Crimping Consciliences: Texas
City Railroads Pro-Gay
Ordinance

Byron Barlowe blogs about the his city’s Anti-Discrimination
ordinance intended to give full recognition to the LGBT
community at the expense of those who disagree.

New Anti-Discrimination Policy Approved

According to the Dallas Morning News Plano Blog, “In a split
vote Monday, the Plano City Council passed the controversial
Equal Rights Policy [ERP] over the objections of many
residents in the standing-room-only crowd.

The amendment to the city’s 1989 anti-discrimination policy
extends protections from housing, employment and public
accommodation discrimination to include sexual orientation,
gender identity and other categories” like veterans. While no
one objected to the inclusion of veterans, an overwhelming
number of surprised and very lately aware (as in, the day of)
citizens voiced strong opposition. These objections, while
noted, seemed to make little to no difference to the city
council and certainly to Mayor Harry LaRosiliere, who was so
eager to vote for the statute that he went out of order during
proceedings.

As a Plano resident who publicly urged the council to vote
“No” on the measure, I offer some reflections on the
issue—both local and larger—from a biblically informed
worldview.

Good Intentions: Trying to Legislate
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Values Directly

Rather than seeking to legislate merely out of a set of
values—an unavoidable reality—the Plano City Council clearly
tried to impose a set of values directly onto the public by
adopting this more expansive anti-discrimination ordinance.
Such legislative overreach has become part and parcel of an
increasingly politically correct polity known as the United
States of America. Plano is now more PC. While this kind of
ordinance is not only inadvisable because it cannot hope to
work well, it also steps beyond the scope of a proper role of
government.

IT CANNOT WORK BECAUSE .

We often hear the phrase “You can’t legislate morality.” Well,
yes and no. While the very nature of human law at its root is
a delineation of and codification of right vis a vis
wrong—that is, strictures or incentives administered by the
state as a morally informed code of conduct—it is also true
that government cannot successfully impose morality, per se,
onto the consciences of their citizens.

Yet, that is precisely what such ordinances as Plano’s ERP
seeks to do. Plano’s “out” regarding the problem of
conscientious objection? City Attorney Paige Mims assures us
that if anyone outside of the many exempted statuses has a
moral or religious objection, they can go through a waiver
process. This is, on 1its face, an undue imposition on
businesspeople who don’t fall under exempted categories like
education, non-profit or religious. Recent legal precedent
(see Hobby Lobby case) makes clear that religious businesses
do not somehow lay down their rights of conscience when they
go into business.

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT.

When government entities try to arbitrate motives, for example
hate crimes laws that purport to regulate actions based on the
attitudinal intent of the actor, it steps into a sphere where



it does not, indeed it cannot, belong. In other words, it
takes on a godlike sovereignty to righteously discern between
this and that intention. Can’t be done. Not righteously. Not
fairly.

People—including city 1legal departments and judges—are
fallible humans who lack the innate ability to administer
justice based primarily or solely on someone’s internal
motivation. “The purposes of a person’s heart are deep waters,
but one who has insight draws them out” (Proverbs 20:5).
Drawing out the “purposes” of a man’s or woman’s heart 1is
certainly not a governmental role. But this is what it takes
to know motives, a role only God claims full access to, and a
role traditionally reserved for clergy, other spiritual
advisers and psychologists.

Here is a pithy bunch of biblical worldview teaching on the
role of government.

Biblically, the proper role of government is founded in limits
primarily written in Romans 13. As I understand it, a biblical
worldview on government’s role is limited to: fighting wars,
passing and enforcing 1laws concerning public human
interactions and that’s about it. Anything else falls under
the jurisdiction of religious and social institutions.
Government: stay out!

I'm not arguing for such a state of affairs as an absolute in
the real world, but as a plumb line to measure when government
has stepped over its proper boundaries. In the case of Plano’s
ERP government has overstepped.

Progressivism on Parade

The subtext of public deliberations on Plano’s ERP was plainly
a progressive agenda. Why else would a city seek to get “ahead
of the curve” on a social issue such as gender bias or sexual
identity discrimination or whatever the euphemism is today?
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(Refer above to the value of limited role of government, which
was expressed repeatedly to the council by citizens of Plano.)
The council, challenged that there are no known cases of such
discrimination, seemed to shrug dismissively and invoke the
need to “get ahead of” the issue.

“The issue of equality is a basic human rights issue and the
choice for some to focus on a person’s sexuality is conflating
the issue,” said the Mayor. Conflating what with what? Either
the mayor misunderstands the term “conflating” (making things
the same) or he'’'s basically accusing objectors of the very
thing that has been foisted upon them—namely, making one’s
sexual choices (not their true sexuality) the determiner of
human rights. This is like watching someone start a fight over
a piece of land and then accusing the one attacked of starting
that same fight over that very piece of land!

Questioning the need for the statute was otherwise met with a
not-so-veiled sense of accusation, an implication of inherent
bias on the part of the objectors, despite an overall
congenial atmosphere. So, if I question the veracity of the
claim to need such a policy or ask for reasonable cause, I am
automatically anti-gay? That'’s patently false and unfair. Yet
that was the sense of things in a politically correct
undercurrent that is the zeitgeist of our day.

Worldview War

This is the serious game begun back in the 1970s by Marshall
Kirk and Hunter Madsen who spelled out the propaganda project
of the gay lobby in a book titled After the Ball: How America
Will Conquer Its Fear & Hatred of Gays in the 90s. Now that
their jamming (name-calling, guilt by association and other
tactics) have worked so well, only an implicit inference need
be made at such meetings as Monday night’s. It has a
chilling—no—-a virtual shutdown effect.

Yet, many citizens displayed aplomb when speaking on the
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Constitution and related matters. Businesspeople appealed to
the unfairness of having to seek redress through a voucher
system. One person well said in response: “The Constitution is
my waiver.” First Amendment (or any other) rights do not
require special permission. It’s government’s role merely to
ensure them, which Plano may think it’'s doing by elevating
ever more special interests to protected status. That is an
upside-down approach that’'s illegitimate no matter how much
case law exists or how many other cities and companies enact
similar policies.

The “We’re Just Following” Fallacy

An admittedly very arguable point I’'d like to add: Mayor
LaRosiliere and City Attorney Mims claimed that other major
cities in Texas have such statutes on the books. Hence we are
not, as implicated, “out front” taking legal risks, but rather
are following others’ lead. This seems disingenuous.

Are we “out in front” of the issue or are we, as strongly
emphasized by the Mayor, simply one in a fairly long line of
municipalities trying to codify fair treatment to people of
all lifestyles and segments? One could make the case that
Plano 1is 1in the vanguard overall but not first 1in
implementation. However, that is unsatisfactory to many. You
can’t ultimately have it both ways: either you’re progressive
on social issues (which does not truly reflect Plano well) or
you're just falling in line with current legal trends.

The “Gay Gene” at the Bottom of the
Debate

One thing 1is sure: 1increased expansion of rights and
privileges to previously unaddressed parties is the trend 1in
our culture—and lots of it has to do with sexuality in a newly
politicized way. But we thought government was supposed to get
out of our bedrooms?



Any claim to that distinction has been lost with the adoption
of the near-universal belief in what amounts to a “gay
gene”—that a person inherently possesses a sexual identity
that may indeed be homosexual or of other varieties. This,
over and against a mere proclivity or attraction to the same
sex, which leaves room for choice, which is an ethical issue.
Remove choice regarding homosexuality, you remove any basis of
objection. Remove objection, you can run roughshod over any
cultural restraints on the free and damaging expression of
sexuality outside the bounds of its Inventor, God. Remove
those restrictions, celebrate the lifestyle, then codify and
impugn those who disagree, and the After the Ball agenda is a
complete success.

Monday night’s meeting was an incremental victory toward this
end, whether or not players on the city council or either side
of the issue realized it. Regarding objectors’ motives, it'’s
one thing to care for individuals whose sexual identity 1is in
question or those who act out a gay lifestyle and it’s another
kind of thing entirely to exercise one’s rights to oppose
codification of these choices and lifestyles. I and many of my
friends there that night were doing one while we practice the
other in private situations, too.

There 1s no cognitive dissonance or hypocrisy here—one can do
both public square advocacy of conservative values and also
outreach to individuals who struggle in a certain area of
sin—namely other-than-heterosexual-wed sex. True Christlike
love does not affirm that which the Bible condemns, but shows
grace nonetheless.

There is a Precedent for Unintended
Consequences and Abuse
Plano’s ERP sets up the same oppression of religious objectors

that has been seen already across the U.S. with cake bakers,
wedding venue owners and others who-for reasons of
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conscience-refuse to do business with certain parties 1in
select situations like gays getting married. Yes, exemptions
were written into Plano’s ordinance, but does anyone seriously
believe these will stand up under judicial scrutiny in this
day and age? The erosion of rights continues—and saying so,
again, 1s not to be confused with intolerance.

This brand of identity politics is rooted in the cultural
adoption of the doctrine of a gay gene (“God or nature made me
this way!”), which 1is at a worldview level, where most
objectors to the statute were coming from. We object to the
underlying presupposition that homosexuality 1is not utterly
tied up with choice, which is so fundamental to opposition to
the gay rights issue. (I almost come off as a throwback rube
for even bringing it up in today’s enlightened culture—which
furthers my point!)

The Condescension that Falsely Pits
Feelings vs. Facts

Monday night’'s proceedings—at least from the point of view of
the city council-were saturated with what has been called the
Sacred / Secular Split. On this view, there are basically two
levels of discourse: an area of public life informed largely
by science but also by enlightened social values (invariably
liberal / progressive / non-traditional ones) balanced
unevenly by a lesser valued, private world of emotional /
psychological / religious sentiments.

The former—where real knowledge resides—should supposedly be
the domain of public policy. The latter—again, a private set
of often closely held feelings and values that should have no
sway 1in the public arena yet the existence of which are
somewhat guarded by government and other institutions—are to
be tolerated as inevitable but will hopefully catch up with
social contracts like those being forged by the gay lobby and
societal institutions across the waterfront. The notion is:
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“You have a right to your private opinion. Just don’t bring it
into the public square.”

This attitude, this taken-for-granted starting place was most
evident in closing remarks made by several city council
members—all of whom happened to vote for the policy. One
council member waxed eloquent on his world travels, noting
that the most advanced societies he’d run across made it a
point never to discriminate. (I don’t know where he’s been,
but perhaps his hotel’s staff might beg to differ—just
guessing.)

More poignantly, he and another council member who said that
her Christian faith informed her “yes” vote, was only one more
who joined a chorus of comments like:

“There were lots of strong feelings on the topic of discussion
tonight” and

”n

“This is a very emotional issue for many.

The plain inference was that objections were raised out of the
private, sacred area of life, laden with “emotion” and
“feelings” while effective debate occurred on the level of
law, fact and agreed-upon societal norms (at least the
evolving kind that our “City of Excellence” wants to be known
for).

Pronouncements by a clergy woman (Disciples of Christ) who
serves as an officer of a Plano Gay-Lesbian-Bisexual-
Transgender association, the mayor and at least one more gay
advocate that the passage of the ERP was just “the right thing
to do” obviously paints the vast majority of citizens as those
who want to do the wrong thing. According to Mayor
LaRosiliere, “Providing equal rights to everyone 1s the right
thing to do.” Rights to what? Rights in displacement of whose
rights? The task in a pluralistic society is to find that
fairest middle ground-and that failed Monday night.



Apparently bigotry, at least ignorance, was the only thing
standing in the way of Plano’s ERP. Thank you for the
condescension. Which leads to my final point: the race card
was deftly played by none other than Mayor LaRosiliere where
it has no place. And the Mayor did precisely what he accused
others of of doing, that is

. . .Conflating Race & Sexual Lifestyle

Plano’s Mayor ended deliberations (or nearly did) with a
speech on the equivalency of historical human rights movements
to the current push for special privileges for sexual
identities and lifestyles. His well-written story arc was
centered on the question, “Why are we doing this now?” In a
series of juxtaposed historical references, he posed the
question he deemed was being needlessly asked about Plano’s
Equal Rights Protection ordinance: Why pass this now if there
is no case on record of any discrimination? In the case of the
infamous Dredd-Scott Supreme Court decision that ruled blacks
were 3/5 of a person one might ask, he said, “Why are we doing
this now?”

“If we spoke in 1919,” LaRosiliere continued, “to allow women
to vote, the question would be, ‘Why are you oppressing me and
making me subject to this now.’” He went on to paint
discrimination against the Irish in early 19th Century New
York and segregation in the South in the 20th Century as
morally equivalent instances comparable to the current
situation—-ostensibly oppression of gay, 1lesbian and
transgender citizens.

Very cleverly devised rhetorical device, that. But it
presupposes a moral equivalency that a black man sitting
beside me rejected outright. This gentlemen from Nigeria was
so confused by the proceedings and the Mayor’s speech capping
them off that he was convinced the entire issue at hand was
racism! When I asked him this question, he unequivocally
answered “No!”: “Do you think that homosexual identity is the
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same kind of thing as you being black or being from Nigeria?”
MNO ! n

And rightly, my new African friend-who is a Christian-was
bothered by the conflation of the two and the use of such
rhetoric to elevate a class of people based on their sinful
behavior and identity to it as the basis to extend so-called
human rights. We all have the right to fair treatment as
humans made in God’s image. We do not have a right to socially
engineer law to force the compromise of conscience that 1is
being carried out by Plano’s new ordinance.

As I pleaded with the council not to allow, we will surely
read about this case going to court, being found
unconstitutional and otherwise unlawful and costing this
taxpayer and all others unnecessarily.

Ideas, worldviews, do indeed have consequences.

“How Do I Get Over False
Guilt About Watching
Profanity on TV?”

I had/have a conviction to not listen to TV profanity. So I
bought a TV Guardian (a device which blocks out all of TV
profanity). I was so happy, problem solved. However, I still
sense a somewhat deep sense of guilt. I believe I am
struggling with false guilt, because I am feeling guilty for
doing something (using a TV Guardian) which I know to be godly
and just. Is this a fair assessment? If so, how do I cure
false guilt?
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I applaud your desire not to expose yourself to profane
language. That’'s commendable. Further, you took steps to
ensure. That desire is for holiness and let me affirm that.

The fact that you feel guilty about it is difficult for me to
assess without knowing precisely what it is you feel guilty
about, or why. Answering these questions will help you
determine whether your guilt is in fact false guilt, as you
put it, or just good old fashioned conviction from the Holy
Spirit.

Probe’'s president Kerby Anderson wrote an article on False
Guilt which explores these very issues and can help you answer
just such questions. Check it out. I pray it will bless you. I
hope this is helpful []

Praying for you,
Paul Rutherford

Thank you. Somebody else pointed out to me that maybe the
problem is that I am remembering a little of the profanity.
You see, I used to watch some of the same shows with no
filter. God convicted me so I bought a TV Guardian. However,
since I had already watched the shows without the Guardian I
can still remember some of the curse words. What should I do?
Hi ,

Allow me to “jump in” here and try to help you a bit. I think
Paul did a good job of counseling you.

After reading your follow up to his response, I sense an
uneasy pattern may be at work in you: a need to perform
holiness for God and not mess up. This could be the root of
the problem you are having—not understanding very fully the
grace God offers.

Rather than focus on the curse words that you recall (or that
fact that you recall them, which is no surprise, since God'’s
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forgiveness does not mean He gives us a lobotomy), it would be
more fruitful to concentrate on the enabling of God’s Holy
Spirit for any believer to experience and live out holiness in
our lives. It’'s a subtle shift to talk about, but profoundly
different in effect.

How might this look in your situation? Try applying some
biblical principles to your thinking:

» Make your mind up to fill it (your mind) with Scripture—the
holy words of life. Read Scripture daily like your life
depends on it (your spiritual life and health DO depend on
it), but it’s not to get favor with God. That’s already yours
1f you put your faith in Him-Jesus took care of our
relationship with His Father.

e John 15:3-5 says, “Already you are clean because of the
word that I have spoken to you. Abide in me, and I in you. As
the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in
the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the
vine,; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I 1in
him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you
can do nothing.” So, if you have believed in Jesus to forgive
your sin and keep you from everlasting punishment that we all
deserve, you are clean. He said so. Act like you believe it
and move on.

* Abide in Christ (live, breathe, think about, aim your life
at and depend on Him for everything). This doesn’t mean you
lay down and expect Him to do your living out of faith for
you, but it means you have no confidence 1in yourself to
either care about sin or defeat it. It’s He who works in you
to make you holy. (Notice those two verses linked to above
are back-to-back in the same thought. You cooperate with
God’s work in your life by letting Him work and doing your
part.) Your job is to let him, to yield, to put to death
(stop feeding) the flesh. Getting TV Guardian seems like a



great step—but it’s Christ who has to work out the memories,
etc. for believers.

e Speaking of memories of 1images (sexual or otherwise),
curses / cuss words, violence, ungodly things, here 1is
something that is effective for me: give them to God to bury
them, to take them off your mental screen or from your mental
“hearing.” I base this on the verse: “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). This applies a general principle to our own
rebellious, fleshly thoughts that have gotten corrupted by
things like bad language.

e Most of all, don’t worry about 1it. “Don’t worry about
anything, instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you
need, and thank him for all he has done.” (Philippians 4:6,
NLT)

You seem to be obsessed with “doing it right” and “not messing
up” (as I would put it). This is not trust, so it’'s not God-
centered or God-honoring—and it won’t work. Ephesians 1 says,
“It was for freedom that Christ set you free.” You neither
have to live in bondage to sin (like cursing) OR to having to
keep the Law (keeping from cursing or thinking about those
words). You're free to rise above all of that by living a
genuinely Spirit-led holy life-believe it and learn to live
it. It takes practice and you will fail! Go back to God, ask
forgiveness for this particular failure (you’ve already been
saved from the penalty of sin if you believe Him for that) and
start all over.

Ultimately, if you cannot get past this any other way, are you
willing to give up the movies—even if your TV Guardian goes
unused and you miss those fave movies? Giving them up could,
for you, be part of putting the deeds of the flesh to death



and picking up your cross to follow Him (“Then, calling the
crowd to join His disciples, He said, ‘If any of you wants to
be My follower, you must turn from your selfish ways, take up
your cross, and follow Me.'” —Mark 8:34)

Believe me as one who's been asked to give up various things
enough times in my 35 years of walking with Christ, when the
Lord leads you to give something up, it’s well worth it.

I hope this provides some guidance. It goes deep. Read it and
the Scripture passages many times, praying that the Lord will
make things clear to you and apply them with others holding
you accountable-share with mature Christians, your pastor,
etc.

Praying with Paul for you, . Thanks for writing.
Byron Barlowe

© 2013 Probe Ministries

The Hunger Games: A Hunger, a
Game, or a Calculated Viewing
Option for Christians?

Have you seen the film The Hunger Games (HG)? Read the
trilogy? What is your view of its legitimacy as entertainment
fare? Its literary value or concerns regarding its brutal
theme? As the movie with the third-best cinematic opening
weekend in history and a universal buzz to match, this
surprising piece of popular culture demands a response. I want
to discuss two somewhat opposed responses Christians may take.
I believe you can make a case for either one. What matters is
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why you choose and what to do with the story.

The film has been called American Idol meets Lord of the
Flies for its unholy melding of pseudo—gladiatorial games with
live reality TV-complete with elimination, only this type of
competitive elimination 1is indeed Roman-styled: 1it's
permanent. What’s more, these are not hardened, adult warriors
battling it out. Young teenage “tributes” from each district
fight to the death within a mountainous domed “arena” while a
viewing public ogles. Producers create real-time
obstacles using godlike technology to up the ante and provide
deadly tension. The whole thing 1is designed as a reminder of
the rebellion that preceded the oppressive, dystopian
government’s stranglehold on its citizen subjects. Yet, the
film (and reportedly the books) contains inherent appeal to
some moral high ground and redemption. Are there compelling
reasons for Christians to seek common ground with movie—goers
who share faith as well as those who don’t?

I think so, but first, some cautions, observations about
audiences and points that require discernment.

A Brief Case for Critique and Avoidance

Kid-on-kid violence is just plain evil:

My initial concerns about the HG film centered on two things:
its barbarous plot line of child-on—child executions together
with its allure to children younger than the intended teen
audience. I asked a group of high school seniors 1in a
worldview—based Christian school discussion if they could, for
the moment, suspend defense of their film viewing rights and
agree that there was something deeply disturbing in and
of itself about that theme: kids killing kids. They showed a
dogged commitment to preserve the story along with their right
to view it (methinks they protest too much); however , they
admitted a bit grudgingly that something averse to human
dignity and the Imago Dei (image of God) is built into the



storyline. Eventually, we established together that kids
killing kids 1is absolutely evil.

A too-young audience:

Understandably, the young worldview—trained movie critics
quickly went back to their arguments for its permissibility as
literature for appropriately mature youth. Which brings up
another point: when I took my own l6-year—old kids to see HG,
taking quite seriously the admonition that “parental guidance”
may be needed, I was struck deeply by the average age of
viewers. It’s a teen film and book series, but most of the
kids—who made up a good chunk of the audience—were either
pre—teen or younger. This may well be indicative of nationwide
audiences. The senior class agreed here too: that kind of
negligence is the parents’ fault. They seemed bothered by
that, wondering how such young kids could even process the
“violent thematic material and disturbing images” that
assigned it a PG-13 rating. Indeed, Probe Ministries’ research
through The Barna Group shows that, though born—-again parents
still hold by far the biggest sway on their child’s views,
most (at least those surveyed up to 40 years old) don’t do
well either possessing or passing on a
cohesive biblical worldview of their own. And that doesn’t
even speak of unbelieving parents who might show up for some
engaging entertainment wunaware of the (further)
desensitization, dehumanization and modeling this film risks.

Violent mimicry:

A recent, very poignant, Twitter post (tweet) belies the
notion that such violence doesn’t really have an effect on
young movie—goers. It said something like: “Overhearing two
12—year—-olds arguing about how they’d have killed Foxface [a
HG character] better.” The relationship of real-life violence
correlated with viewing violence among children 1is
well-documented, but is easily dismissed in the case of “my
kids.” When a Christian school classmate of my daughter said



she wished that the violence in Hunger Games had been less
muted by camera jiggles and off-screen implications, the
connection to her love of horror films wasn’t lost on us. The
question we need to help young people constantly ask is, “Am I
willing to be so in tune with the Lord and His desire for my
holiness that I am willing to give up my popular media and
entertainment at any given time?” If killing people is cool,
something is wrong.

Are we jaded, voyeuristic hypocrites?

One of Hunger Games author Suzanne Collins’ stated intentions
in writing the books was reportedly to forcefully critique
so—called reality TV. She derides “the voyeuristic
thrill-watching people being humiliated, or brought to tears,
or suffering physically—which I find very disturbing. There'’s
also the potential for desensitizing the audience, so that
when they see real tragedy playing out on, say, the news, it
doesn’t have the impact it should.{1l} As I left the theater, I
wondered, “Are we just one abstraction away from the curious
and jaded crowds who drank in the macabre theater of the
hunger games spectacle? After all, we’'re watching them
watching the killings for sport. No, I didn’t watch in order
to cheer on the “careers,” the professionally
trained assassins who hunted fellow teens in a pack. Nor do I
condone any such thing. But I did buy a ticket for a movie,
knowing the objectionable device by which Collins made her
point. A World magazine review by Emily Whitten says it well:
“.For all the beauty and moral high ground this story
contains, it’s just as true that the world Collins has created
is terribly evil.. For some viewers at least—especially younger
or more impressionable teens—The Hunger Games may produce the
same deadening effect on the conscience that Collins seeks to
warn us against.”{2}

“Am I my brother’s keeper?” Yes:

Then there’s what I call “the stumble factor.” When a moral



decision is under consideration—1like whether to watch The
Hunger Games or pass on it (or, perhaps to watch it
privately)—we need to take into account the law of liberty
that the Apostle Paul set forth in I Corinthians 8: 4-13. The
essence of this ethic for the Christian believer 1is to
consider the relative strength of an onlooker’s faith when
engaging in something you feel free before God to do and, to
default to that course of action which avoids making the
weaker brother or sister violate their conscience. This is the
well—-known passage in which Paul deals with the disputable
matter of meat offered to idols in a day of rampant paganism.
To some weaker—minded Christian believers, imbibing such
remnants of idolatry was unthinkable. However, to those who
knew that idols are powerless and that all things are
sanctified if one’s conscience is not being violated, eating
temple—sold meat was perfectly fine.

The bottom line of the above and a similar passage, Romans 14:
13-23, seems to be: live according to your own convictions
without putting them legalistically onto others, but defer to
others’ convictions if you sense they have a weakness of
conscience or simply a different conviction on a matter not
explicitly dealt with by Scripture. As Titus 1:15 states, “To
the pure, all things [like the meat from pagan worship
rituals] are pure; but to those who are defiled and
unbelieving, nothing is pure, but both their mind and their
conscience are defiled.” We need to care about those who don’t
yet believe, those believers who aren’t free to act as we do
or aren’t for some reason able to expose themselves to things
related to evil in any way without being compromised by it.
Deference is godliness in this case.

A Brief Case for Engagement

The conversation with the Christian school seniors was
instructive for everyone, including me. My original misgivings
about The Hunger Games, written in an email to their



administration, had been passed on to them. That
memo referenced points of agreement with a very negative film
review at an ultra—conservative Web site.{3} So, I knew going
into the class discussion that I represented to at least some
the legalistic, nay-saying, conservative older guy from that
worldview ministry. The instructor had cleverly challenged the
class with an extra credit assignment to write about the film
and many students had passionately jumped at the opportunity.
Now, these thinking kids were ready to stretch their
rhetorical wings—or watch their classmates argue, at least.

Engagement does just that-it engages:

First, I polled the class. How many have seen Hunger Games?”
All but four of the students’ hands shot up. “How many haven’t
had a chance to, but intend to watch it?” Three of the
remaining four hands went up. “How many of you stayed up late
to catch the midnight premier?” A majority. “Did you enjoy
it?” Lots of heads bobbing up and down.”Okay, it seems we have
a consensus. Next, I put a little syllogism on the board. It
went something like this:

Premise #1: Romans 12:9b says, “..Abhor what is evil, cling to
what is good.” (Phil. 4:8, Psalm 101:3, 2 Cor. 8:21, etc.).
Premise #2: We’ve established that a central theme of The
Hunger Games is evil (kids killing kids).

Conclusion: Therefore, it 1is wrong or very unwise for a
believer to attend the film or read the books.

As you might expect, the reaction was immediate and, though
subdued, passionate. “That misses the point!” “Not
necessarily!” So we broke down the argument and concluded that
the main point of contention was premise #2: that violence
against children is absolutely wrong to do. The issue here,
they insisted, was the portrayal of violence, not the doing or
condoning of it. Sharp young minds caught this crucial
distinction, best illustrated by the fact that...



.Even God does it:

As a device, we agreed that violence and even worse elements
are sometimes used by God Himself in Scripture. I mean, one
would have to slice out entire passages like the story of
Lot’s daughters or the mass murders of Abimalech to avoid
representation of rank evil in order to decry that evil. Thus,
it’s not necessarily morally wrong to depict even heinous evil
for a moral purpose. Let your conscience be your guide (but be
sure to develop a biblically tutored conscience): The students
and I discussed similar themes in great literature from time
immemorial. The ethic of a greater good coming from
portrayals of evil in order to call it evil and contrast it
with what is good came up. Together, we landed on a more
nuanced, workable position. That’s when I let my hair down
about being a little subversive in my approach. Pointing to
the internally logical but flawed argument on the board, I
said, “Guys, this is what’s wrong with so much in the Church
today (and, I may add, why so many walk away from it)—if it's
foisted on us without recognition of 1its subjectivity in
application (remember the law of liberty of conscience 1in
Romans 147) and the need to reach our own conclusions outside
of legalism’s tyranny.” The room relaxed palpably.

Wrestling with the implications is necessary:

This is huge! Youth and emerging adults in churches and
Christian schools and the homes of believing parents report a
near—universal feeling of never measuring up, and of an
us—vs—them, separatist ethos among older Christians regarding
culture. As a colleague said dolefully, “Heaven forbid that we
would actually teach them to navigate the culture through
using a biblical worldview!” But parents and spiritual
shepherds can’t pass on what they don’t have. Given the stress
caused by social detachment and holing—up against the culture
with 1its attendant fear—-based Christian 1lifestyle
so prevalent today, no wonder youths feel rebellious—such
disengaged cloistering should be rebelled against. As their



teachers do daily, I was attempting to model a reasoned,
biblically centered discussion of disputable matters of
conscience while calling mature students to a higher ethic
focused on holiness, eternal perspective and loving one
another—unmarred by life-robbing, one—conviction-fits—all
legalism. If we cannot see the difference between primary
theological doctrines and disputable social and cultural
outworkings like which movie to watch, the fault lies within.

Seeking redeeming elements in secular art:

I believe all art, including film and literature like The
Hunger Games, that resonates so resoundingly with its audience
does so primarily by tapping into something redemptive—after
all, the audience members are human, made in God’'s image, and
thus long for the way the world was meant to be. This
deep—seated connection to the hearts of people with the
redemptive themes of books and movies and other forms of art
is short—circuited by whitewashed, disingenuous portrayals of
reality often found in “Christian” art. One Christian blogger
reviewing The Hunger Games stated unequivocally that it “does
a better job of depicting Biblical truth than much that passes
for ‘Christian’ literature or film. It is not a shiny, neat,
tidy story. It is full of violence, treachery, pride,
oppression, greed, indifference, tyranny, and the misuse of
power. It kind of looks like parts of the Bible that way.” The
Hunger Games avoids the unrealistic, passionless, half—hour TV
show resolutions nearly universal in popular level Christian
fare. “Basically, it [HG] is a picture of a world without any
good news, without any gospel. It is exactly the world that we
would be living in, and that some do live in, if Jesus had not
come.”{4} Contrasting the realistic depiction of a fallen
world and mankind with the gospel of hope, creative works like
The Hunger Games can be used constructively.

I offered the class several redemptive elements I saw in the
film’s heroine Katniss Everdeen (again, I’'ve not read the
books). The most glaring depiction is as a Christ-figure,



when she offers herself up in place of her young sister, who
was randomly chosen as the district’s tribute, presumably a
death sentence for her. In fact, Katniss’'s character bears an
uncanny resemblance to the ideals Romans 12:14-21, at least in
a one—dimensional way (warning, this section contains movie
spoilers):

“Bless those who persecute you. Bless and do not curse them.”
Katniss’s reaction to the game, the professional “tributes”
and to the arbitrariness of “fate” foisted on her by the
show’s producers didn’t include literal blessing, but her
dignity and restraint were apparent.

“Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.”
Katniss seemed to be a beacon of heartfelt servanthood in the
raising of her sister and caretaking of her mother,
excruciating as it was. In a very moving scene, Katniss sings
a lullaby as Rue, her adopted little sister of sorts, dies in
her arms from a game—inflicted injury. Katniss wept bitterly
for her loss, a humanizing scene in an otherwise nihilistic
story. She nursed a girlhood acquaintance and fellow tribute
back to health from serious injury. Katniss entered into the
lives of others in a vital way.

“Do not be haughty but associate with the lowly. Never be
conceited.”— Katniss displays a disarming unselfconscious
manner. She was told she was good with a bow and arrow by her
love interest back home and those on her team during the
games—but she didn’t come off as cocky. She originated from
the poor coal-mining district but that didn’t seem to
denigrate her as a person in her own mind. She only wondered
at the excesses and snootiness of the Capital residents
rather than resent them, and she chose to buddy up to the
weakest of the contestants.

“If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably
with all.” All the other tributes came up out of their
elevator tubes onto the playing field swinging swords and



throwing knives. Katniss ran away perhaps for survival’s
sake, but she did seem to act in defiance of the Darwinian
kill-or-be—killed ethic. In this, too, she was only one of a
few.

“..Never avenge yourselves..on the contrary, 1if your enemy 1is
hungry, feed him...” Katniss didn’t set herself up to avenge
her persecutors but rather to get in their way by blowing up
the food and equipment; she didn’t fire on them from a
superior position high in the trees. Rue, a cute little girl
who helped  turn deadly wasps into weapons against ambushing
careers was technically her enemy—one who might’ve been
luring her in for the kill. In the spirit of the hunger
games, Katniss would have been wise to execute her just 1in
case. But she ended up feeding her and making an alliance
that went beyond the pragmatic.

“Do not be overcome with evil, but overcome evil with good.”
What did the dignified treatment of Rue’s remains say about
Katniss’s character? The film’s moral climax was embodied in
a hand sign of respect toward the cameras following the death
of Rue. This universally understood ode to the dignity of the
dead caused a brief but unsuccessful rebellion among viewers.
Katniss had risen above the crass cheapness assigned to human
lives, overcoming evil with truth and goodness. What does
that say about human nature?

Again, redemptive themes like this work because we all share
deep knowledge of the incalculable value of a human life.
What a wonderful jumping—off place for witnessing of the 0One
who assigns and eternally redeems that value.

The Hunger Games is a force of popular culture that raises
critical questions in a risky way. I firmly believe that it'’s
not a simple issue of right or wrong whether to view or read
this powerful story. Believers need to decide discerningly, in
good conscience and with a view toward their decision’s affect



on their own mind and hearts as well as others whether to
pursue it for entertainment or cultural engagement.
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Influence vs. Liberal Legal Activists
with Social Engineering Agenda

In a gang-ridden section of Dallas, 13-year-old Jose saw a Boy
Scouts recruiting poster. That started Jose’s improbable climb
to Scouting’s highest rank of Eagle and a life of beating the
odds. He said this about Scoutmaster Mike Ross: “He was a
father figure watching over me, the first time I felt it from
someone other than my [single] mom.”{1}

In February 2010, the Boy Scouts of America, or BSA,
celebrated a century of building traditional values 1into
nearly 100 million youths like Jose through adults like Mr.
Ross. The original Boy Scouts began in England in 1907. The
Prime Minister said the new movement was “potentially ‘the
greatest moral force the world has ever known'’.” Yet
surprisingly, there are those who would gut the movement of
its culture-shaping distinctives.

In this article we take a look at the warring worldviews of
The BSA and its arch-enemy, The American Civil Liberties Union
(ACLU). In his book On My Honor: Why the American Values of
the Boy Scouts Are Worth Fighting For, Texas governor and
Eagle Scout Rick Perry writes, “The institutions we saw as
bulwarks of stability-such as the Scouts—are under steady
attack by groups that seem intent upon remaking (if not
replacing) them in pursuit of a very different
[worldview].”{2} In a crusade to elevate the minority
viewpoints of girls who want entry, as well as atheists and
gay activists, the ACLU’s unending efforts to ensure
inclusiveness undermine the very Scout laws and oath that make
it strong—commitment to virtues like kindness, helpfulness and
trustworthiness. This is no less than a war of worldviews.

I ran through all the ranks from Cub Scouts to Eagle Scout,
worked professionally with the BSA, and now serve as Asst.
Scoutmaster. I have first-hand, lifelong knowledge of



Scouting’s benefits to boys, their families, and society.
Nowhere else can young men-in-the-making be exposed to dozens
of new interests (which often inspire lasting careers) and
gain confidence in everything from leadership to lifesaving to
family life. Scouting is good life skills insurance!

The pitched battle between the BSA and the ACLU embodies what
many call the Culture Wars—battles that in this case reveal
contrasting values 1like humanism vs. religious faith,
politically correct “tolerance” vs. more traditional,
absolutist views and radical individual rights wvs.
group—centered freedoms of speech and association. The
contrast is stark.

Conservatives relate most to Scouting. “Of course, the Boy
Scout Handbook 1is rarely regarded as being a conservative
book. That probably accounts for why the Handbook has managed
to continuously stay in print since 1910. If it were widely
known how masterly the book inculcates conservative values, it
would, like Socrates, be charged with corrupting the nation’s

youth.”{3}

Scouting is also good for culture. Harris pollsters found that
former Scouts agreed in larger numbers than non-Scouts that
the following behaviors are “wrong under all circumstances”:
to exaggerate one’s education on a resume, lie to the IRS, and
steal office supplies for home use. Scouts pull well ahead of
non-Scouts on college graduation rates. The “stick-to-it”
mentality that Scouting demands comes into play here and 1in
other findings. Scouting positively affects things 1like
treating co—workers with respect, showing understanding to
those less fortunate than you and being successful in a
career. “This conclusion is hard to escape: Scouting engenders
respect for others, honesty, cooperation, self-confidence and
other desirable traits.”{4} It also promotes the freedom to
exercise a Christian worldview within its program, which
provides a venue for transmitting a Christian worldview within
the context of the outdoors and community service.



The absolutist morality of Scouting stands in stark relief to
the moral relativism of our day and to the ACLU’s worldview.
Wouldn’t you prefer to hire someone with Scouting’s values of
trustworthiness and honesty?

The Battles, Including Girls Joining the
BSA

The Boy Scouts of America celebrates its centennial this year,
but its long-time nemesis the ACLU isn’t celebrating. In fact,
they and other litigants have maintained a siege against the
BSA in court in order to transform key characteristics
including Scouting’s “duty to God,” the exclusion of openly
gay leaders, and Scouting’s access to government forums like
schools. “In all, the Boy Scouts have been involved in thirty
lawsuits since the filing of the [original] case,” many
brought by the ACLU.{5}

The opening salvo was a string of lawsuits on behalf of girls
who wanted membership, many brought by the ACLU. The primary
legal 1issue regarding these kinds of cases 1is “public
accommodation.” The BSA’'s position is that refusing membership
to certain individuals like girls and open gays is its right
as a private organization. Freedoms of speech and association
are at stake for the BSA. Indeed, the definition of freedom of
association is “the right guaranteed especially by the First
Amendment . . . to join with others . . . as part of a group
usually having a common viewpoint or purpose and often
exercising the right to assemble and to free speech.”{6}

In the case of Mankes vs. the BSA, the plaintiff claimed that
restricting membership to boys amounted to sex discrimination.
Yet the court decided against the claim on the basis that “the
Boy Scouts did not, in creating its organization to help
develop the moral character of young boys, intentionally set
out to discriminate against girls.”{7} Even the U.S. Congress
chartered separate Scouting organizations, one for girls and



one for boys, not one unisex organization.

C.S. “Lewis puts it this way in discussing the crisis of post-
Christian humanist education: ‘We make men without chests and
expect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honor and
are shocked to find traitors in our midst.’'”{8} I believe that
even the most committed feminist would inwardly hope for
brave, virtuous men of integrity. That’s what Boy Scouts is
all about: engendering young men with chests.

Underneath these battles lies an aversion to any kind of
discrimination of supposed victims. The ACLU’s goals raise
ethical concerns: when one individual or a minority seeks
rights that are not in the best interest of the community at
large, it leads to unintended consequences, like possibly
shutting down good institutions like the Scouts.

It’s understandable why some girls would want to participate.
However, given gender differences and the right to freedom of
association, 1t seems best to restrict the Boys Scouts to
boys.

The Battles over Gay Leaders (the Scouts'’
Doctrine of “Morally Straight”)

A very contentious battle between the Boy Scouts of America
and equal rights advocates revolves around disallowing openly
gay leaders from joining the organization. “The BSA’s position
is that a homosexual who makes his sex life a public matter is
not an appropriate role model of the Scout Oath and Law for
adolescent boys.”{9} Or as Rick Perry puts it, “Tolerance is a
two-way street. The Boy Scouts 1s not the proper intersection
for a debate over sexual preference.” He continues, “A number
of active homosexuals, with the assistance of the ACLU
and..various gay activist organizations have challenged the
BSA’s long-standing policy.” {10}



The landmark Dale case featured a lifelong Scouter who
discovered his gay identity only then to realize the Scouts’
policy against openly gay leaders. Eventually landing in the
U.S. Supreme Court, BSA vs. Dale marked the end of cases in
this category. The Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that state laws may
not prohibit the BSA’s moral point of view and the right to
expressing its own internal leadership.{11}

Ultimately, gay people could launch their own organization and
any good Scout would recognize the right for them to do this.
Even the courts have implied this view, again and again
upholding the Scout’s rights to operate the way they see fit.
Why would it be improper for a private organization like the
BSA to restrict leadership to those who share its values?

“BSA units do not routinely ask a prospective adult leader
about his (or her) sex life,” writes Perry.{12} This approach
falls in line with the controversial “Don’t ask, don’'t tell”
doctrine of the U.S. military that'’s currently being
challenged in court. Where members of the military may be
concerned about the affect of another squad member’s sexuality
on its rank-and-file members, Scout units are concerned with
the even greater influence of adults on the minds and morals
of the children they lead.

A biblical worldview recognizes that belief that gay rights
supersede traditional moral teachings springs from the
fleshly, fallen state of man’s soul. Romans 1 says humans
“suppress the truth,” and speaks out against unnatural acts in
a clear allusion to homosexual unions. People—sometimes
believers—fight morality as revealed by God through our
conscience and stated moral law. The virtue ethics of the
Scouts at least makes room for this morality.

Despite all the cases, “evidence of a planned, strategic legal
assault on the Scouts didn’t arise until the ACLU became
involved, with cases that focused Scouts’ ‘duty to God.'”"{13}



The Battle over “Duty to God”

Boy Scouts and Scout leaders are really into patches for our
uniforms. One of the most beautiful I’'ve ever owned is my Duty
to God patch earned at the legendary Rocky Mountain Scout
adventure ranch known as Philmont. The requirements were
minimal: take part in several devotions and lead blessings
over the food. Nothing dictated which god to pray to, just a
built-in acknowledgement of the Creator. This non-sectarian,
undirected acknowledgement of God is classic Scout stuff. The
program has long featured specific special awards for all
major world religions, including Christianity. Scouting’s
Creator-consciousness can seem vague or even smack of
animistic Native American religion, but troops chartered by
Christian organizations like ours simply turn it into a chance
to honor the God of the Bible.

This hallmark of Scouting is vilified by atheists and
agnostics who would participate in Scouting only minus the nod
to God. The ACLU has carried out a culture-wide campaign to
cut out all mention of God from the public square, motivated
by a warped value of self-determination.{14} Seeking
protections from all things religious, the ACLU’s activist
lawyers have raised human autonomy up as the ultimate good.
And the Boy Scouts are a tempting target to further this cause
célebre. From where do the ACLU’s motivations spring?
Apparently, from the ideology known as humanism, a
philosophical commitment to man as the measure of all things
coupled with an atheist anti-supernatural bias. But not even
Rousseau, whose political theory emphasized individual
freedoms, would likely have gone so far. In his view, the
individual was subordinate to the general will of the
people—and most people in American society agree that the
BSA’s values and impact outweighs any individual right “not to
hear” anything at all of religion.{15}

When the BSA lays out its broad yet very absolute



requirements, the most prominent and controversial are a “duty
to God”{16} and a Scout’s pledge to be reverent.{17} This in
no way dictates which or even what kind of deity one’s faith
is ascribed to, but it sharply clashes with the ACLU’s ideals
of secularism and humanism. In effect, the BSA directly
challenges the sacred-secular split so prevalent today, where
faith is to be kept totally private and godless science serves
as the only source of real knowledge. As a result of this
worldview mistake, religious commitments and the supernatural
are relegated to the personal, subjective, and ultimately
meaningless level.

One blogger opines about a duty to God passage in the original
1910 Scout handbook:

“A Scout 1is reverent toward God. He is faithful in his
religious duties. He respects the beliefs of others.” Such an
earnest and irony-free worldview is naturally antithetical to
the South Park-style mock-the-world moronity that pervades
the culture. In a society that combines libertarian Me-ism
with a liberal nanny state that suckles “men without chests,”
it 1is not surprising that the ranks of Boy Scouts are
dwindling (Scouting is down 11 percent over the last decade).
But we should be cheerful that an institution where self-
sacrifice and manly virtues are encouraged manages to survive

at all.{18}

The ACLU was not involved in the first “duty to God” case
against the Scouts. Yet by 2007, its “involvement in fourteen
cases against the Boy Scouts had covered, cumulatively, more
than 100 years of litigation.”{19} The ACLU’'s view, according
to Governor Perry, “is that if one citizen believes there 1is
no God, they must be protected from public references to or
acknowledgement of an Almighty Creator. . . . When they get
their way, the ACLU enforces upon us the tyranny of the
minority.” {20}



Thank God the courts have not yet allowed this to happen.

Pluralism Done Right

A fellow in my Sunday school sounded alarmed when I asked the
class to pray for a Scouting trip: “Isn’t The Boy Scouts a
Mormon outfit?” Since Mormons use Scouts as their official
youth program for boys, his experience was skewed. Yet, the
BSA is a non-sectarian association that simply requires
chartering groups to promote belief in God and requires boys
to reflect on reverence according to their family’s chosen

religion. The Boy Scout Handbook, (11" ed.) explains a Scout’s
“duty to God” 1like this: “Your family and religious leaders
teach you about God and the ways you can serve. You do your
duty to God by following the wisdom of those teachings every
day and by respecting and defending the rights of others to
practice their own beliefs.” Note the genuine tolerance toward
other religions. Even a pack or troop member cannot be forced
by that unit to engage in religious observances with which
they disagree.{21} This policy is the best way to handle a
wide-open boys’ training program in a very pluralistic
culture.

Many Christians talk as if any kind of pluralism is anathema,
especially the religious kind, as if we should live in a
thoroughly Christianized society that, for all intents and
purposes, 1is like church. However, this 1is unrealistic.
America’s Founding Fathers guarded against state-sanctioned
religion.

God Himself tacitly acknowledged, even in the theocracy of the
Old Testament period that living around His people were those
of other religions. Jehovah didn’t force people to believe in
Him. God was pluralistic in the sense of allowing man’s free
will.

The Boy Scouts reflects this larger reality and it serves the



organization well. It is not seeking to be a church or
synagogue or temple. The BSA’'s Scoutcraft skills and coaching,
its citizenship and moral training, remains open to people of
all religions. The BSA’s vagueness regarding “duty to God” 1is
actually a plus for Christians interested in promoting their
own understanding of God and His world. Talk about a platform
to pass along a biblical worldview! Think of it: Scouting’s
genius 1is that it combines outdoor exploits like regular
camping trips and high-adventure activities with moral and
religious instruction in the context of boy-run leadership
training. Regular and intensive meetings with dedicated adults
to review skills and Scouting’s ideals provide ample time for
what amounts to discipleship. Some of the richest ministry
opportunities in my quarter-century as a full-time minister
have been during Scoutmaster-to-Scout conferences in the great
outdoors.

If you’'re committed to seeing the next generation of boys walk
into adulthood not only as capable young men but with their
faith intact, Scouting is one of the best venues out there.
Hopefully, the ACLU won’t be able to quash that.
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Facing Facebook: Social
Networking and Worldview

Byron Barlowe digs beneath the surface of the various social
networking phenomena like Facebook and Twitter.

It seems like everybody is on Facebook! At 350 million members
worldwide and growing exponentially, this social networking
community would be the third largest country in the world! One
hundred million Americans,{1l} including 86 percent of American
women, now have a profile on at least one social networking
site, nearly double from a year earlier.{2}

“.Twitter has radically changed the face of online
communication. This year alone [2009], usage has grown by 900
percent...”{3} But kids prefer the ever-popular YouTube video-
sharing site. Two-thirds of Internet users around the world
visit blogs and social networks, making it more popular than
email. And older users are flocking to social sites. So this
is about you and your friends, too, mom and dad!

So what 1is social networking? At a social site 1like
Facebook.com, when you find another member, you click a button
that says “Add as Friend.” Now, you and that person have a
connection on the Web site that others can see. They are a
member of your network, and you are a member of theirs. Also,
you can see who your friends know, and who your friends’
friends know. You’'re no longer a stranger, so you can contact
them more easily. As the website Common Craft explains, “This
solves a real-world problem because your network has hidden
opportunities. Social networking sites make these connections
between people visible.”{4}

“These applications have given users an entirely new dimension
of interactivity on the Web, as people are able to share
videos, photos, links, ideas, and information at a heretofore
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unseen speed and with uncanny ease that enhances the Web
experience of every Internet user.”{5}

But some push back. “It’s just trivia, a waste of time,” they
say. Silly games and self-centered platforms where folks can
parade their lives. There is some truth in that charge. But
it’s important to understand such a powerful, widespread
medium and seek to redeem it.

One commentator said, “Time bends when I open Facebook: it'’s
as if I'm simultaneously a journalist/wife/mother in Berkeley
and the goofy girl I left behind in Minneapolis.”{6} But the
accessibility and immediacy is not always good or profound. Be
ready to have your 1life history, long-lost friends and
personal ghosts pop up in unexpected ways through social
networking. In the same way, the future could be at stake with
each post and link you put up: Whatever goes online, stays
online. One’s reputation will be marked for years to come by
her online life for good or ill.

However, the meteoric rise of social networking has occurred
for good reason. In Facebook, Xanga or MySpace, research shows
that we extend current relationships online. It can all be
very trivial or fairly meaningful, depending on how it’s used.
In this way, social networking is not unlike meeting up at a
coffee shop or at the back fence. Younger generations are
known to be more conversational than older ones. In my middle-
aged circles, many seem to have written it off prematurely.

We’ll explore some worldview implications of social networking
through the insightful book Flickering Pixels: How Technology
Shapes Your Faith.{7} Using a grid introduced by media
professor and technology prophet Marshall McLuhan that traces
media’s culture-shaping influence, we’ll briefly assess how
this technology enhances our capabilities, retrieves lost
ones, makes obsolete other things, and reverses into
unintended consequences. In other words, we’ll ask and
partially answer basic questions 1like: What will this



blossoming media change? What am I giving up if I use it? How
can I control it for myself and my kids? Will it end up
controlling me—or has it already?

“Hanging out” online, for all its similarities to in-person
conversation is fundamentally different. And those differences
are sure to change not only our socializing, but our
worldviews—maybe even our faith.

“The Medium is the Message”

McLuhan famously stated that “the medium is the message,”
meaning that the content of media is overshadowed in its
influence by the influence of the very medium (technology)
through which it 1is communicated. Hipps believes media has
been a fundamental change agent of culture, even faith. We’'ll
explain and explore a bit McLuhan’s grid of change and how it
applies to social networking.

In discussing social networking sites like Facebook and their
effect on people, it’s helpful to look back at other media to
see their culture-shaping influence. Note that I didn’t write
“the content of other media,” but rather, “other media.” For
example, before Gutenberg’s movable-type printing press, faith
was passed down orally and through imagery like stained glass
windows and church icons. The concrete stories from the
synoptic Gospels ruled the day; the Apostle Paul’s deep,
abstract letters were virtually ignored. Then, print
technology unleashed a new way to think and even to believe-an
emphasis on individual faith accessed through critical reason.
This print phenomenon retrieved the abstract, doctrinally rich
letters of Paul from the dusty shelves of history. This, in
turn, ignited the Reformation, writes Shane Hipps. One result:
the church transformed from a highly communal body into a mass
of individuals and put religious mystery largely out of touch.

Hipps writes that, in its extremes, the influence of print



reduced the gospel to incomplete abstract propositions and
made many Christians arrogant about what we can know with
certainty. [This 1is what some in the emerging church
conversation react against, but we cannot pursue that topic
here. ]

Perhaps less controversially, Hipps shares the maxim that any
media—social networking included-changes its users 1in a
similar way print technology did. Marshall McLuhan famously
stated that “the medium is the message.” He meant that the
medium itself does more to affect people than even the content
that it carries.

The adage, “We become what we behold”{8} seems to hold forth
in social science and neurology, as well. Brain scientists are
finding that exposure to and use of media of any kind changes
the brain’s wiring, so there’s more at stake here than just
bad content or how we use our time.{9}

While writing this transcript, I had to fight to get alone and
maintain focus. I consciously avoided the distraction and
fragmentation my mind easily undergoes while Twittering (or
“tweeting”) and Facebooking (see, social networking even
spawns new verbs, like “friending”!). The social networking
experience 1is like walking around at a party filled with
friends in various conversations: lots of brief comments,
retorts and jokes. My need for individual, abstract thinking
was at risk at the “Facebook party.” (Ironically, I was in the
abstract writing mode regarding a very different sort of
medium: non-abstract, simplistic, disjointed, visually based,
online digital “communities.”)

New media may bring us to and keep us more “in the moment” and
in touch with real people, all good things. But so-called
virtual communities may create very unreal relationships. Not
to mention a loss of in-depth thinking, conversation and
fellowship to build current relationships. Two years ago a
commentator wrote regarding American youth on social networks,



“The rules of relationship are..being rewritten, and..are being
shaped by a distinctly media-centered worldview rather than a
Christian one.{10} However, things may be changing, at least
among Australian youth, where “they want more connections with
their friends that aren’t digital, that are tangible. They’'re
starting to question the authenticity of social networks such
as Facebook and Twitter. They want technology to assist rather
than dominate the way they communicate.”{11}

David Watson is an entrepreneurial “pastor” exploring the
legitimacy of online shepherding. He believes it’'s a general
relationship issue not confined to online participation: “Any
time you are not fully present with whatever community you
happen to be with-whether online or offline-you can hurt
people... We just notice the online stuff more because it 1is
new and people tend to spend lots of time with new things
before they figure out how everything balances out.”{12}

So what’s the big deal? Most Facebook, MySpace or Orkut
members aren’t changing their entire view of reality, truth,
God or mankind based on interactions with online friends. No,
it’s not the obvious pitfall of cults or wild philosophies
that people usually deal with day to day anyway. Under-the-
radar ways of being and communicating can incrementally change
who we are. It’'s the subtle way that our view of life changes
that concerns me most. Are moment-by-moment Tweets dumbing us
down in various ways? Have we come to expect meaning in 140-
character bits? Twitter shows the flow of life in tiny chunks
some call a lifestream. But are those snippets, especially
when seen intermittently, meaningful?

Media swirls around us and we become immune to the white
noise. But McLuhan was a master at stepping back to study what
is going on with media to see how to cooperate with and thus
handle the vortex. Churches and ministries love to jump on new
technologies to share the old, old story-but before diving in
headlong, we need to remember McLuhan’s warning: we become
like the media that we use.



Social Networking Redeems and Resurrects
Good Things

What 1is the technology of social networking enhancing and
bringing back from disuse? What are some redeeming
characteristics of this new phenomenon? They include renewed
friendships and acquaintances, helpful networking made easy,
ministry possibilities and relational fun. Mainly, it enhances
real-world relational communities.

McLuhan stated that new media always “enhances and retrieves”
good things. For example, we long for the days of chatting
with neighbors on the front porch. Social networking restores
this dynamic to a surprising degree. One writer reflected, “It

could be . . . that Facebook marks a return to the time when
people remained embedded in their communities for life, with
connections that ran deep. . . ."{13}

Reconnections frequently happen too. One former neighbor
messaged me on Facebook, “Are you the Byron that lived beside
us 25 years ago?” She was thrilled to know I was still walking
with Christ and asked for prayer for her drug-addicted
brother. She’d located me out of the blue a quarter century
later and seven states away through the wonder of social
networking.

Social networks have great potential for ministry. Yet Shane
Hipps' primary message for Christ-followers in Flickering
Pixels: How Technology Shapes Your Faith 1is that simply
broadcasting the gospel message in an old style into this new
medium will not be effective. The medium itself changes the
way people perceive and receive the message.

Social media are not a kind of broadcast medium, but rather a
conversation medium. Online social ministry pioneer Paul
Watson tells incredible stories of fruit borne online. He
shepherds groups who stay current on Twitter and Facebook. One
online community of Christ-followers raised funds over the



Internet for a non-Christian tarot-card-reader to take her
premature son to a hospital half a state away for medical
treatment. A blogger, a practicing witch, warned her visitors
not to harass Watson after he privately initiated prayer
regarding her health issue.

Campus Crusade for Christ uses Facebook for campus ministry.
They recently stated that 66 million students are active
Facebook wusers. That’'s three times the population of
Australia! In an outreach training video produced by Campus
Crusade, the camera pans an empty library and the question
“Where are the students?” flashes across the screen. Then it
shows a computer lab chock-full of kids, most logged into
Facebook, MySpace, Twitter or YouTube. Another banner reads,
“The average college student spends three hours on Facebook
each visit.” Going where the people hang out is wise! But
Campus Crusade knows you can’t just post The Four Spiritual
Laws tract on Facebook and be effective. Long-term engagement
with a live person or social community is required to make a
positive difference.

If relationships are healthy, they can be helped online. “A
study published in 2007 in The Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication suggested that hanging onto old friends via
Facebook may alleviate feelings of isolation for students
whose transition to campus life had proved rocky.”{14}

A Christian apologist wrote regarding social networking and
the Internet, “We should note well Thomas Morris’s ‘Double
Power Principle’—‘To the extent that something has power for
good, it has corresponding power for ill.’”"{15}Next, we'll
discuss the downsides of social media.

Social Networking Makes Obsolete and
Obscures Other Good Things

What is the technology of social networking making obsolete,



obscuring or obliterating? Taken to extremes, how might it
make 1its users regress rather than progress? What other
troublesome dynamics does it create?

Studies show that people tend to continue and expand their
real-life relationships online. But people can be fooled.
Nothing replaces face-to-face contact. Hipps writes 1in
Flickering Pixels about mutual friends of his who live very
nearby but who had not seen each other in months. They
communicate online daily, yet their relationship has
deteriorated. Hipps commented on so-called virtual
communities: “It’'s virtual-but it ain’t community.
Meaningful, missional Christian community” should consist of
several essential things:

1. Shared history or experiences that help establish a sense
of identity and belonging

2. Permanence or relational staying power-“it’s how you get
shared history.” Members of a transient community never get
shared memories.

3. Proximity—“you have to be with one another in order to
create the kind of meaningful connections to have community.”

4. Shared imagination of the future —a sense of “We’re all
going in the same direction.” Hipps says this 1is the one
thing you get automatically with online social
networking—people flock together who already share a future
vision. But it’s not community just because of that. If
online “friends” are not able to meet together over time and
share life experiences as they work toward a common vision,
then it’s just an online affinity group.

“Electronic culture disembodies and separates [yet].

most of us. . . believe our technology is bringing us
closer.”{16} The Bible exhorts believers not to forsake group
gatherings.{17} Why? Because corporate worship and teaching,



personal shepherding, mutual encouragement, even non-verbal
signals are irreplaceable. We can take our cues on being
physically present from the incarnation: God’s most powerful
gospel medium was the Man, Christ Jesus.

Technology always makes something obsolete. It seems probable
that too much online use compromises our ability to
concentrate and think abstractly and form a coherent argument.
Given a steady diet of fragmented imagery and spontaneous
status updates, a new generation is losing the ability to
think through issues from a coherent framework. “Through

YouTubing, Facebooking, MySpacing . . . people take in vast
amounts of visual information. But do they always comprehend
the meaning of what they see. . . ? They are easily

manipulated as students, consumers and citizens.”{18}

Another endangered characteristic is deep conversation. Within
the space of 140 character status updates and Tweets, all hope
of profound, meaningful dialogue seems lost. Instead, images
rule. “ Image culture is eroding and undermining
imaginative creativity” which is “extremely important to our
functioning as healthy, creative people.”{19}

Social networking can steal your time. A friend recently told
me that his wife’s use of Facebook is hindering their family
time and communications. This is likely a widespread problem.
“2.6 billion minutes are used daily by the global population
on Facebook.”{20} If you already struggle with addictive
tendencies or wasting time, think twice about launching into
this absorbing lifestyle change. Get help for your online
habit if it's destructive as you would for any addiction.

Balancing Social Networking, Keeping a
Christian Worldview in Mind

What are some more guiding principles for using social
networking (and the Internet)? How do users balance their



lives and retain a Christian worldview in a social networking
age?

Remember Narcissus, the mythological character who was so
enamored by his own image in the pool of water that it
eventually became his undoing? Most people focus on his self-
absorption. But the point Hipps makes isn’t how stuck on
himself Narcissus was, but rather his inability to perceive
and control the low-tech medium of a reflective pool. He
seemed oblivious to what was going on, as people tend to be
regarding the media maelstrom that surrounds us. “When we fail
to perceive that the things we create are extensions of
ourselves, the created things take on god-like characteristics
and we become their servants.”{21} Media intake stealthily
becomes idolatry.

The legendary Perseus, on the other hand, realized the power
of a medium that if put under his control, could destroy the
deadly effects of staring into the eyes of Medusa. Using a
shield as a mirror, he deflected her deadly gaze and turned it
into a chance to kill her. Even ancient Greek pagans
understood the difference between these two fictional
characters: Narcissus became enamored and then ensnared by a
medium; Perseus, on the other hand, stepped back, realized the
mirror was just an extension of his eyes, and so was able to
master that medium. This echoes biblical commands to guard our
heart and mind and not be conformed to the world.{22}

Remember, we’re not really talking about what content goes on
your Facebook page. Rather, it’s the hidden power of the
Internet and social networking that concerns us. Count the
cost each time you use it.

One good use of the immediacy of Twitter is intercession. I
got stuck in Delhi, India on a mission trip and tweeted a
prayer request through my cell phone that in turn updated my
Facebook page. Instant access and 1l40-character-long brevity
can be good.



More advice from this worldview watcher trying to redeem
social networking: read widely. Read deeply. Keep those parts
of your mind and soul in shape while navigating the quick
communications of social networking.

Guard your time like a night watchman. Guard your heart and
mind like a jealous lover. Set “no unclean thing” before your
eyes{23} and if others try to, take down that post or don't
follow them. Also, guard against not only physical but
“psychological nudity.”{24}

Mix into everyday wall posts some meaningful thoughts, worthy
articles and video clips that cause people to think. Become a
fan at the Facebook or MySpace pages of organizations like
Probe. Link to articles at Probe.org, Bible.org, or some good
cause to help fund.

Balance is key: not everything 1is worthy of immediate
broadcast or attention. “Do you see a man who speaks in haste?
There is more hope for a fool than for him.”{25} Trivia can be
genuine but tiresome.

Reach out: post a Scripture, share your faith.

As Shane Hipps said, “The most important medium, the most
powerful medium is you, you are God’s chosen medium to
incarnate the hands and feet of God in an aching world.

The more we understand [the hidden power of media], the more
we can understand how to use our media rather than be used by

them.” {26}
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Welcome to College: Great
Worldview Gift for Graduates

The world is changing so quickly it’'s hard to keep up.
Christians who take the Scriptures seriously as a guide for
life and knowing God usually agree that we’re sliding down a
very slippery slope morally and spiritually. Non-biblical
worldviews not only abound but gain star status.
Christ—followers can easily feel overwhelmed, wondering how to
make a difference. Nowhere is this cultural decay more
manifest than on college campuses.

For years, my wife and I have seized the small window of
opportunity of choosing a gift for a college-bound graduate.
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We realize this represents one good chance to help shape a
still-moldable life and, by extension, potentially touch the
culture for Christ. ‘Tis the season of graduation right now
and I invite you to consider following suit.

Our habit is to give college-bound graduates J. Budiszewski's
excellent How to Stay Christian in College: An Interactive
Guide to Keeping the Faith. I recently discovered a book by a
new graduate that I'm adding to our graduation gift bag. It’s
a helpful-older—brother styled “guide for the journey” by a
young man who has obviously been trained by some of the
sharpest minds in contemporary Christian worldview thinking
and apologetics.

If Probe ever hired someone to write an organizational
brochure, it might be Jonathan Morrow. His book, Welcome to
College: A Christ-Follower’s Guide for the Journey, contains
one of the most succinct rationales for what we do—Christian
apologetics, that is, a defense of the faith-of anything I've
read. Morrow’s gift for profound insight coupled with brevity
is keen. He shows a sweeping knowledge, yet he includes just
enough material for busy students. “I have tried to keep the
chapters short and sweet since this won’t be the only thing
you’'ll be reading this semester,” Morrow writes.

Morrow’s experience as a recent college graduate and his
unself-conscious approach should resonate with younger
readers. I would have wanted to write this book when my street
credibility with young readers was potentially higher, but I
was nowhere near his level of maturity, awareness or
comprehension in my 20s!

Of course, some would say Morrow’s work is simply a Cliff’s
Notes version of all he’s been taught at Biola University,
Talbot School of Theology, and through apparent involvement
with Campus Crusade for Christ. There is little or no truly
original thinking here, perhaps. So be it.



Sure, this material 1is generally sprinkled throughout any
well-read Christians’ bookshelves, expounded profusely by the
authors Morrow draws upon. But that’s the genius of his book
for today’s graduate: a young yet well-schooled voice covering
the gamut of worldview and personal life issues in brief,
accessible terms.

The young man or woman being pummeled by secular
professors—many of whose worldviews and intentions are in
direct opposition to their Christian faith—need help now. This
book makes that possible.

Welcome to College isn’t filled with abstractions about
controversial Bible passages or archaeological discoveries,
interesting as that might be. Again, one strength of Welcome
to College 1is 1its scope. Mixed in with the basic
faith—defending ammunition like the problem of evil and
suffering, Christology, ethics and so on, students will find a
broad collection of pragmatic topics: health, sex and dating,
finances, Internet use, alcohol, even a chapter on dealing
with the death of a loved one. This provides unique and
much—needed help for navigating the head-spinning new freedoms
of college life.

Not content to simply write a how—to—get—by manual, Morrow
challenges students to consider the privilege of a college
education and “spend it ‘Christianly’.” He discusses questions
like:

* How can you discover what you are supposed to do with your
life?

* How do you share your faith in a hostile environment?

* How do you manage your time so that you can study and have
fun?

e Is all truth relative?

» Are there good reasons to be a Christian?

* How should you think about dating and sex as a
Christian?{1}



Since the book offers in its beginning chapters a treatment of
three major worldviews, I could have been reading one of our
Probe Student Mind Games graduates. One of the first sessions
in Probe’s basic student curriculum contains a session on
theism, naturalism (with a sub-section on postmodernism), and
pantheism. Morrow uses a nearly identical breakdown of
worldviews: scientific naturalism, postmodernism and Christian
theism.

As Morrow directly points out, these three systems of thought
predominate at the root level for people of all cultures. You
base your beliefs on one or more of these, knowingly or not.
Great similarity between a new book and a worldview
apologetics curriculum like Probe’s may be unsurprising. How
many variations on basic themes could there be? Yet it 1is
striking as a compact manifesto for what Morrow, his alma
mater, Probe, and a growing host of authors and organizations
are seeking to do, which is to help people think biblically.

The fundamental importance of another theme appears, as it
should, in the book’s opening pages as well. College kids need
to enter post—secondary classrooms with eyes wide open, being
aware that the world at large (and academia in particular)
scoffs at the idea of religion as possessing absolute,
universal truth. Nancy Pearcey’s treatment of what she calls
the fact / value split in contemporary culture has become a
go—to concept of culturally aware apologetics.{2} It also
informs Morrow’s book. This “two-realm theory of truth” places
religious claims into an upper story of noncognitive,
nonrational values. They supposedly offer the individual some
personal meaning but hold no truth—-telling power over anything
or for anyone else. “True for you but not for me” 1is the
slogan. This “upstairs” portion of 1life 1is just
opinions—private, personal preferences not fit for the public
sphere.

In contrast, the supposed lower story is made up of rational,
verifiable, scientific claims that are binding on everyone.


https://www.probe.org/mind-games-conference-overview/
https://www.probe.org/mind-games-conference-overview/

This is not opinion; it’s truth by gosh. On this view, the
only possible source of real knowledge is verifiable science.
One professor in New York told his class that anyone who
believed in the supernatural was “an idiot.” That'’s why such
war stories involving unwitting Christian students getting
broadsided by scoffing professors abound. Academic authorities
simply pronounce knowledge unattainable outside of the
scientific method.

But understanding the anatomy of this view and its faulty
presuppositions equips believing students to challenge
prevailing campus biases. Though Morrow offers only a passing
understanding, any student interested in pursuing further help
will find direction here.

One example of Morrow’s agility with big, tough ideas is this
statement rounding out his brief discussion of one major
worldview: “Postmodernism is a fundamental redefinition of
truth, language and reality.” Elsewhere he writes:

If the Christian worldview best answers the most profound of
human questions (e.g., where we came from, who we are, how we
should live, why the world is such a mess, and what our
ultimate destiny is, to name a few) then it is true for more
than just two hours on a Sunday morning.{3}

That’s just good writing!

Given its forty—two chapters, I only sampled the book. But
that’s in keeping with the reality of any busy, overwhelmed
new (or not so new) college reader. Its usefulness lies
partially in its accessibility as a reference. If questions
arise in class or due to new life experiences, undergrads
(others, too) can crack the book and get a quick, cogent,
biblical viewpoint on it.

Chapter titles like “Ladies: Pursue the Real Beauty” may pull
readers in before felt needs drive them there. Many others



like “Discovering the Will of God,” “Ethics in a Brave New
World” or “Science Rules!” lend themselves to future thumbing
on an as—needed basis. The Big Ideas chapter summations will
serve as a useful preview, refresher, and set of talking
points for young faith—defenders.

One surprising thought I had while reading the chapter
entitled “Getting Theological: Knowing and Loving God” was its
value as an evangelistic tool. If I met an average inquirer or
skeptic who is unaware of the unified biblical metanarrative
(big story) of Christianity—asking, What is it you Christians
really believe?-I1'd hand them Welcome to College bookmarked
here. Morrow gives the doctrinal summary of the story, anyway.
Here once again, clarity and brevity meets with completeness
and orthodoxy.

Kudos to Morrow and his editors, not to mention all the fine
teachers whose wisdom permeates the pages: Dallas Willard and
William Lane Craig, Craig Hazen and Nancy Pearcey and many
others. Simply refer to the endnotes and Further Reading
sections at each chapters’ end for a collection of apologetics
resources for the ages.

And don’t forget to consider adding this book to your gift
list for graduates and students at all levels. You may help a
young person to understand Morrow’s charge that:

God has already defined reality; it is our job to respond
thoughtfully and engage it appropriately. Don’t buy into the
lie that you need to keep your Christian faith to yourself.
It is personal, but not private. As a college student you
have the opportunity to establish the biblical habit of
living an integrated life for God’s glory. In other words,
think Christianly!{4}

Notes
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Charity and Compassion:
Christianity Is Good for
Culture

Byron Barlowe looks at the impact of Christianity on the
world. He concludes that applying a Christian, biblical
worldview to the issues that we face in our world has resulted
in a great amount of good. Apart from the eternal aspect of
Christianity, people applying Christian principles to worldly
issues have benefited all mankind.

Christian Religion: Good or Bad for
Mankind?

Standing on the jetway boarding a flight out of Cuzco, Peru, I
overheard an American college student say to his companion,
“See that older guy up there? He's a professor. Came here to
give lectures on Christianity. Can you believe that?” In an
apparent reference to abuses perpetrated on local Indians by
the conquistadors centuries earlier, he added, “Haven't
Christians done enough to these people?”

He didn’t know that I was the professor’s companion. Turning
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around, I said, “Excuse me, I couldn’t help but overhear. I'm
with the professor and, yes, we were giving lectures at the
university from a Christian worldview. But did you know that
all these people in between us were helping with humanitarian
aid in the poorest villages around here all week?”

He sheepishly mumbled something about every story having two
sides. But his meaning was clear: what good could possibly
come from Christians imposing their beliefs on these
indigenous people? Their culture was ruined by their kind and
should be left alone. Popular sentiments, but are they fair
and accurate?

The church—and those acting in its name—has had its moments of
injustice, intrigue, even murder. Unbiblical excesses during
the Inquisitions, the Crusades, and other episodes are
undeniable. Yet these deviations from the teachings of Christ
and the Bible are overwhelmingly countered by the church’s
good works and novel institutions of care, compassion, and
justice.

Carlton Hayes wrote, “From the wellspring of Christian
compassion, our Western civilization has drawn its
inspiration, and its sense of duty, for feeding the hungry,
giving drink to the thirsty, looking after the homeless,
clothing the naked, tending the sick and visiting the
prisoner.” As one writer put it, missionaries and other
Christians lived as if people mattered.{1l} Revolutionary!

Christianity exploded onto a brutal, heartless Greco-Roman
culture. Believers in this radical new religion set a new
standard for caring for the ill, downtrodden, and abused, even
at risk of death. Through their transformed Christlike
outlooks, they established countercultural ways that lead to
later innovations: orphanages, hospitals, transcendent art and
architecture, and systems of law and order based on fairness,
to name a few. In the early church, every congregation had a
list of needy recipients called a matriculum. Enormous amounts



of charity were given.{2} “Pagan society, through 1its
excesses, teetered on the brink of extinction. Christianity,
however, represented . . . a new way.”{3}

Compassion and charity are biblical ideals. “Early Christians
set a model for their descendents to follow, a model that
today’s modern secular societies try to imitate, but without
Christian motivation.”{4} We take for granted the notion that
it’s good to help the needy and oppressed, but wherever it's
found, whether in religious or secular circles, it can be
traced right back to Jesus Christ and His followers.

Answering Atheists: Is Religion Evil?

“Religion poisons everything,” carps militant atheist
Christopher Hitchens. Fellow atheist Richard Dawkins claims
that “there’s not the slightest evidence that religious people

are any more moral than non-religious people.” True? Not
according to social scientists from Princeton and other top
universities.

As citizens, religious people generally shine. According to
Logan Paul Gage, “for every 100 altruistic acts—-like giving
blood—performed by non-religious people, the religious perform
144." Also, those active in religion in the U.S. volunteer in
their communities more.{5} A Barna study reports that “more
than four out of five (83%) gave at least $1000 to churches
and non-profit entities during 2007, far surpassing . . . any
other population segment studied...”{6} This echoes studies
from the past few decades.

Furthermore, studies show that religious youth have more self-
control against cigarettes, alchohol and marijuana. “Religion
also correlates with fewer violent crimes, school suspensions
and a host of other negative behaviors.”{7}

It appears that Dawkins is very wrong. He lamented that “faith
is . . . comparable to the smallpox virus but harder to



eradicate.” People who care about our culture will hope he’s
right about how hard religion is to eliminate, especially
Christianity. {8}

So, what about the evil perpetrated by the church? Early
Christians were admirable in their display of compassion and
charity. But haven’t the centuries since witnessed a parade of
continual religious wars (including “Christian wars),
persecutions, and mayhem? Among Christianity’s sins: forced
conversions, expansion by so-called “Christian states” mingled
with genocide, execution of accused heretics and witches, and
the ever infamous Crusades. Regrettable, inexcusable, but
largely overblown.

Dinesh D’Souza writes that this popular refrain also “greatly
exaggerates [crimes of] religious fanatics while neglecting or
rationalizing the vastly greater crimes committed by secular
and atheist fanatics.”{9} Historian Jonathan Riley-Smith
disputes that the Crusaders were rapists and murderers. He and
other historians document that they were pilgrims using their
own funds to liberate long-held Christian lands and defend
Europe against Muslim invaders.{10}

What about heretics who were burned at the stake? Author Henry
Kamen claims that “much of the modern stereotype of the
Inquisition is essentially made up. . . . Inquisition trials

were fairer and more lenient than their secular
counterparts.”{11}

Atheism is associated with far more death and destruction than
religion 1is, particularly Christianity. In Death by
Government, R.J. Rummel writes “Almost 170 million men, women
and children have been shot, beaten, tortured, knifed, burned,
starved, frozen, crushed or worked to death; buried alive,
drowned, hung, bombed or killed in any other of a myriad of
ways governments have inflicted death on unarmed, helpless
citizens and foreigners.”{12} Rummel directly attributes
eighty-four percent of these to atheistic “megamurderers” like



Stalin, Hitler, and Mao.

For perspective, consider that “the Crusades, Inquisition and
the witch burnings killed approximately 200,000 people” over
five hundred years. These deaths, tragic and unjust as many
were, only comprise one percent of the deaths caused by
atheist regimes during a few decades. That’'s a ninety-nine to
one ratio of death tied directly to the atheist worldview.{13}

History shows that atheism, not Christianity, is the view that
is bad—even murderous—for society.

Compassion: Christian Innovation in a
Cruel World

Christianity is unique. No other religion or philosophy values
and practices wholesale taking care of the young, sick,
orphaned, oppressed, and widowed, hands-on and sacrificially.

To ancient Greeks and Romans, life was cheap. Infanticide—baby
killing— was “condoned and practiced for centuries without
guilt or remorse [and] extolled by Greco-Roman mythologies.”
This ungodly practice was opposed by Christians, whose
compassionate example eventually caused Roman emperors to
outlaw it.{14} First-century art shows believers rescuing
unwanted Roman babies from the Tiber River. They raised them
as their own.

Emperors pronounced death sentences on a whim, even beyond
gladiatorial games. This was the ultimate extension of
paterfamilias: a father had the right to kill his own child if
she displeased him. Life was expendable, even among
families! {15}

Abortion, human sacrifice, and suicide were also part of
societies unaffected by God’s love.How different from the
scriptural doctrine that all are made in God’s image and
deserve life and dignity.



Slaves and the poor were on their own. One exhaustive survey
of historical documents “found that antiquity has left no
trace of organized charitable effort.”{16}

The ancient code was: “leave the ill to die.” Roman colonists
in Alexandria even left their friends and next of kin behind
during a plague.{1l7} Japanese holy men kept the wealthy from
relieving the poor because they believed them to be “odious to

the gods.”{18}

By contrast, Jesus expanded the Jewish obligation of
compassion well beyond family and tribe even to enemies. His
parable of the Good Samaritan exploded racial and social
boundaries.{19} Scripture says that Jesus “had compassion on
them and healed their sick.” Christ’s disciples went around
healing and teaching as their master had. Believers were
instructed to care for widows, the sick, the disabled and the
poor, and also for orphans. “Justin Martyr, an early defender
of Christianity, reveals that collections were taken during
church services to help the orphans,” writes Alvin Schmidt. By
the time of Justinian, churches were operating old folks'’
homes called gerontocomia. Before Christianity, homes for the
aged didn’t exist. Now, such nursing homes are taken for

granted. {20}

Schmidt notes that “Christianity filled the pagan void that
largely ignored the sick and dying, especially during
pestilences.” Greeks had diagnostic centers, but no nursing
care. Roman hospitals were only for slaves, gladiators, and
occasionally for soldiers. Christians provided shelters for
the poor and pilgrims, along with medical care. Christian
hospitals were the first voluntary charitable
institutions. {21}

A pagan Roman soldier in Constantine’s army was intrigued by
Christians who “brought food to his fellow soldiers who were
afflicted with famine and disease.” He studied this inspiring
group who displayed such humanity and was converted to the



faith. He represents much of why the early church grew despite
bouts of severe persecution.{22}

Basic beliefs—or worldviews—lead to basic responses. The
Christian response to life and suffering changed the world for
good.

Early Church Charity vs. Self-Serving
Greco-Roman Giving

In ancient Greece and Rome, charity was unknown, except for
gaining favors and fame. This stood in stark contrast to
Jesus’ thinking. He rebuked the Pharisees, whose good deeds
were done for public acclaim. Christ’s ethic of sharing with
any and all and helping the underprivileged brought a
revolution that eventually converted the entire Roman Empire.

Caritas, root word of charity, “meant giving to relieve
economic or physical distress without expecting anything in
return,” writes Schmidt, “whereas liberalitas meant giving to
please the recipient, who later would bestow a favor on the
giver.”{23} Pagans almost never gave out of what we today
would ironically call true liberality.

In contrast, for Christ-followers part of worship was hands-on
charity. They celebrated God’'s redemption this way, giving and
serving both individually and corporately. Cyril, bishop of
Jerusalem in the fifth century, sold church ornaments to feed
the poor. (Another contrast: the Hindu worldview assumes that
neediness results from bad deeds in a past life.)

Ancient culture was centered on elitism. The well-off and
privileged gave not out of any sense of caring, but out of
what Aristotle termed “liberality, in order to demonstrate
[their] magnanimity and even superiority.” They funded parks,
statues, and public baths with their names emblazoned on them.
Even the 1little philanthropy the ancients did was seldom



received by the needy. Those who could pay back in some way
received it.{24}

Historian Kenneth Scott Latourette noted that early Christians
innovated five ways in their use of their own funds for the
general welfare:

First, those who joined were expected to give to their ability
level, both rich and poor. Christ even called some to give all
they had to the poor. St. Francis of Assissi, Pope Gregory the
Great, and missionary C.T. Studd all did as well.

Second, they had a new motivation: the love for and example of
Christ, who being rich became poor for others’ sakes (2
Corinthians 8:9).{25}

Third, Christianity like Judaism, created new objects of
giving: widows, orphans, slaves, the persecuted.

The fourth Christian innovation was personalized giving,
although large groups were served. Also, individuals did the
giving, not the government. “For the most part, the few Roman
acts of relief and assistance were isolated state activities,
‘dictated much more by policy than by benevolence’.”{26}

Last, Christian generosity was not solely for insiders.{27}
This was truly radical. The emperor known as Julian the
Apostate complained that since Jews never had to beg and
Christians supported both their own poor and those outside the
church, “those who belong to us look in vain for the help we
should render to them.”{28}

Believers sometimes fasted for charity. The vision was big:
ten thousand Christians skipping one hundred days’ meals could
provide a million meals, it was figured. Transformed hearts
and minds imitated the God who left the throne of heaven to
serve and die for others.{29}

Even W.E. Lecky, no friend to Christianity, wrote, “The



active, habitual, and detailed charity of private persons,
which 1is such a conspicuous feature in all Christian
societies, was scarcely known in antiquity.”{30} That is,
until Christians showed up.

Medieval and Modern Manifestations

This way of thinking and living continued in Medieval times.
Third century deacon St. Laurence was ordered by a Roman
offiical to bring some of the treasures of the church. He
showed up with poor and lame church members. For this affront
to Roman sensibilities, he was roasted to death on a gridiron.
Today, a Florida homeless shelter named after St. Laurence
provides job help and basic assistance to the downtroden.

The Generous Middle Ages

The Middle Ages saw Christian compassion grow. In the sixth,
seventh and eighth centuries, Italian clergy “zealously
defended widows and orphans.”{31} Ethelwold, bishop of
Winchester in the tenth century “sold all of the gold and
silver vessels of his cathedral to relieve the poor who were
starving during a famine.”{32}

Furthermore, according to Will Durant,

The administration of charity reached new heights in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. . . . The Church shared in
relieving the unfortunate. Almsgiving was universal. Men
hopeful of paradise left charitable bequests. . . . Doles of
food were distributed [three times a week] to all who asked.
. In one aspect the Church was a continent-wide
organization for charitable aid.{33}

From Hospitals to the Red Cross

Christian hospitals spread to Europe by the eighth century. By
the mid-1500s, thirty-seven thousand Benedictine monasteries



cared for the ill. Arab Muslims even followed suit.
Christianity was changing the world, even beyond the West.

The much-maligned Crusaders founded healthcare orders, helping
Muslims and Christians. This led to the establishment of
insane asylums. By the 1400s, hospitals across Europe were
under the direction of Christian bishops who often gave their
own money. They cared for the poor and orphans and
occasionally fed prisoners—an all-purpose institution of care.

“Christian aid to the poor did not end with the early church
or the Middle Ages,” says Schmidt.{34} By the latter years of
the nineteenth century, 1local Christian churches and
denominations built many hospitals.

Medical nursing, a Christian innovation in ancient times, took
leaps forward through the influence of Christ-follower
Florence Nightingale. In 1864, Red Cross founder Jean Henri
Dunant confessed on his deathbed, “I am a disciple of Christ
as in the first century, and nothing more.”{35}

Child Labor Laws

The Industrial Revolution in England ushered in a shameful
exploitation of children, even among those naming the
Christian faith. Kids as young as seven worked in horrible
conditions in coal mines and chimneys.

Compassionate believers like William Wilberforce and Charles
Dickens rallied their callous countrymen to pass Parliamentary
laws against the worst child labor. The real superman of this
cause was Lord Shaftesbury, whose years of tireless
“pleadings, countless speeches, personal sacrifices and dogged
persistence” resulted in “a number of bills that vastly
improved child labor conditions.” His firm faith in Christ
spurred him and a nation on to true compassion.{36} This had a
ripple effect across Western nations. Child labor has been
outlawed in the West but continues strongly in nations less
affected by Christian culture.



And Still Today . . .

This attitude of charity and compassion continues today in
Christian societies like the Salvation Army and Christian
groups who aided Hurricane Katrina victims so much better than
the government.{37} Many more can be named. As someone said,
“‘Christian ideals have permeated society until non-
Christians, who claim to live a “decent 1ife” without
religion, have forgotten the origin of the very content and
context of their “decency”.”{38}
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Bridging to Common Ground:
Communicating Christ Across
the Cultural Divide

Have you ever felt like an alien in your own culture? What was
your reaction to the people in that other group? The other
day, mine was negative, then a bit hopeful. It all left me
very humbled, but ready once more to build bridges and sow
spiritual seed over shared common ground.

Always Ready?

There I was, 1in a vegetarian restaurant, talking to the
Chinese owner about my motivations for patronizing this rare
refuge for vegans, vegetarians and other people far removed
from my day-to-day world. I just like to eat healthier
sometimes, I weakly offered. After all, when I recently found
it closed, I had sauntered to the Texas-style barbeque joint
in the same shopping center feeling little irony.

Not so for most of the old man’s clientele. They just seemed
to fit the veggie-eaters mold. I felt conspicuously out of
place as I mingled in the buffet line with pony-tailed guys,
gals with their hair 1in doo-rags, Indian and Chinese
immigrants. Yet there I stood, representing white middle-
America in my Tommy Bahama knock-off shirt and dress slacks.

I spied a rack of religious booklets promoting an off-beat
Asian religious group. Hey, I thought to myself, if you want
authentic tofu-based cuisine, you have to mix with the
diversity. No problem.

But I wasn’t prepared for the group of youths who walked in
next, sporting dreadlocks, torn Goth stockings, studded
leather boots and T-shirts that would offend the most tough-
minded. The “F” word assaulted me in a slogan scrawled across
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the back of several wearing the official T-shirt for the punk
band P*ssChrist.

I have to admit, I wavered between repulsion and compassion,
amusement and offense. Then I began to fantasize about
striding right up the large table of vegan-gothic-anti-social
kids and introducing myself. I imagined chatting, asking about
the band their shirts represent, then moving on to the fact
that not all Christ-followers are hypocritical haters—see, I'm
talking to you!

My two-fold goal in my 1little daydream, admittedly: to
challenge their perception of an establishment-looking right-
wing Christian guy like me and to test their own assumed
sensibilities regarding acceptance, tolerance and diversity.
After all, I judged, can they themselves show tolerance for a
fellow who represents a polar opposite worldview and set of
values? Or will they be found out as just another brand of
bigot? ALl of this I dreamed up perhaps without even finding
out their names! I never went over to their table.

Bad Thinking Means No Bridging or Burned
Bridges

Upon reflection, I saw how off-guard I was spiritually and how
deeply my gut reactions represent some questionable thinking,
even unbiblical attitudes. I would probably have come off as,
well, a hypocritical hater, despite the better intentions I
mixed in with my prejudices. That drove me to prayer and back
to a book that is still worth reading: Finding Common Ground:
How to Communicate with Those Outside the Christian
Community—-While We Still Can by Tim Downs.

My response revealed several unhelpful presuppositions about
people on the other side of the cultural divide and how to
deal with them that still have roots in my soul, although I
should know better. My private syllogism went like this:



They’re obviously not for us (biblical believers), but
against us, so

The best way to deal with such people would be to confront
them or ignore them (and I don’t prefer the latter).

Although confronting them outright would be wrong, it
wouldn’t take long for the tolerant approach to necessarily
give way to an uncomfortable, confrontational proclamation of
truth, so bring it on!

Somebody’s got to reach these folks, and it’s apparent that
sooner is better. These are the last days, after all.{1}

But building bridges with the eventual goal of sharing the
gospel fruitfully—-something I've worked at full-time for two
decades—requires much more. More thought, compassion,
understanding, wisdom and patience. The kind, writes Downs,
modeled not by grain harvesters, but rather by fruit growers.
This is biblical, but often ignored by Bible-believers.{2}

As a member of an out-of-balance evangelical Christian
subculture, I have unconsciously bought into a worldview that
overvalues the spiritual harvest at the expense of spiritual
sowing. In so doing, I am implicated in a scorched-earth
mentality that neither tends the spiritually unready nor makes
allowance for future crops.{3} I repent, and not for the first
time.

This way of thinking assumes a vast conspiracy of God-haters.
Although the caustic, outspoken atheism of Sam Harris and
Richard Dawkins has risen to prominence recently, it 1is not
the norm. Rather a muddled middle of persuadable unbelievers
and confused born-agains is still a large part of the American
scene.{4} The us vs. them approach tends to be self-
fulfilling, writes Downs. If approached as an enemy,
defensiveness is understandably generated in those who dont
fit cleanly into our community. Even for announced enemies,
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like the T-shirt-wearing punk rockers, turning the other cheek
while engaging with love can be a powerful witness.

Another evangelical myth, according to Downs, 1is the certainty
that we’re experiencing the final harvest.{5} Indeed, the
coarsening of the culture is a mainstay and we are promised
that, in the End Times, things will go from bad to worse.
That'’s sure how it looks, increasingly. Also, we conservative
Christians, who shared the heady age of the Moral Majority,
are now being blended with every other social group into a
stew of diversity where no group is a majority—-and we sound
like jilted lovers, says Downs. We need to ask, How much of
the spiritual fruitlessness in America might we be
contributing to by our own perceptions and resultant
attitudes?

To act out of such worldview-level angst and fail to prepare
to reach future generations is dereliction. Picking low-
hanging fruit, if you will, and plowing under the remaining
vines is neither loving nor wise. It’s certainly not God’s
way, thankfully.

If I'd waltzed up to that table of vegetarian punkers the
other day, I’'d have likely displayed the attitude Downs
critiques and confesses having owned: I’'ll proclaim the truth.
What they do with it is their business. In other words, ‘Id
walk away self-justified, ineffective—and likely having done
harm rather than God’s purposes. My commitment to justice
would have overridden my practice of love.{6}

To make any genuine impact for Christ among a crowd so foreign
to me as these youths would require more than mere personal
chutzpah and a bag of evangelistic and apologetic “tricks.”
I'd need to wade humbly into their world, eyes wide open and
skin toughened, expecting no respect (initially at least),
hoping realistically only for long-term results. I could not
be effective in my current state—-from dress to time
commitments to my mindset. To be missional about it long-term,



I'd need to be surely called of God and make a monumental
life-change, like a missionary I met here in town.

Becoming All Things to All People

I first heard of Dale{7} when he spoke to parents at our kids’
Christian school. I marvelled that he and his wife—both in
their 40s—along with their three girls would pack up their
middle-class home, leave a thriving youth pastorate in a
Baptist church and take up residence in the grungiest, hippest
part of Dallas, Texas. When I met with Dale down in Deep
Ellum, I could feel the gaping divide between my suburban
existence and the urban alternative, Bohemian art-music
district scene he’d adopted.

When a couple of 20-something chicks interrupted our meal, I
was annoyed that he left me hanging for some time. But Dale’s
apology stopped me short in my own self-absorption. He and his
wife had befriended one of the gals, a bartender, and were
seeking to slowly, carefully build a relationship with her
without scaring her off. And it was working. She had noticed
the non-confrontational yet uncompromising difference in this
loving Christian couple and asked about it. Now, when she
introduces these Christian friends, she openly initiates
conversations about spiritual things with rank unbelievers.
There’s no threat felt, but plenty of curiosity.

The Apostle Paul wrote, “I have become all things to all men,
so that I may by all means save some.”{8} To use the hackneyed
phrase, “Walk a mile in their shoes”—even if the shoes are
foul (some punkers don’t do hygiene) or not your style.

When I researched the band with the sacriligious name on the
T-shirts, I was introduced to a subculture that not only was
foreign to me, but one that actively alienates itself from the
larger culture. Part of a movement called anarcho-crust punk,
this particular band is known for blasphemous rants. Counter-
cultural lifestyle, vile language, themes of death, filth and



anti-religious, anti-conservative and anti-capitalist identity
politics all mark this underworld of dark lostness.

To bridge across cultural canyons—even such a radical one-to
begin on common ground with those outside the Christian
community, we need to:

adopt a bridging mentality—think of outreach as a process and
pass your perspective on

avoid fueling intolerant stereotypes and show genuine,
biblical tolerance

don’t burn bridges—avoid unnecessary confrontation but rather
persuade by modeling uncompromising love and concern along
with truth

remember from where you fell and recall who the Enemy really
is—our struggle is not against flesh and blood{9}

cultivate, sow, harvest and begin again. Patiently use art
and subtle, effective communications{10}

relate genuinely: share your own foibles, ask sincerely about
their anger and pain

wait on God’s timing, but don’t fail to offer the gospel and
help them grasp faith

For those called to go native to bridge across cultural
divides, one couple reaching out in the London music-arts
district serves as a model. In a four-hour conversation with a
Londoner deep into the local scene—a definite unbeliever who
knew of the couple’s Christian commitments—the husband was
asked:

What do you think of homosexuality?

After thoughtfully pausing, he deferred, Well, I’d prefer to
not share that with you.



Why not?

Because I believe my view on that will offend you and I don’t
want to do that; you’re my friend.{11}

Compromise? Wimpiness? No. Curiosity caused the non-Christian
to ask again some time later, to which the believer responded
gently, “As I said, I don’t want to offend you, but since you
asked again. . .” His reply led to Jesus Christ Himself. His
biblical response evoked a thoughtful, “Oh—-now I'm glad you
warned me. That is very different from my opinion.” The
message was heard and respected. The relationship, still
intact, grew in breadth and depth and led to a fuller witness.

Our London-based missionary took care, as a vinedresser, not
to bruise the unripe fruit. His eventual impact with the life-
changing good news of Christ was made possible by the patience
and love he balanced with the hard truth. He and his wife, an
accomplished musician, now have high-level contacts in this
London subculture.

I'm taking mental notes and rereading Down’s important book
for some really useful and specific strategies for bridging to
common ground with those alien to me.
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Myanmar Cyclone Response:
Power-Lust and Lost Lives

As the world looks on to the tragedy in Myanmar and the
coldhearted response of its government leaders, Byron Barlowe
urges us to keep in mind that a humanitarian response 1s not a
natural reaction.

Corrupted Power

Climate of Fear and Repression

Myanmar, traditionally known as Burma, is a country where ten
percent of the population lives “without enough to eat” on a
normal basis.{1} The brutal military government is best known
for the repression of a democratically elected opposition
candidate, Aung San Suu Kyi, now under long-term house arrest.
Burma watchers blogs and sites show grisly photos of alleged
brutality (one shows the carnage of soldiers running over
political dissidents with ten-wheeled trucks). Last fall, the
junta put down protest marches, killing at least 13 and
jailing thousands. “Since then, the regime has continued to
raid homes and monasteries and arrest persons suspected of
participating in the pro-democracy protests.”{2}
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Now, a cyclone has inundated an entire region, the Irrawaddy
Delta, killing tens of thousands, displacing at least a
million and setting up a petri dish of putrid water and
corpses where disease threatens to balloon the death toll.
Within this maelstrom, the ruling generals who clutch
political power at all costs refuse to allow experienced aid
workers from around the world to help manage food distribution
and relief efforts. The callousness of their stance has been
decried on all fronts, including the often diplomatically soft
United Nations (UN).

Feeding and assisting one’s own countrymen seems to be such a
basic value that it transcends almost all belief systems.
However, the Burmese ruling junta 1is arrogantly defying not
only this basic tenet of decency, but world opinion as well.

Failure to Allow Rendered Aid

“The United Nations said Tuesday that only a tiny portion of
international aid needed for Myanmar’s cyclone victims 1is
making it into the country, amid reports that the military
regime 1is hoarding good-quality foreign aid for itself and
doling out rotten food,” reports the Associated Press.

It's understandable if the government wants to lead in
relieving victims of its own nation. Yet, characteristically,
even 1in this dire situation the government is cracking down on
anything not originating from its own authority while
repressing its own people. Reports include:

Stockpiling of high-nutrition biscuits 1in government
warehouses and distribution of low-quality biscuits made by
the centralized Industry Ministry.

Old, tainted, low-quality rice distributed in lieu of high-
quality, nutritious rice offered by aid groups.

Government demands of businesses in the capital to “donate”
aid for victims to be distributed through the central



government. {3} So much for central “planning.” Were there a
desire to provide relief, it could have been budgeted before
now.

Video feeds of military leaders show them in neat, trim
uniforms placing relief boxes away from those in needthe very
picture of micro-managing control, reminiscent of regimes like
North Korea.

Like Cuba in its extreme isolationism, the interests of 1its
people are at the bottom of the ruling partys priorities.

Global Chorus of Criticism

A global chorus of critics has castigated Myanmar for its
delays and mixed messages regarding large-scale aid and
foreign experts. In what appears to be a show of cooperation,
but without the needed effect, more supply flights have been
allowed, critical days after the cyclone hit. Yet at this
writing, food and relief supplies continue to stack up at the
capital’s airport and, reportedly, in military storage
facilities.

Aid offers from across the globe contrast starkly with the
calculated deprivation and malfeasance exhibited by the
military rulers. World leaders are simply appealing with the
message, Let us help.

Another clear message to the leaders in Yangon: You are
responsible for outcomes. “A natural disaster is turning into
a humanitarian catastrophe of genuinely epic proportions in
significant part because of the malign neglect of the regime,”
said British Foreign Secretary David Miliband.{4}

The United States has been direct in offering help. “What
remains 1is for the Burmese government to allow the
international community to help its people. It should be a
simple matter. It is not a matter of politics,” U.S. Secretary



of State Condoleezza Rice told reporters in Washington.{5}

Even the UN, often accused of appeasing dictatorial regimes,
refused to allow the army-government to head up distribution
efforts. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has said he 1is
deeply concerned and immensely frustrated at the unacceptably
slow response. We are at a critical point. Unless more aid
gets into the country very quickly, we face an outbreak of
infectious diseases that could dwarf today’s crisis,” he

said.{6}

The UN has learned lessons from past dicatorships’ abuse of
privilege.The 0il-for-Food fiasco under Saddam Hussein
provides reason enough for UN reticence. Past humanitarian
disasters in Africa saw regimes mismanaging aid for political
reasons as well. Good intentions of the aid-provider must meet
with realistic views of human nature. The foibles and sin of
men, especially those in power, tends to validate a biblical
view of fallen man much like the physics of a concrete
sidewalk demonstrates gravity pretty convincingly.

Some Worldview Implications

The heartlessness of Myanmars leaders evokes sympathy and
indignation among most people. But why? A naturalistic
worldviewneo-Darwinism taken to its logical end, for
examplewould only be concerned with perpetuating those strong
enough or “smart enough” to have survived. It might even be
the case that the cyclone culled out the least-fit. This
naturalistic worldview formed the basis of everything from the
eugenics movement to Nazi death camps (not exactly consistent
with an insistence on instant relief work).

The final goal of Theravada Buddhism, the strain claimed by 96
percent of the population of Myanmar, 1is complete detachment
from the physical world, which is seen as illusory. Its
practice is passive in nature; there is no ultimate reality,
much less salvation or reward to attain. This is nothing like



the practice of the Dali Lama, well-known the world over for
human rights campaining. In his Buddhist sect, Lamaism or
Tibetan Buddhism, acts of compassion make sense. Theravadic
Buddhism as practiced in Burma, on the other hand, views man
as an individual with no incentive for helping others. For
Burmese monks and adherants alike, there 1is really no
necessary motivation to provide aid in this or any situation.

Generally speaking, “According to Buddhist belief, man 1is
worthless, having only temporary existence. In Christianity,
man is of infinite worth, made in the image of God, and will
exist eternally. Man’s body is a hindrance to the Buddhist
while to the Christian it is an instrument to glorify God”
{7}. While Christian missions like Food for the Hungry, Gospel
for Asia, Samaritan’s Purse and others actively seek to assist
the Burmese, few such wholesale efforts proceed from either
Buddhist nations or in-country monks themselves.

A pantheistic view, rooted in Hinduism'’s doctrine of karma,
would only wonder what deeds were being dealt with in the
recycling of life. This worldview provides no real cause for
alarm or compassion at all.

Despite such competing underpinnings at a worldview level,
something in the human spirit cries out for fellow humans who
suffer. Unless tamped down or obliterated, natural sympathies
exist. This leads to the inevitable question, “Why? From where
does this universal reality spring?”

Persecution by the ruling junta in Myanmar against ethnic
minorities has increased since their ascendancy in the 1960s.
“The most affected ethnic minority is the mainly Christian
Karen people. Large numbers have been forced to abandon their
villages in the east of the country and many have fled to
Thailand.”{8} Herein may lay a connection, although Christians
are not alone in being oppressed there. Godless governments
tend to hate or at least discriminate against Christians.
Competing worldviews clash deeply.



Biblical Emphasis on Individuals, Human Dignity

“A Christian view of government should..be concerned with human
rights..based on a biblical view of human dignity. A bill of
rights, therefore, does not grant rights to individuals, but
instead acknowledges these rights as always existing.”{9}

Of course the Myanmar government and culture does not
recognize the biblical God, so this standard is not to be
expected. However, such a presupposition grounds America’s
reaction to Myanmar’s languid response to the cyclone. It also
helps explain the rest of the world’s stance: the ideals of
democracy, rooted in a largely biblical worldview, have
greatly affected world opinion on topics of relief and
disaster response. One would be hard-pressed to find
historical examples, I'm sure, of a consensus like that
described above in centuries or even decades past. But since
the Marshall Plan, Berlin airlifts, reconstruction in Japan
and a parade of other compassionate rebuilding efforts, the
rush to aid has become the global norm. Americas Judeo-
Christian model has taken hold.

Christians in the early Church, in utter contrast to the
Greco-Roman paganism that surrounded them, extended dignity to
the suffering individual regardless of class status and
whether or not it benefited them. This new ethic transformed
the world and set the stage for the rule of law, compassionate
charity and a host of other values taken for granted in
Western and now other societies.

Proper View of Man, Need to Limit Power

“While the source of civil government is rooted in human
responsibility, the need for government derives from the need
to control human sinfulness. God ordained civil government to
restrain evil... {10} Of course, if the ruling government is
corrupt, although some restraining occurs and it can look
somewhat just, the evil simply becomes concentrated at the top
while it 1leaks out naturally elsewhere despite external



restrictions. We saw this in spades in Communist dictatorships
like the USSR, which spawned the gulags, and Albania, where
repression and elite privilege reached monumental proportions.
And the military 1leaders of Myanmar continue this
traditioninevitably, given the fallen nature of man.

Government based on a proper understanding of man 1is the
hallmark of American representative democracy. Unlike
Myanmar’s concentration of power into the hands of a few
powerful elite, the American system makes room for the human
dignity and rationality of the people while controlling human
sin and depravity. Neither utopian schemes, which are based on
man’'s supposed innate goodness, nor controlling systems, which
are built on sheer power, do right by human nature. Myanmar'’s
example of an unworkable government is all too clear in 1its
tragic reaction to a devastating natural disaster.

As Probe’s Mind Games curriculum puts it, “In essence, a
republic [like that of the United States] limits government,
while a totalitarian government [like Myanmar’s] limits
citizens.” And often, as with the estimated 170 million killed
by regimes like those of Stalin, Hitler, Mao, Pol Pot and
others who fly in the face of a right understanding of man,
the limits to citizens includes their very lives.{11}

Sanctity of Human Life

What offficials do during a crisis exposes their worldview. Do
authorities do all within their means to save lives? What
about prevention? Do investments in infrastructure belie a
preoccupation with commerce, power or prestigeas in the case
of China’s razing of entire neighborhoods to clear the way for
the PR coup of the Olympics while political and religious
dissidents are jailed? Are well-equipped fire and rescue,
police, disaster recovery and even military personnel standing
by to help at all costs to save even a few human lives? It
seems obvious when certain governments act out of political
peer pressure rather than a philosophy rooted in the value of



every human being. And that value originates in the God in
whose image humans are made. Without this doctrine as a basis
for policy, people become mere workers, expendable state
property and pawns for despots.

Nothing in Myanmar’s delayed, heartless response to the
storm’s effects shows value of human life. In fact, the meager
efforts of the regime in Rangoon (the capital, also called
Yangon) have so far not only been ineffective in the immediate
and for the future, but are insulting to human dignity.

Again, we can invoke first century parallels to help make the
case that todays outcry stems from a Christian heritage.
Whereas callous Roman elite threw babies into the Tiber River,
Christians rescued and raised them as their own. So committed
were they to the notion that all people have value as Gods
image-bearers, that ancient Christ-followers risked deadly
disease to treat strangers. Ancient pagans, not entirely
unlike the Myanmar government, left even their own kin to die
during plagues.

Biblical Imitation of a Giving God

Hurricane Katrina evoked not only an immediate and massive
responsehowever incompetent it may have beenfrom the local,
state and federal governments in the U.S. Expectations for
relief were sky-high. And the groundswell of private and
religious response left a worthy legacy.

So why, we may ask, were expectations so great? Some may say
expectations grew from a sense of entitlement. Some folks just
think a handout is due them, so in dire circumstances, it goes
without saying. After all, the ambulance always comes when
called.

A strong case can be made that people have grown to expect
help due to a residue of Christian care and compassion that
lingers on in what many call post-Christian times. The Churchs
centuries-long heritage of innovating institutions like



hospitals, orphanages and eldercare has overhauled the way
people are treated.

That 1is, the biblical worldview has so saturated the culture
of the West and has since so affected the rest of the world,
that it would be unthinkable for most civilized societies not
to respond to catastrophes with aid. Yet, this was not the
case in ancient cultures unaffected by the radical ethic of
Jesus Christ, who took O0ld Testament compassion for the
stranger, widow and orphan to new extremes. (See my radio
transcript on the topic of Compassion and Charity: Two More
Reasons to Believe that Christianity is Good for Society and
listen online at Probe.org soon.)

As the world looks on to the tragedy in Myanmar and the
coldhearted response of its government leaders, keep in mind
that a humanitarian response is not a natural reaction. It is
something introduced and modeled by the caring Creator of all
men, Jesus Christ. A truly biblical worldview not only works,
it works compassionately.
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Voting and Christian
Citizenship

Applying a biblical worldview to your voting choices 1s an
important part of your role as a citizen. Byron Barlowe looks
at how Christians should exercise their right to vote and make
biblically informed decisions in the voting booth.

Summary

It is both a sacred duty and privilege for Christians to serve
as citizens who salt (preserve) and light (illumine) our
culture. Americans have inherited a government system based
solidly on a biblical worldview, but one that also tolerates
and protects other viewpoints. Truly humble, tolerant
political engagement does not equal spiritual compromise.
Christians found out how seductive political power can be in
the 1980s and need to resist the pull of compromise. God
doesn’t take sides; we need to make sure we’re on His side.
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Although a strongly biblical candidate may be
ideal, that’s not often a realistic option. Instead, we must
use our sanctified minds to prayerfully choose between
imperfect candidates—who are not, after all, seeking pastoral
positions. Believers have a duty to vote our values. How else
would we vote? Qur calling: not to force those values on
others in a free society, but to honor the privileges of
citizenship, including legitimate political influence, and to
vote our convictions.

Christian Citizenship: A Duty and
Privilege

One pundit wrote fifteen months before the 2008 election, “If
you're not already weary of the 2008 presidential campaign

you must be living in a cave... The campaign began the day
after the 2004 election, making this the first non-stop
presidential campaign in history. The media, desperate to
sustain interest in the horse race, pursue such earth-
shattering stories as: ‘Which candidate owns the most

pets?'”{1}

Then, a new kind of Internet-age debate featured Democratic
presidential candidates responding to home-grown videos posted
to YouTube.com by members of the public. Among them: two
Tennesseans dressed like hillbillies and a snowman, ostensibly
concerned about global warming!

Hard to take politics seriously given all of the theater,
isn’t it? But political engagement—including voting-is a God-
given, blood-bought right that Christians must take seriously.
We are called by the Lord Jesus to be preserving salt and
illuminating light in our culture. And it’s not just
presidential races that matter.
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Kerby Anderson, in an article entitled “Politics and
Religion,” wrote, “Christian obedience goes beyond calling for
spiritual renewal. We have often failed to ask the question,
‘What do we do if hearts are not changed?’ Because government
is ordained of God, we need to consider ways to legitimately
use governmental power. Christians have a high stake in making
sure government acts justly and makes decisions that provide
maximum freedom for the furtherance of the gospel.”{2} Some
believe we have a cultural mandate to redeem not only men’s
souls, but the works of culture including politics.

Yet, Christians remain on the sidelines in alarming numbers.

According to one poll before the 2004 elections, “only a third
of evangelical Christians—those who ought to be most concerned
with moral values—[said they would] actually vote.” But the
Bible says a lot about believers’ duties as citizens. “When
Moses commanded the Israelites to appoint God-fearing leaders,
he wasn’t just talking to a handful of citizens who felt like
getting involved... And modern Christians are under the same
obligation to choose leaders who love justice... Today, in our
modern democracy, free citizens act as God’s agents for
choosing leaders, and we do it by voting.”{3}

As believers, we’'re citizens of two kingdoms: one temporal and
earthly, the other eternal and heavenly. We are called to
participate in both the culture and politics of The City of
Man, as this world was called by Augustine, while primarily
focusing on the Kingdom of God.

The longevity and value of these dual kingdoms ought to serve
as crucial guides to how invested we become in them. Eternal
issues matter more than temporal ones. To allow politics and
social issues to overtake our commitments to the everlasting
is to risk idolatry, while losing ground in both realms.

Flipping the usual focus of candidates’ qualifications onto
the electorate, one Christian columnist wrote, “Those who make



critical decisions for America (its voters, I mean) should
come up to some minimal standards before leaving the house on
Election Day. Voters should be able to tell the difference
between worldviews... Voters should be free of regionalism and
other types of ‘group-think’... Vocations, unions, ethnic
groups and age groups that vote in lockstep are not behaving
as free people. Citizens whose consciences are ruled by others
should not govern a free nation.. Voters should value their
vote, but not sell it.” {4}

It didn’t take Albert Einstein to say it, but he did say “It
is the duty of every citizen according to his best capacities
to give validity to his convictions in political affairs.”{5}

Chuck Colson, convicted Watergate felon, said, “All you have
to do is lose the right to vote once, and you would never
again find any excuse for not going into the voting booth... Be
a good citizen: Exercise the greatest right a free people have

[sic].”{6}

God’'s will and Kingdom will not be thwarted, and we cannot
ultimately control outcomes, even as a voting bloc. As
Christian citizens in America, we need to offer due diligence
in voting and other political activities, trust God with the
results, and keep spiritual concerns first.

Puritan Roots, Pluralism & Practical
Politics

In 2007, for the first time a Hindu priest opened Senate
deliberations with prayer. I asked a group of Christian
homeschool parents gathered to discuss America’s political
system if they could justify forbidding this, and no one could
answer satisfactorily. Pluralism—when a culture supports
various ethnic backgrounds, religions and political views—is a
practical and, understood correctly, appropriate reality.



Americans—believers and non-believers alike—have inherited a
system of governance based solidly on the Bible, but allowing
for a plurality of beliefs or even unbelief. The Puritans who
first colonized this land “saw themselves as the new Israel,
an elect people.”{7}

The architects of our political arrangement, many of them
professing Christians, were deeply influenced by the Puritan’s
positive cultural impact and the Scriptures to which they
appealed. Daniel Webster said, “Our ancestors established
their system of government on morality and religious
sentiment.”{8} John Quincy Adams said, “The highest glory of
the American Revolution was this: it connected in one
indissoluble bond, the principles of civil government with the
principles of Christianity.” George Washington, a devoted
Christian, left room for others: “While just government
protects all in their religious rights, true religion affords
to government its surest support.”{9}

Probe’s Mind Games curriculum points out the realism of the
founders in mitigating the imperfections of people even as
they self-rule. “Again, we can see the genius of the American
system. Madison and others realized the futility of trying to
remove passions (human sinfulness) from the population.
Therefore, he proposed that human nature be set against human
nature. This was done by separating various institutional
power structures.”{10} This was based on a biblical
understanding of man, a proper anthropology.

So, how can such a firmly entrenched Judeo-Christian political
heritage be reconciled with a culture increasingly full of
Mormons, Hindus, Muslims, humanists, and other unbelievers
living alongside Christians?

The Constitution and Bill of Rights justly allows for
religious and political diversity. Nineteenth-century
theologian Charles Hodge of Princeton regarding immigrants
said:



All are welcomed; all are admitted to equal rights and
privileges. All are allowed to acquire property, whatever
their religious feelings, and to vote in every election, made
eligible to all offices and invested with equal influence 1in
all public affairs. All are allowed to worship as they
please, or not to worship at all, if they see fit... No man 1is
required to profess any form of faith... More than this cannot
reasonably be demanded.{11}

Theologian Richard J. Mouw explored the possibility of
evangelical politics that doesn’t compromise and at the same
is time highly tolerant of other views. Not “anything-goes
relativism,” but rather confidence that comes from God’s
guidebook for life, tempered by fair-minded ways of dealing
with people. He wrote, “This humility does not exclude
Christians advocating social and political policies that
conflict with the views and practices of others. It does mean
we should do so in a way that encourages reasonable dialogue
and mutual respect.”{12}

Believers need to consider the words of Bernard Crick:
“Politics is a way of ruling in divided societies without
undue violence... Politics is not just a necessary evil; it is
a realistic good.” Kenyans victimized by recent mob killings
that erupted after disputed elections could testify that when
the political process fails it can be devastating.

The founders, even as they envisioned pluralism, did not
themselves have to deal deeply with it. It requires a keen
worldview for voting and activism in today’s truly pluralistic
America. Our nation 1is based on an unmistakable Christian
foundation, but that of course doesn’t mean you have to be a
Christian or even believe in God to participate.



Political Might and the Religious Right:
Does God Take Sides?

Ever since Jimmy Carter ran for President based partly on his
evangelical faith in the 1970s, and then the Moral Majority
took the nation by storm in the ‘80s, there has been a non-
stop discussion in America surrounding faith and politics.

Political power’s seduction blinded believers, claim former
movers and shakers like Ed Dobson. “One of the dangers,” he
said, “of mixing politics and religion is that you begin to
think the only way to transform culture is by passing another
law. Most of what we did in the Moral Majority was aimed at
getting the right people elected so that we would have enough
votes to pass the right laws.”{13}

In those days, Christians seemed to believe they could
legislate and administrate God’s kingdom into full flower.
However, core issues like gay unions and abortion remain
largely unchanged or even worse today.

“History has shown us we can’t rely totally on laws,”
continued Dobson.{14} A good example is Prohibition. The
harder the government cracked down on alcohol, the more ways
people found to get around the law. One result was increased
crime. Laws don’t change hearts; they are meant to restrain
evil.

Sidling up to political power brokers even for commendable
causes can prove disillusioning. Recently, conservative
Christians hoped for fair and full consideration from the
administration of the boldly evangelical George Bush.
According to former White House deputy director for faith-
based initiatives David Kuo, administration operators used and
mocked evangelicals who were trying to do compassionate work
partly funded through the government. But as Kuo asks, “What
did they expect from politicos?” Good question for all of us.
Jeremiah the prophet warned, “Cursed is the man who trusts in



man.” {15} That would seem to include man’s politics.

Committed evangelical Bill Armstrong shared prophetically as a
Senator back in 1983, “There is a danger when believers get
deeply involved in political activity that they will try to
put the mantle of Christ on their cause . . . to deify that
cause and say, ‘Because I'm motivated to run for office for
reasons [of] faith, a vote for me is a vote for Jesus’.”{16}

Ed Dobson often joked about God not being a Democrat or
Republican—but certainly not a Democrat. But, he asked, “Is
God the God of the religious and political left with its
emphasis on the environment and the poor, or is he the God of
the religious and political right with its emphasis on the
unborn and the family? Both groups claim to speak for

God."”{17}

The Lord appeared to Joshua before a battle. He discovered
that the issue wasn’t whether God was on his side or his
enemy’s, but whether the people were on God’s side. The
religious and political Left casts itself as champion of the
poor and the environment while the Right emphasizes the unborn
and the family. Both say they speak for God. Seeking God’s
priorities and using His wisdom for our particular times 1is
critical. However, “God’'s side” is not always easy to find.

So what’s a Christian citizen’s role? Armstrong and others
believe Christians have been commanded by Christ to be
involved. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s” means more
than paying taxes. Some basic biblical principles:

* ALl political power comes from God;
e Government has a God-ordained role to play in society;

e Christians have a God-ordained responsibility to that
government: to pray, submit to and honor government leaders
and, of course, to pay our taxes.{18}



The late Christian political activist, pastor, and author D.
James Kennedy warned in the heady early days of “the Reagan
Revolution” not to trust in the man Ronald Reagan but in God.
“After victory,” he writes, “many people give up the struggle
and later discover they had won only a battle, not the war.
Are you working less, praying less, giving less, trusting
less? Maybe there is a bit of the humanist in all of us.”{19}
He continues, “The government . . . should be a means to godly
ends. Ronald Reagan is but a stone in the sling, and you do
not trust in stones; you trust in the 1living rock, Jesus
Christ.”{20}

Thus, voters, campaigners and officeholders need to heed the
humility of experience in a fallen world and the understanding
of the Founders that power corrupts and should be divided up,
placing final trust in the Almighty.

Should We Elect a Christian When Given
the Chance?

Talk show host Larry King asked pastor and author Max Lucado
if religion should matter in an election campaign. I love his
answer: “Well, genuine religion has to matter. We elect
character. We elect a person’s worldview. Faith can define
that worldview... [Within the] American population 85 percent
of us say that religion matters to us. 72 percent of us say
that the religion of a president matters.”{21} Polls show that
Americans would sooner elect a Muslim or homosexual than an
acknowledged atheist.{22}

Philosopher and early church father Augustine dealt with a
culture war among the Romans. In his classic book The City of
God he taught that “The City of Man is populated by those who
love themselves and hold God in contempt, while the City of
God is populated by those who love God and hold themselves in
contempt. Augustine hoped to show that the citizens of the
City of God were more beneficial to the interests of Rome than



those who inhabit the City of Man.”{23} Of course, a Christian
will want to vote for a citizen of God’'s city if there is a
clear choice between him and a rank sinner. That choice 1is
seldom so clear in elections. But understanding this dual
citizenship of the Christian voter herself in the City of Man
and The City of God is essential to dissecting complicated,
sometimes competing priorities.

In the tangled vines surrounding campaign messages, it'’'s not
so simple to discern a candidate’s worldview and decide who
best matches our own, but that's what wisdom and good
stewardship require (and as recent scandals like Senator Larry
Craig’s alleged homosexual improprieties shows, a politician’s
stated views and behavior don’t always match). Seems like the
Christian citizen’s top priority, then, 1is to have a biblical
worldview to start with (something that Probe can help with
greatly).

Given that, how does the average Christian voter decide on
parties, platforms, and candidates? They do it based on
principles of biblical ethics, godly values, simple logic and
a discerning ear.

Remember, America is a republic, not a democracy. And in a
republic we are to elect representatives who will rise above
the passions of the moment. They are to be men and women of
character and virtue, who will act responsibly and even nobly
as they carry out the best interests of the people. No, we
don’t want leaders we can love because they remind us of our
own darker side. We want leaders we can look up to and

respect.{24}

Should we elect a person who claims to be a Christian, like
former pastor Mike Huckabee? It depends. Republican
Presidential candidate Mitt Romney received a standing ovation
when said, “We need a person of faith to lead the country.” A
contributor to the blog run by Left-wing evangelical Jim
Wallis responded, “But that statement is nearly meaningless,



for even Sam Harris is a person of faith. Strident, angry,
atheistic faith.”{25} Good point: all have faith, but faith in
what or who?

On the other hand, former Senator Bill Armstrong states, “God
was able to make sons of Abraham out of stone. Certainly that
means he can make a good legislator out of somebody who isn’t
necessarily a member of our church or maybe not even a
Christian or maybe an atheist. So I don’'t think we ought to
limit God by saying ‘only Christians’ deserve our support
politically.”{26}

The politically influential Dr. James Dobson caused a stir
when he critiqued one candidate for not regularly attending
church. Dr. Richard Land responded that this is not a deciding
factor for him. He said that as a Baptist minister he would
never have voted for the church-attending Jimmy Carter but did
vote twice for the non-attending Ronald Reagan. This, like so
many others, seems to be an issue of individual conscience for
voters.

Evangelical Mark DeMoss writes in support of Romney, a devout
Mormon. “For years, evangelicals have been keenly interested
to know whether a candidate shared their faith. I am now more
interested in knowing that a president represents my values
than I am that he or she shares my theology.”{27} After all,
we’'ve worked together on issues like abortion, pornography,
and gambling. Can’t we be governed well by someone who shares
most of our values, he reasons? As columnist Cal Thomas says,
I care less about where the ambulance driver worships than if
he knows where the hospital is.

Taking the high road of choosing good candidates, not
necessarily ones whose theology one agrees with all down the
line, makes voting and party affiliation complex for
believers. We’'d prefer a clean, easy set of choices. But, it
appears that even voting and civic engagement 1is under the
“sweat of the brow” curse of Genesis—nothing comes easy.



Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias reminds us that we’re NOT
electing a minister or church elder. He said:

I think as we elect, we go before God and [choose] out of the
candidates who will be the best ones to represent [sanctity
of life] values and at the same time be a good leader .
whose first responsibility [is] to protect citizens.

What we want is a politician who will understand the basic
Judeo-Christian worldview, and on the basis of that the moral
laws of this nation are framed, and then run this country
with the excellence of that which 1is recognized 1in a
pluralistic society: the freedom to believe or to disbelieve,
and the moral framework with which this was conducted: the
sanctity of every individual life.{28}

Vote your conscience. Many issues are disputable matters, as
the Apostle Paul put it. Avoid the temptation to
unreflectively limit your view to a few pet issues. If over
time you prayerfully believe that stewardship of the
environment is critical, balanced against all considerations,
vote accordingly. If sanctity of life issues like abortion and
stem cell research are paramount to you, by all means vote
that way. However, realize that trade-offs are inevitable;
there won’t be a perfect candidate who falls in line on all
our values and priorities.

Politics, Religion, and Values

As the old saw goes, “never talk about politics and religion.”
That may be wise advice when Uncle Harry 1is over for
Thanksgiving dinner. But as a rule of life, it breeds
ignorance and passivity in self-government. “Only if we allow
a biblical worldview and a biblically balanced agenda guide
our concrete political work can we significantly improve the
political order,” according to a statement by the National



Association of Evangelicals.{29} That means dialogue, and
that’s not easy.

Some prefer a public square where anything goes but religion.
That would be wrong. Likewise, a so-called “sacred public
square,” with religious values imposed on everyone, would be
unfair. Christians should support a “civil public square” with
open, respectful debate.{30}

But, you often hear people make statements like, “Christians
shouldn’t try to legislate morality.” They might simply mean
you can’'t make people good by passing laws. Fair enough. But
all law, divine and civil, involves imposing right and wrong.
Prohibitions against murder and rape are judgments on good and
bad. The question is not whether we should legislate morality
but rather, “What kind of morality we should legislate?”{31}

Yet tragically, as iVoteValues.com discovered, “many believers
don’t even consider their values when voting,” often choosing
candidates whose positions are at odds with their own beliefs,
convictions, and values. A Pew Forum on Religion and Public
Life study found that nearly two-thirds of Americans say their
faith has little to do with their voting decisions!{32} Many
believers are missing a chance to be salt and light to the
watching world.

What about when the field of candidates offers only “the
lesser of two evils”? Like when only one candidate is anti-
abortion yet she holds to other troubling positions? That
requires thoughtful distinctions. If the reason you vote for
candidate X is only to avoid the graver consequences of voting
for candidate Y, you’re not formally cooperating with evil. In
this case, whatever evil comes from the anti-abortion
candidate you helped elect due to your convictions would be
unintended. Same as if you were a bank teller and the robber
demanded, “Give me all the money or I'll blow this gquy'’s
brains out.” You cooperate to avoid the greater evil, but your
intent was not to enable the robbery.{33} It’'s hard to argue



against this reasoning in a fallen world where even God allows
evil for greater purposes.

What about cases when the field of candidates offers only “the
lesser of two evils”? For instance, you can’t decide between
the more pro-abortion candidate who’s otherwise highly
qualified and the anti-abortion person who has some real
flaws.

Some believe that if you vote for the pro-abortion person for
other important reasons, then you are not responsible for
abortions that might result, as briefly illustrated above.
Others see a necessary connection-vote for a “pro-abort” and
you are guilty. Study and pray hard on such issues as God
gives freedom of conscience.

Sometimes it comes down to choices we’'d rather not make. Only
rarely, perhaps, can we say that to abstain from voting is the
only way. Notable Christian author Mark Noll believes this is
such a time for him.{34}

Others warn that this only helps elect the candidates with
unbiblical values. One commentator wrote, “Voters should not
spend their franchise on empty gestures... No successful
politician is as strong on every issue as we would like. Our
own pastors and parents can’t pass this test in their much
smaller contexts. Rather than striking a blow for purity, we
risk giving up our influence altogether when we follow a man
with only one or two ‘perfect’ ideas.”{35}

Hold this kind of issue with an open hand. Many change their
minds as they age and lose unrealistic youthful idealism. But
if God gives a clear conviction, again, stick with that value
or candidate. Only seek the difference between legalism and
God’s leading.

Some more left-leaning evangelicals like Ron Sider and Jim
Wallis value helping the poor and dispossessed through
government, while critics claim that as the Church’s exclusive



role. The retort: the Church is failing in its duty and it’'s a
fulfillment of the Church’s duty to advocate for government
intervention. Others focus on sanctity of life issues not only
as a higher priority, but as part of the government’s
biblically mandated task of protecting its citizenry. What is
your conviction? Best be deciding if you don’t know yet.

The purple ink-stained fingers of Iragi citizens who voted at
their own risk for the first time in decades testify to the
precious privilege of voting in a free society. Americans gave
blood and treasure to free them. Don’t let the same sacrifice
made by our ancestors on our behalf go to waste. Inform
yourself. “Study to show yourself approved” not only regarding
Scripture, but as a citizen of The Cities of Man and of God.
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