Introducing Probe’s New
Survey: Religious Views and
Practices 2020

The results are in from Probe’s newest assessment of the state
of biblical beliefs in America 2020, and the news is not good.

Our 2020 survey reveals a striking decline in evangelical
religious beliefs and practices over the last ten years. From
a biblical worldview to doctrinal beliefs and pluralism to the
application of biblical teaching to sexual mores, the number
of Americans applying biblical teaching to their thinking has
dropped significantly over this period. Unfortunately, the
greatest level of decline is found among Born Again
Protestants.

Our previous survey, the 2010 Probe Culturally Captive
Christians survey{l}, was limited to Born Again Americans’
ages 18 through 40. This survey of 817 people was focused on a
obtaining a deeper understanding of the beliefs and behaviors
of young adult, Born Again Christian Americans.

Our new 2020 survey looks at Americans from 18 through 55 from
all religious persuasions. Although still focused on looking
at religious beliefs and attitudes toward cultural behaviors,
we expanded the scope, surveying 3,106 Americans ages 18
through 55. Among those responses, there are 717 who are Born
Again{2}, allowing us to make meaningful comparisons with our
2010 results while also comparing the beliefs of Born Again
Christians with those of other religious persuasions.

Two questions were used in both surveys to categorize people
as Born Again{3}. Those questions are:

1. Have you ever made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ
that is still important in your life today? Answer: YES
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2. What best describes your belief about what will happen to
you after you die? Answer:
I will go to heaven because I confessed my sins and accepted
Jesus Christ as my savior.

In our 2020 survey, we delve into what American’s believe
regarding biblical worldview, basic biblical doctrine,
pluralism and tolerance, religious practices, applications of
religious beliefs to cultural issues, and more. In this first
release, we lay the groundwork by explaining the trends in
religious affiliation over time using a number of different
surveys. Then we look deeper, examining how many of those of
each religious faith group adhered to a biblical worldview in
2010 and now in 2020.

Laying the Groundwork: American Religious
Affiliations Over Time

How have the religious affiliations of American young adults
changed over the years? We have examined data over the last
fifty years{4} to answer this question. From 1972 through the
early 1990's, the portion of the population affiliated with
each major religious group stayed fairly constant. But since
then, there have been significant changes. As an example,
looking at data from the General Social Survey (GSS){5}
surveys of 1988, 1998, 2010, and 2018 and our 2020 Religious
Views survey, we see dramatic changes as shown in Figure 1.
Note that the GSS survey asks, “Have you ever had a “born
again” experience?” rather than the two questions used in the
Probe surveys (see above). Looking at the chart it appears
that the question used in the GSS surveys is answered yes more
often than the two questions used by Probe.
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Figure 1 — Religious Affiliations of
Young Adults Over Time

As shown, the most dramatic change is the increase in the
percentage of those who do not select a Christian affiliation
(i.e., Other Religion and Unaffiliated). Looking at GSS data
for those age 18-29, the percentage has grown from 20% of the
population in 1988 to over 45% of the population in 2018. Most
of this growth is in the number of Unaffiliated (those who
select Atheist, Agnostic or Nothing in Particular). In fact,
those from other religious faiths{6} grew from 7% to 10% over
this time period while the Unaffiliated almost tripled from
13% to 35% of the population.

The Pew Research data (not shown in the graph) shows an even
greater increase, growing from 27% in 1996 to 59% in 2020. The
Probe data from 2020 tracks the GSS data, supporting the
overall growth trend shown in the figure.

Looking at the Unaffiliated for the 30-39 age group, we see
the same growth trend growing from 9% to 30%. Comparing the
18-29 data with the 30-39 data, we can determine that more
people are transitioning to Unaffiliated as they mature. For
example, we see that 26% of those in their twenties were
Unaffiliated in 2010, growing to 30% of those in their
thirties in 2018. This result means that more of the people in
their twenties became Unaffiliated in their thirties. This
result runs directly counter to the supposition of many that



the growth in Unaffiliated will dissipate as young adults age
and return to churches to raise their families.{7}

Considering the other religions shown in Figure 1, we see that
the group seeing the greatest decline is Other Protestants,
i.e. Protestants who did not profess to being born again. As
shown, this group dropped by half (from 26% down to 13%) from
1988 to 2018. Similarly, those professing to be Catholics
dropped by one quarter (from 24% to 18%) over the same time
period.

In the GSS data, Born Again Protestants are remaining a
relatively constant percent of the population. There has been
a steady decline in those ages 18-29, but those in their
thirties have not declined over this time period. This data
appears to indicate that some young adults in their late
twenties and early thirties are undergoing a “born again”
experience.

However, while Born Again Protestants have remained stable,
those who say they are affiliated with an Evangelical church
have begun to decline somewhat. Pew Research surveys{8} of at
least 10,000 American adults do show a decline in young adult
Evangelicals from 28% in 2007 to 25% in 2014 to 20% in 2019.

Is a Christian Biblical Worldview Common
Among Young Americans?

In assessing the worldview of people, we were not able to sit
down and talk to them to fully understand their worldview. So,
our 2010 and 2020 surveys include specific questions which
help us identify someone with a Christian biblical worldview.
A set of four questions is used to assess what we call a Basic
Biblical Worldview. Two additional questions are added to get
to a fuller assessment first used by the Barna Group. We use
the six questions together to assess what we call an Expanded
Biblical Worldview. The questions are as follows:



Basic Biblical Worldview

1. Which of the following descriptions comes closest to what
you personally believe to be true about God: God is the all-
powerful, all knowing, perfect creator of the universe who
rules the world today.{9}

2. The Bible is totally accurate in all of its teachings:
Strongly Agree

3. If a person is generally good enough or does enough good
things for others during their life, they will earn a place
in heaven: Disagree Strongly

4, When He lived on earth, Jesus Christ committed sins like
other people: Disagree Strongly

Additional Beliefs for an Expanded Biblical Worldview

5. The devil or Satan is not a real being, but is a symbol
of evil: Disagree Strongly

6. Some people believe there are moral truths (such as
murder is always wrong) that are true for everyone,
everywhere and for all time. Others believe that moral truth
always depends upon circumstances. Do you believe there are
moral truths that are unchanging, or does moral truth always
depend upon circumstances: There are moral truths that are
true for everyone, everywhere and for all time.
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Figure 4 — Worldview Beliefs of 2020
Protestants

First, how do different Christian groups respond to these
questions? In Figure 4, we show the percentage of each group
in 2020 who have either a Basic Biblical Worldview or an
Expanded Biblical Worldview. We wuse three groups of
affiliations: Born Again Christians, Other Protestants, and
Catholics.{10} On the left half of the chart, we indicate the
percentage with a Basic Biblical Worldview by affiliation and
age group. Those in the Born Again Christian group are at
about 25% (about 1 out of 4) for those under the age of 40 and
then jump up to 35% (about 1 out of 3) for those between 40
and 55. For those in the Other Protestant group, much less
than 10% (1 out of 10) possess a Basic Biblical Worldview.
Almost no Catholics possess a Basic Biblical Worldview. For
both the Other Protestant group and the Catholics, the concept
the vast majority do not agree with is that you cannot earn
your way to heaven via good works. The other three questions
are also much lower for Other Protestants and Catholics than
for Born Again Christians.

Adding in the questions on Satan and absolutes for an Expanded
Biblical Worldview, we see each group drop significantly. The
Born Again Christian group runs about 15% below age 40 and 25%
(or 1 in 4) from 40 to 55. The other two groups drop from
almost none to barely any.
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If we compare the 18-29 result from 2010 with the 30-39 result
from 2020 (i.e., the same age cohort 10 years later), we see a
drop from 47% to 25% for the Basic Biblical Worldview and from
32% to 16% for the Expanded Biblical Worldview. So, the
percentage of Born Again Christians with a Biblical Worldview
(of either type) has been cut in half over the last decade.
This result is a startling degradation in worldview beliefs of
Born Again Christians over just 10 years.
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shown in Figure 6. Once again, comparing the 18-29 age group
from 2010 with the same age group ten years later now 30-39,
we find an even greater drop off. For the Basic Biblical
Worldview, we see a drop off from 13% of the population down
to 6%. For the Expanded Biblical Worldview, the decline 1is
from 9% down to just over 3% (a drop off of two thirds).

The drop off seen over this ten-year period is more than
dramatic and extremely discouraging. In 2010, we had about 10%



of the population modeling an active biblical worldview.
Although small, 10% of the population means that most people
would know one of these committed Christians. At between 6%
and 3%, the odds of impacting a significant number of
Americans are certainly reduced.

However, we cannot forget that the percent of biblical
worldview Christians in the Roman Empire in AD 60 was much
less than 1% of the population. Three hundred years later
virtually the entire empire was at least nominally Christian.
If we will commit ourselves to “proclaiming the excellencies
of Him who called us out of darkness into His marvelous
light,”{11} God will bring revival to our land.

Second, how do various religious groups stack up against these
questions?
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You can see that there are three distinct patterns. First,
Born Again Christians where almost half of them answered four
or more questions from a biblical perspective (the top two
sections of each bar). Then, we see Other Protestants,
Catholics{12}, and Other Religions{l3} chart about the same,
with over half answering zero or one and very few answering
more than three.



Finally, we see that the Unaffiliated have over 85% who answer
zero or one. This result is one of many we have identified
over the years, clearly showing that the Unaffiliated are not
active Christians who do not want to affiliate with a
particular group. Some have suggested this possibility, but
the data does not support that hopeful concept.
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Figure 8 — What Do You Personally
Believe to be True About God?

Third, what do they say about God and His relationship to the
world?

People have many different views of God or gods in this life.
In this chart, we look at how 18-to 39-year old respondents
define God across the different religious affiliations used in
the prior chart. Our respondents were asked: Which of the
following descriptions comes closest to what you personally
believe to be true about God? They were given the following
answers to choose from (without the titles).

1. God Rules: God is the all-powerful, all-knowing, perfect
creator of the universe who rules the world today.

2. Impersonal Force: God refers to the total realization of
personal human potential OR God represents a state of higher
consciousness that a person may reach.



3. Deism: God created but is no longer involved with the
world today.

4. Many gods: There are many gods, each with their different
power and authority.

5. No God: There is no such thing as God.
6. Don’t Know: Don’t know

Once again, the answers fall into three groups. A vast
majority of Born Again Christians (~80%) believe in a creator
God who is still active in the world today. It is somewhat
surprising that over 20% ascribe to a different view of God.
The second group consists of Other Protestants who do not
claim to be born again, Catholics and Other Religions. These
groups are remarkably similar in their responses with around
40% who believe in an active, creator God. So, the remaining
60% have a different view. The third group are the
Unaffiliated with less than 10% professing belief in an
active, creator God. Over 50% believe in no God or they just
don’'t know. Overall, only about one third of Americans 55 and
under believe in an active, creator God. We must admit that
America is not a Judeo-Christian nation as the belief in God
is central to Judeo-Christian views. From an evangelistic
viewpoint, one needs to be prepared to explain why someone
should believe in a creator God. The Probe Ministries website,
www.probe.org, is an excellent place to explore the topic.{14}

Summary

This document begins the process of understanding the status
and trends of religious beliefs and behaviors in the America
of this third decade of the twenty first century. Several
findings addressed above are worth highlighting in summary.

e Unaffiliated Americans continue their growth toward one
half of the population which began before the turn of this
century. The current number of young adults (under the age



of 40) who are unaffiliated ranges between one third and one
half of our population.

* The percentage of young adult Americans who claim to be
Born Again Protestants has declined slightly among the
youngest group (18-29) but has remained fairly constant
during this century.

e Other Protestants and Catholics have seen marked declines
during this century. The percentage of young adult Other
Protestants has dropped by one half (from about one quarter
of the population to about one eighth) since 1988.

e Born Again Christians are the only group to have a
significant number of adherents who profess to having a
Basic Biblical Worldview. This worldview is measured by the
answers to four very basic questions at the heart of
Christian doctrine. Even among this group, only about one in
four (25%) of them hold to a Basic Biblical Worldview.

* Over the last ten years, the number of young adult (18-39)
Born Again Christians with a Basic Biblical Worldview has
dropped by two thirds from almost 15% of the population down
to about 5%. This is a remarkable and devastating drop in
one decade.

e Just under one half of Born Again Christians agree with
more than three of the six worldview questions. Amongst
other Christian groups and the population as a whole less
than one in ten do so.

* Overall, only about one third of Americans 55 and under
believe in an active, creator God.

In our next release, we will look at how American young adults
* react to the doctrine of Jesus Christ,

* believe that Jesus is the only path to heaven, and



e have a classic view of tolerance.

In the meantime, be in prayer about what you can do in your
sphere of influence to stem the trends listed above.

Notes

1. For a detailed analysis of the outcomes of our 2010 survey
and other surveys from that decade, go to our book Cultural
Captives: The Beliefs and Behavior of American Young Adults.

2. The 717 respondents equated to 747 equivalent people when
weighted to adjust for differences between those surveyed and
the distribution of gender, ethnicity, ages, and location as
given by the United States Census Bureau.

3. Our 2010 survey was facilitated by the Barna Group and I
would presume they commonly use these two questions in other
surveys to identify born again Christians.

4. We have looked at religious affiliation from Pew Research,
GSS, PALS, Barna Group and others.

5. General Social Survey data was downloaded from the
Association of Religion Data Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and
were collected by the National Opinion Research Center.

6. Note that the Other Religions category includes Christian
cults (e.g. Mormon, Jehovah’s Witnesses), Jews, and other
world religions.

7. In future releases, we will also see that the Unaffiliated
are very unlikely to hold to basic Christian beliefs.

8. U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007, U.S. Religious
Landscape Survey 2014, Religious Knowledge Survey 2019 Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and were collected by the Pew
Research Center.

9. Other answers to select from: God created but is no longer
involved with the world today; God refers to the total
realization of personal human potential; there are many gods,
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each with their different power and authority; God represents
a state of higher consciousness that a person may reach; there
1s no such thing as God; and don’t know.

10. Born Again Christians include Catholics who answered the
born again questions to allow comparison with the 2010 survey
but in the Catholic category we include all Catholics
including those who are born again.

11. 1 Peter 2:9

12. Catholics here include about 20% who profess to be born
again. That subset is included in both the BA Christian column
and the Catholic column in Figure 7 and Figure 8.

13. One of the reasons that Other Religions include some that
answer more than three worldview questions is that Mormons and
other Christian cults are included in that category.

14. Articles on our website addressing this topic include
Evidence for God’'s Existence, There is a God, Does God Exist:
A Christian Argument from Non-biblical Sources, The Impotence
of Darwinism, Darwinism: A Teetering House of Cards, and many
others.

©2021 Probe Ministries

A Christian Worldview
Appraisal of Gun Control and
the Second Amendment

Steve Cable examines the Second Amendment from a biblical
perspective.

In today’s America, the Second Amendment invokes intense
arguments regarding its meaning and application. Events like
the Newton school, the Aurora movie theater, and the Tucson
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shopping center shootings bring sorrow to our minds and
prayers to our lips. Some say the way to prevent these
tragedies is to remove the right for individuals to own and
carry firearms. Others argue that firearms carried by
responsible individuals could have prevented much, if not all,
the carnage of these mass shootings.

Any discussion of the Second Amendment should begin
by making sure we are familiar with the wording and
the original meaning of this part of our Bill of
Rights. The Second Amendment states: “A well-
regulated Militia, being necessary to the security
of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear
Arms, shall not be infringed.” Although we can reasonably
assume the authors of the Bill of Rights and the people of
that day felt that this was an unambiguous statement, it is
not the case today.

Some believe that the phrase “the right of the people to keep
and bear Arms” creates an individual constitutional right.
This view is referred to as the “individual right theory,”{1}
that legislative bodies are precluded from prohibiting firearm
possession. Others argue that the phrase “a well-regulated
Militia” means that it was only intended to restrict Congress
from legislating away a state’s right of self-defense. This
view is called the “collective rights theory.”{2}

In all likelihood, the authors intentionally combined these
two thoughts. The states could not muster a militia of their
people unless the people were allowed to keep arms. This view
is supported by people involved in crafting and/or approving
the Bill of Rights. Samuel Adams wrote, “The said Constitution
be never construed to authorize Congress to . . . prevent the
people of the United States, who are peaceable citizens, from
keeping their own arms.”{3} Similarly, Noah Webster wrote,
“Before a standing army can rule, the people must be disarmed;
as they are in almost every kingdom in Europe. The supreme
power in American cannot enforce unjust laws by the sword;


http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/2nd-amendment.mp3

because the whole body of the people are armed, and constitute
a force superior to any band of regular troops that can be on
any pretense, raised in the United States.”{4}

Does a Christian worldview provide guidance for our views on
the Second Amendment? The Bible does not talk about guns, but
does it provide instruction on this issue? In 1 Peter, we
learn that governments bear the sword to implement justice.
Under our Constitution, we, the people, are ultimately the
ones who bear the sword to ensure justice.

The Second Amendment: Why Was It Added?

As discussed above, those responsible for the Second Amendment
intended to ensure individuals could bear firearms legally.
What concerns led to this original amendment to our
constitution?

To understand, we should review the context for the
introduction of the Bill of Rights. When the Constitution was
sent to the states for ratification in 1787, two groups formed
around adding a bill of rights to the Constitution, the
Federalists and the Anti-Federalists. The Federalists
supported the Constitution as written, believing that any
attempt to list certain rights as remaining with individuals
or states would be interpreted as making other rights subject
to the federal government. The Anti-Federalists believed it
was important to clearly state key fundamental rights over
which the federal government would have no jurisdiction.
Neither group was arguing against any of the Bill of Rights,
but rather whether it was more effective to be silent or to
list them explicitly.

The Federalists, who had the majority of delegates to the
convention, were wrong in assuming that most people would
agree with their hands-off approach. This situation led to
many of the states ratifying the Constitution with the
stipulation that a bill of rights be added. The right to bear



arms was a common component of these stipulations. As James

Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers, “The advantage of

being armed, which the Americans possess over the people of

almost every other nation . . . forms a barrier against the

enterprises of ambition . . . The several kingdoms of Europe
. are afraid to trust the people with arms.”{5}

When the first Congress met, James Madison presented a bill of
rights before the members of the House. The first Congress
converted these into twelve amendments which were sent back to
the states for ratification in September of 1789. The language
which would become the Second Amendment was essentially
unchanged from that offered by Madison. On March 1, 1792,
Thomas Jefferson announced the ratification of the United
States Bill of Rights.

In Romans, Paul wrote, “But if you do what is evil, be afraid;
for (governing authorities) do not bear the sword for nothing;
for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on
the one who practices evil.”{6} However, if government
officials hold all power, those who would control us will seek
that power by taking over the government. 1In
our constitutional system, the people are the ultimate
governing authorities and thus are given the right to bear
arms to protect the nation against those who would take over
for the practice of evil.

The Second Amendment: How Is It Applied
Today?

As noted previously, two different +thoughts arose
in interpreting the Second Amendment, namely the “individual
rights theory” and the “collective rights theory.” Which view
is supported by the Supreme Court?

In the most recent ruling of 2008, the court ruled
the amendment confers an individual right to possess a firearm
for traditionally lawful purposes such as self-defense. It



also determined that the clause concerning a well-regulated
militia does not limit the part which clearly states an
individual’s right to keep and bear arms. Thus, the Court
affirmed the “individual rights theory” of interpretation.

Remember, the framers of the Second Amendment were aware that
guns held by individuals could be used for criminal activity.
They felt that protecting individual 1liberty was more
important than trying to create a perfectly safe environment.
However, it should not be interpreted that everyone should
have equal access to firearms. The Court has supported
laws which 1) restrict those with mental problems or a
criminal background in acquiring guns and 2) limit general
access to specific types of weapons for mass destruction.

The difficult question is, when does the government cross the
line into the realm of interfering with a person’s rights?
First, what is meant by arms; does it include tanks, RPGs,
etc.? Second, what could legally preclude a person’s right to
bear arms? What type of personality or personality disorder
makes it dangerous to others for you to carry a gun?

On the first question, the answer is not defined by what 1is
needed for hunting or protection from thieves. From the
perspective of the Founding Fathers, it needs to be weapons
such that if a sufficient number of people possess them, the
government is unable through the force of an army to impose
any unconstitutional burdens upon the people. The Court’s
position is that rifles and handguns are sufficient and that
the government has the right to control other types of
weapons.

The second question is equally difficult: how does
one determine who is sane enough to have the right to bear
arms? The Court has allowed this to be defined in terms of
mental deficiencies, mental problems and a criminal
background.



In 1 Timothy 2:1-2, we are told to pray for those
in authority, that we may lead a quiet and peaceful life with
all godliness and dignity. Our Constitution indicates that we
are to take up arms as necessary to protect a government
supporting godliness and dignity. It is reasonable to preclude
those without a sane concept of a quiet and peaceful life
from accessing firearms, which would always be a small
minority of the populace.

The Second Amendment: Should It Be
Ignored?

To this point, we have laid out the history and the status of
our right to bear arms. We have three possible responses: 1)
accept and obey this law, 2) ignore it as counter to God’s
greater law, or 3) work to repeal the law. Let us first
consider the question, “Is this a law that we should ignore?”

As spelled out in Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2, Christians are to
uphold the laws of our land. Although no specific governmental
system is promoted in the New Testament, we appreciate a
system that protects our ability to worship God consistent
with 1 Timothy 2:1-2. We support protecting the
individual religious freedom offered by this country. At the
same time, we want to limit robbery, murder and mayhem. How do
these potentially conflicting desires relate to our view of
the Second Amendment?

Remember, 1its wunderlying purpose 1is to ensure that
our freedoms as individuals and as states are never trampled
on by the federal government or others. The framers of the
Constitution were worried about the tendency of large
governments to attempt to consolidate their power at
the expense of freedom. As Christians, we should desire to
live in a society where we are free to worship God and share
our faith with others.

In 1 Timothy 2:1-4, we see that we should pray for such a



society because “This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight
of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to
come to the knowledge of the truth.” As citizens of this
nation, the Second Amendment makes it clear that we have a
responsibility to protect our rights from those who would
attempt to abuse their position, to maintain our freedoms
including our freedom to live godly lives and share Christ
freely.

In 2 Peter 2:13-14, we are to submit “for the Lord’s sake to
every human institution,” whether to a king or his
representatives. Within our structure of government, we submit
to our Constitution and its principles. The Second Amendment
calls for us (if needed) to be armed and ready as individuals
to participate in a state militia or, in the absence of a
militia, to act as individuals to protect our liberty.
In 2008, the Supreme Court ruled that this also confers an
individual right to possess a firearm for traditionally lawful
purposes.

Clearly, the right to bear arms as defined in our Constitution
and explained by Supreme Court rulings is not counter to
biblical teaching. Therefore, we are to act in accordance with
this amendment to our Constitution. Whether we should try to
repeal this law is discussed below.

The Second Amendment: Should It Be
Repealed?

If the Second Amendment creates more harm than good, we can
support repealing it. The main argument for this position 1is
that guns are used by some to harm the innocent. If guns are
freely available to the citizenry, does the harm done outweigh
the value envisioned by the Second Amendment?

Many innocent people have been killed by deranged individuals
and criminals with guns; at the same time, we cannot remember
a time when American citizens were called to the streets to



protect our Constitution. Have we reached a point where the
nature of today’s weapons and our society make the Second
Amendment a detriment?

One group argues that if private ownership was illegal and
strictly enforced, it would severely limit gun violence. An
opposing view believes the problem is actually worsened by the
lack of gun ownership by the public. If more law abiding
citizens were armed and prepared to respond, the number of
people killed would drop due to the deterrent effect.

What is the problem with repealing the Second Amendment? To
have no guns among the citizenry, the government must be very
proactive in removing guns from society as a whole. Guns must
be removed from those not inclined to obey&mdash; a very
difficult task as evidenced by the prevalence of alcohol
during Prohibition. If accomplished, the government must
assume unprecedented powers which may be fine as long as
the Constitutional is not usurped. But if a future government
decides to do so, there will be nothing to stop it.

Swords were used to kill people in Jesus’ day. Did Jesus rail
against the presence of swords and demand that no one but
soldiers should carry them? No, in fact, he told His disciples
that he who had no sword should buy one because of the
troubled days ahead.{7} Peter was carrying his sword in the
garden when Jesus was arrested.{8} While Jesus kept Peter from
interfering with His arrest, Jesus did not use that situation
to initiate a “sword control” campaign.

Perhaps a more sensible way to control gun violence would be
to encourage law-abiding citizens to carry weapons,
particularly in public areas. This approach creates a
deterrent against the insane, the criminal, and a future
government gone amok.

According to Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3, in the last days,
swords will be beaten into plowshares and nations will no



longer lift up the sword against other nations. We are clearly
not in those last days now. Keeping the Second Amendment in
place highlights our commitment to a government “of the
people, by the people and for the people,” while we wait for
Christ’s bodily return.
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Social Media

Kerby Anderson assesses how social media’s 1influence 1is
changing our brains and the way we think. He also provides an
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overview of censorship within social media.

The influence of social media in our society has increased
dramatically in the last decade. This leads to two very
important questions. First, how are the various forms of
social media and these digital devices affecting us? Second,
should we respond to the documented examples of censorship on
these social media platforms?

Social Media Influence

More than a decade ago, social scientists and social
commentators expressed concern about how the Internet in
general and social media in particular was influencing us.
Nicholas Carr raised this question in an Atlantic article
entitled “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” He observed that “Over
the past few years I've had an uncomfortable sense that
someone, or something, has been tinkering with my brain,
remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory.” He
believed this came from using the Internet and searching the
web with Google.

He later went on to write a book with the arresting title, The
Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains. He
surveyed brain research that helped to explain why we don’t
read as much and why it is so hard to concentrate. The
Internet and social media are retraining our brains. He says,
“Once I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now I zip along
the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski.”

A developmental psychologist at Tufts University put it this
way. “We are not only what we read. We are how we read.” The
style of reading on the Internet puts “efficiency” and
“immediacy” above other factors. Put simply, it has changed
the way we read and acquire information.

You might say that would only be true for the younger
generation. Older people are set in their ways. The Internet



could not possibly change the way the brains of older people
download information. Not true. The 100 billion neurons inside
our skulls can break connections and form others. A
neuroscientist at George Mason University says: “The brain has
the ability to reprogram itself on the fly, altering the way
it functions.”

The proliferation of social media has also begun to shorten
our time of concentration. Steven Kotler made this case in his
Psychology Today blog, “How Twitter Makes You Stupid.” He once
asked the author of the best-selling book why he called it the
“8 Minute Meditation.” The author told him that eight minutes
was the length of time of an average segment of television. He
reasoned that “most of us already know exactly how to pay
attention for eight minutes.”

Steven Kotler argues that Twitter was reducing the time of
concentration to 140 words (back when that was the word
limit). He showed how Twitter was constantly tuning “the brain
to reading and comprehending information 140 characters at a
time.” He concluded that “[I]f you take a Twitter-addicted
teen and give them a reading comprehension test, their
comprehension levels will plunge once they pass the 140 word
mark.”

Not only is there a problem with concentration; there is a
problem with distraction. A study at the University of
Illinois found that if an interruption takes place at a
natural breakpoint, then the mental disruption is less. If it
came at a less opportune time, the user experienced the “where
was I?” brain lock.

Another problem is what is called “continuous partial
attention.” People who use mobile devices often use their
devices while they should be paying attention to something
else. Psychologists tell us that we really aren’t
multitasking, but rather engage in rapid-fire switching of
attention among tasks. It is inevitable they are going to miss



key information if part of their focus 1is on their digital
devices.

There 1s also the concern that social media and digital
devices are reducing our creativity. Turning on a digital
device and checking social media when you are “doing nothing”
replaces what we used to do in the days before these devices
were invented. Back then, we called it “daydreaming.” That is
when the brain often connects unrelated facts and thoughts.
You have probably had some of your most creative ideas while
shaving, putting on makeup, or driving. That is when your
brain can be creative. Checking e-mail and social media sites
reduces daydreaming.

These new media platforms present a challenge to us as
Christians. As we use these new forms of media, we should
always be aware of their influence on us. They can easily
conform us to the world (Romans 12:2). Therefore, we should
make sure that we are not taken captive (Colossians 2:8) by
the false philosophies of the world.

Christians should strive to apply the principle set forth in
Philippians 4:8. “Finally, brothers, whatever 1is true,
whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever 1is pure,
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any
excellence, if there 1is anything worthy of praise, think about
these things.”

A wise Christian will use discernment when approaching the
various social media platforms. They provide 1lots of
information and connect us with people around the world. But
we should also guard against the worldly influence that 1is
also promoted on many of these platforms.

Social Media Censorship

Big Tech companies have been censoring content for many years.
Many years ago, the National Religious Broadcasters began



monitoring censorship on these social media platforms through
their John Milton Project for Religious Free Speech. Even back
then, their report concluded that “The free speech liberty of
citizens who use the Internet is nearing a crisis point.”

A recent Senate hearing provided lots of additional examples.
Senator Marsha Blackburn asked why her pro-life ad was pulled
during the 2018 campaign because Twitter deemed it
“inflammatory.” It is worth noting that she did receive an
apology from the executive who added that they made a “mistake
on your ad.” Senator Ted Cruz pointed to a Susan B. Anthony
List ad that was banned. It had a picture of Mother Teresa
with her quote: “Abortion is profoundly anti-woman.” At the
top of the poster in the committee room was the word:
CENSORED.

A number of commentators (Laura Loomer, Milo Yiannopoulos,
Alex Jones) have been banned from Facebook and Instagram.
Steven Crowder’s YouTube channel has been demonetized. Nearly
two-dozen PragerU videos have been slapped with a restricted
label on YouTube. The list goes on and on.

Big tech does control much of the media world. Google controls
90% of worldwide search, 75% of smartphone operating systems,
67% of desktop browser, and 37% of digital advertising. Add to
this other platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube that
also have a profound influence. At the Senate hearing, Ted
Cruz noted that these big tech companies “are larger and more
powerful than Standard 0il was when it was broken up” and
“larger and more powerful than AT&T when it was broken up.”
But does that mean government should get involved?

Those who are advocating government intervention make the case
that “platform access is a civil right.” The argument is that
private companies are actually violating the civil rights of
Americans in the same way that preventing someone to speak in
a public park would be a violation. They argue that the big
tech companies are a monopoly. And they call for federal and



state regulation of these social media platforms arguing that
the Supreme Court has argued in the past that government
cannot restrict your access to the public square.

The problem with that argument is two-fold. First, these big
tech companies are private companies not the government.
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube platforms are private property
and not the public square. We may not always like what they
do, but they are privately owned technology companies and not
the federal government, which 1s governed by the First
Amendment.

Second, these companies are protected by a section of the 1996
Communications Decency Act that keeps them from being exposed
to potentially crippling liability for something posted on
their platform. Some politicians have called for changing that
legal protection, but Congress seems unlikely to do anything
like that in the near future.

Many conservatives are wary of having the government get
involved in patrolling social media platforms. They remind us
of the 1949 FCC Fairness Doctrine. This regulation was
supposed to provide an opportunity for media outlets to
provide content that was fair, honest, and balanced. Talk
radio and other forms of media exploded once the Fairness
Doctrine was removed. In most cases, government regulation of
the media hurt conservative voices more than helped them.

Even if government were to regulate content on social media
platforms, it is worth mentioning that the major tech
companies would probably have lots of influence. Facebook and
Mark Zuckerberg would have a place at the table as government
drafted various media regulations. It is likely that company
and many others might even help craft regulations that would
protect them from future competitors. We have seen this
picture before in other instances when government intervened.

Some have even suggested that we close our social media



accounts. If you don’'t like the way the New York Times or the
Washington Post reports stories or provides commentary from
people on your side, you don’t have to subscribe to those
newspapers. If you don’t like how MSNBC or Fox News covers
stories, you don’t have to tune to that TV network. Media
outlets are already choosing what to print or broadcast.
Social media platforms are no different.

Sam Sweeney has this advice: “Delete your Facebook, yesterday.
Don’t get your news from Twitter. The issues of free speech on
social media will no longer matter to you. They don’t matter
to me. I’'ve made a decision not to subjugate myself to the
whims of our new overloads.”

I think most of us want to keep our social media accounts
because of the benefit we receive. But I also realize that in
light of what we have discussed in this article, many will
decide to follow his advice and drop one or more of these
social media accounts. We leave that decision to you.
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What 1s Art, Anyway?

When my dear friend Laura Helms told me about integrating her
biblical worldview with how she teaches high school art, I was
fascinated and asked her to write about her approach.

For the last nine years I have had the
privilege of teaching visual arts in the
public school system here in Texas. Each
year I start off with one question on
the board: “What is art?” Students give
a wide range of answers but they usually
land somewhere near the phrase “art can
be whatever you want it to be.”

This year I laid out an assortment of objects ranging from
pottery to paintings to piles of trash that I pulled from the
garbage can that morning. Through many giggles and lots of
guestions, many of the students still firmly asserted that all
of these items could be considered “art.” While you may agree
or disagree with the used candy wrapper being called “art,”
art is a form of visual communication that encompasses the
values and beliefs of the maker. Effective art communicates
those beliefs clearly to the viewer. And I believe good art
communicates truth to the viewer.

I don’t get upset when my students hold the candy wrapper up
as “art.” I don’t get upset because I know why they think that
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way. Matthew 6:22-23 says, “The eye is the lamp of the body.
So, if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of
light, but if your eye is bad, your whole body will be full of
darkness. If then the light in you is darkness, how great is
the darkness!” My primary goal as an art teacher is to help
students learn how to see clearly. The goal is to teach them
to look for truth-objective truth rather than subjective
truth.

Art history 1is a reflection of what cultures believe about
truth. The shift in western art movements closely correlates
to changes in public value systems. Nietsche famously wrote
“God is dead” in the late 1800s. After two world wars, the
rise of Nihilism in the West, and the elevation of reactionary
self-determination supported by the growing popularity of
psychology, artistic thought turned inward for answers to the
human experience. Artists looked at a world going up in flames
and thought to themselves, Maybe it is true. Maybe I am on my
own and this is all there is to life. Artists created art in
their own image, validating their own truths and personal
beliefs. When our eyes do not work, we do not see clearly. It
is not shocking, but it is heartbreaking. When we exchange the
truth of God for a lie (Romans 1:25), we hope to find life in
things that cannot give us life.

I want to briefly share with you the journey my students take
each year. Together we first identify our beliefs. What do you
think the definition of art really is? What is the purpose of
art? How do you know if art 1s good art? We start by
identifying what we believe about “art.”

Next, we look at how we came to hold those beliefs. Together
we look at history, philosophy and the evolution of Western
thought. We talk about wars and Darwin, about appropriation
and human rights. We look at the change in technology and how
it influenced human interaction. We talk about religion and
worldviews. We pinpoint large ideological shifts that show up
in history. Did you know that the phrase “art is about



personal expression” would have been laughed at before 19007
And the phrase “art can be what I want it to be” didn’t show
up in public thought until the 1960s. As a class, we look at
these origins and take note of how they have shaped our own
thoughts and beliefs about art.

Once students can articulate
what they believe about art and
the origins of those beliefs, we
take a second look. How do you
know your beliefs are true? How
has your understanding of art
changed after your studies?
Students think they are profound
when they make grandiose
statements like “art is whatever
I want it to be.” The goal isn’t
to change their beliefs. The
goal is to teach them to see clearly.

I think we all need to go to art class. At our core, none of
us want to be fools, trusting in false hopes. We all desire to
see truth. It is my goal to help them learn how to seek it and
find it. When was the last time you asked yourself, “How do I
know this to be true?”

Now go make some good, weird art.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/what-is-art-anyway/
on April 30, 2019.
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Are Surveys Fake News?

Are Surveys
Fake News?

J‘*i
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On March 7, 2019, Probe’s Senior VP Steve Cable gave a one-
hour presentation drawing on his decades of statistical
research and insight to probe deeply into the trustworthiness
of news containing references to surveys. In this message he
shows why we should remain skeptical of what surveys
purportedly indicate. Sometimes the actual results are
directly opposite of what is claimed.

You can download the mp3 audio recording here.

“Gosnell”: The Doctor Who
Snuffed Out Babies and His
Silencing Accomplices

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

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

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

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

The story tells itself, so the film simply needed to be
believable. The superbly cast “Gosnell” pulls it off, with
characters as diverse as inner-city young women employed by
the mad doctor to a suburbanite prosecutor and mother of five
to the queerly eccentric, self-justified Gosnell himself. (The
lead actor is the actual Gosnell’s doppelganger!) A well-
played Emo blogger may have made the difference in prosecuting
the deranged doctor, while the mainstream press was absent



without leave. Cable TV-level cursing lends a less religious,
more real-to-life tone, but it seemed a bit overdone.

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

That tension between the practice no one talks about and the
inherent law of right and wrong within human hearts at times
splits the screen. The pro-abortion prosecutor subtly rethinks
her position as she cuddles her new baby. The most telling
scene 1s the courtroom practice session with the defense
lawyer, brilliantly played by Nick Searcy. Here, Gosnell
unequivocally states that he has no respect for laws about
training healthcare workers up to code. More chillingly, he
declares that his diagnosis of fetal-and live-birth babies’
viability is the definitive opinion. In other words, the
doctor totally violated the classical “do no harm” doctrine of
medicine as aided and abetted by authorities, wantonly
violated laws designed to protect women, and played God with
babies’ lives even beyond the allowance of Roe-liberalized
abortion laws. But truth has a way of emerging. And history
repeats itself in a way.

How so? The up-to-the-minute story, which smells as fishy as



Gosnell’s clinic and the cover-up-by-negligence that kept him
in grim business for a third of a century, is a tale of
viewpoint discrimination. The little-known fight to stanch
this movie’s release and cancel showings parallels the way
that authorities ignored-by decree—the egregious crimes of
Gosnell. This week, headlines like “‘Gosnell’ Filmmakers:

Theaters Dropping Movie, Preventing People From Buying

Tickets” emerged on Christian news web sites—and nowhere else,
apparently. “John Sullivan, the film’s producer and marketing
director, said, ‘The fact that we’ve been dropped from
theaters where the movie is the number 6 or number 9 movie 1is
just something you don’t see. ‘It’s hard not to believe it
isn’'t about the content of the movie’.”{1} Despite an
excellent opening run, Facebook ticket-buyers report refunds
from AMC outlets without explanation and in explicable
screening cancellations.

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

Gosnell’s “hellhole” of an abortion mill defied imagination.
It was a nasty nest of cat filth and biohazards. Turns out,
lots of that biological “waste” were the bodies of infants
killed both in the womb past legal dates, whom the butcher-
doctor “snipped” in the neck after they were delivered. “As
liberal commentator Kirsten Powers wrote at USA Today back in
2013, ‘Infant beheadings. Severed baby feet in jars. A child
screaming after it was delivered alive during an abortion
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procedure. Haven’t heard about these sickening accusations?
It’s not your fault.’ Powers continued, ‘Since the murder
trial of Pennsylvania abortion doctor Kermit Gosnell began

there has been precious little coverage of the case that
should be on every news show and front page.'” Years later,
the crickets can still be heard. Gosnell’s gruesome methods
boggled the mind of jurors and moviegoers. Still, the trial
was not allowed to “be a case about abortion.” Nor the film.
Yeah, right.

So, the docudrama about a “prolific serial killer” seems to be
merely another extension of the strange silence induced by a
biased system and a duped public. On a radio interview, the
producer said he had to raise funds himself, as with other
such independent conservative films. He has faced astonishing
resistance at every turn in the four-year process of creating
and releasing “Gosnell.” Studios supposedly balk because of
controversy, but conservatives know that there 1is more
viewpoint discrimination than anything at work. One would
almost think that there are tweaked consciences being
defended.

In a monumental scene, the prosecutor shows the gruesome
picture of a late-term born-alive baby boy who had been
executed by Gosnell. Courtroom fact-finding, arguments, and
persuasive appeals gave way to the impact of a picture, worth
many more than a thousand words. May the light of day shine on
the awful picture of death-dealing in and out of the womb in
the court of public opinion and individual hearts and minds.
“Gosnell” provides a revealing and compelling picture that
will hopefully 1live on despite the spotty and embattled
theater releases.

Note

1. The Christian Post, posted Oct. 22, 2018, accessed Oct. 25,
2018.
www.christianpost.com/news/gosnell-filmmakers-theaters-droppin
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Politicized Culture

Kerby Anderson examines the politicized nature of American
culture, offering the Bible’s antidote of a call to civility.

Social Media’'s Role in Politicizing
Issues

I think most of us lament how just about everything in our
culture has become politicized. We can attribute that to the
fact that we live in a nation that is divided. The clash of
worldviews is more apparent than ever before.

In this article I want to talk about the
politicized nature of our culture. First I would
like to look at how technology has accentuated this
problem. In a recent column, Daniel Foster points
the finger to social media. The title of his column
is “Everything All the Time.”{1}

His perspective is simple. “It is no longer the case that
technologies of communication merely accelerate the public
discourse, they now ensure that every possible public
discourse happens simultaneously.” In other words, we don't
hear these comments one after another. We hear every comment
all at the same time.

We have always had conflicts and differences of opinion in
this republic. But these seem to have intensified because of
the means of our communication. We could work through our
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differences “at a pace consistent with
social cohesion.” Now we “get a no-holds-barred battle royale
in which all things are always at stake.”

Football and the national anthem provide a good example. We
were told that Colin Kaepernick did not have a job in the NFL
because he was either: (a) a terrible quarterback, or (b) was
being blackballed by the NFL owners.

Foster argues that the truth was obviously in between: he is a
middling NFL talent who might have the job if he didn’t come
with so much baggage.

Of course, the discussion quickly moved beyond him to many of
the other NFL players that decided to kneel during the
national anthem. Either they were presented as saints or
traitors. Soon the protests became something else: a
referendum on America. Lost in all of that was the reason for
the actions of the football players.

The tackle for the Pittsburg Steelers (Alejandro Villanueva)
decided to stand for the national anthem with his hand on his
heart. As an ex-Army Ranger, he could do nothing less. Yet, he
was made a hero by many and criticized by others.

He wasn’t trying to make a statement, and I don’t think he was
trying to defy his coach and teammates. He was merely trying
to do what he thought was right. He was distressed with how he
was being portrayed in the media by both people who approved
of his actions and by those who disapproved. He was merely
trying to do what he thought was right before playing the game
of football.

In this world of new media, everyone’s opinion is available
simultaneously. And the most strident opinions are often given
more attention because they are the more extreme. There 1is
little time to digest them and evaluate them because they are
coming fast and furious.



Politicizing Sport and Education

An NFL player kneeling during the national anthem isn’t the
only place where we see a politicized culture.

For example, the controversy over the NFL players seemed to be
dying down until President Donald Trump intensified the debate
with his speeches and tweets. But politics in sports began
long before he became president.

ESPN has been losing viewers, in part, because it has become
much more political. Sports journalist Clay Travis put it this
way: “Middle America wants to pop a beer and listen to sports
talk, they don’t want to be lectured about why Caitlyn Jenner
is a hero, Michael Sam in the new Jackie Robinson of sports,
and Colin Kaepernick is the Rosa Parks of football.”

In fact, a recent survey validates his conclusions. “The study
aggregated 43 different media markets to see the political
leanings of ESPN consumers in those markets.”{2} The study
found that Republicans were

fleeing ESPN in droves. In the last year, the ESPN audience
became 5 percent less Republican and ESPN 2 actually became 10
percent less Republican. The biggest partisan shift happened
on ESPN News, whose audience became 36 percent less
Republican.

Last week the editors at the Wall Street Journal explained why
we need some areas of our life that are not dominated by
political thought. “Healthy democracies have ample room for
politics but leave a larger space for civil society and
culture that unites more than divides. With the politicization
of the National Football League and the national anthem, the
Divided States of America are exhibiting a very unhealthy
level of polarization and mistrust.”{3}

Politics has also been a part of education, especially higher
education, for some time. Political correctness led to



attempts to prevent certain professors from gaining tenure and
kept certain speakers from even being allowed to speak on
campus. Universities may say they believe in free speech, but
I think we all know that certain religious views and political
views are essentially banned from the academy.

Politics has now become part of the business world. Just like
on college campuses, we see that certain social and political
views are not allowed in the corporate world. Just ask
employees at Google and Mozilla who lost their jobs because
one wrote a memo about gender and diversity and the other gave
a donation to support traditional marriage. No wonder America
is so polarized. Nearly everything in our world has become
political.

This politicized political environment has moved into nearly
every area of life, including the military.

Politicizing the Military

The military might be one arena that you could assume would
not be politicized. Unfortunately, we have seen how even the
military has been affected by the political environment we
find ourselves in today.

We have some examples during the 2016 presidential campaign.
Candidate Trump seemed to question the heroism of Senator John
McCain when he said, “I like people that weren’t captured.”
Trump also belittled the Khan family who criticized him at the
Democratic Convention. His approval ratings dropped
significantly due to his critical comments about that Gold
Star family.

More recently, we have seen the controversy that erupted when
a Gold Star wife and a member of Congress complained about the
way President Trump talked on the phone to her about the loss
of her son. Before it was over, you had the media, members of
Congress, and key figures in the Trump administration making



comments and charges about what was supposed to be a desire to
console a mother who lost her son.

In a recent column, Ben Shapiro reminds us that when we
politicize a sacred space in our culture it is a serious
problem.{4} He believes it is serious “because no culture can
exist without certain cultural capital-trust—-and that trust
exists only when there are certain spaces in which we can
assume agreement without having to ask.”

When there is shared agreement, there is communication and
less friction. If every issue becomes contentious, then the
chances for miscommunication increase. Also the cost of
transactions increases dramatically.

One of the cultural taboos (until recently) have been the
politicization of Gold Star families. Their loved ones have
paid the ultimate sacrifice, and they certainly deserve to be
left alone to grieve and rebuild their lives. They should not
be at the center of politicized statements.

President George W. Bush provides a good example of how to
respond. You might remember that he was the target of a Gold
Star mother by the name of Cindy Sheehan. Instead of opposing
her or reacting to her, he allowed her to make harsh political
statements and did not respond.

It is worth remembering she alleged that Bush went to war for
oil. She even said that Bush sent her son to die to make his
oil friends rich. She even camped out near his home 1in
Crawford, Texas to protest him. He showed character and
restraint.

Perhaps there is a lesson for us to learn. In this politicized
environment, we need to be peacemakers as people of integrity
and civility. We should practice restraint because it is often
better to turn the other cheek. Sometimes it is better not to
respond or retaliate. After all, that is what is what the
Bible tells us to do.



Philosophical and Spiritual Roots of
Politicizing

Why has nearly everything in society become politicized? We
have talked about the role of social media and other cultural

factors. Today I would like to look at the philosophical and
spiritual reasons.

What we are seeing in our society can also be seen in Western
civilization. It is the loss of civility. The two words share
the same etymology. The root word means to be “a member of the
household.” Just as there are certain rules that allow family
members to live peacefully within a household, so there are
rules of civility that allow us to live peacefully within a

society. Those rules have collapsed in the 21°" century.

How can we summarize the principles of civility? I believe
Jesus simply expressed the goal of civility when he taught
that “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew
22:39). If we truly love our neighbors, then we should be
governed by moral standards that express concern for others
and limit our own freedom.

Perhaps that is why civility is on the decline. More and more
people live for themselves and do not feel they are morally
accountable to anyone (even God) for their actions or
behavior. We live in a world of selfishness and narcissism and
we aren’t about to let anyone limit our freedom to be
ourselves.

Civility also acknowledges the value of another person.
Politeness and manners are not merely to make social life
easier. We are to treat each other with respect and afford
them the dignity they deserve as people created in the image
of God. It is improper not to treat them with the dignity they
deserve.

Again, this may help answer why civility is on the decline and



political divisions seem to be growing. An increasing majority
in our society no longer believes in moral absolutes. A
significant number do not believe in God and therefore do not
believe we are created in God’s image. The moral restraints
that existed in the past are loosed. As this crisis of
morality and theology unfolds, so does barbarism and
decadence. Civility is what is lost from society.

If this is so, then the rise of rudeness and incivility cannot
be easily altered. Miss Manners and others have written books
about how our nation can regain its civility. But if the
crisis is greater than a lack of anners (and I believe that it
is), its solution must be found in a greater social change
than merely teaching manners or character.

Ultimately, a return to civility must flow out of a moral and
religious change. And I believe Christians should lead the way
by exemplary behavior. In essence, Christians must be the best
citizens and the best examples of civility in society.

The Bible’s Antidote

Let’s turn from the loss of civility and the subsequent rise
in a politicized culture to what the Bible has to say about
this idea of a civil discourse.

At the heart of civility is the biblical command to love your
neighbor as yourself. While it is relatively easy to love
people who are your friends or people who are nice to you, the
real test of Christian love comes when we are with strangers
or with people who are not civil to you. When we find
ourselves being criticized in social media or face to face, we
shouldstill treat these critics with dignity and respect even
if they are not civil to us. Even if they are not gracious
toward us, we should not repay them with incivility.

Our duty to be civil to others should not depend on whether we
like them or agree with their moral or political perspectives.



They may be disagreeable, and we are free to disagree with
them, but we should do so by giving grace. Often such a gentle
response can change a discussion or dialogue. Proverbs 15:1
reminds us that “A gentle answer turns away wrath.”

Civility also demands that we not retaliate. The Apostle Paul
teaches in Romans (12:9, 14, 21) we are to “Abhor what 1is
evil; hold fast to what is good.” Paul goes on to say that we
should “Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse
them.” Finally, he concludes, “Do not be overcome by evil, but
overcome evil with good.”

Civility also requires humility. A civil person acknowledges
that he or she does not possess all wisdom and knowledge.
Therefore, one should listen to others and consider the
possibility that they might be right and that

he is wrong. Philippians 2:3 says, “Do nothing from
selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind let
each of you regard one another as more important than
himself.”

Civility also requires that we watch what we say. The Bible
clearly warns us of the danger of the tongue in James 3:5-8.
We should watch what we say and what we write.

We should work to cleanse our language of harsh, critical, and
condemning words. We should rid ourselves of nasty and vulgar
language. Ephesians 4:29 says, “Let no unwholesome word
proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for
edification according to the need of the moment, that it may
give grace to those who hear.”

In summary, we should be a positive example as we engage the
world. We should do so with courage, compassion, character,
and civility.
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A Pilgrim’s Progress:
Suffering in the Life of John
Bunyan — A Christian View of
Suffering

Dr. Michael Gleghorn considers the lessons presented by the
life and writings of the famous author of The Pilgrim’s
Progress to give each of us a better understanding of the role
of suffering in the lives of followers of Christ.

A Suffering Pilgrim
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John Bunyan is known to most people today as the
author of The Pilgrim’s Progress, a book he began
writing in prison. It tells the story of
“Christian,” who makes his way from the “City of
Destruction” (which represents this world) to the
“Celestial City” (which represents Heaven). It’s been
described as “perhaps the world’s best-selling book” (after
the Bible), and has been “translated into over 200
languages.”{1l} Written in the form of an allegory, it
essentially relates the story of Bunyan’s own Christian
journey.{2} And just as his life was full of trials and
suffering, so also “Christian” must face many hardships and
difficulties as well.

i\

Bunyan was born in England in 1628 at a time of great
political and religious unrest. In 1644, at just fifteen years
old, both his mother and sister died within a month of each
other. Later that year, “when Bunyan had turned sixteen, he
was drafted into the Parliamentary Army and for about two
years was taken from his home for military service.”{3} He
married in 1648, at about the age of twenty, but his wife died
just ten years later, leaving him with four children, the
oldest of whom was blind. He married again the following year,
in 1659, but incredibly, just one year after this, “Bunyan was
arrested and put in prison.”{4} His wife, who was pregnant at
the time, suffered a miscarriage, probably because of the
added stress which this ordeal created. She was then left to
care for Bunyan’s four children while he spent the next twelve
years in jail.{5}

As you can see, Bunyan was no stranger to suffering. Indeed,
he had an intimate, firsthand acquaintance with heartache,
trials, and difficulties. But what crimes had he committed to
be cast into prison? Essentially, the charges against him were
two: first, “he refused to attend the services of the
Established church” of England; and second, he “preached to
unlawful assemblies.”{6} You see, Bunyan had converted to
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Christianity during his first marriage and had become a
powerful and respected preacher. But in the volatile political
and religious climate of that day, the freedom of
Nonconformist preachers like Bunyan eventually came to an end.
And when it did, he was arrested and put in prison.

In the remainder of this article we’ll look at some of the
trials this man endured, how he responded to them, and what
they might teach us as we each make our own spiritual journey.

The Pilgrim’s Conversion

The Pilgrim’s Progress is one of the best-selling Christian
books of all time. But as Bunyan tells us in another of his
books, the autobiographical Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners, before becoming a Christian he had few equals in
“cursing, swearing, lying and blaspheming the holy name of
God.” Indeed, prior to his marriage, he says he was “the very
ring-leader of all the youth . . . into all manner of vice and
ungodliness.”{7}

Bunyan’'s young wife had a very godly father. When he died, he
left her two books which she brought into her marriage: The
Plain Man’s Pathway to Heaven and The Practice of Piety.
According to Bunyan, although these books did not awaken him
to his “sad and sinful state,” they nevertheless did arouse
within him “some desires to religion.”{8} One of the practical
effects of these new desires was Bunyan’s regular attendance
at a local church.

Soon Bunyan also began to read the Bible. He then came under
such powerful conviction of sin that he scarcely knew what to
do. “Sin and corruption,” he wrote, “would as naturally bubble
out of my heart, as water would bubble out of a fountain.

I thought none but the devil himself could equalize me for
inward wickedness and pollution of mind.”{9} Bunyan was
plunged into a state of despair over the greatness of his sin



which, he tell us, “continued a long while, even for some
years together.”{10}

Eventually, after years of spiritual and emotional agony,
Bunyan described “what seemed to be the decisive moment.”{11}
He was heading into the field one day when suddenly this
sentence broke in upon his mind: “Thy righteousness is 1in
heaven.” At this, he says, “I . . . saw . . . that it was not
my good frame of heart that made my righteousness better, nor
yet my bad frame that made my righteousness worse: for my
righteousness was Jesus Christ himself, the same yesterday,
and today, and for ever (Heb. 13:8)."” “Now,” he said, “did my
chains fall off my legs indeed . . . my temptations also fled
away . . . now went I . . . home rejoicing, for the grace and
love of God.”{12}

After years of spiritual anguish, Bunyan had been set free by
the grace of God from some of his worst fears and torments.
But as we’'ll see, this was not to be the end of his experience
with suffering. As one set of trials was ending, another was
soon to begin.

The Pilgrim’s Imprisonment

According to Bunyan, five or six years after his conversion,
in about the year 1655, some of the believers in his local
congregation began entreating him “to speak a word of
exhortation unto them.”{13} Although initially hesitant,
Bunyan agreed to their request “and suddenly a great preacher
was discovered.”{14} Apparently, word spread quickly through
the English countryside. According to one author, “In the days
of toleration, a day’s notice would get a crowd of 1,200 to
hear him preach at 7 o’clock in the morning on a weekday.”{15}

Unfortunately, it was not to last. In 1660, the same year in
which Charles II was brought home as king in the Restoration
of the Monarchy, John Bunyan was arrested and imprisoned “for



preaching without state approval.”{16} Officially, he was
charged with being in violation of the Elizabethan Conventicle
Act of 1593. According to this Act, anyone found guilty of
“abstaining from coming to church to hear divine service, and
being a common upholder of several unlawful meetings

could be held without bail until he or she submitted to the
authority of the Anglican church.”{17} As a Nonconformist
preacher, this Act applied to men like Bunyan.

What's interesting, however, 1is that Bunyan could have gone
free at any time, so long as he agreed to give up preaching.
But as he was firmly persuaded that he had been called by God
to this ministry, he was completely unwilling to abandon his
calling. He thus spent the next twelve years in prison,
largely cut off from his wife, children, friends, and church.

I say “largely cut off” for, strange as it may seem, it
appears that Bunyan was occasionally let out “to see his
family or make brief trips.”{18} Of course, this was the
exception and not the rule. Nevertheless, by “the standards of
the seventeenth century the conditions in which he was held
were not particularly brutal.”{19} On the other hand, Bunyan
was largely fortunate in this respect: “hundreds of Dissenters
died in prison, and many more came out with their health
broken by foul, over-crowded conditions.”{20}

Although these qualifications must be admitted, we must never
lose sight of the fact that Bunyan was willing to endure
twelve long years of this suffering, rather than agree to give
up preaching. And thankfully, as we’ll see, God brought a
great deal of good out of His faithful servant’s suffering.

The Pilgrim’s Writings

Most people today know John Bunyan as the author of The
Pilgrim’s Progress, but this is just one of many works written
by the metal-worker turned minister. His first book was



written in 1656, when he was twenty-eight years old. But by
the time of his death, some thirty-two years later, he had
authored fifty-seven more!{21} John Piper notes:

The variety in these books was remarkable: books dealing with
controversies (like those concerning the Quakers
justification and baptism), collections of poems, children’s
literature, and allegory (like The Holy War and The Life and
Death of Mr. Badman). But the vast majority were practical

expositions of Scripture built from sermons for the sake
of . . . helping Christian pilgrims make their way
successfully to heaven.{22}

What's especially astonishing about the size and variety of
Bunyan’s literary legacy 1is that it came from a man with
almost no formal education. As a child Bunyan had been taught
to read and write, but nothing more. He had no university or
seminary degrees in which to boast. And yet his diligent study
of the Bible, born mainly out of a burning desire to find
peace with God, made Bunyan mighty in the Scriptures. Indeed
the Bible, more than any other book, would be the primary
influence upon his many writings. So evident was this to
Charles Spurgeon, the famous nineteenth century Baptist
preacher, that he once wrote of Bunyan:

He had studied our Authorized Version . . . till his whole
being was saturated with Scripture; and though his writings
are . . . full of poetry, yet he cannot give us his Pilgrim’s

Progress—that sweetest of all prose poems—without continually
making us feel and say, “Why, this man is a living Bible!”
Prick him anywhere; and you will find that his blood 1is
Bibline, the very essence of the Bible flows from him.{23}

Not even his suffering in prison could dampen Bunyan’s
enthusiasm for the Word of God or for writing. Indeed, if
anything, it increased it. Some of his best-known works were
written from the confines of a prison cell. These include



Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, written during his
first dimprisonment, as well as The Pilgrim’s Progress,
apparently completed during a second, briefer period of
imprisonment in 1677.{24} Bunyan'’s writings are surely one of
his greatest gifts to the church.

Lessons from a Suffering Pilgrim

A thoughtful examination of John Bunyan’s reflections on the
purpose and value of suffering can give us much wisdom in how
best to deal with it in our own lives. Near the end of his
spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of
Sinners, he appended a brief account of his imprisonment in
the Bedford jail. In it, he tells of how he tried to prepare
himself for imprisonment, and possibly even death, when he
realized that he might soon be called upon to suffer for the
cause of Christ. Naturally, as one might well expect, one of
the things he did was pray. He was particularly concerned to
ask God for the strength to patiently endure his imprisonment,
even with an attitude of joy (Col. 1:11).{25}

However, it’s the second thing he says that I find especially
interesting and helpful. He reflects on the words of the
apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 1:9: “[W]e had the sentence of
death within ourselves in order that we should not trust in
ourselves, but in God who raises the dead” (NASB). Commenting
on this verse, he then makes the following two observations:

By this scripture I was made to see that if ever I would
suffer rightly, I must first pass a sentence of death upon
everything that can properly be called a thing of this life,
even to reckon myself, my wife, my children, my health, my
enjoyments and all, as dead to me, and myself as dead to
them. . . . The second was, to live upon God that 1is
invisible; as Paul said in another place, the way not to
faint, 1is to look not at the things that are seen, but at the
things that are not seen; for the things that are seen are



temporal; but the things that are not seen, they are
eternal{26}.

Bunyan realized that, like it or not, suffering, pain, loss
and death would all come to him in one way or another. Indeed,
sooner or later every single one of us must ultimately face
these terrifying realities. How, then, can we best prepare to
meet them? As Bunyan reminds us, if we only prepare for
prison, say, then we will be unprepared for beatings. But if
we stop our preparation with beatings, then we will be
unprepared for death. But we cannot evade or cheat death
forever. And thus, concludes Bunyan, “the best way to go
through sufferings, is to trust in God through Christ, as
touching the world to come; and as touching this world.”{27}
This was how Bunyan lived, and with God’s help it was also how
he died. May the eternal and unseen God grant each of us the
grace to follow his example.
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Probe Responses to “The
Shack”

Probe staff members are not unanimous in their responses to
The Shack. Sue Bohlin enjoyed it as “a good book with
problems,” and former staffer Pat Zukeran sees value in the
book but is concerned enough about the theological problems to
give it a “thumbs down.” Those of us who have read the book
have a difference of opinion with each other, but we remain
friendly and mutually respectful even as we disagree.
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The movie is faithful enough to the book that our takeaways
still stand.

é Sue Bohlin’s Response to The Shack

? Patrick Zukeran’s Critique of The Shack
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Japan’s Unknown Christian
History: A Review of
‘Silence’

Former Probe staffer Dr. Patrick Zukeran reviews Silence, the
book by Shusaku Endo and the movie directed by Martin
Scorsese, which look at the little-known Christian history of
Japan.

Introduction: Historical Background

The novel Silence, written by Shusaku Endo, has been made into
a movie directed by Martin Scorsese and starring Liam Neeson
and Andrew Garfield. This historical fiction provides a
glimpse into the little known Christian history of Japan. Few
are aware that Japan has a rich Christian history that dates
back over four centuries.

The first Christian missionary from Europe was Francis Xavier,
who arrived in Japan in 1549. The Japanese embraced the
message of Christ and for half a century Christianity
flourished in Japan. By 1587, it is estimated that there
were nearly 200,000 Christians in Japan. In 1597, it 1is
estimated that approximately 300,000 Japanese had become
Christian, 1.6% of the population.{1}

The situation changed dramatically in 1587 under the rule of
the Shogun Toyotomi Hideyoshi. He grew concerned about the
growing influence of Christianity and viewed it as a threat to
his power. He gave an edict outlawing Christianity in Japan.
In 1597 the first 26 Christians were arrested in Kyoto and
marched 600 miles to Nagasaki, the center of Christianity in
Japan. There they were tortured and later crucified. This
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began the Christian persecution in Japan.

Following Hideyoshi came the reign of the Tokugawa Shogunate
(1603-1867), which 1lasted over 250 years. Under the
Tokugawa rule one of the fiercest Christian persecutions
occurred in Church history. Church historians estimate that
between 300,000 and 500,000 Christians died during this time.

The Tokugawa Shoguns realized that killing the Christians did
not diminish the growth of Christianity in Japan. The
Shogun eventually devised a more sinister and effective way of
thwarting the spread of Christianity. Instead of quickly
executing Christians, it was more effective to torture the
Christians and coerce them to renounce their faith.
After committing apostasy, the apostate would be paraded
throughout Japan and have them persuade fellow Christians to
abandon their faith. This proved more effective 1in
discouraging people from becoming Christians. Christians
who apostatized were known as “korobi” or fallen Christians.
Priests who apostatized were the most valuable in this
endeavor.

To induce Christians to renounce their faith, the Shogun
devised some of the most heinous forms of torture that he
unleashed on the Christians. Christian men, women, and
children were slowly burned at the stake, boiled in hot
springs, thrown into frozen lakes and brutalized in various
ways. One of the most feared methods was the pit. In this
technique, people were hung upside down and their head was
placed in a covered pit filled with sewage. The torturers
would cut a slit behind the ears or across the forehead so the
blood rush would not kill the person but prolong the agony
for days.

The persecution proved to be very effective. In 1612 there
were an estimated 300,000 Christians. In 1625 it is estimated
that there were less than half that number. For the next 250
years the Japanese Christians were forced to worship secretly



and were known as the “kakure” or hidden Christians.

This 1is the historical setting for the movie Silence which
takes place in 1639 during the height of the Christian
persecution in Japan. Two Jesuit priests from Portugal, Father
Sebastiao Rodrigues and Father Francisco Garrpe, secretly
enter Japan in search of their mentor Father Cristoévao
Ferreira (Neeson) who is purported to have apostatized. Their
goal is to find Ferreira and minister to the Japanese
Christians who are without priests and thus without true
spiritual guidance.

The priests arrive in Japan to find that the Christians live a
very arduous life. The movie does an excellent job 1in
revealing the poverty of the Christian communities who are
forced to retreat to remote areas. The audience also feels the
anxiety and fear that constantly looms over the Christian
villages. The priests spend their days in hiding and in the
evenings they minister to the community. However, the
priests are discovered and eventually captured.

Silence vividly portrays graphically the brutal torture the
Japanese Christians suffered at the hands of the daimyos.
There are heart-wrenching scenes that depict the way fathers,
mothers, and children were inhumanely tortured before they
were executed. In many church history books we read of the
glorious death of the Christian martyrs. However, this is not
the case in the novel or the movie. In the book Silence,
Susaku Endo wrote,

I had long read about the martyrdom in the lives of the
saints — how the souls of the martyrs had gone home to
Heaven, how they had been filled with glory in Paradise, how
the angels had blown trumpets. This was the splendid
martyrdom I had often seen in my dreams. But the martyrdom
of the Japanese Christians I now describe to you was no such
glorious thing. What a miserable and painful business it

was.{2}



Indeed, the horror of martyrdom is captured in the movie. The
agonizing deaths of the Christians are not inspiring or
glorious but dreadful to watch.

The priests are coerced to apostatize while in prison. The
priests do not fear their own death but they cannot bear to
watch the suffering of others. Father Garrpe dies attempting
to rescue Christians tossed into the ocean. Rodrigues is now
the last missionary in Japan. Finally, the dreaded but sought-
for meeting occurs. He meets his mentor Father Ferreira who
has apostatized and now goes by his Japanese name Sawano
Chuan. He is married and spends his days translating European
writings for the Japanese and persuading Christians to abandon
their faith in Christ. He encourages Rodrigues to save his
life and his fellow believers by apostatizing. Rodrigues
refuses and expresses his heartfelt disappointment at
Ferreira. Rodrigues courageously resists but eventually he 1is
unable to endure the suffering of his fellow Christians
hanging in the pit. Worn down by the cruelty, he eventually
steps on the portrait of Jesus, renouncing his faith 1in
Christ. Knowing the Catholic Church cannot forgive him,
Rodrigues wonders if Jesus will forgive him for what he
has done. This becomes his agonizing struggle for the rest of
his life.

The Silence of God

The main question that is asked throughout the movie 1is,
Where is God? How can He let His people suffer and die like
this? Why does He remain silent and not answer the cries of
His people? The priests Garrpe and Rodrigues wrestle with that
question throughout the movie and we are drawn 1into
their struggle. This is the question people in every age ask
in the midst of their suffering.

Each year I lead the Japan Christian Martyrs Tour where I take
the group along the path of the Martyrs. We see the sites and
hear the stories where thousands of Japanese Christians were



brutally tortured and executed. At those times, even four
centuries later, we still ask, “Where was God? Why was He
silent? How could He allow the violent massacre of His people
in Japan?”

In the final moments of the movie, Rodrigues, now known as
the Apostate Paul wrestles with God on this lifelong struggle.
He reflects on his act of apostasy, stepping on the image of
Christ but instead of anger in the eyes of Christ, he saw eyes
of understanding, grace and love. He states,

Even now that face is looking at me with eyes of pity from
the plaque rubbed by many feet. “Trample!” said those
compassionate eyes. “Trample! Your foot suffers in pain; it
must suffer like all the feet that have stepped on this
plaque. But that pain alone is enough. I understand your
pain and your suffering. It is for that reason I am here.”

“Lord, I resented your silence,” states Rodrigues. Jesus
replies, “I was not silent. I suffered beside you.”

Despite his act of apostasy, Rodrigues 1in the end
finds forgiveness from a Christ who understands his situation
and extends grace to him. He realizes Christ was not silent
but with him though his suffering and remained with him even
in his final days. He seems to realize the love of Christ is
more powerful and faithful than he has ever known.

This is one of the unique aspects of Silence. Endo and
Scorsese want us to see through the eyes of the “korobe”
Christian. We applaud those who died never renouncing their
faith in Christ and quickly condemn those who publicly
renounced their faith in Christ. However, I believe Shusaku
Endo through his novel tells us, “Not so fast!”

Those who apostatized struggled and suffered greatly too. I
believe Endo wants us to see through the eyes of Rodrigues and
ask ourselves the question, “Could we endure watching our
wives, children and 1loved ones receiving such vicious



treatment for days without end?” “Would we remain steadfast or
would we renounce Christ to save our loved ones from such an
unbearable fate?” “Would Christ condemn us for renouncing Him
to save our loved ones or would he understand and extend grace
in such a situation as the Japanese and other persecuted
Christian face?”

I believe Endo wants us to understand the struggle of
persecuted Christians and wants us to understand they wrestle
with their guilt for the rest of their lives. If God’s grace
is indeed “greater than all my sin,” should we consider
extending grace to our “fallen brethren” as well?

I believe another lesson Endo wants us to learn is that God
is not silent but remains with His people in their suffering,
never abandoning His people. Throughout church history,
Christians have faced brutal persecutions. Even Christ the Son
of God suffered the most dreadful death on the
cross. Therefore, God understands the pain we experience, He
grieves at the wickedness of men, and He promises to be with
us always.

I agree with Endo that God is with us in our suffering.
However, I feel his answer is incomplete. In a Christian’s
suffering, often a disciple feels the presence of Christ in an
even greater way. In the writings of the persecuted saints and
in the many interviews I have had with Christians who
are suffering, many state they feel the presence of God in
greater ways than they have ever known. The Apostle Paul
writes in Philippians 3:10-11, “. . . that I may know him and
the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings,
becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I
may attain the resurrection from the dead.” So many times in
suffering Christians identify with the sufferings of Christ
and sense His presence in greater ways.

What I found troubling about the novel and movie is the gloomy
mood of the story. The movie emphasizes the brutal deaths of



Christians, the struggles of a fallen priest, and what appears
to be the demise and bleak future of Christianity in Japan.
Indeed, the Christian history of Japan is sorrowful and the
movie ends in the midst of Japan’s persecution so I can
understand Endo’s ending. On this earth, life will not always
have a happy ending. What I find missing in Endo’s story 1is
the message of hope that is found in Christ even in suffering.
What compels Christians to surrender their life for Christ is
the assured hope of eternal life in Jesus Christ. Hebrews 1:2
states, “. . . looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of
our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the
cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of
the throne of God.”

There is little joy when focusing primarily on the affairs and
outcomes in this fallen world. If this is where the story
ends, it is indeed dark and disheartening. However, through
the darkness shines the hope that allowed Christ to have joy
even when facing the agony of the cross. Believers can also
have joy and hope if they look forward to the glory that
awaits every believer in Christ. Despite the suffering
believers face, it pales in comparison to the eternal glory
that is to come. Persecution teaches Christians we are
citizens of a heavenly kingdom. Christians can endure and
remain joyful even in their suffering when focused on Christ
and the glory of our true home. The end is not the cross of
death, but the resurrection of Jesus and every disciple of
Christ. This 1s important in any story of persecuted
Christians. It is emphasized in the New Testament and is the
story of Christ’s and the believer’s ultimate triumph. The New
Testament prophesies the future persecution of all believers
but ends with the triumphant resurrection and return of
Christ. Through Christ’s victory, the Christian story ends
ultimately in triumph. The end is not the death of the
Christians in Japan but the glory they received from Christ in
heaven. Their courageous commitment should be an inspiration
to believers around the world and an example of what it means



to live not for this world, but the kingdom of heaven. Hebrews
11:35-40 states,

Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they
might rise again to a better life. Others suffered mocking
and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were
stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the
sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats,
destitute, afflicted, mistreated—of whom the world was not
worthy—wandering about in deserts and mountains, and in dens
and caves of the earth. And all these, though
commended through their faith, did not receive what was
promised, since God had provided something better for us,
that apart from us they should not be made perfect.

The Japanese Christians were living for another kingdom and
looking forward to the eternal glory of heaven. This message
was not present in the novel or the film, which I believe made
it a dark and gloomy story. Although Japan Christian history
i1s discouraging, the end has not been written for the Christ’s
Church in Japan.

Can A Tree Grow in a Swamp?

One of the most significant dialogues in the movie
occurs between Rodrigues and the Samurai Lord Inoue, also
known as the Inquisitor. Inoue states,

A tree which flourishes in one kind of soil, may wither if
the soil is changed. As for the tree of Christianity, in a
foreign country its leaves may grow thick and the buds may
be rich, while in Japan the leaves wither and no bud
appears. Father, have you never thought of the difference
in the soil, the difference in the water?

Inoue tells Rodrigues that a tree cannot grow in a swamp.
Therefore, Christianity will not take root in Japan.

There is a famous saying, “The blood of the martyrs is the



seed of the church.” In other words, persecution strengthens
the faith of Christians and the church grows when persecuted.
This was not the case in Japan. The genocide that took place
from 1600-1800 was devastating and Christianity has
never regained a strong foothold in Japan. Another question
Christians struggle with is, “Why has Christianity not taken
root in Japan?” Today the largest growth of Christianity is
occurring throughout Asia. Despite this, Christianity
continues to struggle in Japan.

When Christianity first arrived in Japan in 1549, the
Japanese embraced the gospel of Christ. Xavier was so
impressed with Japan that he called for only the missionaries
of highest quality to be sent.{3} Xavier wrote, “Japan is the
only country yet discovered in these regions where there is
hope of Christianity permanently taking root. . . . These are
the best people so far discovered, and it seems to me that
among the unbelievers, no people can be found to excel
them.”{4} Father Organto, who followed Xavier, wrote that
Japan would be Christianized in 30 years, expressing the
optimism of missionaries that Christianity would thrive
in Japan.{5} The situation quickly changed and the two
centuries of persecution that followed nearly eradicated
Christianity in Japan.

Today there is a famous saying among missionaries: “Japan 1is
where Christian missionaries go to die.” Indeed, many return
after years of labor discouraged and disillusioned by the
little fruit they see in their years of labor in Japan. There
are many reasons given why the gospel has not thrived 1in
this country. Can the seed of the gospel penetrate the hard
soil of Japanese culture?

As unbelievable as this may seem, I believe a spiritual
revival for Japan. As the gospel flourished 400 years ago,
spiritual awakening will come to this nation again. How it
will come about only God knows. I believe the Japanese are
realizing the emptiness of their secular outlook and lifestyle



of materialism and consumerism. Their high suicide rate
reflects the emptiness of these ideologies. Japanese Buddhism
and Shinto fail to answer the great questions of life or fill
the void in the heart of all people. These religions are also
largely built on myths and so they are not based on reality.

Xavier realized the Japanese religions did not answer the big
questions of life such as the origin of life and the universe,
the nature of God, the origin of evil, the answer to the
problem of evil, and what happens after death.{6}
The ideologies that dominate Japan still fail to adequately
answer these questions today. As Xavier demonstrated that
Christianity provides the best answer to these questions, so
the Church in Japan must do the same. Christianity has
the evidence to uphold its claims to truth and 1life
everlasting in Jesus. I believe that Christian apologetics
would do well in this country that is very rational and well
educated. The message of the gospel provides the true message
of hope for this nation. I hope that the message and lives of
the Japan Christian martyrs will one day be recognized and
remembered by the people of Japan.

Conclusion

Scorsese’s film is one of the few films about the little known
Christian history of Japan. Even the Japanese are not aware of
the tremendous Christian history of their nation. We should
be thankful to Scorsese for showing the brutal persecution and
the suffering endured by the Christians of Japan. Endo and
Scorsese reveal to us the heinous tortures but they also take
us into the mental torture that those suffering persecution go
through. The struggles of the priests and the questions they
ask are the same questions we all struggle with in our journey
of faith. Endo and Scorsese present a unique perspective
looking through the eyes of one who apostatizes and yet finds
God’s grace through it all.

It is my hope that Christians throughout the world gain a



greater awareness of one of the greatest massacre of
Christians that took place in Church history. I also hope that
people will appreciate and admire the courage and commitment
of the Japanese Christians who gave their lives for Christ.
The Japanese unfortunately hide this part of their history.
However, the Japanese and the world should recognize this
facet of their history. The story of the men, women and
children who gave their lives for Christ is moving and
inspirational. They truly lived out the call of discipleship
as Jesus commanded. In Matthew 10:37-39 Jesus said,

Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of
me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not
worthy of me. And whoever does not take his cross and follow
me 1is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose
it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.

Few have lived out the commands of Christ so faithfully and
courageously as the Christians of Japan. I hope that more will
recognize and remember the Christians of Japan who gave their
lives for the Gospel.
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Addendum 1/3/2022:
We received this inquiry to our website:

I was fascinated by this article on your site
https://probe.org/japans-unknown-christian-history-a-review-of
-silence/ about unspeakable torture that rulers of Japan did.
But it is said there is many reasons why Japanese people do
not come to Christ in large numbers. So what are these
reasons? Help me to understand, please. Also, I believe that
the tortures that rulers of Japan performed could only take
place because God granted them freedom, and there should be
sufficient moral reason why He permitted it. It is known that
the blood of martyrs brings salvation to the land; maybe we
just need to wait more and we’ll see how their sacrifice will
bring God’s grace and Christ’ salvation to people of Japan,
especially now in the era of info technology.

Dr. Pat Zukeran, now leading his ministry Evidence and Answers
from his Hawaii home, responded:

Aloha,

Thank you for reading the article on the movie Silence and
your questions.

First, we do not know why God allows evil and suffering on
some people and nations. God is in control of all things and
has a plan for all that happens. Sometimes, only He knows the
reason for the suffering of the Japanese Christians.

Today, less than 1% of Japanese are Christian. There are
numerous reasons the nation of Japan is resistant to the
Gospel message but no one really knows for sure. Here are some
factors that contribute to their resistance to Christ.

First, the Japanese culture is a “group think” culture. Before
a person makes a decision, he or she must consider how it will



affect the family, clan and ancestors. Often they must
consider how it affects their business partners, friends,
etc... The group pressure is very high in Japan.

Second, Japan is a very materialistic culture and it places
little importance on the spiritual life. As a result, there
really is no Sabbath day or rest. Most people from students to
business people work 6 to 7 days a week. This makes time for
church or Bible study very difficult.

Third, Christianity 1is seen as a western religion. The
Christian history of Japan is not usually portrayed in a
positive way.

Fourth, the concept of sin is unclear in Japanese thinking.
There 1is no accurate word for sin. The term used now, shimi,
actually means “criminal.” They view human nature as good and
most would not see themselves as criminal. So it is hard to
receive the gospel if you do not understand sin and the need
for a savior.

Ultimately, there is a dark spiritual stronghold on Japan. We
hope one day, a spiritual awakening will occur in that land.

Thank you for your question, I hope this was helpful.
Blessings,

Patrick Zukeran
Evidence and Answers



