
Ancient  Evidence  for  Jesus
from Non-Christian Sources
Dr.  Michael  Gleghorn  examines  evidence  from  ancient  non-
Christian sources for the life of Jesus, demonstrating that
such sources help confirm the historical reliability of the
Gospels.

Evidence from Tacitus
Although there is overwhelming evidence that the New Testament
is  an  accurate  and  trustworthy  historical  document,  many
people are still reluctant to believe what it says unless
there is also some independent, non-biblical testimony that
corroborates its statements. In the introduction to one of his
books, F.F. Bruce tells about a Christian correspondent who
was  told  by  an  agnostic  friend  that  “apart  from  obscure
references in Josephus and the like,” there was no historical
evidence for the life of Jesus outside the Bible.{1} This, he
wrote to Bruce, had caused him “great concern and some little
upset in [his] spiritual life.”{2} He concludes his letter by
asking, “Is such collateral proof available, and if not, are
there reasons for the lack of it?”{3} The answer to this
question is, “Yes, such collateral proof is available,” and we
will be looking at some of it in this article.

Let’s begin our inquiry with a passage that historian Edwin
Yamauchi calls “probably the most important reference to Jesus
outside the New Testament.”{4} Reporting on Emperor Nero’s
decision  to  blame  the  Christians  for  the  fire  that  had
destroyed Rome in A.D. 64, the Roman historian Tacitus wrote:

Nero fastened the guilt . . . on a class hated for their
abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus,
from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme
penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of . . .
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Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus
checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea,
the first source of the evil, but even in Rome. . . .{5}

What  all  can  we  learn  from  this  ancient  (and  rather
unsympathetic) reference to Jesus and the early Christians?
Notice, first, that Tacitus reports Christians derived their
name  from  a  historical  person  called  Christus  (from  the
Latin), or Christ. He is said to have “suffered the extreme
penalty,” obviously alluding to the Roman method of execution
known as crucifixion. This is said to have occurred during the
reign of Tiberius and by the sentence of Pontius Pilatus. This
confirms much of what the Gospels tell us about the death of
Jesus.

But what are we to make of Tacitus’ rather enigmatic statement
that  Christ’s  death  briefly  checked  “a  most  mischievous
superstition,” which subsequently arose not only in Judaea,
but also in Rome? One historian suggests that Tacitus is here
“bearing indirect . . . testimony to the conviction of the
early church that the Christ who had been crucified had risen
from the grave.”{6} While this interpretation is admittedly
speculative,  it  does  help  explain  the  otherwise  bizarre
occurrence of a rapidly growing religion based on the worship
of a man who had been crucified as a criminal.{7} How else
might one explain that?

Evidence from Pliny the Younger
Another important source of evidence about Jesus and early
Christianity can be found in the letters of Pliny the Younger
to Emperor Trajan. Pliny was the Roman governor of Bithynia in
Asia Minor. In one of his letters, dated around A.D. 112, he
asks Trajan’s advice about the appropriate way to conduct
legal  proceedings  against  those  accused  of  being
Christians.{8}  Pliny  says  that  he  needed  to  consult  the
emperor about this issue because a great multitude of every
age, class, and sex stood accused of Christianity.{9}



At  one  point  in  his  letter,  Pliny  relates  some  of  the
information  he  has  learned  about  these  Christians:

They were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day
before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a
hymn to Christ, as to a god, and bound themselves by a
solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never to commit
any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word,
nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver
it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food—but food of an ordinary and
innocent kind.{10}

This passage provides us with a number of interesting insights
into the beliefs and practices of early Christians. First, we
see that Christians regularly met on a certain fixed day for
worship.  Second,  their  worship  was  directed  to  Christ,
demonstrating  that  they  firmly  believed  in  His  divinity.
Furthermore,  one  scholar  interprets  Pliny’s  statement  that
hymns were sung to Christ, as to a god, as a reference to the
rather distinctive fact that, “unlike other gods who were
worshipped, Christ was a person who had lived on earth.”{11}
If  this  interpretation  is  correct,  Pliny  understood  that
Christians were worshipping an actual historical person as
God! Of course, this agrees perfectly with the New Testament
doctrine that Jesus was both God and man.

Not only does Pliny’s letter help us understand what early
Christians believed about Jesus’ person, it also reveals the
high esteem to which they held His teachings. For instance,
Pliny notes that Christians bound themselves by a solemn oath
not  to  violate  various  moral  standards,  which  find  their
source in the ethical teachings of Jesus. In addition, Pliny’s
reference to the Christian custom of sharing a common meal
likely alludes to their observance of communion and the “love
feast.”{12} This interpretation helps explain the Christian
claim  that  the  meal  was  merely  food  of  an  ordinary  and
innocent kind. They were attempting to counter the charge,



sometimes  made  by  non-Christians,  of  practicing  “ritual
cannibalism.”{13} The Christians of that day humbly repudiated
such slanderous attacks on Jesus’ teachings. We must sometimes
do the same today.

Evidence from Josephus
Perhaps the most remarkable reference to Jesus outside the
Bible  can  be  found  in  the  writings  of  Josephus,  a  first
century Jewish historian. On two occasions, in his Jewish
Antiquities, he mentions Jesus. The second, less revealing,
reference describes the condemnation of one “James” by the
Jewish Sanhedrin. This James, says Josephus, was “the brother
of Jesus the so-called Christ.”{14} F.F. Bruce points out how
this agrees with Paul’s description of James in Galatians 1:19
as “the Lord’s brother.”{15} And Edwin Yamauchi informs us
that “few scholars have questioned” that Josephus actually
penned this passage.{16}

As interesting as this brief reference is, there is an earlier
one,  which  is  truly  astonishing.  Called  the  “Testimonium
Flavianum,” the relevant portion declares:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one
ought to call him a man. For he . . . wrought surprising
feats. . . . He was the Christ. When Pilate . . .condemned
him to be crucified, those who had . . . come to love him
did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he
appeared . . . restored to life. . . . And the tribe of
Christians . . . has . . . not disappeared.{17}

Did Josephus really write this? Most scholars think the core
of the passage originated with Josephus, but that it was later
altered by a Christian editor, possibly between the third and
fourth century A.D.{18} But why do they think it was altered?
Josephus was not a Christian, and it is difficult to believe
that anyone but a Christian would have made some of these
statements.{19}



For  instance,  the  claim  that  Jesus  was  a  wise  man  seems
authentic, but the qualifying phrase,
“if indeed one ought to call him a man,” is suspect. It
implies  that  Jesus  was  more  than  human,  and  it  is  quite
unlikely  that  Josephus  would  have  said  that!  It  is  also
difficult to believe he would have flatly asserted that Jesus
was the Christ, especially when he later refers to Jesus as
“the so-called” Christ. Finally, the claim that on the third
day Jesus appeared to His disciples restored to life, inasmuch
as it affirms Jesus’ resurrection, is quite unlikely to come
from a non-Christian!

But  even  if  we  disregard  the  questionable  parts  of  this
passage, we are still left with a good deal of corroborating
information about the biblical Jesus. We read that he was a
wise man who performed surprising feats. And although He was
crucified  under  Pilate,  His  followers  continued  their
discipleship and became known as Christians. When we combine
these statements with Josephus’ later reference to Jesus as
“the  so-called  Christ,”  a  rather  detailed  picture  emerges
which  harmonizes  quite  well  with  the  biblical  record.  It
increasingly  appears  that  the  “biblical  Jesus”  and  the
“historical Jesus” are one and the same!

Evidence from the Babylonian Talmud
There  are  only  a  few  clear  references  to  Jesus  in  the
Babylonian Talmud, a collection of Jewish rabbinical writings
compiled between approximately A.D. 70-500. Given this time
frame, it is naturally supposed that earlier references to
Jesus are more likely to be historically reliable than later
ones.  In  the  case  of  the  Talmud,  the  earliest  period  of
compilation  occurred  between  A.D.  70-200.{20}  The  most
significant reference to Jesus from this period states:

On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days
before the execution took place, a herald . . . cried, “He
is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery



and enticed Israel to apostasy.”{21}

Let’s  examine  this  passage.  You  may  have  noticed  that  it
refers to someone named “Yeshu.” So why do we think this is
Jesus? Actually, “Yeshu” (or “Yeshua”) is how Jesus’ name is
pronounced in Hebrew. But what does the passage mean by saying
that Jesus “was hanged”? Doesn’t the New Testament say he was
crucified? Indeed it does. But the term “hanged” can function
as a synonym for “crucified.” For instance, Galatians 3:13
declares that Christ was “hanged”, and Luke 23:39 applies this
term to the criminals who were crucified with Jesus.{22} So
the Talmud declares that Jesus was crucified on the eve of
Passover. But what of the cry of the herald that Jesus was to
be stoned? This may simply indicate what the Jewish leaders
were planning to do.{23} If so, Roman involvement changed
their plans!{24}

The passage also tells us why Jesus was crucified. It claims
He practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy! Since
this accusation comes from a rather hostile source, we should
not  be  too  surprised  if  Jesus  is  described  somewhat
differently  than  in  the  New  Testament.  But  if  we  make
allowances  for  this,  what  might  such  charges  imply  about
Jesus?

Interestingly, both accusations have close parallels in the
canonical gospels. For instance, the charge of sorcery is
similar  to  the  Pharisees’  accusation  that  Jesus  cast  out
demons “by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons.”{25} But notice
this:  such  a  charge  actually  tends  to  confirm  the  New
Testament  claim  that  Jesus  performed  miraculous  feats.
Apparently Jesus’ miracles were too well attested to deny. The
only alternative was to ascribe them to sorcery! Likewise, the
charge of enticing Israel to apostasy parallels Luke’s account
of the Jewish leaders who accused Jesus of misleading the
nation  with  his  teaching.{26}  Such  a  charge  tends  to
corroborate  the  New  Testament  record  of  Jesus’  powerful
teaching ministry. Thus, if read carefully, this passage from



the Talmud confirms much of our knowledge about Jesus from the
New Testament.

Evidence from Lucian
Lucian of Samosata was a second century Greek satirist. In one
of his works, he wrote of the early Christians as follows:

The  Christians  .  .  .  worship  a  man  to  this  day–the
distinguished personage who introduced their novel rites,
and was crucified on that account. . . . [It] was impressed
on  them  by  their  original  lawgiver  that  they  are  all
brothers, from the moment that they are converted, and deny
the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified sage, and live
after his laws.{27}

Although Lucian is jesting here at the early Christians, he
does make some significant comments about their founder. For
instance,  he  says  the  Christians  worshipped  a  man,  “who
introduced their novel rites.” And though this man’s followers
clearly thought quite highly of Him, He so angered many of His
contemporaries with His teaching that He “was crucified on
that account.”

Although  Lucian  does  not  mention  his  name,  he  is  clearly
referring to Jesus. But what did Jesus teach to arouse such
wrath?  According  to  Lucian,  he  taught  that  all  men  are
brothers from the moment of their conversion. That’s harmless
enough. But what did this conversion involve? It involved
denying  the  Greek  gods,  worshipping  Jesus,  and  living
according to His teachings. It’s not too difficult to imagine
someone being killed for teaching that. Though Lucian doesn’t
say so explicitly, the Christian denial of other gods combined
with their worship of Jesus implies the belief that Jesus was
more than human. Since they denied other gods in order to
worship Him, they apparently thought Jesus a greater God than
any that Greece had to offer!



Let’s  summarize  what  we’ve  learned  about  Jesus  from  this
examination  of  ancient  non-Christian  sources.  First,  both
Josephus and Lucian indicate that Jesus was regarded as wise.
Second, Pliny, the Talmud, and Lucian imply He was a powerful
and  revered  teacher.  Third,  both  Josephus  and  the  Talmud
indicate  He  performed  miraculous  feats.  Fourth,  Tacitus,
Josephus,  the  Talmud,  and  Lucian  all  mention  that  He  was
crucified.  Tacitus  and  Josephus  say  this  occurred  under
Pontius Pilate. And the Talmud declares it happened on the eve
of  Passover.  Fifth,  there  are  possible  references  to  the
Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection in both Tacitus and
Josephus.  Sixth,  Josephus  records  that  Jesus’  followers
believed He was the Christ, or Messiah. And finally, both
Pliny and Lucian indicate that Christians worshipped Jesus as
God!

I  hope  you  see  how  this  small  selection  of  ancient  non-
Christian sources helps corroborate our knowledge of Jesus
from the gospels. Of course, there are many ancient Christian
sources of information about Jesus as well. But since the
historical reliability of the canonical gospels is so well
established, I invite you to read those for an authoritative
“life of Jesus!”
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“I’m  a  Mormon  and  I  Have
Questions about Your Article”
I read your article A Short Look at Six World Religions and it
said that many of Joseph Smith’s prophecies never came true.
Which prophecies are those?

I  also  read,  “Both  of  these  religions  teach  salvation  by
works, not God’s grace.” I have been a member of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from 8 years of age, and I
have always been taught that we are saved by the grace of God.
However, salvation is not free. For example, if one chooses to
not live the commandments that God has given, then how can he
be worthy to live in the presence of God? Here is a quote from
the Book of Mormon: “For we know that it is by grace that we
are saved after all that we can do.” (page 99-100). Jesus
Christ paid the price for our sins, but we must do our part to
accept his atonement and live his commandments. Accepting his
atonement  is  not  enough.  Through  the  grace  of  our  loving
Savior we can be redeemed from our sins and return to the
presence of our Heavenly Father clean from all sin, again if
we keep his commandments the best we know how. God the Father
and His Son Jesus Christ are the perfect examples of mercy.
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Have a good day and thank you for teaching the gospel of Jesus
Christ, who is my best friend.

Hello ______,

Jesus is my best friend too! <smile>

I read your A Short Look at Six World Religions and it said
that many of Joseph Smith’s prophecies never came true.
Which prophecies are those?

I cited a few of them in a response to an e-mail about my
article. Your question prompted me to add a link to that
article at the end of the one you read, but here’s a direct
link for you.

I also read, “Both of these religions teach salvation by
works, not God’s grace.” I have been a member of the Chruch
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from 8 years of age,
and I have always been taught that we are saved by the grace
of God. However, salvation is not free.

I would agree that salvation was not free for God, for whom it
cost Him EVERYTHING. But it is a free gift for us. Please note
Ephesians 2:8,9:

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith–and
this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works,
so that no one can boast.”

This scripture is diametrically opposed to Mormon doctrine. We
cannot do anything to contribute to our salvation. Isaiah 64:6
says that all our righteousness is as filthy rags; what can we
possibly give to God that will overcome the heinous sin of
requiring the death of His Son to be reconciled to Him? If
someone came in here and murdered one of my sons and then
said, “Hey, I don’t want you to be mad at me. . . let me do
something to help me get myself in your good graces. Here’s a
nickel. . .”—Well, guess what? That wouldn’t work! And it
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doesn’t work with God either.

______, I pray the Lord will open your eyes to see that trying
to  earn  salvation  with  our  paltry  efforts—even  WITH  His
grace—is a slap in the face of our God. He wants us to come to
Him  with  empty  hands  and  the  realization  that  we  do  not
deserve and cannot earn the gift of eternal life that comes
ONLY through trusting in the Lord Jesus.

Warmly,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Is It Fair That People Born
Into a Christian Home Become
Christians and Everybody Else
is Doomed to Hell?”
Hey I just read your article on God judging people for sins
they didn’t know were wrong. It was very good and helped me a
lot but I still have a question. My brother is an atheist and
we have been having some friendly debates on God and such. And
the point he always makes that I cannot get over is when he
says that I am a Christian because I was raised in a Christian
home (as was he, but he says he fell away when he looked at
the facts himself instead of believing just what he was told)
so I am Christian. If I was raised in a Muslim home then I
would be Muslim. And the same goes for any other religion. He
has a good point. If I was raised in an Islamic family I would
believe that Allah was the true God. Why was I so lucky to be
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born into the one right religion? So what is a good counter
argument? I would really appreciate your help.

Also, he makes the point that, let’s say a kid in North Korea
who has passed the age of accountability dies. Does he go to
heaven? If so then that means God is letting a non-believer
into heaven, right? If he doesn’t and goes to Hell, then that
seems a little unjust to let a kid who never heard of him go
to Hell. Now I know Romans 1:18-32 says that everyone hears of
God and I completely believe that and every other word of the
Bible, but how can some kid in North Korea or any other given
place have nearly as good of a chance as me to get into
heaven? I would love any help that you can give me.

Thanks for your letter. These are very good questions. First,
let me recommend a very good article by an excellent Christian
philosopher  that  addresses  some  of  your  questions.  It’s
entitled, “‘No Other Name’: A Middle Knowledge Perspective on
the  Exclusivity  of  Salvation  Through  Christ”:
www.reasonablefaith.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5220.
Another helpful piece is this, called “Politically Incorrect
Salvation”:
www.reasonablefaith.org/site/News2?page=NewsArticle&id=5223.

These articles, which you should probably read at least twice,
will help you think through many of these issues at a very
sophisticated level.

Here is my own brief response to your questions. This response
is not intended to be exhaustive; I’ve referred you to the
articles for a more thorough response.

First, I think that you are quite right that passages such as
Romans 1:18-23 clearly teach that God has made His existence
evident to all men (we can except, of course, very young
children and the severely retarded, etc. Please see an article
by Probe’s Founder, Jimmy Williams, answering the question if
babies go to hell). Since all men are the recipients of God’s
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revelation  in  nature  and  conscience,  they  are  morally
responsible and accountable to Him for how they respond to
this revelation. Unfortunately, the vast majority of these
people  reject  God’s  revelation  and  they  have  no  one  but
themselves to blame for this. It’s very important that we
always bear this in mind. God has made His existence evident
to  all  men,  but  the  vast  majority  simply  reject  this
evidence—and for this, each is personally accountable to God.

Now, although God is very gracious, and will often send more
revelation even to those who reject the revelation they’ve
already been given, He is under no obligation to do so. If
people reject the revelation which God has given, He is not in
any way obligated to give them more. They are responsible for
what He has given, and what He has already given is more than
sufficient for them to know that God exists and that they are
morally accountable to Him.

But what if someone in an Islamic country or North Korea were
to respond positively to God’s revelation in creation and
conscience? In that case, I think that we can safely say (on
the basis of such passages as Acts 8:26-40 and Acts 10) that
anyone who responds positively to God’s general revelation,
will  be  given  yet  more  revelation  (just  as  the  Ethiopian
eunuch and Cornelius the centurion were—both of whom became
Christians, by the way!).

In  other  words,  God  has  provided  everyone  with  enough
revelation to respond to Him in a positive way. For those who
do, God will provide yet more revelation (including the gospel
of Jesus Christ). But for those who do not, He is under no
obligation to provide yet more light to those who reject what
He’s already given.

For a much more thorough explanation, please refer to the
articles I mentioned. You can find more by William Lane Craig
here: www.reasonablefaith.org
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Shalom in Christ,

Michael Gleghorn

Posted May 28, 2012
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Christianity,  Zen  and  the
Martial Arts

Zen and the Martial Arts
In the beginning of the movie Enter the Dragon Bruce Lee
admonishes his young disciple to feel, not think! He wants to
see  “emotional  content,”  not  anger,  in  developing  his
practice. Technique is like a finger pointing a way to the
moon, but we must not focus on the finger or we will miss the
heavenly glory. Lee sends his pupil away after several slaps
on the head, convinced he has mastered the lesson.

 This  scene  illustrates  the  close  connection
between the martial arts and Zen Buddhism. Lee’s lesson was
entirely Zen in approach. Its object was the perfection of a
kick technique with enthusiasm; a mere mechanical performance
was insufficient. The student must feel his art as well as
accurately execute it. This means the technique should be as
natural and unconscious as breathing. It must become second
nature. On the other hand, Lee’s object lesson was not really
about  kicking  but  feeling  as  a  means  to  enlightenment  or
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nirvana, a state of realization that the self does not exist.

But does practicing the martial arts mean we must also adopt
Zen Buddhist practice as well? Can we separate the martial
arts from Zen practice and belief and embrace a Christian
approach? In order to do this we must first distinguish the
goal of Zen from the martial arts and then see how the martial
arts may be practiced from a Christian perspective.

Zen believes that words cannot adequately convey meaning. They
are only the sign posts on a map and not the destination, or
the finger pointing to the moon but not the moon itself. Zen
relies  on  flashes  of  insight  connected  to  feelings  or
intuition.  Zen  adopts  the  Taoist  view  in  world  religions
asserting that “he that knows does not speak and he that
speaks  does  not  know.”  This  means  that  the  truth  or
enlightenment they are seeking cannot be expressed in words.
It  cannot  be  found  in  a  book  such  as  the  Bible  in
Christianity, the Koran in Islam, or the Torah in Judaism, or
even the sutras found in other forms of Buddhism, but must be
experienced. They have little place for theory, but stress
action and encounter with the practical world. Buddha mind
transmits only to Buddha mind. They do not just talk about
Nirvana but viscerally pursue it.

Zen  means  a  way  of  meditation,  a  method  for  attaining
enlightenment, not gradually as in other sects of Buddhism,
but suddenly through shock and illogic. Zen practitioners are
the shock troops of Buddhism. Zen monks are known for their
acts of irreverence by burning Buddhist scriptures or defacing
statues of Buddha, all designed to demonstrate their protest
against theoretical learning. Truth is found in ordinary life
and the practical as illustrated by the movie the Karate Kid
whose main protagonist must sand the floor or paint the fence
and wax the car before he can learn to throw a punch. Karate
was not something that could be learned from a book.



Zen in America
In their practicality Zen adherents are not unlike Americans,
which explains Zen’s popularity in the United States as part
of the counter-culture movement of the 1960s. Americans do not
like theory, metaphysics, and laborious arguments, but are
practical,  to  the  point;  action  oriented,  not  cerebral.
Americans are pithy in their word usage and prefer axioms and
pearls of wisdom succinctly stated as opposed to the long
winded arguments of scholars and professors.

Zen relies on dialectical thinking or paradox to frustrate
traditional  logic  in  order  to  shock  its  followers  into
realization. Zen uses the koan, an insoluble riddle that can
only  be  understood  through  persistent  contemplation  and
application to one’s life. For example, a famous koan asks,
“what is the sound of one hand clapping?” The smart-alecky
response of snapping your fingers together like Bart Simpson
will earn you a smack on the head or a rap with a bamboo stick
from the master and a seat at the back of the class.

Zen  does  not  emphasize  detachment  from  life,  as  earlier
Buddhism did, but the embrace of life. People learn not by
retreat but through immersion. There is no sacred and secular
distinction as in traditional religions, a point a monk may
prove by burning a statue of the Buddha and declaring, “there
are no holy images.”{1}

The koan is learned by intuition and cannot be articulated in
words. Koans are not meant to have strict logical answers you
can verbalize, but only understand for yourself in meditation.
Pointing to a flag waving in a monastery, the monk says, “What
is moving, the flag or the wind?” The answer is neither; the
mind is moving.{2}

Zen appealed to soldiers in Japan and was adopted by the
military creed known as Bushido where it was mixed with the
martial arts around AD 1300.{3} It is this Japanese version



that is most familiar to Americans. However, Zen originates
with the Indian sage Bodhidharma who brought the message that
cannot be spoken to China in AD 520.{4} In Zen we see a clear
connection between Taoism, the ancient Chinese religion, and
Hinduism. Both believe in a similar view of God as ultimate
reality  or  the  impersonal  principle  of  the  universe.  In
popular culture we know this as “the force” from Star Wars,
the active energy of the universe that animates all things. In
theological studies we call this pantheism or the belief that
all things are God.

Separating Zen and the Martial Arts
Legendary history says Bodhidharma brought the martial arts
with  him  in  the  spread  of  Zen  across  China,  but  modern
scholarship notes that the martial arts were practiced in
China prior to the coming of Bodhidharma.{5} The founders of
the famous Shaolin monastery were probably military men who
retired to monastic life in AD 497, and most monks came from
the general population where the martial arts were already
practiced  before  the  spread  of  Buddhism.  Monasteries  were
sources of wealth in ancient China and required defending. The
martial arts scholar Donn Draeger also notes that the martial
arts were established in Japan prior to the acceptance of
Buddhism, and the joining of these two practices represents a
modern  innovation.{6}  These  historical  facts  lead  to  the
conclusion  that  the  martial  arts  were  practiced  centuries
before the arrival of Zen.

The martial arts or fighting arts have a long and diverse
history in ancient China, India, and Greece that certainly
precedes Zen or the founding of Shaolin and long predates the
Samurai by thousands of years. These arts include hand to hand
fighting, wrestling, boxing, and weapons use such as sword
fighting and even gladiatorial combat training.

There is certainly a synthesis created between Zen and the



martial arts in Shaolin and later in the Code of the Samurai,
but the fighting arts of all kinds precede Zen. Historically
speaking there is no intrinsic connection between Zen and the
martial arts. People practiced these arts before Zen and will
continue to practice them without Zen today.

Also,  philosophically  speaking  there  is  no  necessary
connection between Zen and the martial arts. Zen is a method
to  achieve  enlightenment  through  shock  and  illogic  that
awakens followers into the realization of unity of essence
with ultimate reality, which means emptying and loss of self.
The martial arts, on the other hand, were developed for the
practical reason of self-defense, sport and warfare.

Given the austerity, paradox, practicality, and composure of
Zen  disciples  in  the  face  of  death,  the  warrior  appears
naturally attracted to it as a philosophy. Draeger points out
that Zen contributed to the fighting technique of the Samurai
by helping him empty his mind of all distractions and prepare
him  for  the  rigors  of  military  life.  It  enabled  him  to
transcend  mere  physical  technique.{7}  However,  there  is
nothing intrinsic to either system that makes their practice
necessary  to  each  other,  any  more  than  fencing  and  the
fighting techniques of the knights of the Middle Ages must
involve Christianity. Zen’s contribution to the martial arts
is  a  convenience  or  incidental  and  not  a  philosophical
necessity. This means the two can be logically and practically
separated without harm or inconsistency to either system. It
is  possible  to  engage  in  martial  arts  without  eastern
religious philosophy. What Christians are responsible for, is
to find martial arts instructors who teach the techniques
without the Zen aspect.

Christianity and Zen
A basic principle of apologetics is finding the common ground
between two different systems. This includes similar things



such as beliefs and morals. This allows for a conversation and
friendship  to  develop.  Do  not  underestimate  the  power  of
friendship and empathy. In the final analysis we are not about
winning arguments, or breaking bones for that matter, but
winning people, individuals whom God loves; the hardest hearts
can be softened by a little kindness and understanding.

There may be many points of contact between Christianity and
Zen such as love, truth, realism, and even paradox, but the
one I find most interesting is individualism. Both beliefs
place  a  strong  emphasis  on  individuality  and  respect  for
individual  dignity  in  terms  of  self-discipline  and  self-
defense,  a  common  ground  where  both  Christians  and  Zen
Buddhists alike share their interests in the martial arts. And
we must make it clear that the martial arts are not the sole
province of Zen teachers. Christians and Zen Buddhists simply
have a common interest in these techniques for the purpose of
self-growth, exercise, and sport. One need not be either a
Buddhist or Christian to perform the martial arts, but both
may use them for their own purposes.

The  second  principle  of  apologetics  is  to  define  the
differences  between  the  two  systems  and  seek  for  the
resolution in Christ. There are many differences between Zen
and Christianity. Zen is a faith that seeks enlightenment
through self-realization that there is no self. Christianity
does  not  pursue  enlightenment,  but  salvation.  Buddhism
believes  that  the  individual  self  is  an  illusion,  but
Christianity believes the self is very real and very sinful.
Christianity seeks to reconcile the self to a personal God
through Jesus Christ. Christianity does seek to empty the old
sinful self and replace it with a new self made in the image
of  Christ.  This  is  not  accomplished  through  works  or
meditation or following the Eightfold Path, but strictly by
faith.

Buddhists do not believe in a personal all powerful God, but
an impersonal force. Christians believe in a personal creator



God  who  stands  outside  of  the  created  world,  making
reconciliation impossible in terms of human effort. Buddhism
stresses the importance of human works, discipline and right
attitude and actions to achieve Nirvana. Christianity says
salvation is impossible unless God saves us. Buddhism wants to
empty the mind and escape the world of change. Christianity
wants to save the world for the glory of God and fill the mind
with his word.

“The Buddha” means “one who is awakened,” which suggests that
his title is self-earned and self-appointed. All that the
Buddha  accomplished  has  come  from  “within,”  from  his  own
abilities and merit.

“The Christ” means “the chosen one,” which suggests that his
title was given to him and not earned. It comes from grace and
from “without” or “outside” of him. One man leads to a system
of works and the other to a system of grace. This point should
never be confused.

Christianity and the Martial Arts
The primary problem for Christians in approaching the martial
arts is violence. The martial arts are fighting techniques
that can be used for several purposes: the most obvious is
self-defense, then exercise, and finally sport.

We approach these techniques with the same Christian principle
that we use in our approach to any other subject: we are free
in Christ! Paul declares that we are saved in Christ and the
world is ours. “For all things belong to you, whether . . .
the world or life or death or things present or things to
come: all things belong to you and you belong to Christ; and
Christ belongs to God” (1 Cor. 3:21-23). This means we use the
gifts and talents at our disposal not for self-glorification
but for the glory of God. Remember the first principle of
Christian love: “Love the LORD your God with all your heart,



soul, mind and strength” (Matt. 22: 37). Practice the martial
arts with a commitment that reflects love for God. “We do all
things for the glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). Let the two
greatest commandments guide your behavior: love God and your
neighbor as yourself.

These principles do include self-defense. It is not unloving
to  defend  yourself  or  an  innocent  person  from  an  unjust
attack. Self-defense has been an accepted point in Christian
theology for centuries. This principle has been part of “just
war thinking” and simply means Christians are justified under
certain conditions to defend themselves and innocent people
against aggressive parties who will take advantage of them. In
fact, not to defend ourselves or the innocent through inaction
when we are capable of intervening to stop or prevent assault
is equally considered as wrong as the assault itself.

The  martial  arts  present  a  much  more  suitable  and  even
peaceful alternative to self-defense than say a handgun, whose
ease of use can be lethal. In the martial arts one has the
advantage of training and discipline that act as a hedge to
immature and reckless behavior. It takes years to learn these
skills and with it one is taught self-control, discipline, and
values, especially the value of human life.

What  is  completely  unacceptable  is  the  idea  of  training
remorseless killing machines, like the sensei from the Karate
Kid movie who taught his pupils to crush their opponents and
“show no mercy.” Such a view will only lead to your own
destruction. For it is not without reason that Jesus said,
“Those who live by the sword will die by the sword” (Matt.
26:52). But, “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive
mercy” (Matt. 5: 7). Mercy is the hallmark of the Christian.
We learn in order to serve, just as Jesus said, “The Son of
Man has not come to destroy life but to save it” (Luke 9:56).
Those pursuing martial arts should use their skills in the
service of life to achieve discipline and protection and to
offer themselves as role models of dignity and responsibility



to the younger generation.
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The  Millennial  Generation  –
The Future of Christianity in
America
Millennials are the largest generation in American history and
also the least religious generation. Kerby Anderson examines
what they believe, how media and technology has affected them,
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and  how  pastors  and  Christian  leaders  can  reach  this
generation.

The Millennial generation is a group of young people whose
birth  years  range  from  1980  to  2000.  This  generation  is
actually just slightly larger than the Baby Boom generation
(born from 1946 to 1964). Nearly 78 million Millennials were
born between 1980 and 2000.

Millennials are already having an impact on business, the
workplace, churches, and other organizations. They certainly
are  having  an  impact  on  politics.  The  18-  to  29-year-old
Millennials voted for Barack Obama in 2008 by an significant
margin. Because of their impact in business, politics, and the
church,  they  are  simply  too  large  and  too  influential  to
ignore.

For this article I will be using much of the data from an
excellent  book  by  Thom  and  Jess  Rainer,  The  Millennials:
Connecting to America’s Largest Generation.{1} Their survey of
1,200 older Millennials (born between 1980 and 1991) provides
a detailed look at this generation.

We should begin by noting that not only are Millennials the
largest generation, they are also one of the most diverse.
That  means  that  for  every  trend  we  identify  in  this
generation,  there  are  also  lots  of  exceptions.  But  that
doesn’t  mean  we  can’t  learn  some  key  facets  of  the
Millennials.  Here  are  just  a  few  characteristics.

First, they are on track to become America’s most educated
generation.  “In  2007,  the  first  year  the  twenty-five-  to
twenty-nine-year-old  age  group  was  entirely  comprised  of
Millennials, 30 percent had attained a college degree. That is
the highest rate ever recorded for that age group.”{2}

Second, Millennials view marriage differently than previous
generations. They are marrying later, if at all. The average
age for first marriage has increased approximately five years



since 1970 for both men and women. “About 65 percent of young
adults cohabit at least once prior to marriage, compared to
just 10 percent in the 1960s.”{3}

Finally, Millennials are the least religious generation in
American history. They may say that they are spiritual, but
only a small fraction of them say that is important in their
lives. The sad reality is that most Millennials don’t think
about religion at all.

Perhaps  the  most  amazing  response  from  the  survey  of
Millennials was that they are hopeful. Consider their response
to the simple statement: “I believe I can do something great.”
About 60 percent agreed strongly with this statement, and
another 36 percent agreed somewhat. That was almost every
respondent, 96 percent in total.{4}

Marriage and Family
How does the Millennial generation view marriage and family?
One  way  to  answer  that  question  is  to  look  at  the
characteristics  of  their  parents.

Baby Boomers wanted the best for themselves. They had a level
of self-centeredness that eventually shifted toward meeting
the needs of their children. They wanted everything to be
perfect for the Millennial children.

There was a high level of parental involvement. Hence, the
parents of Millennials are often called “helicopter parents.”
When Millennials were asked about parental involvement, 89
percent responded that they received guidance and advice from
their parents.{5} It turns out that the Boomers are helping
Millennials make decisions about work and life. Sometimes the
parents sit in on job interviews and even try to negotiate
salaries. While previous generations might have rejected such
advice, 87 percent of Millennials view their parents as a
positive source of influence.{6}



This positive view Millennials have of parents extends to the
older generation as a whole. While Baby Boomers tended to be
antiauthoritarian, Millennials have a very positive attitude
towards those who are older. Of the Millennials interviewed,
94  percent  said  they  have  great  respect  for  older
generations.{7}

When it comes to marriage, Millennials are still optimistic
about it even though they grew up in a world where divorce was
common. They were asked to respond to the following statement:
“It is likely that I will marry more than one time in my
life.” For those who responded, 86 percent disagreed that they
will marry more than once.{8} Apparently most Millennials plan
to marry once or not at all. It is also worth noting that
Millennials are marrying much later than any generation that
had preceded them.

Millennials also view marriage differently in part because of
the political battles concerning same-sex marriage and the
definition of marriage. In the survey of Millennials, they
were asked to respond to this statement: “I see nothing wrong
with two people of the same gender getting married.” Six in
ten agree with the statement (40 percent strongly agreed, 21
percent  agreed  somewhat).{9}  Put  simply,  a  significant
majority  of  Millennials  see  nothing  wrong  with  same-sex
marriage.

The  impact  of  technology  on  marriage  and  family  is
significant. The Millennial generation has grown up with the
Internet, cell phones, and social media. It is easier than
ever to call on a cell phone or send a text to other members
of one’s extended family. Posting pictures on Facebook allows
family members to immediately see what is happening to their
children and grandchildren. Millennials are introducing their
families to a variety of ways to stay connected.



Motivating the Millennials
How can we motivate the Millennial generation? The answer to
that question is easy: build relationships. Thom and Jess
Rainer put it this way. “The best motivators in the workplace
for this generation are relationships. The best connectors in
religious institutions are relationships. The best way to get
a Millennial involved in a service, activity, or ministry is
through relationships.”{10}

Relationships are important because of their connection to
their family. Millennials also see the world as a much smaller
place since they can visit anywhere in the world (either in
person or on the Internet). And they are connected to people
through the new media in ways that no other generation was
able to do.

Education is a high priority for Millennials. This generation
is on pace to have significantly more college degrees than the
rest of the nation as a whole. About a quarter of the current
U.S. population over 25 years old has a college degree, but
nearly four in ten of Millennials will probably receive a
degree.{11}

Millennials do want to make money, but they are not driven by
money. Their motivation for education and career are motivated
more by family and friends. One word that often surfaces is
the word “flexibility.” They see money as a means to do what
they want to do. At the same time, they reject the “keeping up
with the Jones’ mentality” that often drives their parents.

Religion is not much of a motivating factor for Millennials.
Spiritual matters are not important to them. Only 13 percent
of them viewed religion and spirituality as important. And
even among those who described themselves as Christian, only
18 percent said their religion was important to them.{12}

Only one group in the study said their faith was important to



them.  This  was  the  subgroup  identified  as  “Evangelicals”
because of their orthodox biblical beliefs. Nearly two thirds
(65 percent) said their faith was important to them.{13}

The  political  orientation  of  Millennials  will  no  doubt
influence elections. Millennials voted for Barack Obama over
John McCain in the 2008 election by a two-to-one margin (66
percent to 32 percent). It is also worth noting that only half
of the Millennials were eligible to vote that year. A greater
percentage of that generation will become eligible to vote in
each new election cycle.

Various  polls,  including  exit  polls,  showed  that  this
generation wanted more centralized power in government. And by
more than a two-to-one margin (71 percent to 29 percent) they
thought the federal government should guarantee health-care
coverage for all Americans. More than six out of ten felt that
government  should  be  responsible  for  providing  for  their
retirement.{14}

Millennials and Media
The Millennial generation has been influenced by media and
technology like no other generation. Social commentators made
much of the influence of television on the Baby Boomers but
the proliferation of Internet, smart phones, and social media
has had an even greater impact on Millennials.

When technology first comes on the scene, there are early
adopters, then a significant majority, and finally laggards.
Millennials fit into the category of early adopters. In the
survey  they  were  asked  if  they  agree  with  the  following
statement: “I am usually among the first people to acquire
products featuring new technology.” About half agreed with the
statement, and half disagreed with the statement.{15} And even
for those who disagreed, it is safe to say they did not fit
into  the  category  of  laggards.  Millennials  are  quick  to



embrace new technology.

There is one technology that Millennials always have in their
hands:  video  games.  “Video-game  consoles  are  part  of  the
industry that pulled in more than twenty billion dollars in
revenue in 2008.”{16} If there was one form of technology that
is easily identifiable with Millennials it is video games.

When  asked  how  they  most  frequently  communicate  when  not
actually with the other person, they rated phone first (39
percent),  then  texting  (37  percent),  and  then  e-mail  (16
percent). At the bottom was by letter (1 percent). The survey
also  noticed  a  difference  between  older  and  younger
Millennials. Put simply, the younger you are, the more likely
you are to communicate by texting.

Social media is also a significant part of the lifestyle of a
Millennial. Not surprisingly, the most popular social media
site  was  Facebook  (73  percent),  followed  by  MySpace  (49
percent) as a distant second. They also like to read blogs (30
percent) and write blogs (13 percent). But since blogs require
more time and energy than other social media, they do not draw
in the large numbers like Facebook and MySpace.

Although social media can be accessed in many ways, still the
most  pervasive  is  through  the  computer.  Millennials  use
computers both for work and for personal use. Most Millennials
(83 percent) use a computer for work and spend about 17 hours
on  it  each  week.  One  out  of  five  Millennials  use  their
computer for work for 40 or more hours per week.{17} And
Millennials spend time on computers for personal use. The
responses ranged from 5 hours per week to 30 hours per week.
The average was 17 hours per week.

If  you  put  these  numbers  together,  you  find  something
shocking. The average Millennial spends 17 hours per week on a
computer for work, and spends the same amount of time on a
computer for personal use. That totals 34 hours per week on a



computer. “That means that roughly one-third of Millennials’
waking lives are spent on a computer.”{18}

Millennials and Religion
The Millennial generation is the least religious generation in
American history. The survey found that they are likely to
have a syncretistic belief system. In other words, he or she
will take portions of belief from various faiths and non-
faiths  and  blend  them  together  in  to  a  unique  spiritual
system.

Thom and Jess Rainer found that this generation is less likely
to care about religion or spiritual matters than previous
generations. When they were asked in an open-ended question
what was important to them, spiritual matters were sixth on
the list. Preceding them in importance were family, friends,
education, career, and spouse/partner.

When asked to describe themselves, two-thirds (65 percent)
used the term Christian. Interestingly, nearly three in ten
(28  percent)  picked  either  atheism,  agnosticism,  or  no
preference. In other words, they have moved completely away
from certain belief in God.

When  asked  if  they  were  “born-again  Christians”,  using  a
precise  definition  provided  by  the  interviewers,  only  20
percent affirmed this definition of belief and experience. And
when presented with seven statements about orthodox Christian
belief,  the  researchers  found  that  only  6  percent  of
Millennials  could  affirm  them  and  thus  could  be  properly
defined as Evangelical.{19}

A third (34 percent) of Millennials said that no one can know
what will happen when they die. But more than one-fourth (26
percent) said they believe they will go to heaven when they
die because they have accepted Christ as their Savior.{20}



Church attendance has been decreasing with each generation.
The Millennial generation illustrates that trend. Nearly two-
thirds  (65  percent)  rarely  or  never  attend  religious
services.{21}  About  one-fourth  (24  percent)  are  active  in
church (meaning they attend at least once a week). This might
suggest that a number of Millennials who attend church do so
as seekers. In other words, they are at least spiritually
interested enough to visit a church even though they may not
be saved.

The Millennial generation presents a significant challenge for
us as Christians. The largest and least religious generation
in American history is here and making an impact. If the
church  and  Christian  organizations  are  to  be  vibrant  and
effective in the twenty-first century, pastors and Christian
leaders need to know how to connect to the Millennials. The
first step is understanding them and their beliefs. That is
why I recommend the book by Thom and Jess Rainer and encourage
you  to  visit  our  Web  site  (www.probe.org)  for  other
information  on  this  generation.
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Tactics  for  an  Ambassador:
Defending the Christian Faith
Most Christians equate evangelism with conflict: an all-out
assault  on  the  beliefs  and  values  of  others.  In  our
relativistic,  live-and-let-live  culture,  even  the  most
motivated  believer  feels  like  he’s  committing  a  crime  by
entering into a spiritual discussion. Are there ways to take
the anxiety out of evangelism?

The idea of doing Christian apologetics, a fancy word for
defending the Christian faith, has lost some luster among
church  goers.  The  word  conjures  up  images  of  conflict,
anxiety,  and  even  anger.  But  most  of  all,  it  generates
thoughts of inadequacy and lack of confidence among those
called to “give an answer” (1 Pet. 3:15) for the hope we have
in Christ. Most people are trying to avoid conflict and the
emotional fatigue that comes with defending a controversial
set of beliefs that are often ridiculed in our culture.
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 We  live  in  an  era  that  values  diversity  and
tolerance above all other virtues. Anyone claiming
to have true knowledge about important things like
the nature of God, good and evil, or the purpose of
human existence will be accused of intolerance and
a  mean  spirited  attempt  to  impose  their  beliefs  on  their
neighbors. You are allowed to believe almost anything today,
as long as you don’t claim that it is true in any universal
sense.

Part of the reason that Christians in American churches do so
little  evangelism  is  that  they  are  convinced  that  it
constitutes a spiritual invasion, an attack on the beliefs of
a friend or neighbor who will resist this apologetic assault
with everything he or she has to offer. They also believe that
they will have failed miserably unless every encounter ends
with someone trusting in Christ. It’s either total victory or
utter defeat, and there are no innocent bystanders.

Gregory Koukl’s book Tactics helps to give
Christians  the  right  perspective  on
evangelism and apologetics.{1} He argues
that  the  D-day  invasion  model  for
evangelism is counterproductive, and that
seeing oneself as an ambassador for Christ
makes more sense. We need fewer frontal
assaults and more embassy meetings. The
skills  necessary  to  be  a  successful
ambassador are quite different from those
of an infantryman. Persuasion rather than
conquest  motivate  the  ambassador,  and

one’s  style  of  communication  can  be  as  important  as  the
content being conveyed.

According to Koukl, an effective ambassador for Christ must
master three skill-sets. First, a Christian ambassador should
possess a clear understanding of the message being offered by
his sovereign King. Second, he needs to exhibit a personal
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character that reinforces the message he’s been charged with,
not distract from it. Finally, an ambassador needs sufficient
wisdom to know how to communicate his message in a manner that
draws people into dialogue and then to keep the conversation
going. This kind of wisdom translates into specific tactics
for communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ to a culture that
has been preconditioned against the message.

Why Do We Need Tactics?
In his second letter to the church in Corinth, Paul says that
we are Christ’s ambassadors and that God has entrusted us with
a message of reconciliation to a lost world (2 Cor. 5:20).
But, although we have good news to share, Christians often
don’t feel capable or confident to share it.

Being tactical has to do with the way one arranges his or her
resources. The effective tactician knows when to be aggressive
and when to hold back and gather information. Commanders on a
battlefield  don’t  unleash  every  weapon  available  at  the
beginning of a conflict, nor do ambassadors immediately unveil
all of their arguments.

Apologists know that one of their most important tactics is
the  well  placed  question.  Picking  up  important  personal
information about someone’s background and worldview provides
critical insight into the best way to steer the conversation.
The  ability  to  ask  good  questions,  combined  with  good
listening skills, helps to avoid stereotyping people in ways
that can cause the conversation to end suddenly. It also shows
that you care about someone as an individual, not just as, for
example,  a  Mormon  or  a  Muslim.  Even  when  someone  labels
oneself, let’s say as a Hindu, it’s important to discover what
that term means to them. Hinduism contains a wide variety of
possible beliefs and it would be counterproductive to argue
against something that this person doesn’t adhere to. As you
can imagine, being a good listener and shaping your comments



to fit the individual will most likely have a greater impact
on  them  than  just  memorizing  a  tract  and  delivering  it
regardless of the setting.

Employing  wise  tactics  implies  a  thoughtful  rather  than
emotional approach to conversations. Emotions can quickly get
the best of us, especially if we are unprepared to respond to
the  questions  and  challenges  that  we  may  encounter.  Good
planning helps us to accomplish our goal of guiding people to
the truth about Jesus. It can also help us to avoid provoking
someone to anger. Once people get angry they rarely hear our
defense of the gospel. It’s even worse if we get angry.

Some might respond to this call for wise tactics in sharing
Christ by saying that you cannot argue someone into heaven. I
would respond that you cannot love someone into heaven either.
Neither arguments, or love, or a simple telling of the gospel
alone will win someone to heaven. Only the Holy Spirit can
change someone’s heart, but it doesn’t follow that God doesn’t
use these methods to build His kingdom.

Becoming Sherlock Holmes
Sometimes  we  Christians  are  tempted  to  dump  our  entire
theological systems on anyone willing stay put long enough to
listen. This doctrinal dump might be a light load for some but
a train load for others. The problem is that we are often
trying to answer questions that people haven’t even thought up
yet and we can add confusion and distractions to the gospel
message without even being aware of it. How can we avoid
making this mistake?

When we sense that a conversation is headed toward spiritual
territory, perhaps our first inclination should be to ask good
questions so that we better understand the person we desire to
share Christ with. Good questions protect us from jumping to
conclusions and to deal with the actual beliefs a person holds



rather than some straw man position that we might prefer to
attack.  They  also  have  the  tendency  to  naturally  promote
further dialogue and shape the discussion.

Once a person makes a statement regarding what they believe to
be  true,  good  questions  can  be  particularly  helpful.  If
someone tells you that it is irrational to believe in God
because there is no proof that He exists, you now have an
opportunity to ask key questions that will make your eventual
responses far more effective. The first category of questions
seeks further information and clarification. For instance, you
might ask “What do you mean by God?” or “What evidence would
you count as proof towards His existence?” You might ask if he
knows anyone who believes in God and whether or not they might
have  good  reasons  for  doing  so.  Asking  someone  how  they
arrived at a conclusion or how they know something to be the
case  helps  to  differentiate  between  simple  assertions  of
belief and reasons for holding that belief. People often make
statements  of  belief  without  much  forethought,  and  when
challenged  they  find  that  they  have  little  more  than  an
emotional attachment to their view.

Don’t panic if you run into someone who is prepared to defend
his or her views. Even if they have an extensive argument
supporting their position, good questions can get you out of
the hot seat and provide time to build a stronger case for
your next encounter. You might ask them to slow down and
present their case in detail so that you can understand it
better. You can also tell them that you want time to consider
their position and will get back to them with a response.
Giving someone the podium to clearly present their beliefs is
usually well received. Listen carefully to what is said and
then do your homework.

Suicidal Arguments
One  of  the  more  interesting  parts  of  Tactics  are  Koukl’s



chapters on ideas that commit suicide. These are commonly
called self-refuting ideas or ideas that defeat themselves. A
fancier  description  is  that  they  are  self-referentially
incoherent. It doesn’t take long to encounter one of these
arguments when talking to people about religion.

A  simple  example  of  a  suicidal  view  is  expressed  by  the
comment, “There is no truth,” or the more humble version, “It
is impossible to know something that is true for everyone,
everywhere.”  This  statement  fails  its  own  criteria  for
validity by denying universal truth claims and then making a
truth claim implied to be universal. If what the statement
professes  is  true,  then  it  is  false.  It  commits  suicide
because  it  violates  the  law  of  non-contradiction  which
prohibits something from being both true and false at the same
time.

Christians who are highly influenced by a postmodern view of
truth often make self-defeating arguments as well. Koukl gives
the example of a teacher in a Christian college classroom
asking her students if they are God. When no hands went up she
proclaimed that since they are not God they only have access
to truth with a small t; only God knows Truth with a capital
T. The implication is that small t truth is personal and
limited. A student might ask the teacher if what she just
offered  is  truth  with  a  small  t;  if  so,  why  should  the
students accept the teacher’s limited personal view of reality
over the student’s perceptions?

Another argument that’s quite popular and self-defeating is,
“People should never impose their values on someone else.” A
quick response might be, “Does that express your values?” Of
course it does. Then ask the person why he is imposing his
values on you. His statement violates the criteria of validity
that it tries to establish.

Even comments that seem to make sense at first suffer from
suicidal tendencies. For instance, some have argued that since



men wrote the Bible, and given that people are imperfect, the
Bible is flawed and not inspired by God. The problem is that
although  people  are  imperfect  it  does  not  follow  that
everything they say or write is flawed. In fact, if everything
a human says or writes is flawed, then this comment about the
Bible is flawed. Just because people are capable of error, it
doesn’t mean that they will always commit error.

Helping  people  to  see  that  their  truth  claims  might  be
contradictory must be done gently. The point is not to merely
defeat their position, but to help them to become open to
other ways of thinking about an issue. It is in this context
of gentle persuasion that the Holy Spirit can change a heart.

Sharpening Your Skills
The list of self-defeating truth claims can get rather long.
For instance, it is common to hear people say something like
“science is the only source for truth.” The problem with this
statement  is  that  it  is  not  scientific.  There  are  no
scientific experiments that one can perform which establish
that science is the only source of truth. It is a self-
defeating statement.

It is also quite popular to assume that all religions are
basically the same and equally true. If this is the case, then
Christianity  is  true.  However,  a  basic  teaching  of
Christianity is that the core teachings of other religions are
false and that Jesus is the only source of salvation. Again,
the statement defeats itself.

Ideas that commit practical suicide include the notion that
it’s wrong to ever condemn someone, and that God doesn’t take
sides. The first comment is a condemnation of all who condemn
others. The second assumes that God is on their side, even
though God doesn’t take sides. If you think through these
ideas  you  can  be  ready  to  gently  point  out  their  self-



contradictory nature and move on to subjects more profitable.

When dealing with difficult ethical issues like abortion or
homosexuality, it is always helpful to have a preplanned set
of tactics. Koukl gives the example of a Christian who is
asked his views about homosexuality by a lesbian boss. He
begins his response by asking if the boss is tolerant of
diverse points of view. Does she respect convictions different
from her own? Of course, true tolerance means putting up with
someone you disagree with. Since very few people want to label
themselves  as  intolerant,  they  will  usually  affirm  their
support of the practice, protecting you from being attacked
for giving your viewpoint.

Gregory Koukl’s book contains many more great ideas about
responding to attacks on Christian belief. At the end of the
book he leaves us with what he calls the ambassador’s creed.
An ambassador should be ready to represent Christ. He should
be patient with those who disagree. He should be reasonable in
his defense. And, finally, he should be tactical, adapting his
approach to each unique person that God brings into his path.
Our wise use of tactics should improve the “acoustics” in a
conversation so that people can hear the gospel well.

Note

1. Gregory Koukl, Tactics: A Game Plan for Discussing Your
Christian Convictions (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009).
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Leaving Christianity
Last week (August 3, 2010), writer Anne Rice—author of The
Vampire  Chronicles—publicly  renounced  Christianity,  but  not
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Christ, on her Facebook page. In 2004 she had come back to her
Roman Catholic roots after a foray in atheism, during which
time she wrote her vampire books. She later identified these
books as reflecting her quest for meaning in a world without
God. Embracing Jesus as her Savior, Anne announced that she
would henceforth “write only for the Lord.” Her next two books
were Christ the Lord: Out of Egypt and Christ the Lord: Road
to Cana, chronicling the life of Jesus.

But now she’s had enough of the church:

“For those who care, and I understand if you don’t: Today I
quit being a Christian. I’m out. I remain committed to
Christ as always but not to being ‘Christian’ or to being
part  of  Christianity.  It’s  simply  impossible  for  me  to
‘belong’ to this quarrelsome, hostile, disputatious, and
deservedly infamous group. For ten years, I’ve tried. I’ve
failed. I’m an outsider. My conscience will allow nothing
else.”

A few hours later, she followed up her post with this:

“As I said below, I quit being a Christian. I’m out. In the
name of Christ, I refuse to be anti-gay. I refuse to be
anti-feminist. I refuse to be anti-artificial birth control.
I refuse to be anti-Democrat. I refuse to be anti-secular
humanism. I refuse to be anti-science. I refuse to be anti-
life. In the name of Christ, I quit Christianity and being
Christian. Amen.”

She reaffirmed her faith in Christ with a lack of faith in
Christianity an hour or so later with the following post:

“My faith in Christ is central to my life. My conversion
from  a  pessimistic  atheist  lost  in  a  world  I  didn’t
understand, to an optimistic believer in a universe created
and  sustained  by  a  loving  God  is  crucial  to  me.  But
following Christ does not mean following His followers.
Christ is infinitely more important than Christianity and



always will be, no matter what Christianity is, has been, or
might become.”

This breaks my heart, for several reasons.

First, she has a valid point about what “Christianity” has
been  shaped  to  look  like  in  many  churches  and  in  many
individuals: that it’s more what we’re against than what we’re
for. See the book unChristian: What a New Generations Really
Thinks About Christianity. . . And Why it Matters. Shallow
discipleship has created an ugly characterization of what the
Church, and Christians, are supposed to look like.

Second, she doesn’t understand that while Christ is the Head,
the Church is His Body. No one can take themselves out of the
Body of Christ without harm, just as a physical body is harmed
if one hand chops off the other. Christianity is about Jesus,
not the unfortunate misunderstandings of what it means to
follow Him. But God calls us to do life in community, not on
our own. Maybe Anne needs to find a different faith community
than the one she’s been in.

Third, in a battle between her cherished beliefs and values
and the Bible’s, hers are winning. Spiritual maturity means we
submit ourselves to the authority and power of the Scriptures
and of the Holy Spirit, resulting in our transformation. And
that includes changing the way we think when our thoughts and
desires collide with what God has revealed as truth. No one
wins, in the end, when we refuse to be informed and formed by
what God says, but Anne Rice cherishes her beliefs more than
those of the Jesus she wants to follow. That is tragic.

I’m praying for her eyes to be open on several levels. I
invite you to pray for her as well.

 

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/leaving_christianity on
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A  Trial  in  Athens  –
Apologetics  in  the  New
Testament
Acts 17 provides one of the best examples of Paul engaging in
apologetics in the New Testament. Rick Wade shows how Paul
finds a point of contact with people to get a hearing.

The Apologist Paul
When  we  think  of  a  biblical  basis  for  apologetics,  we
typically think of Peter’s brief comments about defending the
faith in 1 Pet. 3:15. We don’t typically think of Paul as an
apologist. But in his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul
said that they were “partakers with [him] in the defense and
confirmation of the faith” (1:7; see also v.16). Apologetics
was a significant aspect of Paul’s ministry.

An event that has received a great amount of attention in the
study of Paul’s ministry is his address to the Areopagus in
Athens, recorded in Acts 17: 16-34. That address will be my
topic in this article. Maybe we can be encouraged by Paul’s
example to speak out for Christ the way he did.

Athens was a still a significant city in Paul’s day. Although
not so much a major political power, it retained its prestige
for its cultural and intellectual achievements.{1} What we see
today as the art treasures of the ancient world, however, Paul
saw as images of gods and places for their worship. And there
were a lot of them.
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Being  provoked  by  this  in  his  spirit,  Paul  began  telling
people about Jesus. He made his way to the synagogue as he had
done in various cities before.{2} There he bore witness to
Jews and to God-fearing Gentiles.

He also went to the Agora—the marketplace—to talk with the
citizens of Athens.{3} Among them were Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers. After hearing him for a bit, the philosophers
started calling Paul a “babbler,” a term of derision that
meant literally “seed picker.” F. F. Bruce wrote that “[this
word] was used of one who picked up scraps of learning here
and there and purveyed them where he could.”{4}

Peddlers of strange new religious beliefs were fairly common
in those days. But this was a risky thing to do. It was
unlawful  to  teach  the  worship  of  gods  that  hadn’t  been
officially authorized.{5} Not long before this event, Paul was
dragged  into  the  marketplace  in  Philippi  for  “advocating
customs unlawful for . . . Romans to accept or practice” (Acts
16:19-21). Eventually the people of Athens took Paul to the
Areopagus, a powerful court which had authority in matters of
religion and philosophy.{6} They wanted to know about these
strange new ideas he was presenting.

Paul had the opportunity to tell the highest religious and
philosophical body in Athens about the true God.

Greek Religion
As Paul looked around the city of Athens, his spirit was
provoked  within  him.  The  people  of  Athens  had  surrounded
themselves with idols that obscured the reality of the one
true God.

Other historical writings affirm the prominence of religion in
Athens. For example, a second century writer named Pausanius
claimed that “the Athenians are far more devoted to religion
than other men.”{7} His description of Athens names statue



after statue, temple after temple. There were statues of gods
everywhere, even on the mountains. There were temples built to
Athena, Poseidon, Hephaestus, Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and more.

Paul spoke of the altar to the unknown god (Acts 17:23).There
were quite a few such altars in those days. The late New
Testament scholar, Bertil Gärtner, wrote that these altars
were erected “either because an unknown god was considered the
author of tribulations or good fortune, or because men feared
to pass over some deity.”{8}

Greco-Roman religion was mainly about myth and ritual. Myths
were the religious explanations of life and the world, and
rituals were reenactments of them. Religion was mostly about
appeasing the gods with the proper sacrifices to gain their
favor and avoid their wrath.

Although  morality  wasn’t  closely  associated  with  religion,
that isn’t to say that the way one lived was irrelevant.{9} As
described in Virgil’s Aeneid, the souls of the dead were led
by the god Hermes to the depths of the earth to await the
decision about their eternal place. The guilty were sent to
“dark Tartarus.” The pious went to the Elysian Fields.{10} In
later years, the place of the blessed souls was said to be in
the celestial realm. The afterlife, however, was still one of
a shadowy existence.

There was no sacred/profane distinction in the Greco-Roman
world; religion was not only a part of everyday life, it was
integral to all the rest. Because of that, Christianity was
not just a threat to religious belief; it threatened to upset
all  of  culture.  This  is  why  Paul  ran  into  such  harsh
opposition not only in Athens but also in Lystra and Philippi
and Ephesus.

We live in a pluralistic society today. So did the apostles.
But this did not stop the spread of the gospel. As we see at
the end of Acts 17, some people did abandon their pluralism



for faith in the one true God.

Epicureanism
When Paul went to the Agora in Athens to tell people about
Jesus, he encountered some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.

Epicureanism and Stoicism had “an influence that eclipsed that
of all rival [philosophical] schools.”{11} The late British
scholar Christopher Stead wrote that they “offered a practical
policy  for  ordering  one’s  life  which  could  appeal  to  the
ordinary man. It has been argued that this was especially
needed in the disorientation caused by the decline of the
Greek city-states in the face of Alexander’s empire.”{12}

The school of Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus in the
fourth century BC. His primary goal was to help people find
happiness and peace of mind. He taught that a happy life is
one in which pleasure predominates. These pleasures shouldn’t,
however, cause any harm or discomfort. They aren’t found in a
life of debauchery. Drinking and revelry just bring pain and
confusion.{13} Pleasure was to be found in living a peaceful
life in the company of like-minded friends. The intellectual
pleasures  of  contemplation  were  the  highest,  because  they
could be experienced even if the body suffered.

There  was  more  to  Epicureanism  than  simply  a  lifestyle,
however. Epicureans held two basic beliefs which stand in
stark contrast to the message Paul preached to the Areopagus.
These beliefs were thought to provide the basis for a tranquil
life.

First, although Epicureans believed in the existence of the
gods, they believed the gods had no interest in the affairs of
people. Epicurus taught that the gods were very much like the
Epicureans; they were examples of the ideal tranquil life.
Although Epicureans might participate in religious ceremonies
and “honour the gods for their excellence,”{14} they didn’t



seek the gods’ favor through sacrifice.

A second key belief was the denial of the afterlife. Epicurus
taught that after death comes extinction. According to their
cosmogony, the world was created when atoms, falling through
space, began to collide and form bodies. Like the heavenly
bodies, we also are merely material beings. When we die, our
material bodies decay and we no longer exist.{15} Thus, there
was no fear of judgment in an afterlife.

Stoicism
As Paul mingled with the people in the Athenian Agora, he
spoke not only with Epicureans, but with Stoics as well.

Stoicism was a school of philosophy founded by Zeno of Cyprus
who lived from 335 to 263 BC. During a time of political
instability,  Stoicism  “provided  a  means  for  maintaining
tranquility amid the struggles of life.”{16} As with Epicurus,
freedom  from  fear  was  a  motivating  force  in  Zeno’s
thought.{17}

What did the Stoics believe that released them from fear?
Stoicism  changed  over  the  centuries,  but  this  is  a  good
general description.

While the Epicureans believed the gods didn’t get involved in
the affairs of people on earth, Stoics denied the existence of
personal gods altogether.

Stoics  believed  the  universe  began  with  fire  that
differentiated itself into the other basic elements of water,
air, and earth. The universe was composed purely of matter.
The coarser matter made up the physical bodies we see. The
finer  matter  was  defused  throughout  everything  and  held
everything  together.  This  they  called  logos  (reason)  or
sometimes breath or spirit or even fire. The idea of logos
meant  there  was  a  rational  principle  operating  in  the



universe.

Because the universe was thought to be ordered by an inbuilt
principle and not by a mind, Stoics were deterministic. This
raises a question, though. If everything was determined, what
would that mean for ethics? Virtue was of supreme importance
for Stoics. How could one choose the good if one’s actions are
determined? One answer given was this: while people had the
freedom  to  choose,  the  universe  would  do  what  it  was
determined to do. But if one wanted to live well, one had to
live rationally in keeping with the rational order of the
universe. To do otherwise was to make oneself miserable.

Some Stoics believed that the universe would one day erupt in
a great fire from which would come another universe. Others
thought the universe was eternal. Some believed that in future
universes, people would repeat their lives over and over.
Others  believed  that  death  was  the  end  of  a  person’s
existence. In either case, there was no immortality as we
understand it.

Thus, Stoics sought peace in their troubled times by denying
the existence of meddlesome gods and an afterlife that would
bring judgment.

Paul’s Speech
When Paul was allowed to speak before the Areopagus, he made a
strategic move. By pointing to the altar to the unknown god,
and later referring to the comments of the Greeks’ own poets,
he averted the charge of introducing new gods. At least on the
surface!

Having brought their admitted ignorance to light, Paul told
them about the true God. His declaration that a personal God
made the heavens and the earth was a direct challenge to the
Epicureans and Stoics. His announcement that God didn’t live
in temples or need the service of people was a challenge to



the practices of the religious Greeks.

Paul told them that God wasn’t far off and unknown. The phrase
“in him we live, and move, and have our being,” which refers
to Zeus, likely comes from Epimenides of Crete. The line, “we
are his offspring,” is found in a poem by Aratus.{18} Paul
wasn’t equating Zeus with God, but was telling them which God
they were really near to.

Then  Paul  delivered  a  charge  to  the  people.  God  was
overlooking  their  time  of  ignorance  and  calling  them  to
repent.{19} This was more than simply a call to a virtuous
life  as  with  the  philosophers  or  a  call  to  perform  the
required  sacrifices  to  the  gods.  This  repentance  was
necessary, Paul said, for God has set a time to judge the
world through His appointed man, and that judgment is assured
by the raising of that man from the dead. (2:26)

This was too much for the people of Athens for a few reasons.
First,  Paul  presented  an  entirely  different  cosmology.
History, he told them, was bound by the creation of God on one
end and the judgment of God on the other. Second, there was no
room  for  a  historical  resurrection  in  Greek  thought.  The
dyings and risings of their gods didn’t occur in space-time
history.

By  attacking  the  Greeks’  religion,  Paul  attacked  the
foundations of their whole cultural structure. New Testament
scholar  Kavin  Rowe  writes  that,  because  religion  was  so
interwoven with the rest of life, Paul’s visit to Athens –and
to Lystra, Philippi, and Ephesus as well—“[displays] . . . the
collision between two different ways of life.”{20}

The gospel we proclaim doesn’t just lay claim to our religious
beliefs.  It  affects  our  entire  lives.  Paul  knew  what  was
central to the Greeks, what was the core issue that had to be
addressed. Likewise, we need to know the fundamental worldview
beliefs of our neighbors and how to address them with an



approach that will get us a hearing.
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Emerging  Adults  and  the
Future of Faith in America
Steve Cable looks at the results of the National Study on
Youth  and  Religion  and  concludes  the  real  need  for
evangelicals in America is not redirecting a pent–up spiritual
interest  into  orthodox  Christianity,  or  overcoming  an
emotional  aversion  to  organized  religion,  but  instead,
demonstrating that spiritual issues are worthy of any real
attention at all.

This  article  examines  the  trajectory  of  Christianity  in
America by looking at what researchers are learning about “the
religious and spiritual lives of emerging adults.” This last
phrase is the subtitle of a recent book by Christian Smith and
Patricia  Snell  which  summarizes  the  results  of  a
groundbreaking study based on the results of the National
Study of Youth and Religion (NYSR).{1} In 2002/3, Smith and
his team surveyed over three thousand teenagers and conducted
detailed interviews with over 250 of the survey respondents.
These same people were surveyed again in 2005 and again in
2007/8. The 2007/8 survey also included over 230 in–depth
interviews. Through this effort, we can gain insight not only
into the current beliefs and practices of these young adults
but also how those beliefs and practices have changed over the
five year transition from teenager to young adult.

Emerging Adults: A New Life Stage
These 18– to 23–year–olds represent the future leaders of our
nation  and  our  churches  and  will  be  the  parents  of  the
children who will lead America into the second half of the
twenty–first century. Barring a major change in our culture,
their attitudes toward Christianity are a preview of the role
of Christianity in America in the near future. Those of us
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committed  to  Jesus’  Great  Commission  should  recognize  the
importance of understanding these cultural trends so that we
effectively  communicate  the  truth  of  the  gospel  to  an
increasingly  confused  culture.

Let’s begin by highlighting a few aspects of the culture which
shape the thinking and actions of these young adults. The
first point that Smith and Snell make is that a new life phase
has developed in American culture. The experience of young
Americans as they age from 18 to 30 is much different today
than during most of the twentieth century. Full adulthood “is
culturally defined as the end of schooling, a stable career
job,  financial  independence,  and  new  family  formation.”{2}
Four factors have contributed to making the transition to full
adulthood an extended, complex process:

1. the dramatic growth in higher education
2. the delay of marriage
3. the expectation of an unstable career
4. the willingness of parents to extend support well into
their children’s twenties

Because of these factors, most young adults assume that they
will  go  through  an  extended  period  of  transition,  trying
different  life  experiences,  living  arrangements,  careers,
relationships, and viewpoints until they finally are able to
stand on their own and settle down. Many of those surveyed are
smarting from poor life choices and harmful lifestyles, yet
they profess to have “no regrets” and are generally optimistic
about their personal future when they finally get to the point
they are able to stand on their own. Some researchers refer to
this  recently  created  life  phase  as  “emerging  adulthood,”
covering the period from 18 to 29. Through the rest of this
article, we will refer to this age range as emerging adults.
Keep in mind that the surveys and interviews are limited to
the range from 18 to 23 and there will certainly be some
difference between 29–year–olds and this lower range.



Although, these emerging adults face a period of significant
changes,  we  will  see  that  for  many  that  profess  to  be
Christians, they have already established a set of beliefs and
attitudes that have them on a trajectory moving away from a
vital Christian walk with Jesus Christ. To put it in the words
of  Paul,  they  have  already  been  “taken  captive”  by  their
culture (Col. 2:8).

Emerging Adults: Cultural Themes
Through their interviews and the results of other studies,
Smith and his team identified over forty cultural themes that
impact the overall religious perspective of emerging adults. A
sample of those themes gives a feel for the general cultural
milieu shaping the lives of today’s emerging adults.

Theme #1: Reality and morality are personal and subjective,
not objective.

Most  emerging  adults  cannot  even  conceive  of,  much  less
believe in, the existence of a common shared reality that
applies to all people. According to Smith and Snell, “They
cannot,  for  whatever  reason,  believe  in—or  sometimes  even
conceive of—a given, objective truth, fact, reality, or nature
of  the  world  that  is  independent  of  their  subjective
self–experience and that in relation to which they and others
might learn or be persuaded to change. . . . People are thus
trying to communicate with each other in order to simply be
able to get along and enjoy life as they see fit. Beyond that,
anything truly objectively shared or common or real seems
impossible  to  access.”{3}  It  appears  that  the  perceived
inability to know objective truth causes emerging adults to
settle for getting along and enjoying life as the highest good
they can aspire to. This cultural theme is driving them into
the life of vanity Solomon warns us of in Ecclesiastes rather
than the life of higher calling Paul knew when he wrote:



One thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal

This subjective view of reality is clearly reflected in the
conversations of emerging adults. Based on their interviews,
the authors report,

The phrase “I feel that” has nearly ubiquitously replaced the
phrases “I think that,” “I believe that,” and “I would argue
that”—a shift in language use that express[es] an essentially
subjectivistic and emotivistic approach to moral reasoning
and rational argument . . . which leads to speech in which
claims are not staked, rational arguments are not developed,
differences are not engaged, nature is not referenced, and
universals  are  not  recognized.  Rather,  differences  in
viewpoints  and  ways  of  life  are  mostly  acknowledged,
respected,  and  then  set  aside  as  incommensurate  and  off
limits for evaluation.”{4}

Our young people are growing up into a culture where there is
no context for real dialogue about truth and truth’s impact on
our life choices.

The inability to believe in or search for objective truth
stands in contrast to Jesus’ claims that He came “to testify
to the Truth” (John 18:37) and that He is “the Truth” (John
14:6) and Paul’s instruction to Christians to “speak the truth
in love” (Eph 4:15).

Without any concept of an objective standard, morality is
determined by one’s individual feelings. If you feel good
about an action then it is right. If you feel bad about an
action  it  is  wrong.  Most  emerging  adults  would  say,  “If
something would hurt another person, it is probably bad; if it
does not and is not illegal, it’s probably fine.”{5}

Theme #2: It’s up to the individual, but don’t expect to



change the world.

Most emerging adults have no concept of a common good that
would motivate us to put another’s interests ahead of our own
or to attempt to influence another’s behavior for the common
good. “The most one should ever do toward influencing another
person is to ask him or her to consider what one thinks.
Nobody is bound to any course of action by virtue of belonging
to a group or because of a common good.”{6}

The authors continue:

Again,  any  notion  of  the  responsibilities  of  a  common
humanity, a transcendent call to protect the life and dignity
of one’s neighbor, or a moral responsibility to seek the
common good was almost entirely absent among the respondents.
. . .{7}

Most emerging adults in America have extremely modest to no
expectations for ways society or the world can be changed for
the  better.  .  .  .  Many  are  totally  disconnected  from
politics, and countless others are only marginally aware of
what today’s pressing political issues might be. . . . The
rest of the world will continue to have its good and bad
sides. All you can do is live in it, such as it is, and make
out the best you can.{8}

Theme #3: Uncertain about purpose, but consumerism is good
stuff.

Most emerging adults are still unsure as to what their purpose
in life might be. Is there something greater that they should
devote themselves to? Lacking any concept of a common good
takes the teeth out God’s command to “love your neighbor as
yourself” (Matt 22:39) and to “regard others as more important
than yourself, do not merely look out for your own personal
interests, but also for the interests of others” (Phil 2:3–4).



Self–sacrifice for others was clearly not a part of their life
purpose, but almost all of them are sure that being able to
buy the things they want and to live a comfortable affluent
lifestyle are key aspects of their purpose. There does not
appear to be any tension in their thinking between loving God
and loving material things as well. “Not only was there no
danger  of  leading  emerging  adults  into  expressing  false
opposition  to  materialistic  consumerism;  interviewers  could
not, no matter how hard they pushed, get emerging adults to
express any serious concerns about any aspect of mass–consumer
materialism.”{9}  In  this  cultural  environment,  Jesus’
admonition  in  Luke  12  is  desperately  needed:

Beware, and be on your guard against every form of greed; for
not even when one has an abundance does his life consist of
his possessions (Luke 12:15).

Theme #4: Sex is not a moral issue.

Partying,  hooking  up,  having  sex,  and  cohabitating  are
generally viewed as an essential aspect of the transition from
teen  years  to  adulthood.  This  cultural  theme  creates  a
dissonance  with  their  attitude  toward  serious  practice  of
religion since they recognize that most religions are not
favorable  towards  partying  and  sex  outside  of  marriage.
Choosing to ignore any religious moral teaching from their
teen years, “the vast majority of emerging adults nonetheless
believe that cohabiting is a smart if not absolutely necessary
experience and phase for moving toward an eventual successful
and happy marriage. . . . None of the emerging adults who are
enthusiastic  about  cohabiting  as  a  means  to  prevent
unsuccessful  marriages  seem  aware  that  nearly  all  studies
consistently show that couples who live together before they
marry are more, not less, likely to later divorce than couples
who did not live together before their weddings.”{10}



Emerging Adults: Cultural Perspective on
Religion
Within  these  broader  cultural  themes,  Smith  and  Snell
identified a set of prevailing religious cultural themes which
create a framework for how many emerging adults view religion.
These themes were dominant messages across the 230 interviews
and the survey results, but do not reflect the views of all
emerging adults.

Feelings towards religion

The general feelings of emerging adults toward religion appear
to  be  driven  by  their  years  of  diversity  training  and
adherence to religious pluralism. Religion does not seem to be
viewed as a controversial topic by emerging adults. They are
not averse to talking about religion, but they are not very
likely  to  bring  it  up  for  discussion.  As  the  authors
discovered,

there are many more important things to think and talk about.
In any case, for most it’s just not a big issue, not a
problem, nothing to get worked up over. . . . For very many
emerging adults, religion is mostly a matter of indifference.
Once one has gotten belief in God figured out . . . and . . .
feels confident about going to heaven . . . there is really
not much more to think about or pay attention to. In this
way, religion has a status on the relevance structures or
priority lists of most emerging adults that are similar to,
say, the oil refinery industry.{11}

Even though they realize that religions claim to be different
and to have the truth, most emerging adults believe that all
religions share the same basic principles. Basically, religion
is about belief in God and learning to be a good person. One
respondent put it this way: “The line of thought that I follow
is  that  it  doesn’t  matter  what  you  practice.  Faith  is



important  to  everybody,  and  it  does  the  same  thing  for
everybody, no matter what your religion is.” Another said, “I
find it really hard to believe that one religion is exactly
true.  I  would  say  that  if  anything’s  right,  it  would  be
probably something common in most religions.”{12}

Consequently, even for the faith that you affiliate with it is
fine to only select those aspects that feel right to you and
mix in aspects from other faiths to find what works for you.

Purpose of religion

All major world religions answer the major questions of life:
Where did I come from? Why am I here? What happens when I die?
Is there anything I can do during this life which will impact
what  happens  to  me  after  I  die?  Consequently,  religions
provide a perspective on how to be in a right relationship
with our creator during this life and how to maximize our
benefits  in  the  afterlife  (or  after–lives,  for  some
religions).  However,  most  emerging  adults  take  a  more
pragmatic view. According to the interviews, “The real point
of religion, ultimately, in the eyes of most emerging adults,
is to help people be good, to live good lives.”{13}

In fact, it is not really important if they have true answers
to these key questions. As one of the interviewees stated,
“What do you mean by religious truth? Because all religions
pretty much have a good message that people can follow. I
would say that basic premise of the religions, like where they
get their message from, is false, but the message itself is
good.”{14}

Kids learn right and wrong from church activities. “By the
time a kid becomes a teenager or young adult, that person has
pretty much learned his or her morals and so can effectively
‘graduate’ and stop attending services at the congregation.
What is the point, after all, of staying in school after you
have been taught everything it has to teach?”{15}



The  results  of  this  research  confirm  that  the  “cultural
captivity”  or  “sacred/secular  split”  (identified  by  Nancy
Pearcy as a major challenge for American Christianity) is a
dominant factor among emerging adults. Most emerging adults
have religious beliefs, but “they do not particularly drive
the majority’s priorities, commitments, values, or goals.” One
observed, “I don’t think it’s the basis of how I live, it’s
just, I guess I’m just learning about my religion and my
beliefs. But I still kinda’ retain my own decision or at least
a lot of it on situations I’ve had and experiences.”{16}

Perhaps the most chilling quote from Smith and Snell is their
conclusion on this theme: “It was clear in many interviews
that  emerging  adults  felt  entirely  comfortable  describing
various religious beliefs that they affirmed but that appeared
to  have  no  connection  whatsoever  to  the  living  of  their
lives.”{17}

These insights make it very clear that it is not enough to
equip teenagers with a set of basic Christian doctrines that
define a good Christian. We must also get them to understand
that these truths relate to the real, everyday world, and that
we can trust them to inform and enlighten our daily choices,
attitudes, and activities.

Some of the other themes identified by Smith and Snell are
listed below:

· The family’s faith is associated with dependence.
· Religious congregations are not a place of real belonging.
· Friends hardly talk about religion.
· Moral Therapeutic Deism (MTD) is still alive and well. (see
“Is This the Last Christian Generation.”)
· What seems right to me” is authoritative.
· Take or leave what you want.
· Evidence and proof trump “blind faith.”{18}
· Mainstream religion is fine, probably.
· Religion is a personal choice—not social or institutional.
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· There is no way to finally know what is true.

Emerging  Adults:  Trends  in  Religious
Participation and Belief
What impact does this postmodern cultural milieu have on the
religious lives of emerging adults? The survey results provide
a lot of insight into that question.

First  we  find  that  these  emerging  adults  are  much  less
involved in organized religion and personal religious practice
than are older adults. For example, the percentage of emerging
adults  praying  daily  is  only  about  two–thirds  of  the
percentage of Baby Boomers who currently are daily pray–ers.
Similarly, the percentage of emerging adults who regularly
attend worship services is only about half of the percentage
of Baby Boomers who currently are regular worship service
attendees. It is important to note that when these metrics are
compared against the behavior of Baby Boomers when they were
in their twenties, the Baby Boomers had numbers that were
almost as low as today’s emerging adults. This comparison
gives some reason to believe that today’s emerging adults will
exhibit  increased  levels  of  religious  involvement  as  they
mature.

However, before banking on that historical trend, we need to
remember that these emerging adults will be entering their
thirties in a culture very different than the culture of the
late 70s and early 80s. During this period, as Smith points
out,  “the  larger  popular  culture  of  that  era  was  still
oriented around the outlook of ideological modernity.” This
outlook  supported  the  ideal  that  if  we  applied  ourselves
diligently we could uncover absolute truths on which to base a
successful life. Today’s emerging adults are immersed in a
postmodern  culture  that  “stressed  difference  over  unity,
relativity  over  universals,  subjective  experience  over



rational authorities, feeling over reason.” In this cultural
environment  there  is  little  reason  to  be  hostile  toward
organized religion, but there is also little reason to pursue
it either.

The effects of this can be seen in two major differences
between the religious practices of Baby Boomers during their
early twenties and those of today’s emerging adults. First,
the  survey  results  show  that  the  number  of  mainline
Protestants  and  Catholic  young  adults  regularly  attending
church has dropped by almost fifty percent from the 1970s to
today. Today, less than fifteen percent of Catholic emerging
adults  and  less  than  ten  percent  of  mainline  Protestants
attend religious services on a weekly basis. In contrast, the
attendance percentage for evangelical Protestants has actually
grown slightly over the same time period. Second, the number
of young adults who identify themselves as not religious or as
a religious liberal has grown from thirty–seven percent in
1976 to sixty–one percent in 2006; an increase of sixty–five
percent.

The  NSYR  not  only  gives  us  insight  into  the  differences
between generations and age groups, it also lets us examine
the  changes  in  the  practices  and  thinking  of  these  young
people as they moved from teenage high school students into
their early twenties. For our purposes, we will look at two
primary areas of change: religious affiliation and religious
beliefs. At the top level, these surveys show that there is a
high degree of continuity in these two areas. That is, the
majority of the young adults surveyed have retained the same
affiliation and basic beliefs through this five year period.
At  the  same  time,  there  is  a  large  minority  that  has
experienced  changes  in  these  areas.

Over  one  third  of  the  emerging  adults  surveyed  are  now
affiliated with a different religious group than they were
five years ago. On the positive side, twenty–five percent of
those who originally identified themselves as Not Religious



are  now  affiliated  with  a  Christian  religion  (mostly
evangelical  denominations).  However,  over  the  same  period,
seventeen  percent  of  those  who  originally  identified
themselves  as  Christian  now  identify  themselves  as  Not
Religious.  The  greatest  changes  were  seen  among  mainline
Protestant denominations where fully one half of the emerging
adults  changed  their  affiliations  with  half  of  those
identifying  as  Not  Religious  and  most  of  the  rest  now
affiliated  with  evangelical  Protestant  denominations.

Lest we mistake these changes for a positive trend, keep in
mind that the absolute number of emerging adults converting to
Not Religious is five times the number of those converting
from Not Religious to a Christian affiliation. In fact, when
we analyze the change in religious beliefs and activities as
those surveyed moved from teenagers to emerging adults, we
find that over forty–one percent of them became less religious
over the five year span while only 3.6 percent of them became
more religious during that period.

If we define cultural captivity as looking to the culture
rather than to Christ and the Bible as truth and our primary
guide for living, then the following seven beliefs would give
a good indication of someone who is not culturally captive.

Percent of those surveyed who ascribed
to a particular religious belief

Belief
U.S. CP MP

2008 2003 2008 2008

My religious
faith is very
or extremely
important in
shaping my
daily life.

44 70 57 33



Jesus was the
Son of God who
was raised from

the dead.

68 83 59

Only people
whose sins are

forgiven
through faith
in Jesus go to

heaven.

43 64 33

Only one
religion is

true.
29 49 45 22

Morals are not
relative; there
is a standard.

51 65 50

God is a
personal being
involved in the
lives of people

today.

63 79 74 57

Demons or evil
spirits exist.

47 66 63 32

Ascribe to
seven biblical
beliefs above
(based on 2008
affiliation).

10 22 10

CP – Conservative Protestant MP – Mainline Protestant
As seen in the last row of the table, nine out of ten emerging
adults do not hold to a consistent set of basic biblical
teachings. For those affiliated with an evangelical Protestant
church the number drops to about eight out of ten, an alarming
figure  for  denominations  which  stress  the  authority  and
accuracy of the Bible. For those affiliated with a mainline



Protestant church, the number remains at nine out of ten,
consistent with the average for all emerging adults.

Christian  Smith  and  other  researchers  suggest  that  one
interpretation of this data is that it is a result of the
success of liberal Protestantism capturing the culture. The
views  taken  by  the  majority  of  emerging  adults  are  more
consistent  with  those  espoused  by  liberal  Protestant
theologians  than  by  those  espoused  by  conservative
theologians. However, this success has the effect of making
mainline  Protestant  churches  irrelevant  to  the  younger
generations since the church offers the same relativism as the
culture.

Emerging  Adults:  Teenage  Factors
Influencing Current Behavior
One topic of interest to evangelicals is what aspects of a
teenager’s life will most impact their religious beliefs and
behaviors as an emerging adult. In his study, Smith analyzed
the  religious  trajectories  from  the  teenage  years  into
emerging adulthood. As these teenagers left home for college
and careers, moving out from under the more or less watchful
eyes of their parents, how did their religious beliefs and
behaviors change? Overall, they found a significant decline in
religiousness with the percent of the group that was highly
religious dropping from thirty–four percent in 2003 down to
twenty–two percent in 2008. Basically, one in three highly
religious  teenagers  is  no  longer  highly  religious  as  an
emerging adult.

Smith  and  his  team  used  statistical  analysis  techniques,
comparing  the  original  teenage  survey  results  with  the
emerging  adult  survey  results  taken  five  years  later,  to
identify the factors in teenage lives that were associated
with  significantly  higher  levels  of  religiousness  during
emerging  adulthood.  The  teenage  period  factors  they  found



consistently very important in producing emerging adults with
higher involvement in their religion were:

· frequent personal prayer and scripture reading
· parents who were strongly religious
· a high importance placed on their own religious faith
· having few religious doubts
· having religious experiences (e.g., making a commitment to
God, answered prayers, experiencing a miracle)

Some teenage practices had a surprisingly weak correlation
with  emerging  adult  religious  involvement.  These  weaker
factors included:

· level of education
· frequency of religious service attendance
· frequency of Sunday School attendance
· participating in mission trips
· attending a religious high school

Let’s explore some of these influencing factors to see what
lessons we can glean.

Religiously Strong Parents

First, teenagers who view their parents as strongly committed
to their religion are more likely to be highly religious as
emerging  adults.  Even  though  the  teenage  years  begin  the
process of developing independence from one’s parents, it does
not  mean  that  what  parents  think,  do,  and  say  is  not
important.  As  Smith  points  out,

the best empirical evidence shows that . . . when it comes to
religion, parents are in fact hugely important . . . By
contrast  it  is  well  worth  noting,  the  direct  religious
influence of peers during the teenage years . . . proved to
have a significantly weaker and more qualified influence on
emerging  adult  religious  outcomes  than  parents.  Parental



influences, in short, trump peer influences.{19}

Note this result is true regardless of whether the emerging
adult felt close to their parents during their teen years.
These  results  led  Smith  to  chastise  American  adults  for
swallowing  the  myth  that  “parents  of  teenagers  are
irrelevant.” He encourages us not to back away from discussing
and promoting our religious beliefs with our children during
their teenage years when they are first able to begin asking
some of life’s basic questions.

Personal Religious Disciplines

Second, the analysis showed that it was not participation in
religious events, trips, or peer groups, but rather commitment
to individual religious disciplines that was a strong factor
in predicting high religious involvement as an emerging adult.
In other words, putting teenagers into a religious setting is
not sufficient. However, if they come to the point where they
realize the value of personal interaction with God through
prayer and Scripture, they are much more likely to continue in
that  path.  One  reason  for  that  correlation  is  that  the
practice of personal devotion which is not directly observed
by peers, parents, or youth leaders, indicate a teenager that
has placed a high value on the role of God and His truth in
their lives. Another reason is that a consistent intake of
God’s truth helps to confirm the power and validity of the
Scriptures  as  our  guide  for  living.  As  Jesus  told  his
followers, “If you abide in My Word, you are truly disciples
of mine and you will know the truth and the truth will set you
free” (John 8:32).

One take–away from this finding: perhaps we should judge the
success of our youth groups less on the number of teenagers
attending events, trips, and classes and more on the number
who are committed to personal spiritual disciplines because
they  recognize  the  value  they  bring.  Perhaps  it  is  worth



risking the “attendance hit” of having fewer fun times in
order teach them the importance of “longing for the pure milk
of the Word” (1 Peter 2:2).

College vs. Culture

One  somewhat  surprising  result  dealt  with  the  impact  of
college  attendance  on  religious  faith  and  practice.  Prior
research on Baby Boomers has shown that higher education had
an undermining effect on the religious and spiritual lives of
young adults in these preceding generations. Many of us Baby
Boomers discovered that the social network of our high school
years which was generally supportive of religious belief and
involvement was in stark contrast to our college campus where
those beliefs were often viewed as backward and inappropriate
for a college educated person. This environment contributed to
a  higher  decline  in  religiousness  among  college  attendees
compared to those who did not attend college. Today, however,
several studies, including the NYSR, have shown that “in fact
those  who  do  not  attend  college  are  the  most  likely  to
experience  declines  in  religious  service  attendance,
self–reported  importance  of  religion  and  religious
affiliation.”{20} For most measures, the differences are not
large, but they are certainly counter to the results from the
70s and 80s.

Smith and other researchers have suggested several reasons for
this major change. These possible causes include:

· the growing influence of campus–based religious groups
·  colleges  changing  attitudes  to  be  more  supportive  of
religious interests
· a growing number of committed Christian faculty
· the growth of religious colleges and universities
· the major long–term decline in American college students’
interest in answering questions about the meaning of life
· the influence of postmodern relativism which undercuts the
authority of the professors as a source of truth



· adolescents who are less rebellious and more conventional
than earlier generations

However, I would suggest that if all of these factors were
significant, we should see less decline in religiousness from
the teen to emerging adult years than we saw for the Baby
Boomer generation. As we saw earlier, this is not the case.
The decline in religious involvement and belief is greater for
today’s emerging adults as a whole than it was for the Baby
Boomers. The transition period is just as corrosive if not
more so. A reasonable conclusion would be that the culture
itself has become just as corrosive as the college. Movies,
television, music, and public schools are promoting the same
counter–religious message once found primarily in academia.

Other studies have found that many teenagers have already
conformed to the culture in their “real lives” before leaving
high  school  and  are  maintaining  the  appearance  of
religiousness to please their parents and authority figures.
Once they leave that environment to attend college or pursue a
career, they are relieved to be able to set aside their faux
religion and focus on their real–life pursuits.

One conclusion I would propose is that this data shows that
the types of training and perspective that Probe offers to
prepare  students  for  the  college  environment  are  equally
important for those students who are not headed for college.
All teenagers need to be shown why they should value the
perspectives taught in the Bible over the perspectives of
their popular culture because the biblical perspectives are
rooted  in  verifiable  reality  rather  than  the  subjective
postmodern morass of our popular culture.

Emerging Adults: Exposing Some Myths
As is often the case, a careful examination of well–designed
cultural  research  identifies  weaknesses  in  popularly  held



perceptions of reality; that is, facts often expose myths.
Let’s look at three popular myths that must be modified or
discarded in the light of the NYSR results.

Myth 1: Emerging adults are very spiritual but are not into
religion.

A popular perception is that although most young adults are
not that interested in the external practice of organized
religion, they are strongly committed to a personal faith and
development  of  their  spirituality.  Although  their  outward
involvement  has  declined,  their  inward  commitment  remains
strong and their public involvement can be expected to return
as they settle down into marriage and children. However, the
data  does  not  support  this  perception.  As  Smith  states,
“little evidence supports the idea that emerging adults who
decline  in  regular  external  religious  practice  nonetheless
retain  over  time  high  levels  of  subjectively  important,
privately  committed,  internal  religious  faith.  Quite  the
contrary is indicated by our analysis.”{21}

Smith and his team used the survey responses to categorize the
respondents into six different religious types. Four of these
types, representing seventy percent of emerging adults, are
generally  indifferent  to  both  traditional  religions  and
spiritual topics. Of the remaining thirty percent, half of
those are what Smith labels Committed Traditionalists who are
actively involved with organized religion. Another half of the
remaining (i.e., fifteen percent of the total) are labeled
Spiritually  Open.  It  is  important  to  understand  that
Spiritually Open is not the same as Spiritually Interested.
Smith reports, “Most are in fact nothing more than simply
open. They are not actively seeking, not taking a lot of
initiative in pursuit of the spiritual.”{22} So, when the data
is  analyzed,  it  appears  that  less  than  five  percent  of
emerging  adults  could  be  considered  as  spiritual  but  not
religious.



Consequently, it appears that the challenge for the church is
not redirecting a pent–up spiritual interest into orthodox
Christianity,  but,  instead,  demonstrating  that  spiritual
issues are worthy of any real attention at all.

Myth 2: Emerging adults are hostile toward the church.

Several recent books have suggested that the dominant attitude
of unchurched young adults is one of critical hostility toward
the church.{23} Their research suggests that emerging adults
view  the  church  as  hypocritical,  hateful  and  irrelevant.
Although he acknowledges that some of these feelings exist,
Smith believes that the data demonstrates that these attitudes
are not as prevalent as others suggest. In fact, eight out of
ten emerging adults state that they have “a lot of respect for
organized  religion  in  this  country”  and  seven  out  of  ten
disagree that “organized religion is usually a big turnoff for
me.”  Going  a  step  further,  a  strong  majority  of  emerging
adults would disagree with the statement that “most mainstream
religion  is  irrelevant  to  the  needs  and  concerns  of  most
people my age.”{24}

Given these results, why are we presented with strong cases to
the contrary? First, there are a significant minority who view
the  church  as  an  irrelevant  turnoff,  and  a  majority  who
believe that too many religious people are negative, angry,
and  judgmental.  Second,  Smith  surmises  that  some  of  this
perception  comes  from  conducting  “interviews  with
non–representative samples of emerging adults . . . by authors
who are themselves alienated from mainstream religion . . .
(or) by pastoral and ecclesial reformers within mainstream
religion who want to make the case that traditional churches
are failing to reach young people today and so need to be
dramatically  transformed  in  a  postmodern  or  some  other
allegedly promising way.”{25}

Once again this is a good news / bad news story. The good news
is that most emerging adults do not have strong emotional



barriers build up against organized religion. However, the
vast majority of them are indifferent to religion and confused
about its role in life. According to Smith,

Most emerging adults are okay with talking about religion as
a topic, although they are largely indifferent to it—religion
is just not that important to most of them. . . . To whatever
extent they do talk about it, most of them think that most
religions  share  the  same  core  principles,  which  they
generally  believe  are  good.{26}

Myth 3: Religious practice does not impact personal behavior.

Another common perception is that religiously devoted young
adults are not appreciably different from other young adults
in their actual life practices when it comes to sexuality,
generosity, community service, drug use, and integrity. We are
often told that out of wedlock pregnancy, cheating, and drug
use are the same for evangelical young adults as for the rest
of society. It is certainly true that affiliation with an
evangelical  denomination  makes  only  a  small  difference  in
those behaviors. But does a deep personal commitment to a
relationship with Jesus Christ make a difference? The survey
data  allowed  Smith  and  his  team  to  differentiate  between
simple affiliation and devotion. What he discovered is that
those emerging adults who are devoted to their faith exhibit
significantly  different  lifestyles  than  the  norm.  In
particular,  these  devoted  emerging  adults  are:

· more than twice as likely to give and volunteer their time
·  more  than  four  times  less  likely  to  engage  in  binge
drinking or drugs
· twenty–five percent more likely to have attended college
· almost two times less likely to think that buying more
things would make them happier
· twice as likely to abstain from pornography
· more than twice as likely to have abstained from sexual



intercourse outside of marriage

The results clearly show that a deep commitment to a Christian
religious faith has a significant impact on one’s lifestyle.
As  Smith  concludes,  “emerging  adult  religion—whatever  its
depth, character, and substance—correlates significantly with,
and  we  think  actually  often  acts  as  a  causal  influence
producing, what most consider to be more positive outcomes in
life for emerging adults.”{27}

Exposing these myths helps us focus on the key challenge for
the future. It is not redirecting a pent–up spiritual interest
into  orthodox  Christianity,  or  overcoming  an  emotional
aversion  to  organized  religion,  but  instead,  demonstrating
that spiritual issues are worthy of any real attention at all.
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descent of a deity to earth.

One of the most popular gods to appear as an avatar is Vishnu,
the preserver god and one of the three main gods in the Hindu
Pantheon. There are ten famous manifestations of Vishnu in the
sacred writings of Hinduism [Jonathan Smith, ed. The Harper
Collins Dictionary of Religion (San Francisco: Harper Collins
Publishers, 1995), 96.].

In this movie the alien race, the blue–skinned Na’Vi, live in
a  forest  paradise.  Although  they  are  technologically
primitive, they are superior in their understanding of true
reality and nature itself. They live an enlightened existence
for they are in communion with Eywa, the “All Mother.” Eywa is
not a personal being, as with the Christian view of God, but
an  impersonal  force  made  up  of  all  things.  Her  force  is
concentrated in a large sacred tree in the middle of the
sacred forest. The Na’Vi become one with Eywa when they attach
their pony tails to one of her vines. In one scene, the hero
of the movie attempts to warn Eywa of the battle soon to come
and asks for her help. However, he is told by his alien wife
that Eywa is neutral and does not get involved in issues of
justice. In the movie, death is encountered several times and
the message is that at death, one’s immaterial essence becomes
one with Eywa. This is a clear presentation of the pantheist
worldview  and  follows  the  same  theme  of  such  movies  as
Pocahontas, Dances with Wolves, and Fern Gully.

The conflict occurs when humans arrive on the planet and they,
in contrast to the Na’Vi, are ignorant of Eywa and destroy the
forest for monetary reasons. The army is portrayed as evil as
they attempt to seize the sacred forest by force and mine the
valuable  minerals  under  the  sacred  tree.  With  primitive
weapons, the alien beings defeat the well–armed humans and
rescue their planet from destruction.

This movie is an evangelistic call for mankind to embrace the
pantheistic worldview and attain oneness with the universe. As



a result, peace will come and a harmonic paradise will be
created. However, we must seriously question this message of
hope. Pantheism is embraced in several countries. We must ask
ourselves, have these countries attained a harmonic paradise?
One nation that embraces the pantheistic worldview is India.
Few  would  confidently  state  that  Hinduism  has  brought  a
beautiful paradise in that nation.

Another important facet of pantheism is that nature takes
precedence  over  human  life.  In  India  and  Nepal,  I  have
witnessed cows, monkeys, and even rats receiving better care
than humans—and many are even worshipped while human beings
remain secondary. Pantheism also denies the reality of this
physical world and promotes the belief that the spirit world
represents true reality. Thus, it in fact denies true reality.
Finally, pantheism denies our humanity because it fails to
acknowledge our individuality and sin nature. As a result,
true  transformation  of  human  nature  cannot  occur  through
pantheism.

One of the valuable messages in Avatar is the value of caring
for nature. This is one of the reasons many are attracted to
this movie. The popularity of this pantheistic message points
out a shortcoming of the Christian church in modern times. As
Christians, we are taught in Genesis to care for creation and
not exploit it. However, unlike pantheism, we do not worship
nature; instead, we are called to be stewards of what God
created. We are to value what God has created and use the
earth’s resources responsibly, not in a destructive, uncaring
manner. We are to develop technology to improve our lives and
use it in a manner that reflects care for the creation around
us. Scripture provides a clear exhortation to the church to
articulate the biblical view of the environment.

Avatar  is  another  apologetic  for  pantheism,  perhaps  the
favorite worldview of Hollywood. However, it presents a false
hope for peace and paradise. The Christian message of hope
must be proclaimed in a compelling manner if we hope to gain



the attention of our culture. The challenge before us is to
demonstrate that Christianity offers the true message of hope.
First,  the  miraculous,  sinless  life  of  Christ  and  His
resurrection demonstrates He is the Creator, not an impersonal
force. The true message of eternal life and forgiveness of sin
is  found  in  Christ  alone.  This  message  must  be  defended.
Second,  the  biblical  principles  of  responsible  use  of
technology and care for the environment must be demonstrated.

Finally, creation is in a fallen state as the Bible teaches.
Romans 8:20-21 states, “For the creation was subjected to
frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one
who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be
liberated  from  its  bondage  to  decay  and  brought  into  the
glorious freedom of the children of God.” Creation and mankind
await the day nature will be restored fully and the curse of
sin will be taken away. This will happen not as a result of
embracing the false ideas of pantheism but with the coming of
the king of creation, Jesus Christ. Since God will restore
creation, we should move in the direction of God’s future
restoration and carefully manage and restore areas we have
destroyed.

© 2010 Probe Ministries


