
The  Scandal  of  Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”
The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection raises accusations
that  Christianity  is  obsessed  with  blood.  Many  believers
struggle with this too. Byron Barlowe explores the biblical
reasons for the focus on Christ’s blood and why its shedding
was necessary.

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle
Easter  season  is  all  about  the  death  and
resurrection of Christ—which centers on the blood
sacrifice  He  endured.  Christianity  is  called  a
bloody religion, focusing on the execution of Jesus
Christ on a cross. Why is this true and what does
it mean when we say His blood atones for our sin?

Millions of Americans—and billions of Christians around the
world—celebrated the death and Resurrection of Christ during
Passion Week and Easter Sunday. The topic was everywhere from
sermons to a CNN docudrama titled Finding Jesus: Faith, Fact,
Forgery.

You may have questions about all the talk of “the blood of
Christ” and songs saying things like “Jesus’s blood washed
away my sins.” This bloody theme does raise understandable
concerns that are shared by believers, seekers and skeptics
alike.

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
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book  you  will  discover  the  crazy  background  to  this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}

In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old  Testament  animal  sacrifice  and  the  belief  in  Jesus’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.

So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

•  reconciling man to God,

•  ransoming humans from slavery to sin and well-deserved
death and

•   justly  recompensing  God  for  the  horrific  offense  of
rebellion and disobedience to Him.

Thankfully, the gospel (or good news) is simple. The Bible
claims, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for
the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.”{2}

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death
came the hope of eternal life—and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for  staying  with  the  cosmic  rebellion  that  started  in  a
perfect Garden long ago.

Yet, this blood-centered good news is a scandal to both those
who believe and those who deny it. In fact, the Greek root



word skandalon is used for Christ Himself.{3} You see, Jews
denied Christ as the Promised One and Gentiles thought it was
all nonsense. Nothing has changed for mankind: the choices are
either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die
Why  did  anybody  have  to  die?  God’s  justice  and  holiness
demands a death penalty for the sinner.

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck
under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer.  History  sadly  records  the  habitual  and  continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

Now for a reality check: no moral order, either in a family, a
company,  military  unit  or  society  survives  ambiguity  or
failure to enforce laws. Just ask the victims of unpunished
criminals set loose to perpetrate again. If the Creator were
to simply wink at sin or let people off scot-free, where would
justice be? What kind of God would He be?

God is holy and He called Himself the Truth. There is no way
God would be true to Himself and the moral order He created
and yet fail to punish sin. Such impunity would mock justice.
As one theologian puts it, “Pardon without atonement nullifies
justice . . . A law without penalty is morally unserious, even
dangerous.”

Ok,  but  penalties  have  levels  of  harshness.  Why  is  death
necessary?  Scripture  spells  out  clearly  the  decree  that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who



will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God’s justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be
shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

Ok,  so  what  does  a  just  and  holy  God  do  with  impure,
treasonous creatures He made to bear His image? God was in a
quandary, if you will.

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent
down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

Thomas Oden writes, “God’s holiness made a penalty for sin
necessary . . . Love was the divine motive; holiness [was] the
divine requirement. [Romans 5:8 reads] ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’. [And as Romans 8 teaches,] This love was so
great that God ‘did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for
us all’ (Romans 8:32).”{5}

Christ’s  Death  and  Resurrection  Was
Unlike  Other  Religious  Stories:  It  Was
All for Love
God’s morally just demand for a death-payment is not the same
as pagan gods, who maliciously demanded sacrifices. True for
one big reason:

Isn’t this crucifixion thing simply about a grouchy god acting
all bloodthirsty, as some atheists like popular author Richard
Dawkins  say?  Should  good  people  find  this  repugnant?  One
unbelieving critic wrote,

“Unfortunately, much of Christian art consists of depicting



the  sufferings  and  agony  of  Jesus  on  the  Cross.  This
reflects the obsession of Christianity with the Crucifixion
. . . “Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed
away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this is an
obsession  of  millions  of  people  it  becomes  ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

Wow! Did you know that you, if you are a believer, are part of
an insane global crowd? This vividly illustrates the scandal
of  the  cross:  “which  is  to  them  that  are  perishing
foolishness”  as  the  Apostle  Paul  described  it.{7}

No, biblical sacrifice is not a bloodfest, but the way to deal
with a sad reality. Put it this way: If God said, “Nah, don’t
worry about rebelling against your Creator,” would that be a
just and righteous God? Would a deity who fails to punish
wrongdoing be worth following? Would His laws mean anything?
Yet, we are unable to keep laws, so He steps in to pay that
penalty. With His lifeblood. This storyline is utterly unique
in the long human history of religions. And the resurrection
Christians celebrate shows its truth in actual time and on
this dirty earth.

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people—the
Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

God’s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment
and allowance of His Son’s execution was actually a beautiful



thing. Francis of Assisi wrote that “love and faithfulness
meet together [at the cross]; righteousness and peace kiss
each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and
righteousness looks down from heaven.”{9}

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?
I get that death was demanded of someone to pay for sin. So
why  a  bloody  suffering  and  execution?  Why  the  constant
shedding of blood?

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004  to  mixed  reviews.  It  earned  its  R-rating  for  gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.
Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians  and  high-minded  unbelievers.  But  this  vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

When it came to saving mankind, why the shedding of blood?
Could God not have found another way? Church Father Athanasius
believed that, if there were a better way to preserve human
free will and still reconcile rebellious man to a holy God, He
would have used it. Apparently, Christ’s suffering and death
was the only solution.

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians  2:8).  At  the  cross,  “human  hate  did  all  the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the
realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of



man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.
The Apostle Peter wrote, “For Christ also died for sins once
for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to
God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in
the spirit.”{12} Justice, fairness, reality itself demanded a
bloodguilt payment for sin. Christ paid it.

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s  dealings  with  His  people,  agreements  were  blood
covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.“{13}

One theologian plainly said, “Through this sacrificial system,
the people of Israel were being prepared for the incomparable
act of sacrifice that was to come in Jesus Christ.”{14}

His  suffering,  death  and  resurrection  conquered  sin  and
neutered the fear of death. Only blood could clean sin; only
God’s Son’s blood could do it perfectly and forever.

Here’s the scandal we spoke of: only a perfect sacrifice would
do for washing mankind’s sins away and reconciling us back to
God.

Beautiful  Obsession:  God  Was  Glad  to
Allow This Brutality for Us!
God said it was His pleasure to pay the death penalty with His
own self, in the Person of His son. Christianity’s so-called
blood-obsession is a beautiful picture of perfect divine love.

Theologian  Thomas  Oden  summarized  well  our  discussion  of



Christ’s  blood  atonement.  He  wrote,  “Love  was  the  divine
motive; holiness the divine requirement. ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’ (Romans 5:8).”

Such claims trump the understandable disgust of doubters. But
the red blood leads to clean white.

Chick-fil-A  restaurant  employees  are  trained  to  say,  “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him . . .
having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has
now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death . .
.”{15}

God was glad to stand in as the essential scapegoat to restore
us  to  right  relations  with  Himself,  to  buy  us  back  from
slavery to sin, fear and death, and to abolish sin and its
effects. This doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty tyrannical
deity demanding a whipping boy or abusing his own child, as
some acidly accuse. “My pleasure” brings in new dimensions of
lovingkindness and servant-heartedness.

But wait, there’s more! Scripture lists lots of wonderful
effects  created  by  the  blood  of  Christ.  These  include
forgiveness, propitiation or satisfaction of God’s righteous
wrath, justification or being made right, reconciliation with
God,  cleansing,  sanctification,  freedom  from  sin,  and  the
conquest of Satan.

Yes, you could say that Christianity is blood-obsessed. As
accused, even its hymns often focus on the benefits bought at
the highest of prices: the life of the God-Man Himself. One
famous hymn goes:

For my pardon, this I see,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus;



For my cleansing this my plea,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This  beautiful  blood  obsession  finds  its  highest  hope  in
Revelation.  The  following  is  a  prophecy  about  persecuted
believers:

“These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb . . . For the Lamb in the midst of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”{16}

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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unChristian:  Is
Christianity’s  Image  Hurting
Christ’s Image?
Byron Barlowe reviews the book unChristian, based on research
on what young people think of evangelicals and born-again
Christians:  that  they’re  hypocritical,  judgmental,  too
political, exclusive. He calls out Christians to improve the
reality behind the image to better reflect Christ.

Section Synopsis: A recent book entitled unChristian: What a
New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity and Why It
Matters  uncovered  overwhelmingly  negative  views  of
evangelicals and born-again Christians, especially among young
generations. In some ways these views are warranted, in some
ways they are not, but Christians do well to take them as a
wake-up call for the sake of those God wants to save and
mature.

The meaning of gospel is literally “good news.” The
book  unChristian:  What  a  New  Generation  Really
Thinks  About  Christianity  .  .  .  and  Why  It
Matters{1} is a book of bad news—that half of those
outside the church have a negative perception of
Christianity. And that’s even true of many young people inside
the church.
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Evangelical Christians by definition consider Jesus’ charge to
present the biblical gospel message to the world a mandate.
Yet  many  of  the  very  people  who  they  reach  out  to  are
rejecting the messengers. Researchers with the Barna Group
found that a majority today believe that evangelical and born-
again  Christians  are  sheltered  from  the  real  world,  are
judgmental, way too political, anti-homosexual (to the point
of being gay-hating), and hypocritical.

These are widespread perceptions, especially among sixteen- to
twenty-nine-year-olds, even those who go to church. To many
people, perception is ninety percent of reality. So whatever
your opinion of the study, this is the feeling out there.

Barna’s survey results and commentary have been making a stir
through unChristian since its release in 2007. It’s not a deep
theological  or  philosophical  book.  It  contains  statistical
interpretation broken up by commentary from every stripe of
evangelical Christian. It is a sobering cultural assessment
that calls out believers to be more Christlike.

The authors’ applications are not always solidly based. They
seem a little dismissive of valid objections to their analysis
and conclusions. Also, confusion among unchurched respondents
about the meaning of the terms “born again” and “evangelical”
leads one to ask, How seriously do we take survey-takers’
critique of Christians if they don’t even know who or what
these Christians are? That is, many times the people being
surveyed couldn’t clearly define what “born-again” means or
what an “evangelical” is, so how much stock should we put in
their criticisms?

Yet, the stats are stark enough to be alarming: of those
outside  the  church,  fully  half  had  a  bad  impression  of
evangelicals. Only three percent had a good impression! Are
Christians so bent on moral persuasion that we’re alienating
the lost with a lovelessness that really is unChristian? Or is
this just a case of the unsaved experiencing the gospel as a



stumbling block, as Jesus said would happen? The authors say
it’s mainly Christians’ fault; I agree but suspect there’s
more to it.

Here’s a modest proposal: even if respondents were biased or
misled, why don’t we in the church humble ourselves, listen,
and change where we need to? In the spirit of King David, when
Shimei cursed him loudly, we may need to simply say, “Let them
critique. The Lord told them to.”

Some question whether perceptions of outsiders should shape
the church’s behavior. Co-authors Kinnaman and Lyons make the
case  that  the  church  needs  to  be  thoughtful  about  our
responses to homosexuals, less trusting of political action as
the way to change culture, and more humble and open to people
who have not yet experienced grace. If outsiders feel that we
are running a club they’re not invited to, where is Christ in
that? they ask.

According to the authors, “Theologically conservative people
are increasingly perceived as aloof and unwilling to talk.”
But  those  under  30  “are  the  ultimate  ‘conversation
generation’.” Those outside church want to discuss issues, but
see Christians as unwilling. Have you recently had a spiritual
dialogue with a young unbeliever? How’d it go?

“Christians Are Hypocritical”
Section Synopsis: unChristian documents a heavy bias against
Christians as hypocritical, a charge which is in part true,
admit many. But it’s also an unavoidable reality of a grace-
based religion, which if explained, goes a long way towards
mitigating the charge and explaining the gospel message.

One  overwhelming  opinion  among  the  survey  group  is  that
Christians are hypocrites and this keeps people away from
church.



In fact, the survey on which the book is based reveals blatant
legalism among believers, that the top priority of born-again
Christians is, “doing the right thing, being good, and not
sinning.” This do-your-best value topped biblical values like
“relationships,  evangelism,  service  and  family  faith.”  In
another survey, four out of five churchgoers said that “the
Christian life is well described as, ‘trying hard to do what
God commands’.” {2} Such a primary focus on lifestyle and sin-
management as a measure of spirituality leads to what they
call a “false pretense of holiness,” that is, hypocrisy.{3}
It’s often like we Christians are living for others’ approval
and forgetting about grace.

This isn’t lost on younger generations. “Like it or not, the
term  ‘hypocritical’  has  become  fused  with  young  peoples’
experience of Christianity,” say the authors.{4} Eighty-five
percent of “outsiders” and half of young churchgoers say so.
The  book  offers  story  after  painful  story  of  sometimes
breathtaking hypocrisy based on lengthy interviews. This adds
weight to the conclusions drawn by Kinnaman and Lyons. The
research was not simply based on surveys (quantitative) but
also on in-depth interviews (qualitative).

There may be a silver lining here. The charge of hypocrisy
offers a handy starting point for turning around negative
perceptions and explaining grace. Pastor and author Tim Keller
admits that we Christians actually are often hypocritical and
need to be humble about it. Unrepentant hypocrites don’t admit
mistakes, so we immediately challenge a perception by owning
up to it.

But the other unavoidable fact is that non-Christians assume
we are trying to live like Jesus to get into heaven, like the
good-works motivation of other religions and cults. So, when
they find out we’re not perfect people, they critique us as
hypocrites. In contrast, an old saying captures the biblical
worldview: “The Church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum
for saints.”{5} Unbelievers simply cannot understand this; we



have to be patient with that, says Keller.

You could respond to the accusation of hypocrisy like this: “I
have  a  relationship  with  Christ  not  because  I’m  good  but
precisely because I am not good. He rescued me from myself and
the ruin I was causing. But He’s changing me. I’m still a
mess, but I’m God’s mess.”

In an age of Internet image-making and advertising, young
outsiders are cynical about finding anybody who’s genuine.
Christians need to genuinely repent of hypocrisy. Meanwhile,
we can explain that grace means our imperfections are covered
by God during the process of spiritual transformation. Maybe
outsiders will opt for grace once they see more of it.

“Christians Hate Homosexuals”
Section Synopsis: Evangelical and born-again Christians today
have a well-deserved but understandable reputation as anti-
gay,  but  attitudes  can  go  so  far  as  being  gay-hating.
Balancing conviction about the broader gay agenda and the
personal sin of homosexuality with a humble compassion for gay
individuals who are made in God’s image is key, especially as
we model for younger believers.

The guys in my Bible study group were discussing gay marriage
and the upcoming elections. The lively banter stopped when I
dropped a bomb. “You know,” I said, “when most non-Christians
under thirty-years-old find out we’re evangelicals, we may as
well be wearing a sandwich board emblazoned with ‘God hates
gays.’” I’d been reading unChristian, and it was sobering.

According to the authors, if we’re raising kids to “shun their
peers who are ‘different,’ we are actually limiting their . .
. spiritual influence” and may lead them to question their own
faith.{6}  Why?  Because  they’ll  probably  have  friends  who
identify  as  gay  and  other  sexual  identities.  As  Probe
colleague Kerby Anderson says, “One of the biggest challenges



for  churches  and  individual  Christians  who  reach  out  to
homosexuals  is  keeping  two  principles  in  proper  tension:
biblical convictions and biblical compassion.”{7}

An  emerging  adult  generation  accepts  homosexuality,  often
without thinking, even those who grew up in church. Only one-
third of churched young people believe homosexuality to be a
“major problem.”

And, only a small percentage of young adults “want to resist
homosexual initiatives” in society. This is alarming, given
America’s softening of sexual morals, mainstreaming of gay
culture  and  the  redefinition  of  marriage.  But  the  issue
addressed in unChristian is that in our battle against a few
agenda-driven  radicals,  we’ve  regularly  forgotten  that  our
fight is not with same-sex strugglers, but with unbiblical
ideas.{8} We’re called to love, not condemn, the people made
in God’s image who are caught up in sin, even while we stand
up as Christian citizens.

Barna’s  survey  shows  just  how  unbiblical  self-identified
Christians can be. Over half said homosexuality was a problem,
but only two out of six hundred people said anything about
love or “being sympathetic” as a potential solution. A mere
one  percent  say  they  pray  for  homosexuals!  “We  need  to
downgrade  the  importance  of  being  antihomosexual  as  a
‘credential,’”  of  our  commitment  to  Christ,  say  the
authors.{9} That is, we need to repent if we believe that it’s
a spiritual badge of honor to be anti-gay.

If a certain brand of sin is disgusting to us, why should that
get in the way of communicating the love of a forgiving God?
We need to keep in mind that all sin is disgusting to God,
even our pet sins. This is the kind of challenge the book
unChristian  does  well.  Yet,  scant  mention  is  made  of  the
greater consequences of sexual sins, including sickness and
the desperate need for repentance and recovery among same-sex
practitioners. Perhaps that would have been off-point for this



book.

Kinnaman observes that younger generations are “hard-wired for
relational  connections”  and  view  the  church’s  lack  of
spiritual solutions as uncaring and insincere. If we lose our
audience due to heartlessness it won’t matter how much truth
we proclaim.

“Christians Are Judgmental”
Section Synopsis: “Christians are judgmental” is an accusation
coming from young people inside and outside the Church today.
Believers need to learn to retain the biblical mandate to
judge the fruits of ideas and behaviors while going out of our
way not to condemn people who’ve never (or seldom) experienced
God’s grace.

One of the most troubling perceptions that a watching world
has of “born agains” and “evangelicals”, especially among the
under-thirty  crowd,  is  that  we  are  judgmental.  The  book
unChristian cites findings that ninety percent of “outsiders”
believe this. More than half of young churchgoers agree!

It’s not compromise to graciously work with disagreements.
Sometimes the need to be right and “stay right” cancels out
the truth we’re trying to defend. To use the old saying,
“People don’t care how much you know until they know how much
you care.” This seems to be the main finding the research
revealed.

The authors credit young generations with insightfulness into
peoples’  motives  since  they’ve  been  endlessly  targeted  by
marketing, lectures, and sermons. (Most have spent time in
church, by the way.) They don’t want unsolicited advice, say
the authors. But that makes them resistant, not unreachable.
Another factor is that younger generations reject black-and-
white views. “They esteem context, ambiguity, and tension. . .
. How we communicate [to them] is just as important as what we



communicate,” according to the book. {10} One popular author
is  seeing  fruit  among  younger  people  by  focusing  on  God
Himself as the original community, the Trinity, and giving
credence to our need for community.{11}

Well, aren’t unbelievers the ones judging believers? Aren’t
Christians just standing up to sin? In-depth interviews showed
that many respondents “believe Christians are trying . . . to
justify feelings of moral and spiritual superiority.”{12} My
opinion is this: If we think we’re better, we need to revisit
Amazing Grace! Arrogance is the charge; are you guilty of it?
I know I’ve been.

What does it mean to be judgmental? People are stumbling over
stuff like this:

• Judgmentalism doesn’t stop to ask why people do the things
they do and why they are the way they are. That is, it just
doesn’t care.

• Judgmental minds see everything in terms of rules kept or
rules broken.

•  A  judgmental  heart  maintains  the  us-them  dichotomy,
keeping people at a distance from us. Holding people in
contempt is easier when we lump them into categories.

• The core belief of a judgmental spirit is, “I’m right and
I’m better.”

It’s true, the worldview of young generations in America has
shifted in recent years to include a “do-it-yourself” morality
and this is deeply troubling. Youth apologist Josh McDowell
notes that seniors have the emotional maturity of freshmen
today. Many suffer from broken families.{13} Still, an entire
generation—churched  and  many  formerly-churched—doubts  our
motives. Yes, they are judging us! But if our attitudes truly
are stiff-arming people, shouldn’t we start sympathetically
inviting them into God’s fellowship?



Christ-followers have a very hard time distinguishing between
judging people and judging what they do. Scripture teaches us
clearly not to condemn people to hell. Paul the Apostle taught
that he didn’t even judge himself, much less outsiders. Yet we
are told to judge fruits, which consist of what people do.
That way, we know if we’re dealing with an unbelieving person,
a confused believer or a mature disciple of Christ. If an
unbeliever commits sin, we can see from it how to minister to
them.

We church folks say, “Love the sinner, hate the sin.” Those
studied said they experience hate of the sin and the sinner.
Much of church peoples’ discomfort and judgmentality stems
from  cultural  and  generational  sources.  If  something  like
tattoos gets in the way of a Christlike response, maybe we
need to take a fresh look at our attitudes.

How  Can  True  Christians  Constructively
Respond?
Section Synopsis: Repairing a damaged image is a worthy goal
for  Christians  so  that  critics  can  see  Christ  instead  of
negative stereotypes. We can tear down stereotypes by being
Christlike and then we have a chance to tear down deeper
misconceptions about God, the Bible, and faith.

The panhandler touched Dave’s heart with his honest appeal. “I
just want a burger.” Throughout the meal, Dave talked with
him, finding out about his life and views. He didn’t try to
cram the gospel in or argue. Dave later overheard the man say
to his homeless companion, “Hey that guy’s a Christian and we
actually  had  a  conversation.”  Dave  wondered  what  kind  of
negative interactions with Christians from the past prompted
that response!

The authors of unChristian uncovered a low public opinion of
evangelicals and born-again Christians among outsiders. They



may be biased, but it’s helpful to know what people think.

One of the most important ministries you can have these days
is  to  tear  down  negative  stereotypes  of  Christ-followers
simply by being Christlike. That may set the stage for tearing
down myths and lies about God, the Bible, and Christianity.

We need to seek common ground to begin a dialogue with those
outside the faith. We all respond to agreement better than
arguments, so affirming is a good start towards persuading. I
recently saw a bumper sticker on the truck of a worker. It
said in effect, “Jesus loves you but I think you’re a jerk”,
although in more colorful language! After I chuckled about how
God  loves  “jerks”  like  me,  we  spent  forty-five  minutes
discussing his views, mostly on God and religion.

At one point, he proclaimed, “I like to think of God as
feminine.” I explored his reasons, which included the presence
of beauty in the world. I affirmed that observation far as I
could and expanded his thinking. I said, “What if God is so
big  and  complete  that  He  embodies  perfect  femininity  and
masculinity?” The door opened wider. But what if I’d acted
offended by the cuss word on the sticker or been put off by
his distorted theology? I’m sure he would have been put off
and the conversation would have been aborted.

Again, we also need to admit mistakes and problems, say the
authors.  Youth  today  emphasize  “keepin’  it  real,”  being
genuine.  “Transparency  disarms  an  image-is-everything
generation.”{14}

Lastly, the authors urge us to respond with truth and love to
gays and their friends. Speaking out against homosexual sin
and harmful politics may be our role. At the same time, Kerby
Anderson points out that Christians “should lovingly welcome
those who struggle with homosexual temptations and dedicate
[ourselves] to meet the emotional and spiritual needs of”
homosexual strugglers.{15}



Our tone of voice, demeanor and facial expression are much
more  important  than  we  think.  As  Tim  Keller  says,  “You
actually have to embody a different kind of Christian than the
ones that they’ve known in the past or they’re simply not
going to listen to what you’re saying.”{16}
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Current  Events  and  the
Currency  of  Truth:  “Test
Everything”
Byron Barlowe opens a series on biblical discernment for dark
days, likening wise discernment of current events and abiding
issues  to  examining  bills  and  coins  to  verify  their
authenticity. Being able to tell the difference between good
vs. bad, right vs. wrong, fruitful vs. unfruitful, and subtle
lies that captivate believers is a long-term discipline that
is  a  Christian’s  duty  and  privilege  to  walk  out  as  God
provides Scripture, counsel, reflection, and field experience.

“In Christ are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and
knowledge” Colossians 2:3

As  Christians,  should  we  really  concern  ourselves  with
discerning real vs. fake, better vs. best, profitable vs.
unprofitable, lies and half-truths vs. truth and wisdom? To
help answer that question, and as an introduction to a coming
series on discernment, let’s look at a historical example from
over 70 years ago.

Adolph  Burger,  a  Jewish  printer  sentenced  to  a  Nazi
concentration  camp  in  1942,  was  shocked  to  find  himself
released and forced to use his printing skill for Germany’s
war effort. In a perversion of the tabernacle artisans whom
God gifted during Israel’s exodus from Egypt,{1} Burger was
forced to facilitate a brilliant secret plan to ruin Britain.

His and fellow Jewish craftsmen’s work would be dropped by
German bombers over English cities and towns. But these were
no  explosive  devices.  They  potentially  held  much  more
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devastating power than any number of bombs. They were even
made of paper!

Fifty-five years later, investigative TV show 60 Minutes II
hired a deep-sea recovery team to search the 350-foot depths
of Lake Toplitz in Austria. Why? In the final days of WWII,
when the Russians and Allied troops were pinching Hitler’s
regime from opposite sides for an inevitable victory, some
Nazi  holdouts  hoped  the  diabolical  plan  could  yet  be
implemented. So, they sunk the work of the Jewish artisans in
remote Lake Toplitz.

The plan, dubbed Operation Bernard, would seize upon human
greed and sheer numbers to ruin the British economy. It would
go like this:

Drop  exquisitely  forged  English  pound  notes  from
Luftwaffe planes causing widespread distribution, then
refuse to honor the phony money by banks and businesses,
and resultant economic panic among citizens, thus
Radically undermining the value of the British pound,
hence
Destroying the economy, hopefully driving England to its
knees and ensuring victory.
Key to the plan: human nature. Money falling from the
sky is just too tempting! It would definitely lead to
hoarding and general circulation, they thought.

Most  forgers  do  as  little  as  they  can  to  mimic  genuine
currency—only enough to get a pass on a cursory look. “But by
using the world’s finest craftsmen and supplying . . . the
most  modern  tools  and  machinery,  the  Germans  solved  this
problem . . . . Once the bills were in circulation, it would
be  difficult  for  even  experts  to  know  genuine  from
counterfeit;  amateurs  would  have  no  hope.”{2}

Judging counterfeit claims and deceit, like the bogus bills
the Nazis created, is a complex project, requiring great skill



and training. Much of godly discernment emerges from self-
discipline, a facet of the fruit of the Spirit. According to
Tim  Challies,  author  of  The  Discipline  of  Spiritual
Discernment, every disciple of Jesus is morally obligated to
discern between truth and lies and to pass on the former while
resisting the latter.

Whatever the person’s level of maturity in Christ, wisdom and
its application of discernment to specific issues is available
for every Christian. “His divine power has given us everything
required for life and godliness through the knowledge of him
who called us . . .” (1 Peter 1:3-4, emphasis mine). “Yet when
I am among mature believers, I do speak with words of wisdom,
but not the kind of wisdom that belongs to this world or to
the  rulers  of  this  world,  who  are  soon  forgotten”  (1
Corinthians  2:6  NLT).  All  born-again  believers  possess
potential discernment. Mature ones seek and develop it.

The biblical command to “test everything” (1 Thessalonians
5:21) means carefully weighing inputs from culture, family,
and  even  personal  thoughts.  It  monitors—somewhat  like
antivirus software on a computer—our beliefs and decision-
making  in  light  of  Scriptural  truth,  Spirit-illumined
meditation and thoughtfulness, godly counsel, and experience
in situational discernment.

Gaining wisdom, the entire point of the book of Proverbs, is
lifegiving and sweet! “Know also that wisdom is like honey for
you: If you find it, there is a future hope for you, and your
hope will not be cut off” (Proverbs 24:14).

Often this lifelong process seems burdensome, but spiritual
warfare is indeed warfighting, which is often excruciating.
The Body of Christ has always been in a war of ideas, battling
for truth. However daunting, constant discipline and practice
takes over and knowledge grows into wisdom which, by God’s
grace, produces discernment. Discernment becomes a progression
not  unlike  basic  education  from  kindergarten  to  secondary



graduation. The seasoned soldier of Truth can see potential
danger  approaching  and  react  with  muscle  memory,  but  not
prematurely or with overkill. Better weapons in trained hands
win.{3}

Lies, subtle and blatant, emerge daily on every front like
perhaps  never  in  our  history.  Brazenly  hostile  and  self-
contradicting  misinformation  and  propaganda  avalanches  too
quickly to keep up with.

Renowned Christian philosopher Dr. J.P. Moreland insists that
“the fundamental fight today is not primarily about truth
claims” themselves but rather how we can know truth at all.
The  prevailing  assumptions  question  the  very  “nature  of
knowledge itself.”{4} People say, “How can you know that?” or
simply  dismiss  Christian  faith  statements  and  reasoned,
Scriptural argumentation as groundless, mostly due to their
faith in scientific naturalism as the only source of actual
truth.{5} Postmodernism creates a widespread belief that truth
can only be tribal, eschewing appeals to absolute or universal
truth  claims—chiefly,  the  metanarrative  of  the  Biblical
record.{6}

This  moment  in  American  history  is  witnessing  pervasive
efforts to deceive and shut down alternative views. Pressure
groups, several with Marxist underpinnings, actively initiate
strategies designed to dismantle and remake American culture,
its  history  and  education  system,  the  nuclear  family,
negotiated policy creation, America’s founding principles, the
role of the press, and to suppress individuals and groups who
do not hew to certain views. Some big businesses, “woke” and
supportive of such moves, provide financial, advertising, and
distribution aid as de facto gatekeepers and worse.

Thanks  to  federal  law  granting  them  special  protections,
social  media  platforms  and  search  engines  (Big  Tech)  are
uniquely  free,  compared  to  broadcast  radio  and  TV,  to
blacklist and block anyone with whom they disagree. It’s a



matter of public record that Google, Facebook, Twitter, and
others exercise these tactics of massive influence more each
week.  Industry  leaders  who  skew  Leftward  politically  have
bound  together  to  influence  the  outcome  of  the  2020
Presidential  election.{7}  Calls  from  members  of  Congress
unconstitutionally  imply,  even  threaten,  to  “research”
individuals  who  were  associated  at  all  with  the  former
president or the movement he represented. Understanding the
roots of radical notions like these helps recognize and rebut
them.

This seems to be our generation’s time of testing. But, as
Jesus  taught,  believers  don’t  target  even  our  human
enemies.{8}  Rather,  “we  destroy  arguments  and  every  lofty
opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every
thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:5). We fight
for their sake and ours against destructive lies. During dark
days, such a keen battle-ready mindset and heartset seems all
the more urgent.

What’s Our Part in Deciphering Truth in
All This Chaos?
Did  you  know  that  you  can  refuse  a  suspicious  piece  of
currency? But if you accept it, you’re legally responsible. If
it’s funny money, you’re left holding the bag.

The Bank of Canada’s solution to a rampant counterfeiting
problem  was  a  campaign  drumming  into  the  public  the
watchwords:  “touch,  tilt,  look  at,  look  through.”  That
publicity  campaign  taught  citizens  how  to  test  official
currency  compared  to  forgeries.  Likewise,  Christ  followers
must hold up any claim or trend to the light to see if it’s
genuine  truth  or  a  fake.  On  religious  claims  and  trends,
examine carefully any doctrine or teaching or you could be led
astray.{9}

Therefore,  if  legal  tender  requires  examination  and  the



recipient is legally responsible for analyzing all received
cash payment, then certainly Paul’s admonition to “examine
everything”{10}  applies  even  more  to  citizens  of  God’s
kingdom.  We  will  answer  for  our  spiritual  savvy,  our
saltsmanship, and our lighting of the world, as well as how
wisely we led our families, fellows and flocks.

Everyday life examples of the need for vigilant discernment
are replete. Recently I was digitally fed news from an online
newspaper I found valuable. After a quick search I discovered
that this newspaper is owned by a mystical religious cult
founded in China. I found out through reporting sources I
didn’t fully trust, though, so I provisionally entered that
new fact into my matrix of personal filters. Only recently was
that claim confirmed when I saw the name of the religious
group spelled out on the publication’s web site.

The point of the story: few things are jet black and snow
white, so layers of discernment are required. When things get
gray,  more  work  is  needed  with  the  help  of  others.  Wise
discernment  discovers  distinctions  within  the  knowledge  we
gain, it assesses known patterns, and advises the heart and
mind on levels of trust to agree to or the need to reject.

In the case mentioned, I determined that the enemy of my enemy
(the Chinese Communist Party) is my friend, in a way. However,
I have an eye out on journalistic balance and am especially on
guard reading their newspaper’s spirituality section (if I
ever read it). All of this took a grand total of less than
fifteen minutes, then an abiding mindfulness as I hunted for
other things. Awareness and practice are key. Biblical and
cultural  perception  paves  the  way.  Make  your  own  wise
assessments.

You,  as  a  growing  or  seasoned  Christian,  can  use  wise
discernment to serve as an “elder in the gate” for others. Or,
as a seeker you can begin to plumb the depths of God’s twin
revelations in Creation and the Bible. The book of Proverbs



emphasizes a desperate and greatly rewarding pursuit of wisdom
and its seasoning with age. We are here to help equip you and
answer your questions.{11}

The best antidote to spiritual and worldly confusion is simply
Holy Spirit-led discernment. (And that’s not just for those
gifted with special discernment.)

In future posts I will address several angles on discernment
in the world and Church. Following is a list of upcoming
topics as I envision them today.

Upcoming in This Discernment Series

The  How  of  Discernment—I’ll  dive  deeper  into  biblically
defining discernment and address how worldview as a concept
helps reveal and classify untrue and dangerous assumptions
among philosophies that affect one’s view of the universe and
the Creator, human value and business, and more. Also, to be
discussed: How can we distinguish true from untrue (or the
insidious half-true), good, better and best, and right from
wrong  or  disputable  matters  of  conscience?  What  is  the
relationship  of  knowledge,  wisdom,  and  discernment  as  the
Bible frames it?

Spiritual & Mental Triage—How can I handle sustained, varying
and rapid information, claims and counterclaims, and policies
that force me to either endure, protest, or free myself from
them? (I may write some about conscientious objection vs.
following  authorities.)  How  can  one  fend  off  attack,
especially the arrows aimed at religious freedom, biblical
values  and  God’s  revealed  will?  What  if  repression  or
persecution  happens  anyway?

Distinguishing Between God’s Ways and God’s Enemy’s Ways—It
bears emphasizing that, though the cosmos (world) and human
sin nature (flesh) are capable of ruin on a global scale,
there’s a cosmic battle pre-dating man and Creation—and, yes,
politics. The traits and track records, if you will, of both



God Almighty and the original Rebel help to immediately test a
message’s likely origin and flag the source.

Discerning and Dealing with False Dichotomies—With so many
events  and  “empty  philosophies  of  men,”{12}  the  unified
biblical narrative of how life works and biblical guidance
gets  distorted  by  oversimplified  false  choices—a  favorite
trick of the Liar and his worldly, often unwitting, disciples.
It’s  either  “material  things  are  all  that  matters”  or
“spiritual  and  mystical  things  are  the  only  really  real
things,” etc. Competing goods are confusing for good-willed
people, too. How do I better notice these and find either a
middle way or a third way? What false splits have I bought
into that keep both unbelievers and believers from discerning
biblically: facts vs. feelings, truth vs. emotions, oppressors
vs. the oppressed only, and so on?

Giving  Essentials  Their  Proper  Due—How  do  I  and  those  I
spiritually lead avoid unconsciously discounting a high view
of Scripture, theology, and God? We not only need to elevate
our game but lift our eyes to the heavens.

Realize and Embrace the Need for Testing—Even the scariest of
crises, such as an epidemic or a cultural revolution, may
constitute a test God uses for us. Such events provide a
perfect  laboratory  for  gaining  discernment  from  general
knowledge  and  a  growing  understanding  gained  by  “rightly
handling the word of truth.”{13} The disciplines you hone
through a sincerely perseverant search for a divine source of
wisdom gains immediate insight for daily situations, news, and
cultural developments that touch your life.

Discernment  and  the  Human  Heart,  Mind  and  Will—What  did
Solomon receive after asking for discernment to govern God’s
people, and how does that apply to me? Did that guarantee wise
living? What’s the difference between the heart and head in
biblical and scientific terms? What does Scripture say about
the heart and how elevated is its role?



Are  You  and  Your  Sources  Asking  the  Hard
Questions?—Yesterday’s conspiracy theory increasingly becomes
today’s  headline  and  tomorrow’s  policy.  Did  you  detect  a
curious new spirit of control, perhaps a taste by governments
for unreasonable and unrelenting regulations in the initial
stages of the Covid-19 response? I did in March 2020. Skilled
observers like Dennis Prager asked early on about the balance
of our national response. Discerning people were justified in
their  caution  and  predictions  about  the  tradeoffs  between
several goods: fighting a novel virus for everyone weighed
against economic, medical, and psychological damage, not to
mention  governments’  tendency  to  retain  emergency  measures
beyond need. Asking the hard questions can enable us to see
and  respond  to  the  shifts  and  movements  around  us  from
whichever side. Asking early enough can avoid hazards.

Avoiding Logical Pitfalls and Inappropriate Judgment—Thinking
can be flawed or downright incorrect, so how can I avoid that?
What are some common logical fallacies and how can I spot
them? Are sound arguments always true?

Judging: Is it a Forbidden Act or a Necessary Tool?—One of the
most famous but misused quotes of Jesus is, “Judge not, lest
you be judged” (Matthew 7:1). Was He teaching never to make
assessments of anyone or anything, or did His and other New
Testament teachings offer a nuanced approach?

Discernment must stem foundationally from an outside Observer
or its interpretations will be captive to its own small circle
of knowledge, assumptions, and influencers. Think of it! God
intervened in human form and keeps speaking into it by his
illuminating Spirit. “But the one who is spiritual discerns
all things . . . .” (1 Corinthians 2:15).

As ministers of reconciliation and ambassadors, we speak his
truth as if from a foreign country.{14} How do we gain a
hearing? Partly from making sense of things from an objective,
authoritative,  out-of-this-world  point  of  view,  relying  on

https://probe.org/covid-conditioning-a-viral-outbreak-is-reshaping-us-and-our-world/


knowledge and wisdom that the unredeemed can only dream exist.

Notes

1. Exodus 36:1.
2.  Tim  Challies,  The  Discipline  of  Spiritual  Discernment,
(Wheaton,  IL,  Crossway  Books  2007),  14.  I  owe  this  well-
researched story and many concepts to Challies.
3. 2 Corinthians 10:4; 1 Timothy 4:8; Ephesians 6:17; Hebrews
4:12
4. Dr. J.P. Moreland, on a Zoom conference call sponsored by
Baylor University apologetics club Oso Logos (tied to Ratio
Christi), streamed live on March 2, 2021. I attended that
online meeting.
5.  See  probe.org/atheist-myths-and-scientism/.  Note:  this
belief sneaks into the minds and convictions of Christians,
too, who don’t see its influence.
6. See probe.org/worldviews-part-2/ and probe.org/truth-what-
it-is-and-why-we-can-know-it/.
7. See a mainstream media article detailing a “conspiracy” to
“save  the  [2021  Presidential]  election”  through  a  “shadow
campaign”  led  by  a  “cabal”  of  Big  Tech  leaders  at
time.com/5936036/secret-2020-election-campaign/.  See  also  an
expose (speech transcript) detailing very recent and alarming
systematic message controlling methods by giant social media
platforms: imprimis.hillsdale.edu/control-need-rein-big-tech/.
8. “Love your enemies . . .”, Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 12:31.
9. Acts 17:11. More to come on general as well as spiritual
discernment to via Probe.org, Probe radio and our Head & Heart
podcast.
10. 1 Thessalonians 5:21.
11. Visit our answers to visitor queries at Probe.org/answers/
and Ask Probe.
12. Galatians 2:8.
13. 2 Timothy 2:15.
14. Hebrews 11:16.
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Addressing  Anxiety  in
Tumultuous Times
Byron Barlowe connects the dots between the universal problem
of anxiety, what brain science is teaching us about our minds,
and how Scripture and spiritual disciplines can help. In a
world consumed by violent riots and trauma surrounding the
Covid virus, this is a timely topic that God and science speak
to well.

Millions  of  people  worldwide  are  battling  anxiety  in  a
tumultuous time. The Coronavirus pandemic response has created
a  new  abnormal:  heightened  fear  of  sickness  and  death,
economic  damage,  and  social  isolation.  Loneliness  is  the
number  one  health  crisis  in  America  according  to  many
epidemiologists,  psychiatrists,  and  social  scientists.{1}
While we’re all still reeling from this, racial strife has
erupted  into  looting,  killings,  and  anarchy  in  American
streets.

Mental health is an increasing concern too. One
study  found  that  during  the  spring  2020  mass
quarantine,  prescriptions  for  anti-anxiety  meds
spiked.{2} A San Francisco area hospital has seen
more deaths by suicide than by Covid-19, prompting
a call for an end to mass shutdowns.{3} It’s been a perfect
storm of stress.

Are there real solutions right now? Yes, brain science is
confirming the truths and promises proclaimed in Scripture in
exciting ways! We have wonderfully adaptive minds—especially
when they are focused on God. These built-in mind-morphing
capabilities show the genius of our design as Image-bearers of
God. Audiologist, cognitive researcher and outspoken Christian
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Dr. Caroline Leaf writes, “As an individual, you are capable
of making mental and emotional change in your life. Through
your  thinking,  you  can  actively  recreate  thoughts  and,
therefore, knowledge in your mind.”{4}

And  this  has  profound  implications  for  true  hope.  Leaf
continues: “Thoughts are real, physical things that occupy
mental  real  estate.  Moment  by  moment,  every  day,  you  are
changing the structure of your brain through your thinking
[it’s happening right now as you read]. When we hope, it is an
activity of the mind that changes the structure of our brain
in a positive and normal direction.”{5} The biblical book of
Hebrews defines faith as “the substance of things hoped for,
the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). The thankful,
attentive, willfully hopeful mind creates positive emotions,
thoughts,  and  acts  of  the  will.  In  other  words,  we
significantly  control  whether  we  have  a  healthy  soul.

Dallas Willard writes, “The transformation of the self away
from a life of fear and insufficiency takes place as we fix
our mind upon God as he truly is.” As Scripture teaches, “Be
transformed by the renewing of your mind.” In this article
we’ll explore this transformation.

Morphing Your Mind—It’s Mostly Up to You!
Everyday stress is hard enough—but what about work-related
anxiety?  Money?  Riots,  memories  of  abuse,  bullying,  and
abandonment? We have little control over family, culture or
epidemics. But we can make amazing internal changes through
our responses. Science and Scripture agree on this.

The  transforming  mind-renewal  encouraged  by  Scripture  is
possible for us all, especially for people who have invited
God to lead their lives. We can intentionally train our minds
to reshape our brains—we are not perpetual victims of our past
or circumstances. Nor are humans mere products of matter in
motion. Dr. Caroline Leaf, author of Switch on Your Brain,



claims that “Choice is real, and free will exists. You are
able to stand outside yourself, observe your own thinking,
consult with God, and [work with him to] change the negative,
toxic thought or grow a healthy, positive thought. When you do
this, your brain responds with a positive neurochemical rush
and structural changes that improve your intellect, health,
and peace.”{6}

Even traumatic memories can be starved, defanged, broken down,
and  replaced.  Brought  into  conscious  awareness,  they  can
become plastic enough to be recreated. Leaf explains that
“Neurons that don’t get enough signal (that is, rehearsing of
the negative event) will start firing apart, wiring apart,
pulling  out,  and  destroying  the  emotion  attached  to  the
trauma.” Also, desirable brain chemicals that bond and remold
chemical  connections,  increase  focus  and  attention,  and
increase  feelings  of  peace  and  happiness  begin  to  weaken
traumatic memories even more. So bad memories, hatred, hurt,
and  other  negative  thoughts  and  emotions  that  form  toxic
beliefs: “If they stop firing together, they will no longer
wire together. This leads to . . . rebuilding new ones.”{7}

Ideas have consequences and our beliefs guide our behavior. In
the words of King Solomon, “As a man thinks in his heart, so
he is.”{8} That is, we construct frameworks of beliefs and
then speak and act from them.

Science seems to confirm this biblical view of self-control.
Measuring  magnetic  fields,  electrical  impulses,  chemical
effects,  photons,  vibrations,  and  quantum  energy  paints  a
picture  of  intricately  [networking]  neurotransmitters,
proteins, and energy—that is, signals—that change the brain’s
landscape.{9} This “neuroplasticity [seems to be] God’s design
for renewing the mind.”{10}

And there’s nothing magic about it: overcoming anxiety can be
helped a lot through habits of the mind, heart, and soul.



Mindfulness & Meditation—Self-Control and
Seeking God in Silent Solitude
It’s no wonder that the concept of “mindfulness” has become a
“thing” these days. Meditation and concentration are new-old
survival skills. How do they work?

Dr. J.P. Moreland, noted philosopher and author of Finding
Quiet: My Story of Overcoming Anxiety and The Practices That
Brought Peace, candidly shares his struggles with anxiety and
the need he had for medications. He also discovered the power
of  seeking  God  in  self-directed  solitude.  He  emphasizes
sustained  habits  of  the  praising,  thankful,  and  self-
controlled  soul.

Mindful meditation is not like taking a drug, is not a quick
fix, or denying the senses to rid oneself of desire.{11} “By
charting new pathways in the brain, mindfulness can change the
banter inside our heads from chaotic to calm.”{12} New habits
are formed over time. When it comes to our minds, “practice
doesn’t make perfect; it makes permanent.”{13}

Remaining at rest via the practice of spiritual disciplines
takes advantage of our mind’s ability to “move into a highly
intelligent, self-reflective, directed state.” And the more
often we go there, the more “we get in touch with the deep,
spiritual part of who we are.” This exercise switches brain
modes in a way that can create wisdom and potential connection
with God.{14} As Jesus taught his disciples, “Keep awake (give
strict attention, be cautious and active) and watch and pray,
that you may not come into temptation.”{15} We can mentor our
own minds, settle our souls, habituate
our hearts, and free our spirits to respond to God. Brain
science is catching up on this reality.

So, what’s going on physically when we stop to meditate in
focused solitude and silence? A post at Mindful.org claims,
“The impact that mindfulness exerts on our brain is borne from



routine:  a  slow,  steady,  and  consistent  reckoning  of  our
realities, and the ability to take a step back, become more
aware, more accepting, less judgmental, and less reactive. . .
.  Mindfulness  over  time  can  make  the  brain,  and  thus
[ourselves], more efficient regulators, with a penchant for
pausing  to  respond  to  our  world  instead  of  mindlessly
reacting.”{16} How different would social media conversations
be—especially on politics and race—if more people practiced
patient contemplation!

Various regions of our brains change while meditating. The
“fight or flight” area actually shrinks in size.{17} It’s a
real chill pill!

God keeps “him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on You,
because he trusts in You.”{18}

Thankfulness and Happiness—Healthy Habits
of the Mind & Heart
In trying times, we all want to return to happiness. It’s a
God-given right to pursue it, according to America’s founders.
The biblical worldview recognizes the inherent brokenness of
both creation and human beings, so it is no surprise that
confusion,  discord,  and  tragedy—along  with  evil  spiritual
powers—“steal, kill, and destroy”{19} our joy. What can be
done?

Christian philosopher J.P. Moreland writes, “You have it in
your power to begin a regimen of choices, assuming you would
choose the right things, and form a habit of this that can
substantially improve your happiness and decrease or get rid
of anxiety. There really is hope.”{20} Our non-conscious mind
turns thoughts over and over. Through spiritual disciplines,
we bring these into our conscious awareness, which manipulates
actual proteins, creating overhauled memories. Intentionally
bringing God to mind—His attributes, the wonder of creation
and His blessings, promises, answered prayers—such a focus



leads to a cycle of good thinking, feeling, and knowing that
turns into believing real truth. Faith is a gift so we’re not
alone in doing this. But it is up to us to put to use the
gifts  described  here  to  “work  out  [our]  salvation  with
[reverence and proper humility].”{21}

Remember, we have a strong influence in reshaping our own
brains—especially  with  God’s  help.  Secular  scientists  are
discovering the wonderful power of thankfulness. Scientific
studies prove seven benefits according to PsychologyToday.com.
Gratitude improves relationships, physical and mental health,
sleep, self-esteem, and mental resilience. It even reduces
aggression,  the  urge  for  revenge.  Scripture  aligns  with
physical reality again when it tells us: “Don’t worry about
anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you
need  and  thank  him  for  all  he  has  done.  Then  you  will
experience  God’s  peace,  which  exceeds  anything  we  can
understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you
live in Christ Jesus.”{22}

Moreland jokes, “If we’re not careful, we may even come to
think we were designed to flourish best when we are thankful
and grateful! Yet as exciting as these psychological studies
are, we didn’t need them to know the importance and value of
expressing  gratitude  and  thanksgiving  to  God.  The  Bible
insists  on  this  .  .  .  [it’s]  filled  to  overflowing  with
exhortations to be grateful to God and express thanksgiving to
him.”{23} As King David famously prayed in Psalm 23, “Surely
goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life”—he
trusted a good God to lead, protect, and bless him. That’s joy
far beyond happiness!

Takeaways & Practical Applications
Brain networks form an inner life of the mind. We can switch
between various networks constantly. Like a mom monitoring
kids  running  around  inside  several  contained  rooms,  this
enables us to control the controllable—our reactions to events



and circumstances. Brain scans confirm how we capture and
police rogue thoughts in ways prescribed in Scripture: “We . .
. take every thought captive to obey Christ.”{24}

UCLA  researchers  address  how  our  habitual  non-conscious
thoughts can drive anxiety—negative self-talk like:

• “I’ll be in real trouble if…”

• “What if so and so happens next week?”

• “I’ll probably fail that exam!”

“It’s what we say to ourselves in response to any particular
situation that mainly determines our mood and feelings.”{25}

“Forming a new habit requires doing things you may not want to
do in the early stages of formation,” as any coach or teacher
will tell you.

For retraining our brains, experts have devised methods like
The Four Step Solution:

It goes as follows:{26}

Step 1: Relabeling: call out thoughts as having no necessary
connection with reality: tell yourself “That is a destructive
lie.” Call on Proverbs 4:23, “Guard your heart above all else,
for it is the source of life.”{27}

Step 2: Reframing: take the power out of the bad thoughts.
Reset  your  perception  of  the  deceptive  message  by  being
mindful that it exists, its content, and how you are now
feeling by correctly categorizing the distorted message. Bad
self-talk includes:

• all or nothing thinking (for example: “it was a total
failure”)

• overgeneralizing



• singling out one thing to focus on

• catastrophizing (or making too big a deal out of things)
and

• discounting the positive

Reframing  them  creates  stable  memories  formed  by  repeated
updating.

Step 3: Refocusing: Set your mind on anything else—distract
yourself from the negative thoughts. Stop obsessing! Get into
“the flow” of something. Focus elsewhere. And don’t ruminate
about the message—analyzing it will deepen the grooves in your
brain.

Step 4: Revaluing: After a while, reflect on how you did Steps
1-3. Recommit to repeat these steps throughout the day.

Over 21 days, a “newly formed neural network” will decay in
less than a month: thoughts are like muscles that atrophy and
die or get stronger with use.{28} Starve the bad, feed the
good.

As Paul instructed the Philippian church, dwell on what is
good and pure, true and worthy of praise.{29}
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COVID  Conditioning:  A  Viral
Outbreak  is  (Re)Shaping  Us
and Our World
Byron Barlowe probes the underlying implications of the global
reaction to COVID-19 from a worldview level, asking if we may
be  being  conditioned  to  accept  unbiblical  views  without
realizing it.

You and I are being conditioned, you know that, right? It’s a
daily thing. Events and messages work on us, and we need to
learn to shape them before they shape us. We must take in the
right stuff to counter lies and well-intended overreach.

All of a sudden a universal and ubiquitous mind-and-heart-
shaper has hit the world like an alien invasion. The tension
and suspense feels like that in the film Signs: sitting in the
basement, waiting for green “men” to creep into the boarded-up
farmhouse, getting snatches of what’s going on in the outside
world  through  a  baby  monitor.  We  are  covered  over  with
everything COVID-19 virus: news of it, perhaps even the real
effects of it as a sickness. But for most of us the newly-
minted mandates by mayors and governors, and social pressures
from friends and family stemming from the worldwide reaction
is the main reality of our lives as we “shelter in place” and
are bombarded with a constant stream of information. It’s
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ruining investment portfolios—at least for now “on paper”—and
skyrocketing  the  recently  record-low  unemployment  numbers.
People are scared for themselves and loved ones since so much
is unknown.

How  is  all  this  change  changing  us?  Materially,  how  will
shifting norms transform public policy and law, along with our
personal  beliefs?  What  will  the  upending  of  our  economy,
civic, and personal lives mean? For folks with secure jobs and
schoolchildren, is it simply about getting through a few weeks
of downtime and home-work, commonsense hygiene and personal
contact avoidance? Or will we be forever stamped with new
attitudes  and  convictions  birthed  by  events  beyond  our
control?

We are Responsible for Our Thoughts and
Beliefs
Brain  scientists  confirm  what  good  pastors,  parents,  and
coaches  teach:  we  can’t  necessarily  control  what  we  go
through,  but  our  reaction  to  it  is  up  to  us.  Don’t  get
“Corona’d”! We can either fall mindlessly into lockstep with
what we’re told, or to run this experience through a wise grid
and conquer fear and foolishness. Cognitive researcher and
Christian Dr. Caroline Leaf emphasizes the power of mental
self-control: “As we think, we change the physical nature of
our brain. As we consciously direct our thinking, we can wire
out toxic patterns of thinking and replace them with healthy
thoughts . . . . It all starts in the realm of the mind, with
our ability to think and choose—the most powerful thing in the
universe after God, and indeed, fashioned after God.”{1}

The Apostle Paul, under the inspiration of our Creator God,
acknowledged this reality when writing to the first Century
Roman  church  and,  by  extension,  to  us  today.  If  he  were
writing what became Romans 12:1-2 to contemporary folks he may
have emphasized an action point first (verse 2) and expanded



his  words’  scope  to  entail  what  early  believers  took  for
granted: God as the center of all things. Their worldview,
including  their  view  of  the  universe  (cosmology),  was
hierarchical and infused with “God-ness.” Our temptation to
trust in God-optional techno-science and complex government
structures would be alien to our ancient Christian brethren.
Yet, there were competing views of the way the seen and unseen
worlds work, so Paul’s admonition to develop their new Christ-
inhabited mind is just as germane today.

It might have read something like, “Do not be conditioned by
the world [all that is other-than-God, the cosmos, and anti-
biblical realms, including your own self-created view of the
world] but be reconditioned by the total upgrading of your
mind in a new operating system downloaded by the entrance of
the Holy Spirit when you believed. This will help you discern
how  to  use  that  new  mind  wholeheartedly,  purely  serving
through your body, which is only fitting and quite pleasing as
your service to the Master of created reality, Himself the ‘I
Am’ Reality.”

It’s Real for Me Too
I’m not immune from the scare and worry. My smartphone just
dinged: my son’s second interview for his first career job set
for  90  minutes  from  now  was  just  cancelled.  The  recently
thriving corporation—a very promising prospect—has frozen all
hiring due to COVID-19. On the other line is a daughter who is
seeking a low-income service position since her employer has
no jobs in the pipeline. Our other daughter, an Intensive Care
Unit nurse, feels the pressure of shortages and health risks.
She posted a picture of herself in a mask and gown, disease
prevention  protocols  called  “Droplet  Precautions.”  Their
medical  equipment  is  inadequate  and  has  to  be  washed  and
reused. A friend’s fiancé’s family have all been laid off:
dad, mom, and siblings. It’s up to me to regulate my Corona-
news intake, take my anxiety to God, and trust him. But I am



determined not to be led into fear and one-sided thinking and
to help others.

Mind-Conditioning:  Words  Matter  to  Our
Worldview
Harsh new realities are marked by new verbiage which is always
a sign of cultural change and often a signal of improper
controlling  (“shelter  in  place,”  “social  distancing,”
“presumptive positive,” “an abundance of caution”). Euphemisms
like these mask meanings. In order of appearance, they clearly
mean “Stay home, keep apart, we presume that he/she is a
carrier,  and  we  are  going  into  high-control  mode.”  As
philosopher Peter Kreeft writes, “Control language and you
control  thought;  control  thought  and  you  control  action;
control action and you control the world.” Are you and I being
conditioned to become used to changes we may not want?{2}

In the chaos, those of us with downtime and a biblical view of
life need to use it to reflect and speak into a frightened and
confused world. In the larger pluralistic community, how we
respond  collectively  and  personally  will  in  no  small  way
determine the arc of our future. As Dr. J.P. Moreland says,
“Each  situation  in  our  lives  is  an  occasion  for  either
positive formation or negative deformation.”{3} Yet, this is
not simply a personal matter. We are citizens and need to be
active ones.

Basic assumptions about reality—worldview presuppositions we
just take for granted—tend to sit like bedrock or sinkholes
underneath  the  foundations  of  cultures,  families,  and
individual lives. We either don’t know about them or ignore
them, especially in hectic times of real or perceived crisis.
They’re deep, unseen, and usually of no concern until events
unearth them or an earthquake shakes things up. Sinkholes
cause collapse. Bedrock stands.



Specific  Concerns  About  Corona-
Conditioning
Here  are  some  concerns  I  have  as  a  teacher  of  biblical
worldview discernment as this worldwide quake rattles on:

Have we become too beholden to medical science for direction?
Every human life is infinitely precious—a very biblical stance
given that we are made in God’s image, that He died for all
people, and that He desires for none to perish (Genesis 1:27;
John 3:16; 2 Peter 3:9). Yet, how does a society weigh its
view of life-value versus the inevitability of sickness and
death? Citizens demand a disease-free life without pain and
engage in death-avoidance, then take “death with dignity”; the
medical establishment pretends it can deliver all that. Can
outbreaks like this be allowed to shut down entire economies
and render personal freedoms moot? Only if we play along with
such  pretense.  An  international  obsession  with  killing  it
ignores everything else. Will our COVID-19 response cause more
harm than good? How one answers such concerns, not whether
such  dilemmas  should  happen,  is  at  issue.  Our  personal
worldviews  and  collective  societal  constructs—which  we  can
help change—will determine controllable outcomes. We will not
determine uncontrollable.

This is not to say that public health decrees are wrong in
principle nor to necessarily question at least some of those
being decreed in this situation, for example voluntary at-home
work and study. Repeating louder this time: I am not saying a
massive and unusual response is bad or wrong in and of itself.
Nevertheless, history is absolute regarding the exercise of
such power—it almost never regresses. 9-11 and subsequent one-
off attempted terrorist acts put in place onerous rules for
air passengers that look permanent. Progress, in this sense,
may be regress if it unrealistic and ill-conceived.



Conditioning Reality Itself?
Is Modern mankind seeking to short-circuit reality and its
consequences? This is the biggest underlying issue. There’s
something new in the air: near-unanimous mass morality based
in rapidly fueled public opinion further fed by transnational
fear. I call it “CoronaVirus Virus.” So far, epidemiologists
and medical scientists are calling the shots for a global
society. Pundits pump up the hype before we can know. Public
peer pressure (along with corporate acquiescence and
promotion)  guarantee  an  unquestioning  going-along  for  most
people and institutions.

We constantly hear and read the phrase, “It’s just the right
thing to do.” This orientation raises the question, “Why is it
the right thing to do? What is the moral grounding for that
decision?” “The greater good” is the mantra of a utilitarian
worldview  that  eventually  erases  the  kind  of  individual
freedom of moral agents which Scripture honors. The people in
power decide what is good for all the rest. In a pluralistic
society like ours, the privileging of choice was traditionally
baked into the very fabric of public policy. Law allows leeway
for disputable matters of conscience—at least they did before
the advent of “hate crimes” which require God-like knowledge
of motives. Such fundamental precepts of liberty have long
been eroding. In this new Corona-driven milieu, dictates like
government ordered shuttering of businesses and stay-at-home
decrees means they may never be fully regained. Let’s at least
realize this, even if the calculus of health-risk mitigation
over civil liberty wins the day.

Then there’s the prospect of the next pandemic. Some virus is
surely incubating for debut next year. Will this draconian
level be the new standard of response? How will our economy or
that of the world (who often follow our lead) survive under
such control?
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“What, again, is government’s role?”
Who  is  pausing  even  for  a  moment  to  ask  about  various
requirements, “Is this a bridge too far?” That leads to the
other great concern: the directives from medical science’s
mass diagnosis-for-the-world are, of course, implemented by
government. But the biblical view of the role of government is
pretty much limited to policing and making war. Admittedly,
society and hence, government has multiplied in complexity—an
unbiblical  situation  given  the  limits  mentioned—therefore
public  health  and  economic  interventions  are  somewhat
necessary. Absolutely, there are critical emergency situations
and this is one of them. It would be unconscionable to allow
an epidemic to spread willy-nilly on its own.

However, again, is anyone hitting Pause to ask how far is too
far? One hopes that in retrospect, this crisis engenders a
throttling back and overturning of policies that helped us get
in this pickle (e.g., Federal Reserve-mandated interventions
and supposed fixes which are being implemented again; also,
allowing  a  Communist  foreign  nation  a  choke  hold  on
pharmaceutical and medical supply chains to gain the “common
good” of cheap goods while caregivers do without). Government
solutions for all of life. Did we vote this in? Will we do it
again in November?

Government Tyranny in Sight?
Most worrisome is a move toward what appears more like a
police state. In Jordan, missionaries report that 400 people
have  been  arrested  for  leaving  their  apartments.  Refugee
relief  workers  cobble  together  care  in  an  impossible
situation. A Kentucky man was kept in his home somehow after
he refused to self-isolate (another new term in the popular
vernacular)—I don’t know the details. That spooked me. I wish
he cared enough to stay away from people, but when it comes
down  to  it,  he  could  be  shot  in  his  own
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neighborhood—presumably  on  his  own  property—for  leaving.
Explain that to your six-year-old. A shelter in place order
for all counties surrounding Kansas City is to be enforced by
police. Cops deciding to fine or arrest you for leaving your
home for other than trips to the doctor, grocery story, or
cleaners?  Politicians  telling  us  what’s  essential  may  be
necessary but seems arbitrary at best. Talk of state borders
closing for a sickness? This is a novel consideration, far as
I know! Does the Coronavirus rise to the level of a nuclear
fallout situation? Is this our shared future? As author and
apologist Dr. Ken Boa asks (in a personal email), “Given the
nature of interconnectivity in a digital world, we now live
within plausible sight of a fear-induced technological plague
that could lead to a totalitarian outcome.”

Choices, Not Conditioned Responses
Again, all I am asking is, “Does the necessity of this drastic
a  world-changing  meta-response  go  without  saying?  Could  a
relatively restrained response now be wise—despite the public
relations suicide of facing a sometimes mad mob morality?” On
the other hand, “Is freedom—economic and cultural—worth more
lives? Whose feet would that be laid at? Politicians? The
medical establishment (they are simply doing their calling)?
Fate’s? God’s?”

If  the  choice  is  between  saving  every  possible  life  and
forever changing life itself for earth’s entire population,
where is the middle ground and how does a society find it?
That  boat  has  sailed,  I  fear.  Relativistic,  ever-changing
ideals and their progressive promotion have won the day. The
mindset of “We are going to win this thing, no matter the
cost!” reigns triumphant in headlines.

There’s a worldview at work—learn to notice it: note the irony
of a Postmodern relativism entwined with a Modernist certainty
regarding mankind’s ability to control what used to be called
an  “act  of  God.”  That’s  what  the  highly  moralistic  and



humanistic John Mauldin is unabashedly promoting, I believe.
One more mass-mediated call to controlling an out of control
universe. As if we could.

Be At Peace, Christian, And Spread That
Peace
For  individual  believers,  a  biblically  realistic  and
optimistic response is to shelter in place (“abide in Me”).
Rest  in  the  peace  and  assurance  of  a  loving,  sovereignly
overseeing Creator who will make all things right someday,
whose agenda is being met. The best outward response toward
unbelievers is to share not only the certainty of that hope,
but the gospel that leads to hope in a disease-free, worry-
free, perfectly functional and loving society of brother and
sisters in Christ. Eternal perspective is the conditioning we
must seek. Because we’re all being conditioned. It is truly a
daily thing.

Meanwhile,  pray  for  the  individuals  in  charge  and  their
decision-making to be sound. As a new normal reconditions
minds and hearts around the globe at the speed of Internet
connections,  “Do  not  be  conformed  to  this  world,  but  be
transformed” by the mind of Christ (Romans 12:2).
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2. www.azquotes.com/quote/1333869, accessed 3/23/2020.
3.  J.P.  Moreland,  Finding  Quiet:  My  Story  of  Overcoming
Anxiety and the Practices That Brought Peace (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2019).
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Scraping Ceilings and Souls:
Lessons  on  Sanctification
From  a  Home  Improvement
Project
The process of upgrading and repairing Byron Barlowe’s home
helped him to see how God does the same kind of transformation
in the souls of Christ-followers.

My wife and I are living in a suspended state of misery in our
own home. It’s like camping in a plastic-lined dustbin after a
tornado blew furniture and books into random piles. Hidden in
every crevice there’s a thin fog of whitish dust and snow that
won’t melt. “How long, O Lord?” This odyssey started as we
launched a long-awaited kitchen remodel, which would be stress
enough:  “Where’s  that  sink  they  took  out  with  the  bulk
waste—we need it back until the granite people come to install
the new one!” Camping indoors again.

But then we succumbed to the contractor’s compelling sell-job
on removing popcorn from our ceilings—you know, that lumpy

stuff hanging from 20th century ceilings. “They’ll get it done
and clean it up for you.” No sweat, right? Right!

Anyone who’s lived through a major renovation or addition can
testify to the disturbance. It’s an all-encompassing project.
“How  many  more  trips  to  Home  Depot?”  I’m  at  the  library
writing this and will head to the shower at the YMCA. The
paint makes it hard to sleep. Finally, we left for vacation.
Disruption  of  routines  and  an  exploded  sense  of  place
overwhelms  and  badgers  us.

Yet  God  is  in  it.  The  ordeal  is  bringing  out  loads  of
attitudes and frustrations in me, especially since God seems
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to be doing an attitude renovation within me simultaneously.
Is that dual lesson cruel of God, or spiritually strategic? Do
I really grow when things sail smoothly along?

Yes, the promise of a new look and feel gets lost in the
temporary tiresomeness of it all. The more you have, the more
you pay in so many ways! Yet, what we had was not up to grade.
Some of it was poised to cause disaster, like some plumbing in
our kitchen. Replacing the working fridge with a cooler one
(accidental  pun)  revealed  a  faulty  valve.  It  had  to  be
replaced. In the same way, my soul needs a makeover.

Like a master plumber, the Lord needs to hook up the new pipes
of grace he has for me. He’s renovating my heart. I need to
grow into the new creation I already am. New openings for new
blessings, old things made new. Getting hung up on my way of
seeing issues or settling for an inadequate view of God’s
goodness calls for a major overhaul. The Lord is committed to
make this happen as I somewhat grudgingly lay my life before
him in submission—again. It hurts and is a mess, like the
unexpected plumbing issue. But like the fridge fix, it makes
possible a bounty of unspoiled fruit and prevents a nasty
flood!

Back to the originally intended project: the process for the
ceiling  redux  is  a  multi-step  process.  It  requires  the
following:

• scraping: complete with the roar of compressor to spray
water, a sharp scraper, and the old junk that falls to floor
(and into everything) like oatmeal or, well, wet popcorn

• “mud” to fill holes and fix gouges, a lot like grout for
tile or what painters do with picture hanger holes

• texture for a new, updated look, smoother than the stuff
from the days of puffy hairdos and disco music!

• And paint to “top” it off and complete the enjoyable and



more livable change.

Simple processes aside, the disarray and disruption of either
kind of renovation cannot be overstated. Every last physical
item,  habit,  and  way  of  life  has  been  overturned,  from
sleeping  to  showering,  eating  to  breathing  itself.  Repeat
after me, self: temporary pain for years of gain. And isn’t
that what spiritual growth is like? Is it worth it? This is
the operative question each time the Lord convicts us of sin
or a character issue. Sanctification—the project of turning us
into the real likeness of Christ—promises eternal reward and
glory! It showcases the goodness and truth of God. Maturity
matters, even though its development stinks at efficiency and
convenience from a human perspective.

Because negative thought patterns burn into our minds and even
have bodily effects, they need to be peeled off, removed. Kind
of  like  the  dragon  skin  of  the  character  Eustace,  the
unbearably cynical and snooty boy character in C.S. Lewis’s
Voyage  of  the  Dawn  Treader.  His  spiritual  blindness  and
insensitivity had to go but was painful to remove. Sin sticks
and separates us from God, goodness and others. Due to its
toxic spiritual effects, transformation can’t be kept waiting.
We,  like  young  Eustace,  need  to  release  our  sense  of
entitlement and thanklessness, rid ourselves of a false sense
of pleasure and pride. He have to grow new skin. We too must
be scraped over, repaired, remade and painted afresh.

What does this spiritual scraping of sanctification look like
in more detail? Well, not unlike ceiling refurbishment in so
many ways.

Necessary Disruption
First, like those old popcorn ceilings, coverings in my soul
simply  must  be  replaced,  and  not  for  reasons  of  fashion.
Scraping ceilings and hearts is inconvenient—the workers are
in our house all day. The Lord does his work while we do our



lives. There is never a “good time” for it. You just have to
suck it up and have your life turned around a bit. I have been
forced,  in  no  small  part  by  dealing  with  contractors  and
suppliers,  to  wrestle  down  thoughts  like,  “People  are
clueless—I wish they’d smarten up and pay attention.” While
there is truth behind those convictions as we all know, people
have reasons for distraction and the unredeemed have no choice
but  to  be  self-centered  and  confused.  The  Lord  has  been
revealing what it means to “value others above yourselves”
(Philippians 2:3). When my protective and cynical dragon skin
layers  are  removed,  I  begin  to  appreciate  how  gentle  and
ordered others’ minds can be. Their skills and especially
their ability to roll with messy, changeable situations amazes
me. They are better than me at a lot of things. Regardless of
my perceptions, God sees them as priceless and since he loves
me supremely, so I can afford to regard them as more important
than myself.

Healing Takes Time, Repetition
Second, filling in the holes and cracks means going over the
same “ground” again. It’s detailed work and has to set up and
dry before you can move on. This does not feel efficient, yet
it ensures that things are permanently restored. Often, the
soulish  equivalent  of  this  comes  in  the  form  of  deep
fellowship and counseling—filling in the injury done to our
souls with solid truth and love. The old becomes new again,
the cracked smooth, the damaged healed. “Restore to me the joy
of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain
me” (Psalm 51:12).

The Grace of Preparation and Protection
In fact, prepping the house took the most time: taping plastic
to  the  floor,  draping  furniture  and  ceiling  fans,
disconnecting light fixtures and removing air vents. It’s as
if  the  protection  of  our  belongings  and  dwelling  takes
precedence over the new look and underlying stuff. Isn’t this



God’s way? As his Spirit renovates our lives, he lines us with
protective  layers  of  grace  and  love,  draping  us  with  the
encouragement of prayers he evokes on our behalf and the love
of fellow Christ-followers.

Renovation Takes Force
Third, just like ceiling overhauls, retexturing is yet another
wearying pass over the same square footage for the purpose of
renewal—and it has to be forced. Workers hold a little orange
plastic  tank  attached  to  a  hose  that’s  hooked  up  to  a
compressor, then spray the new coating on the freshly prepared
surface. The pneumatic motor kicks into a whining screech that
fills the house. Without that push, the spray can’t come out
of the nozzle ten feet in the air. Similarly, the Spirit’s
regeneration of our souls is noisy, messy, pushy and downright
unpleasant. We may tire of reaching up to do our part in
spreading newness onto the same surface from which God has
removed the old stuff. Our shoulders and hearts get exhausted,
sore from holding up our part of the work. The air is a bit
nasty to breathe. But if our new life is to be realized, it
has to be done, forcibly.

The Stuff of Spiritual Renovation
Just what is such spiritual newness? The material used is
God’s Word illumined by his Spirit, creating new pathways for
our minds, hearts and wills, right down to the bone and marrow
of our beliefs. It means filling our minds with “whatever is
true . . . honorable . . . right,  . . . pure  . . . lovely .
. . of good repute . . . any excellence [and] anything worthy
of  praise”  (Philippians  4:8),  being  “transformed”  and
“renewed” in our minds (Romans 12:1-2), reckoning (deciding to
be so) ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus”
(Romans
6:11). All of these fresh Spirit-pumped coatings can cover our
internal  overheads  with  new,  living  realities.  That  is,
thinking and believing in a life-giving outlook that takes



seriously the promise that “if anyone is in Christ, he is a
new creation; the old has passed away, and see, the new has
come!” (2 Corinthians 5:17) is the ultimate renewal. Now, the
house has a new sky, if you will, and the sun is ready to
shine a bit brighter. As we capitulate to the often onerous
process of scraping, mudding, and texturing, we experience a
brand new covering for ceilings and souls-in-Christ. And now
for the coup de grace!

New Paint, New Spiritual Robes
Painting is the final stage of this household transformation.
Gone are the ugly, useless bits, replaced with the smoothness
of shalom—peace-filled blessedness—where defects get filled in
and fixed as we submit to the work. Likewise, as we are molded
into  Christ’s  likeness,  we  put  on  robes  of  pure  white
righteousness (Revelation 19:8; 3:4). So much can be said
about  the  glory  of  holiness  produced  in  willing  saints.
Suffice to say that the glory that awaits us outshines even
the brightest hues applied to earthly surfaces. Our spiritual
man is growing brighter, even as our bodies break down and
fade. “We do not lose heart, but though our outer man is
decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day” (2
Corinthians 4:16).

Many of us have ceilings that overhang us with old, outdated
looks.  All  believers  in  Christ  have  rooms—perhaps  whole
houses—that need reworking. Let the scraping begin. It’s worth
it!

“Gosnell”:  The  Doctor  Who
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Snuffed  Out  Babies  and  His
Silencing Accomplices
“Were you guys at the ‘Gosnell’ showing?” asked the older
gentleman at the urinal next to me. “Have you ever been in a
theater where nobody speaks as they leave the movie?” Two very
unusual events had just occurred: the reaction he mentioned
and men talking at the toilet! A men’s room discussion ensued,
focusing on the heaviness of the topic: abortion and baby
killing.

Despite unseasonable cold and rain, my wife and I had sat with
a few others in the local theater late on a weeknight. It was
the last chance to see a film that’s been just as shut down as
the discussion of its topic: killing of babies born alive by
an abortionist so unprincipled that he was foresworn by fellow
abortionists and pro-abortion advocates. The perpetrator: Dr.
Kermit Gosnell. The film bears his name. It is also subtitled,
maybe exaggeratedly, “The Trial of America’s Biggest Serial
Killer.” But who cares if a few others killed more humans than
he did over 30 years’ time? Gosnell is deservedly serving
three life sentences for first degree murder for offing who
knows how many newborns as a “service” to poor women.

As we exited the theater, I had nearly commented about the
palpable silence, but realized the gravity of the moment and
stopped myself. Perhaps it would take a while to process the
newly resurrected horror. The alternate thought occurred to me
that,  even  with  a  likely  self-selecting  audience  of  pro-
lifers, silence is what got us to the cultural situation we
are in regarding abortion. Would anyone even comment?

The “right to choose” has now been superseded by a debate
about  personhood  of  fetuses  and  babies.  Christians  often
remain silent. Many believe fetal sonogram pictures have dealt
a blow to the euphemisms. Turns out, it’s a picture that
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sealed Gosnell’s doom.

The  story  tells  itself,  so  the  film  simply  needed  to  be
believable. The superbly cast “Gosnell” pulls it off, with
characters as diverse as inner-city young women employed by
the mad doctor to a suburbanite prosecutor and mother of five
to the queerly eccentric, self-justified Gosnell himself. (The
lead actor is the actual Gosnell’s doppelganger!) A well-
played Emo blogger may have made the difference in prosecuting
the deranged doctor, while the mainstream press was absent
without leave. Cable TV-level cursing lends a less religious,
more real-to-life tone, but it seemed a bit overdone.

“Gosnell’s” biggest strength, unfortunately, is the unraveling
of a chamber of horrors haunted by the abortionist’s classical
piano playing and taste for exotic flowers. It is surreal.
This cat- and exotic turtle-loving, soft dictator’s demise
began as a drug case. In a classic storyline, the DEA (Drug
Enforcement  Agency)  and  FBI  encroach  on  a  local  police
investigation, forcing the investigation down the cul-de-sac
of a mere drug bust. As a law unto himself, Gosnell had become
a dealer. No one was prepared for the baby body bags and slime
of Gosnell’s “clinic.” That is, the headlines and court case
were  stranger  than  fiction—and  more  disturbing  than  most.
Frankly, the pre-Halloween release seems appropriate. Still,
the obvious moral implications and the inevitable appeal to
conscience provides a critical reality check for all time,
something  that  cuts  through  the  slogans  and  euphemisms
surrounding abortion.

That tension between the practice no one talks about and the
inherent law of right and wrong within human hearts at times
splits the screen. The pro-abortion prosecutor subtly rethinks
her position as she cuddles her new baby. The most telling
scene  is  the  courtroom  practice  session  with  the  defense
lawyer,  brilliantly  played  by  Nick  Searcy.  Here,  Gosnell
unequivocally states that he has no respect for laws about
training healthcare workers up to code. More chillingly, he



declares that his diagnosis of fetal-and live-birth babies’
viability  is  the  definitive  opinion.  In  other  words,  the
doctor totally violated the classical “do no harm” doctrine of
medicine  as  aided  and  abetted  by  authorities,  wantonly
violated laws designed to protect women, and played God with
babies’ lives even beyond the allowance of Roe-liberalized
abortion laws. But truth has a way of emerging. And history
repeats itself in a way.

How so? The up-to-the-minute story, which smells as fishy as
Gosnell’s clinic and the cover-up-by-negligence that kept him
in grim business for a third of a century, is a tale of
viewpoint  discrimination.  The  little-known  fight  to  stanch
this movie’s release and cancel showings parallels the way
that  authorities  ignored—by  decree—the  egregious  crimes  of
Gosnell.  This  week,  headlines  like  “‘Gosnell’  Filmmakers:
Theaters  Dropping  Movie,  Preventing  People  From  Buying
Tickets” emerged on Christian news web sites—and nowhere else,
apparently. “John Sullivan, the film’s producer and marketing
director,  said,  ‘The  fact  that  we’ve  been  dropped  from
theaters where the movie is the number 6 or number 9 movie is
just something you don’t see. ‘It’s hard not to believe it
isn’t  about  the  content  of  the  movie’.”{1}  Despite  an
excellent opening run, Facebook ticket-buyers report refunds
from  AMC  outlets  without  explanation  and  in  explicable
screening cancellations.

It  still  seems  as  if  there’s  a  conspiracy  to  shut  down
knowledge of the facts. The spirit of the grand jury-convening
judge who demanded the case not be about abortion lives on.
Recently, NPR played the same card, avoiding the hot button
term “abortion.” The Daily Beast reports that “National Public
Radio’s own past reporting called Kermit Gosnell an ‘abortion
doctor.’ But when the makers of a new film [“Gosnell”] wanted
to pay to use the phrase on air, no dice.” According to actual
events,  which  comprise  most  of  the  screenplay,  health
officials had direct orders from the governor’s office not to
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follow up on complaints about the clinic.

Gosnell’s “hellhole” of an abortion mill defied imagination.
It was a nasty nest of cat filth and biohazards. Turns out,
lots of that biological “waste” were the bodies of infants
killed both in the womb past legal dates, whom the butcher-
doctor “snipped” in the neck after they were delivered. “As
liberal commentator Kirsten Powers wrote at USA Today back in
2013, ‘Infant beheadings. Severed baby feet in jars. A child
screaming after it was delivered alive during an abortion
procedure. Haven’t heard about these sickening accusations?
It’s not your fault.’ Powers continued, ‘Since the murder
trial of Pennsylvania abortion doctor Kermit Gosnell began . .
. there has been precious little coverage of the case that
should be on every news show and front page.'” Years later,
the crickets can still be heard. Gosnell’s gruesome methods
boggled the mind of jurors and moviegoers. Still, the trial
was not allowed to “be a case about abortion.” Nor the film.
Yeah, right.

So, the docudrama about a “prolific serial killer” seems to be
merely another extension of the strange silence induced by a
biased system and a duped public. On a radio interview, the
producer said he had to raise funds himself, as with other
such independent conservative films. He has faced astonishing
resistance at every turn in the four-year process of creating
and releasing “Gosnell.” Studios supposedly balk because of
controversy,  but  conservatives  know  that  there  is  more
viewpoint  discrimination  than  anything  at  work.  One  would
almost  think  that  there  are  tweaked  consciences  being
defended.

In  a  monumental  scene,  the  prosecutor  shows  the  gruesome
picture  of  a  late-term  born-alive  baby  boy  who  had  been
executed by Gosnell. Courtroom fact-finding, arguments, and
persuasive appeals gave way to the impact of a picture, worth
many more than a thousand words. May the light of day shine on
the awful picture of death-dealing in and out of the womb in



the court of public opinion and individual hearts and minds.
“Gosnell” provides a revealing and compelling picture that
will  hopefully  live  on  despite  the  spotty  and  embattled
theater releases.

Note

1. The Christian Post, posted Oct. 22, 2018, accessed Oct. 25,
2018.
www.christianpost.com/news/gosnell-filmmakers-theaters-droppin
g-movie-preventing-people-from-buying-tickets-228090.
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Even  America’s  Largest
Denomination  Is  Bleeding
Members: Is It Too Late?
Further  erosion  of  membership  within  America’s  largest
denomination,  Southern  Baptist,  shows  a  larger  trend  of
churches losing [bleeding] members. Byron Barlowe believes the
answer may not be more programs, even evangelism programs.

Many wonder about the state of the Christian Church in the
U.S. How is it doing? Is it holding steady or shrinking? At
Probe, we are constantly monitoring this vital question, doing
raw-data-level cultural research.

We got another indication recently that the Evangelicals in
America are on their way down like Catholics and Mainline
Protestants have been for years. At this rate, the Church may
drop  into  relative  obscurity—or  at  least  become  a  small
subculture.  Read  on  despite  your  denominational  (or
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churchless) background because American culture is morphing
under all our feet. The ripple effects are only beginning.

Just  before  this  post  was  written,  the  Southern  Baptist
Convention was gathering to address topics like the ongoing
decline in America’s largest Protestant denomination. Top of
the agenda: despite adding around 500 new congregations, it is
bleeding membership and baptisms which indicate a declaration
of faith (Baptists call it “believer’s baptism” as opposed to
other  branches  of  Christianity  which  baptize  infants).
According to Christianity Today, the SBC just “reported its
largest  annual  decline  in  more  than  130  years—a  loss  of
236,467 members.”{1}

The negative numbers just keep coming. “The denomination is
down to its ‘lowest baptisms since 1946; lowest membership
since 1990; lowest worship attendance since 1996,’ according
to historical analysis from New Orleans Baptist Theological
Seminary. ‘The true bad news is that when you put last year in
the context of all previous years, it indicates the SBC is in
the midst of a decline that shows no signs of either slowing
down or turning around,’ said Chuck Kelly, the seminary’s
president.”{2}

The  Southern  Baptists  are  not  alone  and  not  the  first
Christians to see such a disheartening trend. Churchgoers are
voting with their feet in alarming numbers. Are they, in part,
being pulled away by unbelievers who want nothing to do with
church? Probe has researched deeply the “rise of the Nones,”
referring to the fast-growing segment of the nation who do not
affiliate with Christianity on surveys. They mark “None” when
it comes to which faith they claim. These politically and
ethically “moderate” or “liberal” folks are not atheistic or
hostile to religion. They simply don’t think about it. And as
someone  quipped,  the  opposite  of  good  is  not  evil,  it’s
indifference.

It seems that some of the former believers among the Nones are
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likely represented by the two of five Americans who believe
that “when it comes to what happens in the country today,
‘people of faith’ (42%) and ‘religion’ (46%) are part of the
problem.”{3}  More  likely,  the  general  malaise  regarding
eternal destiny or religion of the non-affiliated Nones has
infected tepid churchgoers in a silent, insidious way. The
spirit of the age whispers, “Meh, go to church? Not relevant.
No one believes that stuff anymore. At least I don’t have to
go to church to believe it.”

Yet, efforts to make the faith culturally relevant have often
fallen flat. Christian talk show host Janet Mefferd wonders
what’s  gone  wrong  with  Southern  Baptist  churches  in  this
regard. She wryly asks, Wasn’t the infusion of more cultural
conversation, increased societal sensitivity led by Ethics &
Religious Liberty Commission Russell Moore supposed to plug
the leak, staunch the flow of members out of Southern Baptist
churches? Weren’t closed-door conversations with gay rights
leaders designed to open the church doors to those who feel
marginalized? Formal denominational statements on Earth care
and animal rights were supposed to turn things around, says
the conservative and Baptist-friendly Mefferd. “What happened?
I don’t know. But more evangelism and less conversation would
be in order.”

Mefferd echoes Southern Baptist strategists and leaders. “It’s
clear  that  evangelism  and  discipleship  are  waning,”  Thom
Rainer, president and CEO of LifeWay Christian Resources, an
SBC  affiliate  which  produces  the  [Annual  Church  Profile]
report being discussed. “I don’t believe it is due to the lack
of  opportunities,  though.  Instead,  there  is  a  lack  of
engagement.”

Yes, evangelism and discipleship are central to the Great
Commission and are undeniably tiptop biblical values, commands
really. However, we no longer live in a milieu where agreed-
upon notions of sin and evil exist-or even that such truth
claims could possibly be valid for all. Simply launching new



evangelism campaigns and standard discipling programs doesn’t
seem to work anymore. Massive work on the worldview level,
including apologetics to challenge underlying misinformation
and beliefs, coupled with winsome and culturally engaged and
convinced Christians are vital to even getting the gospel a
hearing. My work on campus tells me that you must establish
absolute truth before any claim to Christ’s offer is anything
other than “he said, she said, just what grandma believed.”

So maybe the issue isn’t membership rolls and baptisms, though
these are helpful measures. Forget church growth programs with
the lowest-common-denominator appeal using culture-copycatted
branding.  Joyful  and  hopeful  Christ-followers  with  studied
answers  to  common  objections  will  make  an  eternity  of  a
difference. We see this happening now.

Pollster-turned-activist George Barna and his namesake Barna
Group “collaborated on the 2014 book Churchless to further
examine  the  nation’s  unchurched  community.”  Co-author  and
Barna  Group  President  David  Kinnaman  commented  on  the
phenomenon that a growing number of Americans don’t attend
church but used to do so. “This fact should motivate church
leaders  and  attenders  to  examine  how  to  make  appropriate
changes—not for the sake of enhancing attendance numbers but
to address the lack of life transformation that would attract
more people to remain an active part.”{4}

Pastors and laymen alike, perhaps the studies by The Barna
Group  and  others  are  right:  it’s  time  to  dispense  with
programs that speak only to us, stop relying on “professional
Christians,” and become the informed, sacrificial, calling-
driven, supernaturally joyous ones the Lord Jesus saved us to
be. Now that’s relevant! Build that and they may just come
back.
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Gay Men to Lead Boy Scouts:
Gates’  Failure  to  Render
Genuine Leadership
This week the Boy Scouts of America have announced they will
welcome transgendered youth into the program. This culture-
following trend began when the BSA allowed gay scouts, then
gay leaders. This shows a serious leadership gap, according to
Eagle  Scout,  former  Scout  employee,  and  volunteer  Byron
Barlowe.

Boy Scouts will now be subject to gay adult leadership if BSA
(Boy Scouts of America) president Robert Gates’ advice is
taken. Gates, who once held our military’s top position as
Secretary of Defense, declared the inevitability of ending the
ban  on  openly  gay  Scout  leaders  while  addressing  the  BSA
national annual meeting in Atlanta Thursday, May 21, 2015.

Does anyone really doubt that Gates’ position will be made
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official, especially given recent advances for gay rights at
the states’ level, with the Girl Scouts, in Ireland’s national
referendum  vote  three  days  later  and  most  likely  via  the
United States Supreme Court this June? I wager it’ll be only a
few months before it’s official BSA policy.

The question for Mr. Gates: How does bowing to the rapidly
changing poll numbers on this issue constitute leadership?
Don’t heroes often have to stand alone? Even if Gates holds
convictions  that  would  dictate  openness  in  his  personal
dealings, his stated premise for lifting the long-time ban on
gay Scout leaders that stands to affect tens of thousands of
youth  is  flawed:  that  the  proverbial  train  has  left  the
station and the organization needs to cover its rear guard, to
go  with  the  inevitable  flow  of  gay  rights,  to  kowtow  to
pressure from within and without. Pure pragmatism on parade.
And entirely inappropriate and unrespectable.

Brave New World vs. “A Scout is Brave”
Part of the Scout Law every Boy Scout for 105 years has
memorized and recited reads, “A Scout is trustworthy . . .
brave . . . reverent. . . .” But the BSA has done a 180-degree
flip on the topic of homosexuality, having won a Supreme Court
case against a gay membership push as recently as 2000. The
Opinion of the Court in Dale v. Boy Scouts of America, written
by Chief Justice Rehnquist, reads, “The Boy Scouts asserts
that it ‘teach[es] that homosexual conduct is not morally
straight'” in its defense of denying avowed homosexual and gay
activist James Dale leadership privileges with a Scout troop.

Oh,  what  a  difference  fifteen  years  makes  when  one  bases
decisions on the swiveling wind vane of a degrading culture.

To his credit, Dr. Gates called for individual chartering
organizations—representing 70 percent of Boy Scout Troops and
Cub Packs—to decide for themselves how to implement such a
policy. Yet, in the same speech, Gates cites the refusal of a
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New York Council to abide by current BSA policy in hiring gay
leaders as a realistic reason to change the national policy.
Which is it? Gay men get the right to lead, or troops and
packs get to say no? We see where that is going in the courts
and in culture with Christian photographers, bakers and T-
shirt makers: inescapable pressure to succumb.

Live Up to High Standards of Scouting
I’m holding President Gates to a high standard here. Sure,
he’s been pressured by his own big business (read: big donor)
board members like Randall Stephenson of AT&T and James Turley
of Ernst & Young to eradicate the BSA’s longstanding policies
against gay participation at every level. Though it may not
compare to high stakes, national level non-profit boardroom
politics, I lost my job as a BSA District Executive by holding
to the principles of Scouting (and my biblical faith). When
asked to misrepresent the number of Cub Scout Packs in local
schools at a BSA Council in North Carolina, I refused. Threats
didn’t move me despite my 23-year-old, first-job fears. Call
me naïve. Then explain that to a boy. It would be refreshing
to see Mr. Gates stand up to power himself.

Even if I agreed with gay rights claims concerning the private
youth training organization, I’d object to the hypocrisy of
its leader. Gates’ recent declaration, as with the BSA’s 2013
decision to enroll openly gay Scouts, is modeling another
dereliction of duty. Yet “duty to God,” others and self has
always  formed  the  three-legged  stool  of  values  on  which
Scouting stood. God is not confused on this issue, nor was the
Scouting program for a full century.

If This Goes, Scouting Will Forever Be
Altered
I  write  “values  on  which  Scouting  stood”  in  past  tense
advisedly. As I was quoted via the Los Angeles Times syndicate



while demonstrating against the policy change to allow openly
gay Scouts in 2013, this is the end of Scouting as we have
known it. Another prediction: A sharp decrease in numbers
following that decision will be surpassed if the BSA allows
admittedly gay leaders. As an Eagle Scout, father of an Eagle
Scout,  former  volunteer  Scouting  leader  and  BSA  local
executive, I can no longer support in any way the Boy Scouts
of America. I’ll support other youth programs.

This conviction grieves me, but borrowing from the Christian
reformer Martin Luther, here I stand and I can do no other.
No, this episode does not rise to the level of religious
reformation; however, the gravity of such social slides will
change the cultural landscape for as long as our Republic
stands. The gay advocacy heavyweight Human Rights Campaign is
right when it celebrates Gates’ announcement as a huge victory
in its drive for full acceptance of homosexuals across the
culture, given that the BSA is “one of America’s most storied
institutions.”

As SecDef, Gates ended the ambiguous “Don’t ask, don’t tell”
doctrine, a decision that opened doors for openly gay service
men and women to serve freely despite fears of sexual chaos.
Our former CIA Director and, again, Secretary of Defense Gates
now holds the top leadership post among a younger group of
Americans. On this issue he has led neither members of the
armed  forces  nor  impressionable  and  sexually  vulnerable
adolescent Scouts.

Once again, Gates’ ethics reek of pure pragmatism: “We must
deal with the world as it is, not as we might wish it to be.
The status quo in our movement’s membership standards cannot
be sustained,” he said to the assembled Scouting leaders.

Never mind high ideals. The wind has blown, the ship has
sailed and we must get on board or be left behind (or at least
sued heavily). Oh, such bravery.
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The Tug of War of Reason and
Faith  in  C.S.  Lewis’s
Favorite Novel
Byron Barlowe examines the timeless battle between reason and
faith in C.S. Lewis’s novel—his favorite—Till We Have Faces.
Are they mutually exclusive or can they balance one another?
How do we reconcile them? “To rationally look at love and
logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model its
living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a new
generation.”

“You think the gods have sent you there? All lies of priests
and poets, child . . . The god within you is the god you
should obey: reason, calmness, self-discipline.”

– The Fox, Greek tutor in Till We Have Faces[1]

“Heaven forbid we should work [the garden of our human nature]
in the spirit of . . . Stoics . . . We know very well that
what we are hacking and pruning is big with a splendour and
vitality which our rational will could never of itself have
supplied. To liberate that splendour, to let it become fully
what it is trying to be, to have tall trees instead of scrubby
tangles, and sweet apples instead of crabs, is part of our
purpose.”

– C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves[2]
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A  strong  relationship  between  C.S.  Lewis’s  conceptions  of
Contemplation and Enjoyment persists throughout his novel Till
We Have Faces. It seems most fruitful for today’s apologist to
examine two primary characters’ relationship to the concepts
in  this  way:  the  Greek  slave-tutor  known  as  the  Fox,
represents cold, hard, factual rationality which grudgingly
gives a nod to the divine, but only in a limited, controlling
way. He represents Stoicism more than any other school of
thought.  Meanwhile,  the  barbarian-pagan  Priest  of  the  god
Ungit represents a less worldly wise, more mysterious and
superstitious faith, rooted in earthy experience (fertility
rites,  blood  sacrifice,  etc.).  Either  worldview  can  limit
human  nature,  truth  and  meaning.  The  Greek-infused
contemplative  life-view  (nowadays  seen  most  strongly  in
Modernism and its irreligious pupils), largely eschews the
heartfelt  experience  of  the  latter,  while  the  latter’s
religiosity often dismisses the thoughtful, discerning caution
of the former. This artificially strict dichotomy and lack of
balance  shows  forth  at  every  turn  in  the  Church  today,
creating  a  blindly  loyal  fideism  with  few  answers  for
contemplative questions; or we see, in an overcorrection, a
clinical, spiritless, formulaic religion of pure reason. The
former, an unreflective modus operandi, chills—and according
to  testimonies  of  many  apostates  and  atheists,
creates—skeptics,  who  much  like  the  Fox,  seizing  on  pure
reason, ceaselessly explain away the immaterial and numinous.
In doing so they, like the Fox’s star student Orual, act as
plaintiffs against God or the gods. One apologist recently
found that nearly all the young men he surveyed who serve as
leaders of college atheist/agnostic groups in the U.S. were
raised in church and attended Christian youth groups. Given
the ubiquity of broken families, where little love borne of
God-given freedom exists—much like the main character Orual’s
situation—and know-nothing, superstitious Christians, it is no
wonder that a mass exodus of youth from the Church continues.
One  antidote  to  the  current  state  of  imbalance  of
Contemplation (reasoned examination toward applied wisdom) and



Enjoyed faith (in Lewis’s sense, experientially realized) may
be to use and model the dual approach of Lewis’s The Four
Loves alongside Till We Have Faces. To rationally look at love
and logic and to gaze along, to creatively depict and model
its living out, may soon be all that is left to us to reach a
new generation.

In the mythic Till We Have Faces, which we will discuss here,
the dual (and often dueling) dynamics of reason (often couched
in  secularized  religion)  versus  mystical  religion  (often
superstitious) interplay in various characters. It may help to
explore these chief characters Lewis creates to embody the
story of clashing worlds and worldviews, as well as the Fox’s
prize student, Orual. Meanwhile, we will briefly attempt to
apply the lessons Lewis teaches apologists into the modern
milieu.

First, Lewis revealed the predominant worldview, the Fox’s
philosophy,  early  in  the  novel  as  he  tutored  Orual.  His
Platonic views were summarized thus, “‘No man can be an exile
if  he  remembers  that  all  the  world  is  one  city,’  and
‘Everything is as good or bad as our opinion makes it.’”[3] As
a well-taught classical Greek, he sets out to import real
learning into the barbarian kingdom to which he is enslaved.
Orual admired her “grandfather’s” constant quest for knowledge
and carried on his tendency to question, Socratically, all
that went on. Yet, since her dear Fox, always the philosopher,
seemed “ashamed of loving poetry (‘All folly, my child’), she
overachieves in philosophy to “get a poem out of him.”[4]
Foretelling the dismissiveness and globalizing of the numinous
by  today’s  naturalistic  thinkers,  the  Fox  scoffs  at
surpranatural / supernatural explanations with a curt, “these
things  come  about  by  natural  causes.”[5]  In  an  ancient
instance  of  positive-mental-attitude-laced  freethinking,  he
lectures, “we must learn, child, not to fear anything that
nature  brings.”[6]  When  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  goes  about
ostensibly healing the townspeople, and Orual asks about the



validity of the claims, Fox the Naturalist characteristically
keeps the options limited but somewhat open. “It might be in
accordance  with  nature  that  some  hands  can  heal.  Who
knows?”[7] Herein lies a bit of epistemic humility, somewhat
disingenuous it seems, something this writer detects quite a
lot among materialist-naturalists.

The  Fox’s  framework  of  Platonic  forms  emerges  in  his
assessment of Psyche’s ethereal beauty, “delight[ing] to say,
she was ‘according to nature’; what every woman, or even every
thing, ought to have been and meant to be, but had missed by
some  trip  of  chance.”[8]  While  talk  of  gods  peppered  his
language (“Ah, Zeus” and “by the gods”—more than curses?),
fate  seems  to  drive  the  universe’s  cause  and  effect.  He
considers suicide and opines about returning to the elements
in death, fatefully acquiescing, to which Orual beseeches,
“But, Grandfather, do you really in your heart believe nothing
of what is said about the gods and Those Below? But you do . .
. you are trembling.” His Gnostic-tinged response: the body
fails me. I am a fool, being trapped in it so long.[9] From
what little the writer knows of Greek theology, its progeny
thrives in and out of the Church today as an admixture of
practical atheism, pantheism and pragmatism. Lewis sneaks in
the side door of the skeptical fortress by characterizing so
strongly the Fox, whose loving humanity belies his deadening
philosophy.  If  Lewis’s  retelling  of  ancient  myth  can  be
refashioned again, or better, simply read, truth and meaning
may get through.

On the second worldview, Lewis sets forth the theme of a
grounding darkness, holy and otherworldly, chiefly through the
pagan Priest of the local goddess Ungit. The Priest served as
prophet, harbinger of judgment. He repeats the warning of
Ungit’s all-hearing ears and vengefulness to the irreligious
king on two occasions[10] He carries out shadowy, ancient
rituals without explanation and in dark places, sticky with
blood offerings. Even outside the dank and sacred temple,



“every hour the Priest of Ungit walked around [the sacred
fire],” narrates Orual, “and threw in the proper things.”[11]
Throughout, Lewis equates the holy with the mysterious, the
hidden  and  darkened.  Divine  silence,  corresponding  to  the
biblical God’s hiddenness and holiness, presents as a major
theme of Till We Have Faces. The Priest offers few and brief
explanations.[12]  The  god  judging  Orual  in  the  afterlife
allows her lifelong complaints to speak for themselves. Her
resultant epiphany balances the equation between reason and
religion, witty words and wordless (if corrupted) wisdom, and
reconciles the silence: “I saw well why the gods do not speak
to us openly, nor let us answer. Till that word [of inner
secret] can be dug out of us, why should they hear the babble
we think we mean?”[13] These characters serve as foils for one
another, a creative way to tie Modern rationalism to man’s
inexorable and entirely unnatural acknowledgment of both the
spiritual, or numinous and the moral law.

Sixteen years previous, Lewis had published The Problem of
Pain,  wherein  he  explores  this  undeniable  yet  insanely
irrational or rather supernaturally revealed sense of numinous
awe and moral law inherent in every man and culture. As if
foreshadowing the clash of worldviews in discussion, Lewis
writes, “Man . . . can close his spiritual eyes against the
Numinous, if he is prepared to part company with half the
great poets and prophets of his race, with his own childhood,
with the richness and depth of uninhibited experience [the
Fox, to a high degree, or] . . . He can refuse to identify the
Numinous  with  the  righteous,  and  remain  a  barbarian,
worshipping sexuality, or the dead, or the lifeforce, or the
future [the old Priest].”[14] The concepts of Contemplation
and Enjoyment intertwine through a scholar and a man of the
altar, through the gods and humans alike. In life and in myth,
“men, and gods, flow in and out and mingle.”[15]

The Fox’s and Priest’s views of one another and each other’s
worldview clashed like contemporary apologetic debates. The



Fox saw the Priest’s work as “mischief”[16] and nonsense. “A
child of six would talk more sense” was the Fox’s response to
the  apparent  contradictions  of  the  Priestly  doctrines
regarding  the  Great  Offering.[17]  Contrarily,  the  Priest
reflexively dismisses the Fox’s Greek wisdom. According to
Orual, “like all sacred matters, [a sacred, acted ritual] is
and it is not (so that it was easy for the Fox to show its
manifold  contradictions).”[18]  Yet,  “even  Stoicism  finds
itself willy-nilly bowing the knee to God.”[19] The Fox at
times let down his learned persona, evidencing the axiom that
man is inherently religious. Yes, he gave a regular nod to the
gods,  and  at  the  birth  of  Orual’s  sister  Psyche  he  says
wistfully, almost wishfully, “Now by all the gods . . . I
could almost believe that there really is divine blood in your
family.” Though his comment regards the family bloodline, one
picks up here and elsewhere a religious man, who then quickly
covers  the  sentiment  with  appeals  to  reason,  even
rationalization.  Such  characterization  seems  both
autobiographical on Lewis’s part and testimony to his many
dealings  with  materialist,  humanist,  secularist,  liberal
Christian, and unbelieving scholars and laymen.

The  Priest’s  mythical,  experiential  religious  conviction
versus  the  Fox’s  worldly  wisdom  weaves  itself  through  a
climactic showdown. A death sentence falls on Psyche as the
Accursed, to be offered to the goddess Ungit. (Here is the
clash of wills between man and the divine in a crisis of state
and religion so often seen in history.[20]) “Ungit will be
avenged. It’s not a bull or ram [sacrifice] that will quiet
her now,” pronounces the Priest.[21] He mentions “the Brute,”
who legend says will take away the human sacrifice. In classic
rational fashion, the King challenges, “Who has ever seen this
Brute . . . What is it like, eh?” In this moment, the Fox
presents himself as the King’s counsellor, living out his
reasonable  raison  d’etre.  Prosecution-style,  he  determines
that the Brute only exists as an image, a shadow, six-year-old
nonsense. The Priest dismisses this as “the wisdom of the



Greeks,” and seeks the peoples’ fear as a fallback position.
(Interestingly, many who either believe in or dismiss the
supernatural and mystical seek strength in numbers, popular
opinion to make their case, which is no argument at all.) The
high stakes exchange illustrates the gravity and consequences
of the age-old clash. If religion is to be followed, it must
be regulated by reason; if reason is to properly play its
part, it must bow to realities beyond its grasp.

The Priest and Fox provide an extremely stark contrast of
views during this conflict. The Fox presents a compare-and-
contrast list of the Priest’s teachings, revealing what he
believes defies the Law of Non-Contradiction.[22] The Priest
first  responds  to  the  abstractions  by  appeal  to  concrete
realities. Greek wisdom “brings no rain and grows no corn.” He
portrays  such  constricting  logic  as  unable  to  offer
“understanding of holy things . . . demand[ing] to see such
things clearly, as if the gods were no more than letters
written in a book . . .nothing,” he continues, “that is said
clearly [about the gods] can be said truly about them . . .
Holy wisdom is not clear and thin like water, but thick and
dark like blood.”[23] The apologist cannot help but think of
the  frustration  of  trying  to  communicate  the  mysterious
paradoxes  of  spiritual  truth  and  meaning  to  skeptics  who
demand only linear logic from a naturalist point of view. (The
Fox continually appeals to “the Nature of things” and says
“according to Nature.”) One must also guard against becoming
Fox-like,  limiting  inquiry  and  explanation  merely  to  that
accessible to the physical senses and human reason. Either
philosopher  or  accommodating  priest  /  poet  can  make  that
mistake; via their opposite approaches, whether overly from
man’s reason or God’s assumed reasons, deny the paradoxes of
reality.

Ironically,  Orual’s  conversion  to  real  belief  in  the
numinous—halting  and  years-long—begins  during  this  fight.
Though she’d “have hanged the Priest and made the Fox a king”



if she could, she realized the power lay in the Priest’s
position.[24] Her convincing comes in a climactic moment, when
pressed  at  literal  knifepoint  to  stop  prophesying  the
unwelcome judgment, the Priest shows unearthly peace, calm,
and indeed a willingness to die. “While I have breath,” he
intoned, “I am Ungit’s voice.” Resolute and full of faith at
death’s door, his was evidence beyond reason, much as the
testimony of Christ’s Apostles in their martyrdoms. This was
not lost on Orual, who narrates, “The Fox had taught me to
think—at any rate to speak of—the Priest as of a mere schemer
and  a  politic  man”  who  pretended  and  said  whatever  would
provide him power or gain, in Ungit’s name.[25] The Fox’s
prize student now saw through personal experience—the kind he
taught her to guard against—that the Priest was sincere unto
death. “He was sure of Ungit.”[26] He may have been mistaken
or  misled,  but  he  did  not  pretend.  One  of  the  modern
apologist’s  greatest  arguments  is  a  convinced  life  and  a
faith, well-tested, sometimes right in front of the skeptic.
The ultimate witness: a life and death scenario.

After a lifetime, in the afterlife, the Fox repents of his
constraints and biases of the supernatural and religious. In
this, Lewis communicates a truth applicable today. “I taught
[Orual], as men teach a parrot, to say ‘Lies of poets,’ and
‘Ungit’s a false image.’ . . . I never told her why the old
Priest got something from the dark House [of Ungit] that I
never got from my trim sentences . . . I made her think a
prattle of maxims would do, all thin and clear as water.”[27]
How like so many testimonies of those who, in our day, come to
Christ after years of dismissing and rationally ruling out the
reality  of  the  transcendent.  Words  are  cheap  and  book
knowledge only gets one so far, the Fox admits. What a mirror
of teachers who lead people of faith away from that which
requires revelation using smart-sounding verbiage. Hence, for
those  enamored  with  the  Richard  Dawkinses  of  our  time,  a
reading of this novel may be the foxiest way of all to reach
them.



Orual is a product of her own Need-Love[28], which is serviced
alternately by her Fox-taught Greek rationalism and belief in
humanoid gods, whom she thinks she can control. As a young
woman  being  flirted  with  by  a  prince  on  the  lam,  she
characteristically staunches true emotions. “I had a fool’s
wish to lengthen” the encounter, she says. “But I came to my
senses.” On her odyssey to save her sister from a supposedly
evil  god,  Orual  blocks  every  sentiment  with  controlling
motherly logic, eschewing all glimpses of and desires for the
divine. She chooses to outwit the gods. She ends up the pawn
in the hands of the gods, however gracious, that she fancied
to be her equals.

The  Orual-Queen-Psyche’s-twin  character  spends  a  lifetime
employing  Greek  wisdom  learned  under  the  Fox  to  seek  out
life’s mysteries of human and divine relations, up to the
bittersweet end, constantly denouncing the gods for the woes
she experiences. Face to face with divinity, her bitter hiding
reveals her glorious humanity. Now, true-faced, she is free.
Up until then the helpless, yet defiantly and impressively
skillful independence she exhibits as a mothering sister, and
later as regent, so well illustrate fallen human defiance of
the true God of the Bible, seen most vividly in well-educated
apostates and atheists today. Those unbelievers, consumed by
angry  confusion  regarding  suffering  and  life’s  seeming
futilities, should find both empathy and resolution in this
novel.[29] While doing excellently (in human terms) for a
lifetime, as Orual did, one can still deny the existence of
the divine while cursing the god’s or God’s supposed effects
on  mere  mortals.  Orual’s  torturous  private  thought  life
increasingly revealed her sin nature, which she turned back
into ravings against the fate of the gods. Control was her
only weapon, until the deaths of all who propped up her life
and kingdom, and until visions of her corrupted affections
forced humility upon her. Such desperate machinations to live
a meaningful life in the face of deadening routine punctuated
by tragedy, in turn, raises the biggest questions of life: Why



are we here? Are we mere mortals or eternal beings with a
destiny? If the latter, what or who determines our fate—is
there  really  meaningful  choice  or  only  divine  whim  or
something  else?  Lewis  creates  multi-layered  characters  who
live out the quest for ultimate answers.

In another resolution of sorts, the myth comes full circle
through the Fox and priesthood back to Greece. Arnom, the new
Priest of Ungit, adds a notation on Orual’s book (at our
novel’s end) entreating anyone travelling to Greece to take it
there,[30] which may ironically imply that the barbarians had
something  to  teach  the  world’s  greatest  philosophers.
Likelier, Arnom, who put himself under the tutelage of the
Fox, meant to dedicate the Queen’s life saga to a greater
civilization. Is this a symbolic merging and maturing of the
two schools of thought and faith? A reference to Arnom as
“priest  of  Aphrodite,”  likely  indicates  his  fuller
“Greekification.” Whether this change was for ill, good or
neutral is hard to say. Perhaps the former priest of the crude
barbarian goddess Ungit was effectively sending a message, as
if to preach: “To those in Greece, supreme land of learning
and reason, place of the gods of the philosophers, we commend
you this account of a Being beyond description who revealed
our Queen’s aching fallenness, journey into redemption, and
glorified revelation as a goddess in her own right.” This
writer’s  weak  grasp  of  Greek  mythology  and  theology
notwithstanding, it seems clear Lewis offers much resolution
of reason and religion, of the contemplative and the Enjoyed,
however incomplete it must naturally be.
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