
COVID  Conditioning:  A  Viral
Outbreak  is  (Re)Shaping  Us
and Our World
Byron Barlowe probes the underlying implications of the global
reaction to COVID-19 from a worldview level, asking if we may
be  being  conditioned  to  accept  unbiblical  views  without
realizing it.

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

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

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

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

The Apostle Paul, under the inspiration of our Creator God,
acknowledged this reality when writing to the first Century
Roman  church  and,  by  extension,  to  us  today.  If  he  were
writing what became Romans 12:1-2 to contemporary folks he may
have emphasized an action point first (verse 2) and expanded
his  words’  scope  to  entail  what  early  believers  took  for
granted: God as the center of all things. Their worldview,
including  their  view  of  the  universe  (cosmology),  was
hierarchical and infused with “God-ness.” Our temptation to
trust in God-optional techno-science and complex government
structures would be alien to our ancient Christian brethren.
Yet, there were competing views of the way the seen and unseen
worlds work, so Paul’s admonition to develop their new Christ-
inhabited mind is just as germane today.



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

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

Mind-Conditioning:  Words  Matter  to  Our
Worldview
Harsh new realities are marked by new verbiage which is always
a sign of cultural change and often a signal of improper
controlling  (“shelter  in  place,”  “social  distancing,”
“presumptive positive,” “an abundance of caution”). Euphemisms



like these mask meanings. In order of appearance, they clearly
mean “Stay home, keep apart, we presume that he/she is a
carrier,  and  we  are  going  into  high-control  mode.”  As
philosopher Peter Kreeft writes, “Control language and you
control  thought;  control  thought  and  you  control  action;
control action and you control the world.” Are you and I being
conditioned to become used to changes we may not want?{2}

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

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

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

Have we become too beholden to medical science for direction?
Every human life is infinitely precious—a very biblical stance
given that we are made in God’s image, that He died for all
people, and that He desires for none to perish (Genesis 1:27;
John 3:16; 2 Peter 3:9). Yet, how does a society weigh its



view of life-value versus the inevitability of sickness and
death? Citizens demand a disease-free life without pain and
engage in death-avoidance, then take “death with dignity”; the
medical establishment pretends it can deliver all that. Can
outbreaks like this be allowed to shut down entire economies
and render personal freedoms moot? Only if we play along with
such  pretense.  An  international  obsession  with  killing  it
ignores everything else. Will our COVID-19 response cause more
harm than good? How one answers such concerns, not whether
such  dilemmas  should  happen,  is  at  issue.  Our  personal
worldviews  and  collective  societal  constructs—which  we  can
help change—will determine controllable outcomes. We will not
determine uncontrollable.

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

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



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

Then there’s the prospect of the next pandemic. Some virus is
surely incubating for debut next year. Will this draconian
level be the new standard of response? How will our economy or
that of the world (who often follow our lead) survive under
such control?

“What, again, is government’s role?”
Who  is  pausing  even  for  a  moment  to  ask  about  various
requirements, “Is this a bridge too far?” That leads to the
other great concern: the directives from medical science’s
mass diagnosis-for-the-world are, of course, implemented by
government. But the biblical view of the role of government is
pretty much limited to policing and making war. Admittedly,
society and hence, government has multiplied in complexity—an
unbiblical  situation  given  the  limits  mentioned—therefore
public  health  and  economic  interventions  are  somewhat
necessary. Absolutely, there are critical emergency situations
and this is one of them. It would be unconscionable to allow
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an epidemic to spread willy-nilly on its own.

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

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

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

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

There’s a worldview at work—learn to notice it: note the irony
of a Postmodern relativism entwined with a Modernist certainty
regarding mankind’s ability to control what used to be called
an  “act  of  God.”  That’s  what  the  highly  moralistic  and
humanistic John Mauldin is unabashedly promoting, I believe.
One more mass-mediated call to controlling an out of control
universe. As if we could.

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

Meanwhile,  pray  for  the  individuals  in  charge  and  their
decision-making to be sound. As a new normal reconditions
minds and hearts around the globe at the speed of Internet
connections,  “Do  not  be  conformed  to  this  world,  but  be
transformed” by the mind of Christ (Romans 12:2).

Notes

1. Dr. Caroline Leaf, Switch on Your Brain: The Key to Peak
Happiness, Thinking, and Health, p. 20, emphasis mine.
2. www.azquotes.com/quote/1333869, accessed 3/23/2020.
3.  J.P.  Moreland,  Finding  Quiet:  My  Story  of  Overcoming
Anxiety and the Practices That Brought Peace (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2019).

Critique of “The Shack” – A
Christian  Theologian’s
Perspective
Dr. Zukeran commends the author on attempting to make the
gospel  accessible.  However,  from  a  Christian  theologian’s
perspective, he also warns us that the book presents confused
pictures  of  the  nature  of  God,  the  Son,  and  the  way  to
salvation. The book can act as a great starting point for
discussion, but do not rest your theology upon the pages of
this fictional book.

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/1333869
https://probe.org/critique-of-the-shack/
https://probe.org/critique-of-the-shack/
https://probe.org/critique-of-the-shack/


The  Shack  by  William  Young  has  become  a  New  York  Times
bestseller. Eugene Peterson, Professor Emeritus of Spiritual
Theology at Regent College, Vancouver, B.C. writes, “The book
has the potential to do for our generation what John Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s  Progress  did  for  his.  It’s  that  good.”  Many
Christians say that the book has blessed them. However, others
have said that this book presents false doctrines that are
heretical  and  dangerous.  The  diversity  of  comments  and
questions  about  the  book  created  a  need  to  research  and
present a Biblical critique of this work.

William Young creatively writes a fiction story that seeks to
answer the difficult question of why God allows evil. In this
story the main character, Mackenzie Allen Philips, a father of
five children, experiences the unthinkably painful tragedy of
losing his youngest daughter to a violent murder at the hands
of a serial killer. Through his painful ordeal he asks the
questions,  “How  could  God  allow  something  like  this  to
happen?” and “Where was God in all this?”

One day he receives an invitation to meet God at the shack
where his daughter was molested and killed. There he meets God
the Father who appears as a large African-American woman named
Papa, God the Son who appears as a Middle Eastern Man in a
leather tool belt, and God the Holy Spirit who appears as an
Asian woman named Sarayu. In this place over the course of a
few days Mack asks each member of the triune God difficult
questions about life, eternity, the nature of God, evil, and
other significant issues with which every person struggles in
their lifetime. Through several dialogues with each member of
this  “Trinity,”  Mack  receives  answers,  and  through  these
answers we learn about the nature of God and the problem of
suffering and evil.

COMMENDABLE FEATURES

The Shack creatively addresses a relevant and difficult issue
of God and the problem of evil. Young answers the problem of



God and evil with the free will argument, which states that
God created people with the free will to commit evil. Young
also emphasizes that God has an ultimate plan for our lives
which cannot be overcome, even by acts of evil. As humans, we
are limited finite creatures who cannot see how all things can
fit together or how even evil events might somehow fulfill
God’s ultimate plan. God is good, and God is love. Therefore,
what  He  allows  is  filtered  through  His  love  and  infinite
wisdom. God permits individuals to exercise their free will
even if they choose to go against His commands. In His love,
He does not impose His will on us. When we choose to do evil,
these actions hurt Him deeply. Often we cannot understand
events that happen in our lives; however, we are asked to
trust God even when we cannot see or comprehend why He allows
things to happen. In fact Young points out that taking away
our freedom would not be the best thing for God to do. I
believe Young does a decent job of tackling the difficult
issue of evil. He does attempt to answer a very difficult
question in a creative way that many will find engaging.

Young also emphasizes the intimate relationship we are to have
with God. There is a danger that a believer’s faith can become
cerebral and neglect the emotional, heart aspect of one’s walk
with God. A faith that is only centered on knowing doctrine
only can be a cold kind of faith (Rev. 2:4-5).

CRITICISMS OF THE SHACK
I commend Young for attempting to wrestle with a difficult
issue in a creative manner. Young is not a trained theologian
or  Bible  scholar.  He  wrote  this  book  for  the  purpose  of
sharing  his  experience  and  insight  as  he  worked  through
personal tragedy in his life. He does attempt to be orthodox
in his theology but there are some apparent errors. I do not
doubt his sincerity or his relationship with God. He is a
brother in Christ and it is my goal to present an accurate
critique of his work.



In seeking to address the issue of God and the problem of
evil,  the  author  presents  flawed  theological  views  that
confuse the nature of God. One of my concerns is the emphasis
on  experience  and  how  it  is  given  emphasis  equal  to  or
stronger  than  the  Bible.  Young  refers  to  the  Bible
superficially; however, his primary focus in this work is on
experience.  In  fact,  he  unfortunately  makes  some  critical
remarks  regarding  the  sole  authority  of  the  Word  and  the
training needed to interpret it properly:

In  seminary  he  had  been  taught  that  God  had  completely
stopped any overt communication with moderns, preferring to
have them only listen and follow sacred scripture, properly
interpreted,  of  course.  God’s  voice  had  been  reduced  to
paper, and even that paper had to be moderated and deciphered
by the proper authorities and intellects. It seemed that
direct communication with God was something exclusively for
the  ancients  and  uncivilized,  while  educated  Westerners
access  to  God  was  mediated  and  controlled  by  the
intelligentsia. Nobody wanted God in a box, just in a book.
(p. 65)

Throughout  the  book,  he  criticizes  Biblical  teachings  as
“religious  conditioning”  or  “seminary  teaching”  (p.  93).
Young’s intention may be to encourage the audience to break
stereotypes in their thinking about God. This is commendable,
for  we  must  constantly  examine  our  theology  of  God  and
evaluate whether we have adopted false stereotypes in our
understanding of God. It may not have been the author’s intent
to devalue the word of God or theological training. However,
comments like these give that impression.

Our theology must be consistent with God’s Word. God will not
reveal Himself or communicate in ways that are contrary to His
Word.  God  is  not  limited  to  words  on  a  page;  He  also
communicates through His creation or general revelation (Rom.
1).  However,  God  has  given  us  special  revelation  and



communicated specific truths about His character in His Word.
If God reveals and communicates information that is contrary
to His Word, then He could not be a God of truth. There are
truths that are not mentioned in the Bible, but those facts
should be consistent and not contrary to the Word of God. It
was unfortunate that there were more critical remarks made on
biblical training and not a stronger emphasis to study and
exhort believers to be diligent students of the word (2 Tim.
2:15).

Confusion Regarding the Nature of God

Young  presents  several  incorrect  and  confusing  teachings
regarding the nature of God and salvation. In this story, God
the  Father  appears  as  a  large  African-American  woman.  In
contrast, the Bible teaches that the Father never takes on
physical form. John 4:24 teaches that God is spirit. 1 Timothy
4:16 states, “God, the blessed and only ruler, the King of
kings and Lord or lords, who alone is immortal and who lives
in unapproachable light whom no one has seen or can see.” To
add to this, God appears as a woman named “Papa.” It is true
that God is neither male nor female as humans are, and both
feminine and masculine attributes are found in God. However,
in the Bible God has chosen to reveal Himself as Father and
never in the feminine gender. This gender distortion confuses
the nature of God.

In the story, God the Father has scars on His wrists (p. 95).
This is contrary to Biblical teaching in which only Jesus
became human and only Jesus died on the cross. It is true the
Father shared in the pain of Christ’s suffering, but God stood
as the judge of sin, not the one who suffered on the cross.
Christ bore the burden of our sins; God the Father was the
judge who had to render His judgment on His Son.

God the Father says “When we three spoke ourselves into human
existence as the Son of God, we became fully human” (p. 99).
Young teaches that all three members of the Trinity became



human. However, scripture teaches that only the Son, not all
members  of  the  Trinity,  became  human.  This  distorts  the
uniqueness and teaching of the incarnation.

Confusion Regarding the Son

In this story, Jesus appears as a Middle Eastern man with a
plaid shirt, jeans, and a tool belt. In the Bible, Jesus
appears as a humble servant veiling His glory (Phil. 2). After
the resurrection, Jesus retains His human nature and body but
is revealed in a glorified state. He appears in his glorified
and resurrected body and His glory is unveiled (Revelation 1).

As the incarnate Son of God, Jesus retained His divine nature
and  attributes.  His  incarnation  involved  the  addition  of
humanity,  but  not  by  subtracting  His  deity.  During  His
incarnation  He  chose  to  restrict  His  use  of  His  divine
attributes, but there were occasions in which He exercised His
divine attributes to demonstrate His authority over creation.
However, in The Shack God says:

Although he is also fully God, he has never drawn upon his
nature as God to do anything. He has only lived out of his
relationship with me, living in the very same manner that I
desire to be in relationship with every human being. He is
just the first to do it to the uttermost – the first to
absolutely trust my life within him, the first to believe in
my love and my goodness without regard for appearance or
consequence. . . . So when He healed the blind? He did so as
a dependent, limited human being trusting in my life and
power to be at work within him and through him. Jesus as a
human being had no power within himself to heal anyone (p.
99-100).

First, it is not true that Jesus “had no power within himself
to heal anyone.” Jesus, as the incarnate Son of God, never
ceased being God. He continued to possess full and complete
deity before, during, and after the incarnation (Colossians



2:9). He did do miracles in the power of the Spirit, but He
also exercised His own power (Lk. 22:51; Jn. 18:6). Young
appears to be teaching the incorrect view of the incarnation
that Christ gave up His deity, or aspects of it, when He
became human.

Confusion Regarding the Holy Spirit

In this story, the Holy Spirit appears as an Asian woman named
Sarayu. In contrast, the Holy Spirit never appears as a person
in the Bible. There is one time when the Holy Spirit appears
in physical form as a dove at the baptism of Jesus. Moreover,
the Spirit is never addressed in the feminine but is always
addressed with the masculine pronoun.

Confusion Regarding the Trinity

The first inaccuracy regarding the Trinity is that in this
story, all three members of the Trinity take on human form.
This confuses the doctrine of the incarnation, for Scripture
teaches that only Jesus takes on human form.

The second inaccuracy presented in The Shack is the idea that
the relationship taught between the members of the Trinity is
incorrect. In the book, “God” says, “So you think that God
must relate inside a hierarchy like you do. But we do not” (p.
124). Young teaches that all three members of the Trinity do
not relate in a hierarchical manner (p. 122-124).

In contrast, the Bible teaches that all three members of the
Trinity  are  equal  in  nature  while  there  also  exists  an
economy,  or  hierarchy,  in  the  Trinity.  It  describes  the
relationship of the members of the Godhead with each other,
and this relationship serves as a model for us. The Father is
the head. This is demonstrated in that the Father sent the
Son. The Son did not send the Father, (Jn. 6:44, 8:18, 10:36).
The Son also is the one who sends the Holy Spirit (Jn. 16:7).
Jesus came down from heaven, not to do his own will, but the
will of the Father (John 6:38). The Father is the head of



Christ (1 Cor. 11:3). 1 Cor. 15:27-28 speaks of creation being
in subjection to Jesus, and then in verse 28, Jesus will be
subjected  to  the  Father.  The  Greek  word  for  “will  be
subjected”  is  hupotagasetai  which  is  the  future  passive
indicative. This means that it is a future event where Jesus
will forever be subjected to the Father. These passages teach
that there is indeed a hierarchy within the Trinity in which
all three members are equal in nature, yet the principle of
headship and submission is perfectly displayed in the Trinity.
This critical theological principle is incorrectly taught in
The Shack.

Confusion Regarding Salvation

In this story, Young appears to be teaching pluralism, which
is the belief that there are other ways to salvation beside
faith in Jesus Christ. In this story Papa states:

Those who love me come from every system that exists. They are
Buddhists  or  Mormons,  Baptists  or  Muslims,  Democrats,
Republicans and many who don’t vote or are not part of any
Sunday morning or religious institutions. I have followers who
were murderers and many who were self-righteous. Some are
bankers  and  bookies,  Americans  and  Iraqis,  Jews  and
Palestinians. I have no desire to make them Christian, but I
do want to join them in their transformation into sons and
daughters of my Papa, into my brothers and sisters, into my
Beloved. (p. 182)

Young states that Jesus has no desire to make people of other
faiths Christians, or disciples of Christ. One then wonders
what this “transformation into sons and daughters of my Papa”
entails. What does it mean to be a son or daughter of Papa?

Jesus commanded us in the Great Commission to “Go into all the
world and make disciples, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching
them to obey all that I have commanded you.” Being a disciple



of Christ requires us to know and obey the teachings that God
has revealed in His Word.

Mack asks Jesus, “Does that mean all roads will lead to you?”
To this question, Jesus replies, “Not at all. . . . Most roads
don’t lead anywhere. What it does mean is that I will travel
any road to find you” (p. 182). Although pluralism is denied
here, there is confusion regarding salvation. It is a strange
statement by Jesus to say, “Most roads don’t lead anywhere.”
In actuality Jesus stated in the Gospels that most roads lead
to destruction when in Mt. 7:13-14 He says, “Enter through the
narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that
leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is
the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a
few find it.” Young fails to mention eternal judgment for
those who do not receive Jesus whereas Jesus makes it clear in
John 14:6 that He is the only way to life; all other roads
lead to destruction.

Things  are  further  confused  when  the  Jesus  of  The  Shack
states, “I will travel any road to find you.” The message
appears to teach that Jesus will reveal Himself to people no
matter their road or religion. Jesus does not ask them to
leave that road and follow the narrow path of salvation.

Moreover,  in  a  later  conversation  on  the  atoning  work  of
Christ  on  the  cross,  Mack  asks,  “What  exactly  did  Jesus
accomplish by dying?” Papa answers, “Through his death and
resurrection, I am now fully reconciled to the world” (p.
191-2). Mack is confused and asks if the whole world has been
reconciled or only those who believe. Papa responds by saying
reconciliation is not dependent upon faith in Christ:

The  whole  world,  Mack.  All  I  am  telling  you  is  that
reconciliation is a two-way street, and I have done my part,
totally, completely, finally. It is not the nature of love to
force a relationship but it is the nature of love to open the
way” (p. 192).



Young appears to be saying all people are already reconciled
to God. God is waiting on them to recognize it and enter into
a  relationship  with  Him.  These  dialogues  appear  to  teach
pluralism.  Although  it  is  denied  on  page  182,  the  ideas
presented by Young that Jesus is not interested in people
becoming Christians, that Jesus will find people on the many
roads, and that the whole world is already reconciled to God
presents the tone of a pluralistic message of salvation. Thus,
the book presents a confusing message of salvation.

Emphasis on Relationship

Throughout  the  book,  Young  places  an  emphasis  on
relationships. He downplays theological doctrines and Biblical
teaching and emphasizes that a relationship with God is what
is  most  important.  However,  Jesus  stated,  “Yet  a  time  is
coming and has now come when the true worshipers will worship
the Father in spirit and truth, for they are the kind of
worshipers the Father seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers
must worship in spirit and in truth” (Jn. 4:23-24).

It is not possible to have a relationship with God that is not
based in truth. In order to have a meaningful relationship
with God, one must understand the nature and character of God.
Truth is rooted in the very nature of God (John 14:6). A
relationship with God comes through responding to the truths
revealed  in  His  Word.  Thus,  a  believer  must  grow  in  his
relationship with God through seeking emotional intimacy as
well as growing in our understanding of the Word of God.

Throughout his book Young emphasizes the relational aspect of
our walk with God and downplays the need for proper doctrinal
beliefs about God. It is true that Christians are to have a
vibrant relationship with God, but this relationship must be
built on truth as God has revealed in His Word. Seeking a
relationship and worship of God built on false ideas of God
could lead one to discouragement and even false hope. As one
grows in Christ, one’s understanding of God should move toward



a  more  accurate  understanding  of  God’s  character  that  is
revealed in His word.

An essential part of growing a deep intimate relationship with
God involves the learning of Biblical and doctrinal truths
about God. The Apostle Paul refers to this in Ephesians 4:13
when he says, “until we all reach unity in the faith and in
the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining
to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”

Simply knowing doctrine without the involvement of the heart
leads to a cold faith. I believe Young was trying to emphasize
this point. However, a heart religion without truth as its
guide is only an emotional faith. We must have both heart and
mind. In fact, Jesus commanded Christians in Matthew 22:37 to
“Love the Lord with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your mind.”

Conclusion
The Shack attempts to address one of life’s toughest issues:
the problem of God and evil. Although this is a work of
fiction, it addresses significant theological issues. However,
in  addressing  the  problem  of  evil,  Young  teaches  key
theological errors. This can lead the average reader into
confusion regarding the nature of God and salvation. I found
this to be an interesting story but I was disturbed by the
theological errors. Readers who have not developed the skills
to discern truth from error can be confused in the end. So
although the novel tries to address a relevant question, it
teaches theological errors in the process. One cannot take
lightly  erroneous  teachings  on  the  nature  of  God  and
salvation.

I believe this book would make a great subject for discussion
groups. The topics presented in the book such as the problem
of  evil,  the  nature  of  God,  and  salvation  are  worthwhile
topics for all believers to discuss. We can often learn and



become more accurate in our beliefs when we analyze error,
compare it with scripture, and articulate our position in
light of the Bible. I do not believe Christians need to run
from error as long as they read and study with discernment.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

“Why  Don’t  You  Respect
Others’ Beliefs?”
How come you can’t accept other religions and beliefs instead
of  always  trying  to  convert  them  to  Christianity?  I  was
brought up in a Christian family and was always taught that
you should accept others for who they are instead of forcing
them to be how YOU want them to be.

I personally am an atheist and have told my family that since
I  was  old  enough  to  fully  understand  my  own  feelings  on
religion, and my own family have not tried to convert me as
they respect what I think and feel. But when I read your
replies to people’s e-mails you try to convert people you
don’t even know. I fully respect your beliefs and thought that
since you were Christians you could respect others. I am not
trying to be disrespectful but I have friends from almost
every religion in the world and yet even when we come to
together we never try to (for lack of a better word) force,
our views on each other instead we respect each other. I am
sorry if I am sounding rude when I say this but would you
please email me back with your views on this and I will gladly
read them and attempt to understand them.

Dear ______,

https://probe.org/why-dont-you-respect-others-beliefs/
https://probe.org/why-dont-you-respect-others-beliefs/


I very much appreciate the respectful tone of your letter.
Bless you!

There is a difference between accepting others for who they
are and forcing them to be someone you want them to be. I am
not aware of anything on our website that attempts to force
anyone to do anything; we do OFFER the way to know God through
a personal relationship with His son Jesus, and we do OFFER a
Christian perspective on many topics, but I would be grateful
if  you  would  help  me  see  any  place  where  we’re  forcing
anything on anyone. Especially since everyone who reads our
website freely chooses to come here and freely chooses to
continue reading once they discover our position.

We don’t have the power to convert anyone. We will do our best
to explain why Christianity makes the most sense because it’s
true, and you have no doubt discovered that we have a lot of
confidence in our position. But everything we say comes from a
deep understanding that God created us with the ability to
choose. We understand the power of influence, and we try to
use whatever influence we have by way of what we have learned
about the evidence for Christianity being true to help others
understand what is right and true.

Many people think that respecting others’ views and beliefs is
the same thing as affirming that they are all equally valid,
and we can’t do that. For instance, what if you met someone
who believed that red lights mean go and green lights mean
stop. Would you respect that view? Really? Or would you do
your best to convince the person believing it that it is a
wrong and dangerous view to hold?

That’s what we do. We believe that God has spoken to our world
through the Bible and through the person of Jesus Christ, and
thus we can know truth because God has communicated it to us.
And  those  who  believe  differently  from  what  God  has
specifically said, hold wrong and dangerous views because it
can keep them separated from God forever.



I hope you understand us better now, even if you don’t agree.
And if you get to the point where your life seems pointless
and  meaningless–because  if  there  is  no  God  there  is  no
meaning-giver–then we’ll be here to help you.

Respectfully,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

Eastern Orthodoxy

Introduction to Eastern Orthodoxy
In a previous article I spoke of the conversation now going on
between  Evangelicals  and  Roman  Catholics  prompted  by  the
culture war. A third tradition is participating in such talks
as well, namely, the Eastern Orthodox Church. For many if not
most of us, Eastern Orthodoxy is a real mystery. Images of
bearded priests and candles, and the sounds of chanting come
to mind. They are so far removed from us, it seems. Are we
really part of the same church? Such a question would be
absolutely preposterous to them, of course, for Orthodox are
fond of pointing out that they stand closer to the ancient
church than do Catholics or Protestants.

In this article I’d like to introduce you to the Eastern
Orthodox Church. I will simply present some of Orthodoxy’s
history and beliefs as an introduction without offering any
critique.{1}

https://probe.org/eastern-orthodoxy/
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History
Orthodox Christians trace their lineage back to the apostolic
church. The apostles, of course, founded only one church.
Since  the  founding  of  the  church  there  have  been  three
significant divisions. The first occurred in the fifth and
sixth centuries when what are known as the Oriental Orthodox
churches split off over theological issues. These include the
churches in Iran and Iraq, sometimes called the “Nestorian” or
“Chaldean” churches. Also included were the Syrian Church of
Antioch and the Coptic Church of Egypt. The churches that were
left comprise what we know of as the Eastern Orthodox Church.
These  are  the  churches  that  remain  in  communion  with  the
Patriarchate of Constantinople.{2}

The next division, typically dated in the eleventh century,
was  between  the  Eastern  Church  and  the  Western  or  Roman
Catholic Church. Rome was one of the five main centers, or
sees, of the Church. Although it was the most important of the
five,  it  was  different  from  the  others.  For  example,  the
Western Church based in Rome used Latin, whereas the Eastern
Church used the languages of the people. Rome had more of a
legal  mindset  in  its  theology,  whereas  the  East  was  more
mystical. In addition, various cultural and political issues
set it apart. The barbarian invasions of the fifth century and
the establishment of the Holy Roman Empire in the West further
separated the West from the East.

Such things as these set the stage for division. Two major
issues brought it to a head. One was the power of the pope in
Rome.  The  bishops  of  the  Church  had  long  been  seen  as
generally  equal;  all  the  bishops  had  a  vote  in  decisions
affecting  the  whole  Church.  However,  a  few  wielded  more
influence than others. The Roman See was at the top. Thus, the
pope was considered the first among equals among the bishops
of the Orthodox world. However, some of the popes came to
desire universal supremacy. For example, Pope Nicholas wrote



in 865 that he had authority “over all the earth, that is,
over every Church.”{3}

The other theological problem was that of the relationship of
the Holy Spirit to the Father. Does He proceed from the Father
only  or  both  the  Father  and  the  Son?  The  Nicene  Creed
originally said that the Spirit “proceeds from the Father.” A
clause was added later by the Church in the West, without the
agreement of the other bishops, to make it read, “proceeds
from the Father and from the Son.” Later I’ll look at this a
little more closely. For now we should note the importance of
the clause for the unity of the Church.

The clause seems to have originated in Spain and was accepted
by Charlemagne as part of the Creed. The seriousness of the
matter can be seen in the antagonism it produced between East
and West. For example, when the Greeks wouldn’t include the
phrase, writers in Charlemagne’s court began accusing them of
heresy. For another, in 867, Pope Nicholas’ backing of the
inclusion of the Filioque clause in opposition to the rest of
the Church brought about his excommunication by Photius, the
patriarch  of  Constantinople,  although  communion  was  later
restored.

The East resented its inclusion for two reasons. First, this
act revealed the extent of power the Pope was trying to claim
in allowing the addition on his own authority. Second, it was
thought to be incorrect theologically. (I will return to these
later.)

In the eleventh century relations between the East and the
West worsened severely. Rome gained new power politically in
the  West,  reviving  the  belief  that  it  had  universal
jurisdiction. The Normans gained power in Italy and forced the
Greeks  there  to  conform  to  Latin  methods  of  worship.  In
retaliation, the patriarch of Constantinople forced the Latin
churches there to adopt Greek practices. After a few more
events further heightened tensions, on July 16, 1054 some



legates of the pope laid a Bull of Excommunication on the
altar of the Church of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople. This
is the date commonly given for the great schism between the
East and the West. It was a landmark occasion, but the end
didn’t finally come in fact until the early thirteenth century
following a few tragic events in the Crusades. Now there was
the Roman Church and the Eastern Church, the one headed by the
pope, the other headed by the patriarch of Constantinople.

The Godhead
Space does not permit a full description of the theology of
the Orthodox Church. Let’s touch briefly on its doctrine of
God.

The Trinity

The Holy Trinity is of supreme importance in Orthodox theology
and life. It “is not a piece of ‘high theology’ reserved for
the professional scholar, but something that has a living,
practical importance for every Christian.” Because we’re made
in the image of God, we can’t understand ourselves if we don’t
understand this doctrine. God’s triune nature also makes clear
that He is personal–that He experiences personal communion
within the Godhead, and thus can commune with us as well.

The Father

Below I’ll speak further about the role of the Father in the
Trinity. Here I’ll just touch on the Orthodox understanding of
the  knowability  of  God.  Orthodox  believe  that  God  is
unknowable to us in His essence for He is so much higher than
we are: He is absolutely transcendent. For that reason we can
only employ negative language when speaking of Him: we can say
what He is not in His being, but not what He is.



However, God is not cut off from His creation. While God’s
essence is the core of His being and cannot be known, His
energies, which permeate creation, enable us to experience
Him.  His  energies  “are  God  Himself  in  His  action  and
revelation to the world.” Through these “God enters into a
direct and immediate relationship with humankind.”{4}

The Incarnate Son

The whole of the sacramental theology of Orthodoxy is grounded
in  the  Incarnation  of  Christ.  The  Incarnation  is  so
significant that Orthodox believe it would have occurred even
if Adam and Eve hadn’t fallen into sin. It was an act of
love–God sending His Son to commune with us. Because of sin,
however, it also became an act of salvation.

Orthodoxy seeks to give proper weight to both Christ’s deity
and His humanity. One must recall the weight given to the
Nicene Creed and its clear declaration of both natures. He is
“true God and true man, one person in two natures, without
separation and without confusion: a single person, but endowed
with two wills and two energies.” The divinity of Christ is of
utmost importance to Orthodox. “‘Behind the veil of Christ’s
flesh, Christians behold the Triune God’ . . . perhaps the
most  striking  feature  in  the  Orthodox  approach  to  the
Incarnate Christ [is] an overwhelming sense of His divine
glory.“{5} He is the face of God for us. This revelation was
seen  most  strikingly  in  the  Transfiguration  and  the
Resurrection.{6} On the other hand, the places where He lived
and ministered and the Cross upon which He died are pointers
to His humanity, and they are revered highly.

The Holy Spirit

The importance of the Holy Spirit in the Orthodox Church can



hardly be overstated. They believe, in fact, that it is one
thing that sets the Eastern Church apart from the Western.
Whereas the Western Church put greater emphasis on the power
of  theological  understanding,  Orthodox  depend  more  on  the
activity of the Spirit. St. Seraphim of Sarov said that such
things as prayer and fasting and other Christian practices are
not the aim of the Christian life. “The true aim of the
Christian  life  is  the  acquisition  of  the  Holy  Spirit  of
God.”{7}  In  the  corporate  setting,  the  Spirit  is  invoked
repeatedly  in  Church  worship.  On  the  individual  level,
believers place themselves under His protection each morning
in their prayers.

Earlier I talked about the split in the Church in the eleventh
century. One of the key issues was the clause the Western
Church added to the Nicene Creed, which said that the Spirit
was sent by the Father and by the Son. This was called the
Filioque clause. The Eastern Church rejected this addition
because it was inserted without the support of the universal
Church and because it was seen as incorrect theologically. For
Orthodox theologians, the clause confused the roles of the
Father  and  the  Son  in  the  economy  of  the  Trinity.  “The
distinctive characteristic of the first person of the Trinity
is Fatherhood,” says Timothy Ware. “He is the source in the
Trinity. The distinctive character of the second person is
Sonship; . . . [He] has His source and origin in the Father, .
.  .  The  distinctive  character  of  the  third  person  is
Procession: like the Son, He has His source and origin in the
Father; but His relationship to the Father is different from
that  of  the  Son,  since  He  is  not  begotten  but  from  all
eternity He proceeds from the Father.”{8} To the Orthodox,
then, to say the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son
is to give those two persons the same function. They point
out, too, the scriptural teaching that “the Spirit of truth .
. . proceeds from the Father.” (Jn. 15:26)

Furthermore, the clause seemed to imply a subordination of the



Spirit to the Son, which could result in a diminution of the
Spirit in the Church. But the ministry of the Spirit and the
Son are “complementary and reciprocal.” “From one point of
view,” says Ware, “the whole ‘aim’ of the Incarnation is the
sending of the Spirit at Pentecost.”{9}

The Church in Eastern Orthodoxy
Eastern  Orthodox  Christians  believe  that  true  belief  and
worship  are  maintained  by  the  Orthodox  Church.  “Orthodoxy
claims to be universal–not something exotic and oriental, but
simply Christianity,” says Orthodox bishop Timothy Ware.{10}
They believe that Orthodoxy has maintained the teachings of
the  apostles  and  the  early  Church  faithfully  through  the
centuries.

Three Defining Characteristics

Something one notices soon after beginning an investigation of
the Orthodox Church is its attempt to let its theology inform
its practice in life and in worship.

The Orthodox Church can be described generally under three
headings:  Trinitarian,  Christological,  and  Pneumatological.
Regarding the Trinity, beyond simply holding it as a correct
understanding  of  God,  the  Church  attempts  to  emulate  the
Trinity in its practices. As the Trinity is both one and many,
the  Church  is  thought  of  as  both  one  and  many–unity  in
diversity.  This  applies  to  both  individuals  and  to  local
churches all taken together. Orthodoxy is made up of a number
of independent autocephalous churches, as they are called.
“Just as in the Trinity the three persons are equal,” says
Ware, “so in the Church no one bishop can claim to wield
absolute power over all the rest; yet, just as in the Trinity
the Father enjoys pre-eminence as source and fountainhead of
the deity, so within the Church the Pope is ‘first among



equals’.”{11}

Further, the Orthodox Church is Christological. It sees itself
as “the extension of the Incarnation, the place where the
Incarnation perpetuates itself.” It is “the centre and organ
of Christ’s redeeming work . . . it is nothing else than the
continuation and extension of His prophetic, priestly, and
kingly power . . . The Church is Christ with us.”{12}

Finally, the Church is Pneumatological. It is the dwelling
place of the Spirit. The Spirit is the source of power in the
Church. In addition, He both unites the Church and ensures our
diversity. We are separately given the Spirit, but so that we
might come together. “Life in the Church does not mean the
ironing out of human variety, nor the imposition of a rigid
and uniform pattern upon all alike, but the exact opposite.
The  saints,  so  far  from  displaying  a  drab  monotony,  have
developed the most vivid and distinctive personalities.”{13}

Authority in the Church

The Orthodox Church is at once popular and hierarchical. It is
popular in the sense that the focus is on the people, and
authority resides in the Church, which is the people of God.
However, the Church is represented in its leadership, and here
one finds a strong hierarchy. Major decisions are made by the
bishops with a special place of honor going to the Ecumenical
Patriarch of Constantinople. “Where Rome thinks in terms of
the supremacy and the universal jurisdiction of the Pope,”
says Ware, “Orthodoxy thinks in terms of the five Patriarchs
and of the Ecumenical Councils.”{14}

While the decisions of bishops are binding in general, it is
understood  that  they  aren’t  infallible.  The  Church  is
infallible, but its bishops aren’t. As Paul said, the church
is “the pillar and ground of the truth.” (I Tim. 3:15)



For the Orthodox, the Church is the bearer and guardian of
truth,  which  is  passed  on  through  Tradition.  Included  in
Church Tradition are the Bible, the ecumenical councils of the
early centuries, and the writings of the Fathers, the Canons
or laws, the Icons–“in fact,” says Timothy Ware, “the whole
system of doctrine, Church government, worship, spirituality
and art which Orthodoxy has articulated over the ages.”{15}
The Bible forms a part of this Tradition; it is seen as a
product  of  the  Church  and  derives  its  authority  from  the
Church. “Among the various elements of Tradition, a unique
pre-eminence  belongs  to  the  Bible,  to  the  Creed,  to  the
doctrinal  definitions  of  the  Ecumenical  Councils.”{16}  As
another writer says, “It is neither subordinate nor superior
to tradition, not can there be any contradictions between
them.”{17}

When challenges were made to what had been taught by the
Church from the beginning, answers were provided by various
councils through the early centuries. The most important was
the Council of Nicaea. Thus the Nicene Creed has preeminence,
although the Apostles’ Creed and the Athanasian Creeds are
also used. At these councils important doctrines of the faith
were hammered out. Nicaea, for example, dealt with the person
of Christ. Was He God or man or both? If both, how did the two
natures  relate  in  one  person?  The  determinations  of  the
councils,  which  were  universally  accepted,  became
authoritative  for  the  Church.

The Church Fathers also provided authoritative teaching about
Christian doctrine. Sometimes, however, they were in error. It
became  necessary,  then,  for  the  church  to  distinguish
“patristic  wheat  .  .  .  from  patristic  chaff.”{18}

The Worship of the Church

A  close  look  at  the  Orthodox  Church  reveals  quickly  the



importance of the Church as a whole, as the functioning body
of Christ. The priority of the Church in Orthodoxy–not the so-
called  “invisible”  or  universal  Church,  but  the  visible
worshipping community–might seem a bit odd to evangelicals. In
evangelicalism  the  emphasis  is  more  upon  the  individual’s
relationship to Christ, whereas in Orthodoxy, the Christian
life revolves around the Church as the locus of the ministry
of Christ and the Spirit.

The Church is thought of as a reflection of heaven on earth.
This belief underlies the elaborate nature of the worship
experience.  This  reflection  is  seen  first  of  all  through
beauty. A peculiar gift of the Orthodox, it is said, “is this
power of perceiving the beauty of the spiritual world, and
expressing that celestial beauty in their worship.”{19}

The worship service has supreme importance in Orthodoxy; it is
more  important  than  doctrine  and  the  disciplines  of  the
Christian life. “Orthodoxy sees human beings above all else as
liturgical creatures who are most truly themselves when they
glorify  God,  and  who  find  their  perfection  and  self-
fulfillment in worship.” The liturgy is the contents of the
worship service including the readings, actions, music, and
all else involved. Says Timothy Ware: “Into the Holy Liturgy
which expresses their faith, the Orthodox peoples have poured
their whole religious experience.” It is what inspires “their
best poetry, art, and music.”{20} Further, the liturgy of
worship  attempts  to  embrace  both  worlds–heaven  and  earth.
There is “one altar, one sacrifice, one presence” in both. It
is in the Church that God dwells among humans.

Orthodoxy  is  thoroughly  sacramental.  Holding  that  God  has
graced the physical world through the Incarnation of Christ,
Orthodox see the whole of the created order as somehow graced
by God and usable for revealing Himself. For the life of the
Church there are special sacraments that are channels of God’s
grace. Through particular physical means, such as through the
elements of Communion or the water of Baptism, God extends His



grace in a special way. The sacraments are “effectual signs of
grace,  ritual  acts  which  both  express  and  bring  about  a
spiritual reality. Just as in the Incarnation the eternal Word
of God was united with human nature in Jesus Christ, so in the
sacraments spiritual gifts are communicated through tangible
realities.”{21}

The  Liturgy  of  worship  reaches  its  highest  point  in  the
sacrament of the Eucharist. The Eucharist creates the unity of
the Church; it is “a Eucharistic society, which only realizes
its true nature when it celebrates the Supper of the Lord,
receiving His Body and Blood in the sacrament.”{22} “It is no
coincidence,”  says  Ware,  “that  the  term  ‘Body  of  Christ’
should mean both the Church and the sacrament.” Where the
Eucharist is, the Church is.{23}

There  are  other  sacraments,  too,  in  Orthodoxy,  such  as
baptism,  Chrismation  (their  equivalent  roughly  of
Confirmation),  Confession,  and  marriage.  Customarily  seven
sacraments are listed, although there is no final word on the
number. They aren’t all equal in importance; some are more
significant than others, Baptism and the Eucharist being the
most important. But all serve to convey the grace of Christ to
His Church.

The Orthodox concept of the Church is extremely rich. There
are aspects of their worship that many Evangelicals would find
odd or uncomfortable (such as standing throughout the service)
or even objectionable. But the attempt to bring the fullness
of the kingdom into the worship service creates a rich and
meaningful  experience  for  the  participants.  Orthodoxy  is
unabashedly  mystical.  The  worship  service  works  to  bring
believers closer to a kind of mystical union with God. Here,
the believer is to experience the presence of God and through
it to eventually partake of the nature of God.



Icons and Deification
Let’s look at two beliefs of the Orthodox Church that are
quite unusual to evangelicals.

I’ve already noted the importance of the Incarnation for the
sacramental view of Christianity and of the world. It is also
important for understanding the Orthodox use of icons. An
icon,  Timothy  Ware  tells  us,  “is  not  simply  a  religious
picture  designed  to  arouse  appropriate  emotions  in  the
beholder; it is one of the ways whereby God is revealed to us.
Through icons the Orthodox Christian receives a vision of the
spiritual world.”{24} The use of icons reveals their view of
matter, the created order. “God took a material body,” says
Ware, “thereby proving that matter can be redeemed. . . . God
has ‘deified’ matter, making it ‘spirit- bearing’; and if
flesh has become a vehicle of the Spirit, then– though in a
different way–can wood and paint. The Orthodox doctrine of
icons is bound up with the Orthodox belief that the whole of
God’s  creation,  material  as  well  as  spiritual,  is  to  be
redeemed and glorified.”{25} Ware says that Nicolas Zernov’s
comments about the Russian Orthodox view of icons is true for
Orthodoxy in general:

They were dynamic manifestations of man’s spiritual power to
redeem creation through beauty and art. The colours and lines
of the [icons] were not meant to imitate nature; the artists
aimed at demonstrating that men, animals, and plants, and the
whole cosmos, could be rescued from their present state of
degradation and restored to their proper ‘Image.’ The [icons]
were pledges of the coming victory of a redeemed creation
over the fallen one. . . . The artistic perfection of an icon
was not only a reflection of the celestial glory–it was a
concrete example of matter restored to its original harmony
and beauty, and serving as a vehicle of the Spirit. The icons
were part of the transfigured world.{26}



Orthodox don’t worship icons, but rather venerate or reverence
them. They are intended to remind the believer of God. Even
those without theological training can learn from icons. But
icons are more than a convenient teaching tool for Orthodox;
they are thought to “safeguard a full and proper doctrine of
the Incarnation.” The Iconoclasts, it is thought (those who in
the Orthodox Church fought against the use of icons), fell
into  a  kind  of  dualism  between  defiled  matter  and  the
spiritual  realm.  “Regarding  matter  as  a  defilement,  they
wanted  a  religion  freed  from  all  contact  with  what  is
material; for they thought that what is spiritual must be non-
material. But this is to betray the Incarnation, by allowing
no place to Christ’s humanity, to His body; it is to forget
that  our  body  as  well  as  our  soul  must  by  saved  and
transfigured.”{27}

Deification

One of the oddest teachings of Orthodoxy to evangelicals is
that of the deification of man or theosis. The central message
of  Christianity  is  the  message  of  redemption  in  Christ.
Orthodox take quite literally the apostle Paul’s teachings on
sharing  in  the  message  of  redemption.  “Christ  shared  our
poverty that we might share the riches of His divinity; ‘Our
Lord Jesus Christ, though He was rich, yet for your sake
became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich,
(2 Corinthians viii, 9). . . . The Greek Fathers took these
and similar texts in their literal sense, and dared to speak
of  humanity’s  ‘deification’  (in  Greek,  theosis).”  We  are
“called to become by grace what God is by nature.” For this to
happen, of course, Christ had to be fully man as well as fully
God. “A bridge is formed between God and humanity by the
Incarnate Christ who is divine and human at once.”{28} Thus,
“For  Orthodoxy,  our  salvation  and  redemption  mean  our
deification.”{29}



Underlying the idea of deification or divinization is the fact
of our being made in “the image and likeness of God the Holy
Trinity. . . . Just as the three persons of the Trinity
‘dwell’ in one another in an unceasing movement of love, so we
humans,  made  in  the  image  of  the  Trinity,  are  called  to
‘dwell’ in the Trinitarian God. Christ prays that we may share
in the life of the Trinity, in the movement of love which
passes between the divine persons; He prays that we may be
taken up into the Godhead.”{30} Jesus prayed “that all of them
may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.”
(Jn. 17:21) As Peter wrote: “Through these he has given us his
very great and precious promises, so that through them you may
participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in
the world caused by evil desires.” (2 Pet 1:4)

As  the  image  of  God,  we  are  icons  of  God.  There  is  a
reflection of God in us by nature. However, we grow in the
likeness of God, or “the assimilation to God through virtue.”
If we make proper use of our ability to have communion with
God, “then we will become ‘like’ God, we will acquire the
divine likeness. . . . To acquire the likeness is to be
deified, it is to become a ‘second god’, a ‘god by grace’.”
This is a goal we only acquire by degrees. “However sinful we
may be, we never lose the image; but the likeness depends upon
our moral choice, upon our ‘virtue’, and so it is destroyed by
sin.”{31}

But will we be fully like God ourselves? To understand this
doctrine,  we  must  understand  the  difference  between  God’s
essence and His energies. God’s essence is the core of His
being. His energies are those characteristics by which we
experience  Him.  “They  are  God  Himself  in  His  action  and
revelation to the world.” Through these “God enters into a
direct and immediate relationship with humankind.” We cannot
know  His  essence,  but  we  can  know  His  energies.  Our
deification consists in our “union with the divine energies,
not the divine essence: the Orthodox Church, while speaking of



deification and union, rejects all forms of pantheism.” We do
not become one being with God. Nor do we become separate gods
in our very essence. “We remain creatures while becoming god
by grace, as Christ remained God when becoming man by the
Incarnation.” We are thus created gods.{32}

This  deification  involves  the  body,  too.  We  will  be
transformed as Christ was in the Transfiguration, but the full
transformation of our bodies will not come until the Last Day.

Several  points  can  be  made  about  the  significance  of
deification. First, it is meant for all believers, not just a
few. Second, the process doesn’t mean we won’t be conscious of
sin in our lives. There is a continual repentance in the
Christian  life.  Third,  the  means  of  attaining  deification
aren’t extraordinary. They are simple: “go to church, receive
the  sacraments  regularly,  pray  to  God  ‘in  spirit  and  in
truth’,  read  the  Gospels,  follow  the  commandments.”{33}
Fourth, it is a social process. The second most important
commandment is to love our neighbors as ourselves. We don’t
become divinized by ourselves. We realize the divine likeness
as we live a common life with other believers such as that of
the Trinity. “As the three persons of the Godhead ‘dwell’ in
one another, so we must ‘dwell’ in our fellow humans.”{34}
Fifth, deification is very practical. It involves the hands on
application of Christian love, such as feeding the hungry,
caring for the sick, etc. Sixth, it “presupposes life in the
Church,  life  in  the  sacraments,”  for  it  is  here  that  we
commune  with  God.  “Church  and  sacraments  are  the  means
appointed by God whereby we may acquire the sanctifying Spirit
and be transformed into the divine likeness.”{35}

Evangelicals  who  are  used  to  emphasizing  a  rational
understanding of doctrine grounded in Scripture might find all
this too vague. How can we hold to a doctrine of deification
without falling into polytheism or pantheism? Once again we
must  take  note  of  Orthodox  mystical  theology.  Significant
doctrines  aren’t  always  clearly  parsed  and  laid  out  for



understanding.  Orthodox  have  a  very  “face  value”  kind  of
theology: if Scripture says we are gods, then we are gods.

Concluding Remarks

This look at the Eastern Orthodox Church has been necessarily
brief and rather surface. I have attempted to provide a simple
introduction without adding an Evangelical critique. It is my
hope that listeners will seek to learn more about Orthodoxy,
both  for  a  better  understanding  of  the  history  of  the
Christian church, and to prompt reflection on a different way
of  thinking  about  our  faith.  While  we  might  have  serious
questions about certain doctrines and practices of Orthodoxy,
we can’t help but be enriched by others. The centrality of
corporate worship as contrasted with our primary focus on the
individual; the importance of beauty grounded in Christian
beliefs contrasted with either the austerity of Protestant
worship in the past or our present focus on personal tastes in
aesthetics; the way fundamental doctrines such as that of the
Trinity  and  the  Incarnation  weave  their  way  throughout
Christian belief and life in contrast to our more pragmatic
way of thinking and living; these things and more make a study
of the Orthodox Church an enriching experience. Even if one is
simply challenged to rethink one’s own beliefs, the effort is
worthwhile. Furthermore, in the context of the current culture
wars it can only help to get to know others in our society who
claim Jesus as Lord and seek to live according to the will of
the one true God.
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What  is  Islam?  –  And  a
Christian Response
The history, current status, basic beliefs and practices of
Islam are surveyed; as well, a Christian response to Islam is
offered.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

It’s not every day that religion appears as a front page story
in today’s newspapers, particularly on a regular basis. But
over the past 20 years one religion has made the front page
perhaps more than any other . . . the religion of Islam. Islam
claims up to one billion followers worldwide. It is not only
the fastest growing religion in the world, but its influence
touches virtually every area of life—not only the spiritual,
but the political and economic as well. What is more, its
influence is being felt closer and closer to home. There are
now up to 5 million Muslims in the U.S., and over 1,100
mosques or Islamic centers.

What does Islam teach? How are the teachings of Islam similar
to those of Christianity? How are they different? What should
our attitude be toward Islam, and toward those who follow this
powerful religion? These are some of the questions we want to
address in this essay.

The History of Islam
First, we want to take a look back at the history of Islam.
Islam was founded in the early seventh century by Muhammed.
When he was 40 years of age, in A.D. 610, Muhammed claimed to
be receiving messages from God. These messages were later
compiled and recorded in the Koran—Islam’s holy book.

About this same time, Muhammed began preaching against the
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greed, economic oppression, and idolatry that plagued the Arab
peoples. He called on the many factions of the Arab peoples to
unite under the worship of Allah, the chief god of the Arab
pantheon  of  deities.  Though  his  message  was  ini1tially
rejected, by the year 630 he had succeeded in gaining control
of Mecca, the economic and religious center of the Arabian
peninsula.

Though Muhammed died two years later, the religious/political
movement he founded rapidly spread throughout the Arab world,
and far beyond. By A.D. 750, the Muslim empire spanned from
Spain in the west to India in the east. In the centuries that
followed,  Islam  penetrated  deeper  into  Africa  and  Asia,
extending as far as the Philippines. During its “golden era”
Islam claimed some of the world’s finest philosophers and
mathematicians. It was during this time also that Islam and
Christianity clashed as a result of the Crusades to reclaim
the Holy Land from the Muslims.

Beginning around 1500, and accelerating after the industrial
revolution  of  the  1700-1800s,  Islam  felt  the  increasing
influence of the European powers. Eventually, large portions
of the Muslim world were colonized by European countries. This
political and economic domination by Europe continued until
the end of WWII, after which Muslim countries began to attain
political independence. With the discovery and development of
the  vast  oil  reserves  in  many  Muslim  lands,  economic
independence suddenly came within reach also. At last, Islam
had in its grasp both the opportunity and the resources to
reassert itself as a powerful force in the world. After being
on the defensive for many centuries, Islam was now on the
offensive!

The Current Status of Islam
At this point we should discuss the current status of Islam.
In doing so, it’s important to realize that Islam is not a
monolithic system. Though all Muslims draw their inspiration



from  Muhammed  and  the  Koran,  there  are  many  identifiable
groups and movements within Islam.

The  most  obvious  division  is  that  between  Sunni  and  Shia
Islam. The Sunnis (who compose about 90% of all Muslims) draw
their name from the fact that they look both to the Koran and
to the “sunna” in establishing proper Muslim conduct. The
“sunna” is the behavior or example of Muhammed and of the
early  Muslim  community.  Of  course,  there  are  many  sub-
divisions among the Sunnis, but they all identify themselves
as Sunni.

The other major group of Muslims are the Shi’ites (who compose
about 10% of all Muslims and reside mainly in Iraq and Iran).
The word Shi’ite means “partisan,” and refers to the fact that
Shi’ites are “partisans of Ali.” Ali was the son-in-law and
cousin of Muhammed and one of the early Caliphs or successors
to Muhammed as leader of the Muslim people. Shi’ites believe
that the leader of Islam should be among the descendants of
Ali, whom they believe possess a special divine anointing for
this task. The last of these divinely appointed leaders, or
“imams” most Shi’ites believe to be in “hiding” in another
realm of existence. The Ayatollah Khomeini was believed to
have been a spokesman for this “hidden imam.”

A third group that should be mentioned are the Sufis—those
Muslims  (among  both  Sunni  and  Shia)  who  seek  a  mystical
experience of God, rather than a merely intellectual knowledge
of Him, and who also are given to a number of superstitious
practices.

In addition to these divisions within Islam, mention must also
be made of attitudes among Muslims toward their contact with
the Western world in modern times. Though the situation is
much more complex than we are capable of dealing with in this
pamphlet, two broad trends have been evident within Islam.

One  trend  is  toward  some  degree  of  accommodation  and



adjustment to the West and to modern ways of life. This has
manifested itself most obviously in countries like Turkey,
which have instituted largely secular forms of government and
Western  ways  of  life,  while  maintaining  Islamic  religious
practices.

The opposite trend is toward a return to a more traditional
approach to Islamic life and a rejection of Western and modern
ways. The most extreme expression of this trend is manifest in
the various forms of Islamic fundamentalism, which insist on
the implementation of Muslim law (called the Sharia) in every
area of life. Fundamentalists have been most successful in
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan, and Sudan; but they are active
in  virtually  every  Muslim  country,  at  times  resorting  to
violence  and  terrorism  in  attempting  to  implement  their
agenda.

In understanding this potent religious and political movement,
it  is  important  to  understand  the  various  divisions  and
attitudes within Islam and the basic beliefs at Islam’s core.

The Basic Beliefs of Islam
Though the beliefs of Muslims worldwide are about as diverse
as those among Christians, there are six basic articles of
faith common to nearly all Muslims.

The first of these is that there is no God but Allah. The pre-
Islamic  Arabs  were  polytheists.  But  Muhammed  succeeded  in
leading them to devote themselves solely to the chief God of
the pantheon whom they called Allah (which simply means God).
To worship or attribute deity to any other being is considered
shirk  or  blasphemy.  The  Koran  mentions  numerous  names  of
Allah, and these names are found frequently on the lips of
devout  Muslims  who  believe  them  to  have  a  nearly  magical
power.

The second article of faith is belief in angels and jinn. Jinn



are spirit beings capable of both good and evil actions and of
possessing human beings. Above the jinn in rank are the angels
of God. Two of them are believed to accompany every Muslim,
one on the right to record his good deeds, and one on the left
to record his evil deeds.

The third article is belief in God’s holy books, 104 of which
are referred to in the Koran. Chief among these are the Law
given to Moses, the Psalms given to David, the Gospel (or
Injil) given to Jesus, and the Koran given to Muhammed. Each
of these is conceived to have communicated the same basic
message of God’s will to man. Obvious discrepancies between
the  Jewish  and  Christian  Scriptures  and  the  Koran
(particularly  with  reference  to  Jesus  and  Muhammed)  were
accounted for by Muhammed in his suggestion that the Bible had
been tampered with by Jews and Christians.

The  fourth  article  of  faith  is  belief  in  God’s  prophets,
through whom Allah appealed to man to follow His will as
revealed in His holy books. There is no agreement as to how
many prophets there have been—some say hundreds of thousands.
Among them were Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. But all
agree that Muhammed was God’s final and supreme prophet—the
“seal” of the prophets. Though Muhammed himself said that he
was a sinner, nonetheless there are many Muslims throughout
the world who appear to come close to worshiping him.

The  fifth  article  of  faith  is  belief  in  the  absolute
predestinating  will  of  Allah.  Though  some  Muslims  have
modified this doctrine somewhat, the Koran seems to support
the idea that all things (both good and evil) are the direct
result of God’s will. Those who conclude that Islam is a
fatalistic religion have good reason for doing so.

The  sixth  and  final  article  of  faith  is  belief  in  the
resurrection and final judgment. At the end of history, God
will  judge  the  works  of  all  men.  Those  whose  good  deeds
outweigh their bad deeds will enter into paradise (pictured in



rather sensual terms). The rest will be consigned to hell. The
paramount feature of Islamic belief, aside from its strong
monotheism, is that it is a religion of human works. One’s
position with regard to Allah is determined by his success in
keeping His laws.

The Basic Practices of Islam
Now we want to focus on the most important of those works.
These are summarized in what are usually called the “Five
Pillars of Islam.”

The first pillar is recitation of the creed: “There is no God
but Allah, and Muhammed is his prophet.” It is commonly held
that to recite this creed in the presence of two witnesses is
to constitute oneself a Muslim—one in submission to God. Of
course, the word Islam simply means “submission.”

The second pillar is the regular practice of prayers. Sunni
Muslims are required to recite specific prayers accompanied by
prescribed motions five times daily. (Shi’ites do so only
three times a day.) All male Muslims are also enjoined to meet
for community prayer (and sermon) each Friday at noon.

The  third  pillar  is  almsgiving.  Born  an  orphan  himself,
Muhammed  was  deeply  concerned  for  the  needy.  The  Koran
requires that 2.5% of one’s income be given to the poor or to
the spread of Islam.

The fourth pillar of Islam is the fast during the month of
Ramadan (the ninth lunar month of the Muslim calendar, during
which Muhammed is said to have received the first of his
revelations from God, and during which he and his followers
made their historic trek from Mecca to Medina). During this
month, Muslims in good health are required to forego all food
and  liquid  during  daylight  hours.  This  fast  promotes  the
Muslim’s self-discipline, dependence on Allah, and compassion
for the needy.



The  fifth  pillar  is  the  Hajj  or  pilgrimage  to  Mecca.  If
possible, every Muslim is to make a pilgrimage to Mecca once
during his life. It can be made properly only on a few days
during the last month of the Muslim year. The Hajj promotes
the ideas of worldwide unity and equality among Muslims. But
it also contains many elements of prescribed activity that are
of pagan origin.

A sixth pillar, that of jihad, is often added. (The term means
“exertion” or “struggle” in behalf of God.) Jihad is the means
by which those who are outside the household of Islam are
brought into its fold. Jihad may be by persuasion, or it may
be by force or “holy war.” The fact that any Muslim who dies
in a holy war is assured his place in paradise provides strong
incentive for participation!

Muslims around the world look to these pillars for guidance in
shaping their religious practice. But in addition to these
pillars, there are numerous laws and traditions contained in
the Hadith—literature that was compiled after the completion
of  the  Koran,  that  reportedly  contains  the  example  and
statements of Muhammed on many topics. Because the laws of the
Hadith and Koran cover virtually every area of life, Islam has
well been referred to as an all-encompassing way of life, as
well as a religion.

A Christian Perspective on Islam
At this point it is appropriate to offer a brief evaluation of
Islam from a Christian perspective.

At the outset, it must be stated that there is much in Islam
that the Christian can affirm. Among the most significant
Islamic  doctrines  that  can  be  genuinely  affirmed  by  the
Christian are its belief in one God, its recognition of Jesus
as the virgin born, sinless prophet and messiah of God, and
its expectation of a future resurrection and judgment.



There are, however, some very significant areas of difference.
We will mention just a few. First, the Muslim perception of
God is by no means the same as that revealed in the Bible.
Islam portrays God as ultimately unknowable. In fact, in the
Koran, Allah reveals His will, but He never reveals Himself.
Neither is He ever portrayed as a Father to His people, as He
is in the Bible.

Second, though Jesus is presented as a miracle working prophet
and messiah, and even without sin, Islam denies that He is the
Son of God or Savior of the world. Indeed, it is denied that
Jesus ever died at all, least of all for the sins of the
world.

Third, though mankind is depicted as weak and prone to error,
Islam denies that man is a sinner by nature and in need of a
Savior, as the Bible so clearly teaches. People are capable of
submitting to God’s laws and meriting his ultimate approval.
According to Islam, man’s spiritual need is not for a savior
but for guidance.

This leads to the fact that since in Islam, acceptance by God
is something we must earn by our works, it cannot possibly
provide the sense of security that can be found in the grace
of God as taught in the Bible.

Many  of  us  will  find  opportunities  to  befriend  Muslim
neighbors, co-workers, or friends. As we do, we should be
aware of some of the barriers that exist between Muslims and
Christians, due to past and current animosities.

The attitude of many Muslims toward Christianity and toward
the West is colored by the history of conflict that has found
expression  in  the  Crusades  of  Medieval  times,  European
domination and colonialism, as well as Western support for
Zionism in most recent times. We must allow the love of God to
overcome our own fear and defensiveness and to penetrate these
barriers.



In  the  past  several  years  many  Muslims  have  been  deeply
impressed  by  the  compassion  shown  by  Westerners  (and
particularly the United States) toward Muslim countries that
have endured severe hardship. This kind of compassion can be
shown on an individual level as well. As we do, we can then
invite our Muslim friends to join us in a study of the New
Testament, which reveals the only source of acceptance before
God in His love and grace, expressed through the sacrifice of
His Son Jesus Christ and His gift of the Holy Spirit.
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