
unChristian:  Is
Christianity’s  Image  Hurting
Christ’s Image?
Byron Barlowe reviews the book unChristian, based on research
on what young people think of evangelicals and born-again
Christians:  that  they’re  hypocritical,  judgmental,  too
political, exclusive. He calls out Christians to improve the
reality behind the image to better reflect Christ.

Section Synopsis: A recent book entitled unChristian: What a
New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity and Why It
Matters  uncovered  overwhelmingly  negative  views  of
evangelicals and born-again Christians, especially among young
generations. In some ways these views are warranted, in some
ways they are not, but Christians do well to take them as a
wake-up call for the sake of those God wants to save and
mature.

The meaning of gospel is literally “good news.” The
book  unChristian:  What  a  New  Generation  Really
Thinks  About  Christianity  .  .  .  and  Why  It
Matters{1} is a book of bad news—that half of those
outside the church have a negative perception of
Christianity. And that’s even true of many young people inside
the church.

Evangelical Christians by definition consider Jesus’ charge to
present the biblical gospel message to the world a mandate.
Yet  many  of  the  very  people  who  they  reach  out  to  are
rejecting the messengers. Researchers with the Barna Group
found that a majority today believe that evangelical and born-
again  Christians  are  sheltered  from  the  real  world,  are
judgmental, way too political, anti-homosexual (to the point
of being gay-hating), and hypocritical.
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These are widespread perceptions, especially among sixteen- to
twenty-nine-year-olds, even those who go to church. To many
people, perception is ninety percent of reality. So whatever
your opinion of the study, this is the feeling out there.

Barna’s survey results and commentary have been making a stir
through unChristian since its release in 2007. It’s not a deep
theological  or  philosophical  book.  It  contains  statistical
interpretation broken up by commentary from every stripe of
evangelical Christian. It is a sobering cultural assessment
that calls out believers to be more Christlike.

The authors’ applications are not always solidly based. They
seem a little dismissive of valid objections to their analysis
and conclusions. Also, confusion among unchurched respondents
about the meaning of the terms “born again” and “evangelical”
leads one to ask, How seriously do we take survey-takers’
critique of Christians if they don’t even know who or what
these Christians are? That is, many times the people being
surveyed couldn’t clearly define what “born-again” means or
what an “evangelical” is, so how much stock should we put in
their criticisms?

Yet, the stats are stark enough to be alarming: of those
outside  the  church,  fully  half  had  a  bad  impression  of
evangelicals. Only three percent had a good impression! Are
Christians so bent on moral persuasion that we’re alienating
the lost with a lovelessness that really is unChristian? Or is
this just a case of the unsaved experiencing the gospel as a
stumbling block, as Jesus said would happen? The authors say
it’s mainly Christians’ fault; I agree but suspect there’s
more to it.

Here’s a modest proposal: even if respondents were biased or
misled, why don’t we in the church humble ourselves, listen,
and change where we need to? In the spirit of King David, when
Shimei cursed him loudly, we may need to simply say, “Let them
critique. The Lord told them to.”



Some question whether perceptions of outsiders should shape
the church’s behavior. Co-authors Kinnaman and Lyons make the
case  that  the  church  needs  to  be  thoughtful  about  our
responses to homosexuals, less trusting of political action as
the way to change culture, and more humble and open to people
who have not yet experienced grace. If outsiders feel that we
are running a club they’re not invited to, where is Christ in
that? they ask.

According to the authors, “Theologically conservative people
are increasingly perceived as aloof and unwilling to talk.”
But  those  under  30  “are  the  ultimate  ‘conversation
generation’.” Those outside church want to discuss issues, but
see Christians as unwilling. Have you recently had a spiritual
dialogue with a young unbeliever? How’d it go?

“Christians Are Hypocritical”
Section Synopsis: unChristian documents a heavy bias against
Christians as hypocritical, a charge which is in part true,
admit many. But it’s also an unavoidable reality of a grace-
based religion, which if explained, goes a long way towards
mitigating the charge and explaining the gospel message.

One  overwhelming  opinion  among  the  survey  group  is  that
Christians are hypocrites and this keeps people away from
church.

In fact, the survey on which the book is based reveals blatant
legalism among believers, that the top priority of born-again
Christians is, “doing the right thing, being good, and not
sinning.” This do-your-best value topped biblical values like
“relationships,  evangelism,  service  and  family  faith.”  In
another survey, four out of five churchgoers said that “the
Christian life is well described as, ‘trying hard to do what
God commands’.” {2} Such a primary focus on lifestyle and sin-
management as a measure of spirituality leads to what they



call a “false pretense of holiness,” that is, hypocrisy.{3}
It’s often like we Christians are living for others’ approval
and forgetting about grace.

This isn’t lost on younger generations. “Like it or not, the
term  ‘hypocritical’  has  become  fused  with  young  peoples’
experience of Christianity,” say the authors.{4} Eighty-five
percent of “outsiders” and half of young churchgoers say so.
The  book  offers  story  after  painful  story  of  sometimes
breathtaking hypocrisy based on lengthy interviews. This adds
weight to the conclusions drawn by Kinnaman and Lyons. The
research was not simply based on surveys (quantitative) but
also on in-depth interviews (qualitative).

There may be a silver lining here. The charge of hypocrisy
offers a handy starting point for turning around negative
perceptions and explaining grace. Pastor and author Tim Keller
admits that we Christians actually are often hypocritical and
need to be humble about it. Unrepentant hypocrites don’t admit
mistakes, so we immediately challenge a perception by owning
up to it.

But the other unavoidable fact is that non-Christians assume
we are trying to live like Jesus to get into heaven, like the
good-works motivation of other religions and cults. So, when
they find out we’re not perfect people, they critique us as
hypocrites. In contrast, an old saying captures the biblical
worldview: “The Church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum
for saints.”{5} Unbelievers simply cannot understand this; we
have to be patient with that, says Keller.

You could respond to the accusation of hypocrisy like this: “I
have  a  relationship  with  Christ  not  because  I’m  good  but
precisely because I am not good. He rescued me from myself and
the ruin I was causing. But He’s changing me. I’m still a
mess, but I’m God’s mess.”

In an age of Internet image-making and advertising, young



outsiders are cynical about finding anybody who’s genuine.
Christians need to genuinely repent of hypocrisy. Meanwhile,
we can explain that grace means our imperfections are covered
by God during the process of spiritual transformation. Maybe
outsiders will opt for grace once they see more of it.

“Christians Hate Homosexuals”
Section Synopsis: Evangelical and born-again Christians today
have a well-deserved but understandable reputation as anti-
gay,  but  attitudes  can  go  so  far  as  being  gay-hating.
Balancing conviction about the broader gay agenda and the
personal sin of homosexuality with a humble compassion for gay
individuals who are made in God’s image is key, especially as
we model for younger believers.

The guys in my Bible study group were discussing gay marriage
and the upcoming elections. The lively banter stopped when I
dropped a bomb. “You know,” I said, “when most non-Christians
under thirty-years-old find out we’re evangelicals, we may as
well be wearing a sandwich board emblazoned with ‘God hates
gays.’” I’d been reading unChristian, and it was sobering.

According to the authors, if we’re raising kids to “shun their
peers who are ‘different,’ we are actually limiting their . .
. spiritual influence” and may lead them to question their own
faith.{6}  Why?  Because  they’ll  probably  have  friends  who
identify  as  gay  and  other  sexual  identities.  As  Probe
colleague Kerby Anderson says, “One of the biggest challenges
for  churches  and  individual  Christians  who  reach  out  to
homosexuals  is  keeping  two  principles  in  proper  tension:
biblical convictions and biblical compassion.”{7}

An  emerging  adult  generation  accepts  homosexuality,  often
without thinking, even those who grew up in church. Only one-
third of churched young people believe homosexuality to be a
“major problem.”



And, only a small percentage of young adults “want to resist
homosexual initiatives” in society. This is alarming, given
America’s softening of sexual morals, mainstreaming of gay
culture  and  the  redefinition  of  marriage.  But  the  issue
addressed in unChristian is that in our battle against a few
agenda-driven  radicals,  we’ve  regularly  forgotten  that  our
fight is not with same-sex strugglers, but with unbiblical
ideas.{8} We’re called to love, not condemn, the people made
in God’s image who are caught up in sin, even while we stand
up as Christian citizens.

Barna’s  survey  shows  just  how  unbiblical  self-identified
Christians can be. Over half said homosexuality was a problem,
but only two out of six hundred people said anything about
love or “being sympathetic” as a potential solution. A mere
one  percent  say  they  pray  for  homosexuals!  “We  need  to
downgrade  the  importance  of  being  antihomosexual  as  a
‘credential,’”  of  our  commitment  to  Christ,  say  the
authors.{9} That is, we need to repent if we believe that it’s
a spiritual badge of honor to be anti-gay.

If a certain brand of sin is disgusting to us, why should that
get in the way of communicating the love of a forgiving God?
We need to keep in mind that all sin is disgusting to God,
even our pet sins. This is the kind of challenge the book
unChristian  does  well.  Yet,  scant  mention  is  made  of  the
greater consequences of sexual sins, including sickness and
the desperate need for repentance and recovery among same-sex
practitioners. Perhaps that would have been off-point for this
book.

Kinnaman observes that younger generations are “hard-wired for
relational  connections”  and  view  the  church’s  lack  of
spiritual solutions as uncaring and insincere. If we lose our
audience due to heartlessness it won’t matter how much truth
we proclaim.



“Christians Are Judgmental”
Section Synopsis: “Christians are judgmental” is an accusation
coming from young people inside and outside the Church today.
Believers need to learn to retain the biblical mandate to
judge the fruits of ideas and behaviors while going out of our
way not to condemn people who’ve never (or seldom) experienced
God’s grace.

One of the most troubling perceptions that a watching world
has of “born agains” and “evangelicals”, especially among the
under-thirty  crowd,  is  that  we  are  judgmental.  The  book
unChristian cites findings that ninety percent of “outsiders”
believe this. More than half of young churchgoers agree!

It’s not compromise to graciously work with disagreements.
Sometimes the need to be right and “stay right” cancels out
the truth we’re trying to defend. To use the old saying,
“People don’t care how much you know until they know how much
you care.” This seems to be the main finding the research
revealed.

The authors credit young generations with insightfulness into
peoples’  motives  since  they’ve  been  endlessly  targeted  by
marketing, lectures, and sermons. (Most have spent time in
church, by the way.) They don’t want unsolicited advice, say
the authors. But that makes them resistant, not unreachable.
Another factor is that younger generations reject black-and-
white views. “They esteem context, ambiguity, and tension. . .
. How we communicate [to them] is just as important as what we
communicate,” according to the book. {10} One popular author
is  seeing  fruit  among  younger  people  by  focusing  on  God
Himself as the original community, the Trinity, and giving
credence to our need for community.{11}

Well, aren’t unbelievers the ones judging believers? Aren’t
Christians just standing up to sin? In-depth interviews showed
that many respondents “believe Christians are trying . . . to



justify feelings of moral and spiritual superiority.”{12} My
opinion is this: If we think we’re better, we need to revisit
Amazing Grace! Arrogance is the charge; are you guilty of it?
I know I’ve been.

What does it mean to be judgmental? People are stumbling over
stuff like this:

• Judgmentalism doesn’t stop to ask why people do the things
they do and why they are the way they are. That is, it just
doesn’t care.

• Judgmental minds see everything in terms of rules kept or
rules broken.

•  A  judgmental  heart  maintains  the  us-them  dichotomy,
keeping people at a distance from us. Holding people in
contempt is easier when we lump them into categories.

• The core belief of a judgmental spirit is, “I’m right and
I’m better.”

It’s true, the worldview of young generations in America has
shifted in recent years to include a “do-it-yourself” morality
and this is deeply troubling. Youth apologist Josh McDowell
notes that seniors have the emotional maturity of freshmen
today. Many suffer from broken families.{13} Still, an entire
generation—churched  and  many  formerly-churched—doubts  our
motives. Yes, they are judging us! But if our attitudes truly
are stiff-arming people, shouldn’t we start sympathetically
inviting them into God’s fellowship?

Christ-followers have a very hard time distinguishing between
judging people and judging what they do. Scripture teaches us
clearly not to condemn people to hell. Paul the Apostle taught
that he didn’t even judge himself, much less outsiders. Yet we
are told to judge fruits, which consist of what people do.
That way, we know if we’re dealing with an unbelieving person,
a confused believer or a mature disciple of Christ. If an



unbeliever commits sin, we can see from it how to minister to
them.

We church folks say, “Love the sinner, hate the sin.” Those
studied said they experience hate of the sin and the sinner.
Much of church peoples’ discomfort and judgmentality stems
from  cultural  and  generational  sources.  If  something  like
tattoos gets in the way of a Christlike response, maybe we
need to take a fresh look at our attitudes.

How  Can  True  Christians  Constructively
Respond?
Section Synopsis: Repairing a damaged image is a worthy goal
for  Christians  so  that  critics  can  see  Christ  instead  of
negative stereotypes. We can tear down stereotypes by being
Christlike and then we have a chance to tear down deeper
misconceptions about God, the Bible, and faith.

The panhandler touched Dave’s heart with his honest appeal. “I
just want a burger.” Throughout the meal, Dave talked with
him, finding out about his life and views. He didn’t try to
cram the gospel in or argue. Dave later overheard the man say
to his homeless companion, “Hey that guy’s a Christian and we
actually  had  a  conversation.”  Dave  wondered  what  kind  of
negative interactions with Christians from the past prompted
that response!

The authors of unChristian uncovered a low public opinion of
evangelicals and born-again Christians among outsiders. They
may be biased, but it’s helpful to know what people think.

One of the most important ministries you can have these days
is  to  tear  down  negative  stereotypes  of  Christ-followers
simply by being Christlike. That may set the stage for tearing
down myths and lies about God, the Bible, and Christianity.

We need to seek common ground to begin a dialogue with those



outside the faith. We all respond to agreement better than
arguments, so affirming is a good start towards persuading. I
recently saw a bumper sticker on the truck of a worker. It
said in effect, “Jesus loves you but I think you’re a jerk”,
although in more colorful language! After I chuckled about how
God  loves  “jerks”  like  me,  we  spent  forty-five  minutes
discussing his views, mostly on God and religion.

At one point, he proclaimed, “I like to think of God as
feminine.” I explored his reasons, which included the presence
of beauty in the world. I affirmed that observation far as I
could and expanded his thinking. I said, “What if God is so
big  and  complete  that  He  embodies  perfect  femininity  and
masculinity?” The door opened wider. But what if I’d acted
offended by the cuss word on the sticker or been put off by
his distorted theology? I’m sure he would have been put off
and the conversation would have been aborted.

Again, we also need to admit mistakes and problems, say the
authors.  Youth  today  emphasize  “keepin’  it  real,”  being
genuine.  “Transparency  disarms  an  image-is-everything
generation.”{14}

Lastly, the authors urge us to respond with truth and love to
gays and their friends. Speaking out against homosexual sin
and harmful politics may be our role. At the same time, Kerby
Anderson points out that Christians “should lovingly welcome
those who struggle with homosexual temptations and dedicate
[ourselves] to meet the emotional and spiritual needs of”
homosexual strugglers.{15}

Our tone of voice, demeanor and facial expression are much
more  important  than  we  think.  As  Tim  Keller  says,  “You
actually have to embody a different kind of Christian than the
ones that they’ve known in the past or they’re simply not
going to listen to what you’re saying.”{16}
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Demographics  and  Religious
Affiliation
More Cultural Research from Steve Cable

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

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

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

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

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

Acknowlegements:
The  General  Social  Surveys  data  were  downloaded  from  the
Association of Religion Data Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and
were  collected  by  Tom  W.  Smith  and  the  National  Opinion
Research Center.

The Pew Research Center Religious Landscape Study interactive
tool,  located  at
http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/  was  the
source of the Pew survey data

Emerging  Adults  Part  2:
Distinctly Different Faiths –
Evangelical Views Declining

National Study of Youth and Religion
The National Study of Youth and Religion (Wave 3) contains the
detailed data from which Christian Smith presented a summary
of the results in his book, Souls in Transition: The Religious
&  Spiritual  Lives  of  Emerging  Adults.  My  prior  article,
“Emerging  Adults  and  the  Future  of  Faith  in  America,”
summarized some of the important results reported in his book.
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One of his results showed that the number of young adults who
identify themselves as not religious or as a religious liberal
has grown from one in three young adults in 1976 to almost two
out of three young adults in 2008. This huge difference in
beliefs reflects that the dominant culture has changed from
supporting Christian beliefs to now being basically counter to
them. 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.”{1}

This culture has produced a set of young Americans who may
still  claim  to  be  associated  with  Protestant  or  Catholic
beliefs but in reality have accepted the view that God and
Christ are potentially helpful upon death, but are of little
value until then. As these young adults moved from teenagers
into emerging adults, Smith found that over four out of ten of
them became less religious over a five year span. However, he
did find that about one in three would identify themselves as
evangelical and probably continue to identify themselves that
way for the foreseeable future.

However, to look at the data more closely, we can access this
study of 18- to 23-year-olds online at the Association of
Religious Data Archives.{2} Using this data, we can look at
the association between questions in ways that we could not
see in Christian Smith’s book. As we studied this data, we
found an even bleaker view of the future of the evangelical
church than that presented by his book.

Along  with  general  demographic  information,  the  questions
asked  by  the  survey  can  be  generally  divided  into  four
segments:  Religious  Beliefs,  Religious  Practices,  Cultural
Beliefs, and Cultural Practices. When we analyze the data in
these four segments, we find a significant disconnect between
each of these four segments. One might expect that we would
find a small but significant subset that shared an evangelical
belief  and  practice  and  that  applied  those  beliefs



consistently to their cultural beliefs and practices. Instead,
what we find is that of 881 evangelicals, a grand total of
zero (that is zilch, nada, none) share a common set of beliefs
across all four categories. In other words, there is no set of
common beliefs amongst these 18- to 23-year-olds who belong to
an evangelical church.

It is worth noting here that the 881 evangelicals discussed
here are down from the 1064 evangelicals in the study of this
same group as teenagers. The 881 includes 728 who were among
the 1064 plus 155 new evangelicals. The new evangelicals were
about  one-third  from  mainline  protestant,  one-third  from
catholic, and one-third from not religious or non-Christian
religions. Of the 336 who left evangelical Christianity about
half went to other Christian religions and the other half went
to  nonreligious  or  indeterminate  religious  beliefs.  Almost
undoubtedly, if we were to include these original evangelicals
in our evangelical statistics we would get even worse data. We
should also note here that this group was 18 to 23 in 2008 so
now they are 20 to 25. However, we will refer to them as 18 to
23 in this article.

Religious Beliefs
Let  us  begin  by  first  considering  the  data  on  religious
beliefs. By itself, this is very interesting. First, we find
that four out of five of those associated with an evangelical
church believe in God as a personal being and Jesus as His Son
who was raised from the dead. Unfortunately, it also means we
are starting with one-fifth of those still associated with an
evangelical church who either don’t believe in God or in Jesus
as  His  Son.  It  is  interesting  to  note  that  one-third  of
mainline Protestants and nearly half of Catholics have this
same attitude of unbelief. However, the number of evangelicals
who believe in God and Christ is still a significant number
and is 28% of the total population of 18- to 23-year-olds in
America. When we add in the mainline and Catholic believers,



we find approximately half of all young adults have a correct
view of God and Jesus at this very basic level. Although half
is not what we would like, it is probably more than we would
expect to find with active Christians.

But when we add in the concepts that only people whose sins
are forgiven through faith in Jesus Christ go to heaven and
that  there  is  only  one  true  religion,  the  number  of
evangelicals in this age group who agree drops to 38%. Thus,
only  one  in  three  ascribe  to  the  most  basic  beliefs  of
evangelical Christianity. When we add in mainline Protestants
and Catholics, the percentage of young Americans who believe
in salvation only through Jesus Christ drops to less than one
in five.

When one adds in the concepts that faith is important, that
demons are real beings, and that there are some actions that
are always right or wrong, and combine those with attending a
worship service at least two times a month, the number among
evangelicals drops to less than one in five. That is, four out
of  five  young  evangelicals  do  not  agree  with  these  basic
concepts.  For  mainline  Protestants  and  Catholics,  the
percentages are 9% and 2%, indicating that almost none of them
have  a  basic  set  of  Christian  beliefs.  Combining  these
together shows that only 7% of all young adults hold to these
basic beliefs.

Clearly, we have a major disconnect of belief for this age
group, even among those who are associated with an evangelical
church. As we probe beyond God and Jesus, we find that most of
them do not have a set of beliefs consistent with the basic
truths of the Bible.

In  his  book,  Smith  points  out  that  for  emerging  adults
“evidence and proof trump blind faith.”{3} By this he means
that most emerging adults view scientific views as based on
evidence and truth while religious beliefs are simply blind
faith. As one young person put it, “I mean there is proven



fact and then there is what’s written in the Bible–and they
don’t match up.”{4} Or as another young person put it, “You
have to take the Bible as symbolic sometimes. If you take it
as literal there’s definitely a problem. There’s scientific
proof [that contradicts it]. So you have to take it piece by
piece and choose what you want to believe.”{5}

The interesting result of this belief is that it does not
primarily apply to the extremely small segment of the Bible
which some might consider at odds with scientific theories
(e.g., creation of the universe). Rather, they apply it to
things like teachings on sexuality, the uniqueness of Jesus,
and the beginning of life. So they use the excuse of science
to  modify  any  beliefs  taught  by  the  Bible  that  are
inconsistent  with  current  cultural  beliefs.

Religious Practices
Perhaps we have now found the truly religious 18- to 23-year-
olds among the one-out-of-four evangelicals that express a set
of  core  religious  beliefs.  Even  if  we  add  another  seven
questions on belief in things like life after death, heaven,
judgment  day,  and  miracles,  we  still  have  almost  15%  of
evangelical young adults who answer correctly. However, if
this 15% is the core group of believers, then their religious
behaviors will match their beliefs.

If this group of young adults is the core group, we would
expect them to pray on a daily basis and to read the Bible at
least once per week. When asked those questions, less than one
in ten evangelical emerging adults hold the religious beliefs
and engage in the religious practices. In fact, nearly half of
those with the core beliefs do not read their Bibles or pray.
When we add on questions about whether they are interested in
learning more about their faith and have shared their faith
with someone else, the number drops to less than one in twenty
of the evangelical young adults. So, over 95 out of 100 young
people affiliated with evangelical churches do not believe and



practice their belief. Sadly, if we look at those who do these
things and attend Sunday School or some weekday group and have
read a devotional book in the last year, the number drops to
3% of evangelicals.

This  data  clearly  shows  that,  for  18-  to  23-year-old
evangelicals, beyond a belief in God and Jesus there is no
common  set  of  beliefs  and  practices.  Virtually  every
evangelical young adult will depart from the faith on one or
more basic core beliefs and practices. It appears that there
is no common core group of dedicated faithful believers among
this age group.

As Christian Smith points out, emerging adults view religious
ideas as a cafeteria line where you take the ones you like and
leave the rest behind. As he says, “People should take and use
what is helpful in it, . . . and they can leave the rest. . .
. At least some parts of religions are ‘outdated.’ Emerging
adults are the authorities for themselves on what in religion
is good or useful or relevant for them.”{6} As one of the
emerging  adults  put  it,  “Instead  of  fighting  various
religions, I just kinda combined religious ideas that were
similar or sounded good.”{7} So, since the emerging adult is
the authority on what religious beliefs to accept rather than
the  Scriptures,  their  culture  determines  their  religious
beliefs rather than the other way around.

Cultural Beliefs
The data from this survey indicates that there is not a set of
doctrinally  pure  religious  believers  in  the  18  to  23  age
range. But perhaps they are clearer on cultural beliefs that
should be informed by their faith. To make the analysis easier
we will consider two different sets of beliefs. The first set
looks at their beliefs about creation, waiting on sex until
marriage, and respect for religion in America. The second set
considers living meaningful but not guilty lives, caring about
the poor, and being against unmarried sex and divorce.



When asked about the creation of the world, approximately half
of the evangelical emerging adults said that God created the
world without using evolution over a long period of time to
create  new  species.  Only  one  in  four  young  evangelicals
believe they should wait to have sex and don’t need to try out
sex with their partner before they get married. Interestingly,
only 16% of mainline Protestants and less than one in ten
Catholic young adults believe the same way. As Smith points
out, this belief is odd given the numerous studies which show
that couples who do not live together before marriage have a
significantly greater chance of success than those who do.
Forty-eight percent of evangelicals have respect for organized
religion in this country and believe it is ok for religious
people to try to convert other people to their faith. However
when  we  combine  these  three  beliefs  together,  i.e.  about
creation, sex, and evangelism, we find that only one in ten
evangelicals, one in twenty mainline Protestants, and only one
in a hundred Catholics agree with all three of these areas.
Then when we look to see how many have the religious beliefs
and practices and believe these cultural topics, we find that
only 8 evangelicals (< 1%) and no mainline Protestants or
Catholics qualify. Thus, we have only 8 people out of over
2500  who  have  a  consistent  set  of  evangelical  religious
beliefs, religious practices, and cultural beliefs.

Of course that is only a small subset of the cultural beliefs
that should be impacted by our religious beliefs. Let’s look
at few more. Let’s consider those who have not felt guilty
about things in their life over the last year, who believe
their life is meaningful and that they can change important
things in their life as needed. We find that approximately
one-third  of  each  of  the  major  groups  agree  with  these
statements. If we look at how many don’t need to buy more and
who care about the needs of the poor, we find that about one
in  four  of  all  young  adults  agree  with  these  objectives.
However, when we combine these two areas, we find that only
about one in ten young adults agree. Now add in the idea that



unmarried sex and divorce are not okay, a statement with which
28% of evangelicals and 14% of all emerging adults agree. When
we combine all three of these belief areas, we discover that
only 2% of evangelicals agree with all three areas. If we
combine these areas with religious beliefs and practices, we
find that only four evangelicals (or less than one in two
hundred) agreed.

When  we  combine  both  sets  of  cultural  beliefs  with  the
religious beliefs and practices, we find that there is one
emerging adult out of over 2500 who agrees with those beliefs.

In both sets of data above, we considered questions dealing
with sexual activity. In the first, we saw that the idea of
waiting to have sex until marriage was rejected by three out
of four of the evangelical, emerging adults. In the second set
of data, we saw that a similar number believe that unmarried
sex and divorce are okay. These beliefs are clearly counter to
the teaching of Christianity, but they are dominant beliefs
among evangelical, emerging adults. As Christian Smith put it,
“[M]ost emerging adults reduce a certain cognitive dissonance
they feel–arising from the conflict of religious teachings
against partying and sex before marriage versus their wanting
to  engage  in  those  behaviors–by  mentally  discounting  the
religious teachings and socially distancing themselves from
the source of those teachings.” In other words, they discount
any religious teachings that would discourage them from doing
what the culture promotes as acceptable, contrasted with the
Bible which says, “Love not the world neither the things of
the world. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh
and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, are
not of the Father but are of the world.”{8}

Cultural Practices
Perhaps the disturbing cultural beliefs are belied by the
cultural  practices.  Let’s  look  at  some  of  the  relevant
cultural practices addressed in the National Study on Youth



and Religion. Let’s begin with the number of people who have
not smoked pot or engaged in binge drinking in the two weeks
before the survey. Among evangelical, emerging adults over
half (54%) have not engaged in these two activities. Of course
this also means that almost half of them have engaged in one
of both of these activities. Amongst Catholic emerging adults,
two out of three have engaged in these behaviors.

How many have not engaged in viewing X-rated videos in the
last year or unmarried sex (including oral sex)? This number
begins at approximately one third of evangelicals not engaging
in unmarried sex but drops to only one fifth when X-rated
videos are added. So, 4 out of 5 evangelical, emerging adults
are engaged in sexual sin, most of them on a regular basis.

On another venue of behavior, how many emerging adults have
given money for charitable purposes, volunteered, and don’t
admire people based on how much money they have? We find that
approximately 15% of evangelicals, mainline Protestants, and
Catholics have done so. So, over 8 out of 10 have not given of
themselves to help others.

Certainly  Christians  are  called  to  “give  thanks  in  all
circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:18) and to “set their minds on
heavenly things” (Col. 3:2). So let’s consider those who are
grateful for the present and sometimes think about the future.
This includes about half of all emerging adults. Thus, over
half of emerging adults seldom give thanks and rarely think
about the future.

Now let’s combine these thoughts and actions together and we
find that only about 2% of all emerging adults hold to a
biblical set of practices. So even though over half hold to a
belief in abstaining from drugs and binge drinking, one-fifth
affirm abstaining from illicit sexual activity, half hold to
an attitude of gratitude for the present and the future, and
15% have given in some way of their time or money, when you
combine them together only 2% have done all four items.



If  we  combine  the  four  categories,  Religious  Beliefs,
Religious Practices, Cultural Beliefs, and Cultural Practices,
we find that no one holds to the set of beliefs which are most
consistent with Scripture.

Conclusions
There are many conclusions that could be drawn from the data
above. Two of the most important conclusions are as follows.
First, the basic religious beliefs of emerging adults largely
depart from the Bible, and when you add in religious practices
and  cultural  beliefs  and  practices  we  find  that  no  one
maintains a distinctly biblical worldview. Second, there does
not appear to be uniformity in the beliefs of emerging adults.
Rather than having a subset of evangelicals, say 15%, holding
to  a  distinctly  biblical  worldview,  you  end  up  with  none
because they trip up in different areas.

As Christian Smith pointed out, “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.”{9}  This  is  because  religious
teachings are not the authority on this world. Rather, it is
what you choose to believe that is your authority for the
“truth” in your life. As one emerging adult put it, “I think
that what you believe depends on you. I don’t think I could
say that Hinduism is wrong or Catholicism is wrong . . . I
think it just depends on what you believe.”{10} This concept
results in a set of evangelical, emerging adults who don’t
hold to a set of common beliefs about God, Jesus, religion,
and cultural practices, but instead hold to a wide variety of
beliefs  which  are  counter  to  the  Bible.  We  must  not  say
because they go to church that they believe the truth of the
Bible. This survey shows that almost certainly they do not.

At Probe, we are committed to making a difference in this
emerging generation. Over the next decade, we are committed to
freeing the minds of 50 million Christians and converting them



into confident ambassadors for Christ. If we and others like
us are not successful, the children of these emerging adults
may have no Christian example to follow.
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Lessons from Camp Quest
In August of this year, the North Texas Church of Freethought
(NTCOF) hosted Camp Quest Texas on a farm outside of Dallas.
This eight–hour event for children of atheists, agnostics and
other “free thinkers” included nearly 40 children between the
ages of five and 15. According to a published report{1} , the
day began with an exercise in making up creation myths based
on the Apache story of fire before leading into activities
with exotic animals, fossils and staged UFO sightings. The
primary purposes of the event were twofold:

• Encourage the children to have open minds and embrace
scientific skepticism

• Provide a fun experience for the children where they could
make  friends  among  the  community  of  non-believers.  This
objective was partially motivated by a desire to counter
negative experiences some of the children had experienced
with schoolmates who believed in God.

Let me begin by stating that I applaud the organizers and
parents for taking positive steps to encourage their children
to ask good questions and look for good answers. Even though I
suspect  that  the  event  was  slanted  towards  promoting  an
atheistic worldview, I believe all parents should assume an
obligation to steer their children toward the truth as they
see it. At the very least, they should equip their children to
see  through  the  illogical  arguments  of  some  enthusiastic
proponent of a cultic religion (even if they think that I am
just such a proponent!).

The  newspaper  account  of  this  event  and  an  accompanying
interview with the executive director of NTCOF can teach us

https://probe.org/lessons-from-camp-quest/


several lessons as we evangelicals take on the task of raising
younger generations.

Background
Before  looking  for  takeaway  lessons,  let’s  investigate  a
little more background. Zachary Moore, the executive director
for NTCOF, described their church this way:

“We’re a church of freethinkers, which means that we try to
understand  the  natural  world  by  relying  on  reason  and
evidence. Like most people, we enjoy spending time with others
who share our values and have similar interests. Forming a
church just seemed like the natural thing to do, since many of
us thought the only thing wrong with churches were the strange
things they told you to believe in.”{2}

At  one  time,  Zachary  considered  himself  a  believer  in
Christianity. At some point, he came to the conclusion that
the evidence did not support his belief in God. As he said,

“If Christianity were true, then I would want at least what
Doubting Thomas got. If another theistic worldview were true,
then I’d need something equivalent. I don’t think it’s too
much to ask to be able to talk to a deity personally before
I’m asked to worship it.”{3}

This question, “If God wants me to believe in Him, why doesn’t
He present me personally with overwhelming evidence?” is one
of the classic hard questions raised against our faith. The
purpose of this article is not to answer this question, but if
you want more information you can find it at Probe.org (see
related articles).

Zachary  and  the  NTCOF  represent  a  point  of  view  that  is
heavily in the minority among Americans, but is growing move
vocal as it grows numerically. Recent Pew Institute surveys
indicate that the number of atheists, agnostics and others who
claim no faith is less than 10% of the population. However, a



2007  Barna  survey  provides  a  revealing  look  inside  that
statistic.

The table below shows the number of people with “no faith” in
each age demographic based on surveys taken in 1992 and 2007.
The data reveals two important trends. First, the number of
people claiming no faith in God in 2007 grows markedly higher
with each younger generation, more than tripling from the 6%
for those over 61 to 19% for those from 18–22. Second, the
percentages for each generation have not changed significantly
in the last fifteen years. We don’t see more people turning to
faith as they grow older. It appears that the skeptics remain
skeptics as each generation ages.

Percent of Americans who are atheist or agnostic{4}:

Generation
Ages in
2007

1992
Survey

2007
Survey

Adult Mosaics 18-22 — 19%

Boomers 23-41 16% 14%

Busters 42-60 8% 9%

Elders 61+ 4% 6%
 

Could  it  be  that  our  secular  schools,  culture  and  public
square are creating their expected result—generations that are
becoming  more  and  more  secular?  It  also  appears  that  on
average, once people reach the age of 18, their belief in God
is pretty much set for life.

How should we respond to this trend of succeeding generations
turning away from God? I believe the report on Camp Quest
reveals  some  lessons  we  can  take  away  and  apply  to  this
question. I want to consider three possible lessons:

• Respect those who express doubts

• Understand that the Truth is not afraid of skepticism (or



scientific inquiry)

• Don’t be intimidated by an unfriendly world.

Respect Those Who Express Doubts
Many of the children attending Camp Quest felt like they are
living in a culture where it is taboo to ask the question,
“Why should I believe in God?”

One fourteen year old boy “was at camp hoping to meet some
nonbelievers his age. All his friends in Allen believe in God,
he said, and he tries to keep his atheism a secret from them.
‘They’d probably avoid me if they knew,’ he said.”{5}

“Another boy, 14, whose stepfather requested his anonymity,
started  home-schooling  this  year  after  enduring  years  of
bullying for his open atheism.”{6}

In my opinion, looking at the experience of the Quest campers
gives  startling  insight  into  the  issue  of  teenagers  from
Christian homes turning away from the church in their college
years.

Consider a teenager from a Christian family who has questions
about the God they learned about in Sunday school. Where can
they get some answers to the tough questions? They look around
and see how their peers and parents react to other children
who question the party line. They realize they may risk status
with their peers if they ask these questions. So, at a time
when they are around Christian adults on a regular basis who
could help them deal with the tough questions and the evidence
for God, they are intimidated into keeping silent. Once they
leave the home for college or other vocations, they enter an
environment  where  the  primary  people  that  claim  to  have
answers to these questions are belittling Christianity as a
crutch for people who believe in myths.



In other words, if the children of atheists are afraid to
bring  up  their  doubts  in  public,  how  much  more  do  many
children from Christian families feel forced to go through the
motions while hiding their major doubts and concerns?

If  we  teach  our  children  to  respect  those  with  genuine
questions about God, we receive a double benefit:

• Our children will be more willing to bring up questions
that cause them to struggle.

• Our children will have opportunities to hear the questions
of others who need to know Christ. If we model for our
children  a  gentle  and  respectful  response  to  peoples’
questions/beliefs,  their  friends  are  more  likely  to  be
willing to share their questions with them.

Understand That the Truth Is Not Afraid
of Skepticism (or Scientific Inquiry)
Most parents at Camp Quest indicated that they did not want to
dictate their children’s beliefs, but clearly they wanted to
impact the thought process. As one mother stated:

“Our job isn’t to tell children what to think,” she said.
“It’s about opening up their minds and learning how to ask
good questions.”{7}

Just  as  we  hope  that  the  children  at  Camp  Quest  will
ultimately ask the right questions about the purpose of life
and their eternal destinies, we should encourage our children
to examine the truth claims of Christianity. After all, Jesus
told Pilate:

‘For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the
world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth
hears My voice.” John 18:37-38 (NASU or New American Standard
Updated.)



Lies and hoaxes are afraid of skeptics. The Truth welcomes
skeptics because it shines in the light of examination. If we
are willing to examine the truth with our children, it will
build their confidence in their faith.

Many teenagers in Sunday School and youth meetings learn the
things that Christians do (and don’t do) and some things that
Christians believe, but never learn about why we believe that
the  evidence  for  Christianity  is  strong  and  a  biblical
worldview answers the hard questions better than any other
worldview. I suspect that many teenagers get the impression
that their pastors and teachers are afraid of hard questions
and  want  to  avoid  them.  Perhaps  in  too  many  cases  this
suspicion is reality.

This reinforces what we have stated in prior articles on the
subject of youth retention (see The Last Christian Generation,
related articles). We need to:

• Encourage students to ask tough questions and respect them
for doing so.

• Equip parents and student leaders with solid answers for
the tough questions.

• Take the initiative and address these topics in Sunday
school and youth meetings even before the students ask the
questions.

• Point them to resources like Probe for those that want to
go deeper into these topics.

• Expose them to Christian adults who are living out a mature
biblical worldview

Don’t  Be  Intimidated  By  An  Unfriendly



World.
How many of us can identify with the following statement:

Just as evangelical adults need social support from their
church, our children need it even more. Many of our kids are
ostracized at school because their parents are evangelicals,
or because they’re sharing their own faith at school. It can
also be challenging to be an evangelical parent when most
people assume that you’re intolerant and ignorant if you
teach your children to believe in hell and in Jesus as the
only  way  to  heaven.  Christian  camps  provide  a  valuable
resource for parents, plus they are full of fun activities
for kids that reinforce our values–—faith in Christ, love for
God and our neighbors, good morals, and a desire for others
to receive eternal life.

It rings true, doesn’t it? It is interesting to consider that
the statement above is a slight modification of a statement
made by Zachary Moore:

Just as freethinking adults need social support from groups
like the NTCOF, our children need it even more. Many of our
kids  are  ostracized  at  school  or  in  their  neighborhoods
because their parents are freethinkers, or because they’re
developing their own freethinking perspective. It can also be
challenging to be a freethinking parent when most people
assume that you’re immoral if you don’t teach your children
to believe in a god. Camp Quest Texas provides a valuable
resource for parents, plus it’s full of fun activities for
kids  that  reinforce  our  freethinking  values  –  science,
critical thinking, ethics and religious tolerance.{8}

American society as a whole does not have a high regard for
atheism. However, in many ways, our public sector and public
schools are more supportive of the NTCOF than they are of
evangelicals. This is the reality our children will become



adults within. We need to encourage them through a community
of like–minded believers while at them same time preparing
them to stand up in an unsympathetic and sometimes hostile
public square.

Youth groups and Christian camps are not refugee camps to
protect our children from the world. They need to focus on
equipping them and encouraging them to stand for the Truth in
whatever cultural setting they encounter.

You may not be excited about the prospect of a Church of
Freethought. However, their experience and reactions may help
expose some our inadequacies in preparing our children to
stand firm in their faith in this world. Let’s make sure that
our children know that we are open to their hard questions and
are prepared with real answers.

“For he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He
is a rewarder of those who seek Him” Heb 11:6-7 (NASU).
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Bridging  to  Common  Ground:
Communicating  Christ  Across
the Cultural Divide
Have you ever felt like an alien in your own culture? What was
your reaction to the people in that other group? The other
day, mine was negative, then a bit hopeful. It all left me
very humbled, but ready once more to build bridges and sow
spiritual seed over shared common ground.

Always Ready?
There  I  was,  in  a  vegetarian  restaurant,  talking  to  the
Chinese owner about my motivations for patronizing this rare
refuge for vegans, vegetarians and other people far removed
from  my  day-to-day  world.  I  just  like  to  eat  healthier
sometimes, I weakly offered. After all, when I recently found
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it closed, I had sauntered to the Texas-style barbeque joint
in the same shopping center feeling little irony.

Not so for most of the old man’s clientele. They just seemed
to fit the veggie-eaters mold. I felt conspicuously out of
place as I mingled in the buffet line with pony-tailed guys,
gals  with  their  hair  in  doo-rags,  Indian  and  Chinese
immigrants.  Yet  there  I  stood,  representing  white  middle-
America in my Tommy Bahama knock-off shirt and dress slacks.

I spied a rack of religious booklets promoting an off-beat
Asian religious group. Hey, I thought to myself, if you want
authentic  tofu-based  cuisine,  you  have  to  mix  with  the
diversity. No problem.

But I wasn’t prepared for the group of youths who walked in
next,  sporting  dreadlocks,  torn  Goth  stockings,  studded
leather boots and T-shirts that would offend the most tough-
minded. The “F” word assaulted me in a slogan scrawled across
the back of several wearing the official T-shirt for the punk
band P*ssChrist.

I have to admit, I wavered between repulsion and compassion,
amusement  and  offense.  Then  I  began  to  fantasize  about
striding right up the large table of vegan-gothic-anti-social
kids and introducing myself. I imagined chatting, asking about
the band their shirts represent, then moving on to the fact
that not all Christ-followers are hypocritical haters—see, I’m
talking to you!

My  two-fold  goal  in  my  little  daydream,  admittedly:  to
challenge their perception of an establishment-looking right-
wing Christian guy like me and to test their own assumed
sensibilities regarding acceptance, tolerance and diversity.
After all, I judged, can they themselves show tolerance for a
fellow who represents a polar opposite worldview and set of
values? Or will they be found out as just another brand of
bigot? All of this I dreamed up perhaps without even finding



out their names! I never went over to their table.

Bad Thinking Means No Bridging or Burned
Bridges
Upon reflection, I saw how off-guard I was spiritually and how
deeply my gut reactions represent some questionable thinking,
even unbiblical attitudes. I would probably have come off as,
well, a hypocritical hater, despite the better intentions I
mixed in with my prejudices. That drove me to prayer and back
to a book that is still worth reading: Finding Common Ground:
How  to  Communicate  with  Those  Outside  the  Christian
Community—While  We  Still  Can  by  Tim  Downs.

My response revealed several unhelpful presuppositions about
people on the other side of the cultural divide and how to
deal with them that still have roots in my soul, although I
should know better. My private syllogism went like this:

They’re  obviously  not  for  us  (biblical  believers),  but
against us, so

The best way to deal with such people would be to confront
them or ignore them (and I don’t prefer the latter).

Although  confronting  them  outright  would  be  wrong,  it
wouldn’t take long for the tolerant approach to necessarily
give way to an uncomfortable, confrontational proclamation of
truth, so bring it on!

Somebody’s got to reach these folks, and it’s apparent that
sooner is better. These are the last days, after all.{1}

But building bridges with the eventual goal of sharing the
gospel fruitfully—something I’ve worked at full-time for two
decades—requires  much  more.  More  thought,  compassion,
understanding, wisdom and patience. The kind, writes Downs,
modeled not by grain harvesters, but rather by fruit growers.



This is biblical, but often ignored by Bible-believers.{2}

As  a  member  of  an  out-of-balance  evangelical  Christian
subculture, I have unconsciously bought into a worldview that
overvalues the spiritual harvest at the expense of spiritual
sowing.  In  so  doing,  I  am  implicated  in  a  scorched-earth
mentality that neither tends the spiritually unready nor makes
allowance for future crops.{3} I repent, and not for the first
time.

This way of thinking assumes a vast conspiracy of God-haters.
Although the caustic, outspoken atheism of Sam Harris and
Richard Dawkins has risen to prominence recently, it is not
the norm. Rather a muddled middle of persuadable unbelievers
and confused born-agains is still a large part of the American
scene.{4}  The  us  vs.  them  approach  tends  to  be  self-
fulfilling,  writes  Downs.  If  approached  as  an  enemy,
defensiveness is understandably generated in those who dont
fit cleanly into our community. Even for announced enemies,
like the T-shirt-wearing punk rockers, turning the other cheek
while engaging with love can be a powerful witness.

Another evangelical myth, according to Downs, is the certainty
that  we’re  experiencing  the  final  harvest.{5}  Indeed,  the
coarsening of the culture is a mainstay and we are promised
that, in the End Times, things will go from bad to worse.
That’s sure how it looks, increasingly. Also, we conservative
Christians, who shared the heady age of the Moral Majority,
are now being blended with every other social group into a
stew of diversity where no group is a majority—and we sound
like jilted lovers, says Downs. We need to ask, How much of
the  spiritual  fruitlessness  in  America  might  we  be
contributing  to  by  our  own  perceptions  and  resultant
attitudes?

To act out of such worldview-level angst and fail to prepare
to  reach  future  generations  is  dereliction.  Picking  low-
hanging fruit, if you will, and plowing under the remaining
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vines is neither loving nor wise. It’s certainly not God’s
way, thankfully.

If I’d waltzed up to that table of vegetarian punkers the
other  day,  I’d  have  likely  displayed  the  attitude  Downs
critiques and confesses having owned: I’ll proclaim the truth.
What they do with it is their business. In other words, ‘Id
walk away self-justified, ineffective—and likely having done
harm rather than God’s purposes. My commitment to justice
would have overridden my practice of love.{6}

To make any genuine impact for Christ among a crowd so foreign
to me as these youths would require more than mere personal
chutzpah and a bag of evangelistic and apologetic “tricks.”
I’d need to wade humbly into their world, eyes wide open and
skin toughened, expecting no respect (initially at least),
hoping realistically only for long-term results. I could not
be  effective  in  my  current  state—from  dress  to  time
commitments to my mindset. To be missional about it long-term,
I’d need to be surely called of God and make a monumental
life-change, like a missionary I met here in town.

Becoming All Things to All People
I first heard of Dale{7} when he spoke to parents at our kids’
Christian school. I marvelled that he and his wife—both in
their 40s—along with their three girls would pack up their
middle-class  home,  leave  a  thriving  youth  pastorate  in  a
Baptist church and take up residence in the grungiest, hippest
part of Dallas, Texas. When I met with Dale down in Deep
Ellum, I could feel the gaping divide between my suburban
existence  and  the  urban  alternative,  Bohemian  art-music
district scene he’d adopted.

When a couple of 20-something chicks interrupted our meal, I
was annoyed that he left me hanging for some time. But Dale’s
apology stopped me short in my own self-absorption. He and his
wife had befriended one of the gals, a bartender, and were



seeking to slowly, carefully build a relationship with her
without scaring her off. And it was working. She had noticed
the non-confrontational yet uncompromising difference in this
loving Christian couple and asked about it. Now, when she
introduces  these  Christian  friends,  she  openly  initiates
conversations about spiritual things with rank unbelievers.
There’s no threat felt, but plenty of curiosity.

The Apostle Paul wrote, “I have become all things to all men,
so that I may by all means save some.”{8} To use the hackneyed
phrase, “Walk a mile in their shoes”—even if the shoes are
foul (some punkers don’t do hygiene) or not your style.

When I researched the band with the sacriligious name on the
T-shirts, I was introduced to a subculture that not only was
foreign to me, but one that actively alienates itself from the
larger culture. Part of a movement called anarcho-crust punk,
this particular band is known for blasphemous rants. Counter-
cultural lifestyle, vile language, themes of death, filth and
anti-religious, anti-conservative and anti-capitalist identity
politics all mark this underworld of dark lostness.

To bridge across cultural canyons—even such a radical one—to
begin  on  common  ground  with  those  outside  the  Christian
community, we need to:

adopt a bridging mentality—think of outreach as a process and
pass your perspective on

avoid  fueling  intolerant  stereotypes  and  show  genuine,
biblical tolerance

don’t burn bridges—avoid unnecessary confrontation but rather
persuade by modeling uncompromising love and concern along
with truth

remember from where you fell and recall who the Enemy really
is—our struggle is not against flesh and blood{9}



cultivate, sow, harvest and begin again. Patiently use art
and subtle, effective communications{10}

relate genuinely: share your own foibles, ask sincerely about
their anger and pain

wait on God’s timing, but don’t fail to offer the gospel and
help them grasp faith

For  those  called  to  go  native  to  bridge  across  cultural
divides, one couple reaching out in the London music-arts
district serves as a model. In a four-hour conversation with a
Londoner deep into the local scene—a definite unbeliever who
knew of the couple’s Christian commitments—the husband was
asked:

What do you think of homosexuality?

After thoughtfully pausing, he deferred, Well, I’d prefer to
not share that with you.

Why not?

Because I believe my view on that will offend you and I don’t
want to do that; you’re my friend.{11}

Compromise? Wimpiness? No. Curiosity caused the non-Christian
to ask again some time later, to which the believer responded
gently, “As I said, I don’t want to offend you, but since you
asked again. . .” His reply led to Jesus Christ Himself. His
biblical response evoked a thoughtful, “Oh—now I’m glad you
warned  me.  That  is  very  different  from  my  opinion.”  The
message  was  heard  and  respected.  The  relationship,  still
intact, grew in breadth and depth and led to a fuller witness.

Our London-based missionary took care, as a vinedresser, not
to bruise the unripe fruit. His eventual impact with the life-
changing good news of Christ was made possible by the patience



and love he balanced with the hard truth. He and his wife, an
accomplished musician, now have high-level contacts in this
London subculture.

I’m taking mental notes and rereading Down’s important book
for some really useful and specific strategies for bridging to
common ground with those alien to me.

Notes

1.  Finding  Common  Ground:  How  to  Communicate  with  Those
Outside the Christian Community…While We Still Can, Tim Downs,
(Moody Press: Chicago, 1999), Chapter 3, “Calling Down Fire,”
pages 33ff.
2. Ibid, 46.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid, 44.
5. Ibid, 47. See also: End Time Anxieties.
6. Ibid, 38.
7. Not his real name.
8. I Corinthians 9:22 (NASB).
9. Ephesians 6:12 (NASB).
10. Downs, T., op. cit., 66-71.
11. Based on second-hand account without attempt to check
details of the conversation. The meaning was clear: by waiting
and building credibility, the door to sharing more opened
where none likely would have otherwise.
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The Problem With Evangelicals
Do you consider yourself an Evangelical? Do you know what the
term means? For some, Evangelical has come to represent all
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that is wrong with religion, especially its intersection with
politics  and  power.  For  others,  the  word  depicts  the
centuries-old tradition that holds in high esteem the best
attributes of the Christian faith across a wide spectrum of
denominations and movements. As a result, one never quite
knows  what  response  to  expect  when  a  conversation  about
evangelicals is started.

Darrell  Bock,  a  professor  at  Dallas  Theological  Seminary,
recently wrote an editorial for the Dallas Morning News to try
and help outsiders better understand what evangelicals believe
and hope to accomplish. Drawing from the recently published
document  An  Evangelical  Manifesto,  Bock  emphasized  the
centrality of faith in Jesus Christ, the desire for a civil
public square that recognizes and protects religious freedom
and  tolerance,  and  a  call  for  evangelicals  to  engage  in
serious  self-examination  and  repentance.  Evangelicals  are
united by their theology and the central role that the Bible
plays in forming it. That doesn’t mean that we agree on every
aspect of doctrine, but we share the good news of salvation in
Christ that the Bible teaches. In fact, the label evangelical
comes from a Greek word for the good news or gospel that is
found in the New Testament.

The newspaper quickly printed a few responses to Dr. Bock’s
piece  that  show  just  how  difficult  it  can  be  to  change
people’s perceptions. One reader wrote that evangelicals are
defined  by  total  opposition  to  abortion  and  rejection  of
homosexuals  and  their  agenda.  And  although  Dr.  Bock
specifically mentioned that evangelicals do not want to create
a government ruled by God or by religious leaders, she added
that evangelicals would be happy with a theocracy. It seems
odd when a person says, “Here is what I believe,” and someone
else replies, “No you don’t; you really believe this.”

Another reader wrote that when evangelicals accept anothers
faith as equally valid as their own, progress will have been
made.{1} This criticism reflects America’s difficulty with the
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highly valued virtue of tolerance. The assumption is that if
one resides in a pluralistic society. then all views must
carry equal weight in the culture and that none can claim to
have a privileged perspective on truth. It is assumed that in
a tolerant society everyone would agree on all ethical issues
and would accept all religions as equally valid. The first
comment seems to be saying that if you are like Christ, you
will  condemn  nothing.  The  second  portrays  the  idea  that
tolerance requires the acceptance of all religious ideas, even
if they contradict one another.

How  does  a  Christian  who  values  the  virtue  of  tolerance
respond  to  these  accusations?  As  An  Evangelical  Manifesto
describes, we are not arguing for a sacred public square, a
society in which only one set of religious ideas or solutions
are  considered.  But  neither  do  we  believe  that  a  secular
public square is in our nation’s best interests. Our hope is
to have a civil public square, one in which true tolerance is
practiced. When understood correctly, tolerance allows for a
civil  dialogue  between  competing  and  even  contradictory
positions on important topics in order that the best solution
eventually finds favor.

Traditionally, tolerance has meant that one puts up with an
act or idea that he or she disagrees with for the sake of a
greater good. In fact, it quickly becomes obvious that unless
there is a disagreement, tolerance cannot even occur. We can
only tolerate, or bear with something, when we first disagree
with it. In a tolerant society people will bear with those
they disagree with hoping to make a case for their view that
will  influence  future  policies  and  actions.  Abortion  and
homosexuality  are  issues  that  divide  our  nation  deeply.
However, a tolerant response to the conflict is not to force
everyone to agree with one viewpoint but rather to put up, or
bear with, the opposition while making a case for your view.
The greater good is a civil public square and the opportunity
to change hearts and minds concerning what is healthiest for



America’s  future,  and  what  we  consider  to  be  a  morally
superior view based on God’s Word.

Christians need to practice tolerance towards one another as
well for the greater good of unity and showing the world an
example of Christian love. An Evangelical Manifesto has been
criticized  by  some  within  the  church  because  it  has  been
favorably  commented  on  by  people  of  other  faiths.  The
assumption is that if a Hindu finds something good about this
document, those who wrote it must not be Christian enough.
This guilt by association fails to deal with the ideas in the
document fairly. It also ignores the times in scripture that
we are told to bear with one another (Romans 15:1, Colossians
3:13).

An Evangelical Manifesto may not be a perfect document, but it
is a helpful step in explaining to the watching world what we
Christians are about. It brings the focus back to the Gospel
of Christ and an emphasis on living a Christlike life. It
reminds us that we have a message of grace and forgiveness to
share, not one of law and legalism.

Notes

1. Dallas Morning News, May 13, 2008
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Voting  and  Christian
Citizenship
Applying a biblical worldview to your voting choices is an
important part of your role as a citizen. Byron Barlowe looks
at how Christians should exercise their right to vote and make
biblically informed decisions in the voting booth.

Summary
It is both a sacred duty and privilege for Christians to serve
as  citizens  who  salt  (preserve)  and  light  (illumine)  our
culture. Americans have inherited a government system based
solidly on a biblical worldview, but one that also tolerates
and  protects  other  viewpoints.  Truly  humble,  tolerant
political  engagement  does  not  equal  spiritual  compromise.
Christians found out how seductive political power can be in
the 1980s and need to resist the pull of compromise. God
doesn’t take sides; we need to make sure we’re on His side.

 Although  a  strongly  biblical  candidate  may  be
ideal, that’s not often a realistic option. Instead, we must
use  our  sanctified  minds  to  prayerfully  choose  between
imperfect candidates—who are not, after all, seeking pastoral
positions. Believers have a duty to vote our values. How else
would we vote? Our calling: not to force those values on
others in a free society, but to honor the privileges of
citizenship, including legitimate political influence, and to
vote our convictions.

https://probe.org/voting-and-christian-citizenship/
https://probe.org/voting-and-christian-citizenship/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/voting.mp3


Christian  Citizenship:  A  Duty  and
Privilege
One pundit wrote fifteen months before the 2008 election, “If
you’re not already weary of the 2008 presidential campaign . .
. you must be living in a cave…. The campaign began the day
after  the  2004  election,  making  this  the  first  non-stop
presidential  campaign  in  history.  The  media,  desperate  to
sustain  interest  in  the  horse  race,  pursue  such  earth-
shattering  stories  as:  ‘Which  candidate  owns  the  most
pets?'”{1}

Then, a new kind of Internet-age debate featured Democratic
presidential candidates responding to home-grown videos posted
to  YouTube.com  by  members  of  the  public.  Among  them:  two
Tennesseans dressed like hillbillies and a snowman, ostensibly
concerned about global warming!

Hard to take politics seriously given all of the theater,
isn’t it? But political engagement—including voting—is a God-
given, blood-bought right that Christians must take seriously.
We are called by the Lord Jesus to be preserving salt and
illuminating  light  in  our  culture.  And  it’s  not  just
presidential  races  that  matter.

Kerby  Anderson,  in  an  article  entitled  “Politics  and
Religion,” wrote, “Christian obedience goes beyond calling for
spiritual renewal. We have often failed to ask the question,
‘What do we do if hearts are not changed?’ Because government
is ordained of God, we need to consider ways to legitimately
use governmental power. Christians have a high stake in making
sure government acts justly and makes decisions that provide
maximum freedom for the furtherance of the gospel.”{2} Some
believe we have a cultural mandate to redeem not only men’s
souls, but the works of culture including politics.

Yet, Christians remain on the sidelines in alarming numbers.



According to one poll before the 2004 elections, “only a third
of evangelical Christians—those who ought to be most concerned
with moral values—[said they would] actually vote.” But the
Bible says a lot about believers’ duties as citizens. “When
Moses commanded the Israelites to appoint God-fearing leaders,
he wasn’t just talking to a handful of citizens who felt like
getting involved…. And modern Christians are under the same
obligation to choose leaders who love justice…. Today, in our
modern  democracy,  free  citizens  act  as  God’s  agents  for
choosing leaders, and we do it by voting.”{3}

As believers, we’re citizens of two kingdoms: one temporal and
earthly, the other eternal and heavenly. We are called to
participate in both the culture and politics of The City of
Man, as this world was called by Augustine, while primarily
focusing on the Kingdom of God.

The longevity and value of these dual kingdoms ought to serve
as crucial guides to how invested we become in them. Eternal
issues matter more than temporal ones. To allow politics and
social issues to overtake our commitments to the everlasting
is to risk idolatry, while losing ground in both realms.

Flipping the usual focus of candidates’ qualifications onto
the electorate, one Christian columnist wrote, “Those who make
critical decisions for America (its voters, I mean) should
come up to some minimal standards before leaving the house on
Election Day. Voters should be able to tell the difference
between worldviews…. Voters should be free of regionalism and
other  types  of  ‘group-think’….  Vocations,  unions,  ethnic
groups and age groups that vote in lockstep are not behaving
as free people. Citizens whose consciences are ruled by others
should not govern a free nation… Voters should value their
vote, but not sell it.” {4}

It didn’t take Albert Einstein to say it, but he did say “It
is the duty of every citizen according to his best capacities
to give validity to his convictions in political affairs.”{5}



Chuck Colson, convicted Watergate felon, said, “All you have
to do is lose the right to vote once, and you would never
again find any excuse for not going into the voting booth…. Be
a good citizen: Exercise the greatest right a free people have
[sic].”{6}

God’s will and Kingdom will not be thwarted, and we cannot
ultimately  control  outcomes,  even  as  a  voting  bloc.  As
Christian citizens in America, we need to offer due diligence
in voting and other political activities, trust God with the
results, and keep spiritual concerns first.

Puritan  Roots,  Pluralism  &  Practical
Politics
In 2007, for the first time a Hindu priest opened Senate
deliberations  with  prayer.  I  asked  a  group  of  Christian
homeschool  parents  gathered  to  discuss  America’s  political
system if they could justify forbidding this, and no one could
answer  satisfactorily.  Pluralism—when  a  culture  supports
various ethnic backgrounds, religions and political views—is a
practical and, understood correctly, appropriate reality.

Americans—believers and non-believers alike—have inherited a
system of governance based solidly on the Bible, but allowing
for a plurality of beliefs or even unbelief. The Puritans who
first colonized this land “saw themselves as the new Israel,
an elect people.”{7}

The architects of our political arrangement, many of them
professing Christians, were deeply influenced by the Puritan’s
positive cultural impact and the Scriptures to which they
appealed.  Daniel  Webster  said,  “Our  ancestors  established
their  system  of  government  on  morality  and  religious
sentiment.”{8} John Quincy Adams said, “The highest glory of
the  American  Revolution  was  this:  it  connected  in  one
indissoluble bond, the principles of civil government with the



principles  of  Christianity.”  George  Washington,  a  devoted
Christian,  left  room  for  others:  “While  just  government
protects all in their religious rights, true religion affords
to government its surest support.”{9}

Probe’s Mind Games curriculum points out the realism of the
founders in mitigating the imperfections of people even as
they self-rule. “Again, we can see the genius of the American
system. Madison and others realized the futility of trying to
remove  passions  (human  sinfulness)  from  the  population.
Therefore, he proposed that human nature be set against human
nature.  This  was  done  by  separating  various  institutional
power  structures.”{10}  This  was  based  on  a  biblical
understanding  of  man,  a  proper  anthropology.

So, how can such a firmly entrenched Judeo-Christian political
heritage be reconciled with a culture increasingly full of
Mormons,  Hindus,  Muslims,  humanists,  and  other  unbelievers
living alongside Christians?

The  Constitution  and  Bill  of  Rights  justly  allows  for
religious  and  political  diversity.  Nineteenth-century
theologian  Charles  Hodge  of  Princeton  regarding  immigrants
said:

All  are  welcomed;  all  are  admitted  to  equal  rights  and
privileges. All are allowed to acquire property, whatever
their religious feelings, and to vote in every election, made
eligible to all offices and invested with equal influence in
all  public  affairs.  All  are  allowed  to  worship  as  they
please, or not to worship at all, if they see fit…. No man is
required to profess any form of faith…. More than this cannot
reasonably be demanded.{11}

Theologian  Richard  J.  Mouw  explored  the  possibility  of
evangelical politics that doesn’t compromise and at the same
is time highly tolerant of other views. Not “anything-goes
relativism,”  but  rather  confidence  that  comes  from  God’s



guidebook for life, tempered by fair-minded ways of dealing
with  people.  He  wrote,  “This  humility  does  not  exclude
Christians  advocating  social  and  political  policies  that
conflict with the views and practices of others. It does mean
we should do so in a way that encourages reasonable dialogue
and mutual respect.”{12}

Believers  need  to  consider  the  words  of  Bernard  Crick:
“Politics is a way of ruling in divided societies without
undue violence…. Politics is not just a necessary evil; it is
a realistic good.” Kenyans victimized by recent mob killings
that erupted after disputed elections could testify that when
the political process fails it can be devastating.

The  founders,  even  as  they  envisioned  pluralism,  did  not
themselves have to deal deeply with it. It requires a keen
worldview for voting and activism in today’s truly pluralistic
America. Our nation is based on an unmistakable Christian
foundation, but that of course doesn’t mean you have to be a
Christian or even believe in God to participate.

Political Might and the Religious Right:
Does God Take Sides?
Ever since Jimmy Carter ran for President based partly on his
evangelical faith in the 1970s, and then the Moral Majority
took the nation by storm in the ‘80s, there has been a non-
stop discussion in America surrounding faith and politics.

Political power’s seduction blinded believers, claim former
movers and shakers like Ed Dobson. “One of the dangers,” he
said, “of mixing politics and religion is that you begin to
think the only way to transform culture is by passing another
law. Most of what we did in the Moral Majority was aimed at
getting the right people elected so that we would have enough
votes to pass the right laws.”{13}



In  those  days,  Christians  seemed  to  believe  they  could
legislate and administrate God’s kingdom into full flower.
However,  core  issues  like  gay  unions  and  abortion  remain
largely unchanged or even worse today.

“History  has  shown  us  we  can’t  rely  totally  on  laws,”
continued  Dobson.{14}  A  good  example  is  Prohibition.  The
harder the government cracked down on alcohol, the more ways
people found to get around the law. One result was increased
crime. Laws don’t change hearts; they are meant to restrain
evil.

Sidling up to political power brokers even for commendable
causes  can  prove  disillusioning.  Recently,  conservative
Christians hoped for fair and full consideration from the
administration  of  the  boldly  evangelical  George  Bush.
According to former White House deputy director for faith-
based initiatives David Kuo, administration operators used and
mocked evangelicals who were trying to do compassionate work
partly funded through the government. But as Kuo asks, “What
did they expect from politicos?” Good question for all of us.
Jeremiah the prophet warned, “Cursed is the man who trusts in
man.”{15} That would seem to include man’s politics.

Committed evangelical Bill Armstrong shared prophetically as a
Senator back in 1983, “There is a danger when believers get
deeply involved in political activity that they will try to
put the mantle of Christ on their cause . . . to deify that
cause and say, ‘Because I’m motivated to run for office for
reasons [of] faith, a vote for me is a vote for Jesus’.”{16}

Ed  Dobson  often  joked  about  God  not  being  a  Democrat  or
Republican—but certainly not a Democrat. But, he asked, “Is
God the God of the religious and political left with its
emphasis on the environment and the poor, or is he the God of
the religious and political right with its emphasis on the
unborn  and  the  family?  Both  groups  claim  to  speak  for
God.”{17}



The Lord appeared to Joshua before a battle. He discovered
that the issue wasn’t whether God was on his side or his
enemy’s,  but  whether  the  people  were  on  God’s  side.  The
religious and political Left casts itself as champion of the
poor and the environment while the Right emphasizes the unborn
and the family. Both say they speak for God. Seeking God’s
priorities and using His wisdom for our particular times is
critical. However, “God’s side” is not always easy to find.

So what’s a Christian citizen’s role? Armstrong and others
believe  Christians  have  been  commanded  by  Christ  to  be
involved. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s” means more
than paying taxes. Some basic biblical principles:

• All political power comes from God;

• Government has a God-ordained role to play in society;

•  Christians  have  a  God-ordained  responsibility  to  that
government: to pray, submit to and honor government leaders
and, of course, to pay our taxes.{18}

The late Christian political activist, pastor, and author D.
James Kennedy warned in the heady early days of “the Reagan
Revolution” not to trust in the man Ronald Reagan but in God.
“After victory,” he writes, “many people give up the struggle
and later discover they had won only a battle, not the war.
Are you working less, praying less, giving less, trusting
less? Maybe there is a bit of the humanist in all of us.”{19}
He continues, “The government . . . should be a means to godly
ends. Ronald Reagan is but a stone in the sling, and you do
not trust in stones; you trust in the living rock, Jesus
Christ.”{20}

Thus, voters, campaigners and officeholders need to heed the
humility of experience in a fallen world and the understanding
of the Founders that power corrupts and should be divided up,
placing final trust in the Almighty.



Should We Elect a Christian When Given
the Chance?
Talk show host Larry King asked pastor and author Max Lucado
if religion should matter in an election campaign. I love his
answer:  “Well,  genuine  religion  has  to  matter.  We  elect
character. We elect a person’s worldview. Faith can define
that worldview…. [Within the] American population 85 percent
of us say that religion matters to us. 72 percent of us say
that the religion of a president matters.”{21} Polls show that
Americans would sooner elect a Muslim or homosexual than an
acknowledged atheist.{22}

Philosopher and early church father Augustine dealt with a
culture war among the Romans. In his classic book The City of
God he taught that “The City of Man is populated by those who
love themselves and hold God in contempt, while the City of
God is populated by those who love God and hold themselves in
contempt. Augustine hoped to show that the citizens of the
City of God were more beneficial to the interests of Rome than
those who inhabit the City of Man.”{23} Of course, a Christian
will want to vote for a citizen of God’s city if there is a
clear choice between him and a rank sinner. That choice is
seldom so clear in elections. But understanding this dual
citizenship of the Christian voter herself in the City of Man
and The City of God is essential to dissecting complicated,
sometimes competing priorities.

In the tangled vines surrounding campaign messages, it’s not
so simple to discern a candidate’s worldview and decide who
best  matches  our  own,  but  that’s  what  wisdom  and  good
stewardship require (and as recent scandals like Senator Larry
Craig’s alleged homosexual improprieties shows, a politician’s
stated views and behavior don’t always match). Seems like the
Christian citizen’s top priority, then, is to have a biblical
worldview to start with (something that Probe can help with
greatly).



Given that, how does the average Christian voter decide on
parties,  platforms,  and  candidates?  They  do  it  based  on
principles of biblical ethics, godly values, simple logic and
a discerning ear.

Remember, America is a republic, not a democracy. And in a
republic we are to elect representatives who will rise above
the passions of the moment. They are to be men and women of
character and virtue, who will act responsibly and even nobly
as they carry out the best interests of the people. No, we
don’t want leaders we can love because they remind us of our
own  darker  side.  We  want  leaders  we  can  look  up  to  and
respect.{24}

Should we elect a person who claims to be a Christian, like
former  pastor  Mike  Huckabee?  It  depends.  Republican
Presidential candidate Mitt Romney received a standing ovation
when said, “We need a person of faith to lead the country.” A
contributor  to  the  blog  run  by  Left-wing  evangelical  Jim
Wallis responded, “But that statement is nearly meaningless,
for even Sam Harris is a person of faith. Strident, angry,
atheistic faith.”{25} Good point: all have faith, but faith in
what or who?

On the other hand, former Senator Bill Armstrong states, “God
was able to make sons of Abraham out of stone. Certainly that
means he can make a good legislator out of somebody who isn’t
necessarily  a  member  of  our  church  or  maybe  not  even  a
Christian or maybe an atheist. So I don’t think we ought to
limit God by saying ‘only Christians’ deserve our support
politically.”{26}

The politically influential Dr. James Dobson caused a stir
when he critiqued one candidate for not regularly attending
church. Dr. Richard Land responded that this is not a deciding
factor for him. He said that as a Baptist minister he would
never have voted for the church-attending Jimmy Carter but did
vote twice for the non-attending Ronald Reagan. This, like so



many others, seems to be an issue of individual conscience for
voters.

Evangelical Mark DeMoss writes in support of Romney, a devout
Mormon. “For years, evangelicals have been keenly interested
to know whether a candidate shared their faith. I am now more
interested in knowing that a president represents my values
than I am that he or she shares my theology.”{27} After all,
we’ve worked together on issues like abortion, pornography,
and gambling. Can’t we be governed well by someone who shares
most of our values, he reasons? As columnist Cal Thomas says,
I care less about where the ambulance driver worships than if
he knows where the hospital is.

Taking  the  high  road  of  choosing  good  candidates,  not
necessarily ones whose theology one agrees with all down the
line,  makes  voting  and  party  affiliation  complex  for
believers. We’d prefer a clean, easy set of choices. But, it
appears that even voting and civic engagement is under the
“sweat of the brow” curse of Genesis—nothing comes easy.

Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias reminds us that we’re NOT
electing a minister or church elder. He said:

I think as we elect, we go before God and [choose] out of the
candidates who will be the best ones to represent [sanctity
of life] values and at the same time be a good leader . . .
whose first responsibility [is] to protect citizens.

What we want is a politician who will understand the basic
Judeo-Christian worldview, and on the basis of that the moral
laws of this nation are framed, and then run this country
with  the  excellence  of  that  which  is  recognized  in  a
pluralistic society: the freedom to believe or to disbelieve,
and the moral framework with which this was conducted: the
sanctity of every individual life.{28}



Vote your conscience. Many issues are disputable matters, as
the  Apostle  Paul  put  it.  Avoid  the  temptation  to
unreflectively limit your view to a few pet issues. If over
time  you  prayerfully  believe  that  stewardship  of  the
environment is critical, balanced against all considerations,
vote accordingly. If sanctity of life issues like abortion and
stem cell research are paramount to you, by all means vote
that way. However, realize that trade-offs are inevitable;
there won’t be a perfect candidate who falls in line on all
our values and priorities.

Politics, Religion, and Values
As the old saw goes, “never talk about politics and religion.”
That  may  be  wise  advice  when  Uncle  Harry  is  over  for
Thanksgiving  dinner.  But  as  a  rule  of  life,  it  breeds
ignorance and passivity in self-government. “Only if we allow
a biblical worldview and a biblically balanced agenda guide
our concrete political work can we significantly improve the
political order,” according to a statement by the National
Association  of  Evangelicals.{29}  That  means  dialogue,  and
that’s not easy.

Some prefer a public square where anything goes but religion.
That would be wrong. Likewise, a so-called “sacred public
square,” with religious values imposed on everyone, would be
unfair. Christians should support a “civil public square” with
open, respectful debate.{30}

But, you often hear people make statements like, “Christians
shouldn’t try to legislate morality.” They might simply mean
you can’t make people good by passing laws. Fair enough. But
all law, divine and civil, involves imposing right and wrong.
Prohibitions against murder and rape are judgments on good and
bad. The question is not whether we should legislate morality
but rather, “What kind of morality we should legislate?”{31}



Yet tragically, as iVoteValues.com discovered, “many believers
don’t even consider their values when voting,” often choosing
candidates whose positions are at odds with their own beliefs,
convictions, and values. A Pew Forum on Religion and Public
Life study found that nearly two-thirds of Americans say their
faith has little to do with their voting decisions!{32} Many
believers are missing a chance to be salt and light to the
watching world.

What  about  when  the  field  of  candidates  offers  only  “the
lesser of two evils”? Like when only one candidate is anti-
abortion yet she holds to other troubling positions? That
requires thoughtful distinctions. If the reason you vote for
candidate X is only to avoid the graver consequences of voting
for candidate Y, you’re not formally cooperating with evil. In
this  case,  whatever  evil  comes  from  the  anti-abortion
candidate you helped elect due to your convictions would be
unintended. Same as if you were a bank teller and the robber
demanded, “Give me all the money or I’ll blow this guy’s
brains out.” You cooperate to avoid the greater evil, but your
intent was not to enable the robbery.{33} It’s hard to argue
against this reasoning in a fallen world where even God allows
evil for greater purposes.

What about cases when the field of candidates offers only “the
lesser of two evils”? For instance, you can’t decide between
the  more  pro-abortion  candidate  who’s  otherwise  highly
qualified  and  the  anti-abortion  person  who  has  some  real
flaws.

Some believe that if you vote for the pro-abortion person for
other important reasons, then you are not responsible for
abortions that might result, as briefly illustrated above.
Others see a necessary connection—vote for a “pro-abort” and
you are guilty. Study and pray hard on such issues as God
gives freedom of conscience.

Sometimes it comes down to choices we’d rather not make. Only



rarely, perhaps, can we say that to abstain from voting is the
only way. Notable Christian author Mark Noll believes this is
such a time for him.{34}

Others warn that this only helps elect the candidates with
unbiblical values. One commentator wrote, “Voters should not
spend  their  franchise  on  empty  gestures….  No  successful
politician is as strong on every issue as we would like. Our
own pastors and parents can’t pass this test in their much
smaller contexts. Rather than striking a blow for purity, we
risk giving up our influence altogether when we follow a man
with only one or two ‘perfect’ ideas.”{35}

Hold this kind of issue with an open hand. Many change their
minds as they age and lose unrealistic youthful idealism. But
if God gives a clear conviction, again, stick with that value
or candidate. Only seek the difference between legalism and
God’s leading.

Some more left-leaning evangelicals like Ron Sider and Jim
Wallis  value  helping  the  poor  and  dispossessed  through
government, while critics claim that as the Church’s exclusive
role. The retort: the Church is failing in its duty and it’s a
fulfillment of the Church’s duty to advocate for government
intervention. Others focus on sanctity of life issues not only
as  a  higher  priority,  but  as  part  of  the  government’s
biblically mandated task of protecting its citizenry. What is
your conviction? Best be deciding if you don’t know yet.

The purple ink-stained fingers of Iraqi citizens who voted at
their own risk for the first time in decades testify to the
precious privilege of voting in a free society. Americans gave
blood and treasure to free them. Don’t let the same sacrifice
made  by  our  ancestors  on  our  behalf  go  to  waste.  Inform
yourself. “Study to show yourself approved” not only regarding
Scripture, but as a citizen of The Cities of Man and of God.
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Leftist  Jewish  Journalist
Survives Evangelical Beat
Quiz:  What  do  you  get  when  you  take  one  leftist  Jewish
journalist, assign him to the evangelical Christian beat for
major newspapers on both US coasts, sprinkle in some fiery
sermons and politically conservative speeches, mix thoroughly,
and  bake  with  the  heat  of  fiercely  contested  national
elections?

Note: This is not a joke.

Sound like a recipe for nitroglycerin shortcake? Maybe you’d
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expect mutual animosity: “Those wacko God-squaders are at it
again, imposing their beliefs and politics on the rest of us
sane people.” “He’s just another example of the biased secular
humanist liberal media that’s ruining America.”

Yet  this  cake  hides  no  explosives.  The  leftist  Jewish
journalist made a significant discovery on the road to meeting
deadlines, one he feels can instruct his colleagues and us
all.

He says to effectively cover the strange tribe to which he was
assigned,  it  helps  to  know  its  members  as  neighbors  and
friends. His lesson has affected his writing in ways that have
conservative evangelicals commending him for fairness and that
provide useful illustrations for managing today’s turbulent
culture wars.

A Jew Among the Evangelicals
Mark Pinsky’s new book, A Jew Among the Evangelicals: A Guide
for the Perplexed (Westminster John Knox), tells how this
“nice Jewish boy from Jersey” ended up attending church “more
often than many Christians” and sometimes more often than he
attends  his  own  synagogue.  During  his  ten  years  covering
religion for the Los Angeles Times, he focused on leaders of
major evangelical ministries and had little connection with
local grassroots evangelicals.

When he moved to Florida in 1995 to write for the Orlando
Sentinel, they were everywhere: In the neighborhood, at kids
sporting events, birthday parties, PTA meetings, Scouts, “I
encountered  evangelicals  simply  as  people,  rather  than  as
subjects or sources of quotes for my stories.”

Still  a  committed  Jew,  Pinsky  found  they  were  neither
monolithic nor, as The Washington Post once claimed, “”poor,
uneducated and easy to command.”  They displayed surprising
diversity  on  a  range  of  issues  including  the  Iraq  war,

http://www.markpinsky.com/


environmentalism,  tax  policy,  women  in  leadership,  and
immigration.

The Readable Radical
Disclaimer: Pinsky, whom I’ve known since our university days,
is a personal friend, so I’m biased. But I’ve also observed a
curious development here that merits wider consideration. His
Duke Chronicle column was entitled “The Readable Radical” and
he was at the vanguard of late-1960s campus leftist causes. I
didn’t  always  agree  with  his  politics,  but  I  admired  his
concerns about justice, hypocrisy and the disenfranchised.

He  still  votes  with  the  Democratic  left,  but  he  also
understands the Christian subculture he covers better than
many  of  its  members.  Mutual  respect  characterizes  his
relations  with  its  leaders.

Pinsky is not without good natured humor as he highlights
evangelical quirks. Example: the Orlando golf club that hyped
its Easter sunrise service and “Easter Egg Scramble” golf
tournament. And, perhaps-not-so-tongue-in-cheek, he admits he
especially likes about evangelical Christians that “if you are
sorry, they have to forgive you.”  He knows their boss said,
“When you are praying, first forgive anyone you are holding a
grudge against{1}.

Lessons for Life in the Larger World
His book draws lessons from his peculiar and unlikely journey
for life in the larger world. His stories of “how people just
like you wrestle with feelings, values, and beliefs that touch
the  core  of  their  beings”  provide  “a  glimpse  of  someone
learning  to  understand  and  get  along  with  folks  whose
convictions  differ  from  his  own.”

Get to know your intellectual and philosophical adversaries,
he recommends. Take them to lunch. Ratchet down the rhetoric.



Maybe connection can produce understanding and civility can
grow into bridgebuilding.

Not bad advice in a world too-often filled with brickbats and
name calling.
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1. Mark 11:25 New Living Translation.
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