
Changing  Hispanic
Demographics  and  Religious
Affiliation
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

Hispanics  will  have  a  larger  and  larger  influence  on  the
religious makeup of America in the years ahead. Since 1980,
the Hispanic percentage of the population has grown from about
6%  to  over  17%.  The  Census  Bureau  is  predicting  that
percentage  will  grow  to  over  28%  by  2060.

Perhaps most people assume that the Hispanic population from
the 1980’s through to today and beyond would be primarily
Catholic. We took a look at the General Social Surveys from
1976 through 2014 to see what the actual situation is. Not
surprisingly,  in  1976  approximately  80%  of  Hispanics  in
American self-identified as Catholics. But the 1980’s saw a
downward trend in this number, so that through the 1990’s up
until  2006,  approximately  68%  of  Hispanics  identified  as
Catholics. From 2006 to 2014, this percentage has dropped
significantly, down to about 55%.

At the same time, the percentage of Hispanics identifying as
“nones,”(i.e., having no religious affiliation) has grown from
about 6% in the 1990’s to 16% in 2014 (and to a high of 22%
for emerging adult, Hispanics). It is interesting to note that
the percentage of “nones” among Hispanics trails that found
among whites by over ten percentage points in the GSS data.

A  majority  of  Hispanics  still  identify  at  Catholics.  How
closely are they associated with their local Catholic church
through  regular  attendance?  Among  emerging  adult  Hispanics
affiliated with a Catholic church, about two out of three
state that they only attend church once a month or less. So,
the vast majority are not frequent attenders, but are still
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more likely to attend than their white counterparts. Among
emerging adult whites affiliated with a Catholic church, about
four out of five state that they attend church once a month or
less.

Although Hispanics are most likely to be Catholic today, if
current  trends  continue,  in  the  next  decade  this  will  no
longer  be  the  case  as  more  and  more  become  “nones,”
evangelicals,  and  mainline  Protestants.
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tool,  located  at
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source of the Pew survey data

Hispanic  Religious
Affiliation in 2014
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

Since 1980, America’s Hispanic population has grown from 14.5
million to over 55 million individuals, an increase of over
275%.  More  importantly,  as  a  percentage  of  our  total
population, from 1980 to 2014 Hispanics have grown from 6.5%
to  17.4%.  Although  the  U.S.  Census  Bureau  predicts  some
moderation in this rate of growth, they are still expecting
them to grow to over 28% of the population by 2060.
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Most  people  would  suspect  that  the  vast  majority  of  our
Hispanic population affiliate with the Catholic faith. Is this
so? Let’s look at data from 2014 surveys by the General Social
Survey and the Pew Research Center to see what we can learn.
Looking at adults 30 and over, the GSS results show 60% of
Hispanics in America indicate an association with a Catholic
church, and the Pew Survey results show 51%. The difference in
these numbers is larger than one would expect and is probably
due  to  a  difference  in  the  way  the  two  surveys  identify
Hispanics. In any case, both numbers are probably lower than
what most people would guess.

For the same over-30 group, we find that between 15 to 20% of
them indicate an Evangelical connection barely exceeding the
15% in both surveys who identified as a “none”, i.e. one
having no religious affiliation.

The median age of Hispanics is America is much lower than that
of other ethnicities. Many Hispanics in America are emerging
adults between the ages of 18 and 29. How do their beliefs
stack  up?  The  GSS  data  shows  that  about  45%  of  Hispanic
emerging adults indicate a Catholic affiliation, while the Pew
survey show only 35%. Both surveys show that significantly
less than half of emerging adult Hispanics are Catholic. So
have  they  become  mainline,  evangelical,  “nones”  or  some
Eastern religion?

Both surveys show a significant increase in the percentage of
Hispanic “nones” for emerging adults compared to those over
30. The GSS survey shows an increase from 15% to 22% while the
Pew data shows an increase from 15% to 31%. As with other
ethnic groups, Hispanic emerging adults are much more likely
to select a religious affiliation of “none” than are older
adults.  According  to  extensive  data  in  the  Pew  Research
survey,  among  emerging  adults,  the  31%  of  Hispanics  who
identify as “nones” are coming very close to surpassing the
35% who identify as Catholic.



Many  assume  that  Hispanics  are  a  monolithic  block  of
Catholics, but the survey data shows than in a very few years
the number of emerging adult Hispanics who consider themselves
to  be  “nones”  will  eclipse  the  number  who  identify  with
Catholicism.
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“Nones”  are  Not  Christians
Who  Choose  Not  to  Identify
with a Specific Tradition
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

In  our  first  post,  we  discussed  the  distressing  rise  of
“nones,” those who select for their affiliation no religion at
all, among our emerging adults (18- to 29-year-olds). As of
2014, over 35% of emerging adults classify as “nones.” Some
distinguished scholars have suggested that a large percentage
of “nones” are actually Christians who just have an aversion
to identifying with a particular religious tradition.
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This position seems somewhat odd since the
GSS  survey,  for  example,  has  only  four
choices  that  reflect  a  Christian
tradition�Protestant,  Catholic,  Orthodox
Christian, and Christian. None of those four
are  very  specific  as  to  one’s  religious
beliefs.

But we have another way to see if these “nones” are either
actually involved, practicing Christians, or are truly wanting
to distinguish their beliefs from those of Christianity. Using
the GSS survey taken in 2014, we can probe this question to
find answers. First, how many of the “nones” in this survey
say they actually attend a church at least once a month? The
answer is less than 7% of them.

Second, how many of these “nones” say they believe in a God,
believe  that  the  Bible  is  the  inspired  word  of  God,  and
believe that there is life after death? The answer is about
12% of them.

Third, how many of these “nones” attend a church and have the
three beliefs listed above. The answer is about 1%, or 1 out
of  every  one  hundred  young  adults  not  identifying  as
practicing  Christians.

These three answers make it very clear that the increase in
“nones” among emerging adults is not a result of them avoiding
association with a particular religion. It is clear that the
vast majority of “nones” are disassociating themselves from
organized religion and from basic Christian doctrine as well.

Note: What about the “nones” who select “nothing at all” as
their religious preference as opposed to those who claim they
are atheists or agnostics? Perhaps, these “nothing at alls”
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simply  do  not  want  to  identify  with  a  specific  Christian
tradition. Well, the 2014 Pew survey indicates that two-thirds
of the “nones” fall into this “nothing at all” category. So,
if all of the positive answers to the three questions above
were given by “nothing at alls,” their percentages would be
10%, 18% and 2% respectively.

So, again it is very clear that the vast majority of “nothing
at alls” have broken away from organized religion and mere
Christian doctrine. Most are not, as some scholars suggest,
young believers keeping their identity options open.
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Born-again  Protestants  Make
Up Only 20% of Our Emerging
Adult  Population  and  That
Number is Trending Down
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

As reported earlier, more than 43% of American emerging adults
(ages 18-25) do not identify themselves as being part of the
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Christian faith. But, that means we still have a majority of
emerging adults selecting a Christian faith as part of their
identity.  How  many  of  that  majority  are  born-again
evangelicals,  and  how  has  that  changed  over  the  years?

In my book, Cultural Captives, I reported
that the percentage of emerging adults who
identified  themselves  as  born-again
Protestants had only dropped a small amount
from 1976 to 2008, from 28% to 25% of the
population.  However,  the  same  survey
organizations report that the number in 2014
has dropped to 20%. If this sudden drop is a
precursor to the rest of this decade, we
could see the number drop down to 15% by
2020.

In any case, we find that 20% of emerging adults are born-
again Protestants while 43% of them are “nones” or of other
faiths.
Looking at Protestants who do not consider themselves to be
born-again,  we  find  an  even  more  dismal  situation.  Among
emerging adults, they have dropped from around 25% of the
population in 1990, down to around 14% of the population in
2014. But they have only dropped one percentage point since
2008 and appear to have leveled off. So perhaps, they will
comprise around 12% of the emerging adult population in 2020.

We  appear  to  be  heading  down  a  path  where  over  half  of
emerging adults will be non-Christians and less that one-
fourth will identify as Protestants. We are experiencing a
major change in the religious make-up of our country.
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Trend Indicates Over Half of
Emerging Adults Will Identify
as Non-Christian by 2020
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

One of the dismaying trends I reported on in
my  book,  Cultural  Captives,  was  the
significant increase in the percentage of
people who indicated that their religion was
atheist,  agnostic,  or  nothing  at  all.  I
referred to this group collectively as the
“nones”  (those  with  “no  religious
affiliation”).  The  percentage  of  emerging
adults (i.e., 18- to 29-year-olds) who self-
identified as “nones” in 2008 was 25% of the
population.  This  level  is  a  tremendous
increase from the 1990 level of 11%.

Now, we have later results from both the General Social Survey
(GSS) and the Pew Research Center. Both surveys show another
significant increase in the percentage of “nones” among this
young  adult  group.  In  2014,  the  GSS  survey  showed  the
percentage of emerging adult “nones” was now up to 33% of the
population, an increase of eight percentage points. The Pew
survey of over 35,000 Americans (an astounding number) came up
with  a  similar  result,  tallying  35%  of  emerging  adults
identifying as “nones” (an increase of nine percentage points
over their 2007 survey).

When we consider the number who do not identify as either
Protestant or Catholic (i.e., adding in other religions such
as Islam and Hinduism), the percentage of emerging adults who
do  not  identify  as  Christians  increases  to  43%  of  the
population  in  both  surveys.
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If this trend continues at the same rate of growth it has been
on since 1990, we will see over half of American emerging
adults who do not self-identify as Christians by 2020. We will
become,  at  least  numerically,  a  post-Christian  culture  if
things do not turn around.
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The Importance of Parents in
the Faith of Emerging Adults
Steve Cable explores the results of Probe’s survey of 18- to
40-year-old born agains, focusing on the role of parents in
their faith.

The State of Born Again Emerging Adults
In previous articles{1} we considered the dramatic
changes in the beliefs of American evangelicals
particularly  among  young  adults.  It  certainly
appears that we are sliding into an era of cultural
captivity where one’s identification with Christ
and an evangelical church does not keep one from holding a set
of beliefs consistent with the culture and counter to biblical
truth. Here we want to consider the role that parents had in
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establishing  these  inconsistent  belief  systems  of  their
children, and think about some ways today’s parents may be
able to counter these destructive patterns in the future.
Before looking at the roles parents do and should play in
establishing these belief systems, let’s consider some of the
key belief trends that are driving our concern.

Foremost among our concerns is the dramatic change in the
number of young adults who hold to no Christian religious
beliefs or espouse a liberal view of Christianity. Looking at
data from 1970 to the present, we uncover a disturbing new
trend. From 1970 through 1990, the number of 18- to 25-year-
old Americans who professed no Christian belief was constant
at about twenty percent of the population. In 2000, this non-
Christian group had grown to about thirty percent of this
young generation, and by 2010 the numbers had exploded to
around thirty-six percent.{2} If this trend continues, less
than half of young adults will consider themselves Christians
by the year 2020.

This concern over the future is heightened by the conflicted
beliefs of young born agains. Among young adults, who consider
themselves born again believers, only about one-third of them
ascribe to a basic set of biblical beliefs. These beliefs
include a creator God, a sinless Jesus, salvation through
grace, a real Satan, an accurate Bible and the existence of
absolute moral truths. This statistic means that over two-
thirds of these born agains do not ascribe to one or more of
these beliefs. Overall, this means that less than ten percent
of young American adults profess to being born again and hold
to a set of biblical beliefs as compared to the sixty-eight
percent who hold to no Christian beliefs or a liberal view of
Christianity.

When we delve further into young adult beliefs, we find that
their beliefs appear to be hodgepodge of cultural concepts and
what’s going on in their life, with little or no connection to
their religious upbringing. Even though emerging adults looked



to religion as a place to learn good morals, in his study
Christian Smith discovered a chilling paradox. “It was clear .
. . that emerging adults felt entirely comfortable describing
various religious beliefs that they affirmed but that appeared
to  have  no  connection  whatsoever  to  the  living  of  their
lives.”{3} One emerging adult observed, “I don’t think it’s
the basis of how I live, it’s just, I guess I’m just learning
about my religion and my beliefs. But I still kinda retain my
own decision or at least a lot of it on situations I’ve had
and experiences.”{4} In fact, when we look at how many have a
consistent biblical worldview that carries over into their
views on sexuality, science, a concern for the poor, and basic
religious practices, the survey data indicates that less than
two percent of evangelical young adults would qualify. So the
overwhelming majority of young evangelicals are not carrying
their  basic  religious  beliefs  into  the  realm  of  everyday
decision making.

The  Impact  of  Parents  on  Spiritual
Beliefs
So, what role did their parents have in establishing these
inconsistent beliefs?

In 2010, we commissioned a survey to help us examine the
causes and potential opportunities to change the marked shift
in the thinking of young adults over the last decade. We
surveyed over 800 born again, young adults across America to
get an understanding for what they thought about spiritual and
cultural issues and how they felt about their beliefs and
actions. One area of questioning was, “When you think about
how you developed the religious beliefs you hold today, who do
you feel had the greatest influence on you? Did your beliefs
come  from  your  family,  your  friends,  your  church,  your
independent studies, your college professors, or others?”

The answers we received to this question were not shocking but



still  sobering.  More  than  sixty-five  percent  of  the
respondents reported that the source that had the greatest
influence on their religious beliefs was a family member, with
the  vast  majority  of  those  saying  it  was  parents  or
grandparents. Over twenty percent of the respondents pointed
to another influential individual such as a pastor, youth
leader, or college professor. Only about eleven percent stated
that something less personal such as a youth group or the
Bible was the greatest influencer of their religious beliefs.

As Christian Smith noted, “What the best empirical evidence
shows . . . is that . . . when it comes to religion, parents
are  in  fact  hugely  important.”{5}In  fact,  “religious
commitments, practices, and investments made during childhood
and the teenage years, by parents and others in families and
religious communities, matter—they make a difference.”{6}

Of those who stated that a family member was the primary
influence, over seven out of ten stated it was their mother or
grandmother while less than three out of ten said it was their
father  or  grandfather.  So  clearly  among  born  again  young
adults, the female side of the family has a greater influence
in passing down religious beliefs than do the males. One can
postulate that this may be due to a combination of greater
spiritual involvement on the female side of the family and a
higher level of communication with their children. However,
the rate of fatherly influence almost doubles for young adults
with a biblical worldview compared to those without such a
worldview. So it appears that fathers who hold a biblical
worldview are much more likely to be involved in establishing
the spiritual beliefs of their children.

Less than one out of ten of the respondents listed a pastor as
the primary source of influence, and only three percent listed
a youth group. These church-related functions may have an
important role in helping to shape our religious beliefs, but
our survey shows that it is at best a secondary role for the
vast majority of people. We are mistaken if we are relying on



the  church  to  pass  on  the  right  type  of  beliefs  to  our
children. Parents, what you communicate through your lives is
picked up by your children. What are you communicating to them
concerning religious beliefs?

The Translation of our Beliefs
Since the beliefs of today’s young adults are dramatically
different than the dominant beliefs of forty years ago, does
this mean that older adults have changed their beliefs as
well,  or  have  the  beliefs  been  translated  by  the  younger
culture into something different?

An important part of understanding this question is that the
survey results on who was the most significant source of our
religious beliefs were almost identical regardless of racial
background or levels of church attendance. In other areas of
consideration such as biblical worldview, views on cultural
behavioral  issues,  and  church  involvement,  we  found
significant differences based on racial background, education,
etc. But it appears clear that no matter our race, economic
level,  or  religious  beliefs,  our  mothers  are  the  primary
sources that pass down those beliefs to the next generation.
In other words, if born-again believers have degraded views on
worldview and cultural issues, it appears that their parents
are  communicating  (or  at  least  not  contradicting)  similar
views.

As we look at the hodgepodge of religious and cultural beliefs
held in our society, we can see the results of what Christian
Smith referred to as “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.”{7} The
Baby Boomers and their children are captives of our society’s
focus on pluralism and tolerance as the only acceptable views.
With this view, I can hold to certain religious beliefs that
are strictly private in their application. But, when those
religious  views  begin  to  move  into  areas  which  may  imply
someone else’s belief is wrong, then I need to modify my



beliefs to be more accepting. To believe in God as creator and
Jesus as his sinless Son is probably okay. But when I say that
Jesus is the only way we can be reconciled to God, I am
starting to step on other’s toes, making it inherently wrong.

On the one hand, Baby Boomers have bought into the cultural
distaste for absolute beliefs which makes them loathe to state
their  beliefs  too  strongly.  This  viewpoint  has  been
interpreted by the younger generation as an indication that
those beliefs are not firm but rather culturally determined.
So living in a more multi-ethnic, culturally diverse, and
sexually liberated generation, these young adults pick and
choose  among  biblical  beliefs  and  distinctly  non-biblical
beliefs, with no apparent concern for the discontinuity in
their belief systems.

The culture is winning the battle on two fronts. First, the
older generation is buying into the importance of not being
too  forthright  with  their  views.  Second,  the  younger
generation, given no clear direction from their parents, is
buying into a disjointed set of views that avoids any conflict
with others. According to Smith’s research, the result is that
the vast majority of young adult Americans are holding to some
form of mainline Protestant philosophy. This philosophy states
that Jesus is a worthwhile model of good behavior but our
focus should be on getting along and not making waves rather
than promoting faith in Christ.

Countering  Parents  with  a  Truth
Experience
Have we, the Baby Boomers, the parents and grandparents of our
society, so flummoxed up the works that we have started a
downward spiral of disconnected beliefs from which we cannot
recover? Of course, time will tell, but if we hold to a
consistent set of biblical worldview beliefs, we should not
sit back and wait patiently for the end of Christianity as we



know it. We are called to “proclaim Him, admonishing every man
and teaching every man so that we might present every man
complete in Christ” (Col. 1:28).

Interestingly, of those respondents who graduated from college
and have a biblical worldview, a much greater percentage of
them pointed to a source other than a family member as the
most  influential.  This  factor  is  probably  the  result  of
college students having their faith challenged and looking for
answers from pastors, Bibles, and books. In other words, the
direct challenge to their faith presented by some professors
and many of their peers caused some to fall away but caused
others to examine the reasons for their belief in Christ. We
do not need to fear this examination. Our Lord’s case is more
than capable of standing up to examination. In fact, it is the
only religion that has a consistent, viable explanation for
the complexities and shortcomings of life as we know it.

If a hostile, or at least a highly skeptical, attack on the
basis of their faith caused some to examine their reasons for
belief and come out with a stronger, more biblical faith,
perhaps a friendly encouragement to examine their faith could
produce  similar  results.  If  the  parents  are  passing  on  a
watered down, inconsistent set of beliefs, perhaps we can
change those beliefs by causing the young adults to run them
through a consistency and credibility filter. Probe has been
doing this for years through our Mind Games conferences and
summer camps for high school students. We have seen that this
approach makes a difference.

Is it too late to make a difference in the lives of our young
adults? When Viggo Olsen was in his mid-twenties, beginning
his residency to become a doctor, his wife’s parents had a
change in their belief system, becoming followers of Jesus
Christ. Viggo wanted to restore his wife’s parents to sanity
so he began an intense study to show the obvious failure of
Christianity to address the real world. What he discovered was
that  a  biblical  worldview  was  the  only  viable  answer  to
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understanding our lives and our future. He went from a mission
to disprove Christianity to accepting Jesus not only as his
Savior but as his purpose in life as a medical missionary to
Bangladesh.{8}

In a similar way, we need to encourage, or better yet force
our younger church-goers to examine their beliefs and compare
them with the teachings of Christ. Ask them not to live an
unexamined  life  conforming  to  the  culture,  but  rather  to
examine  their  beliefs  and  see  if  they  stand  up  to  close
examination.

Consistent Worldview Parents are Best
Unfortunately, many parents have not been passing on a clear
view of faith in Christ from generation to generation. Instead
our belief system, even among those who belief they are going
to heaven when they die because of their faith in Jesus, has
been eroding into a mishmash of popular cultural beliefs mixed
in with some variation of beliefs taught in the Bible.

Confronting young adults with the disconnects and shortcomings
created  by  their  mixture  of  beliefs  as  compared  to  a
consistent Christian worldview can get their attention and
bring about changes in their thinking. This confrontation with
truth has been a major focus of Probe throughout the years.

However, a major take-away from these studies should be for
the young adults who are parents of our future generations.
Listen up, young adults!  If you do not communicate a clear
set  of  biblical  worldview  beliefs  through  your  words  and
through your actions, your children are going to pick up on
the worldview you do communicate. Your desire to fit in with
the  culture  and  not  make  too  many  waves  will  result  in
children  who  believe  that  the  culture  is  the  ultimate
authority on truth and right living. Why? Because that is what
your life is saying to them loud and clear.



Suzie strongly believed that sex outside of marriage was wrong
before God. It had a detrimental effect on the individuals
caught up in it and on the society which promoted it. However,
she felt that many of her friends did not view it in the same
way she did. So, to get along, she never said much about it.
What she did not realize was that her children were watching
what she said. Even though she had told them she hoped they
would  remain  pure  until  marriage,  they  did  not  hear  her
standing up for sexual purity among her friends. Without even
thinking about it, her children relegated sexual purity to a
nice ideal but not an important belief to live by. Suzie was
instrumental in establishing their thinking on this topic.
Their  thinking  lined  up  with  what  Suzie  demonstrated  was
important to her even though it did not really line up with
what she truly believed.

As  parents,  our  beliefs  have  the  greatest  impact  on  our
children’s views. Things that you may not believe but grit
your teeth and say nothing about will become core beliefs of
your children. The society is saying they are true; they don’t
see a consistent disagreement from your words or your life.
Thus, it must be the right value to hold. This process of
gradually turning over our core beliefs to be reset by the
culture is at least partially the reason for the tremendous
shift in our cultural morality over the last
sixty years.

As parents, we can make a difference in future generations. We
need to hold fast to the truths of Jesus Christ, speak them
with  our  tongues,  and  live  them  through  our  actions.  Our
children are still looking to us for truth in this area. Let
us commit to not let them down by deferring to the norms of
the culture.
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Evangelicals
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born-agains and presents a concise summary of the results.

Good News for Evangelicals?
How is the evangelical church doing in America as we begin to
make our way through the second decade of this century? Are we
growing in numbers and in the clarity of our message, or are
we holding our own against a tide of secularism, or are we on
the verge of a major collapse partially obscured by continuing
attendance? The people who should have the best handle on this
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question are the sociologists and pollsters who map and track
many different aspects of our society. What are they saying
about the evangelical church?

First,  consider  Bradley  Wright,  professor  of
sociology at the University of Connecticut. In his
2010 book, Christians Are Hate-filled Hypocrites .
. . and Other Lies You’ve Been Told, he finds
“there seems to be no compelling evidence–based on
the data we have about our young people–that the church in
America is on the verge of collapse.”{1}

Looking at the data from the Pew U. S. Religious Landscape
Survey, 2008, and the General Social Survey, he concludes, “On
the negative side, the number of young people who do not
affiliate with any religion has increased in recent decades
just as it has for the whole population. . . . On the positive
side, the percentage of young people who attend church or who
think that religion is important has remained mostly stable. .
. . What I don’t see in the data are evidence of a cataclysmic
loss of young people.”{2}

Wright notes that the percentage of Evangelicals has remained
fairly constant in recent years, while mainline Protestantism
has  declined.  He  suggests  that  one  reason  mainline
Protestantism has decreased as a percentage of the population
is that most mainline churches have not emphasized church
planting. Therefore, “the number of Americans has grown every
year but the number of seats in mainline churches has not.”{3}

Another sociologist looking at this question is Byron Johnson,
professor of Social Sciences at Baylor University. Considering
data  from  a  survey  commissioned  by  Baylor  in  2005,{4}  he
concludes,  “Leading  religious  observers  claim  that
evangelicalism  is  shrinking  and  the  next  generation  of
evangelicals is becoming less religious and more secular, but
these are empirical questions, and the evidence shows that
neither of these claims is true. . . . Those who argue that a
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new  American  landscape  is  emerging–one  in  which  the
conservative evangelicalism of the past few decades is losing
numbers and influence–are simply ignoring the data.”{5}

As Johnson points out, “For starters, evangelicals have not
lost members . . . Fully one-third of Americans (approximately
100  million)  affiliate  with  an  evangelical  Protestant
congregation.”{6}

Another eminent sociologist, Christian Smith of the University
of Notre Dame, has done an extensive study of young Americans
over the five years from 2003 to 2008, which he summarizes in
his book Souls in Transition, The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of Emerging Adults.{7} He begins by identifying the
distinctly different culture of today’s twenty-somethings in
contrast with those of prior generations. The major source of
distinction is the view that they don’t really need to start
living as married adults until they reach their thirties. The
twenties are for exploring different jobs, lifestyles, and
relationships before getting married and settling down. But
when it comes to religion, he states, “The preponderance of
evidence here shows emerging adults ages 18 to 25 actually
remaining the same or growing more religious between 1972 and
2006–with the notable exceptions of significantly declining
regular  church  attendance  among  Catholics  and  mainline
Protestants, a near doubling in the percent of nonreligious
emerging adults, and significant growth in the percent of
emerging adults identifying as religiously liberal.”{8}

However, looking at the more detailed data from his surveys,
he concludes, “Most emerging adults are okay with talking
about  religion  as  a  topic,  although  they  are  largely
indifferent to it–religion is just not that important to most
of them. . . . Most of them think that most religions share
the same core principles, which they generally believe are
good.”{9} He goes on to say, “Furthermore, among emerging
adults, religious beliefs do not seem to be important, action-
driving commitments, but rather mental assents to ideas that



have few obvious consequences.”{10} He also concludes that
among these young adults the tenets of liberal Protestantism
have won the day, influencing many evangelicals, Catholics and
Jews as well as mainline Protestants. One surprising outcome
of this trend is the demise of mainline Protestant churches
since their teaching is “redundant to the taken-for-granted
mainstream” that they helped create.{11}

Standing in contrast to these eminent sociologists are the
findings of George Barna and the Barna Group. Their surveys
between 1995 and 2009{12} indicate that among all Americans
who self-identify as being born again, less than 20% of them
agree  with  six  basic  historic  Christian  beliefs{13}  which
Barna  associates  with  a  biblical  worldview.  Among  those
between  18  and  25,  this  number  drops  even  further.  Young
people may be affiliating with evangelical churches at similar
rates over the last fifty years, but that affiliation does not
mean that they have beliefs similar to prior generations.

So what is right? Is it true that there is no compelling
evidence  that  the  church  in  America  is  on  the  verge  of
collapse? Or, do we have more religious young people who are
heavily influenced by the beliefs of mainline Protestantism?
Or, is the dearth of a biblical worldview an early warning
sign of a significant collapse? As you can imagine, this is a
question that we at Probe just had to get to the bottom of.
So, we dove in to analyze the data behind the statements
above, using their own data to validate or question their
conclusions. We also commissioned our own survey of 18- to 40-
year-old,  born-again  Americans  to  probe  deeper  into  this
question.  Unfortunately,  what  we  found  convinced  us  that
things are not only worse than what Wright, Johnson, and Smith
concluded, but they appear to be worse in some ways than our
prior assumptions from the existing Barna surveys.



Where Do We Really Stand?
When we look at the underlying survey data used by Wright,
Johnson, Smith, and Barna, we discover an unsurprising result:
on similar questions they get similar results. For example,
consider the question “Do you believe God is all powerful and
involved in the world today?” This question is asked in one
form  or  another  by  all  four  surveys  used  by  the  authors
above.{14} Looking at twenty-somethings, we find the following
affirmative responses:

 

Question Author Source Survey Result

All powerful God
involved in the world

today

Wright GSS 79%

Johnson Baylor 2005 83%

Smith NSYR 2008{15} 83%

Barna Barna 2009 83%
As you can see, all sources have essentially the same results
(which is nice since it tends to corroborate their polling
techniques).  So,  how  did  they  come  to  such  different
conclusions about the meaning of similar sets of data? Looking
at  these  high  percentages,  how  could  Smith  say  there  is
something different about this emerging generation, or how
could  Barna  say  that  “Jesus  would  be  disappointed  by  the
answers He received from today’s Americans?”

The answer comes from two sources. First, you need to ask more
questions about their beliefs and practices than just “Do you
believe in a God and in Jesus as His Son?” A person can mean a
lot of different things when answering yes to those questions.
Second (and it turns out to be extremely important), you must
look at the combined answers to a set of related questions. In
his book, Smith took the first step of asking a lot of probing
questions, both in the survey and in face-to-face interviews.
By doing this, it became clear that their answers to a few



questions about God and Jesus did not mean that they were
biblically literate Christians. Barna took the second step of
looking at the answers to a combined set of questions and
discovered that the beliefs of Americans were disjointed and
inconsistent, particularly among the younger generations. So,
even though 83% of 18- to 26-year-olds who professed to be
born-again believed that God is all powerful and involved in
the world today, only a small subset of them believed all six
biblical worldview questions.{16}

What happens if we look at the results of the surveys used by
Wright,  Johnson,  and  Smith?  Fortunately,  we  were  able  to
access the raw questionnaire results using the Association of
Religious  Data  Archives  online  database.  Of  course,  these
surveys did not ask exactly the same questions, but we were
able to find a set of roughly equivalent questions within each
survey. And this is what we found about those with a biblical
worldview, compared to those who actually apply their biblical
worldview to the way they live:

 

Belief Baylor NSYR Barna Probe{17}

Biblical Worldview 27% 22% 19% 37%

Biblical Worldview plus
Cultural Application

8% 3% NA 10%

So each of the surveys used by the four different sociologists
basically showed the same result: less than one third of born-
agains (or evangelicals) had a set of beliefs consistent with
the biblical worldview taught by Jesus, and less than 10% had
a  biblical  worldview  and  a  set  of  cultural  beliefs  (e.g.
beliefs about sex outside of marriage, abortion, materialism,
caring  for  the  poor,  etc.)  taught  by  Jesus  in  the  New
Testament. So, it appears that if they had done more in-depth
analysis of their own data, Wright, Johnson and Smith should
have been espousing the same message as the Barna survey.



This surprising result (at least to Wright and Johnson) that
their data actually is consistent with Barna’s data allows us
to quit worrying about the differences and concentrate on the
common message of these surveys. Among several, I think that
three major messages from the survey results are important for
us to consider here.

1. First, as the culture has adopted more unbiblical views
regarding pluralism, sexuality, honesty, etc., the majority of
evangelical church members have adapted to accept the new
cultural positions rather than stand firm in the truth taught
by Christ and his apostles. In other words, they have been
taken “captive by the empty deception and philosophy according
to  the  traditions  of  men,  according  to  the  elementary
principles of the world, rather than according to Christ”
(Col. 2:8).

2. Second, our 18- to 29-year-olds are leaving a classical
evangelical faith in large numbers. A third of them directly
leave any involvement with evangelical church, with half of
that number going into liberal mainline denominations and the
other half leaving behind all church affiliation. Of those who
remain associated with an evangelical church, one third of
them attend church but do not hold to a biblical worldview and
another third do not go to church or hold to a biblical
worldview. So, just less than 8% of American teenagers move
into emerging adulthood with a strong, evangelical worldview.

3.  The  percentage  of  Americans  belonging  to  evangelical
churches has remained fairly consistent, but that does not
mean that the beliefs of the members have remained constant.
The sacred / secular split, described by Nancy Pearcey in her
book Total Truth,{18} allows them to ascribe to at least a
limited set of evangelical beliefs in their sacred side while
keeping the “real truths” of the secular side isolated and
unaffected by any evangelical beliefs.



How Did We Get to This State?
If you find your child trapped inside the dryer at home, you
not only want to get them freed from captivity, you also want
to understand how they got into that mess so you can prevent
it in the future. In the same way, Probe has undertaken an in-
depth survey to help us understand how seemingly born-again
believers in Christ are so often taken captive by the thoughts
of men rather than Christ. Our survey found they fall into
three equally sized categories:

•  Those  with  a  biblical  worldview  who  attend  church
regularly (Free Ones)

• Those without a biblical worldview who attend church
regularly (Partial Captives)

• Those without a biblical worldview who do not attend
church regularly (Full Captives)

The first take-away from this study is disturbing but not very
surprising. Most American born-agains between the ages of 18
and 40 received their spiritual beliefs (and most of their
other beliefs) from their parents or grandparents. In other
words,  their  hodgepodge  of  inconsistent  beliefs  covering
everything from God to gossip, they essentially obtained from
the previous generation. What the other surveys show is that
people in their 40s and 50s have viewpoints that are more
conformed to the culture than to Christ just as their children
do. It is not quite as dramatic but it is very pronounced. If
we  parents  are  holding  beliefs  that  are  captive  to  the
traditions of men and the elementary principles of this world,
then it is not surprising to see that thinking expanded in our
children.

It is very interesting to note that 42% of church-going young
adults  with  a  biblical  worldview  (called  the  Free  Ones
hereafter) stated that their spiritual beliefs were driven by



sources other than immediate family members, versus only 30%
for other born-agains (an increase of 40%). Interestingly,
this difference also coincides with the higher percentage of
college graduates among the Free Ones relative to other young
born-agains. In fact, college graduates influenced by sources
outside their family are more than twice as likely to be
church attendees with a biblical worldview than are those who
did  not  graduate  from  college.  So,  it  appears  that  this
committed group of church-going young adults with a biblical
worldview  had  to  deal  with  challenges  to  their  faith  in
college which led them to delve into the questions and develop
a solid biblical worldview, drawing from sources outside their
families.

However,  it  is  worthwhile  to  note  that  when  asked  an
additional six worldview questions only half of the Free Ones
expressed a biblical point of view on those questions.

The second take away is in the different ways of viewing non-
biblical  thinking  among  young  adults.  We  surveyed  their
attitudes  and  actions  on  a  number  of  unbiblical  areas  of
behavior including sexual activity, negative feelings such as
anger and unforgiveness, use of the tongue, self-focus and
greed,  negative  attitudes  and  sinful  actions.  For  these
unbiblical behaviors, if they engaged in that behavior we
asked them what they thought about it. They could select from
“I do not believe it is wrong,” “Believe it is wrong, do it
anyway and feel guilty or embarrassed,” or “Believe it is
wrong, do it anyway, without feeling guilty or embarrassed.”
Not surprisingly, the Free Ones tended to have the same level
of participation in each area as other born-agains, but a
significantly  lower  percentage  of  those  said  the  behavior
wasn’t wrong or did it without feeling guilty or embarrassed.
On the other hand, among the one-third with irregular church
attendance  and  no  biblical  worldview  (the  Fully  Captive),
about one-third had no guilt with their sexual indiscretions
and  over  one-half  had  no  guilt  associated  with  issues  of



internal attitudes, sins of the tongue, and other negative
actions.

A third take-away from our survey was a difference in attitude
as a function of age. Those between 30 and 40 were almost 30%
more likely to subscribe to a biblical worldview than those
between 18 and 24. Similarly, Christian Smith’s data shows
that over one-third of all 18- to 24-year-olds are no longer
affiliated with any Christian religion today as compared to
about  one  in  five  thirty-somethings.{19}  If  this  is  a
precursor to permanent erosion in the number of people with a
biblical worldview, we need to address it now.

In summary, the majority of young born-agains

1. Caught their unbiblical beliefs from their parents

2. Make important decisions without considering biblical
truth

3. Don’t consider sinful behavior much of a problem

It  should  be  noted  that  not  all  of  the  817  born-agains
questioned  in  our  survey  are  affiliated  with  evangelical
churches. From the Baylor survey, we find that in the general
population  from  age  18  to  44,  35%  are  evangelical  or
Pentecostal, 20% are mainline Protestants, 20% are Catholic,
and the remaining 25% are not Christians. Among those who
self-identified  as  born-again,  57%  are  evangelical  or
Pentecostal,  30%  are  affiliated  with  mainline  Protestant
denominations, and only 5% are Catholics. However, when we
look at those born-agains with a biblical worldview, we find
almost 71% are evangelicals and Pentecostals, about 27% are
mainline Protestants and only 1% are Catholics. This result
shows the wide disparity of beliefs across denominations even
among those who meet the criteria of being born-again.

We asked these born-agains in making decisions associated with
family, business, and religious matters, “What is the primary



basis or source of those principles and standards that you
take into consideration?” We found there was a huge difference
between Free Ones and the remainder. In fact, 75% of the Free
Ones looked to a biblical source in making those decisions
while only 33% of the Partially Captive and 10% of the Fully
Captives considered a biblical source.

From Captives to Conquerors
As we dove into the data on how the American church is faring
today, we started with something that first looked like a
pure, white sand Caribbean beach but turned out upon further
evaluation to be a trash-filled swamp of putrid, stale water.
And, we have to ask the question, Can the church continue on
this trajectory of scattered beliefs and split personalities
for  long?  I  think  the  answer  has  to  be  no.  Either  the
evangelical church will follow the path of other Protestant
denominations  into  shrinking,  irrelevant  entities,  or
something will bring it back to the truth found in Christ
Jesus.

An encouraging note in this discouraging journey of discovery
is that our status is not new. The apostle Paul expressed
concern  about  a  similar  loss  of  the  truth  impacting  the
genuine believers of Colossae. He warned them, “I say this so
that no one will delude you with persuasive argument” (Col
2:4)  with  the  intent  of  taking  them  captive  “through
philosophy and empty deception . . . rather than according to
Christ” (Col 2:8).

We find in the New Testament that it is clearly a strategy of
Satan to offer watered-down and distorted views of what it
means to live in Christ as a way to prevent Christians from
bringing more people into eternal life through faith in Jesus.
Clearly,  from  the  data  we  have  looked  at  for  American
evangelicals, this strategy is having a powerful effect in
America today.



In  this  second  chapter  of  Colossians,  Paul  goes  on  to
highlight four different types of arguments that could lead us
astray: Naturalism, Legalism, Mysticism and Asceticism. All
four of these false views are alive and well in our world
today. Naturalism (e.g. neo-Darwinism) and Mysticism (e.g. the
forms presented by Eckhart Tolle and Oprah Winfrey{20}) are
the  most  prevalent  in  our  society,  but  Legalism  (i.e.
religious rituals and performance over grace) still has a
strong  influence,  and  Asceticism  (i.e.  denying  the  body
through severe treatment) is very strong in other parts of the
world.

But, just as it was true for the Colossians, it is true for
us: we don’t have to fall for these traps that are out to
delude our minds. Christ gives us the freedom and Paul gives
us clear directions on how to escape from delusional thinking.
Paul’s advice can be summarized in five key areas:

• Ask God to fill us with the knowledge of His will (of
the truth) with all spiritual wisdom and understanding
(Col. 1:9-10; 2:2-3).

• Recognize that Christ is the maker and the sustainer of
all, and therefore every truth in this world is Christ’s
truth (Col. 1:15-20).

• Accept that in Christ I have been made complete, and the
acceptance of men and accolades of this world cannot add
to that completeness (Col. 2:9-10).

• In the same way I received Christ Jesus for eternal
life, I am to walk in His truth in this life. Jesus is not
just my insurance for when I die; He is my life and I need
to be “firmly rooted and grounded in Him” (Col. 2:6-7).

• Realize that I am now living in eternity with Christ and
am assigned for a brief time to this temporal world (Col.
3:1-3).



Don’t fall for Satan’s trap that some man-made concept has a
better grip on truth than Jesus our creator and sustainer. We
have seen that coming generations are looking to you to define
their beliefs. Are you going to show them an active belief in
Christ as your Truth? If you do, it can make a difference!
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Predictions  for  the  21st
Century
From our 2015 vantage point, let’s look back at predictions
made in 1999 about trends which would shape this century.
Although far from the end of this century, we can make a
preliminary assessment of these predictions. Were they on the
right track or are they already veering from current reality?

For this exercise, we drew on predictions made by seventeen
scholars in 1999, published in First Things: A Monthly Journal
of Religion and Public Life.{1} They discussed what they were
expecting in this next century.
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Past vs. Future
Some of the scholars took the approach of looking at prior
centuries to see what they could learn to help them predict
future trends.

Writer Charlotte Allen{2} began by stating, “Palm-reading the
lifestyles of the future usually sets you up to be proved
wrong,” and looked at the last two millennia to prove her
point. First, someone predicting the future in the year 1 BC
would probably talk about the Roman Empire and how it was
entrenched and likely to remain the dominant power. But, of
course the big event of the millennium was the beginning and
growth  of  Christianity,  still  impacting  our  world  today,
while the Roman Empire is only a memory. Then she notes that
the future of European civilization looked grim in the year
1000,  but  “it  turned  out  to  be  the  century  of  European
expansion and great advances in science and economics.”

Looking ahead, she had a fairly negative outlook for the West:
“The combination of the new people and a fading sense of
common  values  seems  to  spell  disaster  .  .  .”  But  on  a
worldwide scale, she saw us trending toward a great religious
revival,  the  same  trend  that  changed  the  outcomes  of  the
previous two millennia.

Assessing her forecast today, we continue to see a fading
sense of common values in our society and can only hope that a
great religious revival will occur.

Another  forecaster,  political  scientist  Andrew  Bacevich,{3}
sees Americans becoming very self-centered in their view of
the  world.  At  the  beginning  of  the  last  century,  Woodrow
Wilson brought in the idea of American global preeminence. At
the end, Bill Clinton modified this sentiment to, “the allure
of globalization lies in . . . the promise of gain without
pain.” Bacevich believes this attitude of taking advantage of
our  position  in  the  world  order  will  continue  to  grow



throughout  this  century.

However, now President Obama has brought a new idea—denying
that America should be globally preeminent but rather, just
one of many nations, an idea offering the promise of pain
without gain. We suffer the pain of conflict with no real
expectation of gaining greater respect for democracy.

The Role of Religion
One area of interest in 1999 predictions is how the role of
Christianity may change. Three of our forecasters touched on
this subject.

Physicist Stephen Barr{4} believed little progress will be
made in answering top questions of science. Questions such as
“What is consciousness, and how does it fit into . . . the
physical world?” However, he believed we will make strides
reconciling science and religion. He stated, “For many, the
scientific spirit came to be defined in opposition to faith.
This hostility . . . really involves an inner contradiction
that is coming to the surface.” It would become clear to most
scientists that there is more to this existence than physical
science. “By proclaiming the truth about man, religion will be
found to be not an enemy of reason, . . . but perhaps its last
defender.”

Theologian Peter Leithart{5} believed this century will see
the West becoming the primary mission field for Christians
from places like South Korea. He wrote, “The same nations
swearing fealty to Christ a millennium ago are now among the
most secular on the earth.” Success in the West may only come
after  the  current  situation  is  reduced  to  rubble  through
removing  the  constraints  once  held  in  place  by  common
Christian  values.  In  which  case,  “the  West  will  have  to
relearn the habits of Christian civilization from those once
considered barbarians.”



Psychiatrist  and  author  Jeffrey  Satinover{6}  believed  the
teachings of the Third Reich are prevailing over the teachings
of  Christ.  “Mercy  killing,  abortion,  infanticide,  [all]
once  seen  as  repulsive  has  been  transformed  into  .  .  .
beauty.” He sees our best universities focused on teaching a
perverted view of fairness. “The American mind isn’t just
being  closed,  it’s  being  evacuated,”  i.e.,  filled  with
inconsistent thinking. The system which should be promoting
truth and protecting us from such politically correct drivel
is religion. As he pointed out, “God Himself is doing just
fine, but His earthly defenders are on the ropes . . . [after
all] genuine religion claims for itself the ability to know
what’s true,” and yet we are not proclaiming or defending
truth. Without the broader truth of Christianity, we may lose
our identities completely.

Three  very  different  pictures  were  forecast.  One,
optimistically, believes religion will be the last defender of
reason, while another believes our hope lies in becoming a
mission field, and a third worries that Christianity may be
discarded. Fifteen years into this millennium, it appears the
latter two are closer to the trajectory of society, but the
optimistic view is still a possibility when fueled by the
prayers of believers.

Key Drivers in this Century
Some predictions made in 1999 about this century deal with the
underlying forces shaping this century.

Philosopher and theologian William Dembski{7} predicted that
“information is the primary stuff of the coming age.” In the
last century, the computer helped introduce an age where the
amount  of  information  we  were  able  to  use  increased
dramatically. But information may be far more fundamental in
this universe. Should information be regarded as “a basic
property of the universe, alongside matter and energy”? In
other words, rather than information being something created



by man, it may be a primary contributor to the creation and
being of the universe.

Information as a driving factor of the material universe helps
us to understand how our conscious thoughts are a part of it
as well. As Dembski quotes physicist Paul Davies, “If matter
turns  out  to  be  a  form  of  organized  information,  then
consciousness  may  not  be  so  mysterious  after  all.”

Why  is  this  concept  important  to  religion  and  faith?  If
information is not primary, the world is seriously hampered in
what it can reveal. We’ve seen this with the rise of modern
science  revealing  nothing  about  God  except  that  God  is  a
lawgiver. But if information is the primary stuff, then there
are no limits whatsoever on what the world can in principle
reveal.

However, another prognosticator, journalist Hilton Kramer,{8}
warned that dealing with the deluge of information will be a
critical factor in maintaining a healthy life and society in
this  century.  He  stated,  “All  the  portents  point  to  an
acceleration  of  the  merry,  mindless,  technology-driven
surrender  to  the  complacent  nihilism  that  has  already
overtaken so many of the institutions of cultural life. . .
our democratic society has lost the power to protect . .
. from the evil effect of this cultural imperative.” The sea
of  information  has  the  effect  of  removing  the  idea  of  a
standard of truth for righteous living. With so many competing
standards vying for their attention, many have given up on
pursuing any concept of truth. This thinking has a devastating
effect on life based upon Jesus, the one who said, “For this
reason I was born . . . to testify to the TRUTH.” (John 18:37)
For the church, “everything will depend on its ability to
marshal a principled resistance to the influence of popular
culture” and the sea of inconsistent information.

One sixth of the way through this century, we see both the
importance  of  information  as  a  fundamental  force  and  the



difficulty we have dealing with the vast amount of information
constantly vying for our attention. Both of these forecasts
are continuing along a path to fruition in this century.

Relating to Religion
Let’s consider next the perversion of tolerance and the future
of ecumenism.

Author Glenn Tinder{9} posited that the meaning of tolerance
had  shifted  from  “a  willingness  to  put  up  with  the
characteristics of others” to a distinctly different stand
“that all beliefs should be considered equally true, except
for  any  belief  that  states  your  beliefs  are  correct  and
another’s  are  wrong.”  He  wrote,  “Tolerance  easily  becomes
acquiescence  in  the  submergence  of  truth  into  a  shifting
variety of opinions. . . [this view] cannot be acceptable to .
. . Christians . . . challenged . . . to develop an attitude
toward the religious and cultural confusions surrounding them
that is tolerant” in a way that is distinct from today’s new
tolerance.

Tinder suggested using the term “forbearance,” reflecting a
view imbued with brotherly love, a recognition of a diversity
of views, and an understanding that one should speak out for
the truth as one knows it. “In an era that says to us every
day, ‘there is no Truth,’ the art of forbearance might at
least help us resist the temptations of relativism.”

In 2015, the post-modern definition of tolerance continues to
hold sway. But a discernible trend to use another term to
describe the loving attitude Christians have toward others has
not appeared. The fight against promoting any set of ideas as
equally  valuable  is  continuing  but  with  no  discernible
progress.

Princeton University law professor Robert George{10} looked
back to the Second Vatican Council in 1965 when many mainline



Protestants  and  Catholics  were  wondering  if  it  were  a
precursor to ultimate reunification of the Christian Church.
Surprisingly,  by  1999  it  was  not  the  left  talking  of
ecumenicalism,  but  rather  the  religious  right.  The
consistency of moral positions in the Catholic Church and in
evangelical circles had blossomed into a genuine spiritual
engagement.

“How can there be genuine spiritual fellowship between people
who sincerely consider each other to be in error on profoundly
important  religious  questions?”  George  suggested  it  was
genuine  because  it  took  religious  faith  and  religious
differences  seriously.

Their common goal of combatting the increasing rise of non-
Christian  thought  would  cause  them  to  work  together.  He
stated,  “I  am  even  hopeful  of  its  capacity  to  survive
victories—though that of course is the far greater challenge.”

Today,  in  2015,  cooperation  continues  between  conservative
Catholics and evangelicals on moral issues in our world. Some
Catholic  and  evangelical  leaders  released  the  Manhattan
Declaration  calling  for  the  sanctity  of  human  life,  the
dignity of marriage, and freedom of religion. And, in 2011,
the  organization,  Evangelicals  and  Catholics  Together,
released a statement supporting religious liberty.

What Rules Our World
We have been looking at predictions made for this century in
1999 about factors that would rule our world situation today
and in the future.

Theologian Paul Griffiths{11} noted that at the end of the
first  millennium,  the  primary  institutional  form  was  the
church. During the second millennium, it was joined by the
nation-state and corporations. Entering the third millennium,
“the forces . . . are now primarily economic and secondarily



political”  with  the  churches  existing  at  the  margin  of
society.

He predicted the significance of corporations will advance as
nation-states decline, making us a world not defined by what
we  believe,  but  by  what  we  consume.  Hopefully  “as  the
bankruptcy . . . of the corporate promise begins . . . to
become evident, people turn . . . to the churches with renewed
passion.” To become anything other than a religious preference
box on a census form, churches must look to provide a message
that offers a hope of resistance.

Today, we are more driven by consumption. Time will tell if
Griffiths is right and this trend will ultimately lead us back
to the church with renewed passion.

Legal scholar Robert Bork{12} predicted the “rule of law” will
no  longer  have  independent  moral  force  of  its  own.
Bureaucracies will lay down most of what governs with little
accountability  to  the  people.  Elections  and  legislative
deliberation will be disconnected from the real governance,
making politics simply entertainment. “Democracy will consist
of the chaotic struggle to influence decision makers who are
not responsive to elections.”

Today, we are seeing the President and bureaucracy taking away
the legislative authority of the Congress. If anything, this
process seems to be picking up steam in the first half of
2015. If this trend remains unchecked, Bork’s prediction will
come to fruition.

Francis  Cardinal  George{13}  foresaw  a  major  shift  in  the
forces of global conflict. Where most conflicts were between
states, in this new century we will see the clash between
modern  Western  states,  Asian  civilizations  and  Islamic
civilization.  Uncertainty  about  the  intentions  of  other
civilizations will produce fear between them. For example, the
post-modernity of the West directly attacks the pre-modern,



faith-based culture of the Islamic societies.

George felt Christians should be open to Muslim cooperation in
“addressing the moral failures of modernity.” The church could
take the lead in creating a “globalization of solidarity.”

So far in this century, the clash between the West and Islamic
civilizations is at the forefront of world relationships with
no significant signs of a breakthrough in understanding or
compromise.

Looking  back  over  the  last  fifteen  years,  many  of  these
predictions from 1999 are roughly on track. These pundits did
not paint an encouraging view of the future. It is incumbent
on  evangelicals  to  pray  fervently  and  work  diligently  to
change western society for Christ over the next 85 years.
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Can the Just Succeed?
Can the just succeed? Can people living by Biblical principles
successfully  compete  in  a  capitalist  economy  without
compromising?  Should  we  even  try?  Steve  Cable  provides  a
biblical perspective.

Corrupting Cultural Climate
At the turn of the twenty-first century, America was hit with
a tsunami of corporate corruption. Names like Enron, Tyco and
WorldComm became synonymous with greed and failed corporate
leadership.  Today,  even  after  Congress  and  the  SEC  have
strengthened  their  oversight,  high  profile  cases,  such  as
backdated stock options at Apple, continue to plague us. We
can’t even take comfort in some past golden era of corporate
ethics as we look back at a history filled with robber barons,
ruthless company towns, and shady land deals.

 In the light of this discouraging reality, we are
asking  the  question,  Can  the  just  succeed?  Can
people living by Biblical principles successfully
compete  in  a  capitalist  economy  without
compromising?  Should  we  even  try?

Let’s begin our exploration of this question by considering
the  overall  cultural  climate  surrounding  our  free  market
economic system. A number of recent studies indicate less than
honest  behavior,  and  downright  dirty  dealing  are  common
throughout our culture.

Let’s begin at the top. What type of standard is being set by
our business leaders? One recent poll showed that less than
twenty percent of Americans had confidence that CEOs would
consistently  make  job-related  decisions  that  were  morally
appropriate.{1} Is this skepticism well-founded? After all,
most CEOs have worked their way to the top as a result of
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excellent performance in lower positions. Almost fifty percent
of corporate executives in a recent Tulane University study
were willing to commit fraud in role playing exercises.{2}
What  was  particularly  disturbing  was  that  these  same
executives had affirmed their unwavering commitment to the
highest ethical business standards.

Perhaps, we can rely on our workforce to apply their solid
middle class values to curb the effects of corrupt leadership.
Sadly,  a  recent  study  found  that  forty-eight  percent  of
workers admitted to acting illegally or unethically in the
workplace during the previous year.{3} Over thirty percent of
them said that their coworkers condone questionable ethics by
showing respect for those who achieve success using them.{4}
In  other  words,  cheating  is  not  only  condoned,  it  is
respected.

We all hope that the upcoming generation will improve upon the
sins of the prior generations. Are they bringing a standard of
personal values that will clean up the marketplace of the
future? Or, are they following in their elders’ footsteps?
From 1969 to 1989, the number of students who let someone copy
their work rose from fifty-eight to ninety-seven percent.{5} A
recent survey published in Education Week found that three out
of four students admitted to engaging in “serious cheating”
within the previous year.{6}

People  emulate  the  behavior  they  believe  will  make  them
successful. Perhaps, today’s Christians should join Habakkuk
as he questioned God: “Why do You look with favor on those who
deal treacherously? Why are You silent when the wicked swallow
up those more righteous than they?” (Hab. 1:13){7}

It  appears  that  we  will  be  dealing  with  a  culture  of
dishonesty in the marketplace for the foreseeable future.



The Slippery Slope
Surprisingly,  most  Americans  identify  themselves  as
trustworthy. So, why are all of these good trustworthy people
demonstrating by their behavior that they are not worthy of
our trust?

Well, Paul gives us a lot of insight in his first letter to
Timothy when he writes, “But those who want to get rich fall
into  temptation  and  a  snare  and  many  foolish  and  harmful
desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the
love of money is a root of all sorts of evil” (1 Tim. 6:9,10).

When we want to accumulate money for our own enjoyment beyond
what we need to live, we are tempting ourselves to unethical
behavior.

In his book There is No Such Thing as Business Ethics, John
Maxwell identifies three primary reasons “good” people are led
astray in business dealings.{8}

First, we do what is convenient. Many times doing the right
thing is a lot more trouble than doing the convenient thing.
Have you ever discovered that you were given too much change,
but you didn’t want to go to the trouble of returning to the
store?  Sometimes  a  convenient  lie  can  help  us  avoid  the
consequences of a mistake.

Second, we do what we must to win. After all, everyone is
doing  it.  I  have  to  compromise  my  standards  in  order  to
compete. During my years in a very competitive industry, one
of  my  co-workers  often  stated,  “If  you  can’t  lie  on  a
proposal, when can you lie?” In other words, promise whatever
you need to get the job, and try to wiggle out of it later.

Third, we rationalize our unethical choices with relativism.
We tell ourselves that our ultimate intentions are good. And,
besides, if it is good for me, then it must be good. It is
scary to think how easy this will be in a postmodern society



where all truth is relative truth.

All three of these relate to putting our success ahead of our
values. John Maxwell put it well when he said, “Ethics is
about how we meet the challenge of doing the right thing when
that will cost more than we want to pay.”{9}

I would like to add a fourth reason I call the Sudden Slippery
Slope. We are taught that as long as we can justify our
actions by the rule book then they are OK. In order to get
ahead, we start to push the envelope of how we interpret the
rules. One day we wake up to find that we have clearly gone
beyond the boundary. We discover that we are on a slippery
slope where the more we try to cover up or undo our actions
the more we find ourselves breaking the rules. Enron is an
excellent example of this effect.{10} No one at Enron started
out with the objective to wipe out $50 billion in shareholder
value overnight through unethical business practices, but a
culture  of  pushing  the  ethical  boundaries  will  inevitably
result in a culture of corruption. Proverbs warns us that when
we get in this mode, we have a hard time telling right from
wrong: “But the path of the righteous is like the light of
dawn, that shines brighter and brighter until the full day.
The way of the wicked is like darkness; they do not know over
what they stumble” (Prov. 4:18-19).

A Christian Perspective on Capitalism
Let’s consider a biblical perspective on capitalism.

People are rarely neutral when it comes to capitalism. Some
people blame capitalism for the excesses of unethical behavior
described earlier in this discussion. But capitalism as the
primary cause of corruption is exonerated by comparisons with
many communist and socialist economic systems. Historically,
these systems have raised corruption and graft to the highest
levels.



On the other hand, some commentators seem to equate capitalism
with  Christianity,  implying  that  one  of  the  tenets  of
Christianity  is  a  capitalistic  free  market  system.  This
premise does not hold up to scrutiny either as Christianity
has flourished under a variety of economic systems.

Before we go any further, a simple definition of capitalism is
needed. Capitalism is an economic system in which the means of
production  and  distribution  are  privately  or  corporately
owned, and development is proportionate to the accumulation
and reinvestment of profits gained in a free market.{11} In
other words, private individuals own the resources and make
decisions  on  how  to  use  those  resources  based  on  an
expectation  of  return.  The  genius  of  capitalism  is  that
individuals or corporations who can provide valuable services
better or more efficiently are rewarded with more resources.
So, resources tend to be allocated to those who are most
capable of using them to produce desired goods and services.

However, one can approach capitalism from either a secular or
a faith perspective. In secular capitalism:

• the purpose for business is to return a profit,
• the standard of conduct is the rule of law, and
• the measure of success is accumulation of wealth.

Under a Christian view of capitalism:

• the purpose for business is to honor God,
• the standard of conduct is the Golden Rule, and
• the measure of success is the ability to bless others with
the resources God has entrusted to us.

A secular capitalist is accountable only to himself and his
shareholders. A Christian business person is accountable to
God with a responsibility to all of the stakeholders in the
business, including customers and employees.

Capitalism is not essentially Christian, but, as Max Weber



pointed out in his classic book, The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism,{12} Christianity is good for capitalism
in many ways including:

• An excellent work ethic motivated by Paul’s admonition in
Colossians to “work with sincerity of heart as unto the
Lord.” Our work results reflect on our Savior, so we are
motivated to excellence.

• A willingness to put integrity above profits and to forego
investing in businesses which degrade or take advantage of
others. As Proverbs 28 says, “Better is the poor who walks
in his integrity than he who is crooked though he be rich. .
. . He who increases his wealth by interest and usury
gathers it for him who is gracious to the poor” (vv. 6,8).
Integrity reduces the “greed tax” which is all of the effort
wasted on monitoring others to prevent theft.

• A long term perspective that is willing to forgo near term
gratification for long term benefits such as investing in
hospitals and schools.

Counter to the view of Michael Douglass’ character in the
movie Wall Street, greed is not good. Greed is not what makes
capitalism successful. Trusting resources to those who are
productive and want to do something of significance is the key
to long term economic success!

Called to the Marketplace
What is the role of Christians in the marketplace?

Over the centuries, Christians have had varying responses to
the secular marketplace. Some, like the Amish, attempt to
isolate  themselves  from  the  corrupting  influence  of  the
secular  world.  Others,  like  the  Puritans,  believed  that
excelling  in  the  marketplace  was  a  critical  part  of  the
Christian life as evidence of one’s election. In recent years



the trend has been for Christians to segregate their spiritual
church life from their secular work life. This attitude allows
many to believe they can conform to the compromised values of
our culture without impacting the spiritual aspects of their
life. However, since God’s truth is the truth in all aspects
of our lives, this attitude could not be truth.

What does the New Testament have to say on this subject? Out
of twenty-two letters to churches, not one advised Christians
to quit working in or participating in the Roman economic
system. None of these letters encouraged all Christians to
leave their secular vocation and immediately leave for the
mission field. The overall picture is that some people are
given  as  gifts  to  the  church,  devoting  their  energies  to
equipping the church for ministry. But the majority of us are
called to be ministers in our vocation (whether that vocation
is as a business leader, a laborer or a stay-at-home mother).
As Christians, we are called to be a redeeming influence in
the place where non-Christians can be found, the marketplace.

As we enter the business world, we should be clear as to our
purpose. I don’t think that it is to prove our salvation by
getting the most promotions. Four clear biblical purposes for
Christians in the work place are:

1. To honor Christ through my attitude, performance and
integrity (Col 3:22-25). In my career, whenever I was asked
to state my career objectives, I would focus on Colossians 3
for my answer. I would tell them that since I was called to
“work  heartily  as  unto  the  Lord”  and  to  serve  with
“sincerity of heart”, my career objective is to fulfill the
role that creates the most value for my employer. That
statement was not only true, but was also warmly received by
my supervisor.

2. To share Christ in my unique mission field. We interact
with more non-Christians in the business world than just
about any other venue (Col. 4:5-6).



3. To provide for the physical needs of your family (1 Tim.
5:8).

4. To be able to share with others who need help (2 Cor.
8:12-14).

Jesus summed it up for us when He said, “Let your light shine
before men in such a way that they may see your good works,
and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).

Compelling Results
Let’s conclude by considering the characteristics of a just
business and looking at some measures of success.

Whether for the individual or for a corporation, Christian
behavior  is  going  to  be  characterized  by  the  Golden  Rule
taught by our Lord: “Treat others the way that you want them
to treat you” (Luke 6:31). This means that we are not going to
deceive, covet, or steal in our business dealings. We are
going to treat others with respect and with grace. We are
going to choose integrity over convenience or profit.

Since we all like to win, does the Golden Rule mean that I
should always let my competitors win? Should I just turn over
the market to them? I don’t know about you, but I absolutely
hate it when someone lets me win. Everyone loses if we allow
inferior or more costly products to claim the market because
no one wants to compete with the status quo (think about the
fall  of  the  Soviet  Union  when  you  consider  this  topic).
Competition promotes better products and greater productivity
which creates more resources and opportunities even for your
competitors. The problem arises not from having a competitive
system, but from greed causing some to hoard wealth. So, a
Christian business will compete aggressively but fairly. They
will also realize not to compete by destroying the lives of
employees  through  long  hours,  poor  working  conditions,  or
unfair wages.



Won’t a company or individual applying these principles put
themselves at a disadvantage? After all, when swimming with
sharks, a guppy will always get eaten. In his book Profit at
Any  Cost,{13}  Jerry  Fleming  analyzed  the  results  of
corporations  who  appeared  to  place  a  premium  on  a  high
standard  of  ethical  behavior.  He  discovered  that  these
businesses typically induce others to behave ethically toward
them. There is also a strong correlation between a firm’s
commitment to ethics and a lower employee turnover. Typically,
a lower turnover rate results in greater productivity from
experienced, content employees. At the bottom line, he found a
significant  positive  correlation  between  a  firm’s  ethical
behavior  and  its  economic  performance.  Companies  promoting
unethical practices pay a price in the long run (think Enron).
An investment in ethically responsible firms has resulted in a
return eight times better than the return on the Dow Jones
Industrial Average over a period of thirty years.

What  conclusions  can  we  draw  from  our  study  of  Christian
principles in the workplace? Applying Christian principles to
business is not:
• a magic shield against failure, or
• a way to always avoid criticism, or
• an assurance that your product will be the best on the
market.

But, it is:

• a part of our calling to follow Christ,
• the best way to conduct business, and
• a consistent companion of long term success.

No matter the financial results, we are a success when we
follow Christ’s example in the work place.
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The  Development  of  Modern
Culture  –  Critical  Role  of
Christianity Downplayed
Steve  Cable  explodes  5  myths  about  history,  showing
Christianity’s  true  critical  role  in  the  progress  and
development  of  culture.

Is our history really what you have been taught in
school?  For  at  least  the  last  five  decades  in
schools  across  this  nation,  most  of  us  have
digested  a  similar  litany  of  facts  about  the
development  of  the  Western  world.  Among  these
commonly accepted facts are these five:

1. The Roman Empire introduced and maintained a period of
relative peace in which innovation and free thought could
flourish.

2. The Dark Ages, coming after the fall of the Roman Empire,
was a period of over 500 years during which the European
world languished in feudalism and ignorance.

3. The Protestant Reformation, fueled by the invention of
the  printing  press,  introduced  a  new  era  of  religious
freedom.

4.  The  Scientific  Revolution  was  the  result  of  Europe
casting aside religious “superstitions” during the so-called
Enlightenment.

5.  Protestant  missionaries  were  a  negative,  colonizing
influence on the non-Western world.
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In his recent book, entitled How the West
Won: The Neglected Story of the Triumph of
Modernity,  Rodney  Stark,  Distinguished
Professor of the Social Sciences at Baylor
University,  questions  these  “historical
facts” from our childhood along with many
others. His premise, based on the current
state of historical data and analysis, is
that  the  conventional  wisdom  about  the
history of the western world was tainted by
the prejudices and lack of knowledge of the

early  historical  writers.  His  view  is  backed  up  by  the
research  and  writings  of  many  contemporary  scholars.  He
clearly points out that what is taught in our schools lags far
behind the common knowledge held by top researchers in the
field. It is interesting to note that this phenomenon is very
similar to the difference between high school textbooks on the
evolution of man and the current state of research into the
origins of life.

Stark concludes that contrary to the conventional wisdom of
high  school  textbooks,  the  worldview  that  developed  as  a
result  of  following  after  the  God  revealed  in  Christian
scripture was critical to the advent of our modern age. Only a
society steeped in the message of an all-powerful, loving,
creator  of  this  universe  was  postured  to  take  on  the
scientific and societal endeavors which are crucial to our
society today. According to Stark, our modern world is not the
result of key people freeing themselves from the chains of
religious  intolerance  to  pursue  knowledge  and  truth,  but
rather the result of people seeking to better understand this
universe created out of nothing into an orderly something by
our Lord and God.

In the remainder of this article, we will look at these five
key concepts of our history still taught to our students today
and see how contemporary research has significantly modified



or completely discredited them.

The Impact of Greece, Judaism, and Rome
Apart from periods of Jewish history, most of the world before
600 B.C. was controlled by systems of government that awarded
the elite few at the expense of the rest of society. In China,
India and Egypt societies had this common theme: “Wealth is
subject  to  devastating  taxes  and  the  constant  threat  of
usurpation; the challenge is to keep one’s wealth, not to make
it productive.”{1} Their rulers strived to make it so. Stark
pointed this out: “As Ricardo Caminos put it about the ancient
Egyptians,  ‘Peasant  families  always  wavered  between  abject
poverty  and  utter  destitution.’  If  the  elite  seizes  all
production above the minimum needed for survival, people have
no motivation to produce more.”{2}

Beginning around 600 B.C., the Greek city-states prior to the
reigns of Phillip of Macedonia and his son, Alexander the
Great, were the first to offer a different economic model on a
large  scale.  “The  major  benefit  of  Greek  democracy  was
sufficient  freedom  so  that  individuals  could  benefit  from
innovations making them more productive, with the collective
result of economic progress.”{3} This unprecedented freedom
was  partly  the  result  of  Greece  having  an  unfavorable
geography with an abundance of mountains, no abundance of
natural  resources,  and  no  large  navigable  river.  This
geography  helped  to  promote  the  large  number  of  small,
independent  city  states.  “Thus,  having  an  unfavorable
geography contributed to the greatness of Greece, for disunity
and competition were fundamental to everything else.”{4} Once
Greece was under the rule of the Macedonians and later the
Romans, the scale of innovation in the areas of democracy,
economic  progress,  the  arts,  and  technology  slowed
dramatically.

Unlike other peoples near the cities of Greece, the Jews were
greatly impacted by the Greek philosophers. Why? The God the



Jews worshipped was “conscious, concerned and rational”{5} and
as such the Jewish theologians were committed to reasoning
about God from the things God revealed through Scripture. At
this time the vast majority of Jews lived in the Diaspora
outside of Palestine. And so, like the Apostle Paul, these
Jews were exposed to Greek thought filtered through their
understanding of Scripture.

Of course, the early Christians accepted this view of God but
also added the idea that our knowledge of God and of his
creation  is  progressive.{6}  Understand  that  our  early
Christian fathers did not wholeheartedly embrace Greek ideas,
choosing  to  show  how  Christian  doctrines  were  much  more
rational. But they did embrace the ideas of reason and logic
which were behind Greek philosophy. This train of thought by
our Christian fathers set the stage for the development and
advances  of  science.  As  Stark  notes,  “The  truth  is  that
science  arose  only  because  the  doctrine  of  the  rational
creator  of  a  rational  universe  made  scientific  inquiry
plausible.”{7}

The rule of the Roman Empire provided centuries of relative
peace and free travel throughout the Mediterranean area. This
pax Romana facilitated the spread of Christianity across the
Mediterranean world and thus played an important role in the
growth  of  Christianity.  However,  Stark  suggests  that  “the
Roman Empire as at best a pause in the rise of the West, and
more plausibly a setback.”{8}

Most of us probably view the Roman Empire as an expanded
version of the great age of Greece where advancements were
common in philosophy, commerce and technology. Stark points
out that as a large, centrally controlled empire, Rome had
plenty of labor and a large distance between the privileged
few  and  the  laboring  masses.  Consequently,  the  art  and
literature of the Roman period was fundamentally Greek. There
were very few technological innovations developed during this
period. In fact, “the Romans made little of no use of some



known technologies, e.g. water power.”{9} They preferred to
use manual labor rather than employ labor saving devices.

Stark suggests that two events during the period of Roman
control  were  important  to  the  development  of  our  modern
culture: the Christianization of the empire and the fall of
Rome.  “It  was  Rome  that  fell,  not  civilization.  .  .  the
millions of residents of the former empire did not suddenly
forget  everything  they  knew.  To  the  contrary,  with  the
stultifying  effects  of  Roman  repression  now  ended,  the
glorious journey toward modernity resumed.”{10}

The Not-So-Dark Ages
My understanding of the Dark Ages as a student from the 1970’s
is probably similar to yours. It was pictured as a time in
which European culture took a step backward from the advances
of  the  Roman  Empire  and  made  little  or  no  progress  in
advancing culture, economics, philosophy, or technology. It
was  a  time  characterized  by  wars  and  the  stultifying
oppression of the Catholic Church. Many historians of the past
wrote that the fall of Rome cast Europe into this dismal age,
aided  by  Christianity  which  celebrated  poverty  and  urged
contentment.

Stark, along with most modern historians, take a far different
view of this period of Western history. Stark puts it this
way: “The fall of Rome was, in fact, the most beneficial event
in the rise of Western civilization, precisely because it
unleashed  creative  competition  among  the  hundreds  of
independent political units, which, in turn resulted in rapid
and profound progress.”{11}

In  this  culture  of  independent  political  units,  trade
developed and expanded rapidly, the average person ate better
and grew larger than in the past because the people could now
put to personal use the wealth Rome had previously squeezed
from them. “Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the Dark



Ages myth is that it was imposed on what was actually ‘one of
the great innovative eras of mankind.’”{12} During this period
technology was developed and put into use “on a scale no
civilization had previously known.”{13}

One of the strongest influences during this period came from
the Scandinavians, the Vikings. “The Viking merchants traveled
a complex network of trade routes extending as far as Persia.
. . (The) Vikings had excellent arms, remarkable ships, and
superb navigational skills . . . Their boats were far superior
to anything found elsewhere on earth at that time.”{14} Our
history lessons, however, placed an emphasis on great empires
rather than movements impacting our way of life. “Not only
have they continued to regret the fall of Rome, but they
remember Charlemagne as the man who almost ‘saved’ Europe. In
fact, the Scandinavians were as civilized as the Franks, while
William the Conqueror was certainly as able as Charlemagne,
and considerably more tolerant.”{15}

One of the major events during this period was the rise of
capitalism as an economic driver. Capitalism can only exist in
societies with free markets, secure property rights and the
right of individuals to work where they wish. The Christian
West, out from under the yoke of the Roman Empire, was the
only society where this move was possible. As Stark explains,
“Of the major world faiths, only Judaism and Christianity have
devoted serious and sustained attention to human rights, as
opposed to human duties. Put another way, the other great
faiths  minimize  individualism  and  stress  collective
obligations. They are . . . cultures of shame rather than
cultures of guilt. There is not even a word for freedom in the
languages in which their scriptures are written.”{16} Counter
to the position of earlier historians who put the advent of
capitalism much later in history, capitalism not only thrived
during this period but had been fully debated by theologians
who on the whole gave it general approval.

You may remember being taught that during these Dark Ages that



Islamic scholarship and technological innovation kept society
moving forward in the areas of science and technology. In
fact, Stark points out, “The ‘Golden Era’ of Islamic science
and learning is a myth. Some Muslim-occupied societies gave
the appearance of sophistication only because of the culture
sustained by their subject peoples – Jews and various brands
of Christianity.”{17} In fact when they later cleansed their
society of these other people, they soon fell back into a
state where any technology was bought from the West and in
many cases had to be operated by Westerners. One area where
this was revealed on multiple occasions was in the area of
military strategy and technology. In numerous battles between
A.D. 1200 and 1600, Western forces on land and on the oceans
typically inflicted casualties upon their Muslim foes at a
rate ranging from 10 to 1,000 Muslim casualties for every
casualty among the Western forces.

“Despite the record of Muslim failure against Western military
forces,  far  too  many  recent  Western  historians  promulgate
politically correct illusions about Islamic might, as well as
spurious claims that once upon a time Islamic science and
technology  were  far  superior  to  that  of  a  backward  and
intolerant Europe.”{18}

“In 1148 all Christians and Jews were ordered to convert to
Islam or leave Moorish Spain immediately, on pain of death. .
. . And as (they) disappeared, they took the “advanced” Muslim
culture with them. What they left behind was a culture so
backward that it couldn’t even copy Western technology but had
to  buy  it  and  often  even  had  to  hire  Westerners  to  use
it.”{19}

What we had been taught were Dark Ages of no progress were
actually a period of great progress in the development of
individual freedom and the concept of capitalism.



The Reformation and Religious Freedom
Martin  Luther,  the  catalytic  figure  of  the  Reformation,
asserted  that  salvation  is  God’s  gift,  freely  given,  and
gained entirely by faith in Jesus as the redeemer. Each person
must establish his or her own personal relationship with God.
This new emphasis on individual freedom and responsibility was
certainly  consistent  with  the  key  aspects  of  Western
modernity. But the way these ideas played out in society were
a different matter.

The popular view promulgated by English and German historians
was that the Protestant Reformation, which roughly occurred
between A.D. 1515 and 1685, was facilitated by the printing
press and the spread of literacy, resulting in a “remarkable
revival of popular piety and the spread of religious liberty.”
You were probably taught that this new view of piety, placing
the responsibility of a relationship with God squarely on the
shoulders of the individual rather than on the intervening
work of the Church, created a new environment of religious
tolerance  and  personal  piety.  This  environment  was
invigorating  to  the  concepts  of  scientific  and  economic
progress. However, the real situation was far different from
this  idealistic  view  promulgated  by  English  and  German
historians.  Far  from  introducing  religious  liberty  to  the
masses, the Protestant Reformation was more about switching
one monopoly religion for another.

Stark points out three ways in which earlier historians and
sociologists have misrepresented what went on in the spread of
the Protestant Reformation. These historians and probably your
high school history textbook, taught the following about the
Reformation:

1. The Reformation introduced an era of religious freedom in
Europe

2. The Reformation was able to spread rapidly because of the



newly invented printing press

3. The Reformation’s spread was partially a result of its
attractiveness to the common man.

On  the  first  point,  rather  than  introducing  an  era  of
religious freedom, the Reformation produced competing monopoly
religions. Depending upon the area in which one lived, the
pressure to conform to the religion adopted by that region was
immense.  So what determined whether your region would be
Catholic  or  Protestant?   If  the  area’s  current  Catholic
hierarchy was not operating under the rule of local rulers or
councils,  the  rulers  were  very  likely  to  convert  to  a
Protestant  view,  thereby  removing  the  influence  of  the
Catholic Church in their domain. Importantly, it allowed them
to loot church property in the name of religion. As Stark
point out, “It is all well and good to note the widespread
appeal of the doctrine that we are saved by faith alone, but
it also must be recognized that Protestantism prevailed only
where  the local rulers or councils had not already imposed
their rule over the Church. Pocketbook issues prevailed.”{20}

Was it the printing press that allowed the Reformation to
spread  rapidly?  If  so,  one  would  expect  that  cities  with
printing presses producing Luther’s pamphlets and his Bible,
would be most likely to align with Protestantism. Yet what we
find is a negative correlation between towns with printers who
had  published  Luther’s  Bible  and  those  towns  which  had
converted to Protestantism. The printing press was certainly a
factor  in  spreading  Luther’s  theology,  but  if  it  was  the
dominant factor we should see a strongly positive correlation,
not a negative one. “Indeed, assessments of the impact of
printed materials on the success of the Lutheran Reformation
too  often  overlook  a  critical  factor:  no  more  than  five
percent of Germans in this era could read.”{21}

Finally, a widely held belief is that the Lutheran Reformation
touched the hearts of the masses, resulting in a huge revival



in personal faith and piety. However, most people were not
personally  impacted  by  the  theological  arguments  between
Catholicism and Protestantism. The common man in Germany at
that time was, at best, semi-Christian. As Stark points out,
“Eventually even Martin Luther admitted that neither the tidal
wave of publications nor all the Lutheran preachers in Germany
had made the slightest dent in the ignorance, irreverence, and
alienation of the masses. Luther complained in 1529, “Dear
God,  help  us!  .  .  .  The  common  man,  especially  in  the
villages, knows absolutely nothing about Christian doctrine;
and indeed many pastors are in effect unfit and incompetent to
teach. Yet they all are called Christians, are baptized, and
enjoy the holy sacraments – even though they cannot recite
either the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed or the Commandments. They
live just like animals.”

The  Scientific  Revolution  and
Christianity
The term “Scientific Revolution” was coined, referring to the
period in the sixteenth and seventeenth century beginning with
Copernicus and ending with Newton, when the rate of scientific
advancement  was  thought  to  have  increased  dramatically.
However,  modern  historians  say  that  no  such  revolution
occurred,  although  the  role  of  science  definitely  matured
during that period of time. Many of us remember being taught
three aspects of this so-called revolution that we want to
consider:

1. Most key scientific contributors had freed themselves
from the rigid dogmas of faith.

2. The Protestant Reformation had freed society from “the
dead hand of the Catholic Church,” thereby making real
scientific thinking possible.

3. Real science could not occur in universities controlled
by the churches.



However,  Rodney  Stark  points  out  that  current  evidence
indicates  that  all  of  these  claims  are  false,  stating,
“Indeed, Christianity was essential to the rise of science,
which is why science was a purely Western phenomenon.”{22}

Of  the  52  most  prominent  contributors  to  scientific
advancement during this period, we find that 60% of them were
devout  believers  in  Christianity.  Only  one  of  them  was  a
skeptic toward the message of Christianity. And the rest were
classified as conventionally religious. So, the idea promoted
by contemporary philosophers that scientific advancement was
the result of freeing themselves from belief in the dogmas of
the faith could not be further from the truth.

Of  these  52  leaders  of  the  scientific  community,  26  were
Protestant  and  26  were  Catholic.  This  equal  distribution
belies  the  common  wisdom  that  the  Protestant  revolution
allowed real scientific thinking to begin to take root. It
appears that prior advances in scientific thought had prepared
the minds of these individuals to advance the frontiers even
further,  regardless  of  whether  they  were  Protestant  or
Catholic.  Both  faiths  believed  in  God  as  the  Intelligent
Designer of a rational universe, and a rational universe was
one that could be understood through the application of the
scientific method.

As  noted  earlier,  most  modern  historians  sided  with  the
statement, “Not only were the universities of Europe not the
foci of scientific activity . . . but the universities were
the principal centers of opposition for the new conceptions of
nature which modern science constructed.”{23} Actually, 92% of
these leaders in scientific research spent an extended period
of time of ten years or more in the universities. Nearly half
of them served as university professors during their careers.
In fact, the distinguished historian of science Edward Grant
stated, “The medieval university laid far greater emphasis on
science than does its modern counterpart.”{24}



Stark wrote, “Science only arose in Christian Europe because
only medieval Europeans believed that science was possible and
desirable. And the basis of their belief was their image of
God and his creation.”{25} As the distinguished mathematician
and scientist, Johannes Kepler stated, “The chief aim of all
investigations of the external world should be to discover the
rational order and harmony imposed on it by God and which he
revealed to us in the language of mathematics.”{26} Thus, the
so-called  scientific  revolution  occurred  not  in  spite  of
Christianity but rather directly because a Christian worldview
beckoned them to study the nature of our world more closely.

Protestant Missionaries and the Rise of
Western Democracies
Protestant missionaries are often portrayed as the villains of
imperialistic expansion. They have often been portrayed as
having  a  greater  interest  in  converting  their  charges  to
Western culture than introducing them to eternal life through
Jesus Christ. However, their personal and public publications
do  not  support  this  negative  view.  On  the  contrary,
“Missionaries  undertook  many  aggressive  actions  to  defend
local  peoples  against  undue  exploitation  by  colonial
officials.”{27}

Beyond correcting this distorted view of missionary purpose,
modern historians have discovered an interesting impact. A
recent study has shown that the rise and spread of stable
democracies  in  the  non-Western  world  can  be  attributed
primarily to the impact of Protestant missionaries. According
to a study by sociologist Robert Woodberry,{28} the impact of
these missionaries far exceeds that of fifty other control
variables such as gross domestic product and whether or not a
nation was a British colony. One would think that having a
healthy amount of production per individual would be one of
the biggest factors leading to a stable democratic government.
But the data shows that it has been much more important to



have  the  teaching  and  leadership  development  provided  by
Protestant missionaries.

In addition, the greater number of Protestant missionaries per
capita in a nation in 1923, the lower that nation’s infant-
mortality rate in 2000. In this case, the effect of having
Protestant missionaries was more than nine times as large as
the effect of current GDP per capita. In other words, having a
history of Protestant missionaries is much more important than
having a large amount of money in determining a low infant-
mortality rate.

Conclusion

Many of us have been given the impression by educators that
the scientific, governmental, and societal advances we enjoy
are  the  result  of  enlightened  people  taking  off  their
religious  blinders  and  thinking  more  clearly  about  these
topics.  Sociologist  Rodney  Stark  presents  compelling  data,
arguing  that  in  fact  it  was  the  unique  worldview  of
Christianity that created societies in which new ideas could
foment and flourish. This Christian worldview was fundamental
to the advances in economics, science and government common in
our current world. Understanding the worldview that fueled the
advances making up our modern world is important if we are to
continue to move ahead responsibly.
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