism (accessed February 24, 2018); 
Budziszewski, J.  “The Problem with Liberalism.” First Things (March 1996).  
https://www.firstthings.com/article/1996/03/the-problem-with-liberalism (accessed February 24, 2018). 
The concern about liberalism from the Christian intellectual elite is not limited to First Things.  See also: 
Patrick Deneen, Why Liberalism Failed, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018); Rod Dreher, The 
Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation, (New York: Penguin Random 
House, 2017); Stanley Hauerwas, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony, (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 2014); Michael Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets, (New York: Farrar, 
Strauss and Giroux, 2012); Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), see especially 
Chapter 19 (307-25); Ross Douthat, Bad Religion: How We Became a Nation of Heretics, (New York: Free 
Press, 2012).  Against the notion that liberalism poses problems for Christians, see: Francesca Aran 
Murphy “Is Liberalism a Heresy?” First Things (June 2016). 
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/06/is-liberalism-a-heresy (accessed February 24, 2018); Arthur C.  
Brooks, The Conservative Heart: How to Build a Fairer, Happier, and More Prosperous America (New 
York: Harper Collins, 2015); John Courtney Murray, S.J.  We Hold These Truths: Catholic Reflections on 
the American Proposition, (London: Rowman & Littlefield Publishing, Inc, 1988). 

 
2 NASB Jeremiah 29:7. 
 
3 Matthew 28:19.  In His command that the disciples go out to “make disciples,” Christ gives 

Christians the duty of pointing his fellow man towards God and the life He intends for us.  See further, 
Pope John II, On the Permanent Validity of the Church’s Missionary Mandate [Redemptoris Missio] [RM] 
[Washington, DC: United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), 1990], No. 42).	
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engages the work of morally forming his fellow-citizens—a work that he was also 

divinely commissioned to do—despite the barriers imposed by his society. 

 In the essay that follows, I adumbrate a few of the major issues posed by 

committed Christians about contemporary American citizenship.  While this list is not 

intended to be exhaustive, it addresses some of the most prominent concerns of the 

Christians mentioned above.  These are: (1) prevailing ideals of liberal society that are in 

direct conflict with Christian teachings on maturity and freedom, (2) the relegation of 

religious devotion to the “personal,” or, “private” spheres of human life, and (3) the 

unacceptability of employing legislative power to the purpose of moral formation.  I then 

turn to an analysis of the way in which Socrates exemplifies a unique form of morally 

pedagogical citizenship; one that Christians might emulate.
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CHAPTER ONE 

Liberalism and Christian Citizenship 

 

Maturity and Freedom 

 Two major tensions between the Christian narrative of the human good and the 

narrative underwriting liberalism are their competing views of maturity and freedom.  

Maturity, or, to use the older term, teleological completion, has to do with the perennial 

question of where or in what human fulfillment is found.  Freedom is a related concept 

that has to do with our position on the proper role of external authorities in the maturing 

process.  What I want to emphasize here is that liberalism’s adoption of the newer 

enlightenment self-understanding, specifically with respect to the concepts of maturity 

and freedom, poses an obstacle to the work of Christian witness. 

 In The Limits of Liberal Democracy, Scott Moore identifies as one major “limit” 

of liberalism its tendency to produce “an unencumbered self whose highest expression of 

maturity is the freely willing of one’s own will (Kant) that neither infringes upon the 

rights of others (Mill) nor fails to exercise a realistic ethic of responsibility in a newly 

disenchanted world (Weber).”4 Each of these steps—the contributions of Kant, Mill, and 

Weber to life in a liberal society—serves to hinder Christian witness, which would 

																																																								
4 Scott Moore.  The Limits of Liberal Democracy: Politics and Religion at the End of Modernity, 

(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press: 2009), 106. 
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necessarily direct us towards a radically different conception of the human good.  In what 

follows I lean on Scott Moore’s account. 

 For Kant, maturity is bound up with the courage to form one’s own understanding 

of oneself and one’s place in the world.  The full potential of human life, in other words, 

is achieved through self-definition; when one discovers place and purpose for oneself that 

is detached from the guidance of external authorities.  To be clear, such authorities 

include divine revelation.  The “Dogmas and formulas” of the Church, on this view, are a 

“ball and chain of permanent immaturity.”5  

 With Mill and Weber, this position on maturity becomes its own form of dogma 

promulgated and enforced by the ethic of the liberal nation-state.  In his essay “Politics as 

Vocation” (1918), Weber institutionalizes Kant’s ethic of maturity by celebrating a state-

sponsored “ethic of responsibility” as a replacement for the “ethic of ultimate ends” (e.g., 

the teachings of Jesus Christ or the Catholic Church).6 The “ethic of responsibility” 

liberates us from debunked external authorities and replaces them with the obligations of 

political life.  The divine authority is exchanged for secular authority: God is replaced 

with Government.  In order to remain consistent, of course, it must be an unimposing 

																																																								
5 Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question, ‘What is Enlightenment?’” Kant: Political 

Writings, ed. Hans Reiss, trans.  H.B.  Nisbet, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 54. 
 
6 Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. and trans.  

H.H.  Gerth and C.  Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1948), 77.  For Weber, the “ethic of 
responsibility” is the only realistic and responsible response to the findings of science and the final 
acceptance that ultimate meanings are not to be found.  In another essay, similarly named, Weber expresses 
some frustration with those of us who continue to drag our feet on this point: “Who—aside from certain big 
children…still believes that the findings of [the natural sciences] could teach us anything about the 
meaning of the world?” Max Weber, “Science as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, 
139.  Again we see the reference to maturity.  Only by finally giving up pretensions to rich Christian 
aspirations in the form of transcendent Axial ideas regarding the human good can we focus on what is truly 
real and make a meaningful and tangible contribution to the progress of our world (usually in the forms of 
science, technology, and economic progress).   
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government; one that does not stunt the maturation of its people by imposing any 

substantive views of the good on them.  This is the liberal value of freedom.   

  As for Mill, we are all familiar with his Harm Principle, the axiomatic 

commitment to respecting the “right” of individuals to live as they see fit.7 This 

commitment continues to inform the dominant political philosophy of liberalism.  John 

Rawls’s pledge to “free and equal persons,” following Mill, forbids a zeitgeist favoring 

old metaphysic or philosophical commitments over and against the political rights or 

“freedom” of individuals: “The relevant meaning of free persons is to be drawn from the 

political culture of such a society…citizens are free in that they conceive of themselves 

and of one another as having the moral power to have a conception of the good.”8 

Freedom is realized by the ability to construe maturity however one sees fit.   

 These views of freedom and maturity are not confined to philosophers. They are 

prevalent enough to serve as a major premise of one of the most consequential moments 

in American Jurisprudence.  Here is the language of Justice Kennedy of the United States 

Supreme Court in his 1992 opinion in Planned Parenthood v.  Casey: “At the heart of 

liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe 

and of the mystery of human life.”9 This notion of the “right” of the individual to define 

human nature and fulfillment for himself is pervasive.  It is in our art, our business, our 

entertainment; our liberal culture is permeated by the notion that freedom and maturity 

are about self-rule and self-realization. 

																																																								
7 See especially John Mill, “Of the Limits to the Authority of Society over the Individual,” in On 

Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1978), 73-91. 
 
8 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, ed. Erin Kelly, (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2001), 21. 
 
9 Planned Parenthood of Southeastern Pa. v. Casey. 505 U.S. 833 (1992).  Emphasis added. 
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 For the Christian, by contrast, freedom and maturity are found in submission; 

specifically, in submission to Christ.  Mark Tranvik writes in his introduction to his 

translation of Freedom of a Christian:  

[T]he picture of humanity that emerges in light of God’s laws and commandments 
is anything but a self under control.  Instead, human beings are driven and 
frightened, knowing despair and pride much more than autonomy that claims to 
be both ‘master of fate’ and ‘captain of soul.’ Rather than knowing real freedom, 
people are much more prone to cling to some earthly good such as wealth, status, 
or sex.  The result can be a bondage that is deep and profound.  And it is often 
ironic because it can happen in the guise of a supposedly autonomous self that is 
simply doing as it pleases.10 

 
The Christian knows that there is no such thing as the autonomous self. This is why 

Martin Luther, who on this point is not out of line with larger orthodox Christian 

tradition, teaches that true freedom is discovered in liberation from idolatry to false gods 

in devotion to the True One. Freedom is paradoxically found in submission to such 

authorities as Christ, Scripture and the tradition of the Church.   

 Christian maturity, for its part, manifests itself in the transformation of the 

individual in discipleship to God.  This transformation is what the Eastern Orthodox 

Church calls theosis.  It takes precisely the opposite form as the Kantian/Weberian 

maturity measured in self-possession: it is about giving oneself to the divine and 

receiving immaterial prosperity in the form of participation in the divine life.  Bishop 

Kallistos Ware describes this aim of the Christian life as deification: “Such, according to 

the teaching of the Orthodox Church, is the final goal at which every Christian must 

aim: to become god, to attain theosis, ‘deification’ or ‘divinization.’ For Orthodoxy 

																																																								
10 Mark D.  Tranvik, “Translator’s Introduction: Martin Luther’s Road to Freedom,” in The 

Freedom of a Christian, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 28-29. 
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man’s salvation and redemption mean his deification.”11 In theological terms, the 

Christian witness offers as its account of maturity that process by which God conforms 

our nature to His image and likeness.  And here we see the interplay again: it is upon 

conforming ourselves to God that we discover true freedom in the form of liberation 

from bondage to sin. 

 The Christian in a liberal society must, if he takes the Great Commission 

seriously, point his fellow-citizens towards radically counter-cultural ideas regarding 

human freedom and maturity.  To put it somewhat more poignantly, the Christian 

witness must identify as folly the liberal view of maturity and reject the notion that 

citizens should be utterly free to form their own conceptions of meaning and purpose.  

In doing so, however, he is likely to find stern resistance. 

 
 

The Domestication of Religion 
 

 Ryszard Legutko argues in his work, The Demon in Democracy, Totalitarian 

Temptations in Free Societies, that “liberal democracy has become an all-permeating 

system.”12 Even religion is subsumed under the larger cultural ethic of liberalism and 

becomes what is sometimes referred to as a domesticated religion; one in which religious 

life is completely separated from political life as “essentially a private matter, a family 

matter, and sometimes a community matter, but definitely not a state matter.”13 “Internal 

religion” is allowed, even respected, as part of one’s right to personal autonomy.  Public 
																																																								

11 Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church: An Introduction to Eastern Christianity, (London: 
Penguin Random House, 2015), 225. 

 
12 Ryszard Legutko, The Demon in Democracy: Totalitarian Temptations in Free Societies, (New 

York: Encounter Books, 2016), 22.   
 
13 Ibid. 165. 
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manifestations of religion, on the other hand, are tightly constrained by the interests of 

the prevailing political structure.   

 Ultimately, so the thinking goes, religious convictions represent just one option 

among many regarding the moral life, and it is the job of the state to protect freedom by 

ensuring that no one religious view imposes itself on others.  Therefore, religion is 

relegated to the private sphere, with its boundaries refereed by the state: “If any of these 

rites and dogmas appeared to threaten social peace, public order, existing laws, or 

political stability, then—claimed Locke and others like-minded thinkers—the state 

should not hesitate to step in and remove the threat.”14 This great separation between 

religious doctrine and public life is what Mark Lilla in The Stillborn God calls “the most 

distinctive feature of the modern west to this day.”15  

 While religion continues to be granted a place in society, even a protected place, 

its sanction depends on keeping within the lines set for it by public interest (as defined by 

the governing authority).  This situation, of course, makes it difficult for the Christian to 

speak out against injustices wrought by the state in the forms of abortion, military 

conflict, institutional prejudices against minority groups, etc.  Those who do speak out 

against the state find themselves at risk of losing their voice all-together.    

 One Christian response to this difficult circumstance is the conciliatory option.  

The strategy has been to maintain relevance in the new political order by accepting the 

terms of the liberal regime.16 As I stated in my introduction, I take it as granted that such 

																																																								
14 Ibid. 152. 
 
15 Mark Lilla, The Stillborn God, (New York: Random House, 2007), 58. 
16 A prominent example of the conciliatory option is the proposal of Bishop John Shelby Spong in, 

Why Christianity Must Change or Die: A Bishop Speaks to Believers in Exile, (San Francisco: Harper 
Collins, 1998). 
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compromise is unacceptable.  So, Christians are left in a difficult position.  The state will 

not let us speak, but God will not let us be silent.   

 The philosophy underwriting liberalism contains a view of human maturity and 

freedom that is in direct conflict with the Christian message.  While Christians are called 

by God to promulgate their message, even when that message is subversive to the 

political context in which Christians find themselves, the liberal political institutions are 

predictably resistant to being undermined.  An obvious question arises: why not co-opt 

the political institutions? Why not use the government as a means to Christian witness? 

This is the option of legislating morality.   

 
 

Legislating Morality 
 

 Some Christians within the natural law camp have proposed legislation as a viable 

means of moral formation.17 As with the conciliatory option, I argue that legislating 

morality is unacceptable because it is inconsistent with the very message Christians have 

been called to convey.   

 On December 7, 1965, Pope Paul VI and the ecumenical council of Vatican II 

published Dignitatis Humanae, a proclamation of the right of all human persons to 

religious liberty.  This declaration marked the culmination of centuries of development 

in thought and theology within the Church.  The council declared that all people, as 

rational creatures of free will, “not driven by coercion but motivated by a sense of duty” 

																																																								
17 See especially the rise of Christian Nationalism, as recorded in the sociological study by 

Andrew L Whitehead, Samuel L Perry, Joseph O Baker; Make America Christian Again: Christian 
Nationalism and Voting for Donald Trump in the 2016 Presidential Election, Sociology of Religion, , 
srx070, https://doi.org/10.1093/socrel/srx070.  See further references to “Christian Reconstructionism” and 
“Dominion Theology” in Jack Jenkins’ “Why Christians nationalists love Trump,” Think Progress 
08/07/17.  Accessed 04/06/18.  https://thinkprogress.org/trumps-christian-nationalism-c6fe206e40cc/ 
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are “bound by moral obligation to seek truth.” The logic of the council is remarkably 

Rawlesian in it practical implications, but it is motivated by a distinctly Christian 

theological commitment, namely, that it is not possible to embrace the truth of God in 

any meaningful sense if you are compelled to do so: “The truth cannot impose itself 

except by virtue of its own truth, as it makes its entrance into the mind at once quietly 

and with power.” 18 Besides the fact that coercion cannot lead to true conversion, it 

likely constitutes a moral violation: 

The reason is that the exercise of religion, of its very nature, consists before all 
else in those internal, voluntary and free acts whereby man sets the course of his 
life directly toward God.  No merely human power can either command or 
prohibit acts of this kind.19  

 
To use the coercive arm of the government to impose a particular moral vision would be 

a violation of a Christian understanding of human flourishing.  In order to know God, 

the Christian must ask, seek, knock; the state cannot do this for him. 

 So, the Christian citizen finds himself in an difficult position; caught between the 

duties of witness, which would seem to necessitate the rejection of many of the premises 

underwriting liberalism (i.e, its view of the nature of man and his ultimate good), as well 

as the simultaneous limitations—imposed not only by the liberal philosophical 

																																																								
18 Vatican.va.  (1963).  Declaration on religious freedom - Dignitatis humanae.  [online] 

 Available at: http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decl_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html [Accessed 10 Apr.  2018]. 

 
19 Ibid. The theology behind this claim about the nature of man is derived from what we know of 

the nature of God: “The right to religious freedom has its foundation in the very dignity of the human 
person as this dignity is known through the revealed word of God and by reason itself.  God calls men to 
serve Him in spirit and in truth, hence they are bound in conscience but they stand under no compulsion.  
God has regard for the dignity of the human person whom He Himself created and man is to be guided by 
his own judgment and he is to enjoy freedom.  This truth appears at its height in Christ Jesus, in whom God 
manifested Himself and His ways with men.  Christ is at once our Master and our Lord and also meek and 
humble of heart.  In attracting and inviting His disciples He used patience.  He wrought miracles to 
illuminate His teaching and to establish its truth, but His intention was to rouse faith in His hearers and to 
confirm them in faith, not to exert coercion upon them.  … Not by force of blows does His rule assert its 
claims.  It is established by witnessing to the truth and by hearing the truth, and it extends its dominion by 
the love whereby Christ, lifted up on the cross, draws all men to Himself.” 
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commitments of the age (Mill, Rawls), but also by his own theological commitments 

(Vatican II)—in the tools he can employ in making his witness.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Athenian Democracy and Socratic Citizenship	
	
	
 

 There is a growing body of literature identifying Socrates as an ideal model for 

democratic citizenship.20 I will take a slightly different tack by suggesting that Socrates 

also serves as an ideal model for the Christian citizen of a liberal democratic society.  No 

one to my knowledge has suggested the same.  While Socrates’ political context is not to 

be equated with that of 21st Century America, his problematic dual commitment to god 

and city is strikingly similar to that of a Christian in our own liberal society.  So much is 

this so, I contend, that his example is worth attending to.   

 We will see that Socrates, like Christians, believes himself to be the subject of a 

divine commission.  Also like Christians, Socrates’ commission proved subversive to the 

prevailing political and ethical commitments of his society.  Despite extreme pressure to 

desist, Socrates refused the conciliatory option and instead chose to continue his mission.  

He did not do so as a legislator, but as an interlocutor.  Engaging in private conversations, 

																																																								
20 Authors arguing that Socrates is an ideal Democratic citizen include: Rob Reigh, “Confusion 

about the Socratic Method: Socratic Paradoxes and Contemporary Invocations of Socrates,” in Philosophy 
of Education 1998, ed. Steven Tozer (Urbana: Philosophy of Education Society, 1999), 68-78; J.  Peter 
Euben, Corrupting Youth: Political Education, Democratic Culture, and Political Theory (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997); Martha Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of 
Reform in Liberal Education (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997); Richard Rorty, "Education 
Without Dogma," in Dissent (Spring 1989), 198-204; Rorty, "That Old-Time Philosophy, in The New 
Republic (April 4, 1988): 28-33; Gregory Vlastos, "The Historical Socrates and Athenian Democracy," in 
Political Theory , 11, No. 4 (1983): 495-516; Adolf G.  Gundersen, The Socratic Citizen: A Theory of 
Deliberative Democracy (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2000); Richard Kraut, "Socrates and Democracy," in 
Popper and the Human Sciences, eds., G.  Currie and A.  Musgrave (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff 
Publishers, 1985); Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies: The Spell of Plato (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1966).  I owe Timothy L.  Simpson in “Is Socrates the Ideal Democratic Citizen?” in 
Journal of Thought (Winter 2006), 137-156 for these references. 
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Socrates practiced citizenship in fidelity to the divine and to the truest benefit of his 

political community. 

 For my analysis of Socratic citizenship I rely primarily on Plato’s Apology.  It is 

in the Apology that Socrates’ conflict with the state becomes thematic, and it is here that 

we are most directly met with the Socrates’ exemplary negotiation of civil and religious 

obligations, and in which he defines his own approach.    

 
 

Socrates’ Philosophical Vocation 
 

 Socrates’ self-identified vocation in the Apology is that of an Idiai polypragmonô, 

“busy body in private.”21 Below I will discuss at length the “private” aspect of his 

vocation, but let us first consider what it was that kept Socrates busy.  The first thing we 

might glean from Socrates’ description of his own practice of citizenship is that his 

actions are aimed at promoting particular ideas about virtue and human flourishing: 

I went to each of you privately [idiai] to perform the greatest benefaction, as I 
affirm, and I attempted to persuade each of you not to care for any of his own 
things until he cares for himself, how he will be the best and most prudent 
possible, nor to care for the things of the city [tôn tês poleôs] until he cares for the 
city itself [autês tês poleôs], and so to care for the other things in the same way.22   

 
The goal of Socratic citizenship goes beyond material considerations, a person’s “own 

things” and the “things of the city,” and directs its attention towards the ultimate good of 

the person and the city.  Socrates’ concern is to point his fellow-citizens towards a 

																																																								
21 Apology 31b and 31c. 
 
22 Apology 36b-d.  All translations (unless otherwise indicated) from the Apology are from Thomas 

West and Grace West, Plato’s Apology of Socrates (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998).   
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higher—one might say “transformed”—way of living: “[I go to] each of you privately, as 

a father or an older brother might do, persuading you to care for virtue.”23   

 Socrates continues to do this work despite the fact that his teachings were often 

offensive to the established norms of his society.  As John Wallach writes, his “basic 

beliefs and practices…violated (adikei) the fundamental tenets of justice and good 

citizenship for the Athenian democracy.”24 Perhaps the most concise statement of the 

conflict between Socrates’ philosophical convictions and the interests of Athenian society 

is articulated by Socrates’ accusers in their indictment.  They condemn him for his 

philosophical teachings and religious unconventionality in particular.  The charge reads: 

“Socrates does injustice by corrupting the young, and by not believing in the gods in 

whom the city believes, but in other daimonia that are novel.”25  

 Why would Socrates’ philosophical and religious convictions constitute a political 

crime? To answer this question, we must recognize that the division between public and 

private life in Athens was radically different than it is in our own political context.  Under 

the Athenian dispensation, what constituted criminal guilt was not limited by the laws.26 

One could be charged for violating the norms and customs—the nomoi—of society.  

Wallach explains further:  

																																																								
23 Ibid. 31a-b.  While it is true that in several places Socrates denies being a moral teacher (see 

Plato Apology, 19d-20c; Meno, 70b; Xenophon, Memorabilia, I.ii.2-3; I.ii.8), both Plato and Xenophon 
insist that Socrates did offer positive moral teaching (see Xenophon, Memorabilia I.iii.1, I.iv.1; and 
compare Plato, Ethydemus, 278d-282d and 288c-293a).  See further David D.  Corey, “How the Sophists 
Taught Virtue: Exhortation and Association” in History of Political thought, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Spring 2005), 
2.   

 
24 John R. Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship,” in History of Political Thought, Vol. 9, No. 3 (Winter, 

1988), 398. 
 
25 Apology 24b-c; cf. Diogenes Laertius II.40; and Xenophon Memorabilia I.1.1.   
	
26 See W.H. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1960), 2. 
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Since [the Athenian] conception of legality included conformity to everything 
signified by nomoi—legislative enactments, their constituted heritage and 
sanctioned social customs—guilt for violating such laws could be much more 
loosely defined than in contemporary Western courtrooms, where the line 
between political and legal charges is, or at least is supposed to be, firmly 
drawn.27 
 

Socrates was criminally responsible for not maintaining the civic norms that undergirded 

Athenian economic and political success.  This is especially true of religious norms 

because the ancient Greeks in general believed that an impious individual could bring 

divine disfavor to the entire city. 

 To articulate the matter another way, Athenian religion was a domesticated 

religion.  Athens did not have an ecclesiastical authority that distinguished itself from 

governmental authority.  The polis-sanctioned religion was the only religion, and one that 

was meant to reinforce the solidarity of the Athenian people.28  Piety was not just a 

religious, but also a civic virtue because the ethical principles of society as a whole 

depended on common agreement on religious tenets.  It was piety towards the Athenian 

gods that reinforced ideas not only about how to do justice towards the divine, but also 

how to do justice towards one’s polis.29  

 

Socrates’ Divine Commission 

 If Socrates’ religious beliefs were in tension with his city, what exactly were those 

religious beliefs? Surely at the center of them is his belief that he has been commissioned 
																																																								

27 Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship,” 398.  See also R.E.  Allen, Socrates and Legal Obligation, 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980), 22-32. 

	
28 Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship,” 397; On the interdependency between religious practice and 

Athenian political institutions, see Blaire Campbell, “Constitutionalism, Rights, and Religion: the Athenian 
Example,” History of Political Thought, VII (1986), 239-73.  I owe Wallach for this reference. 

 
29 Ibid. Cf. Blair Campbell “Constitutionalism, Rights, and Religion: the Athenian Example,” 

History of Political Thought, VII (1986), 243-67.	
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by divine authority to examine the understandings of virtue that he and his fellow citizens 

hold.  Socrates is acting much like a Christian missionary: under instruction.  Consider 

what Socrates says in the following passages of the Apology: 

Know well, then, that the god orders this.  And I suppose that until now no 
greater good has arisen for you in the city than my service to the god.  For I go 
around and do nothing but persuade you, both younger and older…30 
 
I still, even now, go around seeking and investigating in accordance with the god 
[kata ton theon] any townsman or foreigner I suppose to be wise.  And whenever 
someone does not seem wise to me, I come to the god’s aid [tô theô boêthôn] and 
show that he is not wise.31 
 
I have been ordered to practice this [examining myself and others] by the gods, as 
I affirm, from divinations, and from dreams, and in every way that divine 
allotment ever ordered a human being to practice anything at all”32 
 

While many theorists33 paint a picture of Socrates “stripped of all commitments to 

anything above and beyond the human individual,” David Corey effectively argues that 

this is an unsatisfying and reductionist interpretation in, “Socratic Citizenship: Delphic 

Oracle and Divine Sign.”34 We cannot understand Socratic citizenship apart from his 

submission to the oracle at Delphi in particular, and the divine in general.35 

																																																								
30 Ibid. 30a-b.  Emphasis my own. 
 
31 Apology 23b, my italics.   
	
32 Ibid. 33c. 
 
33 See, for example, George Kateb, “Socratic Integrity,” in Nomos X: Integrity and Conscience, ed. 

Ian Shapiro and Robert Adams (New York: New York University Press, 1989); Dana Villa, Socratic 
Citizenship (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001); Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship.” I thank David 
Corey for these references. 

34 David Corey, “Socratic Citizenship: Delphic Oracle and Sign,” in The Review of Politics, Vol. 
67, No. 2 (Spring, 2005). 

 
35 Ibid. 203.  Gregory Vlastos writes in Socrates: Ironist and Moral Philosopher (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1991), 158, that Socrates’ acceptance and submission to the transcendent is 
“so embarrassing to modern readers that a long line of Platonic scholarship has sought—[and] is still 
seeking—to explain it away…[and yet it is] so firmly attested in our principle sources—Plato’s and 
Xenophon’s Socratic writings—that to cut it out of them would be surgery that kills the patient;” Some 
scholars argue that the daimonion is referring to conscience.  However, as Corey points out, Socrates does 
not regard his daimonion as an “inner voice,” but something originating from outside of him; particularly, 
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 What needs to be emphasized is that Socrates’ response to his own divine 

commission is one that confounds the concept of a domesticated religion.  Socrates’ 

divine experiences ultimately guide his religious, philosophical, and, yes, even civic, 

quest.  There is no confining his religious commitments to a “private sphere.” The most 

obvious example of this is his refusal to change his practice of citizenship when the 

Assembly asks him to.  If the demands of the city and the demands of the divine are ever 

in conflict, it is the divine that Socrates obeys.  As Socrates states to the Assembly: “I 

salute and love you, men of Athens, but I will obey the god rather than you; and as long 

as I breathe and am able to, I will certainly not stop philosophizing.”36  

 Now, this is not to say that Socrates does not also regard the institutions of the 

Athenian polis as having a legitimate claim over him.  Quite the contrary, if we consider 

the Crito, for example, Socrates submits himself to the authority of the city even when 

that authority demands his death.37 Socrates is concerned to protect the credibility of the 

laws, recognizing that they are a necessary part of maintaining the goods of political 

community and social harmony.38 He also recognizes that he owes the city something; it 

has given him birth, educated him, provided security, regularity, and comfort.39 Justice 

requires that Socrates give deference to the structures of society that have facilitated his 

life up to this point. Socrates’ ultimate loyalty, however, lies with the divine.  
																																																																																																																																																																					
from something divine.  Thus, he calls it “the sign of the god” (to tou theou semêion) Apology 40b2.  This 
outer voice does not function like conscious, either.  Corey observes that the wrongs it prevents are not 
always moral in nature.  Rather, it prevents Socrates from acting or speaking “incorrectly” (mê orthôs).  
Apology 40a7.  Corey, “Socratic Citizenship,” 221. 

 
36 Ibid. 29d.  It almost goes without saying that a similar sentiment is expressed in Acts 5:29. 
 
37 See further, Corey, “Socratic Citizenship,” 218. 
 
38 Crito, 50a-51c. 
 
39 Ibid. 51c-53a. 
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 Let me pause to reflect on the relationship between Socrates’ position and that 

which I am recommending to Christians in America today.  Like Socrates, the witness of 

Christians will often and inevitably find itself in contradiction with the customs and 

norms of society.40 Also like Socrates, the conciliatory option is not an option for 

committed Christians.  When confronted with the choice between our civil and divine 

obligations, we must stand with St. Paul and the other Apostles in our conviction that: 

“We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29 KJV).  However, such an attitude 

does not negate our provisional loyalty to the political communities to which we belong, 

and the civic obligations that we owe that community.  It is clear that even Christ 

recommends an attitude of respect and deference to legitimate governing authorities.  The 

demands of divine justice include rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.41  

 At this point a question may naturally arise, as it has for many contemporary 

Christians.  If one has a divine mission to help educate fellow citizens in virtue, why not 

pursue that mission through the legal and political institutions of society? In other words, 

why does Socrates not join the Assembly and engage in the work of moral formation with 

all the tools and advantages afforded by the authority of statesmanship?  

 

Socratic Non-Participation 

 The first thing that might be said in response to the question above is that the 

divine never makes such a request of Socrates, as God never makes such a request of 

Christians.  Indeed, God’s Church (as noted above) seems to have forbidden coercive 

																																																								
40 See section 1. 
 
41 Matthew 22:21. 
	



 

	19 

evangelism in all forms.  This fact alone is probably enough to identify as human hubris 

an attitude of “divine right” over our fellow citizens.  We can go a little deeper with 

Socrates, though, towards developing an understanding of why such a scheme would also 

be imprudent.   

 Socrates rarely participates in the political institutions of Athens, the only 

exceptions arising when he has no choice in the matter.  In the introduction to his speech 

in the Apology, Socrates makes a point of saying that standing trial for his life has been 

his first occasion to appear in a law court, “and I am quite a stranger to the ways of the 

place.”42 He later adds that he has also avoided the Athenian Assembly.  There are only 

three exceptions to Socrates’ non-participation in the political institutions of Athens that 

we hear about in the Apology, each of which involve government duties that he 

participates in only begrudgingly as part of the mandatory responsibilities of Athenian 

citizenship.43  

 Why was Socrates so ungenerous with his time to Athenian politics? A close 

reading of his speech in the Apology gives us a three part answer to this question: 

Socrates has as much as possible declined to participate in the formal legal and political 

institutions of Athens because of their corrupting influence on the soul, because he does 

not believe they are an effective forum for the discernment of virtue, and because he does 

																																																								
42 Apology 31c-e, translation from Benjamin Jowett. 
 
43 In the Apology (31c-d), Socrates refers to his service to the Athenian Council in 406.  According 

to the Athenian system, he was selected by lot to preside.  The outcome of this experience only serves to 
reinforce the argument for Socrates’ intentional avoidance of legislative duties.  He refuses to carry out the 
Council’s indictment of ten Athenian generals who purportedly failed to rescue Athenian survivors of the 
battle Arginusae.  He also cites his refusal to carry out the orders of the Thirty tyrants, who had instructed 
him to arrest Leon of Salamis (a man who, we are told by Xenophon, Hellenica, II.3.39, was an innocent 
man of just character) for execution.  Socrates also mentions in the Apology his military service (Apology 
28e).   
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not believe that they are a pedagogically powerful means of moral formation. 

 Before exploring each of these objections to Athenian politics, it is crucial that we 

understand how unusual Socrates’ behavior would have been for his time.  We must 

remember that his was a culture in which distinction in statesmanship was commonly 

celebrated as the quintessential characteristic of human excellence.44 As Socrates’ 

contemporary, Pericles, famously said (at least according to Thucidydes’ reconstruction 

of his funeral oration), “A man who takes no interest in politics…has no business here at 

all.”45  

 So, why does Socrates conspicuously avoid Athenian politics? The first reason is 

the corrupting influence of institutional politics on the soul.  Socrates is wary of 

democratic institutions because of their characteristic injustice, which has a corrosive 

effect on the moral integrity of anyone involved in them.  The man who would preserve 

his integrity is forced into a position of having either to avoid or oppose political 

institutions, but to oppose them is often to put one’s life at great risk.  If Socrates had 

chosen to make a habit of participating in public institutions, he says, he would “long ago 

have perished.” Socrates continues in the Apology: 

There is no human being who will preserve his life if he genuinely opposes either 
you or any other multitude and prevents many unjust and unlawful thing from 
happening in the city.  Rather, if someone who really fights for the just is going to 
preserve himself even for a short time, it is necessary for him to lead a private 
rather than a public life.46  

 

																																																								
44 For instances of this view, see the funeral oration by Pericles in Thucydides, History of the 

Peloponnesian War, II.  40.2; see also Democritus, fr.  157 (D-K 7th ed.); Anonymous Iamblichi, fr.  3 (D-
K); Adkins, Merit and Responsibility, 206-8 and chs.  X-XII.  These references are drawn from Wallach. 

 
45 Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, trans.  Rex Warner (London: Penguin, 1972), 

147.   
 
46 Apology 31d-e. 
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Government service poses a threat to the human good, whether in moral or physical well-

being.  As we have already mentioned, the Christian who would preserve his soul must 

be prepared to disobey worldly authorities where compliance with those authorities 

would violate his devotion to God.  Government service only increases the likelihood of 

encountering a difficult situation of this kind.  While I am not suggesting that government 

service and one’s Christian identity are totally incompatible, Christians who do seek a 

vocation in government should be prepared to refuse to carry out certain duties and to 

suffer the consequences of that decision.   

 Socrates models just this attitude toward government service.  He dutifully serves 

his government when his civil obligations require him to do so.  However, when those 

obligations threaten the integrity of his soul, Socrates’ loyalty to the divine overrules his 

regard for civil authority.  Socrates recounts two specific incidents in the Apology (32b-

e).  Each is occasioned by clear injustices that Socrates is asked to carry out by the 

Athenian government.  In the first, which occurred in 406 B.C., Socrates opposes trying 

defendants en bloc when he is elected by lot to preside over the Assembly.  He dutifully 

served his term until 10 generals were hastily tried and sentenced to death for failing to 

recover dead and wounded Athenian soldiers after a victorious battle against Sparta.  

According to Socrates’ account, circumstances outside of the general’s control made it 

impossible for them to carry out their duty.  Against the majority, Socrates argued that it 

was unlawful and unjust to hastily condemn all ten generals in a group trial: “His mode of 

citizenship was thus to stand firm in his resolve and to dissent from the prevailing view, 

even if this might lead to being overruled, or worse, to imprisonment and death.”47  

																																																								
47 Corey, “Socratic Citizenship,” 206-07. 
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 The second incident occurred just two years later.  On this occasion the infamous 

Thirty Tyrants of Athens ordered Socrates, along with four others, to apprehend Leon of 

Salamis and bring him in to be executed by the authorities.  Knowing Leon to be a just 

man, Socrates simply returned home rather than carry out the Thirty Tyrants’ demands.48  

 Lest we think Socrates selfish for avoiding civic duties in order to protect his own 

moral integrity, we should consider his famous claim that his particular practice of 

citizenship uniquely positions him to serve the public: 

[I]f you kill me, you will not easily discover another of my sort, who—even if it is 
rather ridiculous to say—has simply been set upon the city by the god as though 
upon a great and well-born horse who is rather sluggish because of his great size 
and needs to be awakened by some gadfly.  Just so, in fact, the god seems to me 
to have set me upon the city as someone of this sort: I awaken and persuade and 
reproach each one of you…49 

 
Socrates cannot be “set upon the city” unless he is in some way disconnected from it.  By 

abstaining from government service, Socrates creates space for moral reflection and 

dissent, thus contributing to the overall legitimacy of political life.  This is, arguably, a 

political role and a patriotic service.50 “Sluggish” Athens is in need of the awakening that 

Socrates attempts to provide.   

 Socrates’ practice of citizenship provides a potential check on government 

activity and social norms that can serve to prevent gross violations of justice that may 

otherwise uncritically dominate a political community.51 Perhaps the Thirty Tyrants 

																																																								
48 Ibid. 
 
49 Apology 30d-31a. 
 
50 Plato affirms this concept when his character Socrates refers to himself as the truest practitioner 

of the politike techne, even more so than such celebrated statesmen as Themistocles, Pericles, Cimon, or 
Ephialtes, in Gorgias 521d. 

 
51 For the ways in which Socratic conversations can serve to temper political life, see Hannah 

Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” Social Research 57 ([1954] 1990): 73-103; “Thinking and Moral 
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asked prominent Athenians to engage in a public act of injustice precisely because they 

wanted to pollute citizens who were morally pure and possessed of a platform to criticize 

their regime.  By maintaining his own moral credibility, as well as a critical distance 

between himself and the political institutions of Athens, Socrates is able to act as a gadfly 

to “awaken and persuade and reproach” when the city needs such chastisement.  From his 

position outside, Socrates advocates a standard of justice over and against the standards 

currently prevailing in Athens, even the most fundamental tenets of Athenian social 

order.  We should at this point in human history—in the wake of the Holocaust and the 

Gulag Archipelago—have an especially poignant appreciation for the need to create a 

space for principled dissent against pressures to conform.   

 A similar logic can be applied to Christians of liberal societies today.  For 

Christians, the ability to speak out against social injustice is of paramount importance.  

As Ralph Wood writes in Contending for the Faith, “The twin tasks for life in the church 

today…are to make arguments and to provide alternatives.”52 By avoiding excessive 

entanglement in government agendas, Christians are better positioned to serve as a 

credible witness to alternative ways of life.  We are also in a better position to provide a 

witness against socially sanctioned evils.   

 The second reason Socrates gives for not participating in the political institutions 

of Athens is their ineptness at moral discernment.  This places Socrates again out of step 

with the prevailing nomoi of his society, which placed moral authority in the Assembly.  

Wallach writes, “Indeed, a distinguishing mark of Athenian democracy was the sense that 

																																																																																																																																																																					
Considerations,” Social Research 38 (1971): 417-46.  I owe this reference to David Corey in “Socratic 
Citizenship.” 

 
52 Ralph Wood, Contending for the Faith, (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2003), 4. 
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the citizenry, through their public institutions and nomoi, taught themselves and each 

other the arts of social ethics and politics.”53 Rejecting this view outright, Socrates states 

in the Apology that time in the Assembly for argument is too short for discerning the right 

and the just outcome and that the customs of the Assembly “discouraged simply, truthful 

speech.”54 

 Likewise, Christians should be exceedingly skeptical of placing moral authority in 

the hands of a democratic body.  Majority opinion is simply not an effective means of 

determining the right and the good.  We might cite the Christian doctrine of original sin 

and the falleness of the human intellect, but we might just as well cite the historical 

performance of the vox populi at choosing the “virtuous” act when presented with a 

difficult moral question. It is to the vox dei that we must direct our attention if we are to 

discover virtue. 

 The third, and by far the most important, reason for avoiding political institutions 

as a means of moral formation is that morality is simply not the kind of thing that is well 

cultivated by laws.  Unlike the Sophists and other schools of virtue education, Socrates 

did not think that ethics could be easily codified.  This is not to say that Socrates had no 

teachings, or that his teachings were not bolstered by clear discursive guidelines and 

linked to core beliefs.  However, the lack of a handbook of virtuous living, such as would 

have been typical for other teachers,55 suggests that Socrates thought moral formation 

was not about learning to abide by a strict set of rules.  In short, moral codes are much 

																																																								
53 Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship,” 404. 
 
54 Ibid. 405; Apology, 17a-18a, 18c-19a. 
 
55 Wallach, “Socratic Citizenship,” 409. 
 



 

	25 

too simplistic for effective virtue formation.  The same practices that are called virtuous 

in one situation may constitute vice in another.  What decides whether or not someone is 

virtuous is not the ability to follow rules, but a kind of well-developed personal 

discernment.  To possess virtue is to possess wisdom regarding the Good, and it is this 

wisdom that Socrates is constantly pursuing in the Platonic dialogues. 

 As Aristotle would later argue in his Nicomachean Ethics, acquiring virtue 

requires more than a mental mastery of moral codes and precepts: it requires the 

development of a personal habit and disposition through practice.  This point seems to be 

anticipated by Plato in the Protagorus, where Socrates argues about the best method for 

teaching virtue.  Commenting on this dialogue, Gerard Kuperas writes,  

One cannot simply be good, but one actually has to do things in order to become 
good.  Virtue can only be pursued or taught through praxis.  This praxis seems, 
for Socrates, first of all, to be actively involved in dialogue.  Virtue cannot be 
learned simply by listening to someone else; one needs to develop one’s own 
knowledge by actively participating in a dialogue.56 

 
Listening to a speech about virtue, or being constrained by a moral law, leaves the 

listener in a passive relationship with virtue as receivers of, rather than participators in, 

the truth.  Individual conversations about virtue, on the other had, create an active 

relationship between the interlocutor and the subject of dialogue (in this case virtue), and 

therefore private conversations are preferable for the engagement of the faculties in 

personal formation.   

 

																																																								
56 Gerard Kuperus, “Traveling with Socrates: Dialectic in the Phaedo and Protagoras,” in 

Philosophy in Dilaogue: Plato’s Many Devices, ed. Gary Alan Scott, (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press, 2007), 196. 
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The Socratic Method of Virtue Education57 

  Socrates tells his audience in the Apology that he has made a habit of examining 

and refuting everyone in Athens: rich, poor, young and old, citizen and foreigner alike.58 

He did this in order to correct false ideas about virtue,59 and refute the “supposedly 

wise.”60 Socrates’ method of identifying and stripping away unexamined beliefs is often 

considered to be the most effective method for imparting virtue.61 Christians would do 

well, therefore, to examine his strategy.   

 In another dialogue, the Sophist, the Eleatic Stranger describes a method of 

teaching virtue (the Socratic method, though he doesn’t name Socrates explicitly): 

elenchus or “refutation.” Elenchus is a kind of preparation for virtue education.  

Appropriately, the Eleatic Stranger refers to this method as kathartikê or “purification.” It 

involves cross-examining (dierôtôsin) one’s interlocutor about a false belief in order to 

reveal some inconsistency.  The result is the following salutary effect: 

The people who see this [i.e.  that their opinions are self-conflicting] get angry at 
themselves, and become calmer toward others.  They lose their inflated and rigid 
beliefs about themselves that way, and no loss is pleasanter to hear or has a more 
long lasting effect on them.  [Just as] doctors who work on the body think it can’t 
benefit from food that’s offered to it until what’s interfering with it from inside is 
removed, so too the purifiers of the soul…likewise think the soul will not benefit 
from the teachings [mathêmatôn] that are offered to it until someone shames it by 
refuting [elenchôn], removes the opinions that interfere with learning, and 

																																																								
57 For this section I lean heavily on Corey’s essay, “How the Sophists Taught Virtue.” 
 
58 Apology 30a3-4. 
 
59 Ibid. 29e. 
 
60 Ibid. 30a. 
 
61 Consider, for example, Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in 

Liberal, 15-49, 257-92; see also Arendt, “Philosophy and Politics,” and, “Thinking and Moral 
Considerations,” For discussion of the Socratic method of virtue education in general, see Soctt, Does 
Socrates Have a Method?. 

 



 

	27 

exhibits it cleansed.62 
 
While the cleansing process of elenchus is chiefly meant to rid the soul of false ideas 

about virtue in order to clear the way for new teaching, Corey observes that the 

experience of undergoing a Socratic refutation carries a few of its own positive effects: 

“For besides the fact that the success of positive teachings depends precisely on the 

readiness of the soul that refutation brings about, being refuted also nurtures specific 

moral qualities: gentleness, modesty and a realistic sense of what one knows.”63 

 However, if the purification process of elenchus is not supplemented by new 

substantive moral teaching, it could leave one’s pupil worse off than before.  Socrates 

warns in the Republic that there is a danger that people who learn to engage in elenchus 

may “fall quickly into profound disbelief of what they formerly believed, and thus 

become, along with the whole activity of philosophy the objects of slander among the rest 

of men.”64 If refutation is not to leave one in debilitating skepticism, it is vital that the 

false opinions removed by elenchus are replaced by new moral teachings. 

 One of Socrates’ methods for positive teachings about virtue is that of 

exhortation, though Socrates’ use of this method is less common than elenchus in 

Socratic dialogues.  Exhortations were a strategy routinely employed by the sophists.  

Exhortations are moving speeches designed to inspire the listener to live more virtuously.  

Often, these come in the form of myths about gods and/or heroes battling against vice, 

																																																								
62 Plato, Sophist, 230b8-d3, trans.  N.  White (with minor alterations from David.  D.  Corey), in 

Plato: Complete Works, ed. J.  Cooper (Indianapolis and Cambridge, 1997). 
 
63 Corey, “How the Sophists Taught Virtue,” 4. 
 
64 Plato, Republic, 539c, trans.  A.  Bloom, The Republic of Plato (New York, 1968); cf. 

Euthydemus 304a. 
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and culminate in the ultimate victory of virtue.65 The engagement of the imagination 

employed by this method is vital, as the imagination “transforms what would otherwise 

be a set of pedantic moral precepts into something much closer to personal experience.”66 

Exhortations provide a compelling model for emulation, drawing the listener into the life 

of virtue through story or admonition rather than argument.  While some exhortations 

work by appealing to the aesthetic beauty of an ideal model of virtue,67 others work by 

emphasizing the irrationality and shamefulness of vice.68 

 Socrates’ use of exhortation is different from that of the sophists, for whom 

displays of exhortation were notoriously motivated by the desire to show off rhetorical 

ability rather than impart true virtue.  Socrates, by contrast, was outspoken about his 

dislike of giving speeches before large audiences.69 Indeed, in the Gorgias Socrates 

complains of the impossibility of conveying any worthwhile teaching to a large crowd.70 

By engaging with his interlocutors on the individual level, Socrates finds that his lessons 

are more effective.  Socrates says to Polus in the Gorgias, “I know how to provide one 

witness for what I say: the man himself to whom my speech is directed, while I bid the 

many farewell; and I know how to put the vote to one man, while I don’t converse with 

																																																								
65 Corey, “How the Sophists Taught Virtue,” 6. 
 
66 Ibid. 
 
67 For examples of Socratic exhortations of this type, consider the story of Gyges (Republic 359d-

360b), the myth of Phaethon (Timaeus 22c7), the Amazons (Laws 804e4), the Noble Lie (Republic 414b-
415d), the myth of Er (Republic 621b8), the myth of Atlantis (Timaeus 26e4), the Gorgias myth (523a-
527a), the myth of androgyne (Symposium 189d-193d), the Phaedo myth (107c-115a), the myth of the 
winged soul (Phaedrus 246a-249d), and the myth of Theuth (Phaedrus 274c-275e). 

 
68 Examples of Socratic exhortations of this type are detailed below. 
	
69 For Socrates’ dislike of giving speeches in general, see Gorgias, 465e.  To see his dislike of 

large audiences, see Gorgias, 474a-b.   
 
70 Gorgias, 455a, 476a. 
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the many either.”71 It seems that Socrates can tailor to the pedagogical needs of an 

individual pupil, while the needs of a large crowd are too diverse for effective teaching to 

be possible.   

 In the Apology, necessity requires Socrates to break his rule against giving 

speeches before large crowds for the sake of his defense.  Here we see both Socratic 

elenchus and exhortation at work.  Consider, for example, the following passage: 

O best of men, you are Athenian, from the city that is best reputed for wisdom and 
strength: are you not ashamed that you care for having as much money as 
possible, and reputation, and honor, but that you neither cultivate nor give thought 
to prudence, truth, or how your soul will be the best possible?72 

 
Even in this brief quotation, we can identify refutation of false beliefs; namely, the 

overemphasis on money, reputation, and honor in the lives of Athenians, and the 

exhortation to something higher: the cultivation of the virtues of prudence, truth, and the 

betterment of the soul.   

 The longest Socratic exhortation is found in the Cleitophon.  More typically for 

Socrates, this exhortation is given to Cleitophon alone.  After Cleitophon gives a speech 

praising Socrates for his unparalleled capacity for exhorting men to virtue,73 he drives 

home his point by exhibiting one of the exhortations that he has heard Socrates give:  

O mortals, whither are you born? Do you not realize that you are doing none of 
the things that you should? You men spare no pains in procuring wealth for 
yourselves, but you neither see to it that your sons, to whom you are leaving this 
wealth, know how to use it justly, nor do you find them teachers of justice…But 
when you see that you and your children have had a thorough education in 
grammar, gymnastics and music (which you consider to be a complete education 
in virtue) and that you still have turned out to be no good at using wealth, how can 

																																																								
71 Ibid. 474a-b. 
 
72 Apology, 29dd-e. 
 
73 Cleitophon, 410b. 
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you fail to despise our present system of education, and seek those who will 
rescue you from this lack of culture? Yet surely it is this dissonance, this 
carelessness…that makes measure and harmony disappear between brother and 
brother, city and city, as they oppose each other, clash and fight, inflicting and 
suffering the utmost horrors at war.74 

 
We might wonder about the effectiveness of Socratic exhortations for virtue education.  

According to Cleitiohon, at least, “they are superbly moving, superbly beneficial and 

truly such as to awake us from slumber.”75 

 Socrates thought that his society was plagued by false ideas about virtue, and that 

he was required by the gods to purge and replace them.  Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger (Pope 

Benedict XVI) proposed a similar project in 1991 for Christians during his lecture, 

“Conscience and Truth” at the 10th Workshop for Bishops in Dallas, TX.  The world has 

forgotten God, the Pope lamented, and it is the job of the Church to awaken our memory 

of Him and His centrality in human life.76 By employing the methods of elenchus 

(refutation) and exhortation, we might arouse men’s desire for God as Socrates sought to 

arouse a new desire for the virtuous life. 

 In order to provide such a witness, Christians must, like Socrates, be willing and 

eager to examine themselves as well as others.  Too often Christian evangelism today is 

bereft of serious introspection and self-analysis.  What of our own beliefs stand up to the 

standards of rationality and consistency? Have we confronted the most rigorous 

arguments against our faith? Are we sufficiently well versed in our theology—the dogma 

and tradition of the Church—to avoid the so common, and so easily stupefied, 

																																																								
74 Ibid., 407b-d.  trans.  F.  Gonzalez, in Plato: Complete Works. 
	
75 Ibid. 49. 
 
76 See Schindler’s commentary the lecture, David L.  Schindler, Ordering Love: Liberal Societies 

and the Memory of God, (Grand Rapids: Wm.  B.  Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2011). 
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superficiality of nascent faith? Before we can engage in elenchic refutation of others, 

Christians must “put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the 

devil’s schemes”.77 Since it is our duty to make disciples, it is our duty to seek wisdom in 

the faith.  We must not bury our talent, but risk it in the examined life, if we are to grow 

the faith as servants good and faithful.78 

 Further, how literate are we in the beauty of the Christian ideal, and the ugliness 

of its perversions.  Do we have a healthy assessment of our own shamefulness and 

failures; do we fully appreciate the beauty of the good news that has been offered to us? 

Only after we have been steeped in our own tradition, only after we have dwelt for some 

time on the good, the true, and the beautiful, will we find ourselves equipped for 

compelling exhortation that goes beyond the pedantic advancement of moral precepts and 

codified rules.   

 Of course, no matter how convincing our refutation, and how moving our 

exhortation, not all will be convinced of the truth.  As Socrates observed in his trial, 

refutation very often only has the effect of making people angry.  Socrates recounts how 

he became hated: as he went about challenging the claims to wisdom of the politicians, 

then the poets, then the craftsman, he became the popular bane of the proud.79 Socrates’ 

practice of Idiai polypragmonô systematically turned people against him, and ultimately 

lead to his conviction and execution by the Athenian Assembly.  We must keep in mind 

that Martyrdom is more than a remote possibility for anyone who seriously engages in the 

																																																								
77 Ephesians 6:11 (NIV). 
	
78 The reference is to the Parable of the Talents in Matthew 25:14-30. 
 
79 Apology 21e1, 23c8-9. 
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refutation of commonly held beliefs.  Yet this is as much as we should expect as 

Chrstians, as it is to suffering that we have been called: “whoever will come after me, let 

him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”80  

  

																																																								
80 Mark 8:34 KJV	
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CONCLUSION 

 

 The secular liberals who increasingly constitute contemporary western societies 

are in many respects resistant to the Divine Commission placed on Christians, a reality 

which has inspired a great deal of conversation about how Christians ought to navigate 

their dual-citizenship in the Kingdom of God and the City of Man, or whether a balance 

can be struck at all.  After briefly surveying a list of some of the major tensions between 

the Christian witness and the ruling customs and norms of liberal societies, I have argued 

that Socrates found himself in a similar quandary as he balanced his own divine 

commission with the pressures of Athenian citizenship.  I further argued that the way 

Socrates dealt with his situation is worthy of emulation by Christians today. 

 While Socrates recognized the legitimate claim that Athens had over him, 

whenever his loyalty to the divine and his loyalty to the polis were in conflict, he always 

obeyed the divine.  Christians, likewise, must always prioritize their duty to the Kingdom 

of God over the City of Man.  Furthermore, Socrates chose to carry out his divine 

commission through private, rather than politically-instituted, means.  He did this because 

he knew that participation in democratic institutions could be corrupting, that legislating 

morality is basically ineffective, and in order to put himself in the position to provide a 

prophetic voice against the norms and customs of his own society.  I have suggested that 

Christians might seek to carry out their Divine Commission through private 

proselytization, rather than legislation backed by public coercion.  As with Socrates, this 
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work has the potential—perhaps, the inevitability—of making Christians hated by the 

world.  Also as with Socrates, we must be willing to embrace this suffering, and even to 

die, for the sake of the good news that has been entrusted to us.    
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