Culture Wars

America at (Culture) War

Americans are highly polarized when it comes to issues of
morality and social norms. We feel our collective blood
pressure rise as we read the daily paper or watch the news on
television. We all feel the tension caused by problems like
teen pregnancies, abortion, crime, poverty, and political
corruption. Factions from across the political spectrum
respond with social programs and ideals that, if instituted,
they are sure would make America a better place for all to
live. However, the problem is that these programs or ideals
are often in direct conflict with each other, presupposing
very different assumptions about human nature. To highlight
these differences, consider the following events.

In the early ’'90s the American Civil Liberty Union informed
members of the California State Assembly’s Education Committee
that they were opposed to a bill the committee was
considering. The bill, which called for traditional values in
school curricula, was offensive to the ACLU because it would
mandate that students be taught that monogamous, heterosexual
relations solely within marriage is a traditional American
value. The ACLU argued that this would be an “unconstitutional
establishment of a religious doctrine in public schools.”{1}
They went on to contend that the bill was an obvious violation
of the First Amendment.

More recently, a private school in Georgia asked a student to
either change his behavior or leave the school. This, 1in
itself, is not a rare event. However, the student wasn’'t a
discipline problem and he wasn’t failing academically. In
fact, he was popular and liked by many on campus. The problem
was that he was cross- dressing. He dressed and behaved as a
woman and was accepted by many students as a female. When the
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student chose to leave the school instead of changing his
attire, the school’s drama teacher remarked, “I really think
that we all lost something precious that night.”{2}

To many Americans, the ACLU's action in the first incident is
incomprehensible. It seems reasonable, healthy, and obvious
for schools to implement a “traditional values” model for sex
education. Those on the side of the ACLU find it just as
incomprehensible that anyone would see their position as
unreasonable or unusual. Some might find the expulsion of the
cross-dressing student to be grossly unfair, while most
parents would wonder why the school took so long to act.

Regardless of your perspective, everyone agrees that Americans
find themselves with deep differences on a number of
fundamental issues that govern our daily affairs.
Unfortunately, these deep differences have led some Americans
to bomb a government building, shoot abortion doctors, or burn
down a mountain top ski resort in order to further their
cause.

This article will spotlight the culture war we find ourselves
in and consider what a biblical response might be. Although
few Christians fail to see the conflict in our society,
particularly in our schools, they are far from united as to
what our response should be. However, from a historical
perspective, times of cultural disruption are often a great
opportunity for the church, if it is being all that God
desires it to be.

Orthodox vs. Progressive

Leaders of all political persuasions have taken note of the
culture war that is engulfing our nation. To begin clarifying
the issue, we will consider the contribution of two books that
have helped to define the conflict for many religious and
cultural conservatives: James Hunter’'s Culture Wars: The
Struggle to Define America and William Bennett’s The De-



Valuing of America. Bennett argues that the battle over our
culture 1is being fought between what he calls the liberal
elite and the rest of society. The elite are “found among
academics and intellectuals, in the literary world, 1in
journals of political opinion, in Hollywood, in the artistic
community, in mainline religious institutions, and in some
quarters of the media.”{3} He feels that they are more
powerful than their numbers would normally allow because they
are looked upon as trend setters and opinion makers. Differing
from traditional elite groups in American history, Bennett
argues that these people reject the traditional bourgeois
emphasis on work, frugality, sexual restraint, and self-
control.”{4} As evidence for the existence of this elite, he
refers to studies done by Stanley Rothman with Robert and
Linda Richter. Their work portrays a media aristocracy that
votes as a block for liberal candidates and on issues like
abortion, gay rights, and the environment. {5}

Bennett adds that this elite is marked by a wholesale
rejection of American ideals, a calling into question of what
has been known as the American dream.{6} Evidence 1is not as
significant as ideology for the elite. Their approach is “one
of vindication, not investigation.”{7} If the middle class and
the Republicans are for something, this group will
instinctively be against it.

Hunter’s approach to defining the warring camps is subtler
and, I feel, more accurate. He would argue that there is an
elite on both sides of the culture war. On the one hand is
what he calls the “orthodox” group. They have a commitment to
an external, definable, and transcendent authority. From an
evangelical perspective this is the God of the Bible. He is a
consistent and unchangeable measure of value, purpose,
goodness, and identity. Hunter would also include Jews and
others who hold to a definable, unchanging, absolute
authority.
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Opposing this group are the “progressives.” Progressives are



defined by the ideals of modernism, rationalism, and
subjectivism. To these people truth is more a process than a
constant authority. It is an unfolding reality rather than an
unchanging revelation. What 1is interesting about the
progressives 1is that they often hold on to the religious
heritage of the orthodox, but reinterpret its meaning for
modern consumption. For instance, to a gay progressive, Christ
came not to free us from the penalty of sin, but to free gays
from the constraints of society. Although many progressives
discard religion altogether, those who claim the Christian
tradition have wusually adopted a liberation theology,
liberating the individual from any obligation other than to
love each other in a very vague sense. To love each other
seems to mean allowing people do whatever is expedient in
their lives.

The real difference between the “orthodox” and the
“progressives” is at the faith level. Whether a person calls
himself or herself a Christian or not is not nearly as
important as what kind of reality they place their faith in.
Hunter believes that the culture war is a war of worldviews,
and that these worldviews cause us to see the world
differently. How then should a Christian, one who places his
faith in the sacrificial death of Christ as an atoning payment
for his sins, respond to this culture war?

The Angry Christian

Unfortunately, in the eyes of the secular world Christians are
often seen as angry, intolerant people. At school board
meetings, outside abortion clinics, even at the funeral of a
homosexual who was murdered because of his lifestyle,
Christians are there to angrily condemn sin and it
perpetrators. It is almost as if Christians are surprised by
sin and feel that their only response is to point people to
the law of God. As a result, many outside the church see
Christianity as a religion of law, similar to most other world



religions. This 1is a tragedy.

Although understandable, I don’t believe that we are called as
Christians to respond to the culture war in anger, especially
anger directed at people. Although the wrath of God is evident
in both the 0ld and New Testaments, condemnation of human
anger is also present in each. Near the very beginning of
human culture, God warns Cain about his anger and downcast
face. Instead of seeking to do what was right, Cain was angry
with God and his situation (Gen. 4:6-7). The wisdom literature
of Proverbs teaches us, “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but
a harsh word stirs up anger,” and “A quick-tempered man does
foolish things, and a crafty man is hated” (Prov. 14:17,
15:1).

In the New Testament, Paul condemns “hatred” and “fits of
rage” immediately before listing the spiritual fruits of love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control. James 1:19-20 is fairly
straightforward in arguing that, “Everyone should be quick to
listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, for man’s
anger does not bring about the righteous life that God
desires.” Jesus set an extraordinarily high standard against
anger and hatred in His Sermon on the Mount. He taught, “You
have heard that it was said to the people long ago, ‘Do not
murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.’
But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will
be subject to judgment” (Matt. 5:21-22). Jesus 1is speaking to
the root cause of much evil in any society: an angry,
unforgiving heart.

Some may respond that righteous indignation, or anger against
sin is merely emulating Christ. After all, Jesus cleared the
Temple with a whip and violently overturned the moneylender’s
tables. Are we not allowed the same righteous indignation? I
think not, especially if we take seriously God’'s admonition to
let Him be in charge of judgment and vengeance (Rom. 12:19).
In fact, Paul tells us to feed our enemy if he is hungry, give



him drink if he is thirsty, and to overcome evil by doing good
(Rom. 12:20-21). The difference between Jesus’ righteous
indignation and our anger 1is that Jesus, being God, has the
right to judge, and being perfectly righteous His judgment is
perfect. He knows the hearts of men and has no bias other than
holiness itself. On the other hand, we are often most angry
when our personal comfort is disturbed. To the watching world,
Christians become the most interested in politics when their
personal wealth or comfort is at stake.

I don’t believe that God is calling His people to anger in
America. We bring a message of grace to the lost, not a
message of law.

Apathy

Many Christians have been active in the culture war since the
early ’'80s. With the rise of conservative politics and the
family values movement, Christians joined the Republican party
in droves and joined numerous organizations in order to help
fight against the moral decline of the nation. Given the
popularity of the current Democratic President and what
appears, in many ways, to be a rejection of the conservative
moral agenda, it is tempting for many to simply retreat from
activism all together.

Some Christians never did get engaged in a counter-cultural
sense. In fact, an early evangelical leader in culture war
activity, Francis Schaeffer, warned that most Christians were
more concerned with personal peace and affluence than about
having an impact in their society.{8} He was concerned that as
the Christian- dominated consensus weakened, these two values
would grow in their place. The picture of society we are left
with is one in which people’s lives are consumed by things,
buying two SUV’s and a nice big house in the suburbs, with a
nice tall fence, color TV (a big color TV), and remote. These
people do not want to know about the suffering in our urban
ghettos or about the plight of Christians in other countries.



They want their lives to be unimpeded by the turmoil
experienced by less affluent people.

Is it wrong to have a nice house and cars? No, it isn’t. But
neither 1is it the ultimate purpose to which our Lord has
called us. Gathering nice things should not be motivating our
daily activities. When Jesus was asked what the greatest
commandments were, He responded that we are to first, love God
with all our heart, soul, and mind (Matt. 22:37), and second,
love our neighbor as ourselves. For Christians, success 1in
this life should be measured against these two goals. The rest
of revelation, both the written Word and the life of Christ,
gives us a picture of what this means in both the general
culture and within the church. Christ gave us the Great
Commission, to go into all nations making disciples and
teaching what He taught (Matt. 28:19-20). Paul talks about us
being living sacrifices and the renewing of our minds so that
we will know the will of God (Rom. 12:1-2).

To be indifferent about sin is to not love God; this form of
apathy is incompatible with true Christian faith. However, to
be indifferent about suffering in the world is equally
incompatible with our faith. To ignore oppression and hatred
reveals a lack of love for our neighbors. Too often Christians
only seem to get excited when their rights, whether property
or religious, are threatened. This makes a mockery of our
Lord’s words when He said, “A new command I give you: Love one
another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By
this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love
one another” (John 13:34-35). In Romans 12 Paul talks about
blessing those who persecute you, and if it is possible, to be
at peace with everyone around you.

Hebrews 12 tells us to throw off everything that entangles us,
everything that keeps us from running the race marked out for
us by Jesus. We are to fix our eyes on Him, who endured the
cross because its joyous result would be a redeemed people of
God.



Ambassadors For Christ

When thinking about how to respond to the culture war in
America, or in any culture, we must ask ourselves, What is it
that we are trying to accomplish? In the language of real war,
What are our tactical and strategic goals? Some might respond
that we are here to fight sin, to rid our society of the evils
of abortion, homosexuality, adultery, drug abuse, political
corruption, etc. There are Christians who claim that our
primary cultural objective is to reinstate the law of Moses by
taking control of the government and using its legal authority
to impose a moral society on the population. However, this
does not appear to be the plan revealed to us in the New
Testament.

In 2 Corinthians chapter five, Paul details the role we are to
play in America or in any country we might live in. We are to
be Christ’'s ambassadors, and our message 1is one of
reconciliation with God. There are many religions pushing a
message of law; Islam, Judaism, and most Eastern religions all
focus on the works people must do in order to please God or
the gods. They focus on how humanity must reform itself to
gain God's favor. Christianity’'s message 1is grace, and as
Christ’s ambassadors we proclaim that God has reconciled us to
Himself in Christ by making “Him who had no sin to be sin for
us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.”
God 1is making the righteousness of Christ available to
sinners; salvation is the crediting of Christs righteousness
to our personal account, thus satisfying the judgment of a
holy God against our personal sins.

What about social activism, what about politics? Do we just
share the gospel and ignore the problems facing our nation?
No, we are to be salt and light in a decaying world. However,
our trust is not in politics, which can only change a nations
laws and to a lesser degree its peoples behavior. Even if
abortion ended tomorrow, if every homosexual became



heterosexual, and if drugs and pornography were things of the
past, people without Christ would still be lost in their sins.

The role of an ambassador is a complex one. He or she must be
intimately familiar with the nature of their sovereign’s
kingdom. Christians must seek to know God and His message in a
way that can be communicated to the culture they live in.
Unfortunately, Christians often know the message, but have a
difficult time communicating it in a way that the surrounding
culture understands, and in a way that answers the questions
being asked by that society. Stating the gospel accurately and
in a meaningful manner is central to being an effective
ambassador for Christ.

If we are to respond to the culture war by being ambassadors
for Christ, then the vitality of the church becomes far more
important than controlling the White House or Congress.
Understanding how to communicate the gospel of Christ becomes
infinitely more valuable than having the most potent political
strategy. Being faithful to Christ in this way builds Gods
kingdom on earth and results in common grace as more and more
believers participate in every aspect of our culture.
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