Crime and Punishment - A
Christian View of
Dostoevsky’s Classic Novel

Michael Gleghorn looks at the famous novel through a Christian
worldview lens to see what truths Dostoevsky may have for us.
We learn that this great novel records the fall of man into a
degraded state but ends with the beginning of his restoration
through the ministry of a selfless, Christian woman.

Introduction and Overview

In 1866 the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky published Crime
and Punishment, one of his greatest novels. It’s a penetrating
study of the psychology of sin, guilt, and redemption, and it
haunts the reader long after the final page has been read. It
tells the story of an intelligent, but impoverished, young
Russian intellectual named Raskolnikov. Under the unfortunate
influence of a particularly pernicious theory of society and
human nature, he exalts himself above the moral law,
grievously transgresses it by committing two murders, “and
plunges into a hell of persecution, madness and terror.”{1}

Raskolnikov had conceived of himself as a great and
extraordinary man, on the order of a Napoleon. He tried to
convince himself that he wasn’t bound by the same tired old
moral code that the vast mass of humanity lives in recognition
of, if not obedience to—the merely ordinary men and women who
accomplish little and amount to less. Nevertheless, after
committing his horrible crime, he finds that he cannot escape
his punishment: he cannot silence his sensitive and
overburdened conscience. In the end, when he can stand it no
longer, he decides to confess his crime and accept suffering
as a means of atonement.
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Joseph Frank observes that Dostoevsky, the author of this
story, had “long been preoccupied with the question of crime
and conscience.”{2} In one of his letters, Dostoevsky
describes his story as the “psychological report of a
crime.”{3} The crime is committed, he says, by “a young man,
expelled from the university . . . and living in the midst of
the direst poverty.” Coming under the influence of “the
strange, ‘unfinished’ ideas that float in the atmosphere,” he
decides to murder an old pawnbroker and steal her money.
Dostoevsky describes the old woman as “stupid and ailing,”
“greedy” and “evil.” Why, it would hardly be a crime at all to
murder such a wretched person! What'’s more, with the money
from his crime, the young man can “finish his studies, go
abroad,” and devote the rest of his life to the benefit of
humanity!

Inspired by these thoughts, the young man goes through with
the crime and murders the old woman. But, notes Dostoevsky,
“here is where the entire psychological process of the crime
is unfolded. Insoluble problems confront the murderer,
unsuspected and unexpected feelings torment his heart

and he finishes by being forced to denounce himself.”

This, in brief, is the story of Crime and Punishment. In what
follows, we’ll take a closer look at the theory which led
Raskolnikov to commit his crime. Then we’ll consider why the
theory proved false when Raskolnikov actually attempted to put
it into practice.

The Ordinary and Extraordinary

Raskolnikov committed two murders, in part simply to see if he
really has the bravado to put his theories into practice. But
what are these ideas? Where do they come from? And why do they
lead Raskolnikov to such heinous actions?

Essentially, Raskolnikov’s theory, which was partially



developed in an article on crime that he had written, holds
that all men, by a kind of law of nature, are divided into two
distinct classes: the ordinary and the extraordinary. This
theory, which finds some of its philosophical roots in the
writings of men like Hegel and Nietzsche, claims that ordinary
men exist merely for the purpose of reproduction by which, at
length, the occasional, extraordinary man might arise.
Raskolnikov declares, “The vast mass of mankind is mere
material, and only exists in order by some great effort, by
some mysterious process, by means of some crossing of races
and stocks, to bring into the world at last perhaps one man
out of a thousand with a spark of independence.” The man of
genius is rarer still, “and the great geniuses, the crown of
humanity, appear on earth perhaps one in many thousand
millions.”{4}

The distinctive features of the ordinary man are a
conservative temperament and a law-abiding disposition. But
extraordinary men “all transgress the law.” Indeed, says
Raskolnikov, “if such a one is forced for the sake of his idea
to step over a corpse or wade through blood, he can . . . find

in his own conscience, a sanction for wading through
blood.”{5} So the extraordinary man has the right-indeed,
depending on the value of his ideas, he may even have the
duty—-to destroy those who stand in his way. After all,
Raskolnikov observes, such ideas may benefit “the whole of
humanity.”{6} But how can we know if we are merely ordinary
men, or whether, perhaps, we are extraordinary? How can we
know if we have the right to transgress the law to achieve our
own ends?

Raskolnikov admits that confusion regarding one’s class 1is
indeed possible. But he thinks “the mistake can only arise
among the ordinary people” who sometimes like to imagine
themselves more advanced than they really are. And we needn’t
worry much about that, for such people are “very
conscientious” and will impose “public acts of penitence upon



themselves with a beautiful and edifying effect.”{7}

But as we’ll see, it’'s one of the ironies of this novel that
Raskolnikov, who committed murder because he thought himself
extraordinary, made precisely this tragic mistake.

A Walking Contradiction

James Roberts observes that Raskolnikov “is best seen as two
characters. He sometimes acts in one manner and then suddenly
in a manner completely contradictory.”{8} Evidence for this
can be seen throughout the novel. In this way, Dostoevsky
makes clear, right from the beginning of his story, that
Raskolnikov is not an extraordinary man, at least not in the
sense in which Raskolnikov himself uses that term in his
theory of human nature.

In the opening pages of the novel, we see Raskolnikov at war
with himself as he debates his intention to murder an old
pawnbroker. “I want to attempt a thing like that,” he says to
himself.{9} Then, after visiting the old woman’s flat,
ostensibly to pawn a watch, but in reality as a sort of “dress
rehearsal” for the murder, he again questions himself: “How
could such an atrocious thing come into my head? What filthy
things my heart is capable of. Yes, filthy above all
loathsome!” {10}

This inner battle suggests that Raskolnikov has mistaken
himself for an extraordinary man, a man bound neither by the
rules of society, nor the higher moral law. But in fact, he’s
actually just a conscientious ordinary man. The portrait
Dostoevsky paints of him is really quite complex. He often
appears to be a sensitive, though <confused, young
intellectual, who's been led to entertain his wild ideas more
as a result of dire poverty and self-imposed isolation from
his fellow man, rather than from sheer malice or selfish
ambition.



In fear and trembling he commits two murders, partly out of a
confused desire to thereby benefit the rest of humanity, and
partly out of a seemingly genuine concern to really live in
accordance with his theories. Ironically, while the murders
are partly committed with the idea of taking the old
pawnbroker’s money to advance Raskolnikov'’s plans, he never
attempts to use the money, but merely buries it under a stone.
What’'s more, Raskolnikov is portrayed as one of the more
generous characters in the novel. On more than one occasion,
he literally gives away all the money he has to help meet the
needs of others. Finally, while Raskolnikov is helped toward
confessing his crime through the varied efforts of Porfiry
Petrovich, the brilliant, yet compassionate, criminal
investigator, and Sonia, the humble, selfless prostitute,
nevertheless, it’s primarily Raskolnikov’s own tormented
conscience that, at length, virtually forces him to confess to
the murders.

So while Raskolnikov is guilty, he’'s not completely lost. He
still retains a conscience, as well as some degree of genuine
compassion toward others. Dostoevsky wants us to see that
there’'s still hope for Raskolnikov!

The Hope of Restoration

After Raskolnikov commits the two murders, he finds himself
confronted with the desperate need to be reconciled with God
and his fellow man. From the beginning of the story,
Raskolnikov 1is portrayed as somewhat alienated from his
fellows. But once he commits the murders, he experiences a
decisive break, both spiritually and psychologically, from the
rest of humanity. Indeed, when he murders the old pawnbroker
and her sister, something within Raskolnikov also dies. The
bond that unites him with all other men in a common humanity
is destroyed-or “dies”—as a sort of poetic justice for
murdering the two women.



This death, which separates Raskolnikov both from God and his
fellow man, can only be reversed through a miracle of divine
grace and power. In the novel, the biblical paradigm for this
great miracle is the story of the raising of Lazarus. Just as
Lazarus died, and was then restored to life through the
miraculous power of God in Christ, so also, in Dostoevsky'’s
story, Raskolnikov’'s “death” 1s neither permanent nor
irreversible. He too can be “restored to life.” He too can be
reconciled with God and man.

While this theme of death and restoration to life is somewhat
subtle, nevertheless, Dostoevsky probably intended it as one
of the primary themes of the novel. In the first place, it 1is
emphasized by Sonia, Porfiry Petrovich, and Raskolnikov’s own
sister, that only by confessing his crime and accepting his
punishment can Raskolnikov again be restored to the rest of
humanity. In this way, Dostoevsky repeatedly emphasizes the
“death” of Raskolnikov.

In addition, the raising of Lazarus is mentioned at least
three times in the novel. One time is when, in the midst of a
heated discussion, Porfiry specifically asks Raskolnikov if he
believes in the raising of Lazarus, to which Raskolnikov
responds that he does.{1l1l} This affirmation foreshadows some
hope for Raskolnikov, for the fact that he believes in this
miracle at least makes possible the belief that God can also
work a miracle in his own life. Secondly, the only extended
portion of Scripture cited in the novel relates the story of
Lazarus. In fact, it’'s Raskolnikov himself, tormented by what
he's done, who asks Sonia to read him the story.{12} Finally,
at the end of the novel, the raising of Lazarus is mentioned
yet again, this time as Raskolnikov recollects Sonia’s
previous reading of the story to him.{13} Interestingly, this
final reference to the raising of Lazarus occurs in the
context of Raskolnikov’s own “restoration to life.”



Restored to Life

Near the end of the novel, Raskolnikov at last goes to the
police station and confesses to the murders: “It was I killed
the old pawnbroker woman and her sister Lizaveta with an axe
and robbed them.”{14} He is sentenced to eight years in a
Siberian labor prison. Sonia, true to her promise, selflessly
follows him there. Early one morning she comes to visit
Raskolnikov. Overcome with emotion, he begins weeping and
throws himself at her feet. Sonia is terrified. “But at the
same moment she understood . . . . She knew . . . that he
loved her . . . and that at last the moment had come.” {15}
God’'s love, mediated through Sonia, had finally broken through
to Raskolnikov: “He had risen again and he . . . felt in it
all his being.”{16}

Although Raskolnikov had previously been something of an
outcast with his fellow inmates, nevertheless, on the day of
his “restoration,” his relations with them begin to improve.
Dostoevsky writes:

He . . . fancied that day that all the convicts who had been
his enemies looked at him differently; he had even entered
into talk with them and they answered him in a friendly way.
He remembered that now, and thought it was bound to be so.
Wasn’t everything now bound to be changed?{17}

What's more, Dostoevsky also implies that Raskolnikov is being
restored to relationship with God. Picking up the New
Testament that Sonia had given him, “one thought passed
through his mind: ‘Can her convictions not be mine now? Her
feelings, her aspirations at least . . .'"{18} And Dostoevsky
then concludes his great novel by stating: “But that is the
beginning of a new story-the story of the gradual renewal of a
man, the story of his gradual regeneration, of his passing
from one world into another, of his initiation into a new
unknown life.”{19}



So by the end of the novel, Raskolnikov, as a type of Lazarus,
has experienced his own “restoration to life.” He is ready to
begin “his initiation into a new unknown 1life.” And
interestingly, the grace which brings about Raskolnikov’s
restoration is primarily mediated to him through the quiet,
humble love of Sonia, a prostitute. Just as God was not
ashamed to have his own Son, humanly speaking, descended from
some who were murderers and some who were prostitutes—for it
was just such people He came to save-so also, in Dostoevsky’s
story, God is not ashamed to extend His forgiveness and grace
to a prostitute, and through her to a murderer as well. Crime
and Punishment thus ends on a note of hope, for the guilty can
be forgiven and the dead restored to life!
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The Lion, the Witch and the
Wardrobe: Reflections on Its
Meaning

Michael Gleghorn provides an overview of C.S. Lewis’s classic
book for children of all ages that ought to be required
reading for anyone who can read.

A Very Brief Overview

With the recent release of the movie The Lion, the Witch and
the Wardrobe, the public fascination with all things “Narnian”
has once again been raised. But what are we to make of this
wonderful story? What deeper truths might it contain?

In order to answer these questions, we must begin with a very
brief overview of the story. Four children—Peter, Susan,
Edmund and Lucy—are evacuated from London to the house of an
old professor during World War II. Once there, they soon
discover a magic wardrobe that leads to another world! First
Lucy, then Lucy and Edmund, and then all four of the children
find their way into the enchanted land of Narnia. The country
is ruled by the White Witch, who has placed it under a spell
so that it’s always winter but never Christmas.
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Once in Narnia the children learn of Aslan, the great lion and
true king of the country. After a long absence, he’s now
returned. He will deal with the Witch, they’re told, and put
everything right again. They also learn of an ancient
prophecy, that when two Sons of Adam and two Daughters of Eve
sit enthroned at the castle of Cair Paravel, then the Witch'’s
reign (as well as her life) will be over. It’s believed that
the time for this must be near, since Aslan and the four
children are now in Narnia.

But Edmund threatens to ruin everything. Unbeknownst to the
others, on a previous visit to Narnia he’d met the Witch,
eaten her food, and come under her power. Although he really
knows that the Witch is bad, he nonetheless betrays his
siblings, hoping the Witch will one day make him king. Knowing
about the prophecy, however, she eventually decides to kill
Edmund. But before she can do so, he’s rescued by forces loyal
to Aslan!

Not to be outdone, the Witch then appears before Aslan,
demanding the traitor’s life. Aslan acknowledges the validity
of the Witch’s claim on a now repentant Edmund, but gets her
to renounce it by offering to die in his place. The Witch
agrees, and that night she slays Aslan on the Stone Table. She
believes her rule in Narnia is now assured. But with the
rising of the sun, Aslan rises from the dead! He leads his
army to victory against the Witch and her forces. After
personally dispatching the Witch, he installs the four
children as kings and queens of Narnia, thus fulfilling the
ancient prophecy.

This, in a nutshell, is the story. But did the author, C. S.
Lewis, intend some deeper meaning? And if so, what is it?

The Search for a Deeper Meaning

It seems that Lewis had at least three objectives in writing
his famous Chronicles. First, he simply wanted to tell a good



story. And almost everyone who'’s read the Chronicles will
agree that he succeeded admirably here, for they’re among the
best-loved books of all time. Second, Lewis also aimed at
using his stories to communicate moral truth, both by precept
and example. In this regard, Paul Ford observes that Lewis is
something of a Christian Aesop. Like Aesop, he’s more than
just a storyteller; he's "“also a moral educator.”{1} As
Gilbert Meilaender notes:

Lewis . . . believes that moral principles are learned
indirectly from others around us, who serve as exemplars.

the Chronicles of Narnia . . . are not just good
stories . . . they serve to enhance moral education, to
build character. . . . To overlook the function of the
Chronicles of Narnia in communicating images of proper
emotional responses is to miss their connection to Lewis’s
moral thought.{2}

Finally, Lewis also purposed to communicate important truths
of the Christian faith by translating them into the imaginary
landscape of Narnia. But here we must be careful. Lewis
insisted that the Chronicles should not be read as Christian
allegories. Paul Ford observes that in an allegory there are
“one-to-one correspondences between philosophical or religious
concepts and the characters or events or objects in a
story.”{3} The Chronicles, said Lewis, are not allegories.
They're rather what he called “supposals.” He explained the
difference in a letter, with special reference to the great
lion Aslan:

[Aslan] is an invention giving an imaginary answer to the
question, ‘What might Christ become like, if there really
were a world like Narnia and He chose to be incarnate and
die and rise again in that world as He actually has done in
ours?’ This is not an allegory at all. . . . The incarnation
of Christ in another world is mere supposal.{4}

So while the Chronicles should not be read as allegories, it’s



still quite true that they’re informed throughout by Lewis’s
Christian faith and imagination. They are Christian
“supposals”—and Aslan is supposed to be what Christ might look
like if He became incarnate in a land like Narnia.

Having discussed Lewis’'s purposes in writing the Chronicles,
and having seen that they do indeed contain a deeper meaning,
we’'re now ready to look more closely at the most famous of
these: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.

Temptation and Sin

Two of the major themes developed by Lewis are temptation and
sin. By carefully weaving these into his story, Lewis is able
to address issues of importance both for basic morality and
for the Christian faith.

When Edmund first stumbles into Narnia through the wardrobe,
he finds himself alone in a snow-covered wood. Cold, and not
much liking the look of the place, he almost decides to go
home when he hears the sound of bells in the distance. Shortly
thereafter a sleigh comes into view, and in it sits the White
Witch.

The Witch stops the sleigh and questions Edmund. She knows of
the ancient prophecy that, when two Sons of Adam and two
Daughters of Eve sit enthroned at Cair Paravel, then her reign
(and life) will be over. When she learns that Edmund is human,
she raises her wand as if she intends to turn him into stone.
But she changes her mind and with feigned friendliness invites
Edmund to sit in her sleigh. She asks if he would like
something to eat and Edmund requests Turkish Delight (which
she magically produces).

As he devours the sweets, the Witch continues to question him.
She learns that he has a brother and two sisters. Together,
the siblings could fulfill the prophecy that would spell her
doom! But the Turkish Delight is enchanted; whoever tastes it



will want more and more. Knowing this, the Witch tempts
Edmund. She says that if he will bring his siblings to her
house, then she will give him more Turkish Delight-something
Edmund desperately wants. She also says that she would like to
make Edmund a prince. And later, when she’'s gone, he will even
be king! So the Witch tempts him by appealing to his desire
for power and pleasure.

And it works! Before Edmund returns home, “he [is] already
more than half on the side of the Witch.”{5} Later, when all
four siblings get into Narnia together, Edmund slips away from
the others and goes to betray them to the Witch. His desire
for Turkish Delight and to be king leads him to yield to
temptation—-and sin. It reminds one of what James says in the
New Testament: “But each one is tempted when, by his own evil
desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-
grown, gives birth to death” (1:14-15).

Though we might not like to admit it, there’s something of
Edmund in all of us. Like Edmund, we’ve all sinned (Rom.
3:23). And unless Someone intervenes who can change both us
and our circumstances, then like Edmund we’'re also doomed to
die (Rom. 6:23; Rev. 20:14-15).

Sacrifice and Redemption

Lewis claimed that the idea for his story, The Lion, the Witch
and the Wardrobe, “all began with a picture of a Faun carrying

an umbrella and parcels in a snowy wood.” “At first,” he
wrote, “I had very little idea how the story would go. But
then suddenly Aslan came bounding into it. . . . [and] He

pulled the whole story together.”{6} It’'s a good thing He did.
For without Aslan the traitorous Edmund would have met a very
different fate than that which actually befell him.

You see, Aslan’s Father, the great Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea, put
some Deep Magic into Narnia at its beginning. The Witch, who



accuses Edmund before Aslan, is quite knowledgeable about this
Deep Magic. “Every traitor,” she insists, “belongs to me as my
lawful prey. . . . Unless I have blood as the Law says all
Narnia will . . . perish in fire and water.”{7} Aslan agrees
that her claim is valid.

Although it looks like Edmund is as good as dead, Aslan, in a
private conversation with the Witch, gets her to renounce her
claim on Edmund’s blood. It’'s only later that we learn why.
The great lion made the Witch an offer she couldn’t refuse. He
offered to die in Edmund’s place. True to His word, He arrives
that night at the Stone Table and there He is slain by the
Witch.

But that’s not the end of the story. Early the next morning,
as the sun peers over the horizon, the Stone Table cracks in
two and Aslan is raised from the dead. He’'s conquered death
through an even Deeper Magic, unknown to the Witch. As Aslan
explains, “Her knowledge goes back only to the dawn of Time.
But if she could have looked . . . into . . . the darkness
before Time dawned . . . She would have known that when a
willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a
traitor’s stead, the Table would crack and Death itself would
start working backwards.”{8}

It’s a beautiful picture of substitutionary atonement. Aslan
willingly lays down His 1life for the traitorous Edmund,
thereby redeeming him from the just demands of the Law. It
reminds one of what Christ did for us. Paul told the
Galatians, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by
becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed 1is
everyone who is hung on a tree'” (Gal. 3:13). Just as Aslan
gave up His life for Edmund, so Christ gave up His life for
each of us, dying as a substitute in our place so that we
might forever share in the life of God!



Reflections on the Movie

As many fans of Lewis’s classic story The Lion, the Witch and
the Wardrobe have already observed, the movie is really quite
good and well worth seeing. It is a generally faithful
rendition of Lewis’s beautiful and imaginative original.
Indeed the film is really at its best when it adheres most
closely to the book. It was reported that at one time another
group of filmmakers was planning to produce a very different
version of the story. Supposedly their plan was to set Lewis’s
wonderful children’s classic “in present-day Brentwood.
Instead of a White Witch wooing young Edmund with Turkish
Delight, a cool Californian would win him with
cheeseburgers.”{9} If this is really true, we can all rejoice
that such an absurd retelling of Lewis’s famous story never
saw the light of day. All those involved with bringing The
Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe to the big screen are to be
commended for adhering so closely to Lewis’s original vision.

But of course no movie is perfect, and The Lion 1is no
exception. Possibly two of the biggest disappointments for
fans of the book are the diminished role given to some of
Lewis’s most important dialogue and the diminished importance
of the great lion himself. For example, compared to his
counterpart in the book, wise old professor Kirke has precious
little to say in the movie.

Even more troubling, the extended conversation which the four
children have with Mr. and Mrs. Beaver about Aslan lacks many
of the Beavers’ most important declarations. Unlike the book,
the movie never refers to Aslan as “the son of the great
Emperor-Beyond-the-Sea.” And Mr. Beaver is also denied his
famous response to Lucy’s question about whether Aslan 1is
actually safe. “Safe?” he asks, “Who said anything about safe?
‘Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He's the King, I tell
you.”{10} Not only was such important dialogue cut, but as
Jeffrey Overstreet noted, Aslan’s appearances are “painfully



’

brief.” He doesn’t “have the time onscreen to earn our
affection and awe the way we might have hoped.”{11}

In spite of such shortcomings, however, the movie still
possesses much of the book’s magic. What'’s more, it retains
the crucially important themes of temptation and sin,
sacrifice and redemption. Aslan still dies as a substitute for
the traitorous Edmund, thereby redeeming him from the just
demands of the Law. Finally, as Overstreet observed, “Those
who respond to the movie'’s roar by running to Lewis'’s book
will find Deeper Magic in its pages. Meeting them there, Lewis
himself will lead them ‘further up, further in’.”{12} If the
movie leads a new generation of readers to tackle this classic
story, then it will indeed have served as a fitting tribute to
its author.
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Video Games — Evaluating Them
From a Christian Perspective

Grand Theft Auto

The best-selling video game in America last year was “Grand
Theft Auto: San Andreas.” The recent controversy over this
popular video game 1is just another reminder of the deception
of ratings and the need for parental direction and discernment
when it comes to buying video games.

The game in question already has a bad reputation. The
National Institute on Media and the Family described it this
way: “Raunchy, violent and portraying just about every deviant
act that a criminal could think of in full, living 3D
graphics. Grand Theft Auto takes the cake again as one of the
year’'s worst games for kids. The premise-restore respect to
your neighborhood as you take on equally corrupt San Andreas
police.”{1}

Ironically what caused the controversy over the game was not
its overt violence and sexuality. What caused a national stir
was what was hidden within the game. Those playing the game
(known as gamers) could download a modification of “Grand
Theft Auto” that would allow them to see graphic sex scenes on
screen.
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Initially the distributor distanced itself from what hackers
could do with their product once it was on the market. But
that argument fell flat when it was found that the downloaded
modification merely unlocked pornographic material already
within the game. It now turns out that skilled players can
unlock the pornographic content without downloading the key
from the Internet. The game initially had a “Mature” rating.
The Entertainment Software Ratings Board now requires that it
be labeled “Adults Only.”

“Grand Theft Auto” has already been a lightning rod for
controversy because it rewards players for committing crimes
and engaging in dangerous and immoral behavior. Gamers can buy
and sell drugs, steal cars, run down pedestrians, even feed
people into a wood chipper. Nevertheless, the game has sold
more than five million copies in the United States.

Who is buying this game? Some are adults buying the game for
themselves, but a large percentage of the people buying this
game are parents or grandparents buying the game for their
kids or grandkids.

Columnist Mona Charen points out that the original concerns
about this game surfaced when a Manhattan grandmother bought
the game for her fourteen-year-old grandson. Then she was
shocked to find out that he could modify the game by
downloading material from the Internet. Charen asks, “So, a
kindly eighty-five-year-old lady has no qualms about
purchasing a gang-glorifying, violence-soaked, sick
entertainment for her teenage grandson, but is shocked when it
turns out to contain explicit sex? Wasn’t the rest enough?”{2}

In most cases, parents and grandparents are buying these games
and need to exercise discernment. Many games are harmless and
even can help stimulate the mind. Some are questionable. And
others are violent and sexually explicit. We need to use
discernment in selecting these games.



Benefits of Video Games

A recent article in Discover magazine talked about the
perception most people have of video game players. It said
this is “the classic stereotype of gamers as attention-
deficit-crazed stimulus junkies, easily distracted by flashy
graphics and on-screen carnage.”{3} Yet new research shows
that gaming can be mentally enriching with such cognitive
benefits as: pattern recognition, system thinking, and even
patience.{4}

One of the best-known studies (done by Shawn Green and Daphne
Bavelier) found that playing an action video game markedly
improved performance on a range of visual skills related to
detecting objects in briefly flashed displays. They found that
gamers exhibit superior performance relative to non-gamers on
a set of benchmark visual tasks.{5}

What they found was the action video gamers tend to be more
attuned to their surroundings. While this occurs while
performing within the video game, it also transfers to such
things as driving down a residential street where they are
more likely than a non-gamer to pick out a child running into
the street after a ball.

They found that gamers can process visual information more
quickly and can track 30 percent more objects than non-gamers.
These conclusions came from testing both gamers and non-gamers
with a series of three tests.

The first test flashed a small object on a screen for 1/160 of
a second and the participant would indicate where it flashed.
Gamers tended to notice the object far more often than non-
gamers.

The second test flashed a number of small objects on a screen
at once. The subjects had to type the number of objects they
saw. Gamers saw the correct number more often than non-gamers.



The third test flashed black letters and one white letter on a
screen in fast succession. The one white letter was sometimes
followed by a black “X.” Gamers were able to pick out the
white letter more often than non-gamers and could more
accurately say whether it was followed by a black “X.”

The researchers also wanted to know whether the superior
performance of gamers was acquired or self-selected. In other
words, do video games actually improve visual attention skills
or is it possible that visually attentive people choose to
play video games?

Green and Bavelier trained a selection of non-gamers on one of
two video games. One group played the World War II action
video game “Medal of Honor.” The other group served as the
control group and played the puzzle game “Tetris.” The
researchers found that after two weeks, the group trained on
the World War II game showed a marked increase in performance
over the control group.

The researchers therefore concluded: “By forcing players to
simultaneously juggle a number of varied tasks (detect new
enemies, track existing enemies and avoid getting hurt, among
others), action-video-game playing pushed the limits of three
rather different aspects of visual attention.”{6}

Video games can also train our brain to be more efficient. In
the early 1990s, Richard Haier (University of California at
Irving’s Department of Psychiatry and Human Behavior), scanned
the brains of “Tetris” players. He found that in first-time
users, the brain requires lots of energy. In fact, cerebral
glucose metabolic rates actually soar. But after a few weeks,
these rates sink to normal as performance increases seven-
fold.{7} In essence, “Tetris” trains your brain to stop using
inefficient gray matter.



Types of Video Games

Let’s now focus on the rating of video games and the major
video game categories. As we mentioned earlier, the video game
industry 1is self-regulated, so we need to exercise
discernment.

EC — Early Childhood (age 3 and older) — These games are
appropriate for anyone who can play a video game and contains
no inappropriate material.

E — Everyone (age 6 and older) — These games are designed for
younger players and are the equivalent of a PG movie.

T — Teen (age 13 and older) — Generally these games are not
appropriate for younger ages and are equivalent of a PG-13
movie.

M — Mature (age 17 and older) — These games are not
appropriate for children. They may be rated as such because of
overt violence, sexual content, and profanity.

A0 — Adults Only (ages 18 and older) — These games involve
excessive violence, sexual content, and explicit language.

There are a number of different types of video games.

Puzzles — Puzzle games are usually acceptable for all ages and
generally are rated “E.” These games involve logic and spatial
arrangements. The best known puzzle game is “Tetris.”

Strategy — These games may be as straightforward as
“Chessmaster” or involve the use of tactical moves of troops
or players such as “Advanced Wars.”

Simulation games - Some games 1like “SimCity” require
creativity and advanced problem-solving skills. Others involve
driving or flying simulations that can be relatively tame or
highly offensive such as the “Grand Theft Auto” series of
video games.



Arcade games — The classic arcade games include such favorites
as “Pacman” or “Frogger.” However, the newer arcade games may
include games like the violent “Street Fighter.”

Role playing games — This is a type of game where players
assume the roles of via role-playing. Although these games may
be less graphic, they often involve fantasy and even the
occult.

Action games — These games most often have an “M” rating. Many
of these action games involve point-and-shoot games that are
especially dangerous.

Violent Video Games

There 1is cause for concern about violent video games.
According to the American Academy of Pediatrics, playing
violent video games increases the likelihood of adolescent
violent behavior by as much as 13 percent to 22 percent.{8}

A 2005 meta-analysis of over thirty-five research studies
(that included 4000 participants) found that “playing violent
video games significantly increases physiological arousal and
feelings of anger or hostility, and significantly decreases
pro-social helping behavior.”{9} Another study has shown a
relationship between playing violent video games and being
involved in violent acts.{10}

Testimony before the United States Senate documents the
following: (1) that violent video games increase violent
adolescent behavior, (2) that heavy game players become
desensitized to aggression and violence, (3) that nearly 90
percent of all African-American females in these games are
victims of violence, and (4) that the most common role for
women in violent video games is as prostitutes.{11}

One of the people speaking out against violent video games 1is
Lt. Col. Dave Grossman, whom I have interviewed on a number of



occasions. He is a former West Point professor and has written
books on the subject of killing.{1l2} He has also testified
that these violent video games are essentially “killing
simulators.”

Grossman testified on the shooting in Paducah, Kentucky.
Michael Carneal, a fourteen-year-old boy who had never fired a
handgun before, stole a pistol and fired a few practice shots
the night before. The next morning he fired eight shots and
had eight hits (four of them head shots, one neck, and three
upper torso). This is unprecedented marksmanship for a boy who
only fired a .22 caliber rifle once at a summer camp.

The typical response in firing a gun is to fire at the target
until it drops. Carneal instead moved from victim to victim
just like he had learned in the violent video games he played.

The goal in these games is to rack up the “highest score” by
moving quickly. Grossman points out that many of the games
(such as “House of the Dead” or “Goldeneye” or “Turok”) give
bonus points for head shots.{13}

Does that mean that anyone who plays these games will be a
killer? Of course not. But Grossman says that the kind of
training we give to soldiers (operant conditioning,
desensitization, etc.) is what we are also giving to our kids
through many of these violent video games.

Ironically, the U.S. Marine Corps licensed one of these
popular video games (“Doom”) to train their combat fire teams
in tactics and to rehearse combat actions of killing.{14} The
video game manufacturers certainly know these are killing
simulators. In fact the advertising for one game (“Quake II”
that is produced by the same manufacturer as “Doom”), says:
“We took what was killer, and made it mass murder.”



Biblical Discernment

If we look back at the list of different types of video games,
it is pretty easy to see that it is possible to find
acceptable games as well as questionable and even dangerous
video games in just about any category. That is why parental
direction and discernment are so important.

The latest controversy over “Grand Theft Auto” demonstrates
that the video game industry has not been effective at self-
regulation. And children cannot be expected to exercise good
judgment unless parents use discernment and teach it to their
kids.

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brothers, whatever
is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever 1is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” We should
focus on what is positive and helpful to our Christian walk.

As Christians, we should develop discernment in our lives. See
my article on “Media and Discernment”
(www.probe.org/faith-and-culture/culture/media-and-discernment
.html) for suggestions on how to develop discernment in your
life and the life of your child.

Parents need to determine the possible benefits to playing
videos and whether those benefits outweigh the negatives. Many
of the games available today raise little or no concern. As
one commentator put it, “The majority of video games on the
best-seller list contain no more bloodshed than a game of

Risk.”{15}

But even good, constructive games played for long periods of
time can be detrimental. Over the last few years I have been
compiling statistics for my teen talk on media use. The number
of hours young people spend watching TV, listening to music,
surfing the Internet, going to movies, etc. is huge and
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increasing every year. Young people spend entirely too much
time in front of a screen (TV screen, computer screen, movie
screen).

So even good video games can be bad if young people are
staying indoors and not going outdoors for exercise. Obesity
is already a problem among many young people. And good video
games can be bad if they take priority over responsibilities
at home and schoolwork.

Parents should understand the potential dangers of video games
and make sure they approve of the video games that come into
their home. They may conclude that the drawbacks outweigh the
benefits. If their children do play video games, they should
also set time limits and monitor attitudes and behaviors that
appear. They should also watch for signs of addiction. The
dangers of video games are real, and parents need to exercise
discernment.
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The Worldview of Star Wars -
A Christian Evaluation

Dr. Zukeran takes a critical, balanced view of this popular
movie series to help us understand the worldview it presents
in light of a biblical worldview. From a Christian
perspective, he points out the positive themes of the movies
presented from a pantheistic worldview. We can use these
movies to generate conversations about the differences between
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the worldview of Star Wars and a genuinely Christian
worldview.

George Lucas

The Star Wars series has come to a climatic finale. Many of us
can still remember the year 1977 when people stood in long
lines at theaters several blocks long. It was not uncommon to
hear of individuals who returned to see the movie, some over a
dozen times. Few movies have generated the same excitement and
following as this series. Through its production, special
effects, and cinematography, Star Wars had a tremendous impact
on the arts, setting a new standard for the movie industry.

Not only did Star Wars have an impact on the entertainment
industry, it also opened our eyes to the worldview of
pantheism. Pantheism comes from the Greek word “pan” meaning
all and “theism” meaning God. It is the belief that the
impersonal God is one essence with the universe. God inhabits
all things. The universe is God and God is the universe. In
other words, God is not separate from the universe but is
contained within it. This worldview lies at the foundation of
most Hindu, Buddhist, and New Age religions. This worldview
gained popularity in the sixties, at a time when Eastern ideas
began to enter the West. It drew public attention through
celebrities such as The Beatles and Shirley McClain who
embraced the teachings of the Eastern religions. Star Wars,
with its success, continues to stir interest in the ideas of
pantheism.

George Lucas borrowed themes from several religions and
ancient myths in creating the story line for Star Wars. Lucas
was not intending to introduce or promote a particular
religion in his movie. However, he wanted young people to
think about spiritual issues and the big questions about life.
He created his movies to “ make young people think about
the mystery. Not to say, ‘Here’s the answer.’ It’'’s to say,
‘Think about this for a second. Is there a God? What does God



look like? What does God sound like? What does God feel like?
How do we relate to God?’ Just getting young people to think
at that level is what I’'ve been trying to do in the films.
What eventual manifestation that takes place in terms of how
they describe their God, what form their faith takes, is not
the point of the movie.”{1}

George Lucas should be commended in his desire to inspire
people to wrestle with such issues. This is a movie rich in
theology and deep in philosophical ideas that are sure to
generate some profitable discussions. C.S. Lewis, J.R.
Tolkien, and Fydor Dostoevsky, in their classical fiction
writings, presented answers to life’s questions from a
theistic worldview. In Star Wars, Lucas has accomplished a
similar classic work presenting answers to life’s questions
from a pantheistic worldview. For this reason Star Wars 1is a
fun movie that is full of theological ideas.

In the following sections, we will examine how Lucas’
pantheistic worldview is illustrated in Star Wars, and present
a biblical critique of this fine movie series.

The Worldview of Pantheism

What are some of the major tenets of pantheism?

First, there is the concept of monism, the notion that all
things are essentially of the same nature or essence. In other
words, God 1is the universe; he 1s not separate from the
universe but is contained within it. The universe is eternal
and flows out of the divine. Therefore, creation is ex deo
(out of God), meaning out of the hands of God. The Greek
philosopher Plotinus stated that everything flows from God, be
it life or flower from a seed. Good and evil, light and
darkness all flow out of God.

Pantheists also believe in the absence of a divine personal
being who created the universe. Instead, they attest to a



divine essence, an impersonal force, a cosmic energy that
flows throughout all things in the universe. This energy 1is
called “the One,” “the divine,” “Chi,” or “Brahma.” In Star
Wars, it is called the Force.

Following their logic, if all is one in essence, all 1is
divine. Hence, God and man are of the same essence, so man is
essentially divine. Here is an illustration. God is the large
ocean and we are all drops in that ocean. As a drop of water
from a rain cloud must make its journey to unite with the
ocean, so every individual must make their journey to become
one with the divine. Spiritual guru Deepak Chopra writes,
“Your body 1is not separate from the universe, because at
quantum mechanical levels there are no well-defined edges. You
are like a wiggle, a wave, a fluctuation, a convolution, a
whirlpool, a localized disturbance in the larger quantum
field. The larger quantum field — the universe — 1is your
extended body.”{2} He also states, “In reality we are divinity
in disquise, and gods and goddesses in embryo that are
contained within us seek to be fully materialized. True
success therefore is the experience of the miraculous. It is
the unfolding of the divinity within us.”{3}

Since we are divine, true knowledge is attained by awakening
the god within through an experience known as enlightenment.
The One or the divine 1is not understood through the senses or
rational thinking but by mystical union which is beyond the
conscious self. This union comes through various means such as
meditation, yoga, and channeling, among others. The process
includes letting go of our conscious self and reaching out
with our emotions.

The ultimate destiny of man is to become absorbed into the
divine. All individuals are involved in an endless cycle of
reincarnation until they attain enlightenment and eventually
break the cycle of reincarnation to be absorbed into the
divine. These are some of the basic teachings of pantheism
that are depicted in Star Wars.



God and The Force

George Lucas stated that he wanted Star Wars to inspire young
people to ask spiritual questions about God. In Star Wars, the
idea of God is found in the Force. Lucas states, “I put the
Force into the movie in order to try to awaken a certain kind
of spirituality in young people — more a belief in God than a
belief in any particular religious system.”{4} Master Jedi Obi
Won Kenobi first introduces us to the Force in 1977. Sitting
in his desert hut, Obi Won explains to Luke Skywalker the
nature of the Force. He states, “The Force is what gives the
Jedi his power. It is an energy field created by all living
things. It surrounds us, penetrates us, it binds the galaxy
together.” The Jedi Knights and their adversaries the Siths
use this cosmic energy to perform supernatural feats.

The Force reflects one of the main tenets of the pantheistic
worldview, the concept of monism, that all is in essence one.
The Force is not a personal being. It is an impersonal energy
that is made up of and resides in all 1living things.
Therefore, all of life has the spark of divinity because all
is essentially one unified entity.

George Lucas borrows a lot of his ideas from Eastern
pantheistic religions. Chinese religions such as Taoism teach
that this cosmic energy is called the Chi Force. Chi flows
through all living things, and therefore the powers of the
universe reside in each individual. Through meditation, yoga,
and other techniques of altering one’s consciousness, one can
master this energy within and perform supernatural feats.

Some Christians have mistakenly equated the Force with the
Holy Spirit; however, there are several major differences.
First, the Force is an impersonal energy field while the Holy
Spirit is a personal being, the third member of the Trinity.
He has a personality, intelligence, and will. Second, the
Force is made up of all living things in the universe while
the Holy Spirit is not contained in the universe. The Holy



Spirit 1is an eternal being who was involved in creating the
universe out of nothing (Genesis 1). Being God, the Holy
Spirit is involved in the universe but He is not contained in
the universe and exists independent of living things. Third,
the Force can be manipulated by the Jedi who use it to
accomplish their will, but the Holy Spirit cannot be
manipulated by those He indwells. Instead He guides, teaches,
and empowers them to do the will of God the Father. Christians
do not master the Holy Spirit to accomplish their will, but
rather the Holy Spirit guides them to do His will. Finally,
the Force has a good side and a dark side which exist in a
state of balance while the Holy Spirit has no dark or evil
side but only the attributes consistent with a holy and good
God.

Salvation

The story of Star Wars centers on one figure, Anakin
Skywalker, who is identified by the master Jedi Qui Gon Gin as
the “chosen one.” Anakin’s birth was miraculous in that he was
born of a virgin and his body has a high 1level of
metachlorines. Qui Gon states that as the chosen one, Anakin
will restore the “balance of the Force,” a hope anticipated
throughout the entire series. What does Lucas mean by this
statement?

As stated previously, Lucas illustrates the teachings of the
pantheistic worldview throughout the movie series. He borrows
several concepts from Taoism, one of them being the idea of
restoring the balance of the force.

Taoism teaches that there are equal and opposing forces
throughout the universe that balance one another. This 1is
known as the yin/yang duality. Opposing forces such as
positive and negative energy, light and darkness, life and
death, have always been in a state of opposition. Neither side
has dominance over the other, but there is a balance of these



opposing forces. These forces are mutually dependent, and one
cannot be known apart from the other. When these forces are
not in balance, there is disharmony. When they exist in a
balance, there is harmony.

Every individual must accept and live in harmony with this
balance of opposing forces. When there is an imbalance of one
over the other in a person, there is disharmony in one’s life.
When disturbed, this balance must be restored in the
individual and in the world. Once balance is restored, harmony
and peace returns. Darkness, death, and evil, are never
defeated; they are only to be brought into balance with the
opposing forces of light, 1life, and goodness. In Star Wars,
the Force has two sides, a good side and a dark side.
Imbalance has occurred because one side, the dark side, has
become too pervasive and must be brought into balance by the
opposing force of good. The dark side 1s not to be defeated
permanently by the good but balance is to be restored to the
Force. This is the concept George Lucas presents throughout
the series.

In the Bible, the universe is not eternal but was created by
God from nothing. The original creation was good. Evil, death,
and suffering came as the result of the fall, which marred
creation. The conflict between light and darkness, life and
death, good and evil has not been an eternal struggle. The two
forces are also not equal and in a balance. The Bible teaches
that God is light, holy, good, and the life. He is not locked
in an eternal struggle with opposing forces. One day at His
appointed time, He will not bring balance but restoration to
the universe. This will occur when God judges the world,
defeats evil permanently, and establishes a new heaven and
earth where sin and its effects are no longer present.

The Jedi Masters

The heroes in the Star Wars are the Jedi Knights. These select



few individuals have mastered the Force and are powerful
warriors. They function as the guardians of peace in the
galactic empire and use their powers only in times of danger.
Where did Lucas get his idea for the Jedi?

In a Discovery Channel documentary entitled “The Science of
Star Wars,” Lucas reveals the source of his idea. Once again,
he borrows concepts from the pantheistic religions. Lucas
reveals that his idea came from studying the Shao-Lin monks of
China. The Shao-Lin monks are priests known for originating
and becoming the masters of the martial arts. Their fighting
skills were legendary throughout the land of China.

Not only are the Shao-Lin monks skillful fighters, they were
also men who mastered the use of the Chi force. As previously
mentioned, Chi is believed to be the cosmic energy that flows
through all things including individuals. The Shao-Lin monks
teach that through altering one’s consciousness in meditation
and other exercises, one can tap into the power of the Chi
resident in each individual and use it to perform superhuman
feats.

Using the Chi force, Shao-Lin monks believe they can deliver
punches and kicks with devastating force. They are also able
to withstand punishing blows from opponents and objects. Some
even believe a master can strike down an opponent without
physical contact by simply utilizing Chi energy.

In Star Wars, we see this parallel. The Jedi are dressed in
garments similar to the Shao-Lin monks, are headquartered at
the Temple, and are masters of the Force. Using the Force,
they are able to move objects, foresee future events,
manipulate people’s thoughts, and strike down opponents
without any physical contact. For the Jedi, truth 1is
ultimately found in their feelings. When questions arise, the
phrase among the Jedi is, “Search your feelings. What do they
tell you?” True knowledge for the Jedi is beyond the rational
and instead found in feelings and intuitions beyond the



rational mind. The Jedi are another example of Lucas’
pantheistic worldview.

There 1s much to like regarding the Jedi. They are noble
heroes who are self-sacrificing, disciplined, and courageous.
However, Christians should reject the idea of the Force that
is the power behind the Jedi. The Bible does not teach that
there is a cosmic energy or Chi that flows through objects and
individuals. Throughout their training, Jedi are taught to let
go of the conscious mind and reach out with their feelings.
Christians are taught to love God “with all your heart, with
all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37).
Christians do not abandon their mind but develop it to
understand truth and God’s will (Romans 12:1-2). The mind and
heart work together through prayer, study of the Word, and
guidance of the Holy Spirit to discern truth and God’s will in
situations.

What Happens After Death?

What happens after death? This is another question George
Lucas hoped young people would ask as they viewed this series.
Star Wars presents an answer that once again reflects the
teaching of pantheism. Pantheism teaches that we are all in an
endless cycle of reincarnation until we attain enlightenment.
It is then that we escape this cycle and become one with the
divine meaning and become absorbed into the cosmic energy of
the universe.

In The Revenge of the Sith, Anakin Skywalker is haunted with
nightmares of his wife Padme dying at the birth of their
child. Tormented by this dream he seeks the counsel of Yoda,
the master of the Jedi. Yoda imparts to Anakin that death is a
natural part of the universe. In other words, we should accept
it without emotion. He adds that one should not grieve for
those who have died and become part of the Force. Anakin must
not become attached to things, including people, for



attachment to objects leads to jealousy and the dark side of
the Force. One must release all feelings from things, for it
is only then that one’s thinking will be clear.

Thus, in Star Wars those who die become absorbed into the
Force. We also learn that the Jedi are able to delay this
absorption and appear as spirit guides to aid those in the
physical world. Those with special insight may learn how to
communicate with these ascended masters.

This teaching is another fundamental tenet of pantheistic
religions. Pantheism teaches that the material world is an
illusion. Therefore, one should not grow attached to earthly
things for they are merely an illusion and are not permanent.
Several schools of Hinduism and Buddhism teach that this world
is an illusion and, as such, we must rid ourselves of all
desires. The most holy of followers will therefore live lives
of celibacy and poverty, releasing themselves from any desire
and spending their days in meditation and study. At death,
some holy men will delay their union with the divine and
remain as spirit guides to aid those on the journey to
enlightenment.

The Bible teaches that at death, we will not be absorbed into
an impersonal energy field but we will retain our personhood
and stand before God in judgment. There is no reincarnation or
second chance. Hebrews 9:7 states that “It is appointed for
each person to die once and then comes the judgment.” Those
who know Jesus will spend eternity with the Lord and fellow
believers for all eternity. Those who have rejected Christ
will spend eternity separated from God in Hell. The Bible
presents a destiny that is just, but also filled with hope for
those who know Jesus.

The answer presented in Star Wars, the annihilation of one’s
consciousness and absorption into a cosmic energy field, is a
false one that even if true, would provide insufficient hope.



How to Watch Star Wars

When it comes to movies, there are three basic responses among
Christians. Some choose to avoid any movie that may teach
contrary beliefs for fear that they or their children may be
negatively influenced. Others are consumers and watch any
movie believing it is harmless fun and entertainment. A third
option is to select appropriate movies and then view them with
discernment. I take the third position. The arts are meant to
be enjoyed and to glorify God. Creation itself reflects the
creative mind of God who designed man with the capacity to
produce art. Man, however, many times uses the arts for less
than noble reasons. However, Christians can learn valuable
lessons about other belief systems and use movies as great
teaching tools to help younger believers become more
discerning and understand other worldviews.

In Star Wars we have a great teaching and discussion topic.
There is much we should commend George Lucas for in this
series. Star Wars 1s creative, entertaining, and family-
friendly. It also promotes several good themes such as
friendship, courage, and the dangerous corrupting power of
selfish ambition. We should furthermore commend Lucas on his
desire to make a movie that would inspire young people to
think about deeper issues in life.

In the Time Magazine interview, Lucas states that he wanted
young people to think about spiritual issues and the big
questions about life. I certainly agree with Lucas, and wish
more movies were designed for such purposes.

Star Wars is a great discussion piece because it creatively
reflects the tenets of pantheism. Christians can use this film
to discuss spiritual lessons revealed in the series. I have
had profitable discussions with teens and adults on the
spiritual principles illustrated in Star Wars. Questions such
as “What do you think about the whole idea of the Force?”, “Is
there such a thing as a cosmic energy field?”, “Can we master



the power of this energy?”, “What did Star Wars teach
regarding what happens after death?”, or “What do you think
really happens after death?” have arisen in conversations.

Answers to these questions often lead to great discussions
regarding worldviews, the nature of truth, and eternal life.
Star Wars offers answers from a pantheistic worldview, which
Christians can point out and explain why these answers are
false. Movies like Star Wars can be a great teaching tool when
Christians are equipped and informed to discern truth from
error.

Notes

1. Bill Moyer, “Of Myth and Men,” Time Magazine, (26 April,
1999), 93.

2. Deepak Chopra, Seven Spiritual Laws of Success, p.68,
quoted in Ravi Zacharias, Jesus Among Other Gods,
(Nashville, TN: Word Publishing, 2000), 68.

3. Ibid., 96.

4. Ibid., 92.
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Total Truth — The Importance
of a Christian Worldview

Total Truth is a book about worldview, its place in every
Christian’s life, and its prominent role in determining our
impact on a culture that has hooked itself to the runaway
locomotive of materialism and 1is headed for the inevitable
cliff of despair and destruction.
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Liberating Christianity from Its Cultural
Captivity
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“This 1s a book of unusual importance by an
author of unusual ability.”{1} This is a strong recommendation
from any reviewer, but when the reviewer is best-selling
author and Darwinian critic, Phillip Johnson, people pay
attention. As well they should. Nancy Pearcey’'s Total Truth 1is
probably the most significant book of 2004. I pray its
influence and impact will be felt for decades.

This is a book about worldview, its place in every Christian’s
life, and its prominent role in determining our impact on a
culture that has hooked itself to the runaway locomotive of
materialism and is headed for the inevitable cliff of despair
and destruction.

While the concept of worldview has wiggled its way into the
consciousness of some in the Christian community, it remains
largely a buzzword used in the context of political
discussions and fundraising for Christian parachurch
organizations. But politics only reflects the culture, so
working to change the political landscape without changing the
way we think is not as productive as some thought it would be.

One of the extreme threats to Christianity in this country 1is
the effect of the culture on our youth and, consequently, on
the future of the church in America. Pearcey says, “As
Christian parents, pastors, teachers, and youth group leaders,
we constantly see young people pulled down by the undertow of
powerful cultural trends. If all we give them is a ‘heart’
religion, it will not be strong enough to counter the lure of
attractive but dangerous ideas... Training young people to
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develop a Christian mind is no longer an option; it is part of
their necessary survival equipment.”{2}

Here at Probe Ministries we have recognized this threat for
all of our thirty-two years of ministry. We continue the fight
with our Mind Games conferences, Web site, and radio
ministries. We address young people particularly in our week-
long summer Mind Games Camp. Students are exposed to the
competing worldviews and challenged to think critically about
their own faith, to be able to give a reason for the hope that
they have with gentleness and respect.

In the rest of this article we will look at the four parts of
Pearcey'’s Total Truth. In Part 1, she documents the attempts
to restrict the influence of Christianity by instituting the
current prisons of the split between sacred and secular,
private and public, and fact and value. In Part 2 she deftly
shows the importance of Creation to any worldview and
summarizes the new findings of science which strongly support
Intelligent Design. In Part 3, she peels back the shroud of
history to discover how evangelicalism got itself into this
mess. And in Part 4, she revisits Francis Schaeffer’s
admonition that the heart of worldview thinking lies in 1its
personal application, putting all of life under the Lordship
of Christ.

The Sacred/Secular Split

In the first part of the book, Pearcey explores what has
become known as the sacred/secular split. That is to say that
things of religion, or the sacred, have no intersection with
the secular. Another way of putting it is to refer to the
split as a private/public split. We all make personal choices
in our lives, but these should remain private, such as our
religious or moral choices. One should never allow personal or
private choices to intersect with your public life. That would
be shoving your religion down someone else’s throat, as the
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popular saying goes.

One more phrase of expressing the same dichotomy is the
fact/value split. We all have values that we are entitled to,
but our values are personal and unverifiable choices among
many options. These values should not try to intersect with
the facts, that is, things everyone knows to be true. The
creation/evolution discussion is a case in point. We are told
repeatedly that evolution is science or fact and creation is
based on a religious preference or value. The two cannot
intersect.

The late Christopher Reeve made this split quite evident in a
speech to a group of students at Yale University on the topic
of embryonic stem cell research. He said, “When matters of
public policy are debated, no religions should have a place at
the table.”{3} In other words keep your sacred, private values
to yourself. In the public square, we can only discuss the
facts in a secular context.

Far too many Christians have bought into this line of thinking
or have been cowered into it. Pearcey tells of a man who was a
deacon in his church, taught Sunday School, tithed generously
and was looked upon as a model Christian. Yet his job at the
law firm was to investigate the contracts with clients no
longer wanted by the firm to see what loopholes were available
to get them out of the contract. He saw no link between his
Christian faith and his work.{4}

We fall into these thinking traps because we don’t understand
worldviews 1in general and the Christian worldview 1in
particular. Pearcey outlines a threefold test of any worldview
to help get a grasp on what they mean for thought and life:
Creation, Fall, and Redemption. Every worldview has some story
of where everything came from — Creation. Then each worldview
proceeds to tells us that something is wrong with human
society — the Fall — and then each worldview offers a solution
— Redemption. Using this tool you will be better able to



diagnose a worldview and whether it speaks the truth.

The Importance of Beginnings

The second part of Pearcey’'s book discusses the vitally
important controversy over evolution and how it is taught in
our schools. There is a clear philosophical filibuster
masquerading as science in classrooms around the country.

In the opening chapter of this section, she tells the all too
familiar story of a religious young man who is confronted with
evolution in the seventh grade. Seeing the immediate
contradiction between this theory and the Bible, the young man
receives no help from teachers or clergy. He is left thinking
that his “faith” has no answers to his questions. By the time
he finishes school in Harvard, he is a committed atheist.{5}

The same story is repeated thousands of times every year. The
faith of many young people has been wrecked on the shoals of
Darwinism. Whoever has the power to define the story of
creation in a culture is the de facto priesthood and largely
determines what the dominant worldview will be.

On Probe we have discussed the problems of evolution and the
evidence for Intelligent Design numerous times. Now Pearcey
makes the case that this is far more than a scientific
discussion. It is at the heart of the culture war we are
immersed in. Darwinism has had a far reaching impact on
American thought, and we need a better grasp of the issue to
better fight the battle we are in.

To show the prevalence of naturalistic Darwinian thinking
Pearcey quotes from a Berenstain Bears book on nature titled
The Bears Nature Guide. “As the book opens, the Bear family
invites us to go on a nature walk; after turning a few pages,
we come to a two-page spread with a dazzling sunrise and the
words spelled out in capital letters: Nature.. is all that IS,
or WAS, or EVER WILL BE.”{6} Clearly this is presented as



scientific fact and should not be doubted.

Pearcey guides the reader through a well presented description
of the major problems with the evidence concerning Darwinism.
But more importantly, she clearly shows that the problem is
not just the evidence. Most Darwinists accept the meager
evidence because their worldview demands it. Naturalism
requires a naturalistic story of creation, and since they are
convinced of naturalism, some form of evolution must be true.
She quotes a Kansas State University professor as saying,
“Even if all the data point to an intelligent designer, such
an hypothesis is excluded from science because it 1is not
naturalistic.”{7}

Pearcey goes on to show that Darwinism has continued to
progressively influence nearly all realms of intellectual
endeavor. From biology to anthropology to ethics to law to
philosophy to even theology, Darwinism shows 1its muscle.
Darwinism is indeed a universal acid that systematically cuts
through all branches of human thought. We ignore it at our
peril.

How Did We Get in This Mess?

Nancy Pearcey titles the third section of her book, “How We
Lost Our Minds.” She begins with a typical story of conversion
from sin of a young man named Denzel. As Denzel seeks to grow
and understand his newfound faith, he is stymied by leaders
who can’t answer his questions and is told to just have faith
in the simple things.

When Denzel gets a job, he is confused by those from other
religions and cults who all seem to have answers for people’s
guestions. Only the Christians are unable to defend themselves
from skeptics and believers of other stripes. Eventually he
finds work at a Christian bookstore and finds the nectar he
has been hungry for. But he had to look and look hard. Denzel



has learned that many in the evangelical movement have a
largely anti-intellectual bias.

Where did that come from? Today one can still hear preachers
of various stripes make fun of those of higher learning
whether philosophers, scientists, or even theologians. The
root of this anti-intellectualism is found in the early days
of our country. America was founded by idealists and
individualists. Many had suffered religious persecution and
were looking for someplace to practice their faith apart from
ecclesiastical authority. The democratic ideals of the
original colonies and the newly independent United States of
America seemed like just the right place.

When the early American seminaries became infected with the
theological liberalism spawned by the Enlightenment, many
rebelled against any form of church hierarchy, believing it
couldn’t be trusted. With the opening of the great frontiers,
great opportunities for evangelism sprouted at the same time.
Out of this came the First Great Awakening. The early
revivalists directed their message to individuals, exhorting
them to make independent decisions, Jonathan Edwards being a
notable exception. Emotional and experiential conversions
brought bigger crowds. Some began to even see a formula that
brought about large numbers of conversions.

There arose a suspicion that Christianity had become
hopelessly corrupted sometime after the apostolic age. The
task at hand was to leapfrog back 1,800 years to restore the
original purity of the church. Suddenly, the great works of
Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, and others were seen as
unnecessary.{8} Evangelicals were cut off from their
historical and theological roots. The evangelical movement as
a whole became focused on rugged American self-interest and
self-assertion, a strong principle of Darwinian naturalism.

This is still evident today in the prevalence of church-
hoppers. Many view their church through an individualistic



grid which says if the church leadership doesn’t do things the
way I would prefer and doesn’t listen to me, I will take my
family and go elsewhere.

The roots of anti-intellectualism run deep and find
surprisingly fresh support from Darwinian naturalism. So how
do we recover?

Living It Out

In the final chapter of Total Truth, Pearcey rings out a call
to authenticity, not just with respect to the intellectual
underpinnings of the Christian worldview, but also to how we
live it out.

On the final page she cites a Zogby/Forbes poll that asked
respondents what they would most like to be known for.
Intelligence? Good looks? Sense of humor? Unexpectedly, fully
one half of all respondents said they would most like to be
known for being authentic.

Pearcey concludes: “In a world of spin and hype, the
postmodern generation is searching desperately for something
real and authentic. They will not take Christians seriously
unless our churches and parachurch organizations demonstrate
an authentic way of life — unless they are communities that
exhibit the character of God in their relationships and mode
of living.”{9}

For most of the chapter Pearcey highlights examples of both
sides of this call, people and ministries who claim Christ but
use the world’s naturalistic methods, particularly in fund-
raising, marketing, and focusing on a personality rather than
the message. She also points to people such as Richard
Wurmbrand and Francis Schaeffer who lived out their Christian
worldview without flashy results and hyped conferences and
campaigns.



Most of us at Probe Ministries were heavily influenced by
Francis Schaeffer, his ministry at L'Abri Switzerland, and his
books. Many Christians whose youth spanned the turbulent ‘60s
and ‘70s found Schaeffer a glowing beacon of truth and
relevance in a world turned upside down by protests, drugs,
war, crime, racism, and skepticism. Essentially, Schaeffer
believed the gospel to be total truth. If that was the case,
then living by a Christian worldview ought to be able to give
real answers to real questions from real people.

We believe that what the postmodern world is searching for,
what will most satisfy its craving for authenticity, is the
person of Jesus Christ. They can only see Him in our lives and
our answers to real questions. Our Web site at Probe.org is
filled with the total truth of the Christian worldview. In our
“Answers to E-Mail” section you can see authenticity lived out
as we answer real questions and attacks with truth, respect,
and gentleness.

We're certainly not perfect. We have much to learn and correct
as we search out the answers to today’s questions. We struggle
with the funding and marketing of our ministry using methods
that work but do not manipulate, coerce, or misrepresent who
we are and what we do. Nancy Pearcey has challenged all of us
in ministry, no less those of us at Probe Ministries, to
always put Jesus first, people second, and ministry third.

Notes
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The Proper Care and Feeding
of Husbands: A Christian View

Sue Bohlin looks at this important book from a distinctly
Christian perspective. Filtering the advice through a
biblical worldview increases the purity and strength of the
message on how to minister effectively to your husband.

Why We Need This Book

Talk show host Dr. Laura Schlessinger has written a book that
is improving thousands of marriages: The Proper Care and
Feeding of Husbands.{1l} We need this book because millions of
wives either don’t know how to love their husbands wisely and
well, or they’re too self-centered to see it as important. Dr.
Laura credits this dismal condition to forty years of feminist
philosophy, “with its condemnation of just about everything
male as evil, stupid, and oppressive, and the denigration of
female and male roles in families.”{2} While the women’s
movement certainly had a hand to play in the disintegration of
relationships and the family, I believe the core cause is our
sinful self-centeredness, just as the Bible says.{3}

Which is why we need help, and God instructs older women to
train younger women to love their husband and children, to be
self-controlled and pure, to be busy at home, to be kind, and
to be subject to their husbands, so that no one will malign
the word of God.{4} The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands 1is
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a great resource for learning these important values and
skills.

God gives us great power as women. Dr. Laura says, “Men are
borne of women and spend the rest of their lives yearning for
a woman’s acceptance and approval. . . . Men admittedly are
putty in the hands of a woman they love. Give him direct
communication, respect, appreciation, food and good lovin’,
and he’ll do just about anything you wish—foolish or not.”{5}

We’'ll be looking at these aspects of the proper care and
feeding of husbands in this article, starting with a man’s
need for direct communication.

e We can improve on communication by doing it less. God made
us verbal creatures, which can frustrate men with the
overwhelming amount of our words. Instead of expecting her
husband to be a girlfriend (and men make wonderful husbands,
but not girlfriends), the wise wife selects for true
connecting value, gives the bottom line first, and chooses her
timing well.

* Men make terrible mind readers, so be direct. Dropping
subtle hints doesn’t work with most men, and it doesn’t mean a
man is insensitive, uncaring, or oblivious.

e Spell out whether you want help and advice, or if you’'re
just venting. God made men to want to be our heroes, so
understand you can frustrate him if he can’t fix what's
hurting you because all you want is someone to listen.

e And finally, take whatever he says at face value. Women tend
to overanalyze men when they are just not that complicated.

Respect

A listener to Dr. Laura’'s radio show named Edgar wrote, “There
are a few things that men want so bad they would do anything



for it. I think a good number of men want respect more than
love. They like to feel they have some power. I nearly cry
when you tell a woman caller to respect her husband. There is
so much selfishness in the world-in marriages. Prosperity has
allowed women to be so independent, and thus so selfish. I
always feel as though I come last-my feelings come last, my
needs come last.”{6}

“A good number of men want respect more than love.” God knew
this when He made us. His commands to husbands and wives in
Ephesians 5:33 reflects each one’s deepest needs: “Each one of
you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife
must respect her husband.” Dr. Emerson Eggerichs of
LoveandRespect.com points out that this verse commands a
husband to love his wife. Why? She needs love like she needs
air to breathe. This same verse commands a wife to respect her
husband. Why? He needs respect like he needs air to
breathe.{7}

» Respect means treating someone in a way that builds him up
and doesn’t tear him down, never denigrating or attacking.{8}

e Respect means always treating the other person with the
dignity they deserve as a person made in the image of God.

* Respect means grasping that a man’s needs and wants are
every bit as valid and important as a woman’s needs and wants.

e Respect means not venting to others, especially the
children. One woman wrote to Dr. Laura, “No emotional outlet
is worth damaging my husband’s reputation.”{9}

There are three A’s that men long for from their wives:
attention, affection, and affirmation. Respect involves paying
attention to what they do simply because they’'re the ones
doing it.

Respect means allowing the other person to be different and do
things differently than you. One repentant wife told Dr.
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Laura, “And in the end, it doesn’t much matter that they eat
PBJ sandwiches for breakfast, lunch and dinner for a day or
that one tooth brushing gets overlooked or whatever little
thing that used to set me off!”{10}

One way to give respect is to give grace instead of resenting
the things he does that complicate your life (like leaving
drinking glasses in the living room or clothing on a chair).
Ask yourself, “Is he intentionally doing this to bug me? To
make my life difficult? If he were to die tomorrow, what
wouldn’t I give to have him back leaving these things out?”

Appreciation

Ask any woman what she wants, and near the top of her list
she’ll tell you, “I want to be acknowledged and appreciated
for the things I do.” Well, men want the same thing!

A man named Evan wrote to Dr. Laura: “My wife feels that if
she doesn’t remind me again and again, something won’t get
done. But the fact is, it makes me feel like her child and
that Mommy needs to check up on me. It’s degrading. I want to
be admired. I want to be acknowledged for being the
breadwinner and making sure that we are all well taken care
of. My greatest pleasure is when I feel like her hero. Like
her ‘man.’ Not her boy.”{11}

It doesn’t matter what a husband’s primary love language 1is,
every man wants to be shown appreciation for who he is and
what he does.

I love to suggest to young wives and mothers, “Keep a
gratitude journal to help you be on the lookout for the things
your husband does that you appreciate. Every night, write down
three things you noticed. And then tell him the kinds of
things that are in your book!”

e Thank him for going to work every morning even when he



doesn’t feel like it.

Thank him for being faithful to you.

Thank him for loving you.

Thank him for giving you children—or even desiring to.

Thank him for taking out the garbage, and changing the oil
in your car, and mowing the yard.

e Thank him for bringing home his paycheck and not spending it
on gambling or booze or drugs or women.

And then there’s the opposite of appreciation. The universal
complaint of men who e-mailed Dr. Laura about her book “was
that their wives criticize, complain, nag, rarely compliment
or express appreciation, are difficult to satisfy, and
basically are not as nice to them as they’'d be to a stranger
ringing their doorbell at three A.M.!”{12} So allow me to make
some suggestions:

* Request, don’t demand. Demanding is rude and disrespectful.

e Don't nag. If you have to ask more than once, ask as if it
were the first time you were making the request.

e Keep your mouth shut about things that don’t matter. Ask
yourself, is this the hill you want to die on?

e Don’t be controlling—which is micromanaging. Dr. Laura
wrote, “When women micromanage, their husbands give up trying
to please them, and then the wives complain that their men
don’t do anything for them.”{13}

Proverbs says, “Kind words are like honey-sweet to the soul
and healthy for the body.”{14} (This is truer no place more
than in marriage.) Let your words be kind and full of
appreciation.



Support

A man named Roy wrote to Dr. Laura with some good advice for
wives: “If you can’t accentuate the positive, at least
acknowledge it. The world is full of messages to men that
there are standards we don’t meet. There is always another man
who is more handsome, more virile, or more athletic than we
are. None of that matters if the most important person in our
life looks up to us, accepts us as we are, and loves us even
though we aren’t perfect. . . . ALl I know is that the husband
who has a wife who supports him and praises him for the
positive things he does is the envy of all the other men who
have to live with criticism, sarcasm, and constant reminders
of their failures.”{15}

Men desperately want and need the support of their wives. This
is reflected in what God reveals in His Word when He says, “It
is not good for man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable
for him.”{16} And through the apostle Paul, God instructs
wives to relate to their husbands in a way that meets this
need when He says, “Wives, submit to your husbands as to the

Lord.” {17}

Submission 1is basically giving support with a willing,
cooperative heart.

A wife’'s submission includes knowing her gifts and strengths,
and using them to serve her husband and family.

Service has a bad name, but both husbands and wives are called
to serve God first and then each other; husbands are called to
sacrificially love and serve their wives with Jesus as their

pattern.{18}

So what does support look like?

e Believing in him. Telling him, “You have what it takes.”
Being his #1 fan.



 Cultivating a cooperative heart.

* Being generous and openhearted—willing to use your gifts and
strengths to help him succeed.

 Understanding the importance of making him look good: never
saying anything negative in public.

e Creating a home that’s a safe haven from the world.

e Having a warm heart with a positive, cheerful demeanor.
Women set the temperature of the home; we are thermostats, not
thermometers, of the family. (On the other hand, Proverbs says
“A quarrelsome wife is like a constant dripping on a rainy
day; restraining her is like restraining the wind or grasping
oil with the hand.”{19})

* Being interested in him and his life.
* Showing thoughtfulness. What does he like? Do it.

e And though by no means exhaustive, it also means being a
person of faithfulness and integrity. That means keeping your
promises and being dependable. As Proverbs 31 puts it, “Her
husband has full confidence in her and lacks nothing of

value.”{20}

Good Lovin’

Dr. Laura writes that men need to feel the approval,
acceptance and attachment from their women that comes from
physical intimacy.{21} For women, emotional intimacy leads to
physical intimacy. For men, it’s the other way around;
physical intimacy is the key to opening their hearts.

A man named Chris writes: “I don’t understand why women don’t
understand that sex is a man’s number one need for his wife.
It’s not just the act and sensation of pleasure, but it’s the
acceptance by a woman of her man. There’s a communion that



happens during intercourse that will bond a man to his woman,
and he in turn will then begin to give of himself emotionally

to her.”{22}

Wives can discover that giving themselves sexually to their
husbands with a warm, open-hearted, loving spirit, can be the
most effective encouragement to getting their husbands to open
up emotionally.

“What attracts men to women 1is their femininity, and
femininity isn’t only about appearance, it’'s also about
behaviors. Looking womanly and behaving sweetly and
flirtatiously are gifts wives give to their husbands.” We see
this modeled in the Song of Solomon, where the King’s bride
displays her feminine charms in a holy seduction of her
husband, and the way she tells him what she loves about his

body. {23}

Instead, our culture has things backward; many unmarried girls
and women flaunt their bodies with a total lack of modesty or
propriety. Once they marry, it’s flannel nightgowns, wool
socks, and no makeup.

Dr. Laura calls wives to give themselves sexually to their
husbands, even when they don’'t feel like it, as an act of
love. It’'s really no different, she points out, than the fact
that they expect their husbands to go to work and earn money
to support the family even on days they don’t feel like it.

She’s echoing what God said in 1 Corinthians 7 about husband
and wife both fulfilling their marital duty to each other
because each one’s body belongs not just to themselves but to
each other. He also said not to deprive each other for
extended periods of time lest we be tempted.

Consider the wisdom of radio listener Herb: “Sex is to a
husband what conversation is to a wife. When a wife deprives
her husband of sex for days, even weeks on end, it 1is
tantamount to his refusing to talk to her for days, even



weeks. Think of it that way, wives, and realize what a
deleterious impact enforced sexual abstinence has on a good
man who is determined to remain faithful.”{24}

I can’t recommend The Proper Care and Feeding of Husbands
highly enough. In fact, I gave a copy to my new daughter-in-
law! Let me close with one more piece of wisdom from Dr.
Laura: “[M]en are simple creatures who come from a woman, are
nurtured and brought up by a woman, and yearn for the
continued love, admiration and approval of a woman. . . Women
need to better appreciate the magnitude of their power and
influence over men, and not misuse or abuse it.”{25} Amen!
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The Five People You Meet 1in
Heaven — A Biblical Worldview
Critique

Written by Patrick Zukeran

Dr. Zukeran presents a biblical worldview critique of the
story by Mitch Albom, The Five People You Meet in Heaven.
Albom’s story presents some interesting ideas about the
afterlife, but falls far short of expressing a complete
understanding of God’s description of heaven. It misses the
importance of being created in God’s image, being redeemed to
be able to spend eternity with our Creator, and the fellowship
with God and all the saints for eternity.

Brief Synopsis

Eddie lives an insignificant life as a maintenance man for the
rides at the Ruby Pier amusement park. One day a mechanical
failure causes a fatal accident. Eddie rescues a young girl
from her death but in the effort, he is killed. This is when
the adventure begins.

Eddie enters heaven and discovers it is not a garden but a
place where he will meet five people whose lives intersected
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with his in some significant way on earth, some readily known
to Eddie and some unknown to him. These five explain the
meaning of Eddie’'s life and the purpose of heaven. Through
this best-seller fictional story, The Five People You Meet 1in
Heaven, author Mitch Albom teaches us his understanding of the
meaning of life.

In heaven, Eddie learns five key lessons from the five
individuals. First, every life is interconnected so each
person impacts others throughout his or her lifetime in ways
that may not be recognized. Second, we should live sacrificing
for others, for such acts inevitably lead to good outcomes.
Third, forgiveness is necessary to find inner peace. Fourth,
love is a powerful virtue that lasts eternally. And finally,
our life, as insignificant as it may seem, has a purpose.

Heaven is a place where we find inner peace with ourselves
when we learn these lessons. Through this process, we are
cleansed of negative thoughts and scars we carried in our
lifetime and find true inner peace. After this, we will choose
our heavenly dwelling. There we will wait for newcomers whose
lives intersected ours on earth. We will be one of the five
people they will meet as they learn the meaning of their life
on earth.

What accounts for the popularity of Albom’s work? He addresses
two life questions that every individual wrestles with and
desperately seeks answers to: What is the meaning of my
existence? and What happens after death? In a creative way,
here is a story that offers significance to each person’s life
and hope beyond the grave.

Albom is an excellent writer and is sincere in his effort.
This story causes each one of us to wrestle with these key
questions of our existence and eternal destiny, 1ssues many
choose to ignore but must inevitably face. He also teaches
some valuable life lessons. For these reasons, the story is
enjoyable and thought provoking.



But after reading the story, I found that Albom’s answers fall
short of providing satisfactory solutions to every person’s
dilemma. In some ways he gets us closer to the answer, but
never really gets there. Christians will find that he gives us
some appetizers, but fails to deliver the main dish. In what
follows, I will present a biblical critique of this story and
explain how Albom scratches the surface but never finishes the
quest for meaning, significance, and eternal hope.

The Quest for Meaning

What is the meaning of my existence? Does my ordinary life
make a difference? Will I look back on my life with regret,
feeling that I contributed nothing significant in my lifetime?
These are issues most people ask throughout their lifetime and
seek answers for.

In The Five People You Meet in Heaven, Mitch Albom teaches
that one does not have to be famous or powerful to impact the
lives of others. Every person who has understanding can know
his or her life was worthwhile.

In Albom’s story, the meaning of life comes from understanding
that everyone’s life is interconnected. Therefore, even small
decisions and actions we take can significantly affect the
lives of others. In a CBS interview, Albom stated, “I think
the meaning of life is that we’re all kind of connected to one
another. I'm living proof of the influence that one person can
have on other people. Look at what Morrie did for me talking
to me. And I wrote a book to try to pay his medical bills and
went from one person to another person and people come up and
say your book changed my life. How did that happen? I'm
convinced that everybody has an effect on everyone.”{1}

It is true that our life does affect others, some in very
significant ways. However, we are still left empty at the end
of the novel because Albom’s proposed solution falls short of



providing ultimate meaning for our existence.

In the story, the main character Eddie learns in heaven that
he impacted the 1lives of others both positively and
negatively, often unintentionally. Knowing our life led to
another’s tragedy or greater enjoyment still begs the
question, “So what?” It may feel good temporarily to know I
made a difference, but that will not bring everlasting
satisfaction. Why should we care if our lives affected others?
Before we can answer the question, “What is the meaning of
life?” we must first answer the question, “Why were we
created?”

If we are a cosmic accident as Darwinian evolutionary theory
teaches, there 1is no intended purpose for our existence.
Therefore, our lives have no ultimate meaning, and impacting
the lives of others is meaningless, for our final destiny is
extinction.

If God created us for a purpose, then we need to find out why
He created us. The answer to the meaning of life 1is directly
tied to the origins question. Since Albom does not answer the
origin question, he cannot provide an adequate answer for the
meaning of life question. The Bible teaches that we were
created by God to love Him, love others, and fulfill His
calling upon our lives. Any answer that does not include God
as a centerpiece of the answer will fall short, and Albom
basically leaves God out of his version of heaven.

Albom’s Heaven

Could the traditional Christian view of heaven be wrong? Albom
gives us a very different picture. Albom developed his idea
from a story his uncle, Edward Beitchman, told him when he was
a child. One night his uncle was lying near death and woke up
to see his deceased relatives standing at the foot of the bed.
When asked, “What did you do?” his uncle responded, “I told



them to get lost. I wasn’t ready for them yet.”{2} Albom
remembered this story and began to develop his concept of
heaven for the story.

Albom states, “Somewhere, swimming in my head, was the image
my uncle had given me around that table, a handful of people
waiting for you when you die. And I began to explore this
simple concept: what if heaven was not some lush Garden of
Eden, but a place where you had your life explained to you by
people who were in it-five people—maybe you knew them, maybe
you didn’t, but in some way you were touched by them and
changed forever, just as you inevitably touched people while
on earth and changed them, too.”

His idea that heaven is a reunion with five people who explain
the meaning of your life is masterfully pictured in this work.
With each encounter the main character Eddie is taught a new
lesson that puts the pieces of his earthly life together so
that it begins to make sense. Some lessons bring joy, others
bring remorse, but the pain is a cleansing process that
results in inner peace. After this, individuals will choose
their happiest moment on earth and that will be their eternal
abode where they await the opportunity to teach a recently
deceased newcomer the meaning of that person’s life.

If heaven was a place similar to Albom’s story, we would be
very disappointed, for it is too small and shallow. Our souls
are much bigger than this. How quickly we would get bored once
we discovered the impact our life made and then spent eternity
in a heaven we dream up for our pleasure. Earthly pleasure
becomes painful when we get too much of it. The heaven
described in the Bible is very different from this earth. Our
joy is not wrapped in repeating earthly pleasures but is found
in a person, Jesus Christ, who is the center of all creation.
Our present earth is fallen and suffers the effects of sin. In
heaven, sin and its consequences are not present.

God is the main focus in heaven, but unfortunately, in Albom’s



story, God plays a very small role. Psalm 16:11 states, “You
have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with
joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right
hand.” Only a heaven created by and centered on God will be
big enough for our soul.

Do ALl People Go to Heaven?

Albom’s bestseller presents a new and creative vision of
heaven. I agree with Albom that there is a heaven and an
existence beyond the grave. However, it appears that Albom
implies that everyone will go to heaven, and with this I
disagree.

Albom portrays realistic characters in his story, none of whom
lived a perfect life. All are guilty of some sin and negative
behaviors that have consequences, some greater than others.
There 1s some remorse when individuals in heaven learn how
their actions caused negative results, but there is not a just
payment for their sin.

Albom appears to assume that everyone will eventually find
peace when they learn their lessons from the five people they
meet. Although this is a comforting note, it is not what the
Bible teaches. Albom’s story doesn’t reveal the dilemma facing
all human beings: sin, failing to perfectly live up to God’s
perfect standard. It is because of sin that the Bible teaches
that not everyone can enter heaven. Jesus states in Matthew
7:13, “Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and
broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter
through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that
leads to life, and only a few find it.”

The reason is found in the biblical understanding of human
nature and God’s nature. Man is sinful while God is holy,
perfect, and without sin. The Bible teaches that all are
guilty of sin and cannot enter into the eternal presence of a



holy and just God. Romans 6:23 states, “For the wages of sin
is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus
our Lord.” What is required is a perfect savior who will pay
the price for sin. Albom does not deal with the true nature of
God, man, heaven’s purpose, man’s dilemma of sin, and the
solution that God freely offers.

The Bible also teaches that there is a price for rejecting
God’s gift of grace, Jesus Christ. Jesus states, “For God did
not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to
save the world through him. Whoever believes in him is not
condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned
already because he has not believed in the name of God’'s one
and only Son” (John 3:17-18). All who reject Christ cannot
stand before a holy God, and will be separated from Him
eternally in Hell.

Fiction can often teach principles that are true. However 1in
this work, Albom’s foundational idea of heaven misses the mark
because he does not present a proper understanding of human
nature and God’s holiness.

The People You Will We Meet In Heaven

Who will we really meet in heaven? Our answer is revealed in
the Bible, the Word of God. The Bible is proven to be God’s
inspired word through miraculous confirmation and the
testimony of Jesus Christ the Son of God. Jesus confirmed His
claim to be God through His miraculous life and resurrection,
and He affirms the authority of the Bible. The truth about
heaven then is revealed not in a novel but in this divine
revelation.

The next people we will meet in heaven are the saints of all
the ages past (Rev. 7:9 and 19:1). There will be more than
five; there will be a multitude! Along with them will be the
angelic host.



Will we understand the meaning and see the impact of our life
on earth? We will know everything about our life and much
more. We will come to a full understanding of God’s plan for
all of creation. Only then will we see how our lives played a
role in God’'s overall plan. We will see things from a renewed
perspective because our minds will be transformed and freed
from the limitations that resulted from sin. 1 Cor. 13:12
states, “Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then
we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall
know fully, even as I am fully known.” If we knew the glory of
the real heaven, we would say Albom’s, and any human attempt
to describe heaven, is too small.

Notes

1. CBSNews.com, The Early Show, “Five People You Meet In
Heaven,” Sept. 25, 2003, http://www.cbsnews.com.

2. The Five People You Meet in Heaven Web site,
http://www.albomfivepeople.com/abouteddie.htm, 5/25/2005
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Media and Discernment

We live in the midst of a media storm, and Christians need to
develop discernment in their consumption of various media (TV,
movies, music, videos, computer, etc).


http://www.cbsnews.com
http://www.albomfivepeople.com/abouteddie.htm
http://probe.org/media-and-discernment/

Media Exposure

We live in the midst of a media storm. Every day we are
confronted by more media messages than a previous generation
could even imagine.

For example, more homes have TV sets (98 percent) than have
indoor plumbing. In the average home the television set is on
for more than six hours a day. Children spend more time
watching television than in any other activity except
sleep.{1} Nearly half of elementary school children and 60
percent of adolescents have television sets in their
bedrooms. {2}

But that is just the beginning of the media exposure we
encounter. The Journal of the American Medical Association
estimates that the average teenager listens to 10,500 hours of
music during their teen years.{3} Families are watching more
movies than every before since they can now watch them on
cable and satellite and rent or buy movies in video and DVD
format.

The amount of media exposure continues to increase every year.
Recent studies of media usage reveal that people spend more
than double the time with media than they think they do. This
amounts to nearly twelve hours a day total. And because of
media multitasking, summing all media use by medium results in
a staggering fifteen hours per day.{4}

Student use of the Internet has been increasing to all-time
levels. A study done at the University of Massachusetts at
Amherst found the following:{5}

 Nearly 90 percent of the students access the Internet
every day.

= Students spent over ten hours per week using IM (instant
messaging) .

» Those same students spent over twenty-eight hours per



week on the Internet.
 Nearly three-fourths spent more time online than they
intended.

In addition to concerns about the quantity of media input are
even greater concerns about the quality of media input. For
example, the average child will witness over 200,000 acts of
violence on television, including 16,000 murders before he or
she is 18 years old. And consider that the average child views
30,000 commercials each year.

A study of adolescents (ages 12-17) showed that watching sex
on TV influences teens to have sex. Youths were more likely to
initiate intercourse as well as other sexual activities.{6}

Over 1000 studies (including reports from the Surgeon
General’s office and the National Institute of Mental Health)
“point overwhelmingly to a causal connection between media
violence and aggressive behavior in some children.”{7}

To put it simply, we are awash in media exposure, and there is
a critical need for Christians to exercise discernment. Never
has a generation been so tempted to conform to this world
(Rom. 12:1-2) because of the growing influence of the
proliferating forms of media.

Biblical Discernment

Although the Bible does not provide specific instructions
about media (you can’t find a verse dealing with television,
computers, or DVDs), it nevertheless provides broad principles
concerning discernment.

For example, the apostle Paul in 2 Timothy 2:22 instructs us
to “Flee from youthful lusts.” We should stay away from
anything (including media) that inflames our lust. Paul also
goes on to say that in addition to fleeing from these things,
we should also “pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace.”



We should replace negative influences in our life with those
things which are positive.

Paul says in Colossians 3:8, “But now you must rid yourselves
of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and
filthy language from your lips.” Now, does that mean you could
never read something that has anger or rage or slander in 1it?
No. After all, the Bible has stories of people who manifest
those traits in their lives.

What Paul is saying is that we need to rid ourselves of such
things. If the input into our lives (such as through media)
manifests these traits, then a wise and discerning Christian
would re-evaluate what is an influence in his or her life.

Paul tells us in Philippians 4:8, “Finally, brothers, whatever
is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is
excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things.” We should
focus on what is positive and helpful to our Christian walk.

We are also admonished in Romans 13:13 to “behave decently as
in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual
immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy.”

As Christians, we should develop discernment in our lives. We
can do this in three ways: stop, listen, and look. Stop what
you are doing long enough to evaluate the media exposure in
your life. Most of us just allow media to wash over us
everyday without considering the impact it is having on us.

Second, we should listen. That is, we should give attention to
what 1s being said. Is it true or false? And what is the
message various media are bringing into our lives?

Finally, we should look. We need to look at the consequences
of media in our lives. We should rid ourselves of influences
which are negative and think on those things which are
positive.



Worldview of the News Media

Of all the forms of media, the news media have become a
primary shaper of our perspective on the world. Also, the
rules of journalism have changed in the last few decades. It
used to be assumed that reporters or broadcasters would
attempt to look at events through the eyes of the average
reader or viewer. It was also assumed that they would not use
their positions in the media to influence the thinking of the
nation but merely to report objectively the facts of an event.
Things have changed dramatically in the news business.

The fact that people in the media are out of step with the
American people should be a self-evident statement. But for
anyone who does not believe it, there is abundant empirical
evidence to support it.

Probably the best-known research on media bias was first
published in the early 1980s by professors Robert Lichter and
Stanley Rothman. Their research, published in the journal
Public Opinion{8} and later collected in the book The Media
Elite, {9} demonstrated that reporters and broadcasters in the
prestige media differ in significant ways from their
audiences.

They surveyed 240 editors and reporters of the media elite-New
York Times, Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, ABC, NBC, and
CBS. Their research confirmed what many suspected for a long
time: the media elite are liberal, secular, and humanistic.

People have always complained about the liberal bias in the
media. But what was so surprising is how liberal members of
the media actually were. When asked to describe their own
political persuasion, 54 percent of the media elite described
themselves as left of center. Only 19 percent described
themselves as conservative. When asked who they voted for in
presidential elections, more than 80 percent of them always
voted for the Democratic candidate.



Media personnel are also very secular in their outlook. The
survey found that 86 percent of the media elite seldom or
never attend religious services. In fact, 50 percent of them
have no religious affiliation at all.

This bias is especially evident when the secular press tries
to cover religious events or religious issues. Most of them do
not attend church, nor do they even know people who do.
Instead, they live in a secularized world and therefore tend
to underestimate the significance of religious values 1in
American lives and to paint anyone with Christian convictions
as a “fundamentalist.”

Finally, they also found that the news media was humanistic in
their outlook on social issues. Over 90 percent of the media
elite support a woman’s so-called “right to abortion” while
only 24 percent agreed or strongly agreed that “homosexuality
is wrong.”

For a time, members of the media elite argued against these
studies. They suggested that the statistical sample was too
small. But when Robert Lichter began to enumerate the 240
members of the news media interviewed, that tactic was quickly
set aside. Others tried to argue that, though the media might
be liberal, secular, and humanistic, it did not affect the way
the press covered the news. Later studies by a variety of
media watchdogs began to erode the acceptance of that view.

A second significant study on media bias was a 1996 survey
conducted by the Freedom Forum and the Roper Center.{10} Their
survey of 139 Washington bureau chiefs and congressional
correspondents showed a decided preference for liberal
candidates and causes.

The journalists were asked for whom they voted in the 1992
election. The results were these: 89 percent said Bill
Clinton, 7 percent George Bush, 2 percent Ross Perot. But in
the election, 43 percent of Americans voted for Clinton and 37



percent voted for Bush.

Another question they were asked was, “What is your current
political affiliation?” Fifty percent said they were
Democrats, 4 percent Republicans. In answer to the question,
“How do you characterize your political orientation?” 61
percent said they were liberal or moderately liberal, and 9
percent were conservative or moderately conservative.

The reporters were also asked about their attitudes toward
their jobs. They said they see their coverage of news events
as a mission. No less than 92 percent agreed with the
statement, “Our role is to educate the public.” And 62 percent
agreed with the statement, “Our role is sometimes to suggest
potential solutions to social problems.”

A more recent survey by the Pew Research Center further
confirms the liberal bias in the media. They interviewed 547
media professionals (print, TV, and radio) and asked them to
identify their political perspective. They found that 34
percent were liberal and only 7 percent were conservative.
This compares to 20 percent of Americans who identify
themselves as liberal and 33 percent who define themselves as
conservative.{11}

It is also worth questioning whether a majority of media
professionals who labeled themselves as moderate in the survey
really deserve that label. John Leo, writing for U.S. News and
World Report, says that it has been his experience “that
liberal journalists tend to think of themselves as
representing the mainstream, so in these self-identification
polls, moderate usually translates to liberal. On the few
social questions asked in the survey, most of the moderates
sounded fairly liberal.”{12}

Once again we see the need for Christians to exercise
discernment in their consumption of media.



Dealing with the Media

Christians must address the influence of the media in society.
It can be a dangerous influence that can conform us to the
world (Rom. 12:2). Therefore we should do all we can to
protect against its influence and to use the media for good.

Christians should strive to apply the following two passages
to their lives as they seek discernment concerning the media:
Philippians 4:8, which we quoted above, and Colossians 3:2-5:

Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. For
you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.
When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will
appear with him in glory. Put to death, therefore, whatever
belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity,
lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.

Here are some suggestions for action.

First, control the quantity and quality of media input.
Parents should set down guidelines and help select television
programs at the start of the week and watch only those.
Parents should also set down guidelines for movies, music, and
other forms of media. Families should also evaluate the
location of their television set so that it is not so easy to
just sit and watch TV for long hours.

Second, watch TV with children. One way to encourage
discussion with children is to watch television with them. The
plots and actions of the programs provides a natural context
for discussion. The discussion could focus on how cartoon
characters or TV characters could solve their problems without
resorting to violence. What are the consequences of violence?
TV often ignores the consequences. What are the consequences
of promiscuous sex in real life?

Third, set a good example. Parents should not be guilty to
saying one thing and doing another. Neither adults nor



children should spend long periods of time in front of a video
display (television, video game, computer). Parents can teach
their children by example that there are better ways to spend
time.

Fourth, work to establish broadcaster guidelines. No TV or
movie producer wants to unilaterally disarm all the actors on
their screens for fear that viewers will watch other programs
and movies. Yet many of these TV and movie producers would
like to tone down the violence, even though they do not want
to be the first to do so. National standards would be able to
achieve what individuals would not do by themselves in a
competitive market.

Fifth, make your opinions known. Writing letters to programs,
networks, and advertisers can make a difference over time. A
single letter may not make a difference, but large numbers of
letters can even change editorial policy. Consider joining
with other like-minded people in seeking to make a difference
in the media.

While the media has a tremendous potential for good, it can
also have some very negative effects. Christians need wisdom
and discernment to utilize the positive aspects of media and
to guard against its negative effects.
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Mel Gibson’s Passion Film
Ignites Passions

The storm of controversy surrounding Mel Gibson’s film about
Jesus death has had many facets. Is the movie anti-Semitic?
Too violent for kids? Would Gibsons Jesus get married?

Representatives of the Jewish Anti-Defamation League and the
Simon Wiesenthal Center feared provocation of anti-Jewish
feelings and violence. Prerelease screenings found warm
response from leaders including Vatican officials and Billy
Graham. Others remained skeptical.

Much of the controversy centers on two questions about the
film and the history it depicts: Were Jewish people
responsible for Jesus death? And, if so, are all Jewish people
thereby Christ killers? Anti-Semitisms ugly stains make
certain fears understandable.

Raised as a Gentile in Miami, I had many Jewish friends.
Miamis Jewish population exceeds that of many cities of
Israel. My classmates talked of Hebrew school, synagogue, and
bar mitzvahs. In school we sang Hanukah songs and Christmas
carols. My parents taught and modeled respect and tolerance.
Anti-Semitism makes my blood boil.

After finding faith as a university student, I explored
concerns about anti-Semitism in biblical accounts of Jesus
death. Jesus was Jewish, as were his early followers. Jewish
people who opposed him aligned against Jewish people who
supported him. This was essentially a Jewish-Jewish conflict.
One faction pressured Pilate, a Roman ruler, into executing
Jesus.

Jewish leaders did not physically hang him on a cross; Roman
executioners did that. But some Jewish people were part of the
mix.
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Should all Jewish people bear the guilt for Jesus execution?
Of course not. Neither should all Germans bear guilt for the
Holocaust nor all Christians for racism or anti-Semitism,
pedophilia, corruption, or other outrageous acts of
Christians. We all bear responsibility for our own decisions.

But there is another facet to the guilt question. After I
spoke in a University of Miami anthropology class, one student
asked if Jews are responsible for the death of Jesus.
Absolutely, I replied. Jews are responsible for Jesus death.
And so are Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, atheists
and agnostics.

Jesus said he came to help plug people into God, to give his
life as a ransom for many. He believed his death would pay the
price necessary to provide forgiveness for all who would
accept it, becoming a bridge linking them to eternity.

According to this perspective, we — all of us — and our flaws
are the reason Jesus went to the cross. Are we guilty of
physically executing him? No. Was it because of us that he
suffered? By his reasoning, yes.

Gibsons film is significant. Of course, I brought my own
biases to the screening. I left impressed with the terrible
pain Jesus endured, especially poignant because I believe he
endured it for me.

Rembrandt, the famous Dutch artist, painted a memorable
depiction of the crucifixion. In it, several people help to
raise the cross to which Jesus is nailed. Light emphasizes one
particular face among the cross-raisers. The face 1is
Rembrandts, a self-portrait. The painter believed he himself
was part of the reason Jesus died.

Gibson told the Associated Press, “I came to a difficult point
in my life and meditating on Christ’s sufferings, on his
passion, got me through it.” The Passion film and story are
worth considering and discussing among friends of any faith or



of no faith.
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Animal House Revisited:
Fraternity Fosters Faith

College fraternities don’t always have the best reputations.
Wild parties, hazing, elitism, substance abuse, gang rapes and
more help perpetuate the Animal House image that the film of
the same name portrayed. Parents — and many students — might
wonder why any sane person ever would want to join.

Though the weaknesses of university Greek-letter societies are
often what grab headlines, numerous national fraternities and
sororities try hard to change both their image and substance.
Believe it or not, many were founded to promote character
development and strong cultural values and are seeking to
return to their roots.

For example, my own fraternity, Lambda Chi Alpha, has a vision
“.to prepare and encourage collegiate men of good character,
high ethics, and noble ideals to contribute positively to the
world in which they live.” Lambda Chi’s annual North American
Food Drive has raised over 10.5 million pounds of food for the
needy since 1993.

The liability crisis is one factor motivating “Greeks” to
focus on character. In today’s litigious society, a tragic
injury or death can prompt lawsuits that could put them out of
business. Moderating local behavior helps perpetuate national
survival.

But there is more going on here than mere survival. Often top
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leaders of national Greek organizations are deeply committed
citizens who seek to live by and promote the principles their
groups espouse.

Many Greek organizations were founded on biblical or quasi-
biblical principles. Alpha Tau Omega (ATO) is one of the more
prominent fraternities with over 240 active and inactive
chapters and over 6,000 undergraduate members. ATO chief
executive officer Wynn Smiley told me of his group’s
convictions.

It seems that ATO was founded in 1865 by a 19-year-old former
Confederate soldier who wanted to promote brotherly love as a
means of helping to reconcile North and South after the U.S.
Civil War. The organization that young Otis Allan Glazebrook
founded was not religious but sought to foster reconciliation
and brotherhood based on the self-sacrifice and unconditional
love demonstrated by Jesus.

Smiley and his colleagues emphasize these roots in their
recruitment and educational development. “Jesus made the most
radical statements on love,” notes Smiley. An example: “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your
enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those
who persecute you...”

Allen Wilson is ATO0’'s Spiritual Leadership Consultant. Most
chapters have chaplains and Wilson travels to help encourage
spiritual development. ATO even has a devotional book with
inspirational articles by alumni and others on practical
themes 1like character, trust, humility, truth, servant
leadership and persevering through disappointment.

Smiley readily admits that not every member or chapter
exemplifies such values. But he points out that hidden
personal hurts — from family illness to depression — plus
students’ concerns for their own future, ethical dilemmas and
faith raise questions that “brothers practicing brotherly love



should help each other explore.” He says that “ATO0 1is
committed to talking about issues of faith” and to providing
“a loving, trusting environment for brothers to explore,
discuss, argue and perhaps even on occasion resolve
questions.”

He is onto something significant here. Animal House, meet the
competition.



