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A common feature of the COVID-19 pandemic was Christian leaders using anti-
vaccine misinformation to reinforce their opposition to public policy. This illustrates
a broader reality: that vaccine hesitancy is not so much a deficit in scientific
knowledge as a conflict of values waged through disagreements about vaccine
science. Typically, “the science” is a proxy for disputes about justice and democracy.
One reason for this may be the contemporary linear model of science-policy
interactions, which has operationalized a naively scientistic approach to social issues
and frequently circumvented the norms of democratic representation and debate.
This has made it easier to position political opponents as enemies of “the science
thereby transforming essential debates about values into intractable disputes about
“science.” In this article, | consider how political theologies position Christians in
relation to allied scientific and governmental institutions, highlighting theological
resources that reframe the nature of vaccine debates.
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Vaccines are one of the great success stories of modern global public health,
having eradicated once ubiquitous diseases such as smallpox and saving an
estimated two to three million lives each year (Vanderslott 2018, WHO 2015).
While public opposition to vaccines is as old as vaccines themselves (see, e.g,,
Porter and Porter 1988), vaccine hesitancy has spread widely as communities
that have never lived with the fear of vaccine-preventable illnesses encounter
misinformation on the internet and in the media (Johnson et al. 2020, 230—
33; Puri et al. 2020). In 2019, the World Health Organization listed vaccine
hesitancy as one of the top ten threats to global health (WHO 2019).

This pervasive issue became a central topic of concern worldwide as
vaccine-hesitant populations derailed vaccination campaigns that many had
hoped would bring an end to the COVID-19 global health crisis (Machado et
al. 2021). In a survey conducted in February 2021 by the Pew Research Center
(2021), 45% of white evangelicals in the United States said they would not get
the COVID-19 vaccine, making them the most hesitant demographic in the
country. As governments and businesses introduced vaccine mandates, many
pastors mobilized to help people pursue religious exemptions (Estrin 2021; cf.
Vallier and Weber 2018). All of this alerted many for the first time to the long-
standing connection between certain religious communities and the opposition
to vaccines (Grabenstein 2013). This hesitancy is not the straightforward
outworking of theological principles but the result of complex disagreements
about the nature and role of modern biomedicine and public institutions in
relation to personal medical, political, and religious issues (KKasstan 2021; Marti
et al. 2017; Sobo 2015). Nonetheless, it is often understood, articulated, and
disseminated in theological terms.

In this article, I address a few key questions raised by Christian vaccine
hesitancy: What, if anything, do vaccine attitudes make visible about our
current forms of social and political life that are otherwise hidden? What role
do churches play at the intersection between scientific and political institutions
and the public? How might theological forms of reasoning outstrip their secular
counterparts as ways of framing questions of public health and stirring faith
communities to action?

It is often said that vaccine hesitancy is a symptom of a war on science and
the death of expertise (Fischer 2015; Nichols 2017; Foley and Arena 2017
Fischer 2019). While it is tempting to depict those who refuse vaccines as
being scientifically uninformed, it is important to remember that most of
those who accept vaccines are also uninformed about the intricacies of vaccine
science. The fact that the latter are more trusting of political and scientific
institutions does not necessarily mean they are more scientifically literate.
Rather, it suggests they stand in different relationships to those institutions
and the knowledge they produce. In recent literature, there has been a notable
shift away from solutions focused on science literacy and information deficits
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toward improving trust in institutions. This was driven in part by studies
showing that providing scientific information to vaccine-hesitant parents
often makes them more hesitant (Nyhan et al. 2014). Yet, it is still typically
assumed that scientific and political institutions should set the agenda, and we
just need to get the public to trust that agenda. Arguably, what we need is for
the public to have a stake in the work of those institutions and in the broader
process of policymaking. The problem of vaccine hesitancy lies not simply
with hesitant publics but to a significant degree with the forms and practices
of our scientific and political institutions.

To implement public health policy is to pursue certain goods and balance
conflicting values using the insights and products of scientific institutions as
tools towards ethical and political goals (Conis 2015). While epidemiology plays
an essential advisory role, public policy is not descriptive. Rather, it is a fallible
account “of the way humans ought to behave under given circumstances”
(Blakely 2023). Policy can of course be more or less commensurate with
prevailing scientific views, and it should be judged accordingly, but we never
simply “follow the science” in our vaccination and public health policy or in
our individual decision-making. Critics have pointed out that the contemporary
“linear model” of science-to-policy interactions often takes a naively
scientistic approach to social issues and thereby frequently dodges the norms
of democratic representation and debate (Goldenberg 2021; Pielke 2007,
Sarewitz 2004). In this way, it mischaracterizes both the nature of science and
the relationship between science and policy. As Robert Pielke (2004, 409; vf.
Sarewitz 2004, 385) puts it, “because resolving scientific debates is thought to
resolve political conflicts, science becomes a convenient and necessary means
for removing certain options from a debate without explicitly dealing with
disputes over values.”

Opposition to vaccines frequently takes the form of conspiracy theories,
and research in the field of conspiracy thinking offers further insights here, for
it suggests conspiracy theories often emerge from perceived crises of political
representation (Butter 2014, 17; Fenster 2008, 88). Therefore, it may be that
the more we claim to “follow the science”—ignoring the ethical and political
dimensions of public health policy—the more vaccine-hesitant skeptical
publics become. Further, this approach to government fits within a broader
cultural fixation on the sciences, such that even in our private discussions and
debates, “the science” weighs heavily in the airing of our disagreements. As
Maya Goldenberg (2021, 14) puts it, “both sides of the dispute make scientistic
efforts to rise above political debate when they furiously point to the science
to justify their claims.” In other words, “[s]cience has become the language of
political victory and defeat” (Goldenberg 2021, 102). Both sides are incentivized
to disagree only about the science rather than about the broader ethical-political
issues regarding different values and rival perspectives about the good and
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goods. Ultimately, this creates demand for alternative science and alternative
experts, happily supplied by anti-vaccine activists. Here, political philosopher
Jason Blakely (2023) notes the instructive parallel between recent conspiracy
thinking and a reductive vision of science in which complex and bewildering
phenomena “are explained by an undetlying structure.” In order to oppose
the overreach of experts, “certain segments of the populous have created a
doppelganger of science, with its own hypotheses and theories” (Blakely 2023).

While most vaccine hesitancy is driven straightforwardly by fears about
vaccine safety resulting from widespread misinformation and disinformation, I
suggest that a significant amount of engagement with alternative perspectives
on vaccine science is itself driven by deep disagreements about values, justice,
and democracy. Certain people are primed to be misled, and are often willfully
misled, because of a lack of trust in institutions, a breakdown in political
representation, and a loss of venues in which their concerns and values can be
articulated and heard. As Alasdair MacIntyre (1988, 2) notes, “[o]ne of the most
striking facts about modern political orders is that they lack institutionalized
forums within which these fundamental disagreements can be systematically
explored.” Anti-vaccine activists often develop disinformation for political
reasons: they use fear to push people toward predetermined political ends while
claiming to care only about flaws in “the science.” This typically involves the
push for a radically individualistic approach to public health, an attempt to
discredit experts, and a desire to paint certain public figures as evil and implicate
them in conspiracies, all of which matches up with certain well-known social
and political movements (See, e.g., Yamey 2022; Whitehead and Perry 2020). On
both a personal and a political level, we miss vital opportunities to discuss the
genuine economic, social, and political concerns of our neighbors, friends, and
families when we fail to recognize that the proxy wars about “vaccine science”
are often just that—proxies. Therefore, we should think of vaccine hesitancy
and refusal as a sign of deeper social and political problems.

An informed understanding of infectious disease reveals that individual
health is to some degree bound up with the health not just of one’s local or
national community, but of humanity. This poses enormously complex ethical
and political challenges, and that complexity makes it easy to misconstrue
the nature of the issues at stake. The most common approach is to expect
communities to fall in line with the biopolitical goals set by the state and blame
them for being irrational or scientifically illiterate if they fail to do so. Not only
does this ignore the need for communities to have some say and investment
in the social and political goals of the state, but it also discloses a mistaken
philosophical anthropology. As the theologian Carmody Grey (2021) has
recently noted in relation to climate change, the expectation that humans can or
should be “rational” in this sense is relatively recent, historically speaking. Far
trom the disinterested gathering of data, human learning and development is in
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large part about the formation of desire. As Grey (2021) argues, this formation
of desire

takes a knowledge and skill that is at least as demanding as anything in the
natural sciences, and it is what faith traditions specialize in. This anthropology
of the faiths sees that human beings are not information processors but
meaning makers. We do not neutrally assemble facts according to putatively
objective evidence. We are not governed primarily by what we take to be true,
but by what we take to be important . .. [Thus] truths that don’t relate to what
we love have no power for us. It is precisely this grasp of human motivation
that faith traditions possess.

As Grey’s perspective underlines, our values and desires determine our
attention to and prioritization of facts. If the facts about the safety, efficacy, and
importance of vaccines are not articulated through the framework of a religious
community’s values, these facts will not move them, and this is a theological
task. Here, I concur with Grey that central to this task is for the web of loyalty
centered in faith communities to reach beyond those communities so that
solidarity with humanity is seen as a fundamental form of Christian belonging.
I would like to briefly discuss two elements of how political theologies might
serve this task.

Vaccination and Common Good(s)

In light of the threat posed by vaccine-preventable diseases, political theologies
have an urgent obligation to develop robust theological conceptions of the
kinds of communities and practices Christians need to form and pursue
with their fellow citizens in order to achieve those goods that lead to human
flourishing. A significant amount of Christian political rhetoric is still caught
in the presumed opposition between individualism and collectivism, where the
former holds out the promise of “religious freedom” while the latter is seen
as a bureaucratic form of altruism. As such, any consideration of the good of
the whole is framed in utilitarian terms—terms that stand at odds with core
elements of Christian beliefs. Therefore, it seems to me that the recovery of
robust theological frameworks for ethics and politics plays a vital role in enabling
Christians to engage constructively in the secular politics of Western liberalism.
Not only must our theology be political, but our politics must be theological
in order to move Christian communities to action. And yet, if it is genuinely
Christian, a political theology will unavoidably engage Christians in the pursuit
of a secular account of the common good, because part of the theological
definition of concepts such as justice and human flourishing is that they are not
restricted to the purview of divine revelation. The solution to reductive fideism
is not less theology, but more.
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Maclntyre (1988, 115) writes that “[i]tis a presupposition of the practitioners
of [modern Morality] that to act for the good of others as Morality enjoins will
often be to act contrary to one’s own interests and desires.” When collective
action is characteristically framed in terms of sacrificing one’s wellbeing for
the good of the majority, it is easy for publics to interpret any pursuit of the
common good as a bureaucratic impingement on their rights—especially when
they feel excluded from the majority public, as many religious communities do.
Theological responses to vaccine hesitancy have frequently reinforced rather
than challenged this perception, calling on Christians to follow Jesus’s example
and make sacrifices for the good of others. (Here, feminist theology offers
a helpful corrective regarding the relative place of self-sacrifice in Christian
discipleship more generally (Daly 1973, 77).) Largely missing in all of this is
any conception of human flourishing, of the individual goods that can only
be achieved in and through the pursuit of common goods, of what justice
requires of members of human communities, and of the place of virtue in this
pursuit of human flourishing. When Aristotle says the common good of the
polis is greater than the good of any individual, he does not mean that the good
of individuals should be sacrificed for the sake of the majority. He means that
individuals only reach their good through the pursuit of the common good.
To speak of the common good, properly understood, is not to ask people to
act altruistically.

Maclntyre contends that we all recognize a distinction between the different
kinds of goods to which we order our lives. Individual goods are those I can
both achieve and enjoy as an individual. To enjoy a glass of whiskey or a plate
of fish and chips is to appreciate this kind of good. These goods may require
incidental cooperation mediated by the market, but this cooperation will be
primarily transactional. Public goods are those 1 enjoy as an individual but
only achieve through cooperation with others. Because we as individuals are
not capable of providing roads, clean water, sewer systems, law and order, or
national security, local and national governments intervene as a mechanism by
which we cooperate (primarily through taxation) to achieve goods from which
we each benefit individually. Common goods, finally, are those I both achieve
and enjoy through cooperation with others — goods that only accrue to me
as a member of a certain group or participant in a certain activity. A choir is
an excellent example of this. The good of each singer gua choral singer is only
realized in and through their cooperation for the good of the whole. The same
goes for families and workplaces: I only flourish as a husband or as an employee
through the flourishing of my family or company. Thus, it is uniquely the case
for common goods that the good of the whole is greater than that of any
individual, insofar as the good of each individual member gz member is only
realized in and through the good of the whole. These different goods support
one another in various ways: families and choirs rely on public goods in order
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to achieve their common good, and it is in and through the pursuit of common
goods that individuals achieve their individual good (note here the difference
between public, common, and club goods).

When it comes to vaccination and infectious disease, there is a complex
combination of goods in view. Vaccines are public goods that serve the common
good of herd immunity, through which the good of individual immunity is
secured. Vaccines are typically debated exclusively in the terms of individual
goods, which obscures the nature of the issues at stake. Once we have identified
the nature of these goods, the question then becomes: What do we owe others
by way of cooperation toward promoting and achieving these goods? We must
enter into prolonged practices of cooperative enquiry. As Thomas Aquinas (ST
I-11.14.3) notes, the shortcomings in our own deliberation have to be corrected
by the judgments of others who have a stake in the goods we hold in common.
Due in part to the dangers of in-person gatherings, the few forums for such
practices were quickly curtailed during the pandemic. As Blakely (2023) notes,
“one of the gravest errors of governance during the pandemic was that ordinary
people were not heard. Instead, they were informed of the scientifically rational
policy and, if they protested, lectured into compliance.” The dialogue at the
heart of such practices of cooperative reasoning is the lifeblood of democracy,
and it is unlikely to yield the same policy in every community. Rather, individual
communities need the ability to rank order goods according to their values
and demographics, making decisions informed by the relevant scientific data
but not reductively determined by it. Furthermore, it is reasonable to suppose
that people who have a hand in the process of decision-making will be more
likely to comply with the resulting policy decisions than those who feel it was
imposed on them from outside. These practices of collective reasoning must
also involve a consideration of the extent of others impacted by and invested
in the achievement of the goods in question. A global pandemic is similar to
climate change in that the common goods in view often accrue to us not only
as members of a particular family, workplace, or community but as humans.
So, for example, a community taking less precautions locally may implement
greater precautions for those travelling to and from other areas.

Seeing something as a common good brings a range of otherwise invisible
issues to the cost-benefit analysis of typical political decision-making. Also,
certain common goods are only open to certain kinds of political community,
which means our pursuit of them will also challenge our own forms of social
and political life in a way that the pursuit of individual and public goods does not.
As Maclntyre (2017) notes, with few exceptions, modern states are not suited to
a kind of political society structured according to a conception of its common
good, “if only because almost all modern states are too large and heterogeneous,
are oligarchies ruled by agenda-setting elites, and are bureaucratically structured
so that the relationship between those who govern to the governed is too
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often that of patron to client, rather than that of citizen to citizen.” This does
not, however, preclude the emergence of local communities with a shared
understanding of their needs and resources who deliberate together as to their
common good. Insofar as modern states are structured in ways that undermine
our capacity to pursue common goods, they create barriers to vaccine uptake
and bear some responsibility for vaccine hesitancy and refusal. The urgent need
for pandemic preparedness and the growing threat of vaccine-preventable
diseases will, if we are wise, be a catalyst for reflection on the nature of our
political institutions.

Prudence and other Virtues

Cooperative enquiry requires and supports the development of virtues: justice
between neighbors, temperateness in the expression of our individual desires,
courage in the face of uncertainty, prudence in our shared decision-making. This
leads us to another area where the logic of contemporary political discourse
talls short compared to its theological counterpart. In his book on the cardinal
virtues, Josef Pieper (1965) notes that people tend to confuse prudence (what
Aristotle called phronesis) with utilitarianism. Here, the perfected habit of
deciding rightly so that one’s actions are conformed to reality is transformed
into deciding in favor of the happiness of the greatest number. But prudence is
not about “happiness” but about being, and it does not conform to the majority
but to truth.

Pieper (1965, 10) writes that “the pre-eminence of prudence means that
realization of the good presupposes knowledge of reality. He alone can do good
who knows what things are like and what their situation is.”” One major disconnect
with vaccine hesitancy is a misapprehension of the reality of the safety and
efficacy of vaccines. This is a lack of prudence, but it also points to the ways
the prudent rely on communal and institutional knowledge to grasp reality. This
expands Aristotle’s point that certain forms of political life are necessary for the
development of the virtues, and that these institutions bear some responsibility
for the failure of communities to exhibit prudence in these contexts.

Falling victim to misinformation and conspiracy thinking undermines the
development of prudence, instead propagating epistemic vices like gullibility,
dogmatism, prejudice, closed-mindedness, and negligence. These acquired
intellectual character traits are disastrous for both individual and cooperative
enquiry. Prudence is the mother of all the virtues, and Aquinas argues therefore
that none but the prudent can be just, brave, and temperate, and that a person
is only good insofar as they are prudent.

From a theological perspective, taking care not to fall victim to misinformation
is not only important for how it impacts one’s decision-making, but also for
how it impacts one’s personhood. The development of virtue is central to
human flourishing, and prudence is the foremost of the virtues, which means
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disinformation poses a grave danger not only to our policymaking but to our
individual flourishing as rational agents. As Pieper (1965, 10) argues, “the pre-
eminence of prudence means that so-called ‘good intention’ and so-called
‘meaning well’ by no means suffice.” It is not rationalism that should encourage
Christians to pursue an accurate grasp of the data on vaccine safety and
efficacy but prudence. However just someone’s goal may be, if they rely on
misinformation to pursue or disseminate it, they are thereby rendered vicious.
It seems to me that a central piece of any Christian political theology will be
the recognition that our forms of political engagement are a primary means by
which we develop virtue or vice, that the development of virtue contributes
more to the flourishing of rational agents than material goods, and that therefore
the mode of our politics is at least as important as its content—and again, not
for the sake of moralism or altruism.

Christian Theology and Religions Exemptions

In light of this vision of political theology, I would like to suggest that
Christians invested in the common good will not pursue religious exemptions
from vaccination. Liberal governments have important and complex reasons
for allowing religious exemption from certain policies, but that does not mean
there are Christian theological grounds for making use of them. If vaccines
were dangerous, then they would be bad for everyone, and Christian opposition
to them would necessarily be on behalf of everyone. (It is worth noting that
vaccine mandates are sometimes implemented due to political rather than
functional challenges or without first attempting alternative approaches (see
Atwell and Hannah 2022; Attwell, Rizzi et al. 2022; Attwell and Navin 2019).)
It is perverse for those who believe vaccines to be dangerous to suggest that
Christians should be uniquely shielded from bodily harm because of their
personal religious beliefs.

The most common biblical passages used as justification for religious
exemption are badly twisted and misinterpreted. Take, for example, 1 Corinthians
3:16, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells
in you?” Here, Paul’s exhortation to keep ourselves free from sin is twisted
into a slogan of natural wellness concerned with the physical “pollution”
of our bodies. But, of course, scripture never suggests that the Holy Spirit
cannot dwell in bodies “contaminated” by chemicals or debilitated by physical
injury. As Jesus says, “Out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery,
sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. These are what defile a person”
(Matthew 15:19-20). God’s temple is defiled by sin, not adjuvants.

Christian objections to vaccines often cite the use of immortalized cell
lines derived from an aborted fetus. For this reason, a broad range of religious
leaders, including the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, have
clearly determined that the use of such cell lines is morally acceptable from a
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“pro-life” Christian perspective. Much has been written on the various aspects
of this issue (see esp. Eberl 2022), but the basic logic comes from foundational
theological principles. The relevant immortalized cell lines, such as PER.C6 and
HEK 293, made use of tissue from a fetus forty to fifty years ago, but this use
was not the reason the abortion was performed. From a pro-life perspective,
to create life-saving medicines using these cell lines is to bring good from
something evil without causing or approving of the evil. To take an evil action,
event, or situation and bring good from it without participating in what is evil
about it is how Christians understand divine providence (ST 1.49.2). Christians
are called to imitate and participate in this divine work (Philippians 2:13). It is
also worth noting that those who object to vaccines on this basis often make
use of a broad range of consumer products developed using these same cell
lines. This suggests that ethical objections, like scientific ones, frequently arise
as post hoc justifications for vaccine hesitancy.

Christians frequently confuse their civic and religious identities, citing
“freedom” as a fundamental Christian value that justifies exemption from
all government mandates. In scripture, freedom is primarily about liberation
from the bondage of sin and death so that we might pursue God’s vision of
justice (see, e.g., 1 Corinthians 6:12 and Galatians 5). Freedom is a secondary
and relative good, while justice is foundational and primary. Justice is also
the proper basis for governmental uses of coercion and constraint, such as
vaccine mandates (see Maclntyre 2015). Christian theology does not offer an
opposition to the idea of mandates in principle, though it is of course always
possible for a specific government mandate to be unjust. My point is simply
that Christian opposition to such injustice, when it does arise, should not be to
exempt Christians due to their private beliefs but to seek justice on behalf of
the broader community, engaging together in practices of cooperative enquiry
in pursuit of their common good.

Conclusion

To speak of prudence and common goods is to give just two examples of how
a theological framework both connects to the values of faith communities
and disrupts the typical structure of vaccine debates. From the perspective
of a Christian vision of human flourishing, justice, and virtue, the pursuit of
common goods has little to do with sacrificing one’s own interests or rights for
the happiness of the majority. Rather, it stems from a richly theological vision of
the inextricably communal goods that stand at the center of the Christian vision
of human flourishing. At the same time, misinformation and conspiracy thinking
should not be evaluated in terms of the policies it supports but rather in terms
of its impact on human flourishing through the development of virtue or vice.
This is not about moralism but about a theological vision of human flourishing.
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